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OVERVIEW

This  br ie f ing  paper  i s  one  of  a  ser ies  writ ten  as  part  of  an  ESRC - IAA  

funded  projecton  immigrat ion  detent ion  and  human  r ights -based  

monitor ing  of  detent ion  in  Greece  and  Turkey .    The  project  in i t ia l ly  

looked  at  these  i s sues  in  four  countr ies  -  Greece ,  Turkey ,  Hungary  and  

I ta ly  (Bhui ,  Bosworth  and  F i l i ,  2018 ) .This  paper  out l ines   the  

methodology  used  by  HM  Inspectorate  of  Pr isons  (HMIP ) ,  which  inspects  

places  of  conf inement  in  the  UK ,  inc luding  pr isons ,  pol ice  and  court  

custody ,  and  mil i tary  detent ion .  HMIPhas  been  rout ine ly  monitor ing  

immigrat ion  detent ion  s ince  2004  (see  Bhui  2017 ) .  As  wel l  as  s i tes  of  

immigrat ion  detent ion  HMIP  inspects  the  process  of  removal  by  

accompanying  f l ights  to  dest inat ion  countr ies .

 

HMIP ,  which  was  establ i shed  in  i t s  modern  form  in  1982 ,  i s  part  of  the  

UK  Nat ional  Prevent ive  Mechanism  (NPM ) .  As  such ,  under  the  terms  of  

the  Opt ional  Protocol  to  the  Convent ion  against  Torture  (OPCAT ) ,  i t  has  

funct ional  independence  and  a  separate  budget .  I t  appoints  i t s  own  

sta f f  and  des igns  i t s  own  methodology .  HMIP  may  request  in format ion  

necessary  to  per form  i t s  ro le ,  such  as  numbers  of  people  deta ined  and  

should  be  kept  in formed  of  locat ions  of  al l  s i tes  of  detent ion .  Dur ing  

inspect ion  v is i t s ,  team  members  have  unhindered ,  pr ivate  access  to  

deta inees  and  to  sta f f .    Reports  of  the  inspect ions  are  usual ly  publ i shed  

within  3 -4  months  and  an  annual  report  i s  la id  before  Par l iament .  
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IMMIGRATION  
DETENTION  IN  

THE  UK

At  the  end  of   June  2018 ,  

1905  people  were  held  in  

detent ion .  This  was  the  

lowest  number  recorded  

s ince  at  any  point  dur ing  

the  data  ser ies  which  began  

in  2008 ,  and  a  fa l l  of  36% 

f rom  the  prev ious  year .

1905 321

8 30

Addit iona l  people  were  

held  in  pr i son  under  

Immigrat ion  Act  Powers

There  are  e ight  Immigrat ion  

Removal  Centres  in  the  UK ,  

with  capac i t ies  ranging  

f rom  about  160  to  600 .  

There  i s  a lso  a  fami ly  

detent ion  uni t ,  where  

fami l ies  may  be  placed  fo r  

up  to  one  week .

There  are  about  30  non -

res ident ia l  short  te rm  

hold ing  fac i l i t ies  (STHFs ) ,  

located  at  ports  of  entry  or  

at  immigrat ion  report ing  

centres .  These  fac i l i t ies  

usual l y  hold  men ,  women  

and  chi ldren  fo r  no  more  

than  24  hours ,
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WHEN  DO  

INSPECTIONS  OCCUR?

HMIP  decides  when  and  where  to  inspect .  Before  2010  most  of  i t s  

inspect ions  were  announced  in  advance ,  giv ing  establ i shments  the  

opportuni ty  to  prepare  documentat ion  and  other  ev idence .  Only  a  smal l  

number  of  inspect ions  were  unannounced ,  usual ly  when  HMIP  had  

rece ived  spec i f ic  ev idence  of  concerns  about  the  t reatment  of  

deta inees .  

 

 

A  prov is ional  programme  of  inspect ions  i s  planned  more  than  a  year  in  

advance ,  but  th is  t imetable  i s  kept  conf ident ia l .  Any  correspondence  or  

other  ev idence  rece ived  about  the  t reatment  of  deta inees  i s  rev iewed  to  

help  decide  i f  an  inspect ion  should  take  place  sooner  than  or ig ina l ly  

scheduled .  Immigrat ion  removal  centres ,  fami ly  detent ion  and  

res ident ia l  short - term  hold ing  fac i l i t ies  are  normal ly  inspected  every  2 -

4  years .  Non - res ident ia l  short - term  hold ing  fac i l i t ies  are  usual ly  

inspected  every  3 -4  years  but  may  not  be  inspected  for  up  to  6  

years .    Removal  f l ights  are  usual ly  inspected  2 -3  t imes  a  year .    Al l  could  

be  inspected  much  more  f requent ly  i f  judged  necessary .

 

 

This  approach  changed  fundamental ly  fo l lowing  

the  discovery ,  in  2009 ,  that  some  segregated  

prisoners  had  been  moved  between  prisons  

before  inspect ions ,  apparent ly  to  prevent  them  

f rom  speaking  to  inspectors  (see  HMIP  2009 :  5 ) .  

HMIP  subsequent ly  moved  to  a  predominant ly  

unannounced  inspect ion  programme .    

 

 

3



INSPECTION  

PRINCIPLES  &  METHODS

Inspect ions  are  carr ied  out  against  HMI  Pr isons ’  publ i shed  

‘Expectat ions ’  cr i ter ia  for  immigrat ion  detent ion  which  are  organised  

under  three  or  four  heal thy  establ i shment  tests ,  depending  on  the  type  

of  inspect ion .  The  IRC  tests  are  safety ,  respect ,  act iv i t ies  and  

preparat ion  for  removal  or  re lease .    The  key  pr inc ip les  of  HMIP ’s  

detent ion  monitor ing  have  remained  constant  s ince  the  star t  of  rout ine  

inspect ions  in  2004 .    They  inc lude :  

 

·          Robust  independence  and  impart ia l i ty :  whi le  there  has  been  no  

suggest ion  of  government  inter ference  with  i t s  f indings  and  report ing ,  

HMIP ’s  re l iance  on  the  Minist ry  of  Just ice  for  much  of  i t s  funding  has  

been  a  concern .  However ,  success ive  chie f  inspectors  have  used  the i r  

publ ic  prof i le  to  assert  independence ,  occas ional ly  coming  into  open  

conf l ic t  with  senior  government  of f ic ia l s  and  ministers .The  cr i t ica l  

scrut iny  of  HMIP  i s  expl ic i t ly  supported  by  the  government ,  which  has  

prov ided  suf f ic ient  resources  to  carry  out  i t s  dut ies  and  recent ly  

increased  that  funding  s igni f icant ly  to  al low  expans ion  of  i t s  work .  

 

·          Unfettered  access  to  detent ion ,  with  the  abi l i ty  to  arr ive  

unannounced ,  go  anywhere ,  ta lk  to  anyone  and  obtain  re levant  

information :  al l  HMIP  inspectors  carry  the  keys  to  the  places  of  custody  

they  v is i t ,  poss ib ly  a  legacy  of  HMIP ’s  former  status  as  part  of  the  pr ison  

serv ice ’s  internal  inspect ion  processes  (see  Bhui  2017 ) .This  pract ice  

al lows  inspectors  to  go  anywhere  without  inter ference  f rom  fac i l i ty  sta f f  

and  spend  t ime  ta lk ing  to  deta inees  (and  sta f f )  pr ivate ly .  Much  t ime  i s  

spent  s imply  walk ing  around  the  centre ,  observ ing  what  i s  happening  

and  speaking  to  people  to  obta in  a  ‘ fee l ’  of  the  centre .  Al l  inspectors  

rece ive  t ra in ing  on  the  use  of  pr ison  keys .  

 

·          Listening  to  detainees :  before  the  inspect ion  star ts ,  inspectors  read  

HMIP ’s  inte l l igence  f i le ,  which  inc ludes  correspondence  f rom  deta inees  

and  the i r  fami l ies ,  media  reports  and  any  other  in format ion  re levant  to  

an  assessment  of  how  deta inees  are  being  t reated .  A  conf ident ia l  

deta inee  survey  i s  conducted  by  HMIP ’s  team  of  profess ional  

researchers ,  and  i s  a  part icu lar ly  cr i t ica l  source  of  ev idence .  I t  i s  

t rans lated  into  14  languages  and  asks  about  80  quest ions  regarding  the  

deta inee ’s  exper iences  whi le  in  custody .  The  survey  typ ica l ly  achieves  a  

