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A

1

Sections 1 - 3

THE ROLE OF THE INDEPENDENT MONITORING BOARD

1.1
Heathrow Airport Independent Monitoring Board is appointed by the Home Secretary
to monitor and report on:
 The welfare of people in immigration custody anywhere within the airport, through
observation of their treatment and of the premises in which they are held
 The removal of people from the country through the airport.
The Board meets monthly and is required to submit an annual report to the Home Secretary.
1.2
The Board has unrestricted access to every detainee and all immigration detention
facilities and vehicles within the airport to enable it to carry out its duties. During the
reporting period members undertook 56 visits to the airport holding rooms and monitored 45
removals of detainees, the majority of these when the person was being removed under
escort.
1.3
The Board conducts its work in line with the general principles of independent
monitoring that have been established for prisons and Immigration Removal Centres (IRCs).
It regrets the continuing failure by the Home Office to publish the long-awaited Short-Term
Holding Facility Rules which would put its work on a statutory basis.
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2

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Main judgements
Are detainees treated fairly?

The present holding rooms are a considerable improvement on the previous facilities but it
was extremely regrettable that the new rooms at both Terminal 3 and Terminal 4 were
opened with building and refurbishing work still incomplete.
Lengths of detention repeat the pattern of previous years with over a quarter of detainees
held for more than eight hours and some of them considerably longer. Asylum-seekers are
liable to be detained for much longer periods and are most likely to experience overnight
stays. Some detainees are held for two hours or more in the arrivals hall before being
admitted to a holding room, despite Border Force having a target to deal with all people
within thirty minutes
Unlike other people detained in IRCs those detained in the holding rooms are denied access to
independent legal advice and access to the Internet. Each of these might assist their case to be
admitted.
Are detainees treated humanely?
None of the holding rooms provide satisfactory overnight accommodation. The Board has
also seen examples of detainees being moved to (IRCs) for the night to allow them to sleep,
only to be brought back to the airport so quickly that adequate rest will have been impossible.
The holding rooms are unsuitable for the detention of children, whether with their families or
unaccompanied, beyond the very briefest period.
Facilities for the detention of disabled people are totally inadequate. They should be moved
on to appropriate local authority accommodation as quickly as possible.
Detainees are not allowed access to any drugs and medicines they have in their possession,
even though this may put their health and well-being at risk.
Tascor, the company contracted by the Home Office to manage the holding rooms, and Border
Force staff are usually caring and sympathetic to detainees, including children and other
vulnerable people, but the Board is not confident that holding room inductions and welfare
checks are consistently carried out to a satisfactory standard.
Are detainees removed from the United Kingdom in a respectful manner with force
only applied when this is necessary?
Removal of detainees, whether escorted or unescorted, is generally undertaken in a
satisfactory manner with any use of force proportionate to the case. The Board’s observation
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of a family removal showed it was carried out with a great deal of sensitivity to the needs of
the children concerned.
There are frequent examples of detainees being brought to the airport more than five hours
before their flight departure time, which is in breach of the contract between Tascor and the
Home Office.
Main Areas for Development
TO THE HOME SECRETARY
The Home Secretary should publish the Short Term Holding Facility Rules as a matter of
urgency (paragraph 1.3).
The Board repeats its recommendation from previous years that the Home Secretary should
provide a residential holding facility at Heathrow (paragraph 6.12).
The Board repeats its recommendation from previous years that the Home Secretary should
provide dedicated accommodation for children at Heathrow so that there is no need for any
child to have to remain in a holding room overnight (paragraphs 4.5 to 4.13).
The Home Secretary should review the current arrangements for dealing with disabled people
being detained at Heathrow and where necessary ensure they are given prompt access to
local authority social care provision (paragraphs 4.14 to 4.17).
The Home Secretary should review the current arrangements for dealing with mentally ill
people arriving at Heathrow to ensure that they are properly assessed by a health service
provider (paragraph 7.5).
The Home Secretary should arrange that detainees have access to independent legal advice at
all times. If this is not possible, they should have the option of not being removed until they
have been able to obtain such advice (paragraphs 5.7 and 5.8).
The Home Secretary should arrange for detainees to have sufficient access to the internet to
enable them to provide information required by Border Force (paragraph 5.9).
The Home Secretary should ensure that a Border Force Higher Officer at each terminal checks
on the reasons for any person being detained in the arrivals hall for longer than 40 minutes
and seeks an explanation as to why they cannot be taken to a holding room (paragraph 6.6).
The Home Secretary should ensure that any person being removed from the United Kingdom
has sufficient funds with them to travel on from the airport of arrival to their final destination
(paragraph 8.9).
The Home Secretary should ensure that all vehicles being used to transport detainees to
Heathrow should have shaded windows (paragraph 8.13).
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The Home Secretary should arrange that an officer from Immigration Enforcement is always
present at Cayley House when people are brought there under Operation Perceptor
(paragraph 8.14).
TO THE HOME SECRETARY AND TASCOR
The Home Secretary and Tascor should ensure that if families with children have to be moved
from Heathrow to Tinsley House, it is certain that they will be there for at least twelve hours
and that the return journey will not be at night (paragraph 4.9).
The Home Secretary and Tascor should ensure that no detainee is moved from Heathrow to
an IRC for the night unless the stay there will provide sufficient opportunity for proper rest
and sleep and personal hygiene (paragraph 6.8).
As a matter of urgency the Home Secretary and Tascor should establish a system to enable
people who have been detained to have access to prescription drugs they have in their
possession (paragraph 7.3).
TO TASCOR
Tascor should make sure that detainees have fully understood the information given them at
induction (paragraph 4.3).
Tascor should regularly inspect the toys kept in the holding rooms to confirm that there are
sufficient for all ages of children and that replacements are quickly provided when necessary
(paragraph 4.12).
Tascor should ensure that information from Child Line is displayed in all the holding rooms
where it can be clearly visible to children (paragraph 4.13).
Tascor should instruct DCOs that hand-cuffs should be carried discreetly in the pouches
supplied by the Home Office, so that they are not visible to detainees (paragraph 4.18).
Tascor should post the time of sunset and sunrise in holding rooms throughout the year
(paragraph 5.6).
Tascor should comply with the Home Office contract and ensure that no person being
removed from the United Kingdom is brought to the airport more than five hours before the
flight departure time (paragraph 8.2).
Tascor should ensure that escorts accompanying in-country removals should always have
with them a copy of the complaint form in the detainee’s language (paragraph 8.9).
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3

DESCRIPTION OF THE SHORT-TERM HOLDING FACILITIES

3.1
Each of the present four terminals (Terminals 2, 3, 4, and 5) contains a holding room
where passengers arriving at the airport may be detained on the authority of Border Force on
behalf of the Home Secretary. This may be for periods of up to 24 hours, and in a few cases
even longer. There is a further holding room at Cayley House, part of Terminal 3, which is
used for people brought to the airport for removal. The reporting period has seen the opening
of rebuilt and refurbished rooms at Terminal 4 (June 2016) and Terminal 3 (December 2016),
but a previous plan to undertake similar work at Terminal 5 has been put on hold because of
lack of funding.
3.2
Holding rooms are also used to accommodate people where there is a need for a
further interview by Border Force. They may have returned voluntarily after one or more
periods of temporary admission, or be brought back to the airport from an IRC.
3.3
The holding rooms in the terminals are not intended to provide residential
accommodation and so there are no proper sleeping facilities apart from a limited supply of
loungers, some of the latter in an increasingly dilapidated condition, and others without any
cushioning. Showers are now available in all the rooms, with the exception of Terminal 5,
although there are many occasions when they are out of use for repairs. There is no natural
light and, in summer and when there is crowding, the rooms can become insufferably hot.
Although the rooms contain separate accommodation for families, this may only be a
partitioned off section of the main holding room. There is no smoking facility, which may
increase discomfort for those detained after long flights where, as is now normal, they have
not been permitted to smoke.
3.4
Cayley House is a different type of facility, in that the men and women detained there
will have already spent time in custody in an IRC. In the majority of cases they will be brought
there within five hours of their flight departure time, and they will then be taken to the
aircraft door and travel unescorted to their final destination. However, in spite of some refitting work carried out two years ago, it remains a bleak and cheerless environment, the
detention rooms lacking natural light, and a general sense of its being just a transit camp. As
with some of the terminals there are showers, separate ones for men and women, but these
too are periodically unusable because of repairs being needed.
3.5
The Home Office contracts management of the holding rooms to Tascor, a private
company, a subsidiary of Capita, and the rooms are staffed by male and female Detention
Custody Officers (DCOs) who carry handcuffs (sometimes too visibly), and have the authority
to search people and get them to surrender their mobile phones. Tascor is also responsible
for providing escorts to detainees being removed from the United Kingdom. The contract is
due to expire on 1st April 2018 and it is understood that Tascor will not be re-bidding. It is
essential that the transition to the new contractor should not have any adverse effect on the
conditions in the holding rooms and the care provided to people in detention.
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4

Evidence sections 4 – 8
SAFETY

4.1
The holding rooms can reasonably be said to provide a safe environment. There are
occasional instances of disturbed behaviour for example:
‘The detainee became very disruptive and extremely violent with the police being called. Due to
the nature of his behaviour the other detainees held in the holding room were removed from the
room and looked after in a separate location. No other detainee was given entry to the holding
room whilst the man was there. He was later transferred to an IRC’.
The case indicated how the need to provide a safe environment for other detainees was taken
extremely seriously.
4.2
The Board has observed many examples of good personal interaction between Border
Force and Tascor staff and detainees, the latter carrying out inductions with good humour,
and then demonstrating care and kindness once the induction was completed. It was helpful
that in some cases a Border Force Officer or DCO was able to speak to the detainee in their
own language. One Board rota visit showed DCOs demonstrating a great deal of care and
consideration to assist and re-assure a woman in a wheelchair who had been brought from a
prison and was waiting to go on a flight.
4.3
Despite this the Board is still concerned that sometimes induction can take place in a
hasty and perfunctory manner, especially if staff are feeling under pressure. The amount of
information given to a detained person, perhaps in a language they do not fully understand,
may also be somewhat overwhelming, when they may be suffering from the shock of being
detained and taken into custody. In particular there have been examples of people apparently
failing to understand that they have a right to make a phone-call. The Board believes there is
a good case for them to be reminded of this once they have been in the holding room for a
while and have had the chance to settle.
4.4
The Board also considers that the holding rooms are unsuitable for the detention of
children and the detention of disabled men and women beyond the very briefest period.
Detention of children
4.5
Tascor’s monthly length of stay statistics show that a total of 1,296 children were
detained at Heathrow in the different holding rooms and at Cayley House during the year
under review. The figure compares with that of 1,223 held during the year 2015/2016 and
1,282 in 2014/2015.
Location

Unaccompanied
children

Family units
with children

No. of children
with their family

Total number
of children

Terminal 2 121

187

357

478

Terminal 3 28

97

149

177
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Terminal 4 70

188

310

380

Terminal 5 53

125

198

251

Total in
terminals

272

597

1014

1286

Cayley Hse

0

7

10

10

604

1024

1296

Grand total 272

4.6
The Board has further calculated that within these figures some 80 children were held
for twelve hours or more, some of them far in excess of that figure. Some examples were:


In March 2016 a family with two children aged three and five were put back on a flight
after spending 16½ hours in the Terminal 5 holding room



In June 2016 a family with children aged ten and eleven were kept in the Terminal 5
holding room for over 26 hours before being given temporary admission



In August 2016 a family with children aged eight and one were detained in the Terminal 2
holding room for 13 hours before being given temporary admission so that they could go
to hospital. They were re-admitted to the holding room later the same day, and then spent
a further sixteen hours there before leaving to go on a flight



In September 2016 a family with children aged ten, eight and four spent almost 16 hours
in the Terminal 2 holding room before being admitted to asylum accommodation



In December 2016 a family with children aged thirteen, eleven, and five arrived from a
long haul flight and were detained in the Terminal 4 holding room for almost 24 hours
awaiting the return removal flight.

4.7
The number of unaccompanied children compares with figures of 237 in 2014/2015
and 304 in 2015/2016. Their detention for seven hours or more is not unusual and some
stays are considerably longer. Some will go to local Social Services accommodation, but may
have to wait some time before accommodation can be found and somebody can come to
collect them, which may lead to their being woken up in the middle of the night. Some will
certainly have experienced a full overnight stay in the holding room, even when the eventual
outcome is temporary admission, perhaps to a family member, perhaps again to local
authority provision.
4.8

Some examples of lengthy detention were:



A 17 year old boy spent over 21 hours in the Terminal 2 holding room because of
difficulties in getting the airline to accept him for a return flight. Seen during a rota visit
he said he had not slept and seemed confused and angry



A 16 year old boy spent over 20 hours in the Terminal 2 holding room before being
returned on a flight to his country of origin. Around the same time another 16 year old
spent almost 24 hours in the Terminal 4 holding room before being put back on a flight

4.9
As in previous years the Board has been concerned that in some cases families with
children have been moved a considerable distance from Heathrow to Tinsley House IRC near
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Gatwick Airport, sometimes at night, only to be bought back to Heathrow after a very brief
period, giving them little chance to rest and relax. Some examples were:


A family with children aged six and four was moved to Tinsley House at 02.30 but were
back in the holding room by 19.15. They would have had little time chance to sleep and
relax at the IRC, especially taking into account the additional time required to go through
the induction and discharge processes



An even worse scenario was a family with a one year old child that left Heathrow at 01.30
but then was back in the holding room by 13.50 the same day.

4.10 Tinsley House has been closed for building work since October 2016, so at the
conclusion of the reporting period there were no residential facilities for detained families
with children anywhere near Heathrow so a stay in the holding room was all that could be
provided.
4.11 Child care plans have to be completed on all detained children and DCOs are required
to make a note of their observation of any child, at least every 15 minutes. However, although
the Board sees many examples of DCOs attending to the needs of children and families, it is
difficult to do this in the unstimulating environment and circumstances in which the latter
have been detained, perhaps for many hours.
4.12 There is a wii in each room and a range of suitable DVDs that can be watched. The
provision of books and toys for children has also generally improved with good quality
storage boxes for different age groups, although these would benefit from regular tidying.
The books need to be displayed more invitingly and should be reviewed from time to time to
remove books for adults that may have been left by passengers. Toys should be returned to
the correct boxes after use, especially those toys with small parts. It is pleasing to see that
there are some ‘small world’ toys (figures, cars, animals) but more of these would be helpful.
Colouring and puzzle books (which appear to be popular) should be replaced regularly and
colouring pencils made readily available. Some posters in the family rooms are showing signs
of age, may not be relevant to children and should be removed and replaced.
4.13 Some, though not all, of the holding rooms post notices about contacting Child Line, the
free 24 hour counselling service for children and young people, which includes dealing with
child abuse. There are also notices in several languages alerting people to the existence and
dangers of modern slavery. These issues are extremely important as the Board is aware that
some young people passing through the airport, especially young girls, may have been subject
to trafficking and others may have suffered female genital mutilation. The Board is aware that
these are also very live issues for Border Force. Two members were able to attend a
presentation on the subject hosted by Border Force, where the speakers included a Home
Office Minister.
Detention of disabled people
4.14 Two cases this year have demonstrated the total inadequacy of the care that can be
provided for seriously disabled people detained at the airport, although the fault lies not so
much with the holding rooms themselves but with the lack of provision to move them on
quickly to appropriate accommodation within the community.
4.15 The first case at the start of the reporting period was a man in a wheelchair with a
deteriorating neurological condition and very limited mobility who on arrival sought political
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asylum. The local authority refused to accommodate him but after the intervention of
paramedics he was taken to hospital for assessment. The hospital was keen to discharge him
quickly as they considered his condition to constitute a disability rather than any immediate
medical need. He was eventually accepted into asylum accommodation but this soon proved
to be unsustainable as he was unable to look after himself. He was eventually accommodated
by the local authority but only after much negotiation with them by the Home Office’s
National Asylum Assessment Unit (NAAU).
4.16 A more recent case was another severely disabled man, unable to stand or walk, and
also an asylum seeker. He was admitted to the holding room in the early morning and
remained there for some 38 hours. The local authority was contacted but declined to make
any immediate assessment. DCOs worked hard to give him a comfortable sleeping position
during the ensuing night, with him lying on a sofa seat with bean bags positioned to stop him
rolling over. Late on the evening of the second day paramedics arranged for him to be taken
to hospital. The Board was informed he was subsequently admitted to local authority care.
4.17 If the outcome for such cases is that they should be accommodated by the local
authority, as would surely be required for a similar case of a disabled person found homeless
elsewhere in this country, surely a quicker way should be found for achieving this.
Use of handcuffs
4.18 DCOs have to wear handcuffs as a standard item of uniform and are required to keep
these discreetly, not on public display, in standard pouches supplied by the Home Office.
However the Board still sees occasional examples of the instruction not being followed. In
one case the Board observed a teenage boy becoming distressed because he had seen
handcuffs and believed they were going to be put on to him.
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5

