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About us
ARC Foundation’s mission is to improve standards in refugee status
determination processes and ensure that those in need of protection
are recognised as such.
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I’m so proud to be treasurer of
ARC Foundation. They carry out
truly vital work that can have
such a powerful impact.

Find out more
about our trustees
and associates
on our website.
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Founders and Directors of
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Message from ARC Foundation’s Chair
During 2020, organisations
working with people claiming
asylum and refugees have
had to deal with additional
pressures and demands due
to the Covid-19 pandemic.
Travel restrictions have made
it more difficult for individuals
to flee from countries where
their lives are at risk and those
who do manage to escape
have generally had to live in
more difficult circumstances
and wait longer periods of time
before their asylum claims are
considered.
Despite these new challenges,
ARC Foundation’s focus on
improving the quality of the
country information which is
available to those determining
refugee claims continues to
play a critical role in ensuring
that those who face persecution
are given the protection
they need.

The more accurate, current
and comprehensive the country
information, the more likely
it is that the correct asylum
decision will be reached. If this
happens at the initial decision it
enables refugees to work, study
and rebuild their lives more
quickly. If it happens at appeal
it prevents refugees from being
returned to countries where they
may be killed, tortured or face
other serious harm.

found that key information
had been omitted or
downplayed in relation to the
five countries it reviewed.
ARC Foundation is the first
organisation to undertake such
a detailed review of the State
Department’s reports, even
though these reports are often
relied on in reaching asylum
decisions and in assessing
human rights conditions
more generally.

In the last year, ARC Foundation
has continued to review and
comment on country reports
produced by the Home Office
and the European Asylum
Support Office, while also
developing new areas of work.

In addition, ARC Foundation
has worked with partner
organisations to address
information gaps relating to
specific groups which may
be at risk of harm in their
own countries (e.g. victims
of trafficking being returned
to Vietnam and people with
disabilities in Nigeria) and
to deliver training sessions
to legal representatives and
others assisting asylum seekers

This included an analysis
of changes to U.S. State
Department’s human rights
country reports under the
Trump administration which

What is COI?
Country of Origin Information (COI) should be accurate,
reliable, relevant, current, objective, traceable and transparent,
and is central to refugee status determination. COI informs
decision makers about conditions in the countries of origin of
asylum applicants.
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to help develop their skills in
assessing country of origin
information materials.
In the year ahead, ARC
Foundation will continue to
collaborate with partners and
stakeholders to ensure that
the country information used
by decision makers is of the
highest standard possible as
this is a crucial pillar on which
the integrity of the asylum
determination process rests.

Mike Kaye

ARC Foundation forms the
charitable arm of Asylum
Research Centre (ARC),
which was set up in 2010 to
improve standards in refugee
determination procedures by:
1. ensuring that decision
makers have access to
high quality Country of
Origin Information (COI);
2. providing tools and
other resources for legal
representatives across
Europe to assist their case
preparation;
3. joining forces with other
civil society partners to
address COI concerns
in relation to specific
countries and
risk profiles.
Since its inception, ARC
has established itself as an
internationally recognised
source of expertise in the
research and analysis of COI in
asylum claims.

What we do
In 2020, ARC Foundation’s work to drive up standards in the use
of Country of Origin Information (COI) continued through its three
main streams of work:

1.

2.

3.

Reviewing country
information reports
published by the UK Home
Office (Country Policy
and Information Notes)
and the European Asylum
Support Office (EASO’s COI
products) and advocating
for improvements
in the quality of
these products;

Assisting legal
representatives and those
supporting asylum seekers
to access relevant COI
research and undertake their
own COI research;

Identifying COI gaps and
seeking to fill those
gaps through specific
research projects.

ARC Foundation Annual Report 2020

To this end ARC Foundation implemented several projects to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Improve UK and EU country of origin information products
Identify and fill country of origin information gaps
Provide a case-specific research service
Develop and deliver COI research training webinars
Analyse U.S. Department of State human rights reports
Promote higher COI standards
Publish free public resources.

Highlights of our work in 2020
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Noah Gottschalk, Global Policy
Lead, Oxfam America
“This excellent report thoroughly
documents what we unfortunately
know to be true – that the Trump
administration is using all the
tools at its disposal to undermine
our asylum system. Asylum
officers and immigration judges
rely on these reports to make
life-and-death decisions. ARC’s
careful analysis demonstrates
how the reports have been
distorted […].”

1
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“This important research by the
Asylum Research Center further
exposes the misrepresentation of
human rights situations in various
countries […] The findings of
this paper—that the U.S. State
Department over the last three
years has continued to obscure
and de-emphasize human rights
abuses, including those faced
by women and members of
the LGBTQIA+ community, via
changes to language in the
annual Country Reports on
Human Rights Practices— are
disheartening but critical to
acknowledge and redress.”
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are also widely used in
the asylum determination
process throughout the
world, and frequently cited
by asylum policy makers,
state refugee decisionmakers, UNHCR, the
European Asylum Support
Office (EASO), as well as
people claiming asylum and
their legal representatives.
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•

Some of the content
changes identified by our
review were not consistent
with the situation on the
ground as documented by
other sources and have the
effect of downplaying the
seriousness of the human
rights situations in these
countries. The principal
changes related to women’s
rights, civil and political
rights, and issues relating to
LGBTI persons.

OCTOBER 2020

• Press release

With the financial assistance
of the Joseph Rowntree
Charitable Trust, ARC
Foundation compared the
State Department’s country
reports on Eritrea, Iran, Iraq,
Pakistan and Sudan in 2016,
the last year of President
Obama’s administration,
with the subsequent reports
produced by President
Trump’s administration
covering events in 2017,
2018 and 2019.

OCTOBER 2020

Comparative
Analysis of U.S.
Department of State
reports

The U.S. Department of
State’s Congressionally
mandated Country Reports
on Human Rights Practices
have been issued annually
since 1976 and are now
published on nearly 200
countries. They are relied
upon to inform foreign
aid and policy, as well as
being used as a tool for
human rights defenders and
governments to highlight
human rights abuses and to
hold regimes to account.

1

Kate Jastram, Director of Policy
& Advocacy, Center for Gender
& Refugee Studies (CGRS)

Highlights of our work in 2020
Comparative
Analysis of U.S.
Department of State
reports
Examples of the findings
included:
• All reports under the Trump
administration removed
the Reproductive Rights
section and replaced it
with Coercion in Population
Control thereby omitting
information related to
accessing reproductive
rights, contraception
and pre and post-natal
healthcare.
• Violence experienced
by LGBTI persons,
organisations and activists,
as well as societal
discrimination and abuse
affecting LGBTI persons
has been omitted from the
Iraq reports, and the latter
issue from the
Iran reports.

• The Iran reports neglected
to document the use
of prolonged solitary
confinement and sexual
humiliation as reported
methods of torture; and
omitted continued legal
restrictions on women’s
economic, social, political,
academic, and cultural
rights.

• The 2019 Eritrea report
no longer mentioned
the widespread sexual
violence against women
in military training camps
that amounted to torture
and the forced domestic
service of women and
girls in training camps
that amounted to sexual
slavery.

• The Iraq reports no
longer mentioned the
occurrence of torture in
prisons operated in the
Kurdistan Region of Iraq
or that sexual and genderbased violence was
underreported.

• The way human rights
issues were presented
in the 2019 Sudan report
suggested that abuses
such as arbitrary killings
by the security forces;
disappearances; the
detention of peaceful
protesters; the failure
to properly investigate
alleged mistreatment; and
traditional legal practices
discriminating against
women only occurred in
the Bashir-era, despite
other sources documenting
their continued occurrence.

• The Pakistan reports failed
to mention the end of the
moratorium on capital
punishment; concerns
with observance of due
process; the execution
of individuals who were
under the age 18 when
they allegedly committed
the crime; and women’s
lack of awareness of legal
protections and their
inability to access legal
representation.
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• Distancing language was
also inserted into all reports
which could be read to
imply an improvement
in the situation, such as
“Detention conditions
reportedly remained harsh,
leading to serious health
damage and in some
instances death” in the
Eritrea report.

