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Our purpose

By working with Home Office teams, we will improve the efficiency
and effectiveness of borders and immigration functions through
impartial inspections which identify pragmatic and deliverable
recommendations.
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Foreword by the Chief Inspector

This inspection into ‘refusals at the Border’ started in September 2025 and was the last initiated by

my predecessor, David Bolt. It focused on current practices used to assess on what basis and how
officials may refuse entry to the UK at the border. It also explored the state of preparations for a digital
contactless border and the impact this might have on current practices.

The inspection has been carried out using the new Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and
Immigration Inspection Framework, which is now a standard approach for all inspections. The report
itself continues the trend for shorter reports whose structure reflects the key elements of the
Framework. | would welcome feedback on this style of presentation to help develop the optimum
product that informs and, most importantly, brings about change.

Having a robust and consistent process for being able to refuse entry to the UK at the border is a key
element of being able to control a nation’s borders. This inspection has shown that current practices
are adequate, albeit variable across the country. However, there is considerable work to be done if
the current system is to be maintained within a digitised and contactless border when much of the
assessment of an individual’s suitability and right to enter the UK will be carried out at earlier stages,
well before the individual arrives at the border. This could significantly impact on the need for and the
nature of current practices for refusing entry. Extensive work is in hand preparing for a transformed
border; however, as yet, no definitive future operating model has been decided upon.

The recommendations focus firstly on deciding what role current practices may play in the border of
the future. Only when this has been established can one move forward to evolving current practices
and the workforce into a new operating model.

This report was sent to the Home Secretary on 16 April 2026.

J :l.{uc«&‘j |
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John Tuckett
Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration



1.

Background

Purpose and scope

1.1

1.2

1.3

This inspection was formally launched by David Bolt, the Interim Independent Chief Inspector,
in September 2025. It focused on Border Force’s approach to refusing passengers permission
to enter and cancelling permission to enter and stay at the border (at airports, seaports, and
juxtaposed controls), including:

e examining the efficiency, effectiveness, and consistency of current practice

e considering the Home Office’s assessment of the impact of the Authority to Carry Scheme
2023

e reviewing the initial detention process in controlled waiting areas

e considering the Home Office’s assessment of the impact of the Future Borders programme
on Border Force staffs’ ability to identify individuals who should be refused

The inspection did not examine the Common Travel Area.

This report presents the inspection findings against the six standard headings within the
revised inspection framework introduced in early 2026. This replaced the Independent Chief
Inspector of Borders and Immigration (ICIBI) ‘expectations’ (See Annex E) adopted by the
former Independent Chief Inspector. The content of this report therefore reflects elements of
both approaches as the ICIBI transitions to new ways of working.

Inspection methodology

14

Inspectors:

e analysed documentary evidence and data from the Home Office

e held familiarisation calls with Home Office staff and undertook familiarisation visits to Paris
Gare du Nord juxtaposed control, Heathrow Airport, and Stansted Airport

e published a call for evidence on the ICIBI website, and engaged with key stakeholders

e undertook a survey of Border Force officers from Assistant Officer to Senior Officer grade
resulting in 520 full responses (see Annex A)

e examined 100 case files involving a refusal decision between 1 January and 30 June 2025
(see Annex C)

e held in-person and remote interviews and focus groups with Home Office staff from
Executive Officer (EO) to Senior Civil Servant (SCS)

e visited Harwich and Portsmouth seaports; Bristol, Heathrow, Luton, and Manchester
airports; and Brussels juxtaposed control

1 Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, ‘ICIBI Inspection Framework’ (updated 10 February 2026). https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/icibi-expectations-for-inspection
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¢ held a feedback session with Home Office senior management, sharing initial thoughts and
indicative findings from onsite activity

1.5 This report was sent to the Home Office on 16 March 2026 for factual accuracy checking prior
to submission to the Home Secretary for laying before Parliament.

Previous recommendations and reports

1.6 The ICIBI has not previously considered Border Force’s approach to refusals and cancellations
of the permission to enter at the border. However, the quality of record keeping in relation to
refusals at the border has been highlighted in inspections. For example, an inspection of Border
Force operations at Gatwick Airport (July 2017) recommended that Border Force ensure all
officers at Gatwick understand and comply with the requirement to create accurate, complete,
and auditable records of all decisions and actions, including (but not limited to) refusals of
entry.2 This recommendation was closed by the Home Office following the implementation of
new record-keeping processes in respect of the Home Office’s then immigration system, CID,
and first-line assurance. The Operational Assurance Directorate was to continue to monitor
wider record-keeping issues.

Passenger volumes and refusals statistics

1.7 Published immigration statistics show that, in the 12-month period ending in December 2025,
there were 136.6 million arrivals to the UK.? Of these, 59 million were non-British nationals.
In the same period, 18,279 (0.03% of the non-British national arrivals) were refused entry
at port and subsequently departed.* The three most frequently refused nationalities were
Romanian (5,222/29%), Brazilian (1,711/9%), and Bulgarian (1,092/6%).

1.8 Data concerning the reasons for refusals is not published, but evidence provided by the Home
Office revealed that the three most common reasons for a passenger being refused entry were:
e “Not Satisfied Genuine Visitor” 53%
e “Lack of required non-settlement entry clearance” 12%

e “No Passport or Acceptable ID Document” 9%”°

2 Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, ‘Inspection report on Border Force operations at Gatwick, July 2017’ (published 12 July
2017). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inspection-report-on-border-force-operations-at-gatwick-july-2017

3 GOV.UK, Immigration system statistics data tables, year ending December 2025, (Passenger arrivals — Summary Tables, Tab Arr_02), (updated

26 February 2026). https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/immigration-system-statistics-data-tables#passenger-arrivals

4 GOV.UK, Immigration system statistics data tables, year ending December 2025, (Returns Summary Table, Tab Ret_01, column ‘Refused entry at port
and subsequently departed, total’), (updated 26 February 2026). https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/immigration-system-statistics-
data-tables#returns

5 Figures are percentage of overall refusals cases where Border Forces had recorded a reason for refusal. See Annex B for data source and caveats.
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2.1

2.2

2.3

24

2.5

2.6

2.7

Summary of findings

This inspection looked at current practice on refusals at the border as well as what refusals
might look like in the future following transformation to a digitised, contactless border. This
inspection also explored practice at maritime ports, airports, and juxtaposed controls.

Historically, the face-to-face interaction of an Immigration official with an individual about to
enter the country has been a fundamental part of managing and controlling entry and ensuring
the overall security of the border.

This inspection has shown that the current arrangements for refusals at the border do not
constitute a coherent system with a co-ordinated approach across the UK. There is no overall
strategy or associated priority, making it difficult for individual Border Force teams to allocate
resources between this and other priorities such as queue management at Primary Control
Points (PCPs). Practices vary from entry port to entry port.

Data collection is poor, with no standards for what is needed to assess performance or provide
evidence for more strategic assessments. These weaknesses significantly limit effective
assurance. There is no nationally co-ordinated approach to assuring refusals casework or

the data that underpins it, resulting in a patchwork of local and regional activity with limited
national oversight. At the time of this inspection, the operational case database, Atlas, could
not readily capture or extract key information needed for analysis.

All that being so, the current system is not broken, and there is no evidence that people are
being refused entry inappropriately. Much work is needed, though, if this aspect of controlling
entry to the UK is to be truly fit for purpose.

However, the current system is a historical model developed when the face-to-face interaction
with an Immigration Officer was an essential part of border control. Digitisation of the border
potentially changes this, with the emphasis on prevention moving upstream into checks
carried out before the individual travels, as well as greater reliance on intelligence. This could
fundamentally change the need and/or nature for any interaction at the border and the skills
required by Border Force officers in the future.

However, in the rollout of the border digitisation, this inspection could find limited evidence
that thought has been given to whether that interaction element is still needed, or how it is
to be integrated into a digitised operating model. Before deciding on what to undertake with
the current refusals’ operations, it is essential that the future role of this activity within a fully
digitised border is decided, to avoid nugatory work being undertaken with little or no long-
term benefit.



3. Recommendations

Recommendation 1

3.1 Border Force should expedite existing work to develop an operating model for a digitised
contactless border which clarifies what interactions may be needed at the physical border, so
that those who do not qualify for entry to the country are identified and refused entry. This can
then be the basis for evolving and improving the current system.

Recommendation 2

3.2 Assuming some form of face-to-face interaction at the physical border is part of any future
model, the current model of refusals at the border needs a complete overhaul that defines:

a clear aim, with measurable success factors

b. UK-wide leadership and governance arrangements to define standards and consistency
across all ports

c. the priority of this activity in relation to other activities at entry ports to enable robust
resource planning

d. training and mentoring programmes to ensure appropriate skills are developed and
maintained

e. data requirements and standards to enable effective performance management and
meaningful longer-term planning



4. Inspection findings: Overall aim

This section explores the overall aim of refusals at the
border and how it links with broader Home Office strategy,
how success is measured, and how commitment is ensured
throughout the business area.

Articulation of business aim

4.1 Border Force does not have a clearly defined aim for refusals casework at the border. Border
Force has an overall vision, a mission and a top priority of “maintaining a secure border”, but
these do not link to any aim for refusals work.

4.2 The absence of an aim for refusals casework, articulated in a vision or statement of purpose,
means that Border Force has not defined what is to be achieved, how, in general terms, it will
be accomplished, why it is important, and who will benefit from this important aspect of a
Border Force Officer’s role.

Clear measurement of success

4.3 Stemming from the absence of an aim, Border Force has not established a process (or a set
of critical success factors) for monitoring and assessing what is being achieved in respect of
refusals casework, nor has it identified the risks and issues that threaten delivery in this area.
The Border Force Operations Board considers aspects of performance, such as the level of
refusals for particular nationalities and ports, and it has acknowledged a need for further
definition of the outcomes that Border Force is seeking to achieve from immigration activity.
The Board has identified that this is required to inform metrics and performance expectations
for refusals work going forward.

Ownership and dissemination across the business area

4.4 The absence of an overall aim for the refusals process, clearly communicated, owned, and
understood at all levels within the business area, means that there is a missed opportunity to
ensure all individual and team objectives are in alignment. As set out in the following chapters
of this report, it also impacts on the other levels, for example in terms of clarity of roles and
responsibilities, and prioritisation.

4.5 Border Force Officers and managers consistently highlighted to inspectors the lack of clarity
about the aims of the Home Office’s plans for transformation of the border, and the impact
on their work on refusals. The plans involve greater use of existing intelligence, digitisation to
create a contactless border, and a new skill set for officers at the border, while the workforce
is contracting in size. However, there is a disconnect between these plans for the border and



proposed developments in the refusals process. This lack of coherence impacts on ownership
of the changes at the frontline, and there is a widely held perception among frontline staff
that the ulterior motive is to cut officer headcount, with the emphasis being skewed too much
towards a seamless border rather than the securing of the border.

Conclusion

4.6

The absence of a defined aim for Border Force’s work on refusals casework at the border and
of measures of success leaves staff without a clear steer on requirements and expectations.
This leads to inconsistencies in approach at the border, and a lack of clarity about what good
performance looks like.



5. Inspection findings: Roles and
responsibilities

This section explores how the overall role of the refusals
work is defined, and the structure and governance
arrangements, answering the question, “Who is doing
what?”

Organisational identity and roles

5.1 There is no senior leader in Border Force with specific responsibility for refusals at the
border. Additionally, there is no clear overarching strategy that shows how the various parts
of the business involved in refusals and cancellations are linked and work together. The role
of refusals and cancellations within the wider migration and borders system is not defined.
Without a single owner, there is no one accountable for setting national standards, maintaining
consistent measures of performance, or ensuring co-ordinated assurance activity.

5.2 A lack of national standards is evident in the inconsistency between regions in how refusals
casework is managed. The direction of casework is largely based on regional initiatives.
For example, one region has a caseworking forum which aims to share good practice and
troubleshoot difficult cases, while another has structured its rotas to ensure all staff receive
regular exposure to caseworking activity. The type and volume of casework will vary depending
on the passenger ‘traffic’ at a port, and therefore it is understandable that ports will manage
their workloads accordingly.

5.3 Without national standards, a passenger’s experience will vary depending on which port they
travel through, and performance cannot be assessed robustly and consistently.

5.4 The Home Office recognises that a more joined-up approach is needed for more complex
casework, and work is under way to move towards a standardised national model. This model
aims to introduce more robust central oversight and ensure a consistent approach across
regions, increasing operational efficiency and upskilling staff who will transfer their knowledge
to local ports. However, complex casework makes up just a small fraction of caseworking. The
vast majority of casework is standard, or non-complex, and similar issues that the new model
aims to fix will therefore remain but in greater volumes.

Assurance

5.5 The ‘Border Force Assurance Expectations’ set out the minimum standards required of
Border Force officers. They do not specifically reference refusals, although refusals activity
is encompassed in checks under broader themes. Managers carry out first-line assurance
for refusals. Second-line assurance is conducted by the Assurance Review Team (ART) and
regional teams or dedicated officers at port, such as the Heathrow Professionalism, Assurance,



Integrity and Risk Team (PAIR). Despite this, inspectors found it was difficult to identify who
was accountable for ensuring that subsequent recommendations or lessons learned from
assurance activity were implemented. For instance, poor record keeping in casework was
frequently identified as an area that required attention. This was borne out in inspectors’ case
examinations and in conversations with managers onsite.

Value-adding layers of accountability

5.6

5.7

Officers on the front line told inspectors,both in the staff survey for the inspection and during
onsite interviews, that some Higher Officers, who were responsible for ‘signing off’ a refusal
and first-line assurance, lacked operational experience, and they questioned their ability to
effectively scrutinise refusals decisions or provide operational support.

There was a perception among some officers that the approach adopted for refusals was
reliant on the Higher Officer on duty, as opposed to a national standard. Additionally, in the
staff survey, Higher Officers reported that they did not feel that they had adequate training to
equip them for their role. This left both Higher Officers and the officers who relied on them for
guidance vulnerable to poor decision-making.

Transparency and understanding

5.8

Crucially, officers at the border lacked awareness of how their role will change as part of the
Border Transformation. There was a perception from staff and managers whom inspectors
spoke to that an automated border will lead to less intentions testing, and that the loss of
human intervention will have a detrimental impact on the security of the border.® Senior
managers acknowledged that buy-in from officers was important and that communication was
key to avoiding misinformation about their future role.

Conclusion

5.9

Without a senior responsible owner for refusals, inconsistent practices had developed between
regions, which was particularly evident in the management of caseworking and assurance
activity. Improved governance would provide greater oversight and accountability for
recommendations, with lessons learned from assurance activity and reviews.

6 ‘Intentions testing’ is when an officer questions a passenger to establish and scrutinise their intention for entering the country.

10



6. Inspection findings: Priorities and values

This section explores how organisational values are reflected
in operational processes and the priority given to refusals.

Core values

6.1 Border Force does not have its own published set of values, but the Border Force UK
Operations Vision and Blueprint 2025-2028 states that the Home Office values (respectful,
collaborative, compassionate and courageous) “underpin everything we do”. This document
further states that Border Force “must create an environment where staff feel supported
and valued and one in which staff can develop, learn lessons and contribute to continuous
improvement”. It also acknowledges that Border Force needs to improve how it rewards staff,
and how it tackles poor behaviours to rebuild the trust of staff.

6.2 The Border Force Organisational Business Plan 2025-2026 sets out its desire to build a
‘safe place’ for staff. In July 2025, the Home Office Permanent Secretary commissioned an
Independent Review of Professional Standards to examine how Border Force, Immigration
Enforcement, and the Border Security Command define, communicate and uphold standards of
behaviour.

6.3 Inspectors conducted a survey of Border Force staff (see Annex A) which showed staff felt that
support from managers was inconsistent and their wellbeing was overridden by operational
pressures.

Ethical decision-making model

6.4 In response to the Windrush Lessons Learned Review in March 2020, the Home Office
developed the ethical decision-making model (EDM).” This was designed to be a tool for all
Home Office staff to use when making decisions. However, Border Force has identified the
need to improve the understanding of the tool by frontline staff, and it is to be relaunched to
ensure it is embedded in Border Force decision-making. An e-learning training package on the
EDM has been developed for frontline staff, casework hubs have been briefed on its use, and
Border Force Officers can now more easily record their use of the EDM on the Atlas system.

Prioritisation of refusals work

6.5 Inspectors reviewed the Border Force Operating Mandate (BFOM) and Border Force Control
Strategy to identify the priority given to refusals work. The BFOM has not been updated since
it was issued in February 2015, and refusals casework is not specifically mentioned in either
document. The BFOM states that, if the Border Force Officer dealing with a passenger has

7 Wendy Williams, ‘Windrush Lessons Learned Review’, HC 93 (published March 2020). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/windrush-
lessons-learned-review
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6.6

6.7

any doubts as to the passenger’s nationality, identity, or credibility, or the authenticity of their
documents, they “must subject the individual to further examination”. The Control Strategy
lists “Deceptive entry to the UK via immigration routes and identity crime (includes visas and
ETAs [electronic travel authorisations])” as Priority B but does not refer specifically to refusals
casework.

The lack of a priority framework that includes refusals at the border means that front-line staff
and managers are not clear on the importance of refusals in relation to other priorities, such
as queue management at the Primary Control Point (PCP). Staff told inspectors that Border
Force gave priority to the management of queues over refusals casework and that they had
experienced pressure from managers to grant passengers permission to enter the UK when
they felt further examination was appropriate. Staff reflected that refusals casework activity
generated less attention than queue waiting times, breaches of which required reporting to
senior management.

From interviews with staff, the inspection survey, operational observations, and the
examination of cases, it was clear to inspectors that, at times, queues were given higher
priority than refusals casework which, in turn, led to slower turnaround times for cases and
prolonged periods of detention for passengers subjected to further examination.

Learning culture

6.8

6.9

6.10

At the time of this inspection, inspectors found that Border Force did not have learning fully
embedded in its culture. Border Force collects a wide range of information on performance,
such as information from complaints, litigation, feedback on training, and individual officer
performance and assurance results. There was no overarching owner or strategy that
enabled the learning from these sources to be collated and formulated into a plan to improve
performance.

Inspectors were told that there was “no effective overview of the litigation caseload” and
that information on the risks identified in litigation cases was not being used to improve
performance. A senior manager said that there was a lack of priority given to understanding
the importance of managing cases well, and that improving processes could save considerable
amounts of money in litigation payouts.

Inspectors also found that lessons from more complex cases were not being learned. There was
no national mechanism for issues identified in these cases to be co-ordinated and analysed and
for learning to be disseminated, leading to missed opportunities to drive up standards.