EQUALITY AND FAIRNESS

5.1
DCOs have received diversity training and are generally aware of the particular
requirements of major religions and cultures. Both Border Force and Tascor staff speak a
wide range of languages which obviously assists communication with detainees, although
interpreters are also used, either attending personally or over the telephone. If a detainee’s
native language is an unusual one, the need to find an interpreter can sometimes delay the
immigration process. Other detainees will also often help DCOs with interpreting if the issue
is fairly straightforward and this seems the most sensible and pragmatic way of dealing with
an immediate problem.
5.2
A reasonable effort is made to provide a range of micro-waved hot meals that meets
different cultural and dietary requirements, and crisps and fruit are also available for
detainees to help themselves. There are water-fountains and hot drinks can be made,
provided the machine is working properly. Freeze-wrapped sandwiches with an extended
shelf-life were provided for a while but this came to an end as there was a high wastage rate
and there were also increasing doubts expressed by both staff and detainees about whether it
was safe to eat them. Sweet croissants have been supplied to replace them but they are sickly
and unappetizing and are in any case unsuitable for people with diabetes. There has been a
proposal to supply savoury croissants as well but the Board has been told this is unlikely to be
implemented in the immediate future.
5.3
Frozen kosher meals are supplied and each holding room also has a stock of kosher pot
noodles and kosher couscous pots.
5.4
There are prayer rooms (also called contemplation rooms) off the holding rooms at
Terminals 3 and 4, with notices saying these are multi-faith, though the latter only in English.
Prayer mats are provided in all the holding rooms and copies of the Bible, the Quran, and
some other holy books are available. However, the Board has been extremely concerned that
the latter have not always being stored respectfully and appropriately, and in one particularly
disturbing case a Hebrew prayer book was found to have been defaced with covers and pages
torn out. It was pleased that the Home Office took immediate action to replace this once it
was drawn to their attention. Tascor has also now nominated individual members of staff to
take responsibility for ensuring sacred books are properly looked after and treated with
appropriate respect.
5.5
A qibla arrow in each room indicates the direction of Mecca, although one was not
immediately provided to the new Terminal 3 holding room. The Board has also been
concerned that the figure of a kneeling person on the door of the prayer room in Terminal 4
appears to indicate that the room is only there for Muslims to use. It has asked for it to be
removed. There is the further issue that there are no chairs in the rooms so that any occupant
can only sit on the floor.
5.6
As already mentioned none of the holding rooms allow natural light and so it is not
possible for detainees to know when the sun rises and sets, which is particularly important
for Muslims in relation to Ramadan. Calendars indicating the times of sunrise and sunset have
sometimes been displayed during Ramadan in previous years, but this did not happen in all
the holding rooms in each of the last two reporting years.
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Independent advice
5.7
If somebody is detained on arrival at Heathrow it is extremely difficult for them to
obtain independent advice, and most especially independent legal advice. Probably the only
effective way is for them to telephone a family member or friend if this is possible, and ask
them to contact a lawyer. Although contact details for Community Legal Advice are posted in
the holding rooms this is not available on a 24 hours basis. The Board has been informed by
the Home Office that it is under no legal obligation to provide independent legal advice to
anybody detained in the holding rooms, which contrasts with the situation of anyone arrested
and detained at a police station, who is entitled to consult the duty solicitor. It also contrasts
with the fact that those detained in IRCs have access to solicitors, which in some cases leads to
due legal process allowing a person to remain in the United Kingdom.
5.8
In its previous report the Board recommended that people detained in the holding
rooms should have access to independent legal advice at all times, and if this was not possible
they should have the option of not being removed until they had been able to obtain such
advice. The Home Office’s somewhat tart reply was again that it was under no legal obligation
to provide such advice and so the recommendation was rejected. The Board continues to hold
that the present system of providing contact telephone numbers is a poor substitute and that
it denies a resource to those people detained in non-residential secure temporary holding
facilities which is available to those detained in the rest of the Home Office’s Immigration
Estate. The recommendation is repeated.
Access to the Internet
5.9
Unlike people detained in IRCs, those detained in the holding rooms have no access to
the Internet despite the fact that increasing numbers of them have details of their travel
arrangements, bank accounts and other personal information only available electronically.
Such information may be crucial to answering questions put to them by Border Force, and
indeed if it were readily available, this might be of great assistance to Border Force itself in
reaching a decision as to whether the person should be admitted. In previous reports over
several years the Board has recommended that people detained should have such access to
the internet and emails for them to be able to seek advice and provide information required
by Border Force. The recommendations have been rejected by the Home Office, which stated
most recently ‘There is a high throughput at this site and detainees only spend a short period of
time in the holding rooms.’ The latter statement is demonstrably untrue. In each of the last
two years slightly under 4000 people were detained in the Terminal holding rooms for times
of more than eight hours, and some of these for considerably longer periods. The
recommendation is repeated.
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6

