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FIVE YEARS OF DENIAL: t
reckless pursuit of a punitive asylum policy  
- never mind the evidence of harm 

 
 
By Clare Sambrook, coordinator of End Child Detention Now* 
Wednesday 15 December 2010 

 
 
As Nick Clegg prepares to make a statement that will either end the 
scandal of child detention by the immigration authorities, or make the 
deputy prime minister a mere bagman for more Home Office trickery, 
Clare Sambrook gathers five years of evidence that the Home Office 
has variously ignored, badmouthed and buried. 
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FIVE YEARS OF DENIAL: 
T
asylum policy  never mind the evidence of harm 

 
By Clare Sambrook, coordinator of End Child Detention Now* 
Wednesday 15 December 2010 
 
Maybe deputy prime minister Nick Clegg is poised to end for good the 
scandal of child detention by the immigration authorities in his pre-
Christmas statement. Maybe not.  
 

load of Home 
Office trickery regarding a policy that for years has been characterised 
by both brutality and deceit. I hope not. 
 
The UK government has knowingly harmed between 1000 and 2000 
children of asylum-seekers every year, sending dawn hit squads to raid 
family homes, search children in their beds and lock them up 
(sometimes for weeks and months) in places known to harm their 

a political desire to look tough on immigration  and executed in venal 
disregard of a startling truth that the UK Border Agency let slip in 
evidence to Parliament last year: absconding is not an issue. (Source: 
Hansard) 
 

the compelling research that the Home Office has variously ignored, 
misrepresented and buried these past five years. The research 
provides irrefutable evidence of damage done to children by detention 
and by other harmful and state-sanctioned practices.  
 
Some of this research years ago offered viable alternatives to detention 
that the government chose to ignore, preferring dangerous and punitive 
practices that made politicians look tough  at the expense of 

 
 
Some of the authors whose work is represented here  respected 
academics and hard-working physicians  have endured Home Office 
attempts to undermine their work and trash their professional 
reputation. 
 

misrepresentations (there is insufficient time and space for all of them) 
appears below  in purple. 
 

http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmhaff/970/09091604.htm
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End Child Detention Now calls upon the coalition government to break 
away from ideologically-driven asylum policy, free the Home Office 
from Phil Woolas-style  thinking and 
pursue a proper asylum policy based on evidence, embracing respect 
for human rights and human dignity. The immediate end of child 
detention is essential but it is only the first step of a long walk towards 
decency. 
 
 
 
 
1. Series of reports by Professor Sir Al Aynsley-Green: first 

 Commissioner for England 2005 to 2010 
 

2. Other Compelling Research 2005 to 2010 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2010/sep/15/phil-woolas-white-folk-election
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Series of reports by Professor Sir Al Aynsley-Green:  

 
 
 
An announced visit to Yarl's Wood Immigration Removal Centre  
31st October 2005  
By Professor Sir Al Aynsley-  
Download the report here. 

 
 
Claiming asylum at a screening unit as an unaccompanied child 

 
March 2008  
By Professor Sir Al Aynsley-  
Download the report here. 

 
 
The Ch
regarding the care of unaccompanied asylum seeking children in 
the London Borough of Hillingdon  
March 2008  
By Professor Sir Al Aynsley-  
Download the report here. 

 
 

No. 7, p337.  
11 April 2009 
By Professor Sir Al Aynsley-Green, 

atricians, radiologists 
and dentists have strenuously opposed the Government's wish to 
recommend the routine X-raying of children for age assessment . . . 
The method is inaccurate, not fit for purpose proposed, unethical and 
potentially unlawful.  
Article is here. 

http://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/content/publications/content_96
http://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/content/publications/content_173
http://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/content/publications/content_174
http://www.nature.com/bdj/journal/v206/n7/full/sj.bdj.2009.260.html
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The Arrest And Detention of Children Subject to Immigration 
Control: 

Removal Centre 
24 April 2009 
By Professor Sir Al Aynsley-  
Download the report here. 

e emotional 
impact of detention, describing it as being like a prison and sharing with 
us their feelings of loss and anxiety. These include the loss of 
belongings, pets, absence of contact with friends and the impact of a 
lack of general unfamiliarity and  
 

UK Government response: Immigration minister Phil Woolas said: 

courts and do not leave Britain voluntarily. The report overlooks this 
vital point. If people refuse to go home, then detention becomes a 
necessity. We don't want to split up families, so we hold children with 
their parents, and while they are in our care we treat them with 
sensitivity and compassion. We now have full-time independent social 
workers, and a range of trained experts to monitor welfare 24 hours a 

 
Source here. 
 

