Detention of children at Heathrow

In June 2010 the government launched its review of detention of children for immigration purposes.  The Heathrow IMB made a submission to the review panel, arguing against the continued detention of children, whether or not accompanied, at ports of entry.  We had two core points: the immigration accommodation at Heathrow was unsuitable given the length of time some children were detained in it and Border Force’s checks could be pursued off-site in a child-friendly environment or in a facility at the airport meeting this criterion, in either case, ideally non-custodial.
The Review’s Conclusions were published in December 2010.  The document is posted on the UK Border Agency’s web site.  Families with children are no longer held at Yarl’s Wood Immigration Removal Centre, but their detention for immigration purposes continues at ports.  The rationale for this and the approach are set out in paragraphs 5.11 – 5.17 of the document.  A time limit for detention has been set of “up to a maximum of 24 hours”.  The “Commitments” given at the end of paragraph 5.17 include that “We will hold families only in very limited circumstances for border and other high risk cases.” 
One of these “circumstances” is the need to screen asylum applicants at the port of entry.  Asylum-seeking families are detained for this purpose.  Screening involves one or more interviews by Border Force officials at the port.  The decision as to what happens after screening is not made by these officials. Border Force must refer the asylum application on, to one or more other Home Office departments.  These other offices are closed during the night; at 8PM on weekdays and at 4PM at the weekend.  
Asylum-seeking families who arrived late in the day were routinely detained overnight until they could be screened the next day.  The Conclusions document announced a change.  Such families could now be routed straight into the asylum system provided their biometrics were taken.
Nonetheless, some asylum-seeking families arriving at Heathrow late in the day are still held overnight.  Some, irrespective of their time of arrival, are held for long periods, sometimes approaching the upper limit of 24 hours.  A board member on a rota visit in early September 2010 discovered seven such families.  Five (with 11 children between them, aged between 1 and 13) were detained in the same terminal, ultimately for between 19 and 21 hours.
That was an exceptional rota finding, but brought matters to a head from our standpoint.  Our chairman wrote to the Chief Inspector of UKBA asking him to investigate why arrangements for screening asylum-seeking families were not being implemented effectively.  By happy coincidence his inspection team were at the airport at the end of the month.  His report has not been published yet but we hope it will recommend urgent improvements.

Children who are not members of asylum-seeking families are also detained.  They may be unaccompanied minors or part of a family group wanting to visit the UK.  Border Force need to check whether or not to grant leave to enter, and in order to safe guard the welfare of children generally particularly if trafficking or other forms of abuse are suspected.  This due diligence can take time.

The quality of the detention accommodation is therefore a critical consideration. None of the immigration holding rooms at Heathrow has natural light, access to fresh air, beds, or showers.  There is family space in each but not big enough for children to run around in.   Three terminals each have a small family room created within the main holding area, separated from it by glass partitions.  In the fourth, the family space is simply a corner of a main holding room.  The family spaces are really waiting areas with hard seats bolted to the floor.  Their custodial aspects cannot be disguised by the jolly wall decorations or the provision of toys or cots.  

The holding rooms are not suitable places for children even if only detained for a short period.  Children detained in the evening may spend the whole or part of the night there.

The issues we flagged in our June 2010 submission have not gone away.  Dedicated child-friendly accommodation at Heathrow is still required and justified.  Process must be simplified and so speeded up.  For example, in relation to asylum seeking families; Border Force officials at the airport work 24/7: their Home Office referral points do not.  For example, in relation to unaccompanied minors; they are referred to Social Services but in some respects their response can be slow.
We are pleased that our concerns will be publicised to the wider IMB community at the IMB National Conference in February.  Our Motion has been accepted for debate.  It “that this conference deplores the detention of children in unsuitable conditions at ports and calls on the UK Border Agency to:

· arrange child-friendly, non-custodial accommodation for children detained at the UK Border and

· implement robust procedures to ensure that children and their carers are subject to speedy examination at ports.”

We hope our motion will strengthen UKBA’s hand in asking for extra or reallocated resources to tackle the accommodation issues at Heathrow and give another prompt to reviewing process and intra-departmental working.      
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