ACCOMMODATION

6.1
A brief description of the holding rooms has already been given in section 3. This
section elaborates on that and describes the circumstances leading to somebody being
detained.
Length of stay
6.2
The main factors affecting length of stay in the holding rooms by passengers who have
just arrived in the United Kingdom, are:
 Time taken by Border Force to complete casework and decide what is to happen to the
person. This will depend on the complexity of someone’s circumstances, including the
possible need to make contact with third parties, such as an employer or college, or the
need to use an interpreter, either face-to-face or over the telephone
 For those to be detained at an IRC, the time taken by the Home Office to allocate
accommodation and by Tascor to collect them to go there
 For those being returned on a flight, the time taken by the Home Office to arrange a flight
with the carrier, and then the flight’s departure time
 A few lengthy stays will be of people who have returned for a further interview by Border
Force having been detained in an IRC or who have previously been given temporary
admission.
6.3
If a passenger is refused entry and has to return to where their flight departed, this can
lead to a long wait in the holding room, as the carrying airline required to return them may
not operate a frequent service. Anyone detained from late afternoon onwards is most unlikely
to be returned before the following day so will have to spend a night in the holding room.
6.4
Tascor compiles monthly length of stay statistics, from which the Board has calculated
the number of people detained during the reporting year and their length of stay in the
different holding rooms.
0-8 hours

8-12 hours 12-18 hours 18-24 h0urs 24+hours

Total

Terminal 2 2884

607

394

229

48

4162

Terminal 3 2117

153

87

47

18

2422

Terminal 4 3034

600

302

244

69

4249

Terminal 5 1780

531

277

203

32

2823

Terminals
Total

9815

1891

1060

723

167

13,656

Cayley
House

5735

88

22

6

0

5851
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Grand
Total

15550

1979

1082

729

167

19507

6.5
The figures both for the terminals and for Cayley House are broadly the same as in the
previous reporting year. In percentages the figures for the terminals show that 73% of
detainees were held for 0 to 8 hours, 14% for 8 to 12 hours, 8% for 12-18 hours, 5% for 18-24
hours, and 1% for 24 hours plus. Here too the percentages are very little different to those for
2015/2016. The periods of longer stay at Cayley House may relate to detainees refusing to
leave, instances of the flight being cancelled, or a last-minute legal intervention.
6.6
It should be noted that the figures do not include time that detainees may already have
spent waiting in the arrivals hall before being admitted to the holding room itself. This can
sometimes be for two hours or more, even though Border Force has given itself a target of
processing everybody within a maximum of thirty minutes after they have reached passport
control. In reality some people are transferred to the holding room within a relatively brief
period, while others experience extensive waits. Border Force argues that in many instances
it is better to try to sort out admission problems without taking people into formal detention
but the Board queries whether the practice is applied consistently right across the airport.
6.7
Welfare packs containing socks, a flannel, soap, comb, toothpaste and toothbrush can
be provided. Blankets are available but anybody having to stay the night can only attempt to
sleep on one of a small number of loungers, some of these now in an increasingly threadbare
condition, which are bolted to the holding room floors. This will obviously create problems if
there are more people detained overnight than loungers available. Personal privacy is
inevitably very limited, especially if, as sometimes happens, men and women have to use
loungers in close proximity to each other. The lack of comfortable sleeping conditions also
causes extra difficulties for older people. In some of the holding rooms lavatories are labeled
as unisex, but confusingly only some of them have female sanitary supplies available.
6.8
Where people are removed from the holding rooms to go to an IRC, there may still be a
lengthy wait before this takes place, and they may be woken up in the middle of the night to
start the journey. There are also bizarre instances of people being taken to an IRC for the
night where the period of stay there is so short that it would have been surely better to have
kept them in the holding room. Two examples were:




A man admitted to the holding room at 21.40 left it at 03.00 for transfer to
Harmondsworth, but was transferred back into Tascor custody at 06.30 and re-admitted
to the holding room at 08.30
A man was detained at 16.30 and left the holding room for transfer to Colnbrook at 23.55.
He was accepted into Colnbrook at 00.40 but was then transferred back into Tascor
custody to be brought back to the airport at 02.40

Detention of asylum seekers
6.9
Asylum seekers are among those most likely to be held for a longer time than other
detainees, due to the need to refer them to the NAAU. This is closed overnight, so nearly
everybody seeking asylum from late afternoon onwards will not have their case considered
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until the next morning at the earliest. The need for an interpreter may cause further delay
and, even if temporarily admitted, there may be a further period of waiting until transport to
their accommodation arrives, even though the latter is supposed to have regular pick-up
times. Some asylum seekers still end up being sent to an IRC under the Detained Asylum
Casework system, even though the previous Detained Fast Track system has now been ruled
unlawful by the Court of Appeal, supported by the Supreme Court.
6.10 Many asylum-seekers are vulnerable and include people who have experienced civil
war and other extreme privation. They may feel isolated, speak limited or no English, and are
likely to be fearful of being returned to their country of origin. Some will be in family groups,
with children and grandparents, while some children seek asylum on their own. Border Force
attempts to give priority to such people, but they can still be detained for a long time.
6.11







Some examples of lengthy periods of detention were:

An asylum applicant from Afghanistan left the holding room to go to an IRC after a stay of
almost 30 hours. He waited 11 hours before he could be interviewed and then waited a
further 18 hours before leaving to go the IRC
A man from the Sudan arrived at a time when it was not possible to refer him to the NAAU
until the following day, although there was still a delay in making the referral. He was
eventually given temporary admission after a stay of some 28 hours
A man and his pregnant wife from Iran spent most of the night in the holding room and
were eventually given temporary admission after a stay of approximately 17 hours
Another man from Iran was interviewed using an interpreter after he had been in the
holding room for six hours. A referral to NAAU had to wait till the following day. There
were then considerable delays before he was collected to go to asylum accommodation,
leading to his total stay in the holding room being over 31 hours.