Priority for data quality

6.11

6.12

Inspectors found that data quality was not a priority for Border Force in its work on refusals at
the border and this was a factor in the lack of overarching leadership for data quality. The data
Border Force captures and records is not given the level of importance it merits considering the
vital role it plays in enabling Border Force leaders to fully understand the business and risks to
operations. Consequently, frontline staff and managers did not see accurate and complete data
capture as a priority.

While the Border Force UK Operations Vision and Blueprint 2025-2028 document highlights the
need for “leveraging data and analysis to drive informed decision-making”, it does not mention
the need to improve or assure the accuracy and integrity of data.

12



Conclusion

6.13

This inspection found that the lack of a prioritisation framework led to confusion among
frontline staff about the importance of refusals work relative to other priorities such as
management of queues at the PCP. It had also led to passengers being delayed, increased time
in detention, and some individuals not being subjected to further examination at all, despite
officers considering it necessary. Inspectors also identified an absence of a coherent learning
culture and limited focus on data quality, depriving Border Force of opportunities to improve
its performance and reduce the risk of reputational damage and financial loss.

13



7. Inspection findings: Resources

This section explores how people resources are being
managed to ensure the right people are in the right roles,
with the appropriate skills to undertake refusals work.

Workforce planning

71 Managers from across Border Force regions raised concerns about the quality of delegates
coming out of initial training, citing inadequacies in knowledge, skills, and behaviours. An
internal review in May 2024 found that some newly recruited staff did not have a good grasp
of English or basic IT skills, and some even had complex learning needs. The review made
recommendations relating to recruitment, onboarding, and training. During the onsite phase of
this inspection, managers raised ongoing concerns about the readiness and capability of new
recruits when they started working at a port.

Training

7.2 New Border Force Officers (BFOs) undergo the Immigration Foundation Course (IFC), which
is intended to provide them with the skills necessary to work at UK ports of arrival. Staff and
managers consistently stated that the course did not equip them with the skills needed to
undertake refusals work. Border Force had recognised this, and at the time of the inspection
it was designing a new curriculum for the IFC which it planned to finalise by the end of
March 2026.

7.3 Border Force managers told inspectors that new officers were no longer required to ‘pass’ the
IFC, which had led to some staff starting work at a port who were not of the required standard.
However, inspectors were told that a pass requirement for the IFC would be reintroduced in

January 2026.
Mentoring
74 On completion of the IFC, BFOs undertake a period of mentoring at port where they work with

an Operational Training Officer (OTO) who acts as their mentor to “ensure they are able to
fully and effectively apply the skills and knowledge from their foundation training”. Mentoring
is designed to “embed their learning and teach them [BFOs] about local processes”. Staff who
responded to the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration survey indicated
that their OTO experience had been positive, with 79% agreeing or strongly agreeing that their
OTO had provided them with useful guidance and feedback.

7.5 Inspectors were told across the ports they visited that, despite being allocated an OTO and
the OTO being supportive, new staff were not released from the Primary Control Point (PCP)

14



7.6

frequently enough to undertake refusals casework. This was because managers preferred to
allocate cases to more experienced staff who could complete the work more quickly due to the
perceived priority of queue management.

Inspectors also heard concerns that inexperienced staff were being given the role of

OTO. Border Force had recognised this, and a review in late 2024 recommended that the
“requirement to have two or more years of relevant operational experience be included in
the mentor selection process”. BFOs told inspectors they were concerned that, in some ports
where there was more limited refusals casework, the lack of exposure to this work meant that
the skills they had learned during training had faded.

Modern Skills Programme

7.7

As part of Border Transformation, a national central training record is being created by Border
Force Learning and Development along with national standards for the various roles and
functions carried out by BFOs both in the present day and in the future. The programme is also
creating a range of ‘role profiles’ that will set out the skills and training officers will require for
roles that currently exist and those that will be needed due to border transformation. Both the
database and role profiles were still being developed at the time of drafting this report, but
they are positive steps.

Guidance

7.8

7.9

7.10

The main guidance document for refusals work is ‘Refusal and cancellation of permission to
enter’, which was last updated on 11 November 2025. In addition, there is a significant number
of further guidance and policy updates which are kept in numerous locations, such as the
Home Office SharePoint site, a bespoke database called Ocelot, as well as local and regional
SharePoint sites.

BFOs found guidance for refusals casework difficult to access, and hard to understand when
they did find it. The inspection survey revealed that 42% of staff found guidance hard to locate,
with only 11% stating it was easy to find. Of those who completed the survey, 29% reported
that guidance was either “slightly helpful” or “not helpful at all”.

Inspectors found that, in an attempt to support staff, local and regional guidance documents
had been created. In addition, Border Force is reliant on staff reading their emails or the
briefings they receive on changes to policy or procedure. Border Force acknowledged to
inspectors that this had led to inconsistencies in practice across ports. Trade unions also
reported that guidance to Border Force staff was fragmented and could be difficult to
access, with staff having to trawl through updates to ensure they were following the correct
procedures.

Conclusion

7.11

Overall, inspectors found that, while Border Force was taking steps to improve the training,
mentoring and guidance provided to new BFOs, significant gaps remained. Initial training does
not sufficiently prepare officers for refusals casework, mentoring is constrained by operational
pressures, and guidance is dispersed and difficult to navigate, leading to inconsistent practices
across ports. Planned improvements, including a refreshed IFC curriculum, strengthened OTO
requirements, and the development of national training records and role profiles have the

15



potential to address these issues, but their impact will depend on effective implementation and
consistent application across the organisation.
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8. Inspection findings: Operating processes

This section focuses on the data used to manage day-to-day
business activities and the impact of quality assurance. It
also explores the efficiency, effectiveness and consistency of
current processes.

Daily operations and output delivery

Refusals data

8.1 Border Force management does not have accurate and reliable key information concerning
refusals activity with which to make associated resourcing decisions, nor sound data to inform
strategic and operational plans.

8.2 In keeping with many other recent Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration
reports, data supplied as evidence for this inspection was of a poor standard. Records were
incomplete or erroneous for a multitude of individual refused passengers in that data (see
Annex B for examples).

