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Foreword

The bulk of the evidence for this inspection was gathered between November 2023 and January 2024.
On 31 January 2024, the inspection team presented its emerging findings to the Home Office at the end
of the onsite phase of the inspection. However, it was not possible to complete the inspection in the
usual manner as there was no Independent Chief Inspector in post from 21 February to 3 June 2024.

In June 2024, | asked the Home Office for some additional information and updated evidence. | also
visited the Bibby Stockholm (on 24 June), Wethersfield (on 28 June) and Napier Barracks (on 1 July)

to see the accommodation at first-hand, to talk to staff (from the Home Office, the accommodation
providers, and providers of other services) who either worked at these sites or had management
responsibility for them, and, especially, to meet and listen to the ‘service users’ about their experiences
of living there.?

This report, including the Key Findings and Recommendations, reflects both the earlier and later
evidence. It also takes account of the findings of the National Audit Office’s (NAQ) investigation into
asylum accommodation, published in March 2024, which focused on the Home Office’s efforts to set
up ‘large sites’ and reduce the use of hotels.

This inspection examined the Home Office’s use of contingency asylum accommodation. Like the NAO
investigation, it looked at the department’s strategies for dealing with increasing demand for this

type of accommodation while needing to reduce the costs. In addition, it explored the Home Office’s
processes and practice for assuring the performance of the accommodation service providers, and the
delivery of support and services to the service users.

There are nine recommendations. They flow directly from the inspection findings and are intended

to be self-explanatory. They identify improvements to the efficiency and effectiveness of the Home
Office’s arrangements for contingency asylum accommodation that | believe the department can

and should make, including in relation to strategies and plans, stakeholder engagement, governance,
contract compliance and assurance checks, record-keeping and data quality, the provision of purposeful
activities, safeguarding vulnerable people, organisational learning, and communication.

All of these areas for improvement are important. In most cases, the underlying issues, such as poor or
non-existent data, are not unique to contingency asylum accommodation and have featured in previous
inspections of other areas of the Borders and Migration System. Meanwhile, in 2018 and in 2021, the
Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration made explicit recommendations regarding

the need to overhaul the Home Office’s assurance regime for the asylum accommodation contracts.
These were accepted, but implemented only in 2024, and then not fully. Weaknesses in assurance have
contributed to service users experiencing very different levels of service and support.

However, | would like to draw particular attention to one long-standing, systemic issue that this
inspection has again exposed.

1 Both the Home Office and the asylum accommodation providers refer to the individuals and families who are accommodated as ‘service users’. For
ease, this report also uses this term.



Lack of meaningful engagement with stakeholders and poor communication (‘one-way’, telling rather
than listening) from the Home Office’s Migration and Borders System (and its forerunners) about
policies, practices and plans has been a recurring theme of inspections over many years. Here, the
department recognised the importance of engaging and communicating with those stakeholders on
whose active support it is reliant. It has created a host of boards and fora, operating at different levels,
and it has made some good progress at local level, at Portland for example. Meanwhile, it has been
much less effective in engaging constructively with some of the more critical stakeholders, including
some non-governmental organisations (NGOs) who have been providing direct support to individuals
in contingency asylum accommodation. While it will never be able to satisfy some critics, it is clear that
the Home Office still has a long way to go to build trust and confidence in its willingness to be open and
honest about its intentions and performance, and any reluctance to share information, whether real

or perceived, will be seen as evidence that it is not. Timing is all-important, and while there are risks in
engaging early, it must avoid any hint of ‘too little, too late’.

The need for effective engagement and communication also extends to the service users. At
Wethersfield, the Bibby Stockholm, and Napier Barracks, | spoke with groups of around 20 residents.

| am grateful to them for their candour. Each group had complaints about the food and the
accommodation, and some raised individual issues about access to healthcare, for example. However,
the thing that stood out, and set Napier apart, was the evident impact on the mental health and
wellbeing of those accommodated at Wethersfield and on the barge of not knowing how long they
would be kept there.

At Napier, the men believed they would be moved to dispersal accommodation within 90 days and
knew ‘to the day’ how long they had been there. Some had received their move-on dates and locations
and were clearly excited. The atmosphere was positive. This was in stark contrast to how things had
been when | last visited Napier in early 2021. At Wethersfield and the Bibby Stockholm, the men had
different understandings of how long they might be there, and they measured the time since their
arrival in months, with some appearing unsure how long they had already been there. They were
anxious and mistrustful about what would happen to them next.

In 2021, | wrote to the Home Office recommending that it create the means to keep individuals who
had claimed asylum informed about where their claim was in the process. This was what each of them
wanted to know more than anything else, and it has become even more of an issue with the removal of
the six-month Service Level Agreement (SLA) for asylum decisions, backlogs and lengthening decision
times, and legislative changes. While the Home Office now has a more regular presence at the large
sites, these staff cannot answer that all-important question. | accept that, with the numbers now in

the asylum system, and the potential for further changes to eligibility criteria, this is a difficult time to
introduce a new service that provides updates on individual claims, for example through text messages,
a ‘hotline’, or an indicator on GOV.UK of current average waiting times (as was the case with the EU
Settlement Scheme). However, it is something that the Home Office should be striving to do as soon as
it is practicable. The reintroduction of an SLA would be a start.

This report makes nine recommendations. It was sent to the Home Secretary on 3 September 2024.
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1.2

Background

Between May and November 2021, the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and
Immigration (ICIBI) completed ‘An inspection of contingency asylum accommodation’. The
inspection considered the Home Office’s use of hotels, hostels, and self-contained apartments
as contingency asylum accommodation.? The report was laid in Parliament by the Home
Secretary in May 2022. The Home Office accepted all seven recommendations in full .2

The current inspection focused on the Home Office’s use of contingency accommodation
for asylum seekers since that time, looking in particular at what has changed. Contingency
accommodation is required when the number of asylum seekers arriving requiring support
exceeds the supply of bedspaces in dispersal accommodation.* The majority of contingency
asylum accommodation is still found in hotels and hostels, with some apartments. But, in
addition to Napier Barracks, opened in 2020, it now includes the former Ministry of Defence
site at Wethersfield and a vessel at Portland Port (the Bibby Stockholm).

Legislation and Asylum Accommodation and Support
Contracts

1.3

14

Section 95 of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 enables the Home Secretary “to provide,
or arrange for the provision of, support for asylum seekers or dependants of asylum seekers
who appear to be destitute or are likely to become destitute within a prescribed period, while
their asylum application is considered”.> To meet this legal requirement, the Home Office
entered into Asylum Accommodation and Support Contracts (AASCs) with service providers.®
Further information about the AASCs and associated contracts is provided at Annex C.

At the time the current contracts were awarded, in 2019, it was expected that suppliers would
source dispersal accommodation from existing housing stock in communities around the UK
for asylum seekers to stay in until their asylum claim was determined. Where accommodation
was needed urgently before an asylum seeker’s application for support had been assessed

and longer-term accommodation arranged, the contract supported the sourcing of initial
accommodation. This was usually hostel-type accommodation which could be provided on a
full-board, half-board, or self-catering basis, normally for around three to four weeks. However,
as the number of migrants arriving by small boat increased, from 2020 the Home Office has
had to rely increasingly on hotels as contingency accommodation. The increase in the asylum
intake also coincided with measures introduced in response to the COVID-19 pandemic,

2 Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, ‘An inspection of contingency asylum accommodation, May 2021 to November 2021’
(published May 2022). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/an-inspection-of-contingency-asylum-accommodation

3 Home Office, ‘Response to the ICIBI’s report: ‘An inspection of contingency asylum accommodation, May 2021 to November 2021” (published May
2022). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/response-to-an-inspection-of-contingency-asylum-accommodation-hotels

4 Dispersal accommodation is usually offered on a self-catered basis in privately rented furnished houses, flats or rooms in houses in multiple
occupation. It is provided as longer-term housing to people who have been granted asylum support and are awaiting the determination of their asylum

claim.

