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The government has admitted that it has tried to forcibly remove tens of thousands of 

people from the UK unlawfully.

The figures were disclosed to the Guardian after a freedom of information request which 

showed that almost half of the enforced removals the government attempted were 

cancelled.

Critics say the high number of cancellations and attempted unlawful removals are signs 

of a system in chaos.

In 2012, 14,435 enforced removals took place but between January and November 

11,085 were cancelled. The figure for the full year is likely to be about 12,000 cancelled 

removals, almost half of the total.

Of those cancelled, 4,569 were halted because the courts said they were unlawful. In the 

past five years, 48,858 removals have been cancelled, 22,079 of them owing to 

successful legal challenges.

The figures relate to asylum seekers and non-asylum seekers; some people may have 

been subjected to more than one cancelled removal attempt. There have also been 3,753 

cancelled deportations of people who have committed criminal offences, 1,450 of which 

were because of successful legal challenges.

Some enforced removals were cancelled because of problems with escorting the people 

out of the country. In 2011, 114 removals were cancelled owing to escort problems but 

last year this figure quadrupled to 450.

The high number of cancelled removals has a variety of implications. There is an 

estimated cost ofThe administration costs of removing each person is £186 for each 

cancelled removal – a total cost of almost £10m over the last five years, excluding the 

cost of extra detention, courts and cancelled flights. In his recent evidence to the House 

of Lords justice committee, the lord chief justice said that immigration, asylum and 

nationality judicial reviews took up a vast amount of the court's time.

Keith Vaz, chair of the Commons home affairs select committee, said: "I am very 

concerned to note the number of enforced removals cancelled since 2008.
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"These cancellations cause distress and uncertainty for deportees. The committee has 

been very clear that the quality of initial decision-making by the UK Border Agency 

must be improved. It is unacceptable that the number cancelled due to escort problems 

has quadrupled in just one year. UKBA needs to look carefully at their procurement 

processes and ensure they keep an up-to-date register of high-risk companies, as the 

committee recommended."

James Packer, head of immigration at Duncan Lewis solicitors, said a system in which 

almost half of enforced removals were cancelled, many because of successful legal 

challenges, could not be described as working effectively.

"UKBA consistently makes decisions to remove on the basis of information that is out of 

date – often years out of date – and then systematically delays its consideration of any 

new information until the 11th hour. A system run in this manner will inevitably result 

in last-minute cancellations of removal in many cases. This is a separate issue to the 

errors that pervade the shambolic administration of the UK's immigration system."

Emma Mlotshwa, of the charity Medical Justice, which provides support to detainees, 

many of whom face enforced removal, said: "This is a system in chaos. We deal with 

countless cases of enforced removals which are cancelled. The whole thing causes 

needless trauma to detainees. Taking someone to the plane and then back to a detention 

centre, keeping them under imminent threat of deportation, is inhuman and treats 

detainees no better than cargo."

UKBA said: "Where UKBA and the courts find that an individual has no right to be in 

the UK we expect them to leave. Where they refuse, we will enforce their removal.

"We will investigate any allegations that contractors are not meeting UKBA's 

expectations.

"If standards are not met then UKBA can take appropriate action to recoup payments in 

accordance with the agreed contractual arrangements. 'Escorting issues' cover a range of 

issues and do not relate on every occasion to a failure by the contractor." Ukba added 

that some of those whose enforced removals were halted were ultimately found not to be 

entitled to stay in the UK and that most air fares were refundable or rebookable.

Case study: Winston, 32, refugee from Zimbabwe 

"I was a member of the Movement for Democratic Change and was attacked and beaten 

by government forces. My house was burnt down and my family was scattered. Two 

weeks after I arrived in the UK in 2007 my asylum claim was refused. I was placed in 

detention between March and November 2010. UKBA tried to remove me four times. 

Each time it was very traumatic. I was placed in an isolation cell before being taken to 

the airport. All I could think about was that the British government was going to deliver 

me back into the hands of the people who had persecuted me. Each time I was taken to 

the airport my removal was cancelled. In July 2012 I was granted refugee status."
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