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Direct Provision as the main
feature of the Irish asylum sys-
tem

The Direct Provision System (DPS) is
the main feature of a legally very com-
plex, bureaucratically and politically non-
transparent, commercially profit and private
business driven, at the core inhumane and
institutionally racist asylum system in Ire-
land. To understand the DPS we need to
understand the role it is playing in Ireland’s
asylum process. DPS, introduced as a tem-
porary ‘measure’ in 1999 provided the best
cover for Irish governments over the past 17
years not only to continue with their unwel-
coming asylum polices, but also to get away
with the unforgivable inhumanity of the of-
ficial state response to asylum seekers.

In fact the entire asylum system is based
on single-simple logic: keeping the asylum
seekers out. If possible, out of Ireland alto-
gether, but, if that fails, out of sight and out
of public and social life, in other words, out
of minds. It is designed to ensure the asylum
seeker don’t sink roots in this country while
the state considers various options about
their lives, the least likely being granting
them refugee status, because the state knows
that people with roots are much harder to
deport. Their friends and, crucially, their
workmates are their children’s schools etc
are likely to defend them. DPS should be
examined and understood within this con-
text.

As we explore some of the aspects of
the DPS, we must recognise one simple fact.
DPS was (and still is) not a well-intended
but somehow unfortunately failed system
but a crucial and purposeful one designed
to maintain the institutionally racist asylum
policies of the state. Hence, each and every
government that came to power since the in-
troduction of the DPS ignored dealing with
it as best as they could. For governments of
Fianna Fáil, the Green Party, the Progres-

sive Democrats, Fine Gael, and the Labour
Party the ignoring of equality, democracy,
transparency and basic human dignity for
asylum seekers did not matter. Not only
did they ignore the ever growing problems
of DPS but they also ensured its perma-
nent nature by introducing new and addi-
tional laws to safe guard it. The 2004 Citi-
zenship Referendum engineered by the gov-
ernment of that time removed the right to
citizenship from children of ’non-nationals’
who are born in Ireland. This referendum
had the specific aim of dealing with asylum
seekers and their Irish born children. 17
years later, there are currently more than
500 children born in DPS. More than 1,600
children are growing up in DPS with lim-
ited access to play or recreational facilities1.
The lost childhood of little asylum seekers is
summarised in one simple fact: children can-
not invite their friends to play in what they
call ‘home’, the direct provision centres.

The Irish asylum process in
numbers
To fully understand the true meaning of
DPS we also need to see it within the con-
text of the wider refugee application process
and the historically very low rates of grant-
ing refugee status to asylum seekers. Ireland
ranks significantly below the EU average in
granting refugee status. Austerity and cur-
rent economic crisis cannot be used as an
excuse for this shamefully low rate. This
was also the case during the so called ‘boom’
years of low unemployment.

The United Nations (UN) has a vast
database2 of very detailed asylum numbers
tracked and reported by the UN Refugee
Agency UNHCR. This database is available
to any researcher to draw conclusions from.
Including the pending and first time appli-
cations within a given year, between 2000
and 2014 the average approval rate in Ire-
land was only 4.22%. The EU average for

1Lives in Limbo, http://www.irishtimes.com/news/lives-in-limbo
2UNHCR Asylum Database http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/asylum_seekers
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the same period was 6.78%. This does not
mean 95.78% of the applications to Irish
state were rejected. In a given year the
state will often simply not make a decision,
leaving cases pending, sometimes for many
years. The average actual rejection rate in
Ireland was 37.7%. In the same period, so
on average 43.9% of the applications were
not processed. In other words, the asylum
seekers were forced to stay in DPS.

Between 2000 and 2014 90,000 refugee
applications were processed. Of these 9,500
were granted and 79,000 were rejected. On
average, for each person the state granted
refugee status, 9 asylum seekers were re-
jected. For rejected – as the official lan-
guage calls them ‘failed’ - asylum seekers the
options available are: an appeals process,
which is a long and costly legal battle with
Department of Justice; to be granted the
status of ‘leave to remain in Ireland on hu-
manitarian grounds; subsidiary protection
status; if all fails, deportation. The leave
to remain and subsidiary protection statuses
are a ‘fuzzy’ area which gives asylum seekers
no sense of permanent solution or settlement
in Ireland. These give the state total control
over their lives and their future. Without
the right to permanent residency and citi-
zenship they are at the mercy of political
choices of governments. According to the
Office of the Refugee Applications Commis-
sioner (ORAC) as of April 2016, there are
2,303 refugee applications outstanding.3

Irish Naturalisation and Immigration
Service (INIS) figures show that around
3,800 people were deported from Ireland in
2015. The numbers of annual asylum appli-
cations have fallen from 16,000 in 2000 to
less than 2000 in 2015/16. But even with
these much smaller numbers the Irish state
has not moved to change the conditions of
asylum seekers.

A report published by the Irish Refugee
Council (Difficult to believe: the assessment
of asylum claims in Ireland, October 17
2012) found damning facts about the refugee

process and procedures in Ireland.4 The title
of this report referred to the refugee review
panel of judges who admitted that their ini-
tial reaction to refugee applications was one
of disbelief of the accounts of asylum seekers
Another report published in 2012 said, ‘The
Irish ‘system’ failed to treat refugees with
common decency, let alone fair procedures.’

DPS:from temporary to perma-
nent misery

Ellie Kisyombe, an asylum seeker in DPS for
over 6.5 years, describes the asylum process
as ‘torture, not fit for human beings’5

DPS was not introduced as a tempo-
rary measure to accommodate asylum seek-
ers in Ireland while the state processed
their refugee applications. It was introduced
in a ‘panic’ as a result of long and non-
transparent processing times of refugee ap-
plications and the high rate of rejections that
followed. For many people in DPS life is sus-
pended for many years, till such time comes
when they are eventually, in very small num-
bers, given refugee status or ultimately re-
moved from the country.

DPS was supposed to provide shelter for
six months as an ‘emergency’ measure. 17
years on, it has become a permanent fea-
ture of the asylum process in Ireland and nu-
merous research reports showing its dysfunc-
tional, inhumane, and institutionally racist
nature have been ignored by the govern-
ments of the past.

The previous Fine Gael/Labour Govern-
ment spent months talking about ‘reform’
of the DPS system but it all ended in yet
another disappointment for asylum seekers.
The Working Group to Report to Govern-
ment on Improvements to the Protection
Process, including Direct Provision and Sup-
ports to Asylum Seekers (June 2015) found
its place in state archives without any mean-
ingful actions emerging from it. The cur-
rent government ditched altogether any sig-

3http://www.orac.ie/website/orac/oracwebsite.nsf/page/AJNR-AAGATA830031-en/\protect\
T1\textdollarFile/2016%2004%20ORAC%20Apr%20monthly%20stats%20book.pdf

4‘Racism in Ireland: From Boom to Bust’ Irish Marxist Review 4 http://www.irishmarxistreview.
net/index.php/imr/article/viewFile/43/46

5‘Asylum seekers living in Ireland more than five years should be given ‘special amnesty”, http:
//www.thejournal.ie/direct-provision-working-group-2737653-Apr2016/
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nificant changes in this area. In 2013, a
confidential government briefing document
said, ‘direct provision is ‘not ideal’, but saves
money’.6 As the Irish Times reported, ‘the
Government will not introduce an improved
alternative to the controversial direct pro-
vision system for asylum seekers because
it fears it could end up being abused by
refugees in the UK seeking better conditions
over here.’

Today, the same arguments are used to
justify the closure of European borders to
refugees and condemn thousands of war vic-
tims to death in the Mediterranean at the
gates of ‘Fortress Europe’.

The Irish Government was examined by
the United Nations Committee on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights on the 8/9
June 2015 in Geneva. The Direct Provision
System was described as a severe violation
of human rights.

Today, many asylum seekers spend years
in DPS, trapped in conditions that are dam-
aging to the health, welfare and life-chances
of those forced to endure them. Direct Pro-
vision accommodation centres have become
isolated, invisible ‘holding’ places where the
state can forget about the asylum seeker res-
idents.

Asylum seekers in DPS are not allowed
to work and are not entitled to social wel-
fare. They are excluded from social housing
and free third-level education among many
other public services. In 2000, the state in-
troduced a weekly allowance of e19.10 per
adult and e9.60 per child (increased to e15
in 2016). The adult allowance has re-
mained the same for 17 years. It is
literally impossible to live any sort of
decent life on this income.

This has been well documented by nu-
merous state and non-state agencies, by na-
tional and international human rights cam-
paign groups.

