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Introduction

On 25 June 2013, Stephen Small, the Managing Director of Immi-
gration and Borders for G4S, a multinational security services 
company, was giving evidence to the Home Affairs Select Com-
mittee on the nature of his company’s contract to provide asylum 
accommodation on behalf of the UK government. When ques-
tioned on concerns over the model of subcontracting used, Small 
stated:

Well, the one thing I want to say, and it is linked to the use of our 
supply chain and subcontractors, is one of the reasons we have 
that model is that the providers we use are experienced in oper-
ating in the asylum-seeking market.1

With these remarks, whether intentional or not, the ‘asylum-seek-
ing market’ was born in British public discourse. In pinpointing 
this moment, I am not suggesting that the marketisation of the 
accommodation and support of asylum seekers began in 2013. Nor 
should it be divorced from the much longer-standing development 
of profit-making from the regulation, detention, and deportation 
of asylum seekers and refugees globally by security companies such 
as G4S.2 Rather, what I want to foreground is that these remarks 
passed without question, censure, or protest either in Westminster 
or in media coverage or political debate. The ‘market’ in asylum 
accommodation had slipped onto public record without so much 
as a second thought. Except, that is, for the thoughts of those 
trapped within this system of accommodation.

The year after Small’s comments, I was in Sunderland inter-
viewing asylum seekers and refugees about their experiences of 
housing and support. These were individuals who had been forced 
to leave their homes due to violence, conflict, and persecution, 
and who were housed in Sunderland as part of the UK’s dispersal 
policy, a system of accommodation that distributes asylum seekers 



systems of suffering

2

across the country while they wait for refugee status and the right 
to remain in the UK. Kwame, an asylum seeker in his late twenties, 
was less-than positive about this ‘asylum-seeking market’:

It’s a business strategy, to save money they buy cheap properties 
but they don’t care about people. All they care about are them-
selves. I can see that they don’t care about the service they are 
offering to people. All they think is what they get. The people 
has to come first before your property, but they don’t see that. 
They just think about what they are getting and not what they 
are offering.3

In Kwame’s experience, the ‘market’ in which G4S operate is one 
that cares only for the profitability of housing contracts and disre-
gards all else. In functioning as a tool for the extraction of profit, 
the ‘asylum-seeking market’ makes few pretences to care about 
the lives of asylum seekers or the living conditions they endure. 
It is this ‘market’, and its violent effects on the lives of people like 
Kwame, that forms the heart of this book.

I open with these two accounts to highlight that the dispersal 
of asylum seekers is not just a matter of spatial distribution; the 
practice of dispersal also conveys important messages about the 
distribution of social worth and the value of different lives that 
have far-reaching impacts. Yet despite the central role of disper-
sal in shaping the lives of asylum seekers, it has rarely been a focus 
of critical attention. Systems of Suffering addresses this silence 
through an in-depth account of how dispersal emerged in the UK, 
how it has reshaped relations between the state, the private sector, 
and refugee rights organisations, and how dispersal has served to 
subject asylum seekers to forms of violence and suffering. Disper-
sal represents a form of distributed violence. This is a violence that 
is both ‘slow’, to use Rob Nixon’s phrase,4 and extensive, as through 
dispersal a multitude of organisations and individuals, from local 
government and private contractors to support services and 
community organisations, are drawn into a system that sustains 
suffering. This is a violence that relies upon, and reproduces, pro-
cesses of distribution that are both spatial and social in nature, 
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acting to position asylum seekers and refugees within hierarchies 
of worth and location that sustain inequality and produce harm.

The very process of dispersal is itself a violent imposition. 
Asylum seekers are given no choice over the location of their 
accommodation, nor are they able to work during their time in 
the UK asylum system. Whilst framed as a means for the state to 
exercise its duty of care under international law, dispersal often 
leads to social isolation, the tethering of individuals to insecure 
locations, and resentment among communities who perceive 
asylum seekers to be a ‘burden’ on already scarce resources. Such 
conditions, combined with poor-quality housing and the dismissal 
of asylum seekers’ complaints, produce a cumulative effect, under-
mining self-worth and slowly wearing down the ability to challenge 
exclusion. This is a violence that is all too often erased from public 
concern precisely because it is hidden and hard to trace back to any 
single accountable actor. It is here that Stephen Small’s statement 
matters. Asylum accommodation had been privatised because it 
could be, and it generated no controversy because asylum seekers 
were the latest group to be commodified in a damaging combina-
tion of austerity savings and privatisation.