8.3 Such poor-quality baseline data indicates an ineffective data-quality assurance regime and a
lack of senior management curiosity, scrutiny, and challenge of the data being collected in their
business area. It may also call into question the accuracy of data published publicly relating to
refused and removed individuals.

8.4 This issue has been known to Border Force for some time.

Recording of case details

8.5 Inspectors undertook a detailed examination of 100 randomly selected case records from
Atlas and found that the recording of data was incomplete and inconsistent (see Annex C for
examples).

8.6 This examination revealed the following in the recording of case records:

e alack of consistency in the structure, content, and expected standard of case minutes and
associated attachments

e the absence of a standardised naming convention for saved attachments

e alack of clarity and consistency relating to minimum data requirements and standards to
meet Border Force’s management information needs

8.7 Inspectors also observed an inconsistency between ports, with a reliance on an increasing
number of locally introduced paper forms during the refusals process (such as Primary Control
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8.8

Point (PCP) note pro formas and baggage search pro formas) being retained for subsequent
recording of evidence.

The lack of unambiguous guidance and associated illustrative reference material for both the
refusals procedures and the accompanying data recording on Atlas means that there are no
clear, consistent national standards or expectations as to how Border Force wants this aspect
of its work undertaken and recorded.

Quality assurance processes

8.9

8.10

8.11

8.12

8.13

8.14

Inspectors found that there was no national co-ordinated approach to the assurance of refusals
casework processes or the information and data that was recorded as a result of an individual
being refused entry to the UK.

While inspectors heard about, and observed, some pockets of good practice, the results
and outcomes of this work did not inform a national approach. Examples of such good
practice were:

e one region had instigated a ‘no-blame’ review process to identify improvements
¢ the development of regional caseworking hubs to build expertise®

e the National Caseworking Forum providing opportunities to discuss issues and share
notable practice

e the establishment of a Border Force Performance and Standards Board which has within its
remit oversight of assurance issues

e the development of the National Immigration Casework Oversight Team (NICOT)

The case examination exercise undertaken identified that the correct level of manager
authorisation for a refusal decision was granted in all 100 cases examined. However, it
uncovered only two cases in which the notes recorded on Atlas indicated that a manager had
subsequently reviewed or assessed the case and how it had been documented. Either first-line
assurance was not routinely taking place or, if it was, it was not being recorded for each case in
which it had been undertaken.

In the main, caseworking oversight and review appeared to focus mainly on the ‘complex’ cases
which involved instances in which barriers to removal had arisen or legal challenges had been
submitted. There was limited evidence of assurance of the wider cohort of all refusals cases to
understand the levels of consistency, accuracy, and efficiency with which this work was being
undertaken.

In the survey conducted by inspectors, of the 514 Border Force staff who responded to the
question, “In the past six months have you received any feedback relating to your work on
refusals?” 352 (68.49%) stated that they had received no such feedback.

In summary, Border Force was missing the opportunity to guide improvements towards
more standardised processes and practices for refusals work, underpinned by consistent,
comprehensive, and trusted data collection. This is an area in which NICOT could provide a
centralised focus for Border Force to improve these aspects of its refusals work including
guidance, expectations, and assurance.

8 Regional casework hubs, located at Manchester, Heathrow, and Gatwick airports, are designed to serve as specialised units within Border Force
operations, tasked with handling complex immigration casework.
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Publicly available data concerning refusals work

8.15

8.16

8.17

The government published statistics concerning people who have been refused and removed
by Border Force from UK ports and juxtaposed controls are potentially misleading and do not
reflect the true level of decision-making involved. Such statistics can be found on the GOV.UK
website as ‘Returns’.®

This statement is based on two observations by inspectors when researching this data:

e the statistics are based on unreliable data contained in the Atlas system

e the data forming part of the refused and returned statistics includes would-be clandestine
entrants and passengers who ‘elect to embark’*°

Due to the inclusion of both detected clandestine entrants and ‘elect to embark’ (ETE) cases
within refusals case data, Border Force does not have a clear baseline of statistics on which
to base future resource requirements for discretionary decision-making taking place at

the border.

Efficiency and productivity enhancements

Systems availability at the Primary Control Point

8.18

In recent years, Border Force has moved to, and adapted, a system called ‘Border Crossing’
(BX). This system provides access to multiple databases, giving officers on the Primary Control
Point (PCP) desks immediate access to a passenger’s immigration status and other relevant
information to support decisions on the right of entry to the UK. This has led to the increased
availability of officers at the PCP desks.

Conclusion

8.19

8.20

Border Force does not hold accurate or reliable management information on refusals activity.
Data was found to be incomplete and contained errors, calling into question its suitability

for operational decision-making, strategic planning, public reporting and the defence of

legal challenges. There is insufficient senior management scrutiny of the data collected

and ineffective data quality assurance. There is also an absence of clear national guidance,
minimum data requirements, and standardised recording methodologies for refusals work.

Assurance activity in respect of refusals varies by region, with some examples of good
practice, but these are not systematically shared or used to inform a national approach. This
represents a missed opportunity to improve consistency, capability, and confidence in refusals
decision-making and recording practices.

9 GOV.UK, Immigration system statistics data tables, year ending December 2025, (Returns detailed datasets, Tab Ret_D01, column ‘Return type group
= ‘Refused entry at port and subsequently departed’), updated 26 February 2026. https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/immigration-
system-statistics-data-tables#returns

10 The ‘decision’ to refuse a detected would-be clandestine entrant involves, in almost all cases, no real decision-making, but is, in practice, an
outcome enacted by administrative process to enable removal directions to be set for the individual. Passengers who have been issued with form 1S81
(liable for further examination) but who decide, prior to a decision on their entry being made, to withdraw their application and return to their port
of embarkation, are classified as having chosen to ‘elect to embark’ (ETE). A recorded ETE event does not invoke a Border Force decision to refuse the

passenger.

11 Examples of such data include checking passenger details against watchlists, including for criminality, fingerprint matches, visa and electronic travel
authorisation (ETA) application details, and biometric passport chip verification.
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9. Inspection findings: External environment

This section explores external and environmental factors
that may impact on the quality and effectiveness of refusals
work at the border.

Stakeholder views and activities

Carriers and port owners and operators

9.1 The overarching border security arrangements place significant operational responsibility on
carriers and port operators because checks are increasingly applied before passengers reach
the UK, meaning boarding of a plane or vessel is often denied, rather than a refusal occurring at
the border. While relationships with the Home Office and Border Force are generally positive,
uncertainty around timelines, processes, and readiness — particularly ahead of enforcement
of the electronic travel authorisation (ETA) requirement — creates a risk of more passengers
being denied boarding for non-compliance.’? This in turn increases passenger processing
times, putting additional pressure on carriers and ports to manage instances where boarding is
denied, and to support travellers at short notice. It also exposes carriers to financial penalties
and reputational damage under the Authority to Carry Scheme.*?

Legal representatives and interest groups

9.2 This inspection found that, in relation to border transformation, Home Office engagement and
operational design was mainly focused on carriers. Although formal engagement mechanisms
exist, legal representatives and interest groups reported that these arrangements do not
address individual passengers’ concerns relating to entry to the UK, including digital status,
eVisas, and ETA requirements.* The closure of the dedicated passenger helpline in March
2025, alongside increased investment in carrier support, has shifted responsibility and risk onto
passengers.’® Guidance on proving digital status is unclear and applied inconsistently by carriers
and Border Force staff.

9.3 These issues have a direct and negative impact on the efficiency and effectiveness of the
refusals process. Unclear or incorrect digital status information increases the time required
to assess passengers, by carriers on departure, and Border Force at ports of entry, slowing
decision-making and reducing throughput. Issues that are not resolved early re-emerge at the

12 Enforcement means that passengers arriving at the UK border without an ETA who require one will be liable to be refused entry to the UK, and
carriers may incur financial penalties.

13 GOV.UK, ‘Authority to Carry Scheme 2023’ (published 3 April 2023). https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/authority-to-carry-scheme-2023
14 Stakeholders reported these issues included eVisa accounts displaying incorrect status (‘dependent’ instead of ‘indefinite leave to remain’), being
unable to link or update identity documents to their account — particularly for those with dual nationality or EU settled status, messages such as “we
cannot show proof of your status”, or “we are unable to view your status”.

15 The3million, ‘Reply from the Home Office about the closure of the Passenger Support Helpline’ (published 25 April 2025). https://the3million.org.
uk/publication/2025042501
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border instead. As a result, carriers and Border Force staff undertake additional checks, leading
to escalations and rework. At the same time, inconsistent application of rules and reliance on
imperfect evidence or data heighten the risk of incorrect refusals or unnecessary interventions,
undermining decision quality and legal robustness. This is likely to lead to a refusals process
that is slower, more resource-intensive, and higher-risk, with increased complaints, litigation,
and potential compensation, and with disproportionate impacts on vulnerable passengers or
those with complex immigration status.

The Authority to Carry Scheme

9.4

9.5

Under the Authority to Carry (ATC) Scheme, carriers may be refused authority to carry certain
individuals to the UK. People in scope of the ATC Scheme are generally inadmissible, and the
effect of the operation of the Scheme is to reduce the number of refusals of permission to
enter at ports.

Non-compliance is costly for carriers and, as a result, is less likely to occur. From the Home
Office’s point of view, the scheme acts as effective prevention of inadmissible passengers
reaching the UK. However, stakeholder evidence provided to this inspection showed carriers,
legal representatives, and interest groups remain concerned about whether boarding is being
denied correctly, and whether messaging around permissions to enter the UK and eVisa
accounts are accurate.'®

Transformation activities

9.6

9.7

9.8

The Home Office does not yet understand how border digitisation is affecting refusals at

the border. There is no reliable baseline data for refusals and cancellations, and no analysis
has been undertaken to assess the impact of eVisas since their rollout began in 2018. The
introduction of ETA enforcement from February 2026 creates a new refusal trigger for
passengers arriving without a required ETA. Although overall refusals volumes are small, even
a modest increase resulting from ETA enforcement would have a disproportionately large
operational impact on staffing, casework, and decision-making at ports.

There is a lack of consideration of what refusals work will look like when ETAs and eVisas
are fully implemented. Later phases of ETA enforcement are to be determined by data from
earlier phases, but no dates have been set for full enforcement, limiting effective forward
planning. The Home Office has not analysed how refusals work will operate in a fully digital
border, and poor data quality has led to reliance on assumptions and “subject matter expert
judgement”.” As a result, there is no clearly articulated end-state for refusals work, creating
a risk that refusals become reactive, rather than a deliberately designed component of the
transformed border.

At the time of the inspection, the Home Office had not considered the impact of reduced
intentions testing at the border as a result of transformation.'® ETAs have not yet demonstrated
meaningful intelligence benefits [redacted]. Home Office analysis concluded that ETAs are likely
to have minimal impact on detecting known threats, while potentially reducing the border’s
ability to identify unknown risks, and no subsequent evaluation has been provided. Border

16 In its factual accuracy response, the Home Office stated it was “not aware of any evidence or information to suggest that carriers, legal
representatives or interest groups have any concerns about whether refusal of Authority to Carry is being applied correctly”.

17 Internal Home Office analysis document.

18 Inits factual accuracy response the Home Office stated: “The Home Office is considering the impact of reduced intentions testing at the border as
a result of transformation. As the related systems (contactless travel and Intelligent Border) and specific job roles are in the discovery and design phase
the exact impact has not been measured, analysis and modelling is ongoing.”
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Force officers also described being disconnected from the intelligence cycle, with limited
evidence that refusals and cancellations feed intelligence back into the system. In this context,
intentions testing remains one of the few mechanisms available to identify risks not visible

in advance data, helping ensure refusals continue to function as a protective security control
rather than solely a procedural enforcement activity.

IT infrastructure

9.9

9.10

9.11

9.12

The move towards the digitisation of the border is heavily reliant on information technology
(IT) systems. Improvements to systems available to officers at the border mean officers

can access real-time information to facilitate decisions, systems are reliable, and business
continuity plans are in place in the event of outages. However, the Atlas system was not
designed for Border Force casework, and it does not currently enable the collection of the data
required to analyse refusals and cancellations at the border. This forces reliance on anecdotal
rather than robust data, and limits learning and assurance.

This inspection found a comprehensive business continuity framework is in place to support
the ongoing delivery of critical border operations during periods of disruption, including digital
system outages. This was underpinned by significant investment in IT and continuity planning
at both national and regional levels.

