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Summary

Background

1 Asylum is a form of protection available to anyone at risk of serious harm in
their country of origin, through conflict or persecution. As a signatory to the Refugee
Convention and its 1967 Protocol on international refugee prevention, the UK is
committed to not returning individuals to a country where they face persecution.

2 The number of people seeking asylum represented around 11.4% of overall
immigration to the UK in 2024 and around 0.16%0 as a share of total UK population
in mid-2024. Since the second half of 2021, there has been a notable increase in
the number of people seeking asylum in the UK. While volumes of asylum claims
represent a relatively small proportion of overall migration, the current direct cost
of supporting people seeking asylum is disproportionately high (£4.0 billion in
2024-25), driven by long delays and backlogs. Delays also have wider negative
consequences - for vulnerable people, for community cohesion, and for local
authority housing. Delays make it harder for the government to deliver a system
that is fair, well managed and resistant to abuse.

3 InJune 2023 we examined the Home Office’s asylum and protection
transformation programme and concluded it was crucial that all parts of the
end-to-end asylum system (including all relevant parts of the Home Office,
Ministry of Justice and local authorities) worked together to manage demand
effectively. We have also reported on aspects of the wider asylum system,
with particular focus on asylum accommodation and support (see Figure 9

in Appendix Three).

4 In December 2024 the government committed to restore order to the

asylum and immigration system: clear the asylum backlog and end the use of
hotels; increase returns; and reduce small boat crossings. ' In November 2025,
the government set out proposed legal and policy changes. The proposals aim

to reduce the flow of people seeking asylum in the UK, accelerate the removal of
those who have no legal right to remain, and develop a new approach for admitting
refugees through safe and legal routes. The proposals also include a policy shift
towards granting refugee status on a temporary basis and extending the time
required in the UK before indefinite settled status is granted to 20 years.?

1 Plan for Change - Milestones for mission-led government, HM Government, 5 December 2024.
2 Restoring Order and Control, Secretary of State for the Home Department, CP 1418, November 2025.


https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/the-asylum-and-protection-transformation-programme/?nab=2
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/the-asylum-and-protection-transformation-programme/?nab=2
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Purpose and content of this report and our interactive system map

5  To achieve value for money in its management of asylum, the government
needs to coordinate and manage across the complex end-to-end system.

To scrutinise the government’s progress effectively, Parliament also needs an
understanding of that end-to-end system, its resources and capabilities, its costs,
and the legal and practical constraints on making changes to it. We therefore set
out to create a systems map of the overall asylum system. This report draws on that
work to cover:

° definitions, roles and responsibilities of different government departments and
public bodies, policy and financial context (Part One);

o our observations about the key enablers needed for value for money in the
asylum system and the challenges the government faces (see a summary in
Figure 1 on page 7 and Part Two);

(] a factual summary of what the government is currently doing and its latest
proposals related to each of these challenges (Part Two); and

° international comparator analysis on how other countries manage their asylum
systems (Appendix Two).

6 We have also published a data visualisation based on our asylum system map.
It represents visually the relationships and interactions across departmental and
organisational boundaries in managing asylum. It shows the reader:

° how people’s claims move through the system, what happens at each stage
and where delays can occur;

° how people are accommodated and supported while their claim is
being processed;

e the state of the system at a recent snapshot in time, including workload and
where there are case backlogs;

. the estimated costs across the whole system; and

e  our overall observations about key enablers, challenges in the current system
and what the government is doing.

7 The visualisation is available on our website at: https:/nao-mesh.shinyapps.io/
Asylum_Systems_Data_Visualisation/.


https://nao-mesh.shinyapps.io/Asylum_Systems_Data_Visualisation/
https://nao-mesh.shinyapps.io/Asylum_Systems_Data_Visualisation/
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Our scope and methodology

8  Our work covers the end-to-end system for managing asylum claims from

the point at which someone makes a claim in the UK to the point at which they

exit the asylum system, whether through a grant of protection, removal from the

UK or otherwise reaching the end of the process. It does not cover dedicated

asylum and protection schemes, such as the Homes for Ukraine Scheme or the
three Afghanistan resettlement schemes.® Nor does it cover irregular migration by
individuals who do not make a claim for asylum. We do not include government
activities designed to prevent or discourage illegal migration, though these are
clearly relevant to the flows into the asylum system. Our work covered arrangements
up to November 2025 but some aspects of the system are likely to change under the
government’s recent proposed reforms.