This book makes the case that the outsourcing of asylum 
accommodation and support in the UK is the manifestation of 
a distributed violence that is cumulative and incapacitating, and 
governs through the exhaustion of its critics and subjects. Disper-
sal is rarely considered in the same violent terms as practices of 
detention or deportation, and rarely garners the same immediacy 
among activists and campaigners. This is a position that has been 
exploited by private accommodation providers and the British 
government to maintain a system that places asylum seekers in 
unsafe housing, fractures their support networks, and disconnects 
the issue of asylum accommodation from the democratic account-
ability of local government.

Drawing on six years of research into the UK’s dispersal system, 
Systems of Suffering presents the first detailed account of asylum 
accommodation and support under privatisation. Responding to 
the development of this ‘asylum-seeking market’, dispersal has 
played a central role in erasing the plight of asylum seekers from 
public concern. This is an erasure associated with the slow dis-
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mantling of support structures, the undermining of processes of 
accountability, the disregarding of community tensions and the 
views of local authorities, and the outsourcing of accommodation 
contracts to private security contractors. Despite these closures, 
drawing on the perceptions, voices, and experiences of those 
directly affected by dispersal, we witness practices that refuse to 
see asylum as a marketable commodity. These practices within dis-
persal point towards the potential for solidarity with other groups 
in need of social welfare and social concern, and for reframing 
refuge as an issue of care over commodification.

HOSTILE ENVIRONMENTS AND TOOLS OF DETERRENCE

In focusing on the accommodation and support of asylum seekers, 
this book draws attention to one of a range of policies developed 
since the late 1990s to ‘toughen’ the UK asylum process and deter 
potential asylum seekers. Brought into effect in 2000 alongside 
extended powers to detain and deport irregular migrants, dispersal 
has disrupted social networks of support among asylum seekers, 
hindered their potential integration, and denied rights to self-
determination to those waiting to be granted refugee status.5 As 
Nick Gill argues, the UK has witnessed a ‘sustained intensification 
in the ways systems of governing asylum seekers act to exclude 
them, govern them through discomfort, criminalise them and 
expose them to uncertainty and risk’.6 This drive to deter asylum 
seekers arose as a response to two interlinked factors. The first 
was the growing number of asylum applications seen by the UK 
through the late 1990s and early 2000s. As Figure 1 illustrates, 
annual applications for asylum in the UK rose from 11,640 to 
71,158 in the decade from 1989 to 1999. Applications subsequently 
peaked in 2002 with 84,132, leading to dramatic shifts in policy to 
better process and manage asylum seekers, and reduce applications 
through enhanced forms of border enforcement and deterrence. 
Whilst such measures appeared to be successful in reducing 
applications throughout the 2000s, the policies put in place during 
this period had a profound effect on the wellbeing of those in the 
asylum system. Since this period, asylum applications rose slightly 
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to 29,456 in 2020, following the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ across 
Europe in 2015 and 2016.7

The second factor driving deterrence was a media climate that 
demonised asylum seekers and refugees, presented asylum as a 
‘threat’ to both government border control and welfare systems, 
and conflated different categories of migration as a means to 
sustain hostility towards immigrants more broadly.8 As a result, 
successive governments have focused on toughening policies at the 
expense of refugee rights.9 These measures have included restric-
tions in legal aid for asylum seekers10, removing the right to work,11 
increasingly restricting access to education or training, including 
language training,12 and increasing investment in detection and 
enforcement capacities to make Britain harder to access for those 
seeking asylum.13 These measures formed part of a wider effort 
to produce a ‘hostile environment’ for migrants in the UK, which 
was designed to encourage migrants to ‘go home’, as the slogan dis-
played on a Home Office van that toured London in the summer 
of 2013 proclaimed.14
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Figure 1 Asylum applications to the UK, 1989–2020
Source: Home Office (2021) Asylum and Resettlement Datasets, available at: www.
gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/asylum-and-resettlement-datasets#local-
authority-data.
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Most notable in these developments have been two areas of 
policy-imposed marginality, each garnering significant critical 
attention and contributing to what Squire terms ‘the exclusionary 
politics of asylum’.15 The first has been the expansion of detention 
for asylum seekers. Throughout the 2000s, the UK expanded its 
immigration detention capacity to 4,000 detainees at any one time, 
running eleven immigration removal centres across the country, 
and contracting these sites out to a combination of Her Majesty’s 
Prison Service and private security contractors such as G4S, Mitie, 
and Serco. Whilst ostensibly used to provide secure accommoda-
tion prior to deportation, detention has been used throughout the 
asylum process, often at arbitrary intervals with individuals trans-
ferring in and out of detention with little independent or judicial 
oversight.16 The harms of detention are significant. Detention has 
been proven to risk secondary trauma for torture victims,17 to 
perpetuate endemic mental health crises for detainees, including 
self-harm and suicide,18 and to expose detainees to abusive treat-
ment from staff.19 Contributing significantly to these concerns is 
the fact that the UK practises indefinite immigration detention, 
meaning that those detained have no sense of how long they will 
be confined for – a measure that is both expensive and abusive.20 
This removal of liberty is indicative of the violent imposition of 
state authority onto the bodies of asylum seekers in the UK. As a 
result, immigration detention has been the subject of considerable 
critical discussion as a form of state violence, both in the UK21 and 
internationally.22 Yet, as Bosworth notes, the number of individuals 
detained at any one time in the UK is relatively small compared to 
the far greater population of asylum seekers and irregular migrants 
living in the community, and this group are themselves subject to a 
range of constraints, such that disciplining migrants becomes part 
of everyday life.23

