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Fact page  

Departure airport 
Stansted 
 
Destination country  
Sri Lanka 
 
Destination airport  
Colombo 
 
Escort contractor 
Reliance Secure Systems Management  
 
Number of detainees escorted  
29 
 
Number of escort staff 
72 
 
Health care staff 
3 
 
Length of journey  
19 hours 
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Introduction 

This report refers to a charter flight removal of 29 detainees to Sri Lanka. Inspectors observed 
the process from immigration removal centres (IRCs) to the point of disembarkation in 
Colombo. The longest journey from the IRC to the destination country took around 19 hours, 
not including any time taken by the Sri Lankan authorities to process returning nationals in 
Colombo.  
 
Overall, the removal was conducted professionally and efficiently, and efforts had been made 
to respond to some recommendations made during previous overseas escort inspections. 
However, some significant recommendations remained outstanding.  
 
While a few detainees were happy to be returning home, most were apprehensive and anxious 
about how they might be received, and in need of reassurance. In light of this, it was 
unacceptable that there was no use of professional interpretation at any stage of the removal, 
despite the fact that few detainees spoke good English. There was still no accredited training 
for use of force in the confined space of an aircraft and there were too many staff, some with 
little or nothing to do. 
 
We observed generally good attempts by staff to interact with detainees. There was a more 
proportionate approach to balancing risk and security, and less of the unnecessary hands-on 
compulsion likely to escalate tensions, although some persisted. On previous Sri Lanka flights 
there had also been a prolonged use of handcuffs to prevent self-harm, which was at best 
questionable as detainees were under constant supervision.   
 
There had been improvements in preparing detainees for arrival, with some useful information 
provided on board the aircraft. However, more clarity was needed on the purpose of the on-
board UK Border Agency (UKBA) surgery and ways that detainees could complain or comment 
on their treatment confidentially. Reception arrangements in Sri Lanka appeared to be better 
than we have seen elsewhere and support was provided for vulnerable detainees.   
 
Overall, despite important weaknesses, which contractors and UKBA must address, this is an 
encouraging report that shows continuing improvement in the conduct of overseas escorts.   
 

 
 
 Nick Hardwick       February 2013  
 HM Chief Inspector of Prisons  
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Section 1: Summary 

1.1 Inspectors accompanied a charter flight carrying 29 detainees, 72 overseas escort staff, a chief 
immigration officer (CIO) and three health care staff to Colombo, Sri Lanka. Up to 60 detainees 
were originally due on this flight, but the numbers were reduced mainly as a result of legal 
challenges. Some escorts were stood down at the airport, but there were still too many staff 
with little or nothing to do during the removal.   

1.2 We interviewed a number of detainees before the arrival of the escort teams at the immigration 
removal centres (IRCs). They were very nervous and worried about what was going to happen 
next. On arrival, escort teams tried hard to put detainees at their ease and searching at the 
IRCs was sensitive, although made more difficult by communication problems. Some 
detainees clearly did not understand what was happening to their property, and the confusion 
could only have added to an already stressful situation.  

1.3 After they were searched and had their property booked in, we were pleased to see that 
detainees were allowed to board coaches without the unnecessary compulsion seen on all 
previous inspections. This was appropriate and proportionate given that there was no evidence 
of individual risk, they were boarding in secure areas and none were resisting. However, 
escorts held detainees’ arms on both sides when moving the short distance between the 
vehicle and airport searching area; although this was not a public area, many staff were 
present, and there was no evidence that detainees were at risk of absconding. Staff also lifted 
detainees’ arms up while airport security searched them. Both practices could have 
unnecessarily raised tensions.   

1.4 Detainees usually had good access to mobile phones to contact solicitors while on board the 
coaches, although not all could contact family. The journey to the airport was reasonably quick, 
but most detainees then spent long periods waiting outside the airport in coaches. There was 
no attempt to disembark those who had waited the longest first.    

1.5 Sri Lankan detainees were generally considered to present a low risk of disruption. There were 
no significant incidents during the removal. However, on previous flights, ‘passive handcuffing’ 
(used on detainees who are not aggressive) had been used twice for several hours on each 
occasion on detainees who were not aggressive – once as a result of a risk of self-harm alone. 
Use of force paperwork had been completed appropriately. Given the close and constant 
supervision to which detainees were subject, it was hard to see why handcuffs were needed 
for so long. Staff, including control and restraint instructors, did not know of any progress on 
accredited training for use of force in the confined space of an aircraft.   