Asylum Seekers in the Direct Provision System

As of 2016 there are almost 5,000 peo-
ple in DPS. 18% are in DPS for more than
7 years. Only 23% are in DPS for less than
a year.7 The average length of stay is more
than 3 years. Despite numerous calls, in-
cluding from high profile public/political fig-
ures such as the President of Ireland Michael
D. Higgins or the former judge Bryan McMa-
hon the current government continues to ig-
nore the problems of the DPS and the long
waiting time asylum seekers are facing.

Former judge Bryan McMahon called for
an immediate, once-off amnesty to any asy-
lum seeker in the system for more than five
years, as a ‘gesture of generosity in the spirit
of the 1916 celebrations’.8 But the talks
to form the current Fine Gael lead govern-
ment excluded any move on DPS and even
the most limited changes for addressing the
issues facing asylum seekers were dropped
from the program for government.

There are many such problems: over-
crowding in accommodation centres, lack of
privacy or proper family life, food issues, ex-
clusion and poverty are some of them. An-
other significant problem is the absence of
independence and self-determination.

In 2013, the State’s Special Rapporteur
on Child Protection, Dr Geoffrey Shannon,
raised concerns that many children are living
in state-sanctioned poverty and in environ-
ments that could prove highly damaging. He
said, ‘We are in a situation where we treat

6‘State fears reform of system will attract asylum seekers’, http://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-
affairs/state-fears-reform-of-system-will-attract-asylum-seekers-1.1575210?mode=sample&
auth-failed=1&pw-origin=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.irishtimes.com%2Fnews%2Fsocial-affairs%2Fstate-
fears-reform-of-system-will-attract-asylum-seekers-1.1575210

7Reception and Integration Agency (RIA), RTE, Eurostat
8 President Higgins criticises lack of asylum seeker reform, http://www.irishtimes.com/news/

politics/president-higgins-criticises-lack-of-asylum-seeker-reform-1.2655538
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children in direct provision as being second-
class citizens’.

Although asylum seeker children have ac-
cess to primary and secondary education,
they are not entitled to fee free third-level
education. Only a tiny few have had access
to third level education. More than one-
third of the asylum seekers in DPS are chil-
dren and teenagers. Their future is as bleak
as ever. No access to third-level education
is condemning them to lifelong economic dis-
crimination and poverty.

In 2014, the outgoing Ombudsman for
children, Emily Logan, said ‘the treatment
of children living in direct provision centres
for asylum seekers is an issue of ongoing con-
cern which the state urgently needs to ad-
dress. Children should not grow up in direct
provision’.

Mental health and wellbeing is a con-
stant concern. The facilities in accommo-
dation centres are at best designed to serve
for a very short time but people are living
in these conditions for many years. Depres-
sion and mental health issues among asylum
seekers in DPS are up to five times higher
than in the wider community. A study car-
ried out by the Royal College of Surgeons
found the length of the asylum process was
closely associated with an increase in psy-
chiatric illnesses.

In 2014, residents in number of cen-
tres staged protests over food, hygiene, gen-
eral living conditions and the long waiting
times for their refugee applications to be
processed. Visiting one the centres, the
Labour Party Minister of State responsible
for Equality, New Communities and Culture,
Aodhán Ó Ríordáin, said ‘the direct provi-
sion system was not humane and needed to
be reformed as a matter of priority. I won’t
stand over a system of people living in limbo
for years on end. It’s not acceptable that
children have to grow up in direct provision
centres.’ As it turned out, there was no limit
to the inhumanity of the past and current
government. Aodhán Ó Ríordáin is gone but
the conditions in these centres remain the
same.

Direct Provision Centres as
businesses for profit

Currently there are 35 DPS accommodation
centres in Ireland. The state contracts out
the ‘business’ of running the DPS centres
to private companies. All except seven of
these centres are owned and run by private
companies. The conditions and standards in
these centres vary. Many of the private com-
panies providing food and shelter are large
firms involved in the property, hospitality or
catering businesses. Direct Provision Cen-
tres are just another business-for-profit for
these companies. The entire DPS is a mul-
timillion euro industry.

Some of businesses have accumulated
millions but because many have created
‘unlimited companies’, their accounts are
shielded from public view. One of the com-
panies with published accounts, Fazyard Ltd
has accumulated a profit of e10.8 million.9
Another company, Mosney Holidays, has
been paid more than e100 million by the
state. Owned and registered by an Isle
of Man parent company, Mosney made a
e4,050 political donation to Fianna Fail in
2009. Aramark had a turnover of e223 mil-
lion in 2013. Barlow Properties received e40
million from the State for running five di-
rect provision centres. East Coast Catering
has received e90 million since 2000. Bridge-
stock, in Roscommon has received e68 mil-
lion.

