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Key Points

Between 2018 and 2022 the UK’s asylum backlog increased sharply from 27,000 to 132,000 applications. 
It fell by 28% in 2023 following several government measures to process applications faster.

The number of asylum caseworkers increased sharply in 2023, and productivity recovered after a long 
period of decline.

The Prime Minister pledged to clear the ‘legacy’ backlog of older asylum claims by the end of 2023. The 
government processed 96% of these claims that year, but 3,900 applications remained.

Just over half of applicants awaiting decisions at the end of 2023 faced new rules that make it much harder 
for them to receive legal status in the UK. This is due to the Illegal Migration Act of 2023.

One reason the backlog fell in 2023 was that a larger number of claims were withdrawn (around 24,000 
that year, over four times more than the year before). This includes claims withdrawn by the government. 
However, many of these people later re-entered the asylum system.

Slow asylum decision-making is financially costly and hampers refugee integration.

Some other high-income countries have also struggled with asylum backlogs. At the end of 2023, the UK 
had the fifth-largest asylum backlog in Europe.

The UK has accumulated a large backlog of asylum cases. This briefing examines what we 

know about the asylum backlog, its causes, and its consequences.

Understanding the evidence

The asylum backlog is the number of asylum claims awaiting a decision – typically, an initial decision from the Home Office. 

The best data on the asylum backlog is found in the Home Office’s Immigration System Statistics quarterly release (Tables 

Asy_D03 and Asy_10).

In any given period, the change in the size of the asylum backlog is driven by the number of new asylum applications, minus 

the number of “substantive decisions” and withdrawn applications. The backlog grows when more people apply than receive 

decisions (or are withdrawn). Conversely, the backlog shrinks when there are more decided and withdrawn applications than 

new applications.

Substantive decisions on asylum claims are either grants of protection or refusals. Withdrawals are counted as non-substantive 

initial decisions, and can be either explicit or implicit. Explicit withdrawals occur if the claimant notifies the Home Office that 

they no longer wish to pursue their asylum claim. Implicit withdrawals are made by the Home Office if the claimant fails to 

maintain contact or provide up-to-date details, leaves the UK prior to the conclusion of the application, fails to complete an 

asylum questionnaire within the provided deadline, or fails to attend reporting events or personal interviews. Withdrawals 

may thus be viewed as non-substantive decisions, but they nonetheless remove a case from the asylum backlog. In August 

2023, new immigration rules allowed officials to classify a broader range of asylum claims as withdrawn.

Depending on what is included, there are different counts of the asylum backlog.

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/immigration-statistics-quarterly-release
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/657ad06b254aaa000d050cf7/Withdrawing+asylum+claims.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/guidance-note-on-explicit-and-deemed-withdrawal-of-asylum-claims#:~:text=The%20circumstances%20in%20which%20an,force%20on%207%20August%202023.
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The most commonly used count is applications awaiting an initial decision from the Home Office (an administrative decision) 

and therefore excludes those awaiting the outcome of an appeal to an immigration tribunal (a judicial decision). Other counts 

include asylum applications at any stage of the administrative or judicial process, and hence include applications awaiting an 

initial government decision, as well as those awaiting the outcome of an appeal. Some figures cited in public debates include 

people who have been refused and have exhausted all rights of appeal but have yet to be removed from the country. In this 

briefing, we focus on applications awaiting an initial decision from the Home Office, because this makes up the large majority 

of pending cases and accounts for most of the growth in the asylum backlog over time.

The asylum backlog figure is larger if family members are included. Each asylum application requests protection for a ‘main 

applicant’ and some include requests for protection for the main applicant’s close family members, known as ‘dependants’. 

These dependants include a partner and any children under 18, but not parents, siblings, extended family, or adult children. 

The dependants on an application receive the same outcome as the main applicant.

Because only one asylum decision is taken per application, this briefing generally refers to applications rather than people 

(main applicants only). There are, however, some circumstances where it makes more sense to speak of the number of people 

in the backlog, such as in discussions around the number of asylum seekers in need of accommodation.

Finally, the Home Office publishes data on the asylum ‘work in progress’, known as the ‘WIP’. This is the widest measure of the 

backlog and refers to the total number of people in the asylum system: (1) applicants awaiting an initial decision; (2) those 

awaiting an appeal outcome; (3) individuals who have been recorded as having absconded; (4) those whose claims have 

been treated as implicitly withdrawn due to their failure to complete an asylum questionnaire or attend a substantive asylum 

interview; and (5) unsuccessful asylum applicants awaiting removal from the UK. As of 30 June 2023, the asylum WIP stood 

at 215,308.