5 Immigration and Asylum Act 1999. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/living-in-asylum-accommodation
6 UK Parliament, ‘Asylum Accommodation and Support: Schedule 2, Statement of Requirements’, paper reference DEP2018-1112, (deposited in House
of Commons, committed on 12 November 2018). https://depositedpapers.parliament.uk/depositedpaper/2280593/files
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1.10

including pausing the cessation of asylum support, which led to a reduction in places in
dispersal accommodation being freed up.’

As the large-scale use of hotels and other sites, such as military bases, was not foreseen at the
time the AASCs were let, the contracts were not designed to cater for all these different forms
of accommodation. The Statement of Requirements (SoR) at Schedule 2 of the AASC, refers to
the accommodation services to be provided as “the provision of residential Accommodation

(either Houses in Multiple Occupancy (known here on in as ‘HMOs’), houses, flats or hostels)”.

The SoR specifies the standards for accommodation, transport, and services that service
providers must meet, as well as the general principles to which they must adhere, in delivering
support and accommodation to asylum seekers.

The SoR stipulates that service providers must conduct monthly visits to each accommodation
site and provide a follow-up report containing data to demonstrate service standards have
been met. In addition, the SoR highlights that Section 55 of the Borders, Citizenship, and
Immigration Act 2009 imposes a duty on the Home Office and its service providers to have
regard to the need to safeguard and promote the welfare of children in the UK.2

AASCs also include the requirement for service providers to signpost the feedback and
complaints process to ‘service users’ and to resolve complaints appropriately. Migrant Help
administers the complaints service through the Advice, Issue Reporting and Eligibility (AIRE)
assistance services contract, providing a single point of contact for ‘service users’ within the
asylum system for this provision.®

The Home Office has a separate contract with Corporate Travel Management North Ltd (CTM)
for the provision of Bridging Accommodation and Travel Services. This contract was varied in
2023 to include the provision of Vessel Accommodation Services on the Bibby Stockholm barge,
docked at Portland Port.*

Dispersal accommodation was out of scope for this inspection, and for the purposes of this
report the ICIBI has considered all other categories of accommodation for asylum seekers

to be contingency asylum accommodation (CAA). The Home Office provided snapshot data
for 28 November 2023, which showed 415 CAA sites were either in use at that date or were
planned to be in use by 31 January 2024. Figure 1 below details four categories of CAA, what
the ICIBI included in each for the purpose of this inspection, and the number of sites in each
category. On 27 June 2024, the Home Office provided its latest figures for sites in use, and
these are included in brackets in figure 1.

7 Home Office, ‘Guide to Living in dispersal accommodation’ (published March 2023). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/living-in-asylum-
accommodation

8 Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009, Section 55. https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2009/11/section/55

9 The term ‘service users’ is used in the AASC and throughout this report to refer to asylum seekers housed in contingency asylum accommodation.
10 Crown Commercial Service, ‘CCTM22A01 Provision of Bridging Accommodation and Travel Services Contract’ (published 12 April 2023). https://
www.contractsfinder.service.gov.uk/Notice/e424ee5f-2839-4f1le-bd89-5b97d7910935
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Figure 1: Definitions of the four categories of contingency asylum

accommodation

Category of
contingency
asylum

accommodation

Contingency
hotels

ICIBI definitions used for this inspection

All types of hotels used to accommodate
service users awaiting the outcome

of asylum applications. This included
contingency hotels, spot booked,

initial accommodation, minor initial
accommodation and ring-fenced hotels.*" 2

Number of operational

sites in use on

28 November 2023,
or planned to be in use by
31 January 2024 (figure as

at 27 June 2024)

401
(225)

Large sites

Surplus military sites, with the aim to reduce
the use of contingency hotels, managed

by a separate team under the Large Sites
Accommodation Programme. Only one large
site, Wethersfield in Essex, was in operation
at the time of this inspection. Another site,
RAF Scampton in Lincolnshire, was being
developed for use.

(1)

Vessels

The Bibby Stockholm barge at Portland Port
was the only vessel in operation at the time
of this inspection. In July 2024, the Home
Secretary announced it will cease to be used
as contingency asylum accommodation

in January 2025 when the current lease
expires.

(1)

Other

Total

Other contingency sites that were sourced
by the Home Office as an alternative to
hotels. This included hostels, apartments
and Napier Barracks.®

12
(18)

415 (245)

11 ‘Spot booked hotels’ is a term used by the Home Office to refer to a small number of hotels procured from AASC providers by the Home Office
from November 2022 to meet immediate and short-term accommodation needs. It includes the booking of individual hotel rooms for one or more
nights. The term differentiates between these and contingency hotels that are secured on a longer basis.
12 ‘Ring-fenced hotels’ is a term the Home Office uses to refer to sites in London and the Southeast used exclusively to accommodate individuals
processed through Manston who have arrived via small boats. They typically stay for up to 48 hours before being moved to another contingency

asylum accommodation site.

13 Napier Barracks, another former Ministry of Defence site, was not included in the Home Office’s large sites programme in the evidence provided

for this inspection.




Large sites programme

1.11

1.12

1.13

In December 2022, the Prime Minister announced plans to reduce reliance on hotels through
the use of former military sites as part of a new approach to asylum accommodation. The Large
Sites Accommodation Programme (LSAP), created by the Home Office in July 2023, replaced
the former Asylum and Detained Accommodation Programme (ADAP). The LSAP supported

the Prime Minister’s ten-point plan to tackle illegal migration, with the intention of using large
sites as non-detained accommodation. The Prime Minister directed that the LSAP deliver 4,100
new bedspaces by the end of 2023 and 10,000 by June 2024, to reduce reliance on hotels to
accommodate destitute asylum seekers. In July 2023, the LSAP was replaced by the Asylum
Accommodation Programme — Non-Detained programme (AAP (ND) programme).

By March 2024, while the Home Office had made progress in closing hotels, only two new
LSAP sites were in operation, one large site at the former Ministry of Defence (MoD) site at
Wethersfield, and one vessel, the Bibby Stockholm barge, at Portland Port. These provided

a total of approximately 1,300 bedspaces. At the time of inspectors’ visits, there were 303
service users on board the Bibby Stockholm barge (on 16 January 2024) and 555 service users
on site at Wethersfield (on 8 February 2024). The Home Office provided updated occupancy
figures for the number accommodated at both sites on 16 June 2024 — 412 on the Bibby
Stockholm and 544 at Wethersfield.

The Home Office planned to open a further former MoD site, RAF Scampton, and a former
student accommodation site at Manchester Road in Huddersfield by 31 March 2024. These two
further sites would be required to be operational for the Home Office to achieve its revised
target of 2,500 new bedspaces from alternative sites to hotels by this date. In an update
provided by the Home Office on 27 June 2024, it confirmed that the first service users were
estimated to arrive at Scampton in August 2024 and at Huddersfield in November/December
2024. In both cases, there are legal conditions that need to be met before the sites can be
occupied, and the Home Office is working with the Department of Levelling up, Housing and
Communities to try to progress matters.