The second area of policy-imposed marginality has been the 
increased use of deportation measures to expel those unsuccess-
ful in their asylum claims. As with detention, the mobilisation of 
deportation reflects a global trend towards the use of deportation 
as a tool of population management, associated with a ‘depor-
tation turn’ throughout the 2000s.24 In some cases, this drive to 
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deport has continued to grow, with the US in particular expand-
ing its deportation regime extensively.25 In the UK, the picture 
has been more mixed, with the growth of deportations through 
the 2000s reaching a peak in 2004, with 21,425 removals taking 
place. By 2020, this figure had fallen to 3,327 enforced removals, 
of which 486 were asylum-related returns, denoting the deporta-
tion of those whose asylum claims have been refused and who have 
exhausted their right to appeal.26 In part, this fall can be attributed 
to a drop in asylum applications and a reduction in the subsequent 
backlog of cases that the Home Office were adjudicating, with the 
drop in removals seen during 2020 also attributable to the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic.27 Yet at the same time, it speaks to 
the challenges of maintaining the machinery of deportation itself, 
as the process of expulsion requires international return agree-
ments between nation-states.28 The establishment of deportation 
as a key part of the UK’s immigration and asylum infrastructure 
throughout the 2000s was therefore a critical measure of deter-
rence, as deportation represented a tool for enforcement, and also 
a threat that could be used to control those within the asylum 
process. Instances of asylum seekers being returned to situations 
that endangered their lives served to further heighten this coercive 
authority.29 Deportation represents a violent practice of expulsion, 
and its practice in contemporary Europe, and the rise of ‘acceler-
ated removal’ processes orchestrated by private security companies 
on the behalf of European governments, has been linked to cases 
of excessive force, violence, and the death of deportees.30 As with 
detention, the violence of expulsion has been the subject of much-
needed scrutiny.31

Detention and deportation practices have also been the focus 
of considerable political activism. For example, the Time 4a Time 
Limit campaign, led by the campaigning organisation Detention 
Action, argues that detention is ineffective in leading to depor-
tations, is expensive to the tax payer, and is harmful to those 
detained. In opposing indefinite detention, they have contrib-
uted to the growth of novel ‘alternatives to detention’ experiments, 
such as Community Support Projects that provide dedicated case 
worker support and legal advice to detainees in line with the United 
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Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’ guidance on options for 
‘open reception and alternatives to detention’.32 Similarly, the work 
of anti-deportation campaign groups such as Right to Remain and 
the direct action of the ‘Stansted 15’ who disrupted deportation 
flights, have drawn attention to the violence of deportation and 
forced the UK government to cease using public commercial flights 
for this practice. Whilst not halting deportations, such activism 
has raised questions in public over the legitimacy of deportation 
practices and the circumstances, and conditions, in which individ-
uals are deported.

