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                                                          Ireland is a relatively small country in the general scheme of Europe, a country which was for many years ravaged by economic downturns which turned our society into one of mass emigration on more than one occasion. Yet those days have now passed and as we welcome home those who left in worse times we are also asked to welcome those who are experiencing similar problems in their own countries to those we experienced in the past. The “land of a thousand welcomes” is now being asked to prove all the old stereotypes of the Irishness and welcome with open arms the asylum seekers and refugees of the world. However the unfortunate reality would seem to be that we are not as willing as we might like to believe to allow these people into our country and our lives. One must look not only at the governmental policies but at their implementation and perhaps more importantly at the reactions of the willingness of the Irish people themselves to allow the integration of other cultures into their, what has up until recently remained relatively homogeneous society.

                                                          Ireland signed the 1951 Geneva Convention on the 29th of November 1956 and the 1967 protocol on the 6th of November 1968
. The Geneva Convention sets out the social, economical and civil rights of those who are deemed to be in need of international protection. Under Irish Law a refugee is described as a person who has a “well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his or her nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of herself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his or her former habitual residence, is unable, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it” 
. However Irish Law does not include in this category a person who is already in receipt of protection from the UN, a person who has committed “a crime against peace, a war crime, a crime against humanity”
 a “serious non-political crime”
, or has been found guilty of “acts contrary to the principles of the United Nations”
.  If a person satisfies all of these criteria he or she may then file for refugee status in Ireland. In Ireland it is the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform, currently Michael McDowell, who has the final say in the asylum seeking process. When someone applies for refugee statue in Ireland the application is first sent to the Refugee Applications Commission, on appeal the application is then sent to the Refugee Appeals Tribunal, if there is a further appeal the final decision is made by the Minister based on the recommendations of both groups. 

                                                          In order to understand the Irish mentality toward refugees and asylum seekers one must first take a brief look at the countries past. Ireland was for a long time a society of emigration and the transition to a society of immigrants has proved difficult for the Irish people. In recent years the growing economy has helped to attract more and more people to our shores. It was only in the last decade of the twentieth century that immigrants began to outnumber emigrants. Throughout the twentieth century economic instability, mass emigration and extremely conservative religious influences have helped to formulate the Irish mentality of reluctance to embrace the new ethnically diverse society. During the first half of the twentieth century Ireland was extremely unstable economically, with only brief upsurges in the economy the social conditions of the time were desolate. When Ireland joined the UN in the 1950’s refugees began to arrive in the country sporadically over the following decades, from such places as Vietnam, Chilly and Hungry, however only a small amount of them stayed in the long term
. Many left because of their inability to settle into their new surroundings where they were confronted with increasing feelings of isolation
. Ireland as a country is one in which the majority of the inhabitants are catholic and sustained by the continuing troubles in the north of the country; religion is seen as a major part of the Irish national identity. During the 1980’s there was a major downturn in the economy and the Irish began to fear the prospect of a “brain drain”
 due to the mass emigration that plagued the decade. Most Irish people have at some stage experienced emigration first hand be it family member or friends. However in the mid nineties with the era of the Celtic Tiger the economy was improving and emigration was reduced drastically while we have seen rising numbers of immigrants in the years following. This laid the “brain drain” fears to rest as people who had emigrated in previous decades began to return. With the relatively permanently inconsistent economical situation in Ireland, the social highs and lows of the past have been ingrained on the psyche of the Irish people which has in turn resulting in their somewhat cautious attitude toward change. 

                                                            With the European policy of free movment and the improving economy it was in the 90‘s that Ireland first began to see the effects of a diversifying society. The fact that the Irish have had to struggle to gain and maintain their national independence and identity means that they are instinctively protective of it. It has been argued that the large numbers of diversified cultures emerging in Ireland threaten what is seen as inherently important in being “Irish”, and stems from a fear that these “outsiders” threaten what the Irish have worked so hard to establish
. A matter of controversy over the asylum policies of Ireland is the fact that asylum seekers and refugees are not permitted in to work in Ireland for six months after they arrive while their application is being assessed. This is probably not helping to dissuade the feelings of some, that refugees and asylum seekers are “sponging” of the state and taking advantage of Irelands welfare system
. In reality the asylum seekers are given relatively little, only €19.10 a week as well as children’s allowance, and accommodation. However it is perhaps interesting to note that it is not all immigrants who are seen as a threat, many immigrants are seen as assets for example, students, return migrants, tourists and specialised labourers these people tend to be seen as less of a threat socially and economically, to even though they are still adding to the diversity of the nation. These people are often even recruited by the Irish. As well as this there is a huge need for labour in Ireland at the moment that the Irish themselves can not provide, because of this the overnment has stated that it is intending to employ 200,000 foreign workers by the year 2006. It is these immigrant workers that would appear to provide the solution to the laour shortage problems of Irelands growing economy
.