Understanding the policy

The ‘legacy’ and ‘flow’ backlogs

In a speech to the House of Commons on 13 December 2022, Prime Minister Rishi Sunak pledged to clear the asylum 
backlog by the end of 2023. This pledge was later clarified to refer not to the total backlog but only to the roughly 92,000 
applications lodged before 28 June 2022, when the Nationality and Borders Act came into effect. These applications are the 
‘legacy’ backlog. 

Applications submitted on or after 28 June 2022 constitute the ‘flow’ backlog. Added together, these backlogs make up the 
total backlog of asylum claims awaiting an initial government decision. 

In the Home Office’s ad-hoc statistics related to irregular migration, the ‘flow’ backlog is further broken down into three 
categories – the Nationalities and Borders Act (NABA) backlog comprising applications made between 28 June 2022 and 
6 March 2023, the Illegal Migration Bill (IMB) backlog comprising applications made between 7 March 2023 and 19 July 
2023, and the Illegal Migration Act (IMA) backlog comprising applications made on or after 20 July 2023. Unlike the ‘legacy’ 
backlog, people in all three ‘flow’ backlogs can be considered ‘inadmissible’ if the applicant is found to have a “connection” to 
a “safe third country”.

However, applicants in the IMB and IMA backlogs who entered the UK without permission and have travelled through a safe 
third country cannot receive legal status in the UK unless the Home Secretary considers that their human rights are at risk 
or there are other exceptional circumstances. At the time of writing, most people in either the IMB or IMA backlogs can be 
refused asylum but cannot be granted it. At some point (when the legislation is brought fully into force), it will also no longer 
be possible for most IMA asylum seekers to receive a decision at all, even a refusal. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-part-11-asylum
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-june-2023/how-many-people-do-we-grant-protection-to
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2022-12-13/debates/DB61C374-16B5-411C-9A29-CC3DCA119EB3/IllegalImmigration
https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2022-12-14/debates/7D8F2E8C-AEFE-4B62-A3D0-F08A07965752/IllegalImmigration
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/statistics-relating-to-the-illegal-migration-bill/additional-statistics-relating-to-illegal-migration-december-2023
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Backlog reduction measures

Approaches to dealing with asylum backlogs typically fall into one of the following categories:

• Increasing the resources dedicated to processing cases, such as increasing staff numbers;

• Increasing the efficiency of the asylum process, such as by simplifying guidance or introducing caseworker 

specialisation;

• Prioritising applications from groups with particularly high or low success rates to make faster decisions on those 

cases;

• Granting status to people with longstanding, unprocessed claims without completing the full asylum casework 

process.

The Home Office strategy to reduce the backlog has focused on the first three of these categories.

First, the government sharply increased the number of asylum caseworkers it employs – staff numbers nearly doubled to 

2,500 between December 2022 and September 2023.

Second, the Home Office introduced simplified procedures for certain types of asylum casework. In May 2023, a PACE 

(Prioritising Asylum Customer Experience) programme was rolled out across all asylum teams. During a pilot in Leeds in 2022, 

the programme experienced relative success, the rate of asylum decision-making from an average of 1.3 to 2.7 weekly 

decisions per caseworker.

Third, in February 2023, the Home Office introduced Streamlined Asylum Processing (SAP) in order to deal with manifestly 

well-founded applications more rapidly. Under the process, citizens of six countries – Afghanistan, Eritrea, Libya, Sudan, Syria, 

and Yemen – would typically have their asylum claim determined on the basis of a completed questionnaire rather than a 

face-to-face interview. The Home Office selected these six nationalities because they had a high success rate at their initial 

decision.

The Home Office also has a dedicated unit to process Albanian asylum claims, which had increased sharply in 2022. For more 

details, see the Migration Observatory commentary, Albanian asylum seekers in the UK and EU.

A 2020 review of asylum practices in Europe found that fast-tracking the least and best-founded cases can be an effective 

way to reduce the total number of people in an asylum backlog, although it can negatively impact applicants who are not 

fast-tracked if resources are diverted to more straightforward cases. The UNHCR has also argued that where cases are fast-

tracked because they are considered less likely to succeed, governments need safeguards that remove certain applicants from 

the ‘fast track’ if their cases are more complex.