Allocation to asylum accommodation

1.14

1.15

The Home Office’s ‘Allocation of asylum accommodation policy’ contains the suitability
criteria for accommodating those receiving asylum support at the following non- detained
accommodation sites:

e ex-MoD sites (including, but not limited to, RAF Scampton and Wethersfield)
e vessels (including, but not limited to, the Bibby Stockholm barge at Portland Port)

e the former barracks at Napier

According to the policy, in general, all types of asylum accommodation are suitable for

most individuals receiving asylum support, except those with the most serious physical and
mental health needs. The “overriding principle is that asylum accommodation is offered

on ‘a no choice basis’”, and there is only very limited scope for a person to challenge their
suitability for a site.’ The suitability criteria in the policy also cover room sharing in any asylum
accommodation setting.

14 Home Office, ‘Allocation of asylum accommodation policy’ (updated 3 May 2024). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/asylum-
accommodation-requests-policy



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/asylum-accommodation-requests-policy
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1.16  While the Home Office delegated the allocation of accommodation to service users to
the service providers for the majority of CAA sites, based on availability and vulnerability
markers on a person’s record on Home Office systems, in the case of Wethersfield, the Bibby
Stockholm barge, and Napier Barracks, the allocations were made by the Home Office using the
allocations policy.

Immigration statistics

1.17 The Home Office publishes transparency data on migration on a quarterly basis. Figure 2 shows
the level of asylum applications since 2018. Following a dip in 2020, due to the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic, applications steadily increased, peaking at 81,130 in 2022, before falling
the following year to 67,337.%>

Figure 2: Annual asylum applications to the UK from 2018 to 2023

1.18 Since 31 December 2022, the Home Office has published data on the number of asylum
seekers accommodated in ‘initial accommodation’, ‘contingency accommodation — hotels’,
and ‘contingency accommodation — other’. Prior to this date, published migration data only
referred to service users housed in dispersal accommodation. Since 30 September 2023,
the department’s published statistics have included ‘other accommodation’ as an additional
category, reflecting the number of individuals housed at large sites (Wethersfield) and on
vessels (the Bibby Stockholm barge). Quarterly figures on the number of people in different
types of asylum accommodation are summarised in figure 3.1

15 Home Office, Immigration system statistics data tables (published 29 February 2024). https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/
immigration-system-statistics-data-tables#asylum-and-resettlement

16 Asset outin figure 1 above, for this inspection, the ICIBI has referred to all non-dispersal accommodation as contingency accommodation, and
further divided this into four groups: contingency hotels; large sites; vessels; Other.




Figure 3: Types of accommodation used to house asylum seekers each quarter
from 31 December 2022 to 31 December 2023"

Accommodation type 31 Dec

2023
Dispersal accommodation?'® 56,143 56,979 58,636 58,444 56,489

Contingency accommodation 45,775 47518 50,546 56,042 45,768

(hotel)

(Coi?jg:‘)iency accommodation 1,945 2,088 2,113 2,427 2,010
Initial accommodation? 1,659 1,651 1,979 1,968 1,398
Other accommodation® 0 0 0 129 817
Grand total 105,522 108,236 113,274 119,010 106,482

1.19 On 31 December 2023, 46.9% of asylum seekers who were supported in Home Office
accommodation lived in contingency or initial asylum accommodation. The number of asylum
seekers in contingency and initial asylum accommodation increased each quarter, from 49,379
in December 2022, to 60,437 in September 2023, before reducing to 49,993 in December 2023.
Throughout this period the vast majority of asylum seekers in contingency accommodation
were housed in hotels.

1.20 Figure 4 compares on a regional basis where asylum seekers are housed in contingency and
initial accommodation with where they are housed in dispersal accommodation.?? While the
majority of asylum seekers in contingency and initial asylum accommodation are located in
London, the majority of asylum seekers in dispersal accommodation are located in the North
West, Yorkshire and the Humber, and the North East.

17 Home Office, Immigration system statistics data tables

18 ‘Dispersed (or dispersal) accommodation’ is defined by the Home Office as longer-term accommodation provided to asylum seekers whose

claim for asylum support has been agreed. It is typically in the form of multiple occupancy properties in the private rented sector. Occupants of
dispersal accommodation are permitted to stay there while they remain eligible for Asylum Support. See: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/65df594bflcab36b60fc4737/asylum-seekers-receipt-support-datasets-dec-2023.xIsx

19 ‘Contingency accommodation (other)’ is a reporting category used by the Home Office to cover all other forms of non-hotel contingency
accommodation, excluding large sites and vessels which are included as ‘Other Accommodation’. See: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/65df594bflcab36b60fc4737/asylum-seekers-receipt-support-datasets-dec-2023.xIsx

20 ‘Initial accommodation’ is defined by the Home Office as accommodation provided to asylum seekers who have indicated that they are unable to
support themselves or their families and are therefore at risk of destitution. It is made available in order to provide shelter while a request for Asylum
Support is being assessed. It is typically in full-board hostel-style residences. Occupants of initial accommodation who receive a positive outcome to
their support request generally move to dispersal accommodation when a suitable property becomes available. See: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/media/65df594bflcab36b60fc4737/asylum-seekers-receipt-support-datasets-dec-2023.xlsx

21 ‘Other accommodation’ was an additional category created by the Home Office to reflect the number of individuals housed at large sites
(Wethersfield) and on vessels (the Bibby Stockholm).

22 Home Office, Immigration system statistics data tables
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1.21

Figure 4: Regional location of asylum seekers in contingency and initial
accommodation compared to those in dispersal accommodation

Since December 2022, the number of people applying for asylum has followed a similar
trajectory to the numbers arriving in the UK by small boat. In the year to 30 June 2023, 37% of
those claiming asylum had arrived in the UK by small boat. The remainder will have arrived via
a legal route, on falsified documents, or undetected by another route.? See figure 5.

Figure 5: Small boat arrivals and asylum applications from December 2022 to
December 2023

23 Home Office, "How many people do we grant protection to?’, accredited official statistics (published 29 February 2024), section 2.2. https://www.
gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-december-2023/how-many-people-do-we-grant-protection-to#asylum-

applications
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1.22

As of December 2023, 111,000 individuals were in receipt of asylum support, of whom 106,000
were provided with accommodation by the Home Office.?* The number of asylum seekers
housed in contingency and initial accommodation has increased as the number of individuals
arriving in the UK and the number of applications for asylum have risen.* This situation has
been exacerbated by other factors, including delays to making decisions on claims, resulting in
claimants remaining in asylum accommodation for extended periods of time, and exhaustion
of the available supply of dispersal accommodation, compounded by the wider shortage of
housing in the UK. See figure 6 below.

Figure 6: Asylum applications awaiting decision from December 2018 to
December 2023

Opening and closing of CAA sites

1.23

1.24

The ICIBI’s 2021 inspection of CAA found that, in December 2020, the Home Office and its three
accommodation providers had begun to implement a recovery plan to reduce dependency

on hotels. This was to be through rapid procurement of dispersal accommodation via the
AASCs. An initial target date for exit from hotels was set for May 2021. This was subsequently
extended to March 2022. Both dates proved to be unrealistic. It was not until 29 September
2023, in a submission to ministers, that senior civil servants proposed an “initial hotel exit plan”
to close the first 100 hotels “over a manageable period of time”.

The opening of new CAA sites mirrors the increase in small boat arrivals and asylum
applications, delays in decision making, and the partial breakdown of the dispersal model.

Of the 415 sites in use at the time of this inspection, two were opened prior to 2020, and two
in January 2024 (see figure 7).