9  We worked closely with operational and analytical experts in the Home
Office, HM Courts & Tribunals Service, the Ministry of Justice, and representatives
of local government. We also consulted with internal auditors and inspectors

of the system, academic experts and stakeholder groups. During this work, we
sought to understand the scope of improvement activity underway at strategic
and operational levels, and we point to examples in the report, but this is not a
comprehensive account of all such ongoing activities and we have not evaluated
their impact. Appendix One sets out full details of our scope, analytical approach
and methodology.

Who should read this?

10 This report and system visualisation will be useful for leaders in the asylum
system and for officials working together across the departments and public bodies
involved. It highlights the system constraints and challenges that we consider need
addressing if the government collectively is to achieve an efficient and effective
asylum system, and overall value for taxpayers’ money.

11 The report and visualisation will also be useful for Parliamentarians, to support
effective scrutiny of the government’s proposals and accountability for its progress.
As with all our work, it also allows interested members of the public to understand
how their taxes are being spent and important services delivered. The work will
inform future National Audit Office value for money audits in this area.

3 Afghanistan Response Route (ARR); Afghan Relations and Assistance Policy (ARAP); Afghan Citizens
Resettlement Scheme (ACRS).
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Figure 1

A summary of our observations on the asylum system

We identified four key enablers needed for an effective, value for money asylum system

Key enabler - and why it is important

What is the challenge for the asylum system?

1 A whole-system approach

In a whole-system approach,
organisations across the system work
collaboratively to establish a shared
understanding of objectives and service
outcomes. They agree ways of working
to make consistent trade-offs between
conflicting objectives and priorities in
different parts of the system, using the
likely impact on outcomes as the basis
for trade-offs.

There is no single point of accountability for outcomes or

a governance structure for the end-to-end asylum system.
The parts of government involved each have their own wider
objectives, distinct legal duties, statutory responsibilities and
budgets. Without a whole-system approach, the government
has not set out the overall outcomes it aims to achieve
through the asylum system or agreed shared objectives
across the different bodies involved. Interventions have
tended to be reactive and focused on fixing an urgent
problem in one part of the system only, such as intake or
initial decisions, without a clear view of the effects on other
parts. There are weak incentives for officials in one part

of the system to actively support efficiency in other parts,
which can lead to rework, delays and costs.

2 Addressing fundamental barriers

To deliver value for money, the asylum
system needs to be able to process
and decide claims in a fair, efficient

and timely way and implement those
decisions, including enforcing removals.
Lengthy delays put at risk the welfare
and life chances of people seeking
asylum, represent an unproductive use
of taxpayers’ money on accommodation
and support, and erode public
confidence in the system’s fairness

and effectiveness.

There are fundamental, known obstacles to progressing

a significant proportion of claims, so people remain in the
system for extended periods. This causes uncertainty,
hardship and poor value for taxpayers’ money. Those without
genuine asylum claims may also exploit these aspects of the
system to stay in the UK. The system features that prevent
cases progressing include: the inability to promptly remove
some people who have exhausted their appeal rights but

do not leave voluntarily; a high level of repeated claims

and appeals; frequent changes in policy and global events;
and the fact that time spent waiting can itself make it more
likely that claims are granted on appeal.

3 Timely, robust, shared data

In government systems that interact
with people, it is important for officials
to collect accurate data once, in a
standard format that can be used
throughout the system, and share it
appropriately to support accurate,
efficient decisions and processes.

Poor-quality data, duplicate data entry and workaround
spreadsheets have been a long-standing characteristic of
the asylum system. The Home Office has now moved fully
to its Atlas case management system, but there is further
to go to provide the full functionality and to create a reliable
single record of all data on each person seeking asylum.

It is not yet possible to track individuals or cases through
Home Office, HM Courts & Tribunals Service (HMCTS) and
local authority systems using a unique identifier.

4 A resilient, strategic approach to
capacity and workforce

In efficient, value-for-money processes,
work is done right first time, cases flow
through the process at a pace needed
to meet people’s needs without
creating backlogs, and the resources
in the system flex to meet reasonable
expectations of fluctuation in demand.

There are several capacity constraints that limit the effective
functioning of the asylum system, including recruiting and
retaining experienced caseworkers, availability of suitable
temporary accommodation, capacity in the legal aid

sector and judicial capacity for hearing appeals. In recent
years, the government’s approach has been characterised
by rapid surging of capacity in one part of the system.
Addressing the constraints is challenging in the context of
fiscal restraint, housing shortages and limits on civil service
recruitment. Each of the systems within the asylum system
is under pressure more widely, not just on managing asylum.

