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Introduction

Suffolk Police Authority has a statutory duty to have in place an Independent Custody
Visiting Scheme.  The Scheme enables members of the public to visit persons held in
custody to check that the rules governing their welfare are being observed by the police.

Custody visitors are volunteers.  They visit police stations in pairs and speak to individuals
who are being held in police custody.  Their role is to look, listen and observe and report
back on their findings.  The Scheme plays an important part in maintaining police
accountability to the local community.

Custody Visitors come from a variety of backgrounds and sections of the community.  They
must be over 18 years of age and have no direct or indirect involvement in the criminal
justice system.  Suffolk Police Authority currently has 28 visitors undertaking this role.

In Suffolk

Suffolk has three Panels of visitors.

Bury St Edmunds – 10 Members
Ipswich – 10 Members
Lowestoft – 8 Members

The Panels cover the following stations:

Bury St Edmunds

Haverhill
Mildenhall
Stowmarket (closed for custody purposes – June 2008)
Sudbury

Ipswich 

Felixstowe
Woodbridge (closed for custody purposes – June 2008)

Lowestoft 

Halesworth
Leiston

Each Panel has a Panel Co-ordinator who is responsible for organising a rota for 
visits and arranging regular Panel meetings.



On arrival at the police station custody visitors produce their identity card and are given
immediate access where possible to the custody suite.  A member of custody staff will
accompany them around the suite and will confirm with each detainee whether or not they
wish to speak to the visitors.  Visitors speak to the detainees in the cell in which they are
being held.

Having spoken with detainees visitors then inspect the overall health and safety of the
custody suite and report on any issues of concern.  At the end of the visit a report form is
completed and a copy is forwarded to the Police Authority.

The Scheme is overseen by the Authority’s Engaging Communities Committee.  The
Committee receive regular update reports and members of the Authority challenge the
Constabulary on their response to any issues raised from the visits.

Visiting Statistics for 2008/09
During the period 1 April 2008 to 31 March 2009 a
total of 200 visits were undertaken.

The Bury St Edmunds Panel undertook 81 visits, the
Ipswich Panel undertook 53 visits and the Lowestoft
Panel undertook 66 visits.

During the time that the visits were undertaken a total of 683 detainees were in police
custody.  Of these 112 detainees refused to be seen and 139 were unavailable (asleep or
at interview etc) to be seen. 

There were 25 occasions recorded where access to the custody suite was not possible
within five minutes of arrival at the police station.

Issues Reported from Custody Visits
No major issues were reported by custody visitors from visits undertaken during the year.
From conversations with detainees requests were made for:

� Phone calls � Information on the length of detention
� Food and drink � Contact lenses
� A doctor or to receive medication � Exercise and fresh air
� A solicitor � A wash
� Reading material/writing material

All requests from detainees were reported to the Custody Sergeant with the majority being
dealt with at the time.

Custody visitors also identified a number of issues in relation to facilities such as cleaning,
lighting and decoration, and health and safety issues which were immediately reported to
the Constabulary for appropriate action.



Equality and Diversity

Suffolk Police Authority recognises and values individual differences and is fully committed
to developing understanding and increasing confidence amongst all groups within the
local community.

Of the current custody visitors - 

18 are female and 10 are male.

3 of the custody visitors are aged below 39, 8 are between 40 – 59 and 17 are 60 and over.

Training

Training is provided for custody visitors by the local
panel and a formal training event is provided on an
annual basis.  The Constabulary also input to this
training and advise on developments that custody
visitors should be made aware of.

Conclusion

The Custody Visiting Scheme in Suffolk provides an independent check on how persons
detained in police custody are treated.  The commitment and enthusiasm of custody
visitors in ensuring regular visits are undertaken enables the Scheme to provide a level of
scrutiny on which the Police Authority and local community can rely.

For further information please contact:

Suffolk Police Authority
Martlesham Heath
Ipswich
Suffolk
IP5 3QS

Tel: (01473) 782774
Fax: (01473) 611580
E-mail: spa@suffolk.pnn.police.uk

Or visit our website at:

www.suffolkpoliceauthority.org.uk


