International Women's Day 2022
Why immigration detention this IWD?

More than 1500 women who have come to the UK to seek asylum are inhumanely locked up in detention every year.
Most of these women are not removed from the UK, they are released back into the community to continue with
their cases, just one indication that immigration detention does not work. For the state, Detention is unnecessary and
expensive and for detainees, it is retraumatizing (many detainees are survivors of sexual violence, rape and torture).
Further, there is no time limit on immigration detention, meaning women can be locked up for undisclosed periods,
causing serious distress. At René Cassin we believe that every woman deserves liberty, dignity and a chance to rebuild
her life. Immigration detention makes this impossible, explicitly violating the rights of minoritised women. This
International Women's Day, we are shining a light on the injustice at your doorstep, the recent opening of
Hassockfield Women's Detention Centre. Women locked up there have no recourse to justice, little acceess to legal
advice and live in isolation.
As globalisation has made the world more accessible for some, it has become increasingly confined for migrants and
asylum seekers deemed unwelcomed by the UK’s hostile environment. For women in immigration detention, doubly
disempowered by misogyny and the hostile environment, the push to be seen as human is twice as hard.

ACTIVITY

Please read Elizabeth’s story. Personal testimony of women in detention is a vital antidote to the dehumanising
practice of detention. Elizabeth’s story first appeared in a report titled ‘We Are Still Here’, produced by Women
for Refugee Women in 2019 and highlighting women’s continued experiences in detention. Please note that this
piece deals with potentially distressing themes.
Consider: What added risks face women (specifically) in detention?
Consider: What role can communities play in opposing immigration detention?
Consider: What alternatives to detention could be feasible?

Hassockfield: Durham's Plans for Detaining Women

The Home Office has opened a new immigration detention centre for women in County Durham,
transferring the first women there on 28 December 2021. The centre has capacity for 80 women
and is on the site of the notorious Medomsley prison, in an area previously earmarked for housing
development. The Home Office is calling the new detention centre Derwentside (formerly known as
Hassockfield).
This move undermines previous Home Office commitments to reduce the number of people in
detention, especially vulnerable people, and signals the continued perpetration of state-violence
towards vulnerable women. The proposed new detention centre for women will be the first new
immigration detention centre to open for seven years. Local faith groups and activists and student
groups have mobilised to stop the opening of Hassockfield, holding prayer vigils at the site. It is our
aim to involve Jewish students local to the site in the campaigning activity, to help bolster
determined opposition to the detention of women.

RENE CASSIN AND IMMIGRATION DETENTION

Throughout history, the ability to seek refuge has been essential to Jewish survival. René Cassin
is a proud member of the Detention Forum and, as an essential step towards a fairer system, has
long campaigned for the introduction of a 28-day time limit on immigration detention. In other
areas of law, 28 days is the maximum time considered acceptable to hold someone without
charge. René Cassin also supports alternatives to detention, which would make the immigration
process more humane, more effective, and less costly.
At René Cassin, our work can only truly ‘remake the case for human rights’ if we attend to the
ways that women are dehumanised in detention, from racism and sexual violence to medical
neglect. For these reasons, we support a 28-day time limit on detention and use our platform to
bring faith groups in to support community alternatives to detention. A Jewish voice for human
rights must start at the margins and mobilise our community to make women human too,
treated with the respect and fairness they deserve.

TAKING ACTION

Join the site demonstrations! They take place
on the 3rd Saturday of each month. Please
contact Rachel on
rachel.volger@renecassin.org for more info.
19/3/22
16/4/22
21/5/22
18/6/22
16/7/22
20/8/22
17/09/22
15/10/22
19/11/22
19/12/22

READING MORE

TAKING ACTION

Our partners, Women for Refugee Women
are raising a legal challenge against the
government over its failure to provide legal
recourse for the women locked up. You
can donate by scanning the QR code
below:

