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The Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) works with refugees and forcibly displaced
people in over 50 countries worldwide. JRS in the UK specifically works with
people held in immigration detention and with destitute people seeking
asylum, many of whom have also been in immigration detention. JRS UK runs
detention outreach services to Harmondsworth and Colnbrook Immigration
Removal Centres, providing practical, casework and pastoral support; and
provides practical support, accommodation, classes and activities, expert
advice and legal assistance for destitute asylum seekers, most of whom are
pursuing fresh asylum claims. JRS UK conducts research and policy-work to
amplify the voices of people with experience of detention and the asylum
system, and to advocate for change.
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For years, immigration and asylum legal
aid has been systematically reduced, and
there have been structural problems
with the Detained Duty Advice Scheme
(DDAS) that is supposed to facilitate
access to legal advice in detention. This
has created a situation where it is
extraordinarily difficult to access legal
advice and representation in detention,
the DDAS being badly broken:

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Many people cannot get legal
advice at all. Some people are
unaware of the DDAS or how it
operates. For those who are
aware, either, having signed up
for an initial consultation with a
legal advisor, they never hear
from one, or they hear from one
who refuses to take their case,
often citing lack of capacity.
Many legal advisors on the DDAS
refuse to take on cases requiring
‘Exceptional Case Funding’
though this is routinely needed
for work on immigration cases in
England and Wales.
Many people do not know what
happened at their DDAS
consultation, whether their case
has been taken on, or the name
of the advisor or firm they spoke
with. Failure to use interpreters
for those who need them and the
fact that most advice is remotely
provided hugely compound this
issue.

Legal advisors often only take on
part of a case. It is very common
only to take on bail applications
without addressing the
substantive aspects of a case, and
more broadly only to represent
clients on some aspects of a case.
Even where a legal advisor takes
on a case substantively, advice is
frequently, though not always, of
a poor quality.
This occurs alongside and
exacerbates wider systemic
problems with immigration and
asylum processes in detention.



People in immigration detention are held in prison-like conditions without time
limit. The decision to detain is made by a civil servant in order to facilitate
immigration procedures – it is administrative and does not go before a judge.
People in detention are very likely to be facing possible removal or deportation,
and navigating an immigration or asylum process that has vast implications for
their lives. For someone seeking asylum, the outcome of a case may be the
difference between rebuilding their life in safety in the UK and being sent back to
a place where they could be tortured and killed. For someone with children in the
UK, it could be the difference between raising their children and being unable to
see them for years, able only to communicate with them via video call. And the
legal processes involved in making decisions about immigration and asylum
cases are complicated and technical. It is simply not possible to navigate them
without high quality legal advice. Furthermore, legal advice is needed to
effectively challenge detention itself, so without it people who would otherwise
be released can remain in detention for months or years.  Therefore, people in
immigration detention in particular have an acute and urgent need for legal
representation.  

Through supporting people in Harmondsworth and Colnbrook IRCs, JRS UK has
observed over several years that people have greater and greater difficulty in
accessing even one-off legal advice, and even more so legal representation, with
the ongoing advice and support that entails. At the time of writing most people
in detention simply do not have meaningful access to any legal advice at all. We
have grown accustomed to encountering people who have sought asylum in the
UK and had their claim processed and refused, without ever managing to speak
with a legal advisor. 

INTRODUCTION



The profound problems with access to legal advice in detention are bound up
with a wider crisis of non-availability of asylum and immigration legal aid across
the UK. Even in the community, it is very difficult, and often impossible, for
people navigating the asylum or immigration systems to find a legal advisor, or
for support organisations to refer service-users to legal advisors. This situation has
developed from a successive, systematic reduction of legal aid over the past two
decades, drastically reducing the number of providers.¹ Over half of legal aid
providers for immigration and asylum cases were lost between 2005 and 2018,
with those that remain finding themselves severely over-stretched. Furthermore,
poor funding models mean they often struggle to get paid for all the work
undertaken, especially on complex cases. This can push providers to rush work,
reducing its quality, and disincentivises them from taking on complex cases.
Some firms now no longer take on asylum appeal work, even for existing clients.
The context in which legal aid asylum and immigration providers must work can
make it extremely difficult for them to do their jobs well. The announcement of
an increase in legal aid fees for immigration and asylum work is welcome, but
this step alone is insufficient to address the scale of the problem.¹ 