1.6 Detainees using toilets on board the coaches and the aircraft were not allowed to close the 
doors and staff stood outside holding the doors slightly open. Although better efforts were 
made than we have seen previously to give detainees privacy, this was still an undignified and 
largely unnecessary procedure, and more thought needed to be given to ways of creating a 
better balance between risk and individual dignity. Detainees were offered generous helpings 
of food and drinks, but were not given pillows or blankets. Hot drinks were only available to 
staff, and some insensitively drank them in front of detainees.   

1.7 The removal was handled efficiently and staff showed a good level of professionalism. We saw 
some particularly good staff interactions with English-speaking detainees. However, most 
detainees spoke little or no English and the lack of interpreters seriously hindered attempts to 



Inspection of escorts and removals to Sri Lanka 7

communicate at each stage of the removal. Detainees were all allocated numbers and there 
was an inappropriate tendency by some staff to refer to them as numbers rather than by name.  

1.8 Two detainees with disabilities were generally treated sensitively, but more could have been 
done to ensure the privacy of one of these men, a wheelchair user with brain damage. One 
detainee wanted to ask about how he might complain about his treatment by a UK Border 
Agency (UKBA) official in the UK. He was not told that he could make complaints to UKBA by 
email after arriving in Sri Lanka, as outlined in the UKBA complaints procedure. The CIO on 
board was unaware of this procedure and in general there was no focus on informing 
detainees about how they could complain or feed back experiences after their return.   

1.9 A paramedic and two ambulance technicians were on board to attend to detainees and staff. 
The way they handled detainees’ medical notes varied. Some looked at all of them and others 
only if the nurse in the IRC had highlighted any particular concerns. They told us that IRC 
health care staff were not always available for handovers, and that, in such circumstances, 
they felt obliged to examine all notes. Medical notes were given to detainees on arrival. 

1.10 The CIO checked that the removal was still authorised both before departure and immediately 
after landing. Initially, no one was brought to the UKBA surgery on board the plane, although 
several detainees told inspectors they wanted to speak to the CIO. The purpose of the surgery 
was not clear. Detainees we spoke to simply wanted information, for example, about the legal 
consequences of their removal and about support that might be available in Sri Lanka. 
Detainees who were eventually seen said they appreciated the opportunity to discuss these 
issues. All detainees were given a useful basic question and answer sheet on board the flight 
to inform them about what would happen on arrival. It was also available in Tamil but not yet in 
Sinhalese.  

1.11 The International Organization for Migration (IOM) and staff from the British High Commission 
met detainees on arrival and provided them with information and support. The IOM confirmed 
that every returning detainee was given the Sri Lankan rupee equivalent of £50 to assist them 
with onward travel or overnight accommodation. The Sri Lankan authorities would not allow 
inspectors to observe the handover process and we did not therefore observe any aspect of 
detainees’ treatment after they left the aircraft. Staff were unsure what to do if they had 
concerns about the behaviour of receiving officials.   

 
 
 
 
 



Inspection of escorts and removals to Sri Lanka 8

Section 2: Background 
2.1 All inspections carried out by HM Inspectorate of Prisons contribute to the UK’s response to its 

international obligations under the Optional Protocol to the UN Convention against Torture and 
other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (OPCAT). OPCAT requires that 
all places of detention are visited regularly by independent bodies – known as the National 
Preventive Mechanism (NPM) – which monitors the treatment of and conditions for detainees. 
Escorts are included in this remit. HM Inspectorate of Prisons is one of several bodies making 
up the NPM in the UK. 

2.2 Charter flights to Colombo, Sri Lanka, referred to as Operation Tetrya, took place every month 
at the time of the inspection. Aircraft were chartered by the UK Border Agency and escorts 
were a combination of Reliance and Taylormade staff. Some Reliance staff were dedicated 
overseas escorts, while others were working mainly in-country. Detainees were collected in 
coaches from four immigration removal centres (IRCs): Yarl’s Wood, Brook House, 
Harmondsworth and Colnbrook. Another detainee with medical needs was collected in a 
minibus and transported separately. Inspectors were on all the coaches going from the IRCs to 
Stansted Airport apart from the one leaving Harmondsworth. 