The Guardian and Pink
News published articles
on the findings. ARC had
articles published by Open
Democracy and the Free
Movement blog and David
Neale, legal researcher at
Garden Court Chambers,
and Barrister Camila Zapata
Besso wrote legal blogs,
which were widely shared on
social media.
ARC Foundation was
also invited to share its
research findings at targeted
sessions with a number
of Governmental, intergovernmental and NGO
stakeholders as well to
hundreds of attendees of
various conferences and
training sessions.
Following the publication
of the next edition of the
U.S. Department of State’s
Country Reports on Human
Rights Practices for 2020
(in March 2021), ARC
Foundation will undertake a
further detailed review of the
same five country reports, as
well as undertake a crosscountry thematic analysis
to assess how far specific
human rights issues have
been downplayed.

”

“Given the importance of the U.S.
Department of State reports
in deciding asylum claims in a
number of countries including the
UK, we welcome this report which
highlights the omission of critical
data regarding the discrimination
and human rights abuses
LGBTQI+ people face around the
world. Omitting this information
could result in LGBTQI+ people
being returned to danger […].”
Leila Zadeh, Executive
Director, UK Lesbian and Gay
Immigration Group (UKLGIG)

Guardian article, 21/10/2020

Highlights of our work in 2020
Strategic Research
Project

Vietnam: Returned victims of trafficking
Issues affecting the likelihood of re-trafficking
trafficking
6 May 2020

In collaboration with
Asylos, in May 2020 ARC
Foundation published
Vietnam: Returned victims
of trafficking, Issues
affecting the likelihood of
re-trafficking, the second in
our series of Strategic COI
reports that aim to address
the absence of high-quality,
publicly available information
for asylum seekers with
particular risk profiles.
The report combined
relevant publicly available
material with new information
generated by interviewing
a range of individuals with
expertise on the topic.
Vietnamese nationals
regularly form one of the
top ten largest groups of
persons claiming asylum
in the UK. They also
consistently feature in the
top three nationalities of
potential victims of trafficking
referred into the UK National
Referral Mechanism (NRM),
with numbers consistently
increasing over the past
few years.
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Existing COI focused mainly
on the migration route
and experience en route
or in the country of final
destination rather than on
the situation upon return for
victims of trafficking, whilst
UK guidance in the form
of legal Country Guidance
determinations on this issue
is non-existent.
The report set about to
address this information gap
by covering seven research
areas relating to the return
of victims of trafficking to
Vietnam:
•

Profiles of victims of
trafficking and traffickers

•

Legal framework

•

State protection
availability

•

Shelters

•

Rehabilitation
and reintegration
programmes

•

Internal relocation and
the ‘Ho Khau’ household
registration system

•

Issues affecting the
likelihood of re-trafficking.

David Neale, ARC
Foundation trustee and Legal
Researcher at Garden Court
Chambers published a note
for legal representatives
which analysed our reports’
main findings and provided
practical guidance of how to
apply it in legal cases.
During the autumn of 2020,
ARC Foundation started
research on two further
strategic COI reports
focusing on (i) the treatment
of state authorities against
LGBTQI+ persons in Ghana
and (ii) the upholding of
disability rights in Nigeria.
These reports will be
published in the first half of
2021. Additional funding
has been secured which
will allow us to develop a
‘principles document’ on how
to approach disability related
COI research and a training
handbook and module
in 2021.

”

“At our centre, we have supported
many Vietnamese people seeking
asylum, some of whom are
victims of trafficking or modern
slavery. We notice refusals tend
to mention it is safe for them to
return. The Asylos/ ARC report
counters the Home Office’s
guidance and has provided a
clearer picture of the risk to
Vietnamese VoTs if they are
returned to Vietnam.”
Nikki Lee Clarke, Immigration
Advisor, St Augustine Centre
“As highlighted in the report,
victims of trafficking face
significant stigma and
discrimination upon return. In our
work supporting survivors, we
have witnessed the discrimination
that both women and men face
from being a ‘failed migrant.’
Women face additional stigma
associated with being sexually
exploited. Recognizing the
stigmas is crucial in helping the
survivors receive the support
that they need to successfully
reintegrate and thereby reducing
re-trafficking risks.”
Diep Vuong, President and
Co-Founder of Pacific Links
Foundation

