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Foreword

Section 48(2)(j) of the UK Borders Act 2007 states that the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and
Immigration “shall consider and make recommendations about ... the content of information about
conditions in countries outside the United Kingdom which the Secretary of State compiles and makes
available, for purposes connected with immigration and asylum, to immigration officers and other
officials”.

The Independent Advisory Group on Country Information (IAGCI) is a panel of experts and practitioners
created to assist the Chief Inspector in this task. The IAGCI commissions and quality assures reviews

of country of origin information (COI) produced by the Home Office’s Country Policy and Information
Team (CPIT). A list of IAGCI members can be found on the inspectorate’s website.

This report covers the reviews of COI on Irag and Myanmar that were considered by the IAGCI at its
meeting on 25 January 2023.

| am pleased that many of the recommendations made in the reviews prepared for IAGCI have been
accepted by the Home Office, but | note that reviewers and CPIT have again adopted different views on
the value of providing more extensive cultural and historical information in COI products. | understand
both positions: While deeper background on a country may well provide useful context to support a
better understanding of asylum claims, | appreciate the challenge faced by CPIT in producing materials
that are sufficiently succinct and focused to serve as a ready reference for asylum decision-makers.
There is a clear tension here, and since this point is a recurring theme in COI reviews for IAGCI, | urge
the Home Office to keep under review the balance it strikes between brevity and the inclusion of
relevant cultural or contextual information which might aid the asylum decision-making process.

| am grateful to the expert reviewers for their work on these reviews, to the members of the
IAGCI for their advice, and to CPIT staff for their engagement with the process. | have no further
recommendations to make in addition to the ones contained in the individual reviews.

This report was submitted to the Home Secretary on 6 April 2023.

o

—

David Neal
Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration
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1.5

Scope

In October 2022, the Independent Advisory Group on Country Information (IAGCI) sought
tenders for reviews of the following country policy and information notes (CPINs) and country
of origin information requests (COIRs):

e lraq

e Country policy and information note, Iraq: humanitarian situation (August 2022)

e Country policy and information note, Iraq: opposition to the government in the
Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) (June 2021)

e Country policy and information note, Iraq: internal relocation, civil documentation and
returns (July 2022)

e Ten COIRs on conditions in Iraq
e Myanmar

e Country policy and information note, Myanmar (Burma): critics of the military regime
(July 2022)

e Country policy and information note, Burma: Rohingya (including Rohingya in
Bangladesh) (March 2019)

e Four COIRs on conditions in Myanmar (Burma)

These country information products were selected for review on the basis that Iraq is an
increasingly important source country for asylum claims in the UK and in light of recent
developments in Myanmar. During the 12 months preceding the commissioning of this review,
Iraq accounted for 6,333 asylum claims, a large increase on recent years and the highest figure
for the country since 2003. In Myanmar, the execution in July 2022 of four activists highlighted
concerns about the human rights situation in that country. An additional consideration was
that the IAGCI has not reviewed these countries and topics for some time; country information
products on Iraq and Myanmar were last examined in January 2019.

The tenders were assessed by the IAGCI Chair, with input from the Independent Chief
Inspector, and the reviewer with the most relevant knowledge and expertise was selected in
each case.

The completed reviews were quality assured by the IAGCI Chair and sent to the Home Office’s
Country Policy and Information Team (CPIT), which added its responses, forming a single
document for each country review.

The IAGCI met virtually on 25 January 2023 to consider the reviews and CPIT’s responses.



2.1

2.2

2.3

Consideration by the Independent
Advisory Group on Country Information

The Independent Advisory Group on Country Information (IAGCI) met virtually on 25 January
2023 to consider reviews of selected Home Office country of origin information (COI) on Iraq
and Myanmar.

The meeting was led by the IAGCI Chair, Michael Collyer (University of Sussex), and was
attended by IAGCI members Ceri Oeppen (University of Sussex), Katinka Ridderbos (UNHCR
Geneva), Larry Bottinick (UNHCR London), Julie Vullnetari (University of Southampton), and
Zoe Bantleman (Immigration Law Practitioners’ Association). Apologies were received from
Judge Sue Pitt (Immigration and Asylum Chamber, Upper Tribunal), Nando Sigona (University of
Birmingham), and Giorgia Dona (University of East London).

