NORTHUMBRIA POLICE AUTHORITY

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT COMMITTEE –


5 MARCH 2007

INDEPENDENT CUSTODY VISITS – BEDLINGTON POLICE STATION

JOINT REPORT OF THE CLERK AND CHIEF CONSTABLE

1.
PURPOSE OF REPORT

1.1
To update the Committee on the results of the trial at Bedlington Police Station.

2.
BACKGROUND 

2.1
The Committee has previously agreed to a three month trial at Bedlington Police Station for the independent custody visitors, accompanied by one of the custody staff, to ask the detainees if they wanted to be visited (minute 6 – 2006/07). 

2.2
The Committee also received an update on the initial results of the trial scheme (minute 23(ii)  – 2006/07). 

3.
SOUTH EAST NORTHUMBERLAND CUSTODY VISITING PANEL
3.1 Following consultation, the South East Northumberland Custody Visiting Panel agreed to undertake the three month trial from 15 September to 15 December 2006.  

3.2
The Panel subsequently agreed to continue the trial until 28 February 2007 to provide additional information for the Committee.

3.3
A questionnaire was circulated to the eight South East Northumberland independent custody visitors to obtain their views and experiences of the trial scheme.  Seven replies were received and their comments are included in appendix 1 to the report.

4.
RESULTS OF TRIAL SCHEME

4.1
During the period 15 September 2006 to 28 February 2007, there were 17 custody visits undertaken at Bedlington Police Station during the trial scheme.

4.2
An analysis of the 17 visits prior to the trial scheme shows that, of the 60 detainees available to receive a custody visit, 34 were visited and 26 refused. Therefore, the independent custody visitors saw 56.66% of those available to receive a visit.

4.3
In the seventeen visits during the trial scheme, of the 59 detainees available to receive a custody visit, 49 were visited and 10 refused. Therefore, the independent custody visitors saw 83.05% of those available to receive a visit.

5.
EVALUATION OF TRIAL SCHEME

5.1
The comments from the South East Northumberland independent custody visitors on the trial scheme are mixed and whilst a small number do not support the new arrangements the Panel did agree to extend the trial scheme.

5.2
There has, however, been a significant increase in the number of detainees visited during the trial scheme compared to the previous visits. This has, in turn, increased the effectiveness of the custody visiting scheme.

5.3
The Custody Inspector at Bedlington Police Station has indicated that the custody visitors asking the detainees if they want to be visited has made very little difference to the involvement of the custody staff and it has been received positively.

6.
EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES IMPLICATIONS

6.1
It is considered the report has no equal opportunities implications.

7.
HUMAN RIGHTS IMPLICATIONS   

7.1
The functions of the independent custody visiting scheme do have human rights implications. In checking the treatment of and conditions for detainees in police stations, independent custody visitors are protecting detainees’ human rights, particularly Article 5, the right to liberty and security of persons.

8.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

7.1
It is considered the report has no financial implications.

9.
RECOMMENDATIONS

9.1      The Committee is requested to:-

(i) Note the report.

(ii) Agree, in principle, to the new arrangement of the independent custody visitors asking the detainees if they want to be visited being adopted.

(iii) That consultation with all independent custody visitors be undertaken through a newsletter outlining the proposed new arrangements.

(iv) That Police Authority officers attend the Custody Visiting Panel meetings to explain and discuss the new proposals. 

(v) That, following the consultation exercise outlined above, the trial scheme be extended to all Custody Visiting Panels.  

(vi) That regular progress reports be submitted to the Committee and a further evaluation of the trial scheme be undertaken in 12 months. 

APPENDIX 1

What do you like about the trial scheme?

1. Purpose of visit/custody visitor’s role is more likely to be explained correctly.  More detainees likely to be visited if asked by civilians than by uniformed staff – as more likely to believe we are not part of the police force.

2. Potential for more contact with detainees

3. ICVs get to see everyone.  Prior to the trial we only saw those detainees who agreed to speak to us.  Now we have the opportunity to at least see all detainees who are in the cells at the time of our visit.

4. The transparency of it in practice.  Everybody was aware of their position whether they were custody staff, detainee or custody visitor.

5. The direct approach appears to be paying dividends.  More detainees are willing to speak to us with this new method.

6. It takes less time to complete a visit than previously, as not now necessary for a member of the custody staff to go in first and explain to the person in custody.

7. I didn’t like it at all

What do you not like about the trial scheme?

1. Confidentiality – we have seen detainee before they have agreed to see us.

2. Loss of visitors’ anonymity when detainee refuses a visit.  Could be a concern for female visitors.

3. I like being able to see for myself the condition of all those detained and able to receive a visit.  The new system has increased the numbers of detainees being spoken to but I’m not sure this will continue.  If and when the new scheme is adopted and gets ‘bedded’ in, I think we’ll see a drop in percentages.  Most detainees want to be in and out of the custody suite in the shortest possible time, talking to ICV’s is seen as lengthening their stay.

4. No comment made.

5. No comment made

6. On initial entry of visitors into cells person/s detained seemed wary of who we were and why there and some of their answers as first seemed guarded.

7. I feel it puts the visitor in danger.  The detainee does not get a proper chance to say no to a visit.

What perception/concerns did you have prior to the trial being introduced?

1. As previous answer.

2. No preconceptions, but some concern regarding potential violent or abusive behaviour from detainees, particularly for female visitors.

3. Safety – In the past custody staff had time to establish the mood of detainee before we entered the cell and could gauge whether or not we’d be at risk.

Privacy – We could deny the detainee the right to privacy.  One detainee in the past had said he refused to see us because he hadn’t wanted someone else to know he was there.

4. The possibility of a custody visitor being placed in a vulnerable position.

5. Trespassing on the official way.  Maybe the possible violent side of things.  But up to now our fears have been set aside.    

6. Had visions at first of possibly getting more refusals but over the period concerned I don’t think that this has been the case.

7. No comment made

Are there any areas you feel could have been improved upon?

1. None

2. Not at this time

3. It is important that Custody Staff remain close at hand so they are be able to intervene immediately if a detainee becomes aggressive verbally or physically.  

4. Unable to visit due to too few visits

5. No comment made

6. No comment made

7. No comment made

Any other relevant comments?

1. None.

2. Not at this time

3. I would like to see a notice on display in the custody suite telling detainees that Custody Visitors may be in the suite during their detention.  I’ve always believed that detainees with a ‘grumble’ will speak to you, no matter which system is in operation.  If a custody visitor feels uncomfortable [for any reason] with the ‘new system’ they should be allowed to continue visiting as before the trial.  I don’t want to lose visitors because they don’t like the new system.  I’m happy to continue visiting detainees under the ‘new’ arrangements.

4. I would support the adoption of the scheme within the Northumbria Police Area.

5. No comment made

6. No comment made

7. I prefer it when the custody officer introduces us.

