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Child Detainees: Mental and Physical Health Deterioration
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Eve ROSSOR, Rush WICKRAMASