UK Short Term Holding Facilities in northern France: briefing
In the context of the response to the COVID-19 pandemic, there have been worldwide calls for an end to
immigration detention and other forms of incarceration. In light of the serious risk of transmission, illness and
death presented by conditions in detention,1 many countries, including the UK, have decided to release
detained people to safeguard individual and wider public health.
The UN Subcomittee on the Prevention of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading Treatement or
Punishment (SPT) among other international bodies, has urged for changes in the detention regimes of states
to including; safe mass releases, maintenance of the lowest possible population numbers, and parity in
healthcare and protection that are afforded to the non-incarcerated population - in line with the UN standard
minimum rules for the treatment of prisoners (the Nelson Mandela rules).2
Detention practices in both France and the UK have received important scrutiny during this period, and some
success has been made in the release of those in detention.3 However, the sites of offshore UK detention in
northern France4 remain relatively unaccounted for and present a concerning risk to those held in them, as has
already been highlighted for UK-based detention centres.5 This is heightened by the physical and mental health
risks posed by the inhumane living conditions of many of the displaced people entering detention, including
severe lack of access to sanitation, regular living site evictions and police violence.6
There is a pressing need for both immediate and medium-term change. For the immediate term, in the context
of the current global health pandemic, we are calling for the suspension of the use of these detention facilities
in northern France for the duration of the COVID-19 pandemic. As for the medium-term, we are calling for
greater scrutiny to be placed on the concerning practices of offshore detention that take place there.
Brief background
●

●

1
2
3

There are currently four UK Short Term Holding Facilities (STHFs) operated in northern France, which
form part of the juxtaposed border controls between the UK and France established by the Sangatte
and Touquet treaties.
Under these agreements, the UK operates its border control and has powers of detention and arrest
in France and Belgium, and vice versa. As part of this, Short Term Holding Facilities have been
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operated by the UK since 2004,7 but there is no reciprocal arrangement operated by France on UK
territory. They are used to hold individuals making the crossing from Calais or Dunkirk to Dover who
are suspected of having incorrect paperwork, or who are found hidden in commercial vehicles.
These detention facilities have received concerningly little visibility compared to other UK and French
detention sites, other than few and far between HMIP inspections.8 The inspection reports, the most
recent following a visit in November 2019,9 point to a worrying lack of accountability and judicial
oversight, as well as multiple serious safeguarding concerns which are only likely to become more
pronounced during this global health pandemic, particularly for displaced individuals who are subject
to insalubrious living conditions in informal settlements in northern France as well as a lack of access
to proper healthcare and shelter.10

What we are calling for
●
●

●

UK Border Force to guarantee the discontinued use of detention in these holding facilities, as well as
in transit vehicles other than for transportation, whilst the risk of COVID-19 transmission is still high.
UK Border Force, in cooperation with its French partners the Police Aux Frontières (PAF), to refer
individuals directly to available accommodation in France, rather than holding them in detention and
subsequently releasing them into the port area of Calais.
Increased scrutiny to be placed on the Home Office regarding the practices, and legal basis, of these
detention sites as the risks and rights infringements that they result in are becoming more evident.
This should include: (1) the numbers of people being detained currently; (2) the safeguarding
practices put in place. Given the absence of third-sector organisations, there is no information
publicly available on either of these questions during this period.

Why is this important?
Health risks
●

●

Although these detention facilities are intended to only hold people for short periods of time, some
people are detained in the holding rooms for up to 16 hours, deemed “too long” by the 2019
inspection visit.11 There are no showers available, no access to fresh air and no natural light. These
periods of time, as well as prison-like conditions, increase significantly the risk of virus transmission supported by Public Health Expert research12 and the recommendations of UN SPT. During this
detention time, in several of the STHFs people have their medication removed from them13 and there
is no emergency healthcare available on site, posing particular risks for those who are more likely to
be affected by the virus such as people with pre-existing health conditions, the elderly or pregnant
women. These conditions are again contrary to the recommendation of the SPT that those detained
are provided with free medical care in accordance to that of the wider community.14
In addition, there are concerning practices of holding groups of people in caged escort vehicles whilst
waiting for the police to arrive, for unrecorded periods of time. In the three months before the
November inspection, over 1,000 detainees were held in escort vehicles.15 This makes it incredibly
difficult to identify vulnerabilities, safeguarding concerns or health risks.
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●

●

Given the use of force and manhandling of detainees in the centres,16 it would appear impossible to
ensure one metre distance between detained people and/or staff, as required by healthcare
guidelines.17
Even prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, the latest inspection report states that “we were not confident
that detainees’ health issues would be addressed due to the lack of identification of individuals or use
of interpreting services used when communicating with those with little or no English”,18 presenting
an even more concerning risk in light of the current global health crisis.