Against this background, there are specific structural problems with the
Detained Duty Advice Scheme, with changes to the contract in 2018-2019
resulting in reduced levels of relevant experience among providers on the
scheme. And even with a lawyer, being detained obstructs access to justice. It is
incredibly difficult to navigate asylum and immigration procedures in a context
where communication and ability to gather relevant information is so severely
hampered, and where most communication with legal advisors and support
networks is now likely to be remote.
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This report sits alongside other research highlighting profound problems with
access to legal advice in detention, and testimony from other NGOs supporting
people in detention.  Recently, JRS UK contributed to collaborative research by
the Jesuit Refugee Service throughout Europe, which demonstrated that
immigration detention obstructs access to justice and legal advice across
different European countries.  Among other things, that research highlighted the
need to continue monitoring the situation in the UK.
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THE RESEARCH PROJECT
IN BRIEF
To document the situation we were observing and analyse it in more depth,
JRS UK:  

Conducted a short survey with people we met with in welfare surgeries in
Harmondsworth IRC about their access to legal advice, between May and
June 2025. 47 people participated. 
Conducted casework analysis of cases from people held in Harmondsworth
and Colnbrook IRCs between August 2024 and June 2025, and semi-
structured interviews with people recently released from these centres. 



Daniel is a victim of trafficking who was criminally
exploited and then faced deportation. He has a partner
and young child in the UK. He desperately needed a
lawyer to fight his deportation. He explains: “[After I
signed up to the DDAS] I spoke to a guy once, he said he
was going to take my case. I kept calling and never got
through. I called 3 times a day. I was sometimes on hold
for an hour plus. I never got through to him”. 

THE DETAINED DUTY ADVICE
SCHEME: A BROKEN SYSTEM

Only 38% (18 out of 47) of participants had legal representation at all and
only 30% (14 out of 47) had legal representation via the DDAS. All those who
had legal representation other than via the DDAS had private lawyers – not
other legally aided representation.  When people signed up for an initial
consultation with a legal advisor on the DDAS, they faced numerous barriers to
actually getting legal advice:  

Many had received a call from a legal advisor, often after a long wait and
signing up several times, only to be told that the advisor was unable to take
their case.  
Often, no explanation was given. Otherwise, it was common for legal
advisors to cite lack of capacity or say they could not take on the type of
case the person had, often because legal aid was not available for it.
Importantly, no one who had been given an explanation as to why their
case could not be taken had been told that it was not meritorious or that
there was no realistic chance of success – i.e., no one had been told that it
wasn’t possible to represent them because their case wasn’t strong
enough. When following up for individuals, JRS UK has been told by several
legal firms on the DDAS that they will not or do not have capacity to
apply for Exceptional Case Funding.  Routinely, legal advisors don’t inform
people about ECF.
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The struggle to access a legal advisor
via the DDAS



In England and Wales, immigration cases – though not asylum
cases - are out of scope for automatic legal aid. This means that,
in order for legal advisors to get legal aid funding to work on
immigration cases, ‘Exceptional Case Funding’ (ECF) needs to be
secured – funding available for ‘out of scope’ cases if lack of legal
advice would result in someone’s human rights being breached.
For example, ECF is necessary for legal aid for applications to stay
in the UK based on family life. The need to apply for ECF places a
further administrative burden on providers.