In addition to the measures already implemented, some proposals to reduce the backlog involve granting status to people 

without full consideration of their asylum claims. This would typically be restricted to those who have been waiting a long time 

for a decision. For example, in 2022, Ireland granted status to all applicants who had been waiting for an asylum decision for 

at least two years as part of a wider regularisation programme. A UK example concerns the ‘backlog clearance’ programme, 

initiated in 2006 and continued under the Coalition government after 2010, which granted status to some people with long-

standing asylum claims.

The Prime Minister indicated in a parliamentary debate in December 2022 that he would not support “blanket amnesties, 

as happened in the past”. Previous Conservative and Labour governments offered status to people who had waited for long 

periods without a decision.

https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/albanian-asylum-seekers-in-the-uk-and-eu-a-look-at-recent-data/
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/MPIE-ChasingEfficiency-EuropeAsylum-Final.pdf#page=34
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/media/unhcrs-guide-asylum-reform-united-kingdom
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmhaff/1497/1497i.pdf
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2022-12-13/debates/DB61C374-16B5-411C-9A29-CC3DCA119EB3/IllegalImmigration#contribution-8F5C1A99-1C2A-4414-B0EB-4AF47CD90EA9
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/546576/UK-Border-Agencys-handling-of-legacy-asylum-and-migration-cases-22.11.2012.pdf
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The UK’s total asylum backlog fell by 28% in 2023 after twelve years of growth

The UK’s asylum backlog – defined here as the total number of asylum applications awaiting an initial decision – stood 

at around 95,000 on 31 December 2023. That was 28% lower than a year before, showing that the backlog had 

started shrinking after a long period of sustained growth. Of all the applicants awaiting an initial decision, around 61% 

(or 58,000) had waited for more than six months (Figure 1).

Most of the increase in the backlog happened between 2019 and 2022. On 31 December 2018, the backlog stood 

at around 27,000 applications. It had increased almost five times by the end of 2022, to 132,000, exceeding the 

previous record highest level reached in 1999.

Figure 1

Before 2023, the backlog grew because Home Office decision-making did not keep pace with the number of 

applications. This was initially mostly due to fewer decisions being made per caseworker, as discussed further below. 

In 2021 and 2022, an increase in asylum claims was also an important factor. 

The key reason the backlog shrank in 2023 was that the government made many more decisions on asylum claims 

(and withdrew more claims, as discussed below). It is not because the number of applications fell (Figure 2). In 2023, 

there were around 98,000 initial decisions and withdrawals, compared to about 67,000 new asylum applications. 
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Figure 2

Several factors contributed to faster decision-making in 2023. The Home Office sharply increased the number of 

caseworkers making decisions. It also introduced new processes designed to streamline processing, including deciding 

certain asylum cases based on a written questionnaire rather than an interview, and grouping together applications by 

nationality. See the ‘Understanding the Policy’ section above for more detail.

By the end of 2023, the top nationality of applicants awaiting an asylum decision was Iranian, followed by Afghan and 

Albanian (Figure 3).
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Figure 3

Just over half of applicants awaiting decisions at the end of 2023 face new rules that make 
it much harder for them to receive legal status in the UK

Not all people waiting for asylum decisions will face the same rules. The backlog can be broken down into four groups 

(Figure 4). Two of the groups can receive asylum decisions as normal:

• The ‘legacy’ backlog includes applications made before 28 June 2022, when the Nationality and Borders Act 

(NABA) came into force (dark blue in Figure 4, below); this is part of the backlog the Prime Minister pledged to 

address by the end of 2023.

• The NABA backlog of applications submitted between late June 2022 and early March 2023.

Together, there were 43,000 applicants in these two groups as of 28 December 2023. They made up around 44% of 

the total backlog, and this share will decline over time.
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Figure 4

The situation for people in the IMB and IMA backlogs (around 56,000 combined, as of late December 2023) is 

uncertain and the government’s plans for them remain unclear. At the time of writing, these applicants can be refused 

asylum, but they cannot be granted legal status in the UK if they entered the UK without permission, unless the Home 

Secretary considers that their human rights are at risk or there are other exceptional circumstances (for more detail, 

see Understanding the Policy).

The government came close to meeting its pledge to clear the ‘legacy’ backlog of older asylum decisions by the end 

of 2023, but did not succeed.