Direct Provision Centres are not inde-
pendently monitored and inspected. Asy-
lum seekers are not the owners of their
‘homes’ but forced customers of this state-
private sector business deal.

As in everything else there are huge pub-
lic funds available for private companies to
do the ‘dirty’ work of DPS. These sums are
wasted public funds that could be used to
provide housing and other social services for
asylum seekers. But this is a price Irish gov-
ernments are willing to pay to keep the DPS
in place. Despite the State’s claims that the
DPS provides the best value for money, all
international and national research available
is consistent in showing that the system vio-

9‘How direct provision became a profitable business’ http://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-
affairs/how-direct-provision-became-a-profitable-business-1.2030519
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lates asylum seekers’ basic rights to housing,
family life, food, health, work and education
and is also economic madness.

End the Direct Provision Sys-
tem Now
Direct Provision is a system of inequality
and oppression. It is racist by nature. The
longer it exists the worse the problems are
getting. Its damage to many people’s lives
is already beyond repair. It has hurt enough
people and it must be ended to be replaced
with a system that gives the asylum seekers
the right to work, housing and other rights.
All asylum seekers in DPS should be given
full entitlement to residency and citizenship.
Ireland must declare an end to deportations.
The overall refugee application process must
be changed and a humanitarian, transparent
and care-oriented system should be put in
place. Ireland has the capacity, capability
and the means to look after these suffering
people. What is missing is the political will
of the rulers.

Asylum seekers coming to Ireland and
other European countries do so out of neces-
sity and not choice. These necessities arise
from the current dominant economic and po-
litical system in the world. In this system,
for the rich to go around the world in pursuit
of more profits and investment opportuni-
ties, to settle in any country they want and
to pick and chose where they want to pay
their taxes (or not) is presented as a ‘natu-
ral right’ of capital. But for asylum seekers
and refugees to seek protection and safety,
and migrants to follow jobs across borders is
always defined as a problem. Hence the asy-
lum seekers in Ireland are firstly described
as a problem and only then as human be-
ings. The State sees itself as a victim having
to deal with this problem. In fact it is the
opposite; DPS is the problem and asylum
seekers are the victims.

Asylum seekers exist because people
have fled countries due to events with
life threatening consequences. Such events
could be wars, conflicts or environmental
disasters or chronic poverty and starvation,
or the oppression of people by their govern-
ment. Throughout recent history imperial-

ism and global capitalism are at the root of
this forced migration. From the Palestinian
Nakba to numerous dictatorial regimes sup-
ported by Western rulers; from colonialism
and famine in Africa to imperialist wars in
the Middle-East the actions of the ruling
classes of the world have repeatedly created
refugee crises and asylum seekers.

Their actions in far-away places come
back as asylum seekers and refugees which
then face discriminatory racist policies of
these states. I described the roots of the
refugee crisis more fully in a previous arti-
cle (‘The Roots of the Refugee Crisis’ Irish
Marxist Review 14 ). Asylum seekers in Ire-
land today are a product of all of the above.

In Ireland there is enough wealth to
house, educate and feed every person. But
the society is organised and run by the profit
driven capitalist system. The state and po-
litical rulers ultimately defend the rich at the
top and their national-international business
interests. In the process, creating refugees
and asylum seekers and trapping them in
systems likes the DPS is not a concern for
them.

The state and governments that have
condemned the asylum seekers to DPS are
the same state and the same political rulers
who have also condemned tens of thousands
of workers to unemployment, many families
to homelessness and to poverty, Travellers
to discrimination, women to oppression and
refugees to death.

We must oppose the existence of the Di-
rect Provision System and demand the nor-
malisation of the lives of asylum seekers, to
start with. It is by this we can continue on
to fight for a different world. A world that
is not only necessary but also possible.

In the spirit of 1916, a verse from one
of Connolly’s ‘Songs of Freedom’ (1907) still
resonates:

‘Be moderate’, the trimmers cry,
Who dread the tyrants’ thunder.
‘You ask too much and people fly
From you aghast in wonder’.
’Tis passing strange, for I declare
Such statements give me mirth,
For our demands most moderate are,
We only want the Earth.’
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