2.3 The entire removal process was inspected from the point at which detainees were collected 
from the IRCs to the end of their journey in Colombo. In some IRCs inspectors could interview 
detainees before the arrival of the escort vehicles. Records of the previous three charter flights 
to Colombo were reviewed. Three inspectors travelled on the flight, which took off at 5.30pm 
and landed in Colombo approximately 11 hours later. 
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Section 3: Safety  

Preparation and departure from removal centres 

3.1 Escort staff introduced themselves to detainees at the immigration removal centres (IRCs) and 
made good efforts to put detainees at ease. Searches were conducted sensitively. However, 
communication was seriously hindered by a lack of professional interpretation. Not enough 
was done to minimise the long periods that detainees had to wait on coaches at Stansted 
Airport. There were too many escort staff with little or nothing to do.   

3.2 Although the removal flight was originally intended to carry up to 60 detainees, only 29 
completed the journey to Sri Lanka. They comprised 23 men and six women, including one 
married couple. The number was reduced for reasons such as legal challenges and further 
representations by solicitors. One detainee, a 67-year-old woman, had boarded the flight 
before receiving confirmation of an injunction preventing her removal. One man was returning 
voluntarily (see diversity section).    

3.3 The planned ratio of staff to detainees was 1.86 to one, but this did not include 10 escorts in 
the security team or the three managers. The total number of overseas escorts who eventually 
flew was 72, a ratio of 2.5 to one. It was obvious that many staff had no specific responsibilities 
on the flight.  

3.4 Detainees were collected on separate coaches from four immigration removal centres: Yarl’s 
Wood; Brook House; Colnbrook; and Harmondsworth. Another man was transported alone in a 
smaller vehicle (see emotional distress and self-harm section). Each coach was managed by a 
senior officer. Staff were aware of the need to avoid crowding detainees at the IRCs and 
stayed on the coaches unless they were needed for a specific purpose.   

3.5 Detainees were greeted individually by the senior officer in IRC departure areas and then 
searched. Staff were friendly and made efforts to reassure anxious detainees. However, the 
lack of an interpreter was a serious hindrance. This was most obvious when staff attempted to 
explain what would happen to detainees’ property, and when detainees were trying to explain 
medical concerns (see recommendation 4.19).  

3.6 At one IRC, a detainee who was in tears was being dealt with sensitively by the searching 
officers. However, other staff had not noticed and carried on having a light-hearted 
conversation among themselves. Staff were told during the morning briefing meeting that they 
could not use their mobile phones if they were responsible for or sitting with a detainee. This 
was for reasons of safety and respect. However, we saw escorts who were sitting with 
detainees texting distractedly on one of the coaches and on the aircraft just before take off.   

3.7 The person escort records (PERs) were reasonably well completed overall. Initial risk 
information was perfunctory, but in the two cases where we knew there to be additional risks, 
there were self-harm monitoring documents with more detailed information. Officers made 
frequent entries during the journey. The documents were not passed on to anyone, and their 
main value was in providing a record of the journey. They were not retrospectively analysed for 
potential learning points.   



Inspection of escorts and removals to Sri Lanka 10

3.8 The generic Reliance information booklet, which was distributed on the coaches, provided 
basic advice on what was available to detainees in 16 languages. It attempted to cover too 
much and a lot of it was not relevant to detainees about to be removed overseas. For example, 
it wrongly stated that detainees could only make telephone calls during comfort breaks (see 
3.35).   

3.9 Detainees were searched again by airport security staff on arrival at Stansted Airport in line 
with airport procedures, and some waited a long time before boarding the aircraft. This could 
have been mitigated to some extent had the detainees arriving first disembarked first. 
However, those who arrived last were in fact the first to get off. The first detainee to board the 
coach at Brook House did not get off until more than six hours later.  

Recommendations 

3.10 The number of escort staff should be proportionate and extra staff should be stood 
down.  

3.11 Detainees should be at the centre of staff attention throughout the removal process. 
Staff should not make personal calls or text while accompanying individual detainees. 

3.12 Written information given to detainees should be accurate and relevant to them. 

Housekeeping points 

3.13 Person escort records should be retrospectively analysed for any learning points, and these 
should be passed on to escort staff. 

3.14 Escorts and the UK Border Agency should take all possible steps to minimise the amount of 
time detainees spend waiting on coaches. 
 

Security, order and rules 

3.15 The operation was well managed. There were no significant incidents during the removal.  
Escorts were no longer using light-touch compulsion in secure areas. No detainees on the 
flight were handcuffed; handcuffs had only been used twice during the previous three flights, 
on one occasion solely in response to a risk of self-harm. Detainees were not systematically 
told that they would be filmed during parts of the removal or the reasons for this. Staff were 
unaware of any accredited techniques for use of control and restraint on aircraft.  