65 -70  percent  response  rate .  Meet ings  are  then  held  with  randomly  

se lected  groups  of  deta inees  to  discuss  survey  resu l ts  in  more  deta i l .
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INSPECTION  PRINCIPLES  

&  METHODS  

·          Unfettered  r ight  to  publ ish  f indings  and  access  to  the  media :  HMIP  

i s  able  to  publ i sh  whenever  i t  wants  without  inter ference  f rom  

government  departments .  Reports  are  re leased  to  the  media  and  often  

resu l t  in  newspaper  art ic les ,  and  te lev i s ion  or  radio  interv iews  with  the  

Chief  Inspector  of  Pr isons .    The  Chief  Inspector  has  direct  access  to  the  

media  and  external  stakeholders ,  a  cr i t ica l  power  given  that  HMIP  has  

no  means  of  enforc ing  compl iance  with  i t s  recommendat ions  and  has  no  

power  to  intervene  in  ind iv idual  cases .  HMIP ’s  in f luence  re l ies  to  a  la rge  

extent  on  i t s  reputat ion  with  the  publ ic  and  media .

 

In  l ine  with  these  pr inc ip les ,  the  methods  of  inspect ion  can  be  

summar ised  as  incorporat ing :

 

 

 

HMIP inspectors may access the UK Home Office’s detainee database, allowing them to 

examine the impact of case management on the experience of people in detention. 

Inspectors look in particular at the experiences of vulnerable groups (for example, those 

with mental health problems, victims of torture or children) and reasons for lengthy 

detentions. Where HMIP inspectors identify concerns about ongoing detention, individual 

cases are raised with the Home Office for a response and anonymised details may be 

published in reports.

 

Inspectors  fo l low  the  pr inc ip le  of  ‘ t r iangulat ion ’  to  base  every  key  

judgement  on  at  least  three  sources  of  ev idence .    At  every  inspect ion ,  

recommendat ions  f rom  prev ious  v is i t s  are  also  fo l lowed  up  to  establ i sh  

how  success fu l  the  inst i tut ion  has  been  in  implement ing  ear l ie r  

recommendat ions .  In  the  publ i shed  report ,  a  short  Chief  Inspector ’s  

int roduct ion  highl ights  key  pos i t ive  and  negat ive  f indings ,  and  any  

other  i s sues  of  context  or  concern .    For  example ,  a  lack  of  ef for t  to  

implement  recommendat ions  may  be  cr i t ic i sed  in  st rong  terms .    As  

what  i s  sa id  in  th is  int roduct ion  i s  often  used  in  media  report ing ,  i t  can  

be  a  powerfu l  means  of  drawing  attent ion  to  fa i lures  or  successes .  

 

 

·          Group  and  indiv idual  meetings  with  detainees

·          A  detainee  survey

·          Observat ion  of  l i fe  in  detent ion

·          Discuss ions  with  staf f

·          A  staf f  survey  

·          Examinat ion  of  off ic ia l  documents  &  records  
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THE  INSPECTION  

PROCESS
 
 Inspect ion  methodology  var ies  depending  on  the  type  of  inspect ion .    For  

example ,  dur ing  an  overseas  removal  inspect ion ,  inspectors  meet  

deta inees  just  before  they  are  col lected  by  escort  sta f f ,  and  then  fo l low  

them  throughout  the  whole  process  of  t ransport  to  ai rports ,  onto  the  

ai rcra f t  and  arr iva l  in  dest inat ion  countr ies .    This  whole  process  takes  

about  two  days .    STHFs  are  s imi lar ly  inspected  over  1 -2  days .

 

A  fu l l  inspect ion  of  an  IRC  takes  2  to  3  weeks .  I t  begins  with  a  tour  of  

the  centre  by  an  inspector  des ignated  to  coordinate  the  inspect ion  for  

HMIP .  High - r i sk  areas  are  pr ior i t i sed  dur ing  th is  tour ,  inc luding  

separat ion  units ,  where  deta inees  are  held  in  condit ions  of  i so lat ion .  

Research  sta f f  wil l  also  conduct  conf ident ia l  deta inee  surveys  dur ing  

the  f i r s t  week .  Deta inee  and  sta f f  interv iews  take  place  in  the  f i r s t  or  

second  week .  The  coordinat ing  inspector  ensures  that  the  establ i shment  

prepares  requi red  documentat ion  for  the  arr iva l  of  the  fu l l  team  of  

inspectors  in  the  f ina l  week  when  the  deta inee  survey  and  deta inee  and  

sta f f  interv iew  resu l ts  wil l  also  be  ava i lable .

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

.

 

 

 

 

 

During the final week of inspection, findings are discussed each day by the team and then 

taken to the centre’s senior managers, who have the opportunity to ask questions and 

provide further evidence. At the end of this week, HMIP provides final judgements on 

outcomes for detainees at a formal verbal debrief meeting, which is usually attended by a 

range of staff, including detention managers, Home Office officials and healthcare 

managers. The feedback is organised under four tests: safety, respect, activities and 

preparation for release and removal. Managers are also given a written copy of the key 

findings to leave no doubt about HMIP’s conclusions. A full report is normally published 

within four months and is accompanied by a press release and media interviews. 

 

 

Inspection team members come from a range of professions, 

and may include ex-prison managers, academics, lawyers, 

community sector professionals, healthcare and education 

specialists, ex-police officers, and ex-social workers and 

probation officers. The specialist immigration detention team 

at HMIP, which also inspects prisons, includes staff who have 

worked in prisons, probation, immigration law, academia and 

the voluntary sector. 
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A  FLEXIBLE  &  EVOLVING  

METHODOLOGY
 
 

At  t imes ,  HMIP  has  used  an  ‘enhanced ’  methodology  at  immigrat ion  

removal  centre  inspect ions  to  examine  safeguarding  concerns  in  greater  

depth .  Such  methods  were  used  at  two  consecut ive  inspect ions  of  Yar l ’s  

Wood  IRC  in  2015  and  2017 ,  fo l lowing  ev idence  of  sexual ly  abus ive  

behav iour  towards  deta inees  before  the  2015  inspect ion  (see  HMIP  2015  

and  2017 ) .  In  2017 ,  an  undercover  te lev i s ion  programme  exposed  v io lent  

and  threatening  behav iour  by  some  sta f f  towards  deta inees  at  Brook  

House  IRC ,  ra i s ing  quest ions  about  whether  th is  could  be  occurr ing  at  

other  centres .  HMIP  subsequent ly  decided  to  rout ine ly  use  an  enhanced  

methodology  whenever  resources  permit .  The  main  addit ional  elements  

of  th is  approach  are  pr ivate  interv iews  with  a  proport ion  of  sta f f  and  a  

conf ident ia l  survey  sent  to  al l  sta f f ;  and  pr ivate  interv iews  of fered  

to  every  deta inee ,  us ing  interpretat ion  where  necessary .  NGOs  that  are  

invo lved  in  support ing  deta inees  are  also  contacted  on  the  f i r s t  day  of  

inspect ion  and  re leased  deta inees  are  inv i ted  to  speak  to  HMIP

 

 

 

HMIP  employed  th is  enhanced  approach  at  Harmondsworth  IRC  in  2017 ,  

the  next  planned  inspect ion  after  the  reve lat ions  f rom  the  undercover  

te lev i s ion  programme .    Harmondsworth  was  al ready  of  concern  because  

of  re lat ive ly  poor  prev ious  inspect ion  f indings .  Inspectors  conducted  1 18  

interv iews  requested  by  deta inees ,  and  spoke  to  a  s imi lar  number  of  

sta f f .  About  30  sta f f  also  completed  a  conf ident ia l  onl ine  survey .    This  

resu l ted  in  a  r ich  ev idence  base  on  i s sues  such  as  re lat ionships  between  

sta f f  and  deta inees ,  the  reasons  for  deta inees ’  fears  about  safety ,  and  

sta f f  concerns  about  inadequate  t ra in ing ,  lack  of  support  and  low  

sta f f ing  leve ls  that  might  increase  r i sks  for  deta inees .  I t  prov ided  many  

opportuni t ies  for  sta f f  and  deta inees  to  te l l  inspectors  about  potent ia l  

abuses .  A  number  of  ind iv idual  cases  were  fo l lowed  up  to  f ind  out  i f  

deta inees  had  been  mistreated  (see  HMIP  2018b ) .  

