
1 

Justice Sub-Committee on Policing 
 

Police Scotland’s role in the immigration process 
 

Written submission from Sacro (Bright Choices) 
 
Context 
 
This response is based on anecdotal experiences narrated by members of BME 
communities to the Bright Choices team, not necessarily representing the views, 
opinions and experiences of all Sacro service users. 
 
Bright Choices supports women, men, children and families from BME communities 
in Edinburgh who are affected by Honour-Based Violence (HBV). The individuals 
and families concerned originate from a number of countries and cultures which 
operate predominantly on traditional structures, thus allowing for the ongoing 
perpetration of HBV. 
 
In those countries and cultures, hierarchical systems play an important role, both on 
the micro- and macro-social levels: from the family unit to the wider societal level. 
These hierarchical structures, combined with traditional beliefs and values help to 
create systems where male authority is dominant. This is represented in education, 
family life and social order. The authorities locally are rarely scrutinised by the public. 
 
Consequently, in the countries of origin of many Bright Choices service users, the 
power of the police is perceived as absolute and unquestionable. As such, Bright 
Choices service users regularly recount experiences whereby they have suffered 
abuse in the hands of the police in their countries of origin. This is particularly true for 
women, who often occupy lower social ranks than men, and especially for women 
particularly vulnerable to abuse (for example sex workers; or women who have not 
undergone Female Genital Mutilation [FGM] in countries and cultures where FGM is 
the norm). 
 
Matters for Consideration 
 
Bright Choices works closely with Police Scotland both to raise awareness of HBV, 
its manifestations and who is likely to be a victim, as well as to guarantee support 
and protection to victims and individuals and families at risk of HBV. In the 
experience of the service, the response of Police Scotland has been considered, 
supportive and understanding of the special circumstances faced by the vulnerable 
users of the service. 
 
One of the key issues for Police Scotland to consider is the perception of individuals 
and families of BME communities, particularly-but not limited to-new migrants. For 
this particular population, it is extremely difficult to conceptualise the role of the 
police as anything other than an absolute power that cannot be challenged or 
questioned (and this also applies to other perceived ‘authority figures’, including 
medical professionals, social workers and immigration officers). The idea of a police 
service whose duty is ‘To Serve and Protect’ is often inconceivable and as such, 
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support from police officers can be viewed with scepticism at best, and hostility at 
worst. 
 
This is particularly challenging when considering migrants who are victims of crime. 
A 2013 survey by the Edinburgh and Lothians Regional Equality Council  which 
provided evidence for the need of the Bright Choices service, demonstrated that 
53% of participants would not report a crime to the police for a number of reasons: 
Fear of the response likely to be received; shame associated with being the victim of 
a crime, particularly domestic abuse and crimes of a sexual nature; and 
stigmatisation and exclusion from the wider community who view police involvement 
as a ‘failure’ and something to be distrusted. 
 
Migrants without a stable status in the UK tend to feel particularly vulnerable when 
faced with Police interventions and engagement, leading to crimes (particularly 
crimes of an intimate nature) to remain unreported. People who have migrated to the 
UK on spouse visas feel particularly vulnerable , especially when subjected to 
domestic abuse: on the one hand, the abusive partner (and/or their family) might 
have lied that the police will immediately deport a complainer for ‘causing trouble’-
thus terrorising them with the possibility of an ‘honour’ killing, should they be forced 
to return to their home countries; or that if the victim leaves the abusive partner, then 
they will be ostracised and abused by the community on the basis of the rumours the 
perpetrator intends to spread. This has been the experience of the Bright Choices 
service, the Fearless Service, and a number of other service providers supporting 
people in BME communities.  
 
Learning from Bright Choices 
 
When responding to a crime, whenever and wherever possible, Bright Choices has 
found that BME individuals and families are likely to respond and engage much more 
positively to officers in plain clothes rather than in uniform. It is understandable that 
this will not always be possible, however in the experience of the Bright Choices 
team, it can make a significant difference. 
 
It is the professional opinion of the Bright Choices team that it is best to separate 
Police Scotland Resources from Immigration Enforcement. Unless circumstances 
dictate that police engagement is mandatory (for example in the removal from 
residential properties of individuals deemed to be dangerous to themselves, their 
families/children or to the public), the service recommends that removal and 
detention of people be exclusively limited to the Home Office. This also applies to the 
quality of information provided to Police Scotland prior to the removal and detention 
of migrants. Should it not be possible for the Home Office to carry out this 
responsibility, then the information provided needs to be scrutinised to ensure its 
accuracy. It is very common for particular names to be extremely common in some 
communities, and therefore misunderstandings can occur frequently and easily. 
Unless the individual that must be detained is a threat to the public (thus increasing 
the margin for allowable error), any removal or detention of individuals/families that 
proves to be erroneous will have a detrimental effect on the public’s trust, as well as 
on Police Scotland’s reputation in the community. 
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Bright Choices service users have reported increased confidence in the police when 
their engagement has been combined with trusted professionals/individuals, such as 
a Bright Choices or other BME organisation staff. Additional factors included the 
officers responding on a human (rather than operational) level, explaining 
procedures, managing the expectations of people concerned, explaining likely 
outcomes, demonstrating an awareness of cultural norms and responding to those 
sensitively. 
 
The request to provide identification/immigration documents from victims of crime, 
particularly domestic abuse, should be further clarified. Currently, both victims and 
BME support organisations are unclear as to who will be asked to provide 
information on their immigration status, for what purpose and how this information 
will subsequently be used. It is the understanding of the Bright Choices service that 
this currently happens in Scotland (although this understanding is not shared by all 
services) but the criteria as to who is asked to provide this evidence is not clear. It is 
recommended that if this cannot become standard practice for all victims, then there 
is a clear statement as to who will be required to provide relevant documentation, to 
what purpose and what the possible outcome of this might be. 
 
The use of Police Scotland resources to detain people removed from residential 
properties should be discouraged for the aforementioned reasons. Scotland’s 
communities remain very ‘young’ and tightly-knit, leading to information being shared 
indiscriminately. The information that one community member (individual or family) 
has been detained by the police for immigration reasons is detrimental for both the 
individual/family who will be perceived as ‘shamed’ by their own community, as well 
as for Police Scotland, whose actions can be perceived as ‘duplicitous’ or ‘racist’. In 
such circumstances, people often do not take the time to find out the details of why 
such an event may have taken place, leading the blame to fall on the authority seen 
to ‘abuse’ the individual’s/family’s rights. 
 
With regard to the information provided to Police Scotland leading to the removal 
and detention of individuals, as above, Bright Choices would recommend that this 
remain entirely the responsibility of the Home Office.  
 
Angela Voulgari 
Service Team Leader 
Bright Choices 
28 November 2018 
 