6.12 The Board has long held the view that there is a strong case for the establishment of a
residential short-term holding facility at Heathrow to provide proper humane treatment for
those detained for lengthy periods of time, especially when some of these extend for over 24
hours. It is aware of the Home Office view that the start up and running costs for such a
facility would be prohibitive given the anticipated usage but believes that the numbers
involved, as has been described over several annual reports, certainly justify the case. This
report repeats the point that even improved holding rooms will not provide satisfactory
overnight accommodation for the substantial number of people detained at Heathrow, as
demonstrated again in the present reporting period.
Re-building of the holding rooms
6.13 The reporting period has seen major re-building and refurbishment work taking place
in respect of the holding rooms at Terminal 3 and Terminal 4. That at Terminal 4 was
completed in June 2016. The holding room remained open while the building work was going
on, resulting in both staff and detainees experiencing an extreme level of noise and
discomfort, especially at night, the room being completely closed on only a few occasions. A
notice was indeed eventually put up, apologising for the noise and inconvenience caused, but
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it was only in English. Even when re-opened further work remained outstanding, with a rota
report recording:
‘The Terminal 4 adult holding room resembled very much a building site, this despite it now
being almost six weeks since it opened. At the time of my visit various men in hard hats and hiviz jackets were working there, with the two male detainees currently present being held in the
family room. Work going on included installing furniture, attention to the lighting, and putting
in the payphone. There are still no loungers and two of the lavatories in the room are apparently
still not working.’
However, once the work was finally completed the rebuilt facilities provide an immeasurably
better environment than the old holding room, which was strongly criticised for its
inadequacies in several of the Board’s previous annual reports.
6.14 It was not possible to keep the Terminal 3 holding room open while rebuilding was
taking place due to asbestos being discovered in the roof and the necessity to remove it.
Instead Border Force brought detainees to a very small room adjacent to the old holding room
(to become known as ‘the bus-stop’) from which it was arranged they would be collected by
other Tascor staff within half an hour and taken to the Terminal 2 holding room, where they
would remain while their case was being processed. Despite the Board’s initial misgivings
that the timescale might be difficult to achieve, the arrangement turned out to work well with
most people being moved within that timescale. This was important as the cramped
conditions would have been totally unsuitable for holding detainees beyond the very briefest
period. Nevertheless any delays were unfortunate, especially as some of these involved were
families with young children.
6.15 The new Terminal 3 holding room has also provided much better facilities for
detainees, including an improved family room. However when opened immediately before
Christmas 2016, it was again handed over in an incomplete state, despite previous assurances
from Heathrow Airport Limited (HAL) to the Home Office that the work would be completed
to time on 20th December. A Board visit on Boxing Day showed many faults, including
lavatories and showers not working, inadequate CCTV coverage, fluctuating heating, lighting
that could not be dimmed at night, and hard, uncomfortable loungers. The imminence of the
holiday period after the opening made it more difficult to rectify the faults immediately, and
work had to continue into the New Year. A continuing problem is the lack of a dedicated
search room adjacent to the DCOs’ office, the proposed room being outside the security area,
so that searching has to take place behind folding screens. It is difficult to know how these
basic omissions were not picked up by anybody through effective project management and
appropriate liaison between the Home Office, HAL, and the builders in advance of the room
being re-opened.
6.16 Although we still await the re-building work planned for Terminal 5, including
providing it with showers, it now being the only holding room without any, the year has at
least seen the installation of new lavatory doors. The lavatory cubicles in Terminal 5 open
directly onto the holding room, and there were previously large gaps above and below the
doors, which meant there was very limited privacy for anyone using the facilities as smells
and sounds could easily be noticed by other men and women in the holding room. Full floor
to ceiling doors have now been fitted, which the Board has very much welcomed.
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Telephones
6.17 There have been many previous problems in enabling people detained to make
telephone calls. A payphone is available in each holding room for them to make and receive
calls, but this provides limited privacy and using it can also be difficult if the room is crowded
or several people want to use it. Although most people detained have mobile phones, for
security reasons they are not allowed to keep them if they contain a camera, which is now
almost universally the case. A previous system for purchasing a stock of telephone cards
failed to work well because it was difficult to ensure there was a constant supply.
6.18 At the start of 2016 Tascor provided two mobile phones to each holding room. These
are for dedicated use by people detained and allow them to make a free five minute phone call
to most countries in the world. Initially there were difficulties in accessing a few countries
(Nigeria seemed to present particular difficulties) but providing a small number of
international telephone cards has proved to be a way of addressing these problems when they
have arisen. The Board has obviously welcomed these considerable improvements on a
previously unsatisfactory situation.
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7 HEALTH CARE
7.1
If a person detained is demonstrably unwell, one of the London Ambulance Service’s
paramedics who patrol the airport can be summoned. If there is any doubt as to the person’s
condition they are taken to hospital. During the course of the year the Board has seen many
examples of good practice by DCOs dealing efficiently and empathetically with people’s
medical problems and seeking outside help and advice when this was necessary. Examples
seen during the year were paramedics being called to a woman with severe headaches and
dizziness, and also to another person with a temperature, high blood pressure and various
aches and pains. A woman who was six months pregnant and suffering pains was seen by
paramedics and sent to hospital.
7.2
Until recently it was normal practice that people detained were allowed to take
medication that they had with them, provided it was clearly labelled and identifiable, and the
DCOs were able to check on its safety and suitability on a medical help line. However in
August 2016 Tascor issued instructions to staff that this facility had been withdrawn because
of medical advice received that it was dangerous for information like this to be given over the
telephone without the person being seen. This situation continues with staff advised that they
should instead ring the NHS 111 helpline, though as this also only provides telephone contact,
it is difficult to know how it would provide any solution. In some cases a Border Force Higher
Officer has authorized the use of medication, but this is hardly a satisfactory way of doing
things, given that the latter will have no medical qualifications.
7.3
The Board has been extremely concerned about the issue, especially with regard to the
impact on those detained who have to take medication on a regular basis, for example those
suffering from asthma, diabetes or epilepsy, and people who have to take drugs regularly to
prevent recurrence of a heart attack or stroke. A direct letter to the Home Office has not as
yet led to any resolution, even though the Board has been told that the matter is being taken
extremely seriously and alternatives are being investigated. The Board considers the
continuing delay to be unacceptable. Not the least is the fact that DCOs lack a central
reference point to contact with any medical enquiries and are having to manage situations
where people detained may be in distress or may actually fall ill because they are denied their
normal medication.
7.4
Aircraft interiors are not healthy environments and it would not be unusual for any
person to seek medical relief after flying, especially if the latter has been long-haul. In some
cases problems about the need for pain relief are further exacerbated when the person has to
spend several hours in the holding room. In response to suggestions from the Board the
Home Office trialled the provision of cool strips in the holding rooms, as these can relieve
headaches and fever. These proved very popular and they will now be available permanently,
although it has taken a long time to arrange this.
7.5
There are serious problems at Heathrow in dealing with passengers who arrive with
demonstrable symptoms of mental illness. Such people may be detained for several hours,
waiting for accommodation or for a return flight. The Board has observed instances of Border
Force officers and DCOs being attentive to such individuals, listening to them at length and
being generally alert to their distress and additional welfare needs, but they should not be put
in this position when there is a clear medical problem of this nature in evidence. Border Force
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has itself acknowledged that there is a problem and there is a need to make better provision.
This includes establishing effective working relationships with health and social care
authorities outside the airport.
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8

