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Dear Home Secretary, 

  

We write to express our grave concern at the government’s plans to open a new Immigration Removal 

Centre (IRC) at the Hassockfield secure training facility in County Durham. The Minister for 

Immigration Compliance and Justice Chris Philp has confirmed that the new IRC will have capacity to 

hold up to 80 people at any one time, will begin operating in autumn 2021 and will be used to detain 

women.[1] 

  

In addition to Hassockfield, women will continue to be detained in units at Yarl’s Wood, Dungavel and 

Colnbrook IRCs.[2] Furthermore, we have heard suggestions that women and men will be detained 

together at the new Short-Term Holding Facility that is to be retained at Morton Hall when it converts 

from an IRC to a prison later this year.[3] 

  

We note that the opening of the new IRC and other shifts in the detention estate are occurring in 

tandem with a range of other Home Office changes that look set to increase the number of people 

liable for detention at any time. This includes new Immigration Rules that give the government greater 

scope to treat as inadmissible asylum claims from people who have passed through, or have a 

connection with, a “safe third country”;[4] a reduction in the safeguards against detention for survivors 

of trafficking;[5] and many of the proposals in the government’s New Plan for Immigration.[6]  

  

It also includes the Home Office’s decision to end the ‘Action Access’ alternative to detention pilot 

scheme for women.[7] We gather that this decision was taken despite the fact that only 20 women 

were able to take part in it instead of the 50 originally intended, and before the completion or 

publication of an ongoing independent evaluation of this scheme, suggesting that the evidence from 

the evaluation has not been taken into account. Additionally, we understand that two further 

alternatives to detention pilots that the Home Office had promised to implement have been cancelled.  

  

Such developments are extremely concerning. They suggest that the government has abandoned its 

commitment to reducing the use of detention, made following the publication of Stephen Shaw’s 2016 

and 2018 reviews of detention.[8] Given what is known about the harm that detention causes, including 

the damaging impacts on the mental health of those subjected to it,[9] this would be a highly regrettable 

policy reversal and one for which we can see no justification.  
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We are alarmed too by the fact that the new IRC at Hassockfield will be used to detain women. As 

you will be aware, the detention of women has been raised as an issue of concern by parliamentarians 

across the political spectrum for many years. Many people detained by the Home Office are survivors 

of torture, trafficking and/or other serious abuses, and their mental health can be negatively affected 

by the experience of detention in profound and lasting ways. This is the situation for many of the 

women detained. 

  

At a meeting of the APPG on Immigration Detention in April this year, for example, parliamentarians 

heard evidence from Agnes Tanoh, a campaigner with Women for Refugee Women who was held at 

Yarl’s Wood IRC after claiming asylum.[10] She was subsequently granted refugee status by the UK 

Government. Agnes described her experience in detention as “re-traumatising” and explained that, 

eight years after leaving the IRC, she still becomes upset when speaking about it. To expose a person 

to further suffering at a time when they were seeking sanctuary is deeply shocking. Yet it is just one 

example of the harm experienced by thousands of people, many of whom are vulnerable, detained in 

the UK each year. 

  

We note that the site for the new IRC at Hassockfield is in a remote, rural location. This has serious 

implications for the ability of the women detained there to access legal advice and other specialist 

support, and to receive visits, including from children and other family members. This is in turn likely 

to lead to greater distress and other mental health harms amongst detainees, and impact on their 

ability to access justice. 

  

The Minister for Immigration Compliance and Justice recently confirmed that an Equality Impact 

Assessment (EIA) is “being developed” in relation to Hassockfield and would be published “in due 

course”.[11] He also confirmed that an EIA “will be completed” for the change of Yarl’s Wood into a 

majority male IRC that still accommodates women.[12] Alarmingly these answers suggest the Home 

Office is proceeding with implementation of the new IRC and other related changes in the detention 

estate before it has fully evaluated the possible impacts on those with protected characteristics, 

including sex, disability and pregnancy/maternity. Such an approach is unacceptable and risks 

exposing already vulnerable women to yet more discrimination and harm.  

  

In light of the points raised above, we urge you to reconsider your approach, to cancel all 

plans for a new IRC for women at Hassockfield with immediate effect, and to instead refocus 

the department’s resources on efforts to reduce detention, including via community-based 

alternatives. 

  

We also ask that you: 

  

− Confirm whether or not the Home Office has reversed its commitment to reducing the use of 
immigration detention, and if so, on what basis this decision was taken. 

  

− Confirm what plans the Home Office has to ensure that women detained at Hassockfield IRC 
will have access to mental health facilities, legal advice, visits, and other forms of support. 

  

− Provide a firm date for the publication of the Equality Impact Assessments for Hassockfield 
IRC and for the repurposing of Yarl’s Wood to a majority male IRC that also accommodates 
women. 
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− Confirm whether women and men will be detained together at the new Short-Term Holding 
Facility at Morton Hall when it is converted from an IRC to a prison; whether or not an 
Equality Impact Assessment for this change has been completed; and if so, when the 
assessment will be published. 

  

− Provide a date for completion and publication of the independent evaluation of the Action 
Access alternatives to detention pilot scheme, and explain why the decision to refuse to 
extend or cancel three of the schemes was made before its completion and publication. 

  

We look forward to receiving your response as soon as possible. 

  

Yours sincerely, 

  

 

Alison Thewliss MP – SNP (Glasgow Central); 

Chair, All-Party Parliamentary Group on 

Immigration Detention 

Mary Kelly Foy MP – Labour (City of Durham) 
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