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I am grateful to the Human Rights Lawyers Association for supporting me in my voluntary work for Bail For Immigration Detainees. BiD is a small human rights charity that exists to challenge immigration detention in the UK. There are three aspects to BiD’s legal work. The Right to Liberty project offers advice to all adult detainees who contact BiD, and representation at bail hearings to vulnerable and long-term detainees. The family project prepares bail applications for detained children and their families. BiD is also involved with strategic litigation that challenges Home Office decisions and policies. 
In the UK, the absence of automatic judicial oversight means that people can be detained for years without any independent check on whether their detention is still appropriate, or even lawful. For many detainees contact with the Home Office, and with their solicitors, is frustratingly erratic. I was struck by the number of long-term detainees who, before contacting BiD, had not been given any advice on how to challenge their detention. One of BiD’s most important functions is increasing access to bail through providing clear information, as well as identifying cases where detention may have become unlawful and referring them to expert practitioners who can pursue judicial reviews and claims for damages. 

I started by working in the general casework room. This involved giving advice to detainees who called the support line to ask how they could apply for bail, and then contacting them regularly to monitor their progress in securing their release. Contacting existing clients was a rewarding aspect of the work, as detainees are appreciative of BiD’s persistence. I began to recognise that people who have been in detention for long periods can become depressed and despondent and need continued encouragement to assert their right to liberty. 

I was particularly troubled by the experiences of those who were being held post prison sentence. Anyone who is sentenced to more than a year in prison, having failed to acquire British citizenship, is liable to be detained after their sentence has been completed, while the Home Office attempts to deport them. As well as over-stayers and illegal entrants this includes, for example, those who have been granted indefinite leave to remain and have lived in the UK for decades, including large parts of their childhoods. After their criminal convictions they face returning alone to countries of which they have little or no memory. Their distress is compounded by being held in prison-like conditions while they fight deportation, a drawn out process often involving prolonged litigation and the protracted process of securing travel documents. This can take years. Foreign national prisoners I spoke to had often served more time in immigration detention than in prison. The crimes they had committed continued to haunt them: even an offence as innocuous as using a false document on entry can be used to justify prolonged detention. More serious offences can make detention apparently indefinite for those who cannot be removed because travel documents cannot be arranged, or because their country of origin is not safe.

Through speaking to the same detainees over a number of months, I started to see the effect detention had on people: even those who appeared at first to be stable and buoyant, over time descended into depression and despair. As well as advice lines, BiD gives workshops at detention centres, and meeting detainees can be an emotionally draining experience. However, working with BiD is not unremittingly gloomy- there are moments of excitement when phoning a client and knowing instantly from their voice that they have been released.

I was able to reflect on the organisation’s goals through strategic planning meetings. This was a valuable opportunity to consider my own position on immigration detention and, more generally, the morality of immigration control, subjects on which BiD’s staff hold a range of views. It was interesting to discuss whether working to improve the system would ultimately prolong its lifespan, and I am still troubled by this question.  In a sense, BiD helps to legitimise the use of detention by providing the access to judicial oversight that is missing from the system. However, while arbitrary detention continues, I am convinced that BiD’s work is vital in ensuring that the available safeguards are accessible and the worst cases do not go unnoticed.
In November I started to work with the Outcry! campaign to end the detention of children, a joint project with the Children’s Society. BiD is responsible for the legal work: preparing bail applications for families and split families detained at Yarl’s Wood Immigration Removal Centre. The direct work is expected to culminate in a legal challenge to the use of the detention of children, and the goal of abolition is always kept in mind. Recent research carried out by a team of doctors who examined children held at Yarl’s Wood has confirmed that the detention of children is invariably detrimental to their mental and physical health. No one working in the field would find their results surprising, and it is a scandal the UK government continues to try to justify its policy in the face of such strong evidence of the severe and lasting damage caused. 

The separation of children from their parents is equally distressing. Most of our ‘split family’ clients were mothers who had served prison sentences and were then detained at Yarl’s Wood, rather than being allowed to return to their families while awaiting a decision on their case. Some had been detained for well over a year (not including time spent in prison) before BiD intervened, an extraordinarily long time to be separated from children as young as three. Securing their release was particularly rewarding, but also deeply frustrating because it highlighted the pointlessness of the time they had wasted in detention, often going for many months without a bail hearing and apparently forgotten by the Home Office. 

My experience at BiD was enriched by working with a team of dedicated volunteers and staff members, who shared a strong sense of the injustice of the current system. BiD’s volunteers are frequently reminded of how vital they are to the organisations existence. I was able to attend training for the OISC accreditation scheme, which will be invaluable in finding work in the field. This reflects BiD’s commitment to giving something back to their volunteers, in addition to the practical legal experience which, everyone agreed, was more exciting and challenging than in any other organisation they had worked for. 