At the beginning of 2024, the government announced that “The Prime Minister’s commitment of clearing the legacy 

asylum backlog has been delivered”. The available evidence suggests this is incorrect. According to official government 

statistics, there remained around 3,900 cases at the end of 2023 – equivalent to 4% of the original 92,000 cases. 

The government announcement, based on data up to 28 December 2023, said that

“While all cases have been reviewed […], 4,500 complex cases have been highlighted that require additional 

checks or investigation for a final decision to be made.”

On 14 January 2024, the UK Statistics Authority, which monitors the use of official statistics in the UK, published a 

confirming that the claim to have cleared the legacy backlog was misleading. It noted that:

“The average member of the public is likely to interpret a claim to have ‘cleared a backlog’ [...] as meaning 

that it has been eliminated entirely, so it is not surprising that the Government’s claim has been greeted with 

scepticism and that some people may feel misled...”
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Around 24,000 asylum applications were withdrawn in 2023, over four times more than the 
year before

The number of withdrawn asylum applications rose sharply in 2023, which contributed to the decline in the backlog 

(Figure 5). Just over 24,000 applications were withdrawn during the year, up from around 5,300 in 2022. Withdrawals 

made up a similar percentage of all decisions in 2022 (22%) and 2023 (24%). However, this was up from 16% in 

2021.

Charities and immigration lawyers have raised concerns about the Home Office’s approach to withdrawing applications, 

particularly given the government’s goal of clearing the legacy backlog by the end of 2023. Withdrawals can happen 

automatically if certain conditions are met, such as the application lacking an address, or the applicant failing to 

respond to letters within a five-day deadline.

However, there is evidence that many people whose asylum applications were initially withdrawn later re-entered the 

asylum system. A January 2024 letter from the Home Office showed that half of all asylum cases withdrawn in the 

year ending 30 September 2023 had subsequently re-entered the asylum process and had either resulted in a grant 

of legal status (15%), or were pending an initial decision (35%). Another 32% remained in the UK, and the Home 

Office was trying to re-establish contact with them.

Figure 5

https://news.sky.com/story/withdrawing-asylum-claims-doesnt-make-the-person-disappear-whats-happened-to-the-people-removed-from-the-home-office-waiting-list-13083066#:~:text=When%20an%20asylum%20seeker's%20claim,the%20asylum%20system%20each%20year.
https://freemovement.org.uk/briefing-why-and-how-is-the-home-office-treating-more-asylum-claims-as-withdrawn/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/42939/documents/213512/default/
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The number of asylum caseworkers increased sharply in 2023, and productivity recovered 
after a long period of decline

In response to the growing backlog, the Home Office significantly increased the number of staff processing asylum 

claims, known as asylum caseworkers or asylum decision-makers. At the end of 2023, there were around 2,400 

caseworkers. This was close to the government’s goal of 2,500 caseworkers by September 2023. Numbers had been 

rising since a low of 260 caseworkers in 2016, but most of the increase happened in 2023 (Figure 6).

The productivity of caseworkers also recovered in the second half of 2023. In the last quarter of the year, there were 

an average of 16 initial decisions per caseworker, up from around 5 decisions per caseworker in the second quarter. 

This marked a reversal of previous trends of long-term decline – between the first quarters of 2016 and 2023, the 

number of average decisions per caseworker fell from 25 to 4 (Figure 6).

The amount of time caseworkers take to make decisions does not necessarily reflect their performance. Decisions 

that are made more quickly could be less accurate. 

Figure 6
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Declining caseworker productivity was a key reason behind the UK’s growing asylum backlog between 2016 and 

2022. There is no definitive explanation for that decline, though several explanations are available:

• Administrative problems and high staff turnover. A 2021 inspection of the UK’s asylum casework 

highlighted a number of key administrative problems, including inadequate training for caseworkers, a reliance 

on Excel spreadsheets, low morale, and high staff turnover. Few caseworkers spent more than 24 months in the 

role, although it took 12-18 months for them to achieve full proficiency. Annual turnover reached 46% in the 

2021/22 fiscal year, up from an average of 33% in the previous three years. This fell to 25% in 2022/23, after 

the Home Office introduced measures to increase retention, including bonus payments for caseworkers who stay 

in their jobs for more than a year.