Highlights of our work in 2020

”

COI Training Webinars

2020

Country of Origin Information (COI):
Evidencing asylum
claims in the UK
Asylos and ARC Foundation
10 Year Anniversary
Training Series

© ARC Foundation and Asylos

CO I

Together with Asylos, ARC
Foundation developed and
delivered 15 Country of
Origin Information (COI)
training webinars.
These sessions equipped
more than 300 legal
representatives and those
assisting people claiming
asylum with an in-depth
understanding of what
COI is, when it can be of
assistance and what its
limitations are, as well as
providing them with tools to
develop a research strategy,
identify relevant sources,
and improve their COI
research techniques.

We also expanded our
training by offering a
separate module on how
to conduct child-focused
and young people-focused
COI research. More training
webinars are scheduled for
2021.
Of the 121 participants
that gave feedback,
99% rated the training as
“Excellent” or “Very Good”
and 99% stated that as
a result of the workshops
they felt more confident in
researching COI.

99%
rated the training webinars
as ‘Excellent’ or ‘Very Good’.

Training participant
“Thank you both so much for
today’s excellent training. [...]
It’s not always easy taking time
out of case work, but this was
absolutely worthwhile.”
Training participant

99%
felt more confident
in researching COI.
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“Both the handbook and the
presentations by convenors
[…] were very useful. They
complemented each other well
and showed me how good open
source COI research can be
done, even with limited time
and resources, and how good
research can substantiate a
client’s case.”

“This workshop has equipped
me with brilliant research skills
bringing to light many aspects of
child-focused claims that I never
thought of as relevant before.
With the implementation of the
theoretical and practical research
tips, I am positive that I will be
more efficient and effective when
dealing with child-focused claims
in the future.”
Training participant

Partnership work
Despite COVID-19 restrictions we intensified our partnerships and continued to collaborate
with a range of stakeholders to promote higher COI standards including through:
Engaging with the European
Asylum Support Office’s COI
team and senior officials in
the Home Office to review
reports, share our findings
and make recommendations
for how their reports
could be improved (see
Publications section below).

Joint research projects
with Asylos delivering COI
research training webinars
and filling COI gaps. More
information can be found
under our highlights of our
work in 2020: Strategic
Research Project and COI
training webinars.

Partnering with Intentful
Tech Collaborative and
students from the Product
Design course at Berkeley’s
School of Information to
conduct a user research
survey and to use its
findings to design an
enhanced, modern and
more user-friendly COI
Forum – our free membersonly space to exchange
COI-related information,
queries and create
networking opportunities.
During 2020, we started
collaborating with Refugee
Action, Asylos, and
Clifford Chance to increase
understanding of and access
to COI reports via a joint
online resource platform,
which would also host the
revamped COI Forum.
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Participating in the
European Asylum
Support Office’s
Consultative Forum.
Being interviewed by the
Dutch Advisory Committee
on Migration Affairs on the
subject of COI in asylum
procedure with special
reference to the UK.
Members of the European
Network on Statelessness
(ENS) and the European
Council on Refugees and
Exiles (ECRE).

”

“Working together with ARC on
improving the quality of COI in the
European context is extremely
rewarding. Our joint comments
on EASO’s Country of Origin
Information reports benefit greatly
from their expertise, knowledge
and understanding of both
methodological and content
related issues.”
Hiske van den Bergh, Head
of COI Unit, Dutch Council for
Refugees
“We are delighted to be working
with ARC Foundation, as one
of the pre-eminent refugee
organisations focusing on country
of origin information, to create a
new public-facing database to
store COI for asylum advisors
in the UK. We are excited about
collaborating more closely with
ARC Foundation in future.”
David Boyd, Associate, Head
of Pro Bono for UK & Ireland,
Clifford Chance LLP

Publications
Commentaries
on COI products
published by the
Home Office and
the European
Asylum Support
Office (EASO)

During 2020 we published
a commentary on three
Country Policy and
Information Notes published
on Iraq by the Home
Office. The commentary is
intended as a tool for legal
practitioners and decisionmakers and identifies
observed inconsistencies,
gaps and omissions, as
well as providing additional
relevant COI to the issues
addressed.
December 2020: A
Commentary on the
Country Policy and
Information Notes (CPINs)
issued on Iraq: Baathists,
Female Genital Mutilation
(FGM) and Blood Feuds