Detention and deportation thus draw critical attention as sites 
of state-sanctioned violence towards asylum seekers. The urgency 
of activism in response to such violence is entirely necessary, and 
chimes with the critical attention of academics and campaigners 
in evidencing the troubling impacts of this drive to deterrence 
and its links to profit-making and value extraction by security 
industries.33 However, such urgency stands in contrast to how 
dispersal has been critically examined, despite the fact that the 
dispersal system shapes the lives of almost all asylum seekers 
in the UK. Whilst recognised as a mechanism of deterrence,34 
dispersal has received far less critical scrutiny than these other 
modes of governing asylum. In part, this is precisely because it 
is a more ubiquitous element of the asylum process, one that 
enrols a wider range of actors, communities, and organisations 
into its maintenance. By contrast to the overt violence of deten-
tion or deportation, dispersal reflects a more prosaic patterning 
of waiting in marginality, as borders become part of everyday 
life rather than clearly defined sites of carceral control or expul-
sion.35 Dispersal still confines and controls, but its violences are 
less readily apparent and its subjects are often hidden, making 
sustaining activism all the harder. To understand how the lives 
of asylum seekers are governed, and how they might be governed 
otherwise, it is therefore critically important to recognise the part 
dispersal plays in governing asylum. Systems of Suffering fore-
grounds the role that the accommodation and support of asylum 
seekers plays in both sustaining and producing these patterns of 
violence, suffering, and social abjection.
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POWERS OF DISTRIBUTION

The UK has operated a dispersal system since 2000. This means 
that after an initial period in temporary reception centres, asylum 
seekers are relocated to towns and cities across the country where 
they are accommodated while awaiting a decision on their asylum 
claim.36 Dispersal is thus a process that shapes the lives of almost 
all asylum seekers in the UK. During this time, asylum seekers are 
entitled to apply for Section 95 support, a system established in 
2000 to run parallel to mainstream benefits. Under Section 95, 
individual asylum seekers can receive £39.63 per week to cover all 
essential costs, excluding housing. Section 95 support ends once an 
individual receives temporary leave to remain, or once all appeal 
rights have been exhausted, often leading to destitution.37 At the 
end of June 2021, 46,245 people were in receipt of Section 95 
support, with 41,633 of these in dispersal accommodation across 
the UK.38 As Figure 2 illustrates, the number of asylum seekers in 
dispersal accommodation has varied, from a high of 80,123 at the 
end of 2003 to a low of 20,182 at the end of 2012. These figures 
naturally respond to the number of asylum applications the UK 
receives (see Figure 1), but they are also influenced by the time 
taken to make decisions on asylum claims. As asylum applications 
have risen since 2013, and the waiting time for decisions has also 
increased, so numbers in dispersal have steadily climbed. This 
increase in dispersal numbers matters because despite its inten-
tions to ‘spread the burden’ of asylum provision across the UK,39 
the dispersal system is geographically uneven, leading to political 
and social tensions in different parts of the country, as discussed 
in Chapters 4 and 5. At the same time, the decision to privatise the 
asylum accommodation process, which was taken in 2011, came 
into effect in 2012. As Figures 1 and 2 clearly illustrate, this coin-
cided with a relative low point in both asylum applications and 
dispersal numbers. Outsourcing this process at its lowest ebb had 
disastrous effects, a point discussed further in Chapters 4 and 6.

Scholarship on dispersal in the UK has fallen into two broad cat-
egories. A range of initial assessments emerged in the early 2000s in 
an effort to judge how effective this relatively novel experiment in 
social policy was in establishing ‘new communities’.40 These initial 
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accounts were followed by critical scholarship that considered the 
political and governmental rationales for dispersal. Fundamental 
to these discussions has been the fact that the location and type of 
accommodation provided is on a ‘no choice’ basis, and this lack of 
autonomy has been argued to mean that dispersal serves to mar-
ginalise and socially isolate asylum seekers.41 In this respect, the 
UK system bears similarities with dispersal policies in a number 
of other European countries,42 with a key distinction being that in 
the UK, dispersed asylum seekers are not accommodated in seg-
regated reception facilities.43 Despite these connections, this book 
departs from these existing discussions in three principal ways.

First, Systems of Suffering addresses both the reach of the disper-
sal system as a nationwide approach to the distribution of asylum 
seekers, and the specificity of how that system is understood, 
negotiated, and experienced in four UK cities. Existing work on 
dispersal has tended to either examine the policy at a national 
level,44 or has focused on how dispersal operates in individual cities 
as part of concerns with urban diversity, multiculture, and inte-
gration.45 In working between these scales of enquiry, this book 
details how urban contexts shape the enactment of dispersal as a 
mode of governing asylum seekers, and how asylum seekers and 
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Figure 2 Number of asylum seekers in dispersal accommodation, 2004–21
Source: Home Office (2021) Asylum and Resettlement Datasets, available at: www.
gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/asylum-and-resettlement-datasets#local-
authority-data.
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others respond to such policies, while also reflecting on the wider 
implications of dispersal as an expression of distributive authority.