24 House of Commons Library, ‘Estimates Day debate: The spending of the Home Office on asylum and migration’ (published 11 March 2024), p. 13.
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cdp-2024-0054/

25 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/immigration-system-statistics-data-tables#asylum-and-resettlement

26 https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7671/
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1.25

Figure 7: Number of CAA sites opened

Prior to 2020 2
2020 39
2021 110
2022 172
2023 89%
2024 (to the end of January) 2
No opening date supplied 1
Total number of CAA sites 415

The Home Office supplied data regarding the expected closure dates for hotel sites. One list,
provided in January 2024, reported that 33 sites were scheduled to close by April. A later list,
provided on 2 February 2024, showed that there were now 53 sites that were due to close by
May 2024. The Home Office also provided data in relation to 415 sites, of which 67 were initial
or dispersal accommodation. Inspectors were told that there were 71,629 bedspaces, but the
Home Office qualified this explaining that the accommodation providers were not required to
report the capacity of initial and dispersal accommodation, only the occupancy. The occupancy
figure provided for the 415 sites by the Home Office was 47,857.2% Further details of the
location of CAA sites and their total occupancy broken down by Strategic Migration Partnership
region and service provider are shown at Annex D.

27 This includes Wethersfield and the Bibby Stockholm, opened in July and August respectively.

28 The figures in Figure 7 include accommodation recorded by the Home Office as initial or dispersal as well as contingency. Of the 415 sites, the
Home Office identified 67 as initial or dispersal. In its factual accuracy response, the Home Office clarified that in locations where there are no fixed
initial accommodation sites the accommodation providers can place people in receipt of S.98 support (people awaiting an eligibility assessment) into
available dispersal accommodation. That address is then occupied on an “initial accommodation” basis until the service user is granted S.95 support,
when it reverts to dispersal accommodation, without the need for the occupant to relocate. The Home Office also explained that initial and dispersal
accommodation is contracted under different arrangements from contingency accommodation, and that the closure programme was not intended to
target initial or dispersal sites. It also pointed out that the data provided was taken from live operational records and therefore subject to change.
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2.

Key findings

The costs of ‘large sites’ versus hotels

2.1

2.2

2.3

24

2.5

In early 2023, in the interests of speed, Home Office ministers approved the suspension of
normal governance processes for the development of alternative sites to hotels for use as
contingency asylum accommodation. This included not requiring a costed business case for the
Large Sites Accommodation Programme (LSAP) until after spending decisions were made.

In March 2024, the National Audit Office (NAO) published the report of its investigation into
asylum accommodation, which concluded that the Home Office had made progress in its

plan to reduce the use of hotels but, in rapidly progressing its plans to establish large sites,

had incurred nugatory spending and increased risk, and that, collectively, the early sites
(Wethersfield and the Bibby Stockholm) would cost more than the alternative of using hotels.?
The Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration’s (ICIBI’s) findings are entirely in
line with this.

The NAO and the Public Accounts Committee have queried the Home Office’s understanding
of the potential costs and value for money (vfm) of large sites.?° The Home Office had sought
to compare the vfm of the large sites and vessels and hotels using ‘per-person-per-night’

costs over the life of the site. However, the per-person-per-night calculations were seriously
impacted by fluctuating hotel costs and by the lower-than-anticipated capacity and occupancy
at Wethersfield and the Bibby Stockholm barge, due to a number of operational challenges.
Some of these were outside the Home Office’s ability to predict or control; others could and
should have been foreseen. But a combination of the ministerial requirement to deliver at
pace, the absence of effective oversight, and the lack of a clear vision and strategy for asylum
accommodation meant that the Home Office did not consider fully the risks and consequences
involved in establishing large sites and vessels.

In early 2023, the Home Office did recognise an issue with bedspaces and occupancy levels

in hotels. In response, ‘Project Maximise’ looked to increase the total number of bedspaces
available in hotels managed by the three asylum accommaodation service providers. It did

this by reconfiguring rooms from doubles to twins, increasing the amount of room sharing,

and more robust monitoring of the management of unoccupied bedspaces. By the end of
December 2023, the project had achieved more efficient use of the considerable spare capacity
in the existing hotels, with 11,839 bedspaces filled or created at existing hotels.

A further benefit of Project Maximise was that it enabled the Home Office to begin to reduce
the number of hotels it was using. In October 2023, it began a programme of hotel closures,
targeting an initial tranche of 50 closures by January 2024, with further tranches to follow. By
the beginning of June 2024, the total number of closures was 159 (with a further 32 in progress

29 National Audit Office, ‘Investigation into asylum accommodation’ (published 20 March 2024). https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/investigation-into-
asylum-accommodation/

30 Committee of Public Accounts, ‘Asylum Accommodation and UK-Rwanda partnership’ (published 29 May 2024). https://publications.parliament.uk/
pa/cm5804/cmselect/cmpubacc/639/report.html
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2.6

and due to be closed by the end of August 2024). The reduction in the number of hotels was
possible due in part to moving some people to large sites, and, the NAO found, by increasing
the amount of dispersal accommodation and by making more asylum decisions.3!

As noted by the NAO in its report, the Home Office acknowledged that to secure the use of
large sites quickly, including the Bibby Stockholm, its engagement with local stakeholders

was “limited”. In the case of Wethersfield and Scampton, it invoked emergency planning
regulations. Predictably, when its plans became known, there was considerable opposition
both locally, to the particular sites, and nationally, including to the suitability of this type of
accommodation for those seeking asylum. This included legal challenges. Since then, the Home
Office has looked to build effective working relationships with local stakeholders, including
providers of key services such as healthcare, through multi-agency meetings, and by creating
onsite capabilities and providing some funding to reduce the burden on local services and
communities. It has had mixed success.

Stakeholder engagement

2.7

2.8

2.9

Since 2022, the Home Office has established strategic and operational engagement structures
for asylum accommodation and support, and also developed a standard approach to engaging
local stakeholders when ministers have approved the use of a hotel or large site. As at early
2024, it had provisionally discussed but not yet established ‘forums and deep dive groups’

to consider, among other things, community cohesion, safeguarding, and contingency and
scenario planning. The present structures work at different levels (including ministerial) and
to different cycles (biannually to monthly, and ad hoc), but they share broadly the same aims:
to inform, reassure and secure support from stakeholders. Nonetheless, local authorities who
had been through the engagement processes for the setting-up and operation of hotels and
other sites expressed concern to inspectors about the lack of meaningful consultation by the
Home Office.

Lack of meaningful engagement with stakeholders and poor communication (‘one- way’, telling
rather than listening) by the Home Office’s Migration and Borders System (and its forerunners)
about policies, practices and plans has been a recurring theme of inspections over many years.
Here, the department has recognised the importance of engaging and communicating with
those stakeholders on whose active support it is reliant, and reported good progress locally, at
Portland, for example.

Meanwhile, it has been much less effective in engaging constructively with some of the more
critical stakeholders, including some non-governmental organisations (NGOs) who have been
providing direct support to individuals in contingency asylum accommodation. While some are
opposed in principle to the department’s approach to accommodating asylum seekers, with
common ground hard to find, it is clear that the Home Office still has a long way to go with
potential partners and critics alike to build trust and confidence in its willingness to be open
and honest about its intentions and performance, and any reluctance to share information,
whether real or perceived, will be seen as evidence that it is not.

31 Dispersal accommodation and asylum decision making were outside the scope of this inspection.
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Organisational learning*

2.10

2.11

2.12

From its launch in July 2023, the LSAP was under pressure to deliver at pace. The potential sites
it identified were ‘new’ to the Home Office and each had their own unique challenges. But, in
2020 the department had stood up two former military camps, Napier Barracks in Folkestone,
and Penally Camp in Pembrokeshire, for use as contingency asylum accommodation. Penally
Camp had closed in 2021, but Napier Barracks remained in use and, as at 16 January 2024,
housed 311 single males.?® The Home Office had therefore had recent experience of this type
of venture, and especially of the pitfalls.

