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1.
PURPOSE OF THE REPORT


The purpose of this report is to update Members with regard to matters relating to rural custody arrangements.

2.
BACKGROUND


At the Community Engagement Committee held on 5 March 2007 Members noted the minutes of the Custody Visiting Panel Co-ordinators meeting and requested that a report be submitted on a number of issues relating to custody and medical cover arrangements in Northumberland Area Command (minute 34 (ii) 2006/7 refers).


In April 2005 Northumbria Police restructured custody and transferred the management of custody from area commands to Criminal Justice Department.  This was a two phase transfer with some custody suites being transferred in April 2005 and others in October 2005.  Ownership of custody in the south east sectors of Northumberland was transferred to Criminal Justice Department in April 2005.


Rural custody suites at Berwick, Alnwick and Hexham did not transfer to Criminal Justice Department and remained under the control and direction of Northumberland Area Command.


Prior to the restructuring of custody each of the rural sites had a dedicated custody officer but an operational decision was taken within Northumberland Area Command to redeploy these custody officers to work as part of the Neighbourhood Policing model to improve the quality and efficiency of service to rural communities.


In 2006 the Home Office produced national guidance on ‘The Safer Detention and Handling of Persons in Police Custody’. This document sets the standards with regard to custody care and police forces are required to be compliant by 2008 or have plans in place to become so.  This document drives up the standard of care detainees can expect and covers working practices as well as estate issues.

3.
RURAL CUSTODY ARRANGEMENTS

(i)
Use of Core Custody Facilities


Northumberland Area Command has always retained its prerogative to utilise the rural custody suites but depending upon the nature of the arrest or the detainee, an operational assessment or detainee risk assessment may indicate that it is more appropriate to utilise one of the centralised core custody facilities at Bedlington or Etal Lane (Newcastle).  The opening of a rural custody suite would result in an officer being withdrawn from operational duties to perform custody officer duties.


The tables below, which cover the period of 1 January 2006 to 31 December 2006, show the percentage of persons detained in rural custody suites with regard to those arrested for offences occurring in rural areas.

	
	Person arrested for offence committed in rural area
	Detained in rural custody suite
	%

	Rural West
	1786
	1045
	58.5%

	Rural North
	2586
	2235
	86.4%



Following the production of Home Office guidance, ‘The Safer Detention and Handling of Persons in Police Custody’ a total of 19 rural sergeants have completed the full one week custody officer course.  In addition, a total of 15 rural constables have completed the course to enable them to act as custody officer in a rural station when a sergeant is not available.  


Rural Northumberland also has 24 constables trained to perform gaoling duties, in the absence in rural areas of Detention Officers.


Following the devolvement of custody to area commands on 1 April 2007 Northumberland Area Command has ownership of all custody suites within its boundaries and it is the decision of the area command as to which custody facility is most appropriate to use.  The decision to use a rural or 24-hour custody facility may be influenced by:

· the level of complexity of the investigation

· the level of care required by the detainee

· whether the current operational activity and staffing levels is able support the abstraction of a supervisor


The benefits of using a 24-hour custody facility include:

· the availability of dedicated Detention Officers to provide better care for the detainee

· the availability of Custody Investigating Officers to assist with the investigation, thereby releasing officers to frontline duties

· abstractions of supervisors from rural areas is minimised

(ii)
Medical Cover in Rural Areas


The current lack of medical cover in rural areas is a significant issue and leads to some detainees being transferred or taken to a 24-hour custody facility.  Prior to April 2005, local General Practitioners provided medical cover within the rural areas.  This medical cover, however, has since been withdrawn.   The Force Forensic Medical Examiners are not located in those areas and will not travel, particularly to Alnwick and Berwick.  Hexham does, on occasions, receive some support from Forensic Medical Examiners based in Gateshead but this is on a limited basis and is not guaranteed.  There are no accident and emergency departments to utilise in the rural north.


Discussions have taken place with two companies, Northern Doctors and Hays Medical, with regard to the provision of medical cover to the rural custody suites.  However, both companies concluded that the proposal was neither practical nor cost effective. 

(iii)
Pilot - Medical Cover in South Tyneside Area Command


Discussions with the South Tyneside Primary Care Trust are at an embryonic stage, with regard to a pilot for medical cover in South Tyneside Area Command.  Depending on the success of these discussions, the success of any subsequent pilot and subject to the agreement of other Primary Care Trusts, this may result in a medium to long term solution that could be considered in other areas of the Force.  The short term rural solution remains that detainees requiring medical care are transferred to a 24-hour custody facility.

(iv)
Transport of Detainees from Custody Suites


Where a detainee from a rural area is taken to a 24-hour custody suite, a pre-release risk assessment should be completed which considers the vulnerability of the individual and their ability to get home.  Options such as contacting a parent, friend, taxi or using public transport can and should be considered.  The police should only return a person home if a risk assessment indicates it is the only or most appropriate option. 

(v)
Purpose Built Vehicles


Following a review of transportation of detained persons, the Force purchased 30 Ford Connect vehicles for the safer transportation of detained persons.  These vehicles have a separate detainee compartment to the rear.  Northumberland Area Command will receive 26 of these vehicles to cater for their unique geography.


In addition to the above vehicles, Northumberland Area Command has received a six cellular vehicle which is suitable for the transportation of compliant detainees.  Officers will be trained to drive this vehicle.

4.
EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES IMPLICATIONS

It is considered this report has no equal opportunity implications.

5.
HUMAN RIGHTS IMPLICATIONS

It is considered this report has no human rights implications.

6.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

The Treasurer confirms that there are no financial implications arising from this report.

7.
CONCLUSION

The rural areas of the Force are unique in geography, lack of medical cover and that the number of arrests does not justify a 24/7 custody officer.  For these reasons, officers in rural areas are required to make operational decisions based on individual circumstances.

8.
RECOMMENDATION

It is recommended that members note the contents of this report.

