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9th May 2011
Southampton and Winchester Visitors Group

PO Box 1615

Southampton

SO17 3WF

Dear 

Thank-you for your letter about the decision of Barnardo’s to provide welfare and social care within the new pre-departure accommodation being established for asylum-seeking families in West Sussex.  
Can I assure you that the decision to do so was not taken lightly, but it was done with the support of Barnardo’s Council and goes right back to our core purpose: Barnardo’s seeks to support the most vulnerable children in the UK. 
As an organisation we already work with trafficked children, unaccompanied asylum seeking children and those seeking asylum with their families. This support includes:

· specialist foster care for children and young people who arrive here on their own; 

· practical support, such as finding an interpreter, providing clothes and food, and advice on financial assistance; 

· supporting parents to do the best they can for their children, and providing a place for them to meet each other; and 

· helping children access school and healthcare – we have particular expertise in supporting families with HIV.
Our position remains that we support the ending of detention of children for immigration purposes and we welcome the closure of the family unit at Yarl’s Wood.   However, we also accept that, as a last resort and after consideration by an Independent Panel, children and families may need to be kept in secure pre-departure accommodation for a very short period of time. 
This support is for families who have exhausted every legal process and have been deemed to have no right to remain within the UK.  The question then remains - in the cases where there are no other routes left to pursue, how do we ensure that these families are treated with dignity and respect?  It is because of the expertise of Barnardo’s staff and the experience we have in delivering high-quality children’s services that we feel we are able to help these people when they are most in need during this highly stressful time for them.  

Our role is clearly defined – we have been advising on how the accommodation can be made as family friendly as possible. This includes ensuring that: there are activities for children of all ages; families have privacy within their apartments and the accommodation has a homely feel; families have all the information they need and are ready and supported for their return home; and they apply to leave the premises for short periods of time.  

2/…

Once the centre is open, Barnardo’s will only be providing welfare and social work services to children and families.  Barnardo’s will not be involved in the operational aspects of the accommodation, including security and removal. The UK Border Agency (UKBA) will run the accommodation and have overall responsibility for its management. UKBA will appoint another organisation with responsibility for the operational aspects of the accommodation, including security and removal. 
Indeed, we are clear that for the government to meet its commitment, this accommodation cannot just be a ‘detention centre’ by another name. We are reassured that under the UKBA’s proposals, the decision to refer families to the accommodation will be made by an independent Family Returns Panel (which includes child psychologists and medical experts).  The provision is strictly short-term with families in the accommodation for up to 72 hours (or a maximum of a week with Ministerial approval).
Furthermore, we have promised that Barnardo’s will not be afraid to speak out if it appears that families are being referred to this accommodation as a matter of routine rather than exception.  We will not be afraid to speak out if the accommodation becomes a revolving door for families and they end up spending significant periods within it despite the one week maximum. And Barnardo’s will not be afraid to speak out if we witness any member of staff not keeping a child’s welfare front of mind or failing to treat residents with dignity and respect. 

We are committed to being open about our role in this pre-departure accommodation.  We are currently working closely with UKBA to agree the final details of our involvement.  We look forward to making public more specific information shortly.

In the meantime, I hope that this response clarifies the rationale behind why we have made the decision to be involved in the pre-departure accommodation, and I hope that you will help support it by continuing to speak out for asylum seeking families and making sure that the Government lives up to its commitment to improve the asylum process for children and families. 

Yours sincerely

Anne Marie Carrie

Chief Executive