Second, this book explores a critical period in the development 
of dispersal. I focus on the privatisation of asylum accommoda-
tion and support services from 2012 onwards. In 2012, the UK 
Home Office signed a series of six centralised contracts passing 
accommodation and support from a mixture of consortiums of 
local authorities, social housing associations, and private provid-
ers to the private contractors G4S, Serco, and Clearsprings.46 The 
COMPASS contracts47 were announced in the context of a gov-
ernment-wide austerity drive, and became a key means through 
which the Home Office sought to make ‘efficiency savings’. Soon 
after a transition in the support of asylum seekers took place, as 
contracts for asylum advice services were transferred from a series 
of refugee support organisations to one new nationwide provider, 
Migrant Help. In both instances, the centralisation and privatisa-
tion processes of 2012 and 2013 marked a significant transition 
within the governing of asylum in the UK. This book tells the story 
of this process, its effects and impacts for those involved, and its 
political implications for the rights of asylum seekers and for dem-
ocratic politics.

Third, this book argues that the dispersal of asylum seekers 
should not be viewed as a matter only of immigration and asylum 
policy or politics. Rather, the politics of dispersal is connected to a 
wider series of social justice concerns around housing, inequality, 
and racialised disadvantage in contemporary Britain. Making such 
connections is important politically, not only to avoid the bifurca-
tion of debate into separate spheres of policy that rarely overlap, 
but to reject narratives of entitlement that readily position dif-
ferent social groups as competing for resources.48 In considering 
how forms of solidarity and care emerge through the refusal to see 
asylum accommodation as a commodity, I argue for the need to 
frame dispersal as intricately connected to the wider question of 
how safe, secure, and genuinely affordable housing can be provided 
for all in Britain. This requires an understanding of not only how 
the outsourcing of dispersal interacts with the privatisation of 
social housing stock,49 but how precarious housing conditions are 
experienced by a multitude of citizens and non-citizens across the 
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UK, a point starkly illustrated by the tragedy of Grenfell Tower.50 
In examining dispersal as a system of distribution that seeks to 
regulate and contain marginal subjects, I highlight moments of 
care and solidarity that traverse boundaries of immigration status 
and that valorise the very social nature of social housing as a col-
lective and common good.

REFUGE IN TIMES OF ‘CRISIS’

It is difficult to write a book on the governing of refugee lives 
in Britain without reflecting on how this process intersects with 
the so-called European ‘refugee crisis’. By this I mean the public, 
policy, and media attention given to the mass displacement of 
people across North Africa, the Mediterranean, and Continental 
Europe during 2015 and 2016, and the ongoing effects of that dis-
placement. Whilst ‘crisis’ has become a routine way of thinking 
about displacement, certainly within public and press discourses, 
this is not a book about a ‘refugee crisis’, or ‘the refugee crisis’ as 
it unfolded in Europe, or the UK. Instead, I argue that dispersal 
represents a policy designed to defer crisis. To make this clear, it 
is necessary to first consider how ‘crisis’ has become a key means 
of framing how refugee mobility is perceived, before considering 
what effect this focus on ‘crisis’ has on dispersal, a system whose 
violence is sustained below the threshold of a ‘crisis’.

Whilst commonly referred to as a ‘refugee crisis’ within Europe 
and at its borders, it is fair to suggest that this designation has over-
ridden the reality of multiple crises. Variously assembled under 
the umbrella of a ‘refugee crisis’ have been: a crisis of solidarity 
between European nation-states;51 a crisis of accommodation and 
provision for new arrivals;52 a crisis of humanitarian intervention 
in the Mediterranean;53 a crisis of integration and social support 
for refugees establishing new lives in European societies shaped 
by austerity;54 and a crisis of the European ideal of hospitality in 
the face of right-wing populism and the hardening of internal and 
external borders.55

Running through the multiple axes of crisis noted above is an 
anxiety over the failures of the nation-state, and a demand to rein-
force measures of political exclusion and social distinction in 