-Detained (2014), showed that the majority of asylum-seeking women in detention are survivors of gender-based
violence and that detention has a negative impact on their mental health. One in five women had tried to kill themselves
in detention;
-I Am Human (2015), showed how women are denied privacy and dignity in detention. Forty percent of women had selfharmed in detention;
-We Are Still Here (2017), showed how vulnerable women are still being locked up despite the introduction of the Home
Office’s ‘Adults at Risk’ policy. One woman told us told us: ‘Detention is another form of torture. You think you’ve
escaped it in your country, but then you get here and you go through more’;
-From One Hell To Another (2019), showed that the Home Office is acting in contravention of its own policies against
the detention of trafficking victims, and locking up many women from China who have been forced into prostitution and
labour exploitation in the UK;
-Survivors Behind Bars (2021, with After Exploitation), showed that between 2017 and 2019, the detention of potential
trafficking survivors tripled, from 410 to 1256 people locked up.
- René Cassin » The Jewish case against immigration detention is a Jewish voice for women’s liberation (renecassin.org)

Appendix A: Elizabeth's Story
I was brought to the UK to do domestic work for a family. I was told I would make money to send
back to my children, but when I got here, I never got any pay. They treated me very badly and
made me work all day and into the night. Then, after a few years, I started to get problems with
my knees and was in a lot of pain. When the family realised that I wouldn’t be able to work
anymore that was it. They threw me out onto the street, and all of my things.
After that, I was in hospital, for an operation to have both knees replaced. While I was in there I
met someone from a women’s charity, and I told her how I had got to the UK and what happened
to me when I arrived. She explained that I had been trafficked: she helped me to find a solicitor,
and I made an asylum claim. I was moved into Home Office accommodation in Birmingham. But
after a while my claim was refused, and I had to leave that accommodation. I had nowhere to go,
and I was desperate. After a few days of being homeless, I collapsed on the street and was taken
to hospital. They told me to go to the local police station to ask for help. But the police held me in
the station for a night and then took me to Yarl’s Wood immigration detention centre.
Before I was detained I always had to walk with crutches. Inside Yarl’s Wood it got much worse. I
did not get the physiotherapy that I had been having before and so I became very stiff. My knees
swelled up and I couldn’t move around without a wheelchair. The officers at Yarl’s Wood would
not let me keep the wheelchair in my room and sometimes would not let me use it at all. They
often refused to help me in the wheelchair, and I had to ask other women who were detained
there to push me. Sometimes I would be stuck somewhere for hours, waiting for help to come.
Some days, when I was in a lot of pain, I would get up early to go to healthcare to get medication.
Healthcare was far away and it would take me a long time to arrange for the wheelchair and
someone to take me. Often I would arrive and be told that they were too busy and I would have to
wait. I would sit there for a long time, often until they closed for the day without seeing me,
meaning I’d have to go another day without pain medication. This was not the only way they took
away my medication. One doctor in healthcare prescribed me something that helped my knees
but when I went to the pharmacy to collect it again they said that I was not allowed it. The
officers ransacked my room looking for medicines. A man searched everywhere, even through my
knickers. When I asked him to stop he said he would report me for shouting. They took away a
cream that I needed for my knee. I became very depressed in detention. I didn’t really sleep while
I was there. Before I had been taking anti-depressants, but I didn’t have these in Yarl’s Wood.
Sometimes I thought about killing myself. I tried to be strong, but I can’t recall a day I didn’t cry.

The frustration gets to your brain and the worries are too much. After I had been in detention
for just over two months, they tried to remove me from the UK. When they took me to the
airport, they said I wasn’t allowed to use a wheelchair. And long before we got to the airport,
they put a waist restraint belt on me and two people pulled me along. It was so painful, and so
humiliating. I was crying, and telling them they were hurting me, but they just carried on. It was
so dark and I was so scared. There were five of them, two men and three women, restraining
only me – as if I’d have the strength to fight, I can barely walk. At the last minute, my solicitor
managed to stop the removal. Then they took me to Colnbrook, I think because they wanted to
try to remove me again that week. But Colnbrook said they didn’t have the facilities to look
after me, and they refused to take me.
When I was back in Yarl’s Wood, my knees had swollen up so badly, and I was in so much pain. It
was 3.00 a.m. and I had not eaten since breakfast the previous day.
After about three months, my solicitor found a care home for me to go to, and they released me
from detention. But even now, I am scared they will detain me again. I don’t know what’s going
to happen. It doesn’t feel like I am free.
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