  
In November 2010 Phil Woolas was ejected from Parliament after two 
high court judges ruled that he had lied about his Lib Dem General 

-

 
Source here. 

 

http://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/content/publications/content_361
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2009/apr/27/children-refused-asylum-detention-centres?INTCMP=SRCH
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2010/nov/05/phil-woolas-ejected-parliament-election?INTCMP=SRCH
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The arrest and detention of children subject to immigration 
control  
February 2010 
By Professor Sir Al Aynsley-  
According to this report, Serco nurses filling in medical forms routinely 

children were sent unvaccinated to areas where TB is prevalent and 
measles and malaria endemic. More than a year after Aynsley-Green 

 
About one Yarl's Wood child whose mother had been raped in Africa 
and was hepatitis B positive, Serco nurses wrote under family history, 

 
Download the report here. 
 

UK Government response: Hom

-
public confidence in its accuracy.      Source here. 

 

http://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/content/publications/content_393
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/feb/18/asylum-detention-children-report
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Other Compelling Research 2005 to 2010 
 
 
No Place for a Child: Children in UK immigration detention  
Impacts, alternatives and safeguards 
February 2005 
By Dr Heaven Crawley and Trine Lester 
This report estimated that around 2,000 children were detained with 
their families every year for the purpose of immigration control. In the 
cases studied, duration varied from 7 days to 268 days. Half of all 
cases studied were detained for more than 28 days. ental 
health suffered lasting effects; they experienced poor diet, lack of 
sleep, persistent coughing, inadequate education. Age-disputed 
children were at risk of abuse, especially young people detained with 
adults in communal sleeping facilities.  
Download summary here. 
 

UK Government response: A Home Office spokesman said: 

and rigorous review. Very few families are detained for more than just a 
 

Source here. 
 

 
'Child first, migrant second: ensuring that every child matters'  
includes a chapter on alternatives to detention 
February 2006 
By Dr Heaven Crawley 
Association 

-agency coordinated approach to migrant 
children. 
Download here. 
 

http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/en/docs/no_place_for_child_summ.pdf
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/4302775.stm
http://www.ilpa.org.uk/publications/ilpa_child_first.pdf
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Alternatives to immigration detention of families and children 
July 2006 
A discussion paper by John Bercow MP, Lord Alf Dubs and Evan 
Harris MP for the All Party Parliamentary Groups on Children and 
Refugees  

 

the Child (UNCRC)  
the UNCRC in relation to immigration means that children are excluded 
from its protecti  

with their families is inherently harmful and to be avoided wherever 
possible. There is no evidence to suggest families abscond when the 
threat of detention or removal looms. However, there is a growing body 
of evidence that more families return to their country of origin of their 
own accord when they can trust that the system protects those who 
need protection and where more support and information is available to 
families plannin  
Download here. 

 
 
When is a child not a child? Asylum, age disputes and the process 
of age assessment 
May 2007 
By Dr Heaven Crawley, Centre for Migration Policy Research, 

 
with foreword by Professor Sir Al Aynsley-
Commissioner 
Demonstrates that Home Office policy  treating age-disputed children 
as adults until their age can be verified  places already vulnerable 
children at significant risk, and leads to separated children being 
detained in contradiction of government policy. Highlights conflict of 
interest built in to the system, with social workers who will later support 
a child also carrying out preliminary assessments.  
Summary here. 
 

UK Government response: Government proposed greater use of 
dental x-rays to determine age, despite the fact that X-
determine age and use of X-rays for non-therapeutic purposes is 
anyway unethical. Govt set up a working group on age assessment 

-
rays. 
Source here. 
 

http://www.medicaljustice.org.uk/images/stories/reports/alternativestodetention.pdf
http://www.ilpa.org.uk/publications/Executive%20Summary%20Age%20Dispute.pdf
http://www.communitycare.co.uk/Articles/2007/07/16/104952/heaven-crawley-interview-the-fight-for-child-asylum-seekers.htm
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Outsourcing Abuse - The use and misuse of state-sanctioned 
force during the detention and removal of asylum seekers 
July 2008 
by Birnberg Peirce & Partners, Medical Justice and NCADC  
Describes alarming number of injuries sustained by asylum deportees 

evidence of widespread and seemingly systemic abuse and that 
assault claims largely brushed off by the Home Office. 
Download report here. 
 

What happened next? The government commissioned Dame Nuala 
dependent inquiries. Reporting in March 2010, 

change. 
 

UK Government response: UKBA chief executive Lin Homer attacked 
the doctors and lawyers who had brought these matters to light, 

 
 

What happened after that? In October 2010 Jimmy Mubenga died 
by private escorts employed by G4S, one of the 

appears to be no longer available on-line. 
Source here.  
 

http://www.medicaljustice.org.uk/images/stories/reports/outsourcing%20abuse.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2010/oct/14/deportation-death-jimmy-mubenga
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Memorandum  by Thomas Hammarberg, Commissioner for Human 
Rights of the Council of Europe 
Following his visits to the United Kingdom on 5-8 February and 31 
March-2 April 2008 
In this shaming indictment of UK asylum policy, Thomas Hammarberg 
expressed 

-
vulnerable people, and strongly opposed the British practice of trusting 

-standing, proven 
records of torture and ill-  

-making in the complex field of refugee 

government to consider the risks to the quality of asylum decision-
making before speeding up the process any further. 
Download here.  
 

UK Government response: Giving Hammarberg the finger  We 
deport someone every eight minutes
Meg Hillier, out campaigning in Barking and Dagenham  government 
further accelerated the process and swept away much of the very little 
legal assistance available to asylum seekers in 2008. 
Hillier source. 
 

 

The mental and physical health difficulties of children held within  
a British immigration detention center: A pilot study  
October 2009 
peer-review journal Child Abuse & Neglect 33 (2009) 573 585  
By NHS paediatricians and psychologists, Ann Lorek et al. 
This extremely disturbing report describes 
due to being suddenly placed in a facility resembling a prison', their 
weight loss and tummy pains, how older children were so stressed they 
wet their beds and soiled their pants. 
 

Lorek et al describe the photographing and the fingerprinting, the roll 
calls and the body searches, the ID cards that children must carry at all 
times, the ten locked doors between freedom and the family centre, the 
steep deterioration in parents' mental health and parenting abilities, the 
self-harm and the suicide attempts. 
UK Government response: 

The study was undertaken without any 
 

Not true. Home Office documents attest to the discussions that took 
place.  
Source. 

https://wcd.coe.int/wcd/ViewDoc.jsp?id=1339037&Site=CommDH&BackColorInternet=FEC65B&BackColorIntranet=FEC65B&BackColorLogged=FFC679
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/17/world/europe/17barking.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/17/world/europe/17barking.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/17/world/europe/17barking.html?_r=1
http://www.opendemocracy.net/ourkingdom/clare-sambrook/roll-calls-body-searches-and-sex-games
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Significant Harm - the effects of administrative detention on the 
health of children, young people and their families;  
Intercollegiate Briefing Paper By The Royal Colleges of Paediatrics and 
Child Health, General Practitioners and Psychiatrists and the UK 
Faculty of Public Health  
10 December 2009 
Describes the significant harms to the physical and mental health of 
children and young people in the UK who are subjected to 
administrative immigration detention. Argues that such detention is 
unacceptable and should cease without delay
children suffer injury to their mental and physical health as a result of 

 
Download here. 
UK Government response head of criminality 

 
Source here. 