Several participants were unclear
whether a legal representative
had taken their case or not. Many
who believed they did have a
legal representative did not know
who their legal representative
was.  
Some legal advisors did not use
interpreters even when they
were absolutely necessary,
leaving people with no idea of
what had happened in their
initial consultation, as one
participant explained: “I didn’t
understand the phone call.”  The
failure of legal advisors to
communicate with people in a
language they understand
seriously increases the chances of
individuals being trapped in
detention for long periods
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Sometimes a DDAS advisor had
declined to take on a case via
legal aid, but offered to do so
privately, even though the
prospective client had no money,
and therefore passed the ‘means
test’ for eligibility for legal aid. 
Many participants had signed up
to the DDAS repeatedly and
never received any legal advice at
all – not even an initial 30
minutes consultation that is
supposed to be guaranteed via
the DDAS. One participant
explained that he had signed up
8 times and received no advice.
Overall, 23% of survey
respondents (11 out of 47) had
signed up to the DDAS but never
received any communication
from a lawyer. 
Having signed up with the DDAS,
people were contacted by legal
advisors who agreed to take their
case, but never heard from them
again and were unable to contact
them despite strenuous efforts. 



Whilst some participants had a
private solicitor, many others
simply did not have the funds.
One man facing removal the next
day explained that he had a
private solicitor but had run out
of money to pay them, so they
would no longer act for him. 
Often, people who had initial
consultations with legal advisors
did not receive written
summaries of these or client care
letters, despite the fact that
advisors are obliged to provide
them. 36% (17 out of 47) survey
respondents had had – at
minimum - an initial telephone
conversation with a legal advisor
but never received any
documents from them at all. In
other cases, firms had sent
documents for people to sign up
with them, but no summary or
client care letter. 

Even where people had legal
representation, they had typically
needed to be very proactive in
securing it. For example, many
had signed up to the DDAS
multiple times before finally
succeeding. Some participants
also described needing to make
follow up phone calls after the
initial appointment to secure
legal representation. This needs
to be set in the context that
others had been very proactive
but still not secured legal
representation, or even had an
initial consultation. Additionally,
with limited phone credit and no
access to a free phone, detained
people are not always able to
make repeated calls. 
In cases where people had not
signed up to the DDAS, this was
sometimes because they did not
believe it would be effective.  
People who had been in other
detention centres and had failed
to secure legal advice via the
DDAS there concluded there was
no point in trying again in
Harmondsworth. This highlights
the fact that access to legal
advice is a problem across
different UK detention centres. 

Simon was transferred to
Harmondsworth from another
UK IRC. In the centre where he
was previously detained, he had
repeatedly signed up to the
DDAS and never secured legal
representation, so he did not see
the point in trying again. 



Once someone has been through all the struggles described above and been
lucky enough to eventually speak with a lawyer who says they can represent
them, many legal advisors will only take on part of a case.  

Bail only: Many legal advisors on the DDAS will only work on bail. For example,
many advisors agree to represent a person in their bail application but will not
lodge or assist with lodging an appeal for them even when this means their
client will miss the deadline for doing so, placing them at risk of removal, even
where that removal might put them in danger.  In our survey, 36% (5 out of 14)
of those with a legal representative via the DDAS said their representative
would only do bail work for them. This means that, at most, only 19% of
participants (9 out of 47) had a legal representative via the DDAS working
on their substantive case. In JRS UK’s experience, very often, if bail is granted,
the legal advisor will close the case, declining to help their client in their
asylum or immigration matters. 
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Legal advisors unwilling to take on issues requiring Exceptional Case
Funding: Reluctance to take on cases requiring ECF is also significant here. For
example, JRS UK was supporting a man who had been obliged to lodge his
appeal by himself, because his legal representative had refused to represent
him at appeal, stating that it was out of scope and they had no capacity to
apply for ECF. They did not say that his appeal lacked merit, or that he didn’t
have a good enough case. 

Assigned a caseworker unqualified for relevant work: When JRS UK has
contacted solicitors urging them to act for their client in a particular matter –
e.g. to lodge an appeal - some have responded that the caseworker assigned
to the case is not accredited at a sufficient level. 

Legal advisors on the DDAS only
taking on part of a case



Poor legal advice
“It’s difficult to deal with them, they didn’t challenge my
NRM [National Referral Mechanism] decision [about
whether I am a trafficking victim]…It’s like [the lawyer]
works for the Home Office.” 

The above discussion of ‘bail only’ representation already offers troubling
examples of legal advice that could damage someone’s case. And even where
someone had a DDAS legal representative working on their substantive case,
advice may be of a very low quality. 

Examples include: 
A participant who had secured legal representation via the DDAS explained
he was trying to find another lawyer because they didn’t respond to him
and he had no confidence in their work.  
Instances where legal representatives had misrepresented what was in
someone’s case file. 
Many legal representatives had not applied for bail where this would have
been helpful.  In some cases, after taking on a case for bail only, a legal
representative then doesn’t put in the bail application. One man explained:
“They weren't helpful, even the bail I submitted on my own.” 

8

Frequently, no client care letter and no written summary is given after the
initial consultation. This of course compounds confusion over the outcome
of the consultation. 

JRS UK do also observe good representation secured via the DDAS, despite
very difficult work conditions, and this positively impacts clients' lives.



Most DDAS consultations happen via telephone, rather than in person. This
hugely compounds many of the problems described above and generally
reduces the quality of legal support. In particular: 

It adds to confusion around the outcome of an initial consultation,
exacerbating communication and language barriers. The remote nature of
advice then makes it harder to follow up with legal advisors or hold them to
account.  
Serious vulnerabilities are missed. Because legal advisors only speak to
clients over the phone, even very good legal advisors are much less likely to
pick up clients’ vulnerabilities. In detention, JRS UK has often spoken with
detained people who have not disclosed past trauma to legal advisors
because they are not comfortable doing so over the phone. Previous
traumatic experiences can be key to an asylum claim, so barriers to
disclosing this have huge, potentially dangerous, consequences. We have
also spoken to legal representatives explaining that their client has visible
extensive self-harming scarring, and found that the representative is
unaware of this as they have never met their client in person. Similarly, lack
of mental capacity or severe learning difficulties are routinely missed.
Where someone has limited or no capacity to engage with their legal
advisor, the advisor often assumes they are not willing to engage or simply
not answering the phone. Once seen in person, indicators of someone’s
mental state, such as lack of self-care, quickly become apparent.  

Lack of in-person legal support

The Detained Duty Advice Scheme contract: 
The DDAS scheme used to be contracted to 9
specific firms with expertise in immigration asylum,
but the number of firms involved was hugely
expanded in 2018-2019. Since then, many firms
advising on the DDAS appear to have very limited
knowledge in relevant areas. Additionally, some
contracts have been given to sole providers – firms
with only one lawyer – and the sole providers then
having initial consultations with more people than
they could conceivably represent effectively.
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PROBLEMS WITH
ALLOCATION OF LEGAL

ADVISORS ON THE DETAINED
ASYLUM CASEWORK SYSTEM

Some, though not all, asylum seekers in detention have their claims processed
by a specific Detained Asylum Casework team [DAC]. People whose asylum
claims are routed through DAC are supposed to be automatically assigned a
legal representative. However, the system for automatic allocation is not
functioning properly, and some people on the DAC do not have a legal advisor.
For example, JRS UK has recently seen cases where legal advisors do not
respond to the e-mail assigning a client to them, with the result that a person
may have their asylum interview without legal representation and without ever
having received legal advice, have their case refused, and find themselves
needing to lodge an appeal for which they still do not have legal support. This
situation is compounded by the fact that individuals may be unaware their
claim has been routed through the DAC or how this impacts them, which
makes it harder for them to advocate for themselves. 