We also published two
detailed commentaries
reviewing the UK and
Australian government
reports on Sri Lanka which
also highlighted general
methodological concerns:
July 2020: Observations
on the Report of a Home
Office fact-finding mission
to Sri Lanka, Conducted
between 28 September
and 5 October 2019, 20
January 2020
Comments on the
Australian Government
Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade’s (DFAT)
Country Information
Report on Sri Lanka of 4
November 2019

In collaboration with the
Dutch Council for Refugees
we prepared a commentary
on seven COI reports on
Syria published by the
European Asylum Support
Office (EASO), focusing
on the various reports’
methodologies, as well
as on specific issues/
profiles of importance for an
assessment of refugee status
determination for Syrians.
July 2020: Commentary
on the EASO Country of
Origin Information Reports
on Syria (December 2019 –
May 2020)

ARC Foundation was
commissioned to review draft
chapters of the Iraq Security
situation report authored
by the European Asylum
Support Office (EASO)
ARC Foundation Annual Report 2020
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“COI research is our best ally in
the refugee status determination
process. The quality and accuracy
of COI can thus play a determining
role in achieving the aim of the
Common European Asylum System.
On the European level, EASO plays
a decisive role in achieving these
goals. ARC Foundation provides
comments on the different EASO
COI products and this reinforces
the principles that should inspire
COI research, especially those of
accuracy and objectivity.”
Alfredo Campos Garcia, Asylum
Lawyer, Secretary-General, MUN2,
and ARC Foundation Trustee
“The commentaries prepared by
ARC on COI reports produced
by other stakeholders in asylum
systems in the UK and beyond
fulfil an important role in identifying
information gaps in these reports
and making additional COI available
to decision-makers, lawyers and
legal aid representatives. In doing
so, the ARC reports contribute to
better informed decisions on asylum
claims, thus obviating the need
for costly and time-consuming
appeals procedures.”
Katinka Ridderbos, Senior
Research & Information Officer,
UNHCR

Free public resources
In addition to the publications resulting from our research projects, ARC Foundation also published the following
public resources, as well as provided a case-specific research service for asylum and human rights claims.
Thematic sources
database
As part of our efforts to
raise the capacity of legal
representatives and others
undertaking COI research
we updated this free online COI resource, which
comprises over 350 publicly
available sources organised
across nine themes in
addition to a repository
of country experts.

COI Update
The COI Update is sent to
over 600 subscribers, and
provides an update of UK
Country Guidance case law,
UK Home Office publications
and developments in
refugee producing countries,
focusing on those which
generate the most asylum
seekers in the UK.
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Key COI-related points:
EASO Newsletters
A quarterly newsletter
providing a summary of the
European Asylum Support
Office’s newsletters’ main
items relevant to COI.

Our finances
ARC Foundation aims to drive up standards in the quality
and use of Country of Origin Information (COI) in the refugee
status determination process.
INCOME
Grants

£68,153

Other research services
Other

£5,716
£59

Case-specific research service

TOTAL

EXPENDITURE

£2,200

£70,101

Office costs

£1,848

Administrative expenses

£1,621

RESERVES

We continue to be
appreciative of the
constructive relationship
and trust we’ve managed
to foster in 2020 with
colleagues at the European
Asylum Support Office
(EASO), and the Home
Office Country Policy and
Information Team.

£73,570

Unrestricted reserves

-£565

TOTAL

£8,414

Restricted reserves

We are grateful for the
generous financial assistance
we currently receive from
the Paul Hamlyn Foundation
and the Joseph Rowntree
Charitable Trust.

Lastly, we are indebted
to our incredible Board of
Trustees, Iris Teichmann for
designing our publications,
and colleagues at:
•

Asylos

•

Austrian Centre for
Country of Origin and
Asylum Research
and Documentation
(ACCORD)

•

the Dutch Council for
Refugees

£76,128

Consultancy costs and direct
programme costs

TOTAL

Funders, partners & friends

£8,978
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