
Article from Kathleen LaCamera Loughlin, an independent television producer and 
journalist in Manchester, England: 
 
BRITAIN TIGHTENS IMMIGRATION POLICIES 
Albert Tong thought he was doing the right thing when, as part of beginning a new job, he 
applied for a national insurance number--the British equivalent of a social security card. For 
17 years this Hong Kong-born man has lived in Cornwall on the southwest coast of 
England. He has worked, paid taxes, married a local woman and started a family. But this 
one, well-intentioned act began a chain of events that eventually not only left Tong jobless 
but forced him to flee to a church to escape deportation back to Hong Kong. 
Ten days after he took sanctuary in the Marazion Methodist Church, police and 
immigration officials surrounded the building and arrested Tong. Local villagers were 
stunned; his wife and three-year-old daughter, devastated. 
 
"They dragged him away kicking and screaming," reported Alan Bailey, 
the church's pastor. "Generally the feeling is that it is really appalling to separate a man 
from his family and deny him the right to remain here after he has been here 17 years." 
Tong came to England in 1979 to visit his brother. He is one of the many thousands who 
apply for asylum in the United Kingdom each year; in 1995 alone almost 44,000 petitions 
were filed. The Home Office, the government agency charged with immigration affairs, is 
increasingly denying these people the fight to stay in Britain. That trend has put the 
government on a collision course with the religious community, refugee and human rights 
organizations and even the British courts. 
 
"Five years ago Tong would have been granted the right to remain in the UK on 
compassionate grounds," observes David Haslam, associate secretary of the Council 
of Churches' Commission for Racial Justice. But as Haslam points out, "Things have 
tightened up considerably." In many cases official leave to remain in the UK is granted at 
the total discretion of the Home Office, and such leave is now often being denied. 
Individuals and families frequently face deportation to countries where war or oppressive 
regimes threaten personal safety. 
 
The Council of Churches in Britain and Ireland has petitioned the Home Office for 
"amnesty" for families with children born and brought up in Britain. If adopted, this amnesty 
could help up to 1,000 families who live with the daily possibility of deportation. Although it's 
been signed by more than 30,000 people from all parts of the UK, the petition has met with 
what Haslam calls a "dusty" response from government officials. 
A growing number of people are taking refuge in churches as a last resort against 
deportation. Though technically Britain has not recognized a legal right to sanctuary since 
the 17th century, immigration officials rarely go after people once they have fled into 
a church. Antideportation campaigners feel Tong's arrest in a church sanctuary signals a 
move toward a more aggressive public posture on the part of the government--a move 
directly related to a desire to win votes in upcoming national elections. 
 
"It's traditional in this country to start talking about black people and immigration in the run 
up to a general election," observes Stan Butts of the National Coalition for Anti-Deportation 
Campaigns. 
 
Often immigrants from former British colonies are caught up in increasingly restrictive 
immigration policies. For almost two and a half years Nigerian-born Sunday Ogunwobi, his 
wife, Bunmi, and their three children have lived at the Downs Baptist Church in East 
London. The Ogunwobis are under the continuous threat of a deportation order that would 
send them to Nigeria. Like Tong, the Ogunwobis stayed on in the UK once their visas 



expired some years ago. When they took refuge in the church in March 1994, they never 
expected they would become the country's longest ongoing sanctuary case. Sunday has 
applied for his family to remain in the UK on compassionate grounds. Even though their 
three children (ages nine, seven and two) were born in Britain, they are not considered 
British citizens because of a law passed in 1983. 
 
"My children do not know any other home than the UK," explains Ogunwobi, who came 
here as a student. "They have friends here. They have no language, no knowledge of the 
situation in Nigeria. My children have never even been there. ... It's so unstable in Nigeria 
now; schools close from time to time. Hospitals are without resources. ... I have no home 
there any longer, no way to make a living." 
 
Ogunwobi laughs as he remembers what Jesse Jackson said when he visited the family 
during a 1995 trip to London. According to Jackson, the Home Office's plans to send the 
family back to Nigeria would be "like sending the family into a sea of crocodiles." 
 
