The impact on children

There are a number of reasons to be concerned about prolonged detention and waiting times. The first
is that extended detention is damaging for children’s wellbeing, including their mental health and
personal dignity. Many unaccompanied children who arrive at the intake unit will have been travelling
for months in pursuit of safety, after fleeing their home countries. During this time many will have slept
rough, gone hungry, been exploited, intimidated or subject to abuse. Crossing the channel, which can
take 12 hours in poor quality boats and dinghies?®, is an additional trauma for children. They may have
been threatened onto boats, faced extreme weather and feared death. Some arrive suffering from
hypothermia, dehydration and other injuries. Many children who arrive at the intake unit are extremely
tired; their emotional state is fragile.

Staff at the intake unit have been commended for their respectful attitudes towards those in their care,
however some of children’s most basic needs are still not being met. The report by Her Majesty’s Prison
Inspectorate (November 2020)%! made the following observations about the STHF’s physical
environment and facilities:

There were no proper sleeping facilities and detainees slept on the floor on thin mattresses, mats
and beanbags, which were not cleaned between uses.

Kent Intake Unit (KIU) ... provided acceptable accommodation for short periods but were not
suitable for very lengthy detentions. Some detainees were held for more than two days in rooms
with no sleeping facilities, showers or access to the open air. KIU in particular was crowded and
poorly ventilated. Social distancing was not possible and there were some basic omissions, such
as not providing hand-washing facilities or even sanitiser in the women’s toilets.

The holding rooms at KIU ... had seen some refurbishment since our previous inspection, but they
remained cramped and inadequate for the large number of detainees who frequently stayed
there a long time.

The report highlights the lack of beds, showers, hand-washing facilities, space, privacy and access to
fresh air. This is despite STHF rules stating that all detainees should have an hour of access to open air
within a 24 hour period, unless the building layout means that this is not reasonably practicable.??

Most of these problems come down to the fact that the unit was never designed or intended to
accommodate children for prolonged periods and overnight, yet this is increasingly common. The STHF
only consists of a main room containing fixed rows of seats and tables, and a very small ‘family room’
(picture below) containing some toys for young children. The Children’s Commissioner’s Office has been
informed?®® that there are plans to relocate to a new building; timescales for this, however, are unclear.
There is a risk that future relocation plans will prevent upgrades being made to the unit to improve
conditions in the coming years, despite this being urgently needed.
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