Source: National Audit Office analysis
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Concluding remarks

12 The system for processing asylum claims needs to be efficient, resilient to
fluctuating demand, and demonstrably fair - otherwise it puts at risk not just public
money, but the life chances of people seeking asylum and the government’s duties
to them and to UK citizens. However, without a whole-system view and clear,
agreed outcomes there has been no firm basis for the government departments
and other bodies in the system to work together in pursuit of an efficient and
sustainable system.

13 Our analysis shows how efforts to improve the system in recent years have
often been short-term and narrowly focused on one area of the system in reaction to
large backlogs and sharply increasing costs. Increases in speed of processing have
sometimes come at the expense of the quality of decisions, and improvements in one
area have shunted problems elsewhere. There has also been no realistic approach to
the fact that in a significant number of cases it is not possible to return people whose
claims have been refused. As a result, the system has incurred significant costs

- primarily on accommodation and support - that might have been avoided.

14 In the course of our system analysis work we have been encouraged by many
examples of officials taking action to address the root causes of quality failures,
understand and model parts of the system to improve productivity, and work across
organisational boundaries. But these changes are somewhat piecemeal and not
yet fully embedded. Moreover, the system is still hampered by a lack of robust,
interoperable data to support high quality decision-making at each stage.

Recommendations

15 The government has recently set out a package of procedural and legal
reforms it describes as “an entirely new asylum model”. Many of these will need
time and Parliamentary approval to introduce and together they represent a
complex programme for system change. In our future audit work we will be looking
for evidence that the government is moving away from short-term, reactive fixes
towards a sustainable whole-system approach and is paying attention to the key
enablers of value for money that we have highlighted. Our recommendations are
designed to help with that.
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On taking a joined-up strategic approach to improve overall effectiveness and
outcomes across the asylum system

a

The government should, by the end of 2026, set out and present to Parliament
a strategic plan for implementing the proposed new asylum model that supports
long-term sustainability and reduces reliance on short-term, reactive responses
that have resulted in avoidable costs and undesirable outcomes. It should then
publish an annual assessment of progress. The plan should:

articulate high-level objectives for the asylum system as a whole;

acknowledge the fundamental constraints that contribute to people seeking
asylum spending extended periods waiting in the system and clarify how

it will optimise value for money and ensure effective operation given these
constraints, recognising that some may not be fully resolvable and will require
approaches that work around them; and

be explicit that to deliver the objectives and value for money in the long term,
the government will need to ensure the asylum system is resilient and able to
adapt to reasonably foreseeable volatility in demand.

To deliver and sustain the new model, the government should establish a lasting
framework of joined-up governance and accountability for value for money
across the asylum system, supported by senior leadership. The framework
should enable shared decision-making on policy and resource allocation,
manage trade-offs based on overall effectiveness, and prevent pressures being
shifted between parts of the system.

On building better system performance information for improvement and
accountability

C

The government should publish a broad and balanced set of system indicators
that reflect outcomes, quality, and efficiency for people seeking asylum,
taxpayers, and citizens. The government should report to Parliament on these
indicators as part of its annual assessment in a way that:

provides transparency on the overall state of the asylum system,
acknowledging factors outside government control;

shows progress over time by reporting year-on-year trends and explaining the
drivers behind performance changes; and

shows how the government plans to close performance gaps and improve
delivery of the objectives.
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The Home Office should work with the Ministry of Justice (MoJ), Ministry

of Housing, Communities & Local Government (MHCLG) and other relevant
partners in the asylum system to develop a blueprint and implementation plan
for the data framework the asylum system needs in the long term. This will
include understanding:

the current effect on outcomes, quality, efficiency and cost across the asylum
system of data quality problems and the lack of a single reliable record on each
person seeking asylum;

the causes of the key data quality problems and where in the system they
arise; and

what technical, architectural or behavioural changes would be needed to
address these problems and what those changes would cost.

On ensuring that future legislative, policy and management interventions have the
best chance of improving value for money across the whole asylum system

e

The government should:

bring together and build on the modelling and system design work from the
Home Office and ModJ, alongside local authority analysis from MHCLG to
provide a basis for joined-up policy design and decision-making; and

taking into account the Magenta Book principle of proportionate evaluation,
ensure that interventions are supported by an evidence base and theory

of change, including relevant international evidence where appropriate,

an assessment of expected costs and benefits across the end-to-end asylum
system, and an evaluation plan, and these are published unless there is an
overriding reason why that would not be appropriate.
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