                                                         While the Irish government would seem to have a good system in place for dealing with the applications of asylum seekers the reality is quiet different. It was in November of 2000 that the amended Refugee Act of 1996 was implemented in Ireland. At this time just under 20,000
 (subject to certain criteria for further details refer to web page www.irishrefugeecouncil.ie ) were still waiting on a decision by the Department of Justice, Equality and Law reform as to their status as refugees. The department was only able to make a decision on around 6,000
 (subject to certain criteria for further details refer to web page www.irishrefugeecouncil.ie) cases in total in the ten and a half months following. With the annual rate of people seeking asylum increasing people were waiting between two and three years to hear the final decision on their cases. The integration of these people into Irish society is relatively impossible while they await such decisions, they are unable to leave the country to visit family who may be also in distress and they are most certainly prohibited from beginning a new life in a country where their future is so uncertain. Indeed the criteria that must be adhered to when seeking asylum in Ireland, while still under the guidelines of the Refugee Act (as amended) are the most extensive in Europe
.

                                                          March 2000 saw the amalgamation of The Directorate for Asylum Support Services and Refugee Agency into what is now the Reception and Integration Agency. This agency is responsible for the planning and co-ordination of the procurement of services for asylum seekers and refugees as well as the co-ordination of the implementation of integration policy
. However in 2000 the majority of asylum seekers did not receive the proper legal advice in the initial stages of their claims
. It is also argued that not enough is being done to help the integration of those seeking asylum into Irish society. Where accommodation is concerned they are housed in temporary accommodation which is often unsuitable. Provisions should be made to take into account such things as religion and language when housing is being allocated. Families should also be given whatever help possible to obtain rented accommodation as soon, as is possible. One of the problems for refugees lies in the fact that this temporary accommodation is often situated areas where there are already major social and economic problems. The arrival of refugees in these areas often provides those already living there with a scapegoat for the aggravation they feel about their situation. While in this temporary accommodation they are for all intensive purposes cut off form the normal Irish life and any chance at integration into the society which surrounds them.  

                                                      However in 2002 there were notable increases in the level of state resources set aside for such things as Refugee Legal Service, The Office of the Refugee Applications Commission and the Refugee Appeals Tribunal
.  A major barrier which needs to be rectified is that Refugees and Asylum seekers can rarely acquire the required documentation to enter countries in the European Union legally and it is accepted under the 1951 Geneva Convention that many are forced to use illegal documentation when fleeing. However it is becoming near impossible to enter the European Union without the relevant documentation. Vigorous boarder controls, severe visa requirements and sanctions against companies who permit those with false documentation to enter the EU is indiscriminately preventing the entry of those who need international protection.  

                                                        While some people may believe that the Irish are finding it hard to deal with this influx of new ethnic groups it is worth noting that the travelling community in Ireland have long been putting up with racism in the “land of a thousand welcomes”. In 1991 the UN declared the Irish travelling community the most prejudiced against group in Ireland. Whole efforts were made to ratify this the strategic plans made in 1996 to increase housing and halting sites for travellers have only now begun to come into fruition, local authorities are producing five year plans to increase there provisions for travellers both in the social and economic spheres. However one need only look at the fact that there are many local shops in which travellers are still not permitted to shop to realise that the situation needs to be improved immensely. The Irish people are attempting to deal with the new culturally diverse society, yet there are still many that can be described as little more than racists. Although in the extreme minority, there have been people of colour living in Ireland for many years many having been born and bread in our small country. On speaking to one such girl who up until recently had had to deal with relatively little racist behaviour it became quickly apparent that with the recent influx of asylum seekers she has begun to see a major change in the treatment she receives. She disclosed that she has been subject to racist taunts that she had never before subjected to. This perhaps goes to help prove the theory that the Irish are afraid of becoming less Irish in that when she was one of few they took little notice of her skin colour but now that she is one of many she is being treated with contempt. The Irish can deal with a few people integrating quietly into their society but when they begin to come in larger numbers they begin to have major problems in dealing with the situation and the feeling that there small country is being “taken over”. Which in the broader scheme of things is obviously completely untrue. As of 2002, 75% of asylum seekers were being accommodated by developing countries. Of those who were coming to Europe only one in thirty were being hosted in Ireland.

                                                        The media in Ireland is doing little to help the situation such headlines as “Crackdown on 2,000 “Sponger” Refugees”
and “Refugee Rapists on the Rampage”
 do little to help the already tainted image of refugees and asylum seekers in Ireland. However not all newspaper articles are bad for example a writer for the Irish Examiner wrote a critical article on the treatment of refugees and asylum seekers by the Irish people. He states that in his opinion the Irish are only willing to accept those seeking asylum who are well educated and wealthy and in his opinion “we may as well put a sign outside fortress Europe saying “Poor people need not apply”” 
. Be this as it may it is my belief that the Irish people are attempting to cope with the new diverse culture they are faced with as best they can. In turn the Irish government must help to integrate asylum seekers into Irish society as swiftly and easily as possible with as little pain as possible for all those concerned especially asylum seekers themselves. 
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