Other participants in the meeting included the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and
Immigration, David Neal, and members of his staff; staff of the Home Office’s Country Policy
and Information Team (CPIT); and the country expert commissioned to carry out the review of
COl on Iraqg, Dr Rebwar Fatah. The reviewer of COl on Myanmar, Kauthar Menhal, was unable
to take part in the meeting due to technical difficulties.

Review of COl on Iraq

2.4

2.5

2.6

2.7

Dr Rebwar Fatah presented an overview of his comments on the Irag country information that
he had reviewed. Dr Fatah recommended that the country policy and information notes (CPINs)
provide a summary and an introduction for each section. He cautioned against an uncritical
reliance on media reports from Iraq, as outlets are associated with particular political groups.
He also advocated greater attention to specific regional conditions within Iraqg, as there is
considerable variation in conditions across regions. The reviewer suggested a more nuanced
approach in discussing opposition to the government in Iragi Kurdistan, as not all parts of the
region are under the control of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG).

With respect to internal relocation and civil documentation, he challenged the Home Office
position that the Iraqgi government still issues civil status identity card (CSID) documentation,
noting that he has been told by officials these documents are no longer issued.

In response, CPIT staff noted that some sources cited in the reviews were dated after the
CPIN’s publication date; this creates an issue as it reads as a criticism of the Home Office when
it would have been impossible for references to these sources to have been included.

On the suggestion that summaries be provided and recommendations for the inclusion of
greater detail, CPIT staff emphasised that their team must remain focused on the purpose

of the document, which is to provide only that information on current circumstances that is
necessary for decision makers to reach decisions; indeed, they are constantly being asked to
make CPINs shorter. CPIT staff reiterated that the team did not have the resources to translate
(or to commission translations of) source material, though in exceptional cases they might be



2.8

2.9

able to use translators for small-scale work. Moreover, they sought to rely on resources such as
BBC Monitoring to access material from abroad.

An IAGCI member queried whether the Iragi Embassy — which had provided the information on
the availability of documentation on which the CPIN relied — should be regarded as a credible
source on that question. CPIT staff said that they would consider it a credible source, as the
Iragi government is the authority responsible for the issuance of documentation.

Another IAGCI member added that Iragi nationals need to return in person to their home area
to obtain documentation before being able to live somewhere else in the country and asked
the Home Office to give consideration to this. CPIT staff noted that, in any case, the position
was that an Iraqgi national who did not have a document and would face difficulties in obtaining
one would not be removed.

Review of COl on Myanmar

2.10

2.11

2.12

ICIBI staff noted that the forthcoming IAGCI-commissioned review of the treatment of
statelessness in Home Office country information would also touch on conditions in Myanmar,
as statelessness was an issue facing the Rohingya minority in that country.

The IAGCI Chair noted that the CPINs under review included references to undated reports and
asked whether these could be traced and dated.

CPIT staff noted that references within the undated reports cited in the CPIN provided an
indication of when they had been produced and expressed appreciation that the tone of the
review was generally positive, with relatively minor feedback.



Annex A: Biographies of the reviewers

Rebwar Fatah

Dr Rebwar Fatah is the director of Middle East Consultancy Services (MECS). He has been working as
an expert witness since 2000, focusing on issues across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), as
well as Afghanistan, Iran, and Turkey. Dr Fatah has produced over 3,000 expert reports which have
been commissioned for and cited in a number of immigration appeals, as well as family and criminal
cases. He has also examined a large number of people from the Middle East whose nationality and/or
ethnicity has been disputed. Dr Fatah has also examined and authenticated thousands of documents
from the MENA region. From 2016 to 2019, Dr Fatah produced 126 reports on Iran, including Country
Expert Reports, document authentications, and nationality assessments.

Kauthar Menhal

Kauthar Menhal is a human rights researcher with extensive knowledge on the ongoing turbulent
situation in Myanmar. Kauthar has written a number of essays on the relations between the military
and the people in Myanmar and on the human rights situation in Rakhine State. She has also worked on
several country of origin reports with Asylos, researching and defining the significant physical, sexual,
and verbal abuse suffered by many asylum claimants from Myanmar.
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