A process to remove outdated ‘negative immigration history’ from border systems at the point
of entry had been implemented to prevent unnecessary ‘stops’ at the border.’ An Interim
Operational Instruction issued in October 2025 outlined the process, but staff repeatedly
raised with inspectors the issue of negative immigration history creating unnecessary stops,
suggesting awareness of the process was low.

The inspection survey and inspectors’ observations demonstrated that the Atlas casework
system is complex, unintuitive, and poorly suited to refusals casework. Key data is often not
required or cannot be recorded accurately. For example, although it is necessary to enter the
time that an I1S81 detention notice is issued to a passenger, this data cannot be extracted,
despite it being important case management information. Refusals cases progress slowly and
staff rely increasingly on workarounds. This increases the burden on Border Force staff, raising
the risk of errors and reducing resilience by heightening resourcing, mentoring, and training
pressures.

Working environment

9.13

9.14

Some issues relating to detention facilities, including controlled waiting areas and whether a
port had a third-party provider managing detention, were raised by stakeholders and Border
Force staff. These issues appeared to be created as much by the low levels of refusals and
cancellations and resulting resourcing as by the infrastructure.

The struggle to align infrastructure changes between Border Force and ports can mean that
modernisation is delayed or delivered in ways that do not fully meet operational needs. This
can lead to persistent inefficiencies in passenger flow, case handling, and use of detention
facilities from a Border Force point of view. Over time, this may entrench a cycle in which
limited refusals activity justifies minimal investment, reinforcing the very constraints that cause
operational strain and presenting a greater risk of errors or inconsistent decision-making.

19 ‘Negative immigration history’ refers to past behaviour or outcomes that reflect non-compliance, adverse decisions, or credibility concernsin a
person’s interactions with the immigration system.
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Staff may feel incentivised — consciously or unconsciously — not to refuse passengers unless
absolutely necessary. This could affect the robustness of decision-making at the border and
undermine policy intent.

Conclusion

9.15

9.16

This inspection found that, while the transformation of the UK border through digitisation,
eVisas, and the phased enforcement of ETAs is progressing, it is doing so with limited evidence
of impact. Operational delivery is constrained by limitations in IT systems and data capture,
and the Home Office does not have a robust evidence base to assess how these changes affect
refusals, operational resilience, or passenger experience. This lack of baseline data constrains
the Home Office’s ability to judge whether transformation objectives are being met, or to
anticipate and mitigate emerging risks.

The Authority to Carry Scheme continues to be an effective compliance lever for carriers,
reducing the likelihood of passengers without permission to travel being able to proceed to
the UK. However, the introduction of the enforcement of ETAs may increase pressures for both
Border Force and carriers, particularly if passengers are denied boarding due to unresolved
issues or confusion around digital status. The reliance on carrier-facing communication,
alongside reduced direct engagement with passengers, increases the risk of misunderstanding
and inconsistent application of controls.
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Annex A: ICIBI survey of Border Force staff

Background

Inspectors conducted a survey of Border Force staff involved in refusals at the border in October
2025. The survey was targeted at Border Force Assistant Officers, Officers, Higher Officers and
Senior Officers.

Respondents

520 responses were received

70% of replies were from staff who usually worked at airports, with 16% usually working at a
‘juxtaposed port’ and 11% at a seaport

75% of respondents either ‘very often’ or ‘often” worked on the Primary Control Point and 85%
‘sometimes’, ‘often’ or ‘very often’ worked on, oversaw, or managed refusals at the border cases

Key findings

56% of respondents reported that the Immigration Foundation Course had not equipped them with
the skills they needed to undertake work on refusals

78% agreed that their mentor had provided useful feedback and guidance
32% disagreed that they felt adequately supported to deliver their responsibilities
42% of staff said it was difficult to find operational guidance in relation to refusals

68% said they had not had any feedback on their work on refusals in the previous six months
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Annex B: Data quality concerns

Background

Border Force provided an Excel spreadsheet containing 9,271 individual lines of data. Each line related
to an individual passenger who had been subject to refusal at the border during the period 1 January
2025 to 30 June 2025, inclusive. The data was taken from the operational case database, Atlas.
Inspectors found significant issues with the quality of this data.

Findings

Unique identifier

e 82 records had no ‘unique application number’

Form I1S81 — erroneous dates
e 32 records showed dates for the Border Force Officer’s initial encounter with the passenger that
were in the future (i.e. after 30 June 2025), including one for 21 May 6202

e 186 records pre-dated 1 January 2025 by more than six months (that is, they stated that they were
issued before 1 July 2024), including three in the 1980s

e three records had no date recorded

Erroneous detention start date/time
e 165 records (where a detention record start date/time was recorded) had a detention date
commencing prior to the issue of a form 1S81

e 411 records had no detention start date/time recorded, including 11 records where the refusal
reason was ‘Subject to Deportation Order’, ‘Exclusion Conducive to the Public Good’, or ‘Convicted
of a Criminal Offence in the UK/Abroad’

Refusal code absent

e 708 records had no recorded refusal code (this represents 7.6% of the entire data set, or
approximately 1 in 13 refused passengers; in these instances, Border Force is unable to ascertain
the principal reason for a person being refused from its own database)

Erroneous removal outcome date

e 48 records where the recorded removal outcome date was prior to 1 January 2025 (that is,
definitely before the passenger was recorded as having been refused), with the earliest recorded as
2 February 1016
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Annex C: ICIBl examination of refusals cases

Methodology

Inspectors undertook a detailed examination of 100 randomly selected case records from 9,271 records
provided by Border Force. These covered refusal decisions recorded as being made between 1 January
2025 and 30 June 2025, inclusive. This selection was proportionate in number to the refusals made at
the different types of port with a Border Force presence, that is, UK-based, juxtaposed, and Holyhead
(the port which processes the majority of arrivals from the Common Travel Area).

Inspectors examined these records for evidence of the following:

e completeness of record keeping

e consistency of record-keeping style and detail

e ease with which case progression could be followed and understood

e full consideration of collected information to demonstrate decision-making rationale

e retention of evidence, including consistent file naming

Statistics

e 62 cases involved males and 38 involved females

e 37 different nationalities were recorded, the top three being Romanian (29), Brazilian (8), and
Indian (6)

e ages ranged from 15 years and six months to 72 years and 10 months

e 11 cases involved clandestine detections across three juxtaposed ports in northern France (Calais,
Coquelles, and Dunkirk)

Findings

Case progression

Inspectors could not easily follow the case progression in 20 instances; for 12 of these, it was because
case minutes could not be found, and for the other eight, it was because the case minutes were not
clear enough.