REMOVALS

8.1
The Board monitors the removal of detainees being removed from the United Kingdom
through Heathrow Airport up to the point when the aircraft door is closed. Some of these
people fly “unescorted” in the sense that they are brought from an IRC to Cayley House, are
taken to the aircraft by DCOs and then fly by themselves. These are known as in-country
removals. It is unusual for these to pass off without the complete co-operation of the
individual concerned.
8.2
The contract with Tascor stipulates that people who are to be removed unescorted
should not be brought to the airport more than five hours before their flight departure time
but the requirement is frequently breached, even when people are being brought from
Heathrow IRC, which is within a few minutes’ drive from the airport. It is also not unusual for
some detainees to suffer night journeys to the airport, even when the flight is leaving later in
the day and they could be given the opportunity to have a decent night’s sleep before having
to start their journey. Tascor usually identifies the lack of staff or the lack of vehicles for its
failure to meet the five hours requirement, and sometimes too that it has had to make a
circuitous journey to various establishments in order to collect people.
8.3
Other detainees will be escorted during the flight to their final destination, wherever in
the world that may be. These are known as escorted overseas removals and usually take
place because the person may have refused to go voluntarily, is assessed as presenting a risk
to themselves or to others, or is being deported having served a prison sentence for a serious
offence. The escorting team, normally Tascor staff, usually comprises a lead and two or more
other escorts, plus somebody with medical training if there are any anticipated health-related
issues.
8.4
The procedure is for the team to collect the detainee from the IRC, and stay with them
throughout the subsequent journey. If a detainee is physically resistant to being removed
escorts have authority to apply physical force, including pain-inducing handcuffs and waist
and leg restraining belts. The latter have been approved by the Home Office to restrict
movement of their arms and legs, although the leg restraints are used very rarely. The Board
has nevertheless observed some detainees having to be carried on to the aircraft and down
the aisle to their allocated seats at the rear. All our members attend a one-day training course
run by the Prison Service’s National Tactical Response Group to increase their awareness of
the techniques being used. Some overseas removals are also observed by Home Office
contract monitors.
8.5
Despite anticipated fears many escorted removals still pass off with the detainee being
completely co-operative, though even in these cases the detainee will be held by the arms
during the walk from the Tascor van and onto the aircraft. The Board has previously queried
the need for somebody to be held when there has been absolutely no resistance, but has been
told this is necessary as there could be disastrous consequences, such as runways having to be
closed, if somebody was able to escape their escorts once they were airside.
8.6
The Board is pleased to record that it has observed many examples of both in-country
and overseas escorts being polite and considerate to detainees and doing all they reasonably
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can to ensure a trouble-free departure. This has included offering them food and use of a
mobile telephone, checking whether they need to use the lavatory and giving re-assuring
information, for example about the flight and arrival times at the final destination, in some
cases to somebody who has never flown before. Any use of force or other physical restriction,
even when this has been considerable, has been appropriate to the circumstances of the case,
and escorts have behaved in a proper and professional manner, sometimes in circumstances
of extreme difficulty and aggravation.
8.7




Some examples of the proper management of violent behaviour were:
When picked up from the IRC the detainee was in tears, shouting and screaming that he did
not wish to go. He was placed in a waist restraint belt and escorts worked hard with him to
establish a relationship, re-assure him about the destination country, and also made direct
contact with a welfare organisation there. The man did not resist being taken on to the
aircraft and the restraints were removed shortly after take-off
The man cooperated up the steps to the first landing and then hurled himself back and forth
and there was a great struggle, but the escorts very quickly took total control of the situation
with leg restraints being applied once he was seated and the team leader supporting the
man’s head to keep it in the upright position.