Al l  subsequent  inspect ions  have  used  s imi lar  

methods  and  this  approach  wil l  cont inue  to  be  

used  wherever  poss ible .  
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CONCLUSION

Whi le  detent ion  monitor ing  may  be  carr ied  out  by  a  var iety  of  state  and  

non -state  inst i tut ions ,  under  the  terms  of  OPCAT ,  nat ional  NPMs  bear  

the  pr inc ipa l  respons ib i l i ty .  HMIP  i s  part  of  the  UK  NPM  and  a  long -

establ i shed  profess ional  detent ion  monitor ing  body .  I t  has  accumulated  

technica l  knowledge  and  cons iderable  pol i t ica l  support .  I t  also  has  

suf f ic ient  funding  to  al low  i t  to  carry  out  i t s  dut ies .  Despi te  th is ,  i t  st i l l  

faces  cons iderable  chal lenges ;  for  example ,  in  ensur ing  that  i t s  

methodology  i s  respons ive  and  re levant  to  current  detent ion  pract ices ,  

and  in  encouraging  establ i shments  to  implement  i t s  recommendat ions  

(see  HMIP  2018a ) .  NPMs  operate  in  very  di f ferent  soc ia l ,  pol i t ica l  and  

economic  contexts  and  must  f ind  the  best  way  to  nav igate  the i r  

ind iv idual  chal lenges .  This  br ie f ing  paper  i s  therefore  not  of fered  as  a  

blue -pr int ,  but  as  an  example  of  the  current  approach  of  one  detent ion  

monitor ing  body .

 

 

 

 

8



REFERENCES  

 
 

Assoc iat ion  for  the  Prevent ion  of  Torture  (APT )  (2014 )  Monitor ing  

Immigrat ion  Detent ion :  Pract ica l  Manual .  Geneva :  APT  and  UNHCR .  

Avai lable  at :  https : / /www .apt .ch /content / f i les_ res /monitor ing - immigrat ion -

detent ion_pract ica l -manual .pdf

 

Bhui ,  H .S .  (2017 )  ‘ Inspect ing  Immigrat ion  Detent ion :  Her  Majesty ’s  

Inspectorate  of  Pr isons ’ .  In  M .J .  Flynn  and  M .B .  Flynn  (eds ) ,  Chal lenging  

Immigrat ion  Detent ion :  Academics ,  Act iv ists ,  and  Pol icy -makers .  

Cheltenham :  Edward  Elgar  Publ i sh ing .

 

Bhui ,  H .S . ,  Bosworth ,  M .  and  F i l i ,  A .  (2018 )  Monitor ing  Immigrat ion  

Detent ion  at  the  Borders  of  Europe .  Research  report  on  a  pi lot  project  in  

Greece ,  Hungary ,  Turkey  and  I ta ly ,  2016 -

2017 .  https : / /www . law .ox .ac .uk /s i tes / f i les /oxlaw /project_ report_ f ina l_copy .p

df

 

HMIP  (2018a )  Annual  Report .  London :  HMIP .  

 

HMIP  (2018b )  Report  on  an  announced  inspect ion  of  Harmondsworth  

IRC ,  2 -20  October  2017 .  London :  HMIP .

 

HMIP  (2017 )  Report  on  an  announced  inspect ion  of  Yar l ’s  Wood  IRC ,  5 -7  

and  12 - 16  June  2017 .  London :  HMIP .  

 

HMIP  (2015 )  Report  on  an  announced  inspect ion  of  Yar l ’s  Wood  IRC ,  13  

Apri l  –  1  May  2015 .  London :  HMIP .  

 

HMIP  (2009 )  Report  on  an  announced  inspect ion  of  HMP  Wandsworth  1 -5  

June  2009 .  London :  HMIP .  

 

 

 

9





 
 

 

 

SEPTEMBER 2018
This briefing paper was written by Hindpal S. Bhui and it is 

funded by ESRC-IAA

Cover Image: IRC Colnbrook, housing unit. Photo: MF Bosworth 

EMAIL

bordercrim@ law .ox .ac .uk

WEBSITE

HTTP : / /BORDERCRIMINOLOGIES .LAW .OX .AC .UK

CONTACT US

https://www.facebook.com/BorderCriminologies/
https://twitter.com/BorderCrim