 
 
Bedfordshire Local Safeguarding Children Board (LSCB) 
Independent Review, Child A and Child B, placed with family at 
immigration removal centre 
June 2010 
Concerning a case of sexual activity between unrelated children at 

this executive summary describes safeguarding failures by: 
o Bedford Borough Council and Central Bedfordshire Council;  
o SERCO and SERCO Healthcare;  
o Bedfordshire police;  
o UK Border Agency; 
o  
o  
o  
o  

Publication of full report withheld. 
Download summary here. 
 
UK Government response: 

Source here. 
 

 

http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/pdf/Significant%20Harm%20intercollegiate%20statement%20Dec09.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2009/dec/10/immigration-detention-children-mental-health
http://www.bedfordshirelscb.org.uk/pro_files/executivesummaryforchildaandchildbindependentreviewfinalversion090610unprotected(2).pdf
http://www.cypnow.co.uk/news/ByDiscipline/Social-Care/1010067/Criticism-Yarls-Wood-sexual-assault-failings/
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Becoming vulnerable in detention: Civil Society Report on the 
Detention of Vulnerable Asylum Seekers and Irregular Migrants in 
the European Union (The DEVAS Project)  
June 2010 
By Jesuit Refugee Service 
This report acknowledges cooperation from detention centre staff in 

Regrettably, the United Kingdom 
refused JRS UK personnel permission to interview detainees and 

wrote several letters to prominent and influential people in the 
hope that the Home Office decision could be overturned. Dame Anne 
Owers (HM Inspector of Prisons) approached the Home Office on our 
behalf arguing that a comparative study may be of value. However, all 

 
Download report here. 

 
 
State Sponsored Cruelty: Children in Immigration Detention 
September 2010 
By Jon Burnett et al for Medical Justice 
The 141 cases featured in this report involve children detained between 
2004 and April 2010. They spent a mean average of 26 days each in 
detention. One child had spent 166 days in detention over numerous 
separate periods before her third birthday. 48% of the children were 
born in the UK.    74 children were psychologically harmed.  
 

Symptoms included bed-wetting and loss of bowel control, heightened 
anxiety, and food refusal. 34 children exhibited signs of developmental 
regression, and six children expressed suicidal ideation either whilst in 
detention or after release. Three girls attempted to end their own lives. 
Download the 16 page summary 
Download the 84 page report 
 

UK Government response: Chief executive Lin Homer said UKBA 

in particular the need to safeguard and protect the wellbeing of 
 

Source here. 
 

http://www.detention-in-europe.org/images/stories/DEVAS/jrs-europe_becoming%20vulnerable%20in%20detention_june%202010_public_updated%20on%2012july10.pdf
http://www.medicaljustice.org.uk/images/stories/reports/sscsummaryreport.pdf
http://www.medicaljustice.org.uk/images/stories/reports/sscfullreport.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2010/sep/09/detention-children-immigration-centres
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Ending the detention of children: Developing an alternative 
approach to family returns 
June 2010 
By Professor Heaven Crawley, Director of the Centre for Migration  
Policy Research (CMPR) at Swansea University. 
This report argues for reform of the asylum system so families have:  

o access to high quality legal advice 
o case-managed asylum system, including access to counselling, 

psychological support etc 
o information about their case at each stage 
o information and support in relation to return options 
o dignity and respect at every stage of the process. 

Download summary and report here. 
 

 
*Note on the author:  
Clare Sambrook is a novelist, journalist and one of six friends who 

 
 
Clare won both the 2010 Paul Foot Award and the Bevins Prize for stories 
exposing government misrepresentations about the child detention policy, 
and the cosy links between government, civil servants and the security 
companies who run the detention centres for profit. 
 
The End Child Detention Now press campaign is here. 
The End Child Detention Now campaign site is here. 
 
 

 

http://www.swansea.ac.uk/cmpr/LATESTNEWS/
http://www.claresambrook.com/campaign-page/campaign-page.html
http://ecdn.org/

