Immigration Detention Estate Conference 2011
To start with a very big ‘Thank-you’ to all those who worked so hard to enable the conference to take place at all in the current austerity climate, the effects of which we are all struggling with. The hotel this time was suitably downbeat and the rat that ran through the dining-room during dinner did distract our minds from the inevitable cuts!

The IRC conference, which for the last few years has included STHF, differs from the IMB prison conference in a number of ways. Most importantly, until this year, it has been open to ALL members and has provided a wonderful opportunity to discover how different we are and how other centres manage problems we all share. It has also sought to have a training element. Immigration and the way it is managed (or not!) has changed a lot during the last decade and every year we have had an input by the Director of Detention Services, who is usually with us for a large part of the time. All members are then able to be aware of whatever is current policy. The conference is also much smaller than the prison one, making it easier to network.
Each year we hope the Minister will make an appearance but this does not always happen, making the flowery thanks conveyed in some way seem shallow. This year Damian Green created a first by addressing us via video link and questions were relayed to him afterwards. It did feel a bit as if he cared. For the first time the President of the National Council was also unable to attend so the start of the conference was slightly muted.

However Alan Kittle, Director of Detention Services, was in fine form and gave us a most helpful overview of the estate, things to be pleased with, Gold Suite only opened twice and things to be concerned about such as the increase in litigation and significant increase in attempted disruption on removal by the detainees swallowing razor blades. He assured us that the service is working towards reducing failed removals due to detainee disruption and gave us his wish list which included improving links with airlines to reduce the technical issues which can impede removals.
 On the second day Phil Schoenenburger- Assistant Director Operations Detention Services spoke to us, mainly about medical matters and particularly mental health issues, an area of concern to us all. This was followed by a riveting session by two people from a company called Aeromed who provide medical support, when needed, on non-charter removals. Their professional approach in what has the potential to be a difficult and dangerous job was both interesting and reassuring.
After coffee we had a presentation by Jerome Phelps Director of the London Detainee Support Group who work mainly at Harmondsworth and Colnbrook and have gained the respect of IMBs there. He highlighted concerns, shared by IMBs, about indeterminate detention, the expense of litigation and gave us a figure of £48,000p.a. to keep a detainee in detention. His figures suggest 57% would ultimately be released anyway. He did also highlight some of the difficulties faced by authority with problems over emergency travel documents, legal barriers, pending appeals and non-co-operation.

The workshop session focussed on helping IMB members ‘to respond positively to the current cost pressures affecting all Government Departments, within our monitoring activities.’ Feedback demonstrated a will to find ways which would not compromise our responsibilities.
So, another conference was over and it was time to brave the Friday afternoon traffic on the M25. Of course all I have been able to do is give you what were the highlights for me. There may be readers of this article whose impressions of the conference are at variance with mine. If that is so I apologise, maybe you would like to add your views by writing to the editor.