In some cases airlines decide that a removal cannot go ahead in such circumstances because
of the adverse effect on cabin staff and the reaction of passengers.
8.8
In a very different type of removal where departure was considerably delayed due to a
mechanical fault, the Board’s monitor recorded that the delay waiting in the van on the tarmac
was probably causing the detainee extra anxiety, but noted ‘he had medical help and the
escorts were impressive in their sustained contacts with him and they seemed to have established
a relaxed rapport.’
8.9
In both in-country and overseas removals the Board has noted that escorts do not
always carry copies of the Tascor complaints form, which is available in 17 different
languages. Even with in-country removals it is important to remember that the detainee
remains in Tascor custody right up until the time they go on to the aircraft. The Board has
also seen examples of people arriving for removal with insufficient money with them to travel
on from the arrival airport to the final destination in their home country. The Board queries
the extent to which their needs have been properly assessed by their Home Office case
officers.
8.10 It is unfortunate that some removals have to be cancelled at the last minute with the
detainee already brought to the airport, because there has been some kind of administrative
mistake within the Home Office. Some examples were:



The man arrived at Cayley House at 08.15 for a flight at 11.00, but the removal had to be
cancelled because the flight had not been booked
A man arrived at 06.50 for a flight at 11.55 but the airline refused to take him because the
country of destination had not been informed. The man was extremely anxious and was
pacing up and down the room
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The removal failed for lack of documents. His passport had apparently been posted to the
airport but could not be located.

In such circumstances the person will usually have to be returned to custody at an IRC to wait
until a new flight can be booked. Such events may cause distress to the individual who by
now may well want to leave the country, and of course if the ticket has actually been paid for,
there is a cost to the public purse if a further flight has to be booked.
Family removals
8.11 The Board is informed in advance of all cases where families are to be removed from
the United Kingdom. However, many are cancelled at the last minute, and it was only possible
to monitor one this year, which was a pity. The removal is always done by a dedicated family
removals team and that observed was of a mother and her two sons. The Board member was
impressed by the professionalism of the team. The mother was resistant to the deportation
and there was consequent concern about the welfare of the children, especially as one became
visibly distressed at one point. However, the team actively engaged with the children and
offered support and reassurance. The removal was successful but there were several points
at which it could have failed and its success was due to the hard work of the escort team,
including the accompanying medic.
Operation Perceptor
8.12 Operation Perceptor was introduced by the Home Office during 2015 and involves
people who have exhausted their claims to stay in the United Kingdom being brought directly
to the airport for removal from their reporting centres. The Board has been told these are all
people who have been assessed as suitable to go unescorted on flights. It is the Board’s
impression that a substantial number refuse to leave and go to an IRC to await later escorted
removal.
8.13 The Board is concerned that these removees are transported to the airport in vans
with clear windows that are also clearly identified as ‘Home Office Enforcement’, thus denying
them the invisibility provided in Tascor vans. The latter have shaded windows in line with
the Home Office’s contract requirement for vans that ‘The Service Provider shall ensure all
windows are sufficiently tinted to protect the privacy of a detainee.’ In its previous report the
Board recommended that the same should apply to Operation Perceptor vehicles but was
informed that a decision had been taken that a policy of openness and transparency of how
the Home Office dealt with people being transported in their vehicles was preferable to
keeping detainees and staff behind privacy glass. The Board believes that this is a somewhat
contrived differentiation between people being carried in Operation Perceptor vehicles and
those being carried by Tascor, and so repeats the recommendation.
8.14 The Board is also aware that when Operation Perceptor vehicles arrive at Caley House,
Tascor staff lack information about them and the only way they can attempt to get
information about issues raised by the person being removed is to contact an officer in
immigration enforcement. The Board has been told that such an officer can then come to
Cayley but not necessarily in sufficient time to talk to all Operation Perceptor cases. The
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Board believes this communication gap needs to be closed and that it would be helpful for
somebody to be available at Cayley House whenever an Operation Perceptor case arrives.
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9

The Work of the Board

9.1
Most weeks two members of the Board visit Heathrow on separate days. One inspects
the holding rooms and talks with detainees there. The other observes people being removed.
Reports of these visits are circulated to the Home Office, Border Force and Tascor. The Board
appreciates the feedback it receives on the issues raised, even though this sometimes only
comes after a delay.
9.2
The Board Chair attends the Pan-Heathrow Detention meeting, which is convened by
Border Force and attended by representatives of Border Force, the Home Office and Tascor.
Meetings have traditionally happened on a quarterly basis, but changes in Border Force
personnel have led to only two meetings taking place in this reporting year. A Board member
should also attend the Detainee Welfare Forum and the Safeguarding Meeting for children and
vulnerable adults, which are convened by Tascor, though sadly neither of these meetings has
taken place for several months now because of the illness of the convenor.
9.3
The Board started the reporting period with eight members in post, two of whom
resigned during the course of the year. A recruitment campaign started in April led to four
new members being appointed and they joined the Board between November and January.
Two members who had joined the Board in 2015 have also successfully completed their
probationary year.
9.4
Two members of the Board are members of the Charter Flights Monitoring Team, one
of them its convenor. During the reporting period they have monitored Home Office charter
flights to Albania, Jamaica, Nigeria and Ghana, and Pakistan. The team’s work is described in
its own annual report.

BOARD STATISTICS
Recommended Complement of Board Members

N

Number of Board members at the start of the reporting period

8

Not fixed

8

Number of Board members at the end of the reporting period

10

Total number of visits to the Establishment

101
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