"There's been a gradual tightening up on immigration in Europe and the UK,especially 
against black people," says Steve Latham, pastor of the Downs Baptist Church. "We were 
persuaded by the justice of the issue to offer sanctuary, to the Ogunwobis." 
 
It is not only restrictive policies that are raising anxieties among Britain's immigrants, but 
also the outright fear of physical harm. Several people have died in incidents connected 
with carrying out deportation orders. In the ease of Jamaican-born joy Gardner, the police 
were charged but later cleared of manslaughter. Gardner died after she was bound and 
gagged with tape while resisting arrest for deportation. Use of mouth gags in deportations 
has now been suspended by the Home Office. 
 
"People are scared," reports Latham. "They know that people have died." Yet Latham 
admits that churches are often fearful about offering sanctuary because they don't want to 
break the law. 
 
"When this church decided to offer sanctuary we thought we were doing nothing illegal 
because we weren't hiding the Ogunwobi family. It turns out now that it may be illegal, but 
it's a gray area and we may be defying the law." He adds that churches in the UK have 
been influenced by the sanctuary movement in the United States and Holland. "I hope in 
future there will be more churches that will offer sanctuary." 
So far the Ogunwobis have been successful in their attempts to fight deportation. Another 
Nigerian family has not been as fortunate. Abdul Onibiyo was deported and handed over to 
Nigerian authorities in October 1995. He has not been heard from since. Home Office 
officials were repeatedly warned that deportation would put Onibiyo's life at risk because of 
his public pro-democracy stance and his vocal criticism of Nigeria's military dictatorship. 
Abdul's 19-year-old son, Ade, was deported in May 1996. He narrowly escaped his father's 
fate when, shortly before he was to be flown back to Nigeria, the government of Guyana 
offered him asylum, Mrs. Onibiyo and two daughters, ages 14 and 17, continue to fight for 
the right to remain in the UK. 
 
The Council of Churches in Britain and Ireland is encouraging more of its members to 
identify themselves as sanctuary churches. The Church of Scotland has been discussing 
such action. 
 
"Naturally there is a lot of apprehension because no one likes to admit there is no 
protection for vulnerable people in the law," admits Allison Elliot, convenor of a churchwide 



committee on asylum issues for the Church of Scotland. "Our discussions measure the 
trends and mood of the country on this issue. We anticipate we'll come up against the 
government in the future." 
 
Under the current regulations, people are ineligible for any government support while their 
cases are under consideration unless they declared themselves asylum seekers before 
entering the UK. Petitions for asylum last 18 months but can drag on for years. There is a 
backlog of over 69,000 cases. 
 
In recent months Britain's High Court has ruled against the government, calling its policy of 
denying housing and benefits to asylum seekers illegal. In the court's written judgment Lord 
Justice Simon Brown said, "A significant number of genuine asylum seekers now find 
themselves faced with a bleak choice: remain here destitute and homeless until their claims 
are finally determined or abandon their claims and return to face the very persecution they 
have fled." The court concluded that the regulations "necessarily contemplate a life so 
destitute that to my mind no civilized nation can tolerate it." 
 
According to the UK's Refugee Council the current policy has denied support to more than 
8,000 poverty-stricken asylum seekers. In the wake of the High Court ruling, the 
government announced plans to go to Parliament with legislation that would circumvent the 
ruling. 
 
This public debate comes too late for Albert Tong and his family. After his arrest Tong was 
held without bail at a detention center near Heathrow Airport in London. During this time the 
Home Office continued to maintain that it was in the public interest that Tong be deported, 
despite overwhelming local support for him to stay. Immigration officials stated that Tong 
should return to Hong Kong and find work there. 
 
Fortunately for Tong, the Republic of Ireland granted him asylum shortly before the 
deportation order was carried out. Three weeks after his arrest he was reunited with his 
family in Dublin. 
 
In an odd twist of timing, the British government is offering visas to a number of Hong Kong 
citizens, allowing them the right to live and settle in Britain before China takes over Hong 
Kong this summer. It's an irony not lost on Albert Tong. {Copyright of Christian Century} 
	