However, the Home Office appeared slow to draw on the lessons from the setting-up and
operation of these precursor sites, or from the failed plan in 2022 to convert the disused RAF
station at Linton-on-Ouse, North Yorkshire, for use as an asylum reception centre. Had it done
so earlier, it might have responded more efficiently and effectively to some of the operational
challenges faced at Wethersfield and the Bibby Stockholm barge, including ensuring regulatory
compliance, seeking early and open engagement with local services providers and the local
community, and providing purposeful activities for the residents as well as support for their
mental wellbeing.

A similar criticism applies to its use of hotels. Since October 2023, there has been notable
progress with maximising the use of empty bedspaces in hotels and closing those hotels that
are surplus to requirements. But the Home Office had been operating with hundreds of hotels
for well over a year at that point and should have been quicker to identify and tackle the
evident problems with capacity and occupancy.

The asylum accommodation strategy

2.13

2.14

2.15

2.16

The then Prime Minister set out his intention to reform the asylum system in December 2022.
This included implementing an asylum accommodation strategy that would reduce the reliance
on hotels as contingency accommodation and include use of alternative sites such as surplus
military facilities, and former student halls, to create 10,000 new bedspaces initially (by June
2024), with more to be planned, “at half the cost of hotels”. Clearly, the latter had not been
achieved with the early sites.

In December 2023, the Home Office was still in the process of drafting a ten-year strategy for
asylum accommodation, which was to be developed by the end of March 2024.3

In respect of the LSAP, inspectors were told that “approximately 900 [large] sites” had due
diligence completed, but the Home Office provided a list of just 64 sites that “were visited and
subsequently discounted”.

In February 2024, a draft business case for the Asylum Accommodation Programme was
produced. It contained some key changes of direction since the previous iteration in September

32 InJune 2024, inspectors asked for an update. The Home Office provided evidence of work it had done to ensure that it was learning lessons in
respect of contingency asylum accommodation, including a presentation dated May 2024 with “lessons learned work completed in the past few weeks
and future plans and scope for the work”. These were captured in a tracker, a copy of which was also provided, with “a dashboard that analyses the
data and gives a high-level overview of all lessons captured and a view of each site, key themes, whether lesson is positive or negative and whether
we have learned from the lesson or not.” The presentation refers to 942 lessons having been identified, three-quarters of which relate to a negative
impact. Of the 942, 817 had been learned, with the others still being investigated. 25 key themes had been captured, including learnings taken from
litigation, planning, communications with local partners, policy decisions and operationalising sites. The intention was to embed this approach as
‘business as usual’ from September 2024.

33 Asat 1July 2024, there were 276 men at Napier Barracks, with a further 40 due to arrive imminently.

34 Inits factual accuracy response, the Home Office explained that the strategy was not intended to take effect from April 2024. Implementation
would require further development of the themes identified and would be subject to ministerial approval.
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2023, including securing sites for families as well as single adults; considering provision of
wraparound services for future sites; reducing the target of 10,000 beds by June 2024 to 6,500
by December 2026; and looking at acquiring smaller sites as well as continuing with large ones.

Leadership and management

2.17

2.18

The ICIBI and others have previously pointed to the negative effects of the high turnover of
senior staff and frequent restructurings within the Home Office. In the case of the Asylum
Support, Resettlement and Accommodation directorate (ASRA), there had been numerous
changes in the senior team during the period covered by this inspection. This, together with

a lack of clarity around ownership and accountability at senior levels, led to inefficiencies,
duplication of effort and learning not being shared, undermining ASRA’s ability to navigate the
complex landscape and challenges it faced effectively.

In 2022, the Home Office had recognised it did not have all of the capabilities it needed in-
house for some roles within ASRA, and it brought in a number of contracted staff with the skills
and experience it saw as missing. Given the pressures to deliver at pace, this was pragmatic,
but it raised the question of whether the department was investing enough in the development
of its permanent staff to build corporate knowledge and ensure consistency and continuity in
an area it acknowledged would be strategically important for at least five to ten years. Some
senior managers were concerned about this, and about whether the contracted staff actually
had the skills the department required.

Assurance processes

2.19

2.20

2.21

The contracts the Home Office has agreed with its asylum accommodation providers

rely on the providers to report monthly on their performance against a set of agreed Key
Performance Indicators (KPIs). In essence, this self-reporting system is the same as the one
that existed under the previous accommodation contracts. With regard to assurance, the

ICIBI recommended in 2018 that, before letting new asylum accommodation contracts, (in
2019) the Home Office should ensure that it had the capacity and capabilities to carry out
effective contract compliance inspections. In 2021, the ICIBI’s inspection of contingency asylum
accommodation further recommended a programme of quarterly intelligence-led inspections.
Both recommendations were accepted in full.

The ICIBI’s 2021 inspection noted that the assurance strategy was set out in the ‘Service
Delivery and Contract Assurance Framework’ and was based on a ‘three-line-of-defence’
assurance model.*®> This document was provided again in evidence for the current inspection
and did not appear to have been updated or changed. First-line assurance was identified as the
responsibility of the Home Office’s Accommodation and Support Contracts — Assurance (ASC-A)
team. It was to be delivered through assurance visits to contingency asylum accommodation
“as much to assure that the service providers are undertaking their inspections and carrying
out their processes correctly, as they are to identify defects and issues in the properties”.

The Home Office’s task of checking that the providers are meeting their contractual
obligations, and that the safeguarding of ‘service users’ is being managed appropriately, has
undoubtedly been made much harder by the significantly expanded use of contingency asylum
accommodation and far larger population of service users. In addition, the KPIs were drawn up

35 ICIBI, ‘An inspection of contingency asylum accommodation’ (published 12 May 2022). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/an-
inspection-of-contingency-asylum-accommodation
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with asylum dispersal accommodation largely in mind, and the Home Office has not negotiated
and agreed new KPlIs that reflect its particular requirements at long-stay hotels.3® Nonetheless,
the substance of ICIBI’s 2018 and 2021 recommendations remains valid, and it would appear
that others agree. In February 2024, London Councils wrote an open letter to the Home Affairs
Select Committee stating that they “would welcome an examination of the capacity and
outcomes of the Home Office Assurance Team”.

2.22  In fact, this inspection found that the Home Office’s capacity to carry out assurance activity
at hotels was severely limited. Some of the sites inspectors visited had not had a visit from
the ASC-A team, despite being used to accommodate large numbers of people, families with
children and individuals with disabilities. Additionally, where ASC-A team assurance visits had
taken place, very few potential non-compliance issues had been followed up. The ASC-A team’s
remit did not extend to Napier Barracks, Wethersfield or the Bibby Stockholm barge. However,
inspectors could find no documentary evidence of onsite Home Office staff carrying out their
own assurance checks at these sites.

2.23  The service providers’ self-reports indicated a zero or very-low level of not meeting their KPIs.
However, inspectors found that their self-assurance activities and monthly self- reports were
not robust. The Home Office appeared to recognise that this was a problem. In November
2023, the ASRA risk register highlighted an “inability to deal with provider non-compliance
in relation to [one provider’s] AASC contract”, indicating a concern that the latter’s self-
reports failed to reflect areas of underperformance, including “extensive overcrowding, non-
compliance with licensing requirements and sharing rules, and questionable maintenance in
the [provider’s] estate”.