• The end of the six-month ‘customer service standard’. Until early 2019, the Home Office had an internal 

target (or ‘customer service standard’) to process 98% of straightforward cases within six months. While the lack 

of a service standard may have exacerbated delays, caseworker productivity started declining three years before 

it was abandoned. It’s possible that abandoning the service standard was partly a consequence of slower decision-

making rather than one of its main causes.

• New rules on inadmissibility. In 2021, the UK government implemented new rules on ‘inadmissibility’, aiming to 

remove asylum seekers if the Home Office believes they could and should have claimed asylum in another country. 

These rules added two more steps to the asylum process, which may have increased processing times. The Home 

Office first assesses individuals for inadmissibility, then tries to find a safe country to accept an individual it 

deems to be inadmissible. If a person cannot be removed within six months, their asylum claim would normally be 

considered in the UK. In theory, one could argue that removing people to have their claims considered elsewhere 

would reduce the backlog. In practice, however, less than 0.01% of those assessed for inadmissibility had been 

removed from the UK as of the end of 2023 (for more detail, see the Migration Observatory’s commentary, UK 

policies to deter people from claiming asylum).

• The suspension of the Detained Fast Track process. In 2015, a series of legal challenges forced the government 

to suspend an accelerated process of dealing with asylum claims called the Detained Fast Track (DFT). This allowed 

the Home Office to detain any adult applicant if it believed a decision on their claim was possible within 14 

days. The vast majority of claims processed under the DFT were refused – around 99% between 2008 and 

2010. These rapid decisions brought down average processing times. While the suspension of the DFT may have 

contributed to the slowdown in decision-making, it is unlikely to be its primary cause. From 2005 to 2014, fast-

tracked applications only made up 5-18% of yearly asylum applications.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/an-inspection-of-asylum-casework-august-2020-may-2021#:~:text=This%20inspection%20examined%20the%20efficiency,by%20the%20Asylum%20%26%20Protection%20Directorate.
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/31774/documents/178754/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/7668/documents/80030/default/
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/the-asylum-and-protection-transformation-programme.pdf
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/uk-policies-to-deter-people-from-claiming-asylum/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/uk-policies-to-deter-people-from-claiming-asylum/
https://righttoremain.org.uk/detained-fast-track-the-current-situation/
https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/commons-vote-office/July-2015/2-July/6-Home-Asylum.pdf
https://detentionaction.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Fast-Track-to-Despair.pdf
https://detentionaction.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Fast-Track-to-Despair.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/758205/asylum3-sep-2018-tables.ods
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Slow asylum decision-making is financially costly and hampers refugee integration

The asylum backlog has led to long waiting times for applicants. By the second quarter of 2023, only 12% of applicants 

received an initial decision within 6 months, down from 87% in early 2014 (Figure 7).

Figure 7

Of the roughly 19,700 applications that received an initial decision in the year ending 30 March 2023 (excluding 

withdrawals), 8% received their initial decision within 6 months, 21% within a year, and 56% took at least a year and 

a half (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8

Having a large backlog of individuals who must wait long periods for their asylum claim to be decided has important 

consequences. 

For those who will be successful in their asylum claims, there is a mental health and integration cost of long waiting 

times. The government does not generally permit asylum seekers to work during this period and provides those who are 

destitute with £49.18 per week in asylum support costs to cover food and other living costs except accommodation. 

Asylum seekers in hotels that provide meals are instead given £8.86 per week to cover clothes, non-prescription 

medication, and travel. 

A 2021 review of the research literature found that a shorter asylum waiting time had a large positive impact on 

long-term employment outcomes for asylum seekers who go on to be successful. A study in Germany similarly found 

that longer bans on work for asylum applicants were associated with lower employment rates in the future. Asylum 

seekers interviewed for a report by Refugee Action reported that waiting for an asylum decision causes stress and 

anxiety. A report by the House of Commons Library on asylum processing delays points to two additional academic 

studies that highlight the possible negative health consequences on asylum seekers of slow processing. The first is 

a 2018 paper published in the British Medical Journal on the health of ‘forced migrants’, including asylum seekers, 

which said that “Unemployment exacerbates social exclusion. Long periods of inactivity provide time to ruminate on 

past experiences and worries about the future.” The second study, published in 2022, examined the experiences of 

asylum seekers in Sweden. It found that “overwhelming uncertainty about the future and the indefinite waiting time 

for a decision” on asylum claims” caused “intense feelings of psychological distress” in participants.