Security 

3.16 The removal was handled efficiently and staff showed a good level of professionalism 
throughout. Staff who had a specific role were aware of their responsibilities. All detainees 
were seated with one or two escorts next to them. The security team, a sub-team of 
experienced escorts, including use of force instructors, was available to provide other escorts 
with support at all times.  
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Good order and behaviour management 

3.17 The Detention and Escorting Population Management Unit (DEPMU) produced a sheet with 
risk information on each detainee. Operation Tetrya was considered to present a relatively low 
risk of disruptive behaviour and no detainees were considered to present a particular risk to 
staff although some were at risk of self-harm. When they came to the chief immigration officer 
(CIO) surgery (see preparation for reintegration section), the senior officer made a point of 
sending away extra staff who had begun to congregate around the detainees unnecessarily. 
Boarding was quick and efficient. Although the flight was delayed by an hour and a half, 
detainees did not express any discontent.   

Use of force 

3.18 After searching and discharge paperwork had been completed at the IRCs, detainees were 
allowed to walk alongside staff to the waiting coaches, which were all in secure areas. This 
was an improvement on all previous removals when escorts had held all of them by the arms, 
unnecessarily raising tensions. However, some other unnecessary practices persisted: escorts 
held detainees by the arms to escort them the short distance between the coach and the 
airport search area at Stansted, and during the rub-down search by airport security staff, 
escorts lifted up detainees’ wrists and elbows, even though there was no specific indication of 
any risk. In both cases, staff were very close to detainees who were being brought through one 
at a time, and there were enough of them to respond if a detainee decided to become 
disruptive at that late stage in the process.   

3.19 An escort filmed detainees as they went through airport security and boarded the plane to 
ensure that any incident was recorded. The reason for this was not explained to detainees at 
any point. Two detainees who spoke good English were concerned about the recordings and 
were reassured by an officer, but those whose English was not as good were unable to ask.   

3.20 There were no significant incidents during the removal and on the previous three flights to Sri 
Lanka records indicated that there had only been two incidents. On both occasions, ‘passive 
handcuffing’ (used on detainees who are not aggressive) had been used, mostly during the 
coach journeys. One of the detainees had previously self-harmed, apparently to stop his 
removal, and had handcuffs on for 5.5 hours from Brook House to the airport. It was difficult to 
understand why the detainee needed to be restrained for so long given that he was under 
constant staff supervision. Any exceptional circumstances that may have made this necessary 
were not clear from the incident report.  The other detainee had been disruptive during a 
previous removal, although he had also had a history of self-harm. He had handcuffs applied 
at Harmondsworth IRC, which were taken off seven hours and 40 minutes later. Both men 
were examined by medics after the handcuffs had been removed, and paperwork was 
completed appropriately. 

3.21 Staff were not given any accredited training on use of force in the confined space of an aircraft.  
Staff, including control and restraint instructors, did not know of any progress on training.   

Recommendations 

3.22 Escorts should not lay hands on detainees without specific cause. The practice of 
holding arms and wrists during airport security searches should cease. 

3.23 Handcuffs should only be used to manage self-harm risk in the most exceptional and 
clearly recorded circumstances. 
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3.24 All escorting staff should receive full accredited training for the use of force in any 
situation that may arise, especially on board an aircraft. 

Housekeeping point 

3.25 Escort staff should tell detainees early in the removal process that they are going to be filmed 
and explain the reasons why.  

 

Personal safety 

3.26 The removal was calm and we saw no aggressive behaviour between detainees or between 
staff and detainees. Two detainees were subject to self-harm monitoring documents. 

Bullying and intimidation 

3.27 We saw no intimidating behaviour between detainees and close staff supervision meant that 
there was no obvious opportunity for bullying. We did not see any inappropriate behaviour by 
staff towards detainees. Staff made efforts to put detainees at their ease (see positive 
relationships section), although these were undermined to some extent by the lack of 
interpretation and the persistence of some unnecessarily heavy-handed practices (see use of 
force section). We gave a number of detainees our contact details to inform us of any 
mistreatment by staff in confidence; none were reported. Efforts were made to avoid crowding 
around detainees unnecessarily (see security, order and rules section). 

Emotional distress and self-harm  

3.28 A number of detainees were concerned about what would happen to them in Sri Lanka. One 
woman was particularly distressed before the arrival of the escorts as she was convinced that 
she would be persecuted because of her previous political activity.  