Case decision clearly argued (excluding the refusal notice wording)

Inspectors could not find a clearly argued (weighing up the positives and negatives) case decision in the
case minutes in 25 instances; for 12 of these, it was because case minutes could not be found, and for
the remaining 13, it was because case minutes were not detailed enough.
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Refusing and authorising officers named

A record for both roles (no blank fields) was on Atlas for 100% of examined cases.

Detention records

e one case did not have a detention start date and time recorded on Atlas

e in 40 cases, inspectors could not find a date and time recorded for the service of form IS91R to the
passenger; in an additional three cases where the date was recorded, the time of service was not

¢ intwo additional cases, the service of the IS91R was recorded in the minutes as pre-dating the
service of the IS81 (both cases recorded the service of the IS91R as being in 2024 — one in August
and one in December)

Obvious errors on the refusal notice

Inspectors found obvious errors on the refusal notice in 12 instances.

No obviously erroneous refusal decisions

Inspectors did not specifically set out to assess whether each individual refusal decision was ‘correct’,
only that any recorded justification was in line with any recorded or retained evidence and had been
considered in a balanced and holistic manner against the relevant immigration rules. However, it should
be noted that inspectors found no cases in the examination subset in which the decision to refuse the
passenger was obviously erroneous.
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Annex D: Role and remit of the Independent
Chief Inspector

The role of the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration (until 2012, the Chief
Inspector of the UK Border Agency) was established by the UK Borders Act 2007. Sections 48-56

of the UK Borders Act 2007 (as amended) provide the legislative framework for the inspection of
the efficiency and effectiveness of the performance of functions relating to immigration, asylum,
nationality and customs by the Home Secretary and by any person exercising such functions on their
behalf. The legislation empowers the Independent Chief Inspector to monitor, report on and make
recommendations about all such functions and in particular:

e consistency of approach

e the practice and performance of listed persons compared to other persons doing similar activities
e the procedure in making decisions

e the treatment of claimants and applicants

e certification under section 94 of the Nationality, Immigration and Asylum At 2002 (c. 41) (unfounded
claim)

e the law about discrimination in the exercise of functions, including reliance on paragraph 17 of
Schedule 3 to the Equality Act 2010 (exception for immigration functions)

e the procedure in relation to the exercise of enforcement powers (including powers of arrest, entry,
search and seizure)

e practice and procedure in relation to the prevention, detection and investigation of offences
e the procedure in relation to the conduct of criminal proceedings

e whether customs functions have been appropriately exercised by the Secretary of State and the
Director of Border Revenue

e the provision of information
e the handling of complaints; and

e the content of information about conditions in countries outside the United Kingdom, which the
Secretary of State compiles and makes available, for purposes connected with immigration and
asylum, to immigration officers and other officials.

In addition, the legislation enables the Secretary of State to request the Independent Chief Inspector to
report to them in writing in relation to specified matters.

The legislation requires the Independent Chief Inspector to report in writing to the Secretary of State.
The Secretary of State lays all reports before Parliament, which they have committed to do within eight
weeks of receipt, subject to both Houses of Parliament being in session.

Reports are published in full except for any material that the Secretary of State determines it is
undesirable to publish for reasons of national security or where publication might jeopardise an
individual’s safety, in which case the legislation permits the Secretary of State to omit the relevant
passages from the published report.
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As soon as a report has been laid in Parliament, it is published on the Inspectorate’s website, together
with the Home Office’s response to the report and recommendations.
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Annex E: ICIBI ‘expectations’

Background and explanatory documents are easy to
understand and use (e.g. statements of intent (both
ministerial and managerial), impact assessments, legislation,
policies, guidance, instructions, strategies, business plans,
intranet and GOV.UK pages, posters, leaflets etc.)

They are written in plain, unambiguous English (with foreign language versions available, where
appropriate)

They are kept up to date

They are readily accessible to anyone who needs to rely on them (with online signposting and links,
wherever possible)

Processes are simple to follow and transparent

They are IT-enabled and include input formatting to prevent users from making data entry errors

Mandatory requirements, including the nature and extent of evidence required to support
applications and claims, are clearly defined

The potential for blockages and delays is designed out, wherever possible

They are resourced to meet time and quality standards (including legal requirements, Service Level
Agreements, published targets)

Anyone exercising an immigration, asylum, nationality or
customs function on behalf of the Home Secretary is fully
competent

Individuals understand their role, responsibilities, accountabilities and powers

Everyone receives the training they need for their current role and for their professional
development, plus regular feedback on their performance

Individuals and teams have the tools, support and leadership they need to perform efficiently,
effectively and lawfully

Everyone is making full use of their powers and capabilities, including to prevent, detect, investigate
and, where appropriate, prosecute offences

The workplace culture ensures that individuals feel able to raise concerns and issues without fear of
the consequences
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Decisions and actions are ‘right first time’

e They are demonstrably evidence-based or, where appropriate, intelligence-led
e They are made in accordance with relevant legislation and guidance
e They are reasonable (in light of the available evidence) and consistent

e They are recorded and communicated accurately, in the required format and detail, and can be
readily retrieved (with due regard to data protection requirements)

Errors are identified, acknowledged and promptly ‘put right’

e Safeguards, management oversight, and quality assurance measures are in place, are tested and are
seen to be effective

e Complaints are handled efficiently, effectively and consistently

e Lessons are learned and shared, including from administrative reviews and litigation

e There is a commitment to continuous improvement, including by the prompt implementation of
recommendations from reviews, inspections and audits

Each immigration, asylum, nationality or customs function
has a Home Office ‘owner’

The Home Office ‘owner’ is accountable for:

e implementation of relevant policies and processes

e performance (informed by routine collection and analysis of management information (Ml) and
data, and monitoring of agreed targets/deliverables/budgets)

e resourcing (including workforce planning and capability development, including knowledge and
information management)

* managing risks (including maintaining a risk register)

e communications, collaborations and deconfliction within the Home Office, with other government
departments and agencies, and other affected bodies

e effective monitoring and management of relevant contracted out services

e stakeholder engagement (including customers, applicants, claimants and their representatives)
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