Migrant workers are underpaid and at risk
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Demand: Paul Im Thurn 

By Peter Edwards 

MIGRANT workers in Carlisle are being endangered by living four to a room and being exploited by their employers, according to a legal advice group which helps the city’s underprivileged.

Cramped accommodation is causing safety problems for economic migrants while they are being underpaid for the work they do and finding it difficult to take holidays, said Paul Im Thurn, legal services manager at the Community Law Centre in Carlisle.

The demand for help has increased so much that the centre’s appointment book is full to the end of August. Now it has taken on three more members of staff to help deal with the influx of migrant workers seeking free legal advice on employment and housing law.

“We have begun to notice an increasing workload from migrant workers running into difficulty with unscrupulous workers and exploitative employees,” Mr Im Thurn said at an open day at the centre, which has launched a new website.

“There have been quite a few instances of four men per room. While it is not unlawful in many cases there are issues of health and safety. 

“It is a shame that people with great skills to contribute are not being treated as they should be.”

In one case last year the centre helped a group of eastern European migrant workers negotiate a £200,000 compensation settlement with a farmer from outside Carlisle who was refusing to pay them the national minimum wage or to let them take statutory holidays.

When the staff attempted to take time off they were told there might not be a job for them on their return.

Mr Im Thurn said under the terms of the settlement, agreed last year, the centre could not reveal the location of the farm.

Carlisle Mayor Elizabeth Mallinson said at the launch: “There are issues of whether migrant workers are getting the right housing or being ripped off.”

Now Carlisle City Council has allocated the centre £82,000, some of which will be used to help migrant workers deal with the problems they are facing.

The centre covers Carlisle, Copeland and Allerdale.

In October 2004 a city council investigation found up to 22 Polish workers were all living in the same four-bedroom house.

Some said they had to share a room with four other people.

n View the community law centre’s website at www.communitylaw.org.uk.
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