For those asylum applicants who will be unsuccessful, longer waiting times increase the chance for them to form 

families or other ties that could hinder their removal.

https://www.gov.uk/asylum-support/what-youll-get
https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/What-Works-for-Improving-Refugee-Outcomes-in-High-Income-Countries-Policy-Insights-for-the-UK.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6155022/
https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Waiting-in-the-Dark-Report.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9737/CBP-9737.pdf
https://www.bmj.com/content/363/bmj.k4200
https://conflictandhealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13031-022-00480-y
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/media/unhcrs-guide-asylum-reform-united-kingdom
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In addition to the mental health and integration cost to asylum seekers, there is a financial cost to the government of 

slower decision-making. Many who claim asylum in the UK are destitute and require accommodation and support (see 

our briefing on Asylum and refugee resettlement in the UK). The larger the backlog, the greater the cost of providing 

this support.

In 2023, the government also struggled to source private rental accommodation in communities, which is its preferred 

way of accommodating asylum applicants. This has led to the widespread use of other kinds of accommodation, 

including hotels, B&Bs, detention centres, military sites, such as Napier Barracks and Penally Camp, and the Bibby 

Stockholm barge. According to data released by the Home Office in September 2023, the cost of housing asylum 

seekers in hotels stood at around £8 million per day. These costs would fall considerably if the backlog declined.

At the end of 2023, the UK had the fifth-largest asylum backlog in Europe

Other European countries have large asylum backlogs. As of 31 December 2023, Eurostat data showed that Germany 

had the largest initial decision asylum backlog in Europe (referring to people rather than applications and so comprising 

both main applicants and dependants), followed by Spain, Italy, and France. With almost 129,000 people awaiting an 

initial decision, the UK had the fifth-largest backlog in Europe.

The UK’s asylum backlog is smaller than that of other European states if we consider its population. In large part, 

though, this is because the UK receives fewer applications per person than some of its peers – compared to the 

number of applications received in the previous three years, the UK’s backlog remains relatively large (Figure 9).

Figure 9

https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/migration-to-the-uk-asylum/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1185849/Home_Office_Annual_Report_and_Accounts_22-23.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/migr_asypenctzm/default/table?lang=en&category=migr.migr_asy.migr_asyapp
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In the past, the UK took significantly longer to process asylum applications than its European counterparts. According 

to the most recent data from 2022, asylum applications took an average of around 21 months to receive an initial 

decision in the UK. Other countries with large numbers of asylum applications, such as Germany, Spain, and France, 

processed claims much faster (Figure 10). However, this comparison may have changed in 2023 because UK processing 

sped up significantly.

Figure 10

Acknowledgments

This research was made possible thanks to the support of Oak Foundation. Special thanks go to CJ McKinney for 

detailed comments on a previous draft of this briefing.



THE MIGRATION OBSERVATORY | WWW.MIGRATIONOBSERVATORY.OX.AC.UK PAGE 16

BRIEFING: The UK’s asylum backlog

The Migration Observatory
Based at the Centre on Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS) at the 
University of Oxford, the Migration Observatory provides independent, 
authoritative, evidence-based analysis of data on migration and migrants 
in the UK, to inform media, public and policy debates, and to generate high 
quality research on international migration and public policy issues. The 
Observatory’s analysis involves experts from a wide range of disciplines 
and departments at the University of Oxford.

About the authors
Mihnea Cuibus
Researcher, The Migration Observatory
mihnea.cuibus@nuffield.ox.ac.uk

Peter William Walsh
Senior Researcher, The Migration 
Observatory
peter.walsh@compas.ox.ac.uk

Madeleine Sumption
Director, The Migration Observatory
madeleine.sumption@compas.ox.ac.uk

COMPAS
The Migration Observatory is based at the Centre on Migration, Policy 
and Society (COMPAS) at the University of Oxford. The mission of 
COMPAS is to conduct high quality research in order to develop theory 
and knowledge, inform policy-making and public debate, and engage 
users of research within the field of migration.
www.compas.ox.ac.uk

Press contact
Rob McNeil 
Head of Media and Communications
robert.mcneil@compas.ox.ac.uk

+ 44 (0)1865 274568

+ 44 (0)7500 970081

Recommended citation
Cuibus, M., Walsh, P. W. & Sumption, M. (2024) The UK’s asylum backlog. Migration Observatory briefing, COMPAS, 
University of Oxford

http://www.compas.ox.ac.uk
mailto:robert.mcneil%40compas.ox.ac.uk?subject=