3.29 Two other detainees were subject to self-harm monitoring documents. The documents had 
both been established in the sending IRCs and had been completed reasonably well. One man 
had attempted to hang himself in detention but said that he had now come to terms with the 
removal. His escort interacted with him positively throughout the flight. A different officer 
carried the detainee’s bright orange document in view of other detainees. The other man 
subject to self-harm monitoring also engaged with his escort, although he had more limited 
English.    

3.30 A third man subject to self-harm monitoring had an injunction granted while en route to the 
airport. He had tried that morning to tie a shoelace around his neck and had held a blade to it. 
He had to continue to Stansted, despite being transported separately in a minibus, as his 
paperwork, medication and property were on one of the coaches. It was unclear why these 
items could not have been carried with him, allowing a quicker return to the IRC. His vehicle 
was not allowed to start the journey back to the IRC until everyone had boarded the aircraft, 
unnecessarily adding several hours of waiting time to the journey.   
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Housekeeping points 

3.31 Staff should handle self-harm monitoring documents discreetly. 

3.32 Detainees’ property and paperwork should be kept on the same vehicle as the detainees. 
 

Legal rights 

3.33 Most detainees were able to telephone their legal representatives when they wanted to. The 
chief immigration officer checked that no last-minute injunctions had been issued.  

3.34 One or two staff on each coach had a mobile phone they could lend to detainees. Staff had 
varying views on whether the phones should just be for contacting solicitors or whether 
contacting family and friends was also acceptable. One man was allowed to phone his mother 
in Sri Lanka, while others were only allowed to call solicitors.  

3.35 Responses to requests to use the phone were normally swift and staff were aware that this 
was important. However, on one occasion a detainee was not initially allowed to phone her 
solicitor as the escort needed the only available phone. It was only after an inspector inquired 
about her request that staff made a phone available. Detainees were not routinely told they 
could borrow a phone.  

3.36 The CIO phoned his office before departure and immediately on landing to ensure that each 
person’s removal was still authorised and that no last-minute injunctions had been received. 
Had any injunctions been granted, the detainee in question would have been brought back to 
the UK.   

Recommendation 

3.37 All detainees should be told in a language they understand that they can call a legal 
adviser, family or other key contacts during the journey to the airport, and a phone 
should always be available on the coaches. 
 

Child care and protection 

3.38 There were no children on the flight. Escorting officers had received basic child protection 
training during their initial and annual refresher training. We were told that all had had 
enhanced Criminal Records Bureau checks.  
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Section 4: Respect 

Physical conditions 

4.1 Coaches were clean and toilets were in working order. Detainees were not allowed to close 
toilet doors. They were offered plenty of food and water but not hot drinks. Detainees were not 
offered pillows or blankets on the aircraft. 

4.2 The coaches used to transport detainees were clean and comfortable and had enough space 
for detainees’ property. They all had working toilets. Detainees were not allowed to close toilet 
doors on the coaches or on the aircraft. Some officers held them open with a foot, while others 
placed handcuffs in the door. Staff made better efforts than we have previously seen to give 
them privacy and it was not possible for others to see inside when walking past the toilet. 
However, this was still an undignified procedure, unnecessary for the vast majority of 
detainees. More thought needed to given to ways of balancing risks and individual dignity.   

4.3 Detainees were given a sandwich, including vegetarian options, an apple, crisps and chocolate 
as well as water and fruit juice during the coach journey. Staff and detainees shared the same 
food. Hot airline meals were provided on the charter flight as on any commercial aircraft. 
Detainees on the coaches or flights did not receive hot drinks, apparently for safety reasons. 
This was an unnecessary blanket prohibition given that nearly all detainees were compliant 
and there was no reason why, for example, hot drinks could not have been allowed to cool 
slightly before being provided. Some escorts were drinking hot drinks in front of detainees. 
Detainees were not allowed to have pillows and blankets despite the lengthy flight. These were 
only brought out for staff on the journey back.  

Recommendation 

4.4 Unless individual risk assessment indicates otherwise, detainees should be able to use 
the toilet in privacy, consume hot drinks and use pillows and blankets during flights. 

 

Property and clothing 

4.5 Detainees were appropriately dressed for the journey. Property was accounted for but some 
detainees with little English were confused about what they were being told.   