2.24  Although remedial action was being taken to work with the provider in question to improve its
performance, it was "likely formal default action and/or dispute processes” would be needed.
However, Home Office staff reported that few, if any, service credits had been applied to
Asylum Accommodation and Support Contracts (AASCs), which was a further indication of the
difficulty the department had in holding the providers to account for their performance.®”

2.25  For reasons of expediency, the existing AASCs were routinely amended via Change Control
Notices, enabling the providers to deliver the operation and maintenance of new sites without
the formal reconsideration of requirements and KPIs. While the Home Office’s options may
have been limited, and it needed to move swiftly, by not tendering for new contracts it lost the
opportunity to press for better value and better performance either with the existing providers
or with new ones.*®

Management information and record keeping

2.26  As previous ICIBI inspections have found in many other areas of the Migration and Borders
System, this inspection found the Home Office’s management information (Ml) in relation
to contingency asylum accommodation was both limited and unreliable. The case records
for individuals who had claimed asylum were held on the department’s caseworking system,
ATLAS. But limitations in its functionality meant it could not be used to generate Ml reports.
This issue was compounded by the use of multiple datasets, including the providers’ invoicing

36 Inits factual accuracy response, the Home Office reported that it had negotiated and agreed new KPIs for the delivery of Vessel Accommodation
Services on the Bibby Stockholm in February 2024, while “standard AASC KPIs are used to assess service provider performance at Wethersfield”.

37 Service credits are applied where a deduction from the cost of the contract is made, in response to a service provider’s failure to meet performance
standards.

38 Separately, the NAO report noted that the Home Office had used contracts with a total value of £254 million to identify, design, and operate large
sites, comprising £244 million awarded without full competition and £10 million fully competitive awards.
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2.27

2.28

2.29

system, that the Home Office had not consolidated effectively, but on which staff were reliant
to record and report data on different aspects of contingency accommodation.?®

The Home Office’s record keeping regarding both service provision and service users was
problematic. In January 2024, inspectors requested data about the number of contingency
accommodation sites in use and the total number of bedspaces. The Home Office provided
data for 415 sites, including 15 initial and 52 dispersal accommodation addresses. The latter
were sites where service users had been placed immediately into “longer-term dispersal
accommodation”. It provided a figure for occupancy at the 415 sites but could not provide
a total for capacity as the department “pays on a per person per night basis and does not
contract capacity [at the 67 initial and dispersal sites] and sites are not fixed in the same
manner as contingency accommodation sites”.

For service users in contingency asylum accommodation, the Home Office requires the service
providers to keep up-to-date records of addresses and any safeguarding concerns. However, it
was unclear how the Home Office was ensuring that any individual vulnerabilities were being
identified and actioned appropriately, or how it would know if there were issues for particular
cohorts at a given site. The Home Office also appeared to have difficulty ensuring that
individuals who have received an asylum decision are moved on within the required 21-/28-day
grace period, with appropriate help.

Overall, the data that the Home Office holds and the management information it generates in
relation to service users and asylum accommodation (not solely contingency accommodation)
is not fit for purpose. It is easy to blame this on IT, the functionality of which is admittedly

an issue. However, more fundamentally, the problem is a failure to recognise that effective
decision making at every level (strategic, operational, case-specific) relies on maintaining
detailed, accurate, up-to-date, retrievable records.

Allocation of asylum seekers to accommodation

2.30

2.31

The Home Office has always been clear that the overriding principle when allocating asylum
accommodation is that it is offered on a ‘no choice basis’. The accommodation service
providers are responsible for deciding the allocation of individuals to hotel and hostel-type
accommodation, for which there is no formal guidance. Neither did inspectors find evidence of
any specific training, policies, procedures, and processes for service provider or subcontractor
staff to follow that would enable routing decisions to be robust and assured. Meanwhile, the
‘Allocation of asylum accommodation policy’ includes a suitability ‘test’ for individuals (men
between the ages of 18 and 65) who stand to be moved into former Ministry of Defence sites,
vessels or Napier Barracks. The policy also applies to an individual’s suitability to remain in such
accommodation.

Stakeholders have raised concerns about suitability assessments. Inspectors did not examine
individual cases but noted that Home Office staff were instructed to consider information held
on ATLAS, including information recorded from the screening interview, and “any notes taken
from Manston and Western Jetfoil”. This raised concerns about whether the initial screening
process was as effective as it needed to be at identifying and flagging up vulnerabilities.

A Home Office manager told inspectors that some individuals may not disclose certain

39 Inits factual accuracy response, the Home Office explained: “ATLAS is the system of record for cases — its primary function is not intended to
manage attributes of properties. Whilst all cases/claimants have an address held on ATLAS, current Ml capability of ATLAS means ATLAS is not well
suited to report on features of properties requested by the inspection. The referenced ‘invoicing system’ is not an ‘IT system’ but one of a suite of data
sets and processes that in fact reconcile against ATLAS records.”
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circumstances upon arrival in the UK and so their non-suitability for a large site would only be
detected once they are placed there. While true, there was no systematic follow-up of initial
suitability assessments.

2.32  Asof 8 February 2024, 217 individuals had been removed from Wethersfield for ‘suitability
reasons’ since it opened on 12 July 2023, and 12 had been removed from the Bibby Stockholm
barge since it opened on 8 August 2023. Between July and December 2023, 50 individuals
had been removed from Napier Barracks for suitability reasons. The Home Office had not
attempted to record and analyse the reasons why individuals were being reassessed as
‘unsuitable’ after moving them to one of these sites (or why some people were assessed as
unsuitable and not moved there in the first place), so there was no process of learning and
feedback to those responsible for making such decisions. However, in the case of Wethersfield,
the Home Office had removed some individuals without carrying out a detailed review of
their circumstances because it had limited capacity to deal with legal challenges made on
their behalf.*°

2.33  InJune 2024, staff at Wethersfield said that 13 individuals had been removed after disputing
that they were adults (18 or over). Inspectors were told that the rate of age disputed cases in
hotels was much higher.*

Service user experience

2.34 Different stakeholders, and service users themselves, have different views about what
constitutes an acceptable standard for contingency asylum accommodation, in terms of such
things as room size, decoration, amenities, location etc. For this reason, inspectors did not look
to measure the accommodation they visited against a set standard. However, it was evident
that the quality of the accommodation varied significantly between different sites.

2.35 Inspectors visited Wethersfield, the Bibby Stockholm, large independent hotels, chain hotels,
and hostel-type properties. They found some service users living in spacious rooms with en
suite facilities, while others were in dormitory rooms which accommodated a dozen people,
with limited storage space and shared showering and toilet facilities. In general, the visited sites
were clean and habitable, but this was easier to maintain where the accommodation was newly
built or recently refurbished, as were parts of Wethersfield and the Bibby Stockholm, and
harder where buildings were old and well-worn, as at Napier and some hotels.

2.36 The most common complaint voiced by service users about their accommodation concerned
the quality and variety of food provided. At the sites inspectors visited, provision was made
for special dietary, cultural, or religious requirements; portion sizes were adequate, and snacks
were available outside set mealtimes. However, stakeholders have raised concerns about food
provision for pregnant women and families. As much as the complaints were about the food
itself, this was an example of service users feeling controlled and having no sense of agency,
other than not to eat the food provided. At most sites, there was no opportunity for them
to cook for themselves. In June 2024, on visits to the Bibby Stockholm and Napier Barracks,
the Independent Chief Inspector (ICI) heard of efforts to involve service users more in setting
the menus for meals. Some service users said that the food had improved, however, they
acknowledged that as they came from many different countries and cultures it was difficult to
please everyone.

