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Terms of reference 
 
 
Background 

Nationally, a series of high profile reviews and investigations have identified a 
number of risk factors contributing to, or exacerbating, vulnerability in police 
custody. These include: 

• An examination of deaths in or following police custody in the ten years to 
April 2009 – conducted by the Independent Police Complaints Commission 
(2010).  

• The Independent Commission on Mental Health and Policing chaired by 
Lord Adebowale (2013). 

• Lord Bradley’s review of people with learning disabilities or mental health 
problems in the criminal justice system (2009). 

• The Howard League for Penal Reform’s initiatives on the treatment of 
young people in the criminal justice system, in particular – the report on the 
overnight detention of children in police cells (2011). 

More recently, a Freedom of Information request to the Metropolitan Police by 
Guardian newspapers has highlighted concerns about the numbers of children 
subject to strip searching, and the vulnerability of young people in police custody.  

The current rolling programme of police custody inspections has highlighted a 
number of recurring issues relating to the treatment of vulnerable people in police 
custody. In addition, recent criminal justice joint inspections provided a more 
detailed examination of specific issues affecting vulnerable detainees: 

• A criminal use of police cells? The use of police custody as a place of 
safety for people with mental health needs – June 2013 HMIC, HMIP, CQC 
and HIW 

• A joint inspection of the treatment of offenders with learning disabilities 
within the criminal justice system – January 2014 HMI Probation, HMIC, 
HMCPI and CQC 

• Who’s looking out for the children? A joint inspection of Appropriate Adult 
provision and children in detention after charge – December 2011. 

In January 2014, the Home Secretary asked HMIC to undertake a specific 
thematic inspection in 2014/15 on the welfare of vulnerable people in police 
custody. This work will include, but not be limited to, those with mental health 
problems, those from black and minority ethnic backgrounds and children. This in-
depth thematic inspection will highlight good practice, identify areas for 
improvement and make national recommendations. We intend to publish the 
thematic report by the end of March 2015. The inspection work will be conducted 
jointly with HM Inspectorate of Prisons. 

  



In phase one of the work, a rapid evidence assessment was commissioned to 
inform the next steps. This examined existing research about the care provided to 
vulnerable people in detention, including the findings from the inspections 
highlighted above. This assessment has been considered within our current 
scoping work. 

Inspection aims 

• To assess how effectively police forces identify and respond to 
vulnerabilities and associated risks to the welfare of detainees in police 
custody.  

• To make recommendations to police forces for improvements in related 
practice. 

• To highlight inequalities in order to drive improvement in policing for 
protected groups. 

• To highlight effective practice in protecting vulnerable people in police 
custody. 

• To drive improvements in forces’ custody strategy and practice. 
 
Inspection scope 

This thematic inspection will draw on and, as far as possible, be embedded 
within, the rolling programme of unannounced inspections of police custody 
arrangements. It will engage an experienced team of inspectors and be informed 
by related external projects, including those constituted as commitments under 
the national Mental Health Crisis Care Concordat. Our intention is to avoid 
unnecessary duplication.  

We propose that this inspection will use the examples of people with mental 
health problems, people from black and minority ethnic communities, and children 
to explore how far police forces respond to vulnerability in a manner appropriate 
to individual rights and circumstances, within the requirements of the overarching 
legislative and policy framework. 

The inspection will consider the complete ‘pathway’ of police custody from the 
point of arrest to release or transfer. Using the outputs of the rapid evidence 
assessment it will take an evidence-based approach to mapping identified risks 
within police custody along the custody pathway and design prompts within the 
inspection methodology to examine these points of risk.  

 

  



The Expert Reference Group 

We have established the expert reference group to provide support and challenge 
to the programme, as we develop the inspection criteria and methodology, plan 
and conduct the fieldwork and draft the national report. 

The following have been invited to join the group: 

• Association of Chief Police Officers – national custody lead  
• College of Policing  
• Association of Police and Crime Commissioners 
• Home Office 
• HM Inspectorate of Prisons 
• Ministry of Justice 
• Care Quality Commission  
• NHS England  
• Revolving Doors Agency 
• Independent Custody Visiting Association 
• Inquest 
• Black Mental Health UK 
• Howard League for Penal Reform 
• Lord Adebowale 
• Lord Bradley 
• Children’s Commissioner 
• Academic representative – Dr Layla Skinns, University of Sheffield 

 
The aims of the Group are: 

1. To provide HMIC with specialist advice and constructive challenge from a 
range of perspectives in relation to vulnerability in police custody. 

2. To identify and advise on areas within the scope of the inspection that group 
members consider are either not being examined, or not being examined in 
sufficient depth. 

3. To ensure the inspection approach is appropriately balanced so as to reflect 
the views of, and impact upon, those affected by police forces’ identification 
and management of vulnerability in police custody. 

4. To provide support in accessing other experts and constituency groups to 
enhance the quality of the inspection activity. 

5. To provide feedback on the quality and content of inspection products.  

Frequency of meetings 

The group will meet no more than four times during the project.  