4.6 All detainees had appropriate clothes during the journey. Some who only had flip flops were 
issued with more substantial shoes before leaving the immigration removal centre (IRC). Any 
property that did not fit into detainees’ own bags was placed in plastic zip bags. Small items 
and paper money could be retained. Property was logged and detainees were allowed to 
check through it to satisfy themselves that everything was present. Not all detainees were 
reminded to write down important telephone numbers. The lack of an interpreter meant that 
some detainees were unsure of what they were being told about their property (see 
recommendation 4.19).  
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Housekeeping point 

4.7 All detainees should be reminded to write down important telephone numbers. 
 

Positive relationships 

4.8 Staff-detainee relationships were good and attempts were made to create a reasonably 
relaxed atmosphere. Staff were dressed informally but identification armbands were hard to 
read. Staff interacted well with English-speaking detainees. There was an inappropriate 
tendency to refer to detainees solely by their allocated numbers rather than by name.    

4.9 Relationships between staff and detainees were relaxed and respectful, and a number of staff 
made an effort to establish a rapport with detainees, especially with those who spoke English.  
Some staff worked diligently to find answers to detainees’ questions, relaying information to 
and from the chief immigration officer (CIO).  

4.10 Staff were dressed informally but wore armband identification, which was hard to read and 
looked militaristic. It would have been simpler to have had larger print name badges or tags on 
their shirts. Detainees were all allocated numbers to make identification easier. This was not 
problematic in itself, but staff tended inappropriately to refer to detainees as numbers rather 
than by their names when addressing them or when they could overhear, which conveyed a 
lack of respect.  

4.11 The detainees we spoke to did not have any complaints about the escort staff. The nature of 
the operation meant that after leaving the IRC we were unable to speak to them without a 
member of staff potentially within earshot. We asked detainees to contact us confidentially by 
email or post after their arrival in Sri Lanka if they had other concerns to report. A month after 
the inspection none had done so.  

Recommendations 

4.12 Staff should wear clear and easy-to-read name labels on the front of their clothes. 

4.13 Detainees should be referred to by name rather than by number alone. 
 

Diversity 

4.14 All staff had received diversity training as part of their initial training course. There was no 
specific training in the circumstances, backgrounds and vulnerabilities of detainees. There was 
no use of interpretation. 

4.15 Escorts received diversity training as part of their initial detainee custody officer course. 
However, there was no specific or ongoing training in the particular circumstances, 
backgrounds and vulnerabilities of detainees that could have helped to build empathy.  

4.16 Two detainees with disabilities were generally treated sensitively. One of these was returning 
voluntarily. He had been involved in a car accident, had sustained brain injuries and had been 
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in a nursing home since his discharge. He was keen to return home. He was a wheelchair user 
and was lifted onto the aircraft using a scissor lift. The initial briefing indicated that he could go 
to the toilet unaided. He was seated near a toilet but had some problems controlling his 
bladder during the flight. The paramedic improvised incontinence pads from towelling. At one 
point the detainee needed to change his pad after returning from the toilet, and staff started to 
do this in an aisle in full view of others. Other staff belatedly put up barriers to block the view, 
but this could have been done earlier to ensure privacy.   

4.17 Detainees could retain religious items and books. No professional interpreters were present at 
any stage of the removal. One member of staff happened to speak Tamil and was invaluable in 
assisting some distressed or confused detainees. One detainee with little English was upset 
and tearful while on the flight. Staff seated him next to another detainee for a time so that they 
could speak to each other. We were told that telephone interpretation could be used before the 
flight took off. We received no evidence of any telephone interpretation calls being made on 
this or previous removals.    

Recommendations 

4.18 Overseas escort staff should receive regular diversity training that includes a 
discussion of the particular circumstances, backgrounds and vulnerabilities of 
detainees. 

4.19 When detainees are from non-English speaking countries, an interpreter should be 
available at each stage of the removal process, up to the point of arrival in the 
destination country. 

 

Complaints 

4.20 Detainees were not given sufficient information about how to complain. There was no 
routine monitoring of the flight. 

4.21 The only information detainees received about complaining was contained in the Reliance 
information booklet. It advised detainees to speak to escort staff if they wanted to complain, 
and said they could post a complaints form if they were going abroad. However, detainees 
were unlikely to speak to escorts if they wanted to complain about them and no complaint 
forms were available.   

4.22 There was no information at all about complaining against the UK Border Agency (UKBA). One 
detainee wanted to complain about his treatment by a UKBA official in the UK. The UKBA 
complaints policy states that detainees can make complaints by email after arrival in 
destination countries, but no one on board was aware of this and the relevant email address 
was not therefore provided.    