Safeguarding risks
●

●

●

●

●

●

Throughout the HMIP inspection reports of the STHFs, concerns are raised regarding the systemic
poor safeguarding practices and lack of detainee welfare available. The regular detainment of children
and absence of referral pathways for potential victims of trafficking have drawn particularly harsh
criticism.19 The risk posed by poor safeguarding procedures is only likely to increase in the context of
COVID-19, when protection for vulnerable individuals is imperative.
In the Coquelles Tourist facility, throughout the last year there were no safeguarding referrals made
to the PAF from UK Border Force when detainees were handed over,20 even when a 17-year old child
with a gunshot wound was found and detained.21
Children, both unaccompanied and accompanied, are regularly detained. In the three months prior to
the 2019 inspection visit alone, 252 children had been detained between three of the facilities. In the
Coquelles Freight facility, no records are kept of children who are detained, meaning any safeguarding
referrals or trafficking investigations are undermined.
Given the consistent lack of access to legal information, access to asylum procedures and interpreters,
22
it is highly likely that people are not able to have full access to relevant information regarding their
own protection or recourse to legal advice in contravention of measure 17 outlined in the SPT advice.
The detention facilities do not ensure the safe release of individuals and indeed many are placed
directly to the French PAF or into the French detention centre in Calais (Centre de rétention
administratif, CRA).23 The recent HMIP report states that “those handed to PAF were then often
released into the port or other public area”,24 including women and children late at night,25 meaning
people are sent directly back to insalubrious camp conditions which now pose a higher physical and
mental health risk than ever before.26
With the Calais CRA now closed in the context of COVID-19,27 it is unclear whether detainees from the
UK STHFs are being transferred to different French detention centres, or are simply all released back
into the port area and informal camps.
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Lack of accountability
●

●

●
●

●

The UK STHFs in northern France operate within a legal grey zone between UK and French jurisdiction,
and are subject to very limited judicial oversight.28 There are large lapses in between independent
inspection visits (prior to the 2019 inspection the last one took place in 2016), and indeed for a period
of eight years between 2005 and 2013 there were no inspections made due to “lack of jurisdictional
clarity”.29 Despite this large time lapse, between each inspection very few recommendations are
implemented leaving concerns regarding accountability for breaches in legal and safeguarding
matters.30
There is a black hole of legal accountability for any such breaches, since the UK’s STHF Rules do not
apply to holding rooms at either Calais or Dunkirk, although they do apply in Coquelles.31 The recent
inspection report stated that “we were concerned that Border Force could not tell us the legal
authority under which [the Calais] detainees were held”.32
Moreover, the contracting out of the detention centres’ management to private companies Tascor
and Eamus Cork Solutions allows the UK to “avoid engaging obligations under international and
national refugee and human rights law”.33
Whilst individuals may be held in these centres operated by UK Border Force, under the control of UK
authorities and indeed subject to UK criminal jurisdiction within the specified ‘Control Zone’,34 they
are unable to benefit from legal protections or indeed the right to present an asylum claim.35 This has
led to accusations of these centres becoming the UK’s own Guantanamo.36

Conclusion
All of these serious gaps in protection, and lack of clear accountability for breaches in access to basic rights,
produce an extremely concerning situation for those detained in the UK Short Term Holding Facilities even
prior to the COVID-19 outbreak. Following the outbreak and the increasingly urgent need to ensure social
distancing, access to healthcare and relevant information, and access to protection mechanisms for the most
vulnerable, the UK detention facilities in northern France present a serious risk to those placed in them or held
in escort vehicles nearby. For all those attempting to make the crossing from France to the UK, whether with
documentation or otherwise, detention in unsafe conditions should be replaced immediately by proper
safeguarding mechanisms including shelter, information and proper healthcare.
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