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Rt Hon Chris Grayling MP 
Lord Chancellor, Secretary of State for Justice 
Ministry of Justice 
102 Petty France 
London, SW1H 9AJ 
 
6 June 2013 
 
 
Dear Mr Grayling,  
 
Proposal to convert HMP Verne into an Immigration Removal Centre 
 
The Detention Forum is a network of NGOs, faith groups and others, working together to question 
the use of detention in the UK immigration system. We understand that discussions are underway 
regarding the future of HMP The Verne in Portland.  As organisations with extensive experience of 
the UK’s immigration detention systems, we are alarmed to learn that the Ministry of Justice is 
considering a proposal to convert the prison into a new immigration removal centre (IRC). 
 
The Coalition Government’s recognition of the failings of the prison system, and its emphasis on 
constructive, evidence-based interventions aimed at reducing reoffending, has been welcome. It is, 
therefore, particularly disappointing that the opportunity has not been taken to subject the 
immigration detention system, which is riddled with failings, to a similar level of scrutiny.  
 
We welcomed the Coalition Government’s commitment to ending the detention of children in 2010, 
which was a clear step in the right direction. However, there has been very little positive change in 
other areas of immigration detention, which remains harmful and expensive.  
 
We are concerned that this proposal represents a significant expansion to the UK’s immigration 
detention estate, despite evidence that detention is damaging and expensive. By making available 
another 600 spaces through a transfer of HMP The Verne, and with the current use of 1,000 prison 
spaces to hold post sentence immigration detainees, this increases the UK’s detention estate to 
5,000 spaces.  
 
The indefinite nature of the UK’s immigration detention and the Home Office’s opaque decision 
making and delays not only undermine the civil liberties of migrants, but also waste money. In 2009-
10 alone £12 million of taxpayers’ money was spent in compensations and legal costs for a 
succession of unlawful detention cases. Furthermore, independent economic research by Matrix 
Evidence has found that if the Home Office stopped detaining migrants with no prospect of removal, 
who are released after significant periods of detention, the government could save £75 million per 
year.   
 
We are concerned, moreover, that extremely vulnerable people continue to be detained. Indeed, 
this has reached a crisis point over the last two years, with the High Court finding on four separate 
occasions that the Home Office’s decision to continue detaining mentally ill migrants breached their 
rights under Article 3 of the European Convention of Human Rights. The fundamental systemic flaws 
highlighted by these cases have been echoed in criticisms by the Home Affairs Select Committee, 
Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons, the Equality and Human Rights Commission, legal 
practitioners and many NGOs. However, the Home Office has failed to engage meaningfully with 
many of the recommendations made by these organisations, as well as those from international 
monitoring bodies. 
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Back in 2010, many of us wrote to then Minister for Immigration, Rt Hon Damian Green MP, calling 
for reform of the detention system and a moratorium on the expansion of the immigration 
detention estate until a full inquiry has been conducted into the subject. We repeat the same call 
and strongly urge you not to increase UK’s detention capacity further.       
 
We wish to register our concerns about this proposed expansion of immigration detention, and 
would welcome an opportunity to brief you properly before a decision on the future of HMP The 
Verne is made.   
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
Kate Alexander, Coordinator, Scottish Detainee Visitors 
Nic Eadie, Director, Gatwick Detainee Welfare Group 
Don Flynn, Director, Migrants' Rights Network 
Heather Jones, Coordinator, Yarl’s Wood Befrienders 
Pete Keenan, Kent Refugee Help 
Shauna Leven, Director, René Cassin 
Bill MacKeith, Campaign to Close Campsfield 
Lisa Matthews, Campaigns Coordinator, National Coalition of Anti-Deportation Campaigns 
Ali McGinley, Director, Association of Visitors to Immigration Detainees 
Liz Peretz, Barbed Wire Britain 
Jerome Phelps, Director, Detention Action 
Erin Power, Executive Director, UK Lesbian & Gay Immigration Group 
Nazek Ramadan, Director, Migrant Voice 
Kate Smart, Director, Asylum Welcome, Oxford 
Jacqui Stevenson, African Health Policy Network 
Bridget Walker, Quaker Asylum and Refugee Network 
Miriam Wood, Chair, Dover Detainee Visitor Group 
Maurice Wren, Chief Executive, Refugee Council 
Louise Zanre, Director, Jesuit Refugee Service 
 
 
 
cc.  Rt Hon Mark Harper MP, Minister for Immigration 

Rt Hon Jeremy Wright MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State, Minister for Prisons and 
Rehabilitation 
Rt Hon Damian Green MP, Minister of State, Minister for Policing and Criminal Justice 
James Lucas, Governor, HMP The Verne  
Richard Drax MP for South Dorset   

 
    
 
 
 