40 Home Office, ‘Allocation of asylum accommodation policy’ (published 21 January 2015, last updated 3 May 2024). https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/asylum-accommodation-requests-policy
41 InJune 2024, the ICIBI began an inspection of the Home Office’s management of age disputes.
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2.37

2.38

2.39

2.40

241

2.42

Service users at Wethersfield and on the Bibby Stockholm barge highlighted their concerns
about the remoteness of these sites and the detrimental impact this had on their mental
health. At Wethersfield, this had been compounded by a lack of purposeful activities, which
had contributed to boredom and unrest among service users. Transport had been laid on to
and from neighbouring towns to take those who wanted to go, but there was little they could
do when there, not least as they had little or no money.

Inspectors did see examples of creative approaches to the delivery of activities at a local level,
and a range of activities, including sports, educational opportunities, barber shops and a
‘cottage garden’, were provided across the sites that were visited. However, good practice was
not always captured and shared with other sites, and it was not evident that anyone within the
Home Office was grasping this.*

Access to healthcare was inconsistent. At Wethersfield, the Bibby Stockholm and Napier there
were varying levels of onsite healthcare services, in some cases supplemented by mobile clinics
provided by NGOs (in the case of Wethersfield, by Doctors of the World (DoW) and Médecins
Sans Frontier (MSF) had set up outside the camp and were providing primary health care, and
in the case of Napier an onsite dental clinic operating on certain days a week). Hotels were
generally reliant on existing local NHS services, even though some were accommodating similar
numbers of service users as the large sites.

In May 2024, DoW-MSF produced a report based on their work at Wethersfield, which
highlighted a “mental health crisis”. DoW-MSF repeated their concerns to the ICl in July 2024. In
2023, the Home Office had commissioned research into how best to support asylum seekers’
mental health and wellbeing in asylum accommodation, but as at the beginning of 2024 it

did not have an agreed strategy for mental health support and purposeful activity. Counter-
intuitively, when it revised its ‘Allocation of asylum accommodation policy’ in February 2024,
Wethersfield, the Bibby Stockholm, Napier Barracks, and RAF Scampton were no longer
deemed “not suitable” for those at a “high risk of suicide” but, instead, “may not be suitable”.
This was despite the loss of life on the Bibby Stockholm in December 2023 due to a reported
suicide. This is clearly an area where the knowledge and expertise lie outside the Home Office,
and the department needs to ensure it is engaging effectively with the appropriate bodies.

Uncertainty about how long they were going to have to stay at a particular location and what
was happening with their asylum claim was a primary cause of stress and anxiety for service
users, especially those at Wethersfield and the Bibby Stockholm. It was noticeable how
different the mood was there compared with Napier, where the service users knew that they
would be moved on to dispersal accommodation within 60 to 90 days. At Wethersfield, it was
apparent that the lack of information about asylum claims had led to tensions between service
users and Home Office staff.

None of the staff working at contingency asylum accommodation sites, whether for the
accommodation provider, its subcontractors, or for the Home Office, was able to provide any
information about an individual’s asylum claim. The Home Office staff consistently highlighted
the lack of updates on service users’ asylum claims as a major source of frustration and
detrimental to service users’ wellbeing. Accommodation provider and subcontractor staff
reported that they felt helpless in supporting service users, as they were not familiar with

the asylum process and were therefore unable to alleviate any concerns. Migrant Help were
present on site at Napier but not elsewhere at the time of the inspection, though there were

42 The then ICI, David Neal, wrote to the Home Secretary with his concerns about the lack of purposeful activities at Wethersfield on 20 December
2023 and followed this with a letter to the Minister for Legal Migration and the Border, on 9 February 2024. These letters are at Annexes F and G.
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plans for them to be onsite at Wethersfield.** But their remit under the Advice, Issue Reporting
and Eligibility (AIRE) contract does not extend to providing updates on individual claims. The
ICIBI previously drew attention to this issue in 2021, since when it would appear no meaningful
progress has been made.**

Safety and security

2.43

2.44

2.45

2.46

2.47

All of the accommodation sites that inspectors visited looked to provide at least a basic level
of safety and security for service users. The challenges were different at different sites, as
were the solutions. The size and make-up of the service user population at each site was also
relevant. Wethersfield, the Bibby Stockholm, and Napier Barracks housed only single adult
males, numbered in hundreds. This created different safety and security challenges from
those hotels that were housing families with small children, or single adult women, which were
different again where families, women, and single adult males were accommodated in the
same hotel. Realistically, the Home Office and the accommodation providers were not able to
anticipate every challenge, so inspectors focused on whether there were systems in place to
learn quickly and avoid repeating mistakes.

There were specific health and safety risks at Wethersfield and the Bibby Stockholm that had
not been fully considered before service users were moved in, in the latter case requiring
everyone to be removed from the barge due to the presence of legionella in the water system.
The Home Office was working at pace to operationalise these sites, but it should not have
allowed them to be occupied before all necessary health and safety risks had been addressed
and assurance processes established.

Inspectors shared the concerns of some service users, staff, and stakeholders about the
incidents of disorder and violence at some locations, particularly sites housing large numbers
of service users, but also at some hotels. The nature and location of Wethersfield, the Bibby
Stockholm barge, and Napier Barracks meant that site security there was more evident and
intrusive than at hotels, with perimeter fences and security staff controlling entry and exit.
(Some hotels had the latter, though on a much smaller scale.) Understandably, despite the
fact that service users could come and go (within certain hours) some described these sites
as “like a prison” and, for those who had spent time in a prison before coming to the UK, the
experience was triggering.

On a day-to-day basis, the safety and security of everyone living or working at any contingency
asylum accommodation site, and of the surrounding community, rely on a number of parties,
including the Home Office, service providers and subcontractors, the police, local authorities
and other services. To avoid things falling between the cracks, it requires a joined-up approach,
with clear guidelines and standards to be set and agreed, and defined responsibilities.

But, while others may manage and deliver what is required, the Home Office needs to
recognise that it remains ultimately accountable. In mid-2023, a Government Internal Audit
Agency (GIAA) audit identified that record keeping of health and safety incidents needed to
improve. The department’s recent responses to inspectors’ requests for information confirmed

43 In its factual accuracy response, the Home Office noted that Migrant Help staff were based at “core initial accommodation sites in Glasgow, Belfast,
London, Cardiff, Coventry, Birmingham, Liverpool, Wakefield and Derby during business hours”. The Home Office also commented: “Following previous
ICIBI feedback, Migrant Help does now have access to asylum support decision outcomes and an escalation route which allows them to provide
updates on the progress of asylum support applications.”

44 David Bolt, ICI (2015 to 2021), drew attention to this issue in a letter to the Director General Asylum and Protection dated 21 March 2021, which
was published in July 2021 in ‘An Inspection of contingency asylum accommodation : HMIP report on Penally Camp and Napier Barracks’. https://www.
gov.uk/government/publications/an-inspection-of-contingency-asylum-accommodation-hmip-report-on-penally-camp-and-napier-barracks
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that this remained the case one year on, and this extended to records of safety checks, security
incidents (including where these involved the police) and outcomes, and the whereabouts

of service users (if signing in and out is required, it needs to be properly managed). Without
better records, it is hard to see how the Home Office can identify trends or issues that require
attention, and how it can show that it is meeting its responsibilities for the safety and welfare
of contingency asylum accommodation service users.
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3. Recommendations

The Home Office should:

1.

