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Although asylum decision making has clearly been badly affected by the Covid-19 pandemic the backlog
of asylum application awaiting a decision is not a new phenomenon. At the end of December 2021
48,680 applications had been pending for more than six months. This is the highest figure recorded

At the end of December 2021 85,257 of the applications for asylum received since April 2006 from main
applicants were pending a decision (either an initial decision or further review). After decreasing during
2016 this figure rose during 2017 and 2018. The Home Office had previously explained that the rise was
due to a drop in staffing levels and that they had taken steps to rectify this; the dip in early 2015
appears to substantiate this. However the number of cases outstanding for more than 6 months
increased in each quarter of 2016, before decreasing slightly in the first quarter of 2017. It rose again
during the remaining quarters of 2017 and reached the highest figure ever recorded since this data was
published (2010) in the last quarter of 2021. There had been a reduction in the number of cases
pending further review over recent years but the number increased in quarter 1 of 2019 before falling in
quarter 2 and then increasing again during 2020. There was a decrease in the first quarters of 2021 but
the numbers have since increased again.

During 2010 the number of asylum initial decisions taken in each quarter was larger than the number of
new applications. However in every quarter since then the opposite has been true, except for the last
quarter of 2014 and the first two quarters of 2015. (The initial decisions taken in a quarter are not
necessarily on applications made in that same quarter, but the cumulative effect of a continued gap over
a number of years between applications made and decisions made is inevitably an increase in the
number of cases with decisions pending). The statistics on pending cases have been published since
quarter 2, 2010.

The chart below shows the total number of cases awaiting an initial decision.
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The published statistics also break down the cases into those where an initial decision has been pending
for less than 6 months and more than 6 months. The charts below show this data.

Decision pending 6 months or less:
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Decision pending for more than 6 months:
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It is clear that the number of cases waiting over 6 months increased very significantly from 2011 until
2014, but then reduced quite rapidly until 2016 when it rose again. The first quarter of 2017 showed a
small decrease but this was followed by an increase each quarter until the end of 2017 and a further
increase in every quarter since then.
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Decisions pending further review

Since the beginning of 2012 until recently there was relatively little change in the number of cases
pending further review, ranging from a high of 4,904 in the first quarter of 2012, to a low of 3,412 in the
first quarter of 2014. However in the last quarter of 2014 the figure rose to 5,907, and rose again in
2015 up to 9,236 at the end of June 2015, the highest since 2010 when these statistics were first
reported. Since then the numbers have reduced and at the end of June 2017 the figure had fallen to
2,527. 1t rose slightly in the next quarter to 2,794 at the end of September but fell to 2,323 at the end
of 2017 before rising to 2,493 at the end of March 2018 and falling again to 2,091 at the end of
September 2018 and 1,760 at the end of the year. In the first quarter of 2019 it rose to 2,282, then fell
to 2,164 in the second quarter and rose to 2,407 in the third quarter and to 3,614 in the fourth quarter.
The figure fell to 1,381 in the first quarter of 2020 and then rose to 1,798 in the second quarter, to
2,125 in the third quarter and to 3,812 in the final quarter, fell again in the first two quarters of 2021 to
1,537 but then rose to 3,261 in the third quarter and to 3,279 in the fourth quarter.

The Refugee Council published a more detailed report on the backlogs of asylum decisions, in June 2021.
Based on a request under the Freedom of Information Act, it provides a breakdown of the length of time
some applicants have been awaiting a decision on their asylum claim, including the fact that at the end
of December 2020, 2,284 people had been waiting 3 years of more for an initial decision, of which, 253
people had been waiting for 5 years or more, 55 of whom were children.

The report, Living in Limbo, can be found on the Refugee Council website here
The most recent asylum statistics can be found at:

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-statistics-year-ending-december-2021/list-of-
tables

About the Refugee Council

The Refugee Council is one of the leading organisations in the UK working with asylum seekers and
refugees. We give help and support to asylum seekers and refugees, and also work with them to ensure
their needs and concerns are addressed by decision-makers.
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https://media.refugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/01191305/Living-in-Limbo-A-decade-of-delays-in-the-UK-Asylum-system-July-2021.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-statistics-year-ending-december-2021/list-of-tables
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-statistics-year-ending-december-2021/list-of-tables