4.23 We saw no abusive or other inappropriate staff behaviour. However, as on previous removal 
flights, the process was intense and tiring and staff and detainees were both under stress. This 
increased the risk of poor behaviour on both sides and pointed to the need for careful 
oversight. While a Reliance senior security officer and deputies were in overall charge of the 
operation, they sat near each other and had a number of responsibilities, which meant they 
were not monitoring what was happening in the aircraft. The CIO performed no monitoring 
function and dealt with paperwork at the front of the aircraft for most of the flight.  
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Recommendations 

4.24 Detainees should be told how to make complaints or submit comments about the UK 
Border Agency or escort staff during or after the removal. 

4.25 There should be some mechanism for the routine monitoring of removals by one or 
more senior members of staff who do not normally work with escort teams. 

 

Health 

4.26 The quality of health care staff handover briefings at the IRCs was variable. Some health care 
escort staff were systematically examining all confidential medical records, partly because of 
this. Detainees were given a copy of their medical notes on arrival in Sri Lanka.   

4.27 Health care staff were employed by a private company, Armatus. They accompanied each 
coach and three were on the flight itself – one paramedic and two ambulance technicians. 
They administered medication and assisted the detainees with disabilities, but were otherwise 
not called upon much during the flight.  

4.28 Health care staff reported that the quality of handovers from IRC health care staff varied 
considerably and that there was sometimes no handover at all. We witnessed a poor handover 
at one IRC. The IRC health care nurse was unaware that a detainee was subject to self-harm 
monitoring, and had made no reference to the medication that the health care escort later 
found in another detainee’s property. The health care escort asked to see the nurse again, but 
this was not possible as a clinic had started and there were apparently no other nurses on 
duty. After speaking to the detainee, the health care escort took the medication on board the 
plane to ensure that he had access to it if required. 

4.29 As a result of their lack of confidence in IRC handovers, some health care escorts felt obliged 
to open all detainees’ sealed health care records, rather than only in cases where IRC staff or 
detainees themselves had indicated a concern. Detainees’ consent was not sought.   

4.30 Detainees were given a copy of their medical notes on arrival in Sri Lanka. Some did not want 
them and these records were retained so that they could be destroyed. 

Recommendations 

4.31 Immigration removal centre health care staff should provide escorts with a thorough 
handover in all cases, including all ongoing risks.  

4.32 Detainees’ medical records should only be opened with valid justification or with the 
detainees’ prior consent.  
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Section 5: Preparation for reintegration  

5.1 The purpose of the chief immigration officer (CIO) surgery during the flight was not sufficiently 
clear to detainees. They received a useful information leaflet during the flight and both the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) and representatives from the British High 
Commission greeted returning detainees and offered them some assistance. Disembarkation 
was orderly and quick. Staff were unclear about what to do if they witnessed poor behaviour by 
receiving authorities.  

5.2 Detainees were all given a useful basic question and answer sheet on board the flight to inform 
them about what would happen on arrival in Sri Lanka. It was also available in Tamil but not 
yet in Sinhalese. It described the procedures that detainees would have to go through with Sri 
Lankan police and immigration officials, when they would receive their belongings and what 
support they could receive. It was, as far as we could establish, accurate.   

5.3 The CIO held a surgery on board the flight to answer questions. We spoke to several 
detainees who told inspectors they wanted to speak to the CIO. When escorts went through 
the aircraft asking if anyone wanted to attend, none responded initially and some had not 
understood what was being asked. The purpose of the surgery was unclear to staff and 
therefore to detainees. The general staff view was that detainees would come to the surgery 
only to continue arguing their case or to express anger at the UK Border Agency (UKBA), and 
that there was nothing that could be done at this late stage of the removal to assist detainees.  
However, detainees we spoke to simply wanted information, for example, about the legal 
consequences of removal and about support that might be available in Sri Lanka, and in one 
case about how to complain about UKBA in the UK (see complaints section). Detainees who 
were eventually seen said they appreciated the opportunity to discuss these issues. All 
behaved reasonably and politely.  

5.4 On arrival in Colombo, all detainees disembarked quickly and quietly, and were accompanied 
by the CIO. For reasons that were not made clear, the Sri Lankan authorities would not allow 
inspectors to see the handover process on arrival in Colombo despite representations by 
UKBA. Information was therefore obtained from the CIO and from a representative of the IOM 
in Sri Lanka whom we contacted on return to the UK.   

5.5 Sri Lankan immigration officers, the IOM and staff from the British High Commission all met 
with detainees on arrival. A High Commission representative spoke to all detainees together 
and told them that they would see Sri Lankan immigration before meeting with the IOM 
representatives. A detainee with an amputated leg was unsure if he would have anywhere to 
stay in Sri Lanka. The IOM had been made aware of him and we were told the organisation 
would arrange short-term accommodation if no one was at the airport to meet him. The 
wheelchair user was due to be met by family, but the IOM was ready to help him if his family 
were not there. The IOM also gave all returning detainees the Sri Lankan rupee equivalent of 
£50 to assist with onward travel and accommodation.   

5.6 Staff were unsure what to do if they had concerns about the behaviour of receiving officials.  
They were unaware of any mechanism to report unacceptable behaviour by receiving 
countries should they witness it on arrival.  
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Recommendation 

5.7 There should be well understood procedures for taking action in case of concerns 
about the behaviour of officials from receiving countries. 

Housekeeping point 

5.8 The information leaflet should be translated into Sinhalese.  

Good practice 

5.9 The information leaflet distributed among detainees was useful and accurate, providing them 
with some reassurance.  
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Section 6: Recommendations 

Recommendations         To the UK Border Agency and escort contractor 

6.1 All escorting staff should receive full accredited training for the use of force in any situation that 
may arise, especially on board an aircraft. (3.24) 

6.2 When detainees are from non-English speaking countries, an interpreter should be available at 
each stage of the removal process, up to the point of arrival in the destination country. (4.19) 

6.3 Detainees should be told how to make complaints or submit comments about the UK Border 
Agency or escort staff during or after the removal. (4.24) 

6.4 There should be some mechanism for the routine monitoring of removals by one or more 
senior members of staff who do not normally work with escort teams. (4.25) 

6.5 There should be well understood procedures for taking action in case of concerns about the 
behaviour of officials from receiving countries. (5.7) 

Recommendations          To the escort contractor 

6.6 The number of escort staff should be proportionate and extra staff should be stood down. 
(3.10) 

6.7 Detainees should be at the centre of staff attention throughout the removal process. Staff 
should not make personal calls or text while accompanying individual detainees. (3.11) 

6.8 Written information given to detainees should be accurate and relevant to them. (3.12) 

6.9 Escorts should not lay hands on detainees without specific cause. The practice of holding arms 
and wrists during airport security searches should cease. (3.22) 

6.10 Handcuffs should only be used to manage self-harm risk in the most exceptional and clearly 
recorded circumstances. (3.23) 

6.11 All detainees should be told in a language they understand that they can call a legal adviser, 
family or other key contacts during the journey to the airport, and a phone should always be 
available on the coaches. (3.37) 

6.12 Unless individual risk assessment indicates otherwise, detainees should be able to use the 
toilet in privacy, consume hot drinks and use pillows and blankets during flights. (4.4) 

6.13 Staff should wear clear and easy-to-read name labels on the front of their clothes. (4.12) 

6.14 Detainees should be referred to by name rather than by number alone. (4.13) 

6.15 Overseas escort staff should receive regular diversity training that includes a discussion of the 
particular circumstances, backgrounds and vulnerabilities of detainees. (4.18) 
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6.16 Detainees’ medical records should only be opened with valid justification or with the detainees’ 
prior consent. (4.32) 

Recommendations           To UKBA and centre managers 

6.17 Immigration removal centre health care staff should provide escorts with a thorough handover 
in all cases, including all ongoing risks. (4.31) 

Housekeeping point          To UKBA and escort contractor 

6.18 Escorts and the UK Border Agency should take all possible steps to minimise the amount of 
time detainees spend waiting on coaches. (3.14) 

Housekeeping points          To the escort contractor 

6.19 Person escort records should be retrospectively analysed for any learning points, and these 
should be passed on to escort staff. (3.13) 

6.20 Escort staff should tell detainees early in the removal process that they are going to be filmed 
and explain the reasons why. (3.25) 

6.21 Staff should handle self-harm monitoring documents discreetly. (3.31) 

6.22 Detainees’ property and paperwork should be kept on the same vehicle as the detainees. 
(3.32) 

6.23 All detainees should be reminded to write down important telephone numbers. (4.7) 

6.24 The information leaflet should be translated into Sinhalese. (5.8) 

Good practice     

6.25 The information leaflet distributed among detainees was useful and accurate, providing them 
with some reassurance. (5.9) 
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Appendix I: Inspection team 
 
Hindpal Singh Bhui    Team leader  
Fiona Shearlaw     Inspector 
Gary Boughen     Inspector 

  