Ensure that the ten-year strategy and annual delivery plans for asylum accommodation are
informed by:

a.

clearly stated milestones for expected benefits, overall and broken down by type of
accommodation (initial, dispersal, contingency) and by site

a standardised methodology, for each type of accommodation being provided, including
planning assumptions (e.g., occupancy rate, length of stay) to enable clear and consistent
costings and value for money assessments for each site.

Improve stakeholder engagement in relation to the whole of the asylum accommodation
estate (initial, dispersal, contingency) by:

a.

creating stakeholder ‘maps’ identifying the key stakeholders (overall and broken down as
above), their responsibilities, interests and likely concerns (to be kept under review), and
the Home Office’s aims and objectives in relation to each (e.g., provision of services, other
forms of support, management of expectations)

establish a system and schedule for engagement with local and national stakeholders

for each contingency asylum accommodation site to exchange information, ideas, and
challenges at every stage of the procurement process and throughout the lifetime of its
use; this should include consideration of the site’s suitability, contract completion, set-up,
opening, ‘business-as-usual’ operation, and withdrawal and closure

Strengthen governance arrangements for the management of asylum accommodation,
including proposed and existing large and medium-sized contingency accommodation sites, by
ensuring that:

a.

b.

lines of reporting and accountability are clearly documented, and any gaps or ambiguities
are resolved

the skills and experience required by staff responsible for managing contracted providers
and large projects are clearly articulated, and where necessary further training is provided,
and that a development pathway is identified for Home Office staff who may wish to fill
such roles in future
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Overhaul contract compliance and assurance checks by revisiting the relevant
recommendations from ICIBI’s 2018 and 2021 inspections of asylum accommodation and, in
light of these:

a. review the department’s approach to assurance for all types of asylum accommodation and
develop a consistent model, including minimum acceptable levels and maximum intervals
between assurance checks at each type of accommodation (initial, dispersal, contingency
(large and medium-sized sites), hotels, other sites)

b. review the key performance indicators (KPIs) in the Asylum Support and Accommodation
Contracts (AASCs) to ensure that they align with and inform the new assurance regime

Improve record keeping and data quality by agreeing the requirements and minimum
standards for information and data recorded by the Home Office and by the accommodation
providers (and subcontractors) relating to asylum accommodation and service users, by:

a. developing a single, interrogable database of contingency asylum accommodation sites and
service users that holds:

i. the current location (site and block or room number) of each ‘service user’ with a
“since date”

ii. the current occupancy and availability of bedspaces at each site

b. defining a data assurance regime with accommodation providers to ensure that record
keeping is in line with the agreed requirements and standards, with the objective that
Home Office and contractor records are fully reconcilable at all times

Define roles and responsibilities (Home Office, accommodation providers, others) in respect
of providing purposeful activities (e.g., education, recreational activities, volunteering
opportunities) for service users in contingency asylum accommodation and establish a means
of sharing ideas and ‘best practice’

Improve the safeguarding of vulnerable asylum accommodation service users by:

a. seeking input regarding its current policies and practices from agencies and organisations
with knowledge and experience of dealing with vulnerable and at-risk individuals

b. clarifying with accommodation service providers (and subcontractors) the processes for
identifying and risk-assessing such individuals in contingency asylum accommodation

c. documenting the decision-making processes and criteria used to place individuals in, or
remove them from, specific sites

d. ensuring that families with children are not housed in the same contingency asylum
accommodation as single adult males or females

Strengthen organisational learning in relation to asylum accommodation by producing a
framework, with associated processes and guidelines, for capturing, evaluating and sharing
learning (‘best practice’ and pitfalls) from ‘business as usual’ and from new projects, including
the findings and recommendations from inspections and reviews
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9.

Improve communication with asylum seekers by:

a. (assoon as is practicable) establishing mechanisms for informing asylum seekers of the
progress of their claim through Home Office-generated updates (e.g. GOV.UK “current
average waiting times”, text messages, letters) or on request (e.g., via a ‘hotline’)

b. (now) providing service users in contingency asylum accommodation the likely length of
their stay, what to expect next, and giving them reasonable notice (at least 48 hours) when
they are being moved to alternative accommodation, and an explanation of why this is
happening
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4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

Scope and methodology

This inspection focused on the Home Office’s use of contingency accommodation for asylum
seekers, including:

e jts strategic approach
e its assurance processes

e consistency of services and conditions
Inspectors undertook the following activities:

e reviewed open-source material, including published reports
e held a familiarisation meeting with the Home Office on 23 November 2023

e requested documentary evidence and data from the Home Office and analysed almost 200
documents provided

e analysed 13 submissions provided to the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and
Immigration (ICIBI) by stakeholders

e attended a meeting of the ICIBI’s Strategic Migration Partnerships Forum on 13 December
2023

e visited 27 hotels used for contingency asylum accommodation between 18 December 2023
and 26 January 2024

e visited the Bibby Stockholm barge, Napier Barracks, and Wethersfield between 18
December 2023 and 26 January 2024

e visited the proposed accommodation sites at Manchester Road, Huddersfield, on 9 January
2024 and at RAF Scampton on 23 January 2024

e held in-person interviews with accommodation provider staff/managers and hotel staff/
managers between 18 December 2023 and 26 January 2024

e undertook 28 virtual interviews with Home Office staff between 4 January and 25 January
2024

* held a feedback session with Home Office senior management on 31 January 2024, sharing
initial thoughts and indicative findings from onsite activity

This inspection report was drafted in February 2024 and was due to be sent to the Home
Office for factual accuracy checks in March 2024. However, between 20 February and 3 June
2024 there was no Independent Chief Inspector (ICl) in post, which meant it was not possible
to share the report with the Home Office. Upon appointment of an interim ICl in June 2024,
inspectors requested updates from the Home Office on some of the information provided in
this report. Where updated information was provided, this has been included.

This report was sent to the Home Office on 1 August 2024 for factual accuracy checking prior
to submission to the Home Secretary for laying before Parliament.
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5. Inspection findings: Strategic approach and
value for money

Strategic approach to asylum accommodation

5.1 In his December 2022 statement on illegal migration, the then Prime Minister set out his
intention to reform the asylum system, including implementing an asylum accommodation
strategy that would reduce the government’s reliance on hotels as contingency
accommodation. This approach was to include use of alternative sites such as surplus military
facilities, and former student halls, to create 10,000 new bedspaces, initially by June 2024, with
more to be planned, “at half the cost of hotels”.*®

5.2 In December 2023, inspectors requested a copy of the Home Office’s strategy for asylum
accommodation and were informed that a ten-year strategy was being drafted, which would
be developed by the end of March 2024.

5.3 Inspectors asked senior officials how the department’s work on asylum accommodation is
prioritised and what informs delivery, in the absence of an overarching vision and strategy. A
senior civil servant told inspectors:

“There was a clear strategic decision [to get out of hotels], but the plan on how to deliver
was not as clear... the imperative was to avoid Manston being overcrowded again and take
all decisions necessary to stop that happening. There was no real focus on costs or quality,
which there should have been.”

5.4 A senior manager confirmed the negative impact of the absence of a strategy on their team,
reflecting that:

“we didn’t have the established culture, with a strategy and plans in place for delivery.

It was a culture of ‘just do things’, rather than one with a structure and direction. It was
driven by ministers but also by delivery managers, rather than by a deeper understanding
of strategy and of the sector.”

5.5 In February 2024, the Home Office provided inspectors with a document entitled, ‘Phase 1
Strategy report for the ten-year strategy for detained and non-detained accommodation’. This
document described a two-phase project for development of the strategy.

5.6 Phase 1 of the project co