A COMPLEX, HOSTILE, AND
BROKEN IMMIGRATION &
ASYLUM SYSTEM
The lack of legal advice occurs alongside wider problems with accessing
asylum and immigration processes in detention, and in the context of having
to navigate a complex and hostile system in which errors often occur.
Examples include: 

People receiving immigration and asylum refusals in Harmondsworth IRC
are being served with appeal forms that cannot be submitted by email, as
previously, but only by post – which would take too long – or fax. There is no
operational fax machine in Harmondsworth IRC. In consequence, people in
detention have been unable to lodge their appeals in time if at all. Our
understanding is that this is likely to be occurring in Yarl’s Wood IRC as
well.  10

A man with an outstanding asylum claim who had been wrongly served
with removal directions. The Home Office has to consider and reach a
decision on an asylum claim before it can decide to remove the person
claiming asylum from the UK. Removing someone with an outstanding
asylum claim risks refoulement – returning a refugee to danger - in
contravention of the Refugee Convention. 



Cases where the Home Office paperwork is contradictory about whether
someone has an in country right of appeal. 
A victim of trafficking had to complete his National Referral Mechanism
(NRM) interview (the framework used to identify survivors of trafficking and
modern slavery) 4 times whilst in detention because each time it was not
logged on the system. He then had to complete it a fifth time after release
from detention. Each interview exposed him to further trauma. 

Issues like these highlight the urgent need for access to legal advice for
those in detention. 

THE IMPACT OF
OBSTRUCTING JUSTICE

IN DETENTION
The consequences of having to navigate the asylum and immigration system,
and challenge one’s detention, without legal advice, are profound. Key
recurring issues are:  

People in detention are routinely missing appeal deadlines and being
unrepresented at appeal hearings because they do not have any legal
representation. Appeal forms are complicated and technical and therefore
very difficult to fill out without legal expertise. Notably, one is not permitted
to assist someone to fill one out without being properly accredited as an
immigration legal advisor.   
Frequently, people are unrepresented at bail hearings, and have no idea of
how best to approach them or any likely impact on their wider case. 
More broadly, people in detention face a huge struggle to resolve their
cases and have them fairly adjudicated. They are trapped in a system which
is impossible to navigate without specialist legal knowledge. 

All of this places people  in danger of being removed without effective access
to due process, and the checks and safeguards that the justice system is
intended to provide. In the case of people navigating the asylum system, there
is a risk of refoulement – of sending refugees back into danger, in
contravention of the Refugee Convention. Additionally, it places people at risk
of prolonged detention, which is deeply harmful. Detention is profoundly
traumatic, a serious interference with a person’s right to liberty, and does long-
term damage to mental health. The British Medical Association has called for
the abolition of immigration detention, noting that detention “exacerbates
vulnerability and causes deterioration in physical and mental health.”  
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CONCLUSION &
RECOMMENDATIONS

This research gives a window onto the realities of accessing legal advice in
immigration detention in the UK. The problems outlined are severe. Lack of
legal advice for immigration and asylum cases, especially of people who are
detained, denies access to due to process over issues of central importance to
their lives: safety, family life, community. Furthermore, deprivation of liberty is a
very serious thing. Already, detention in an immigration context has
remarkably few safeguards, in contrast to detention in other areas of law. The
lack of access to legal advice deepens the risk of arbitrary detention. In JRS
UK’s view, detention should not be used for immigration control. However, for
as long as it is, the lack of access to legal advice in detention must urgently be
addressed:

Everyone detained under immigration powers should be automatically
allocated an initial appointment with a legal advisor on the DDAS,
unless they opt out of it. The timing and nature of the appointment, and
the name of the advisor and firm, must be clearly communicated to
individuals concerned, and interpreters must be made available where
necessary or helpful.
The Legal Aid Agency should urgently review the quality of advice given
via the DDAS, and remove providers who do not deliver high quality advice
or routinely refuse to take on cases; and review the number of providers on
the rota with a view to increasing the number of cases that can be taken
on.
All immigration cases should be fully in scope for automatic legal aid.
Legal advice providers should be contracted and paid to attend
detention centres in person.
Take urgent further steps to address the crisis of immigration and
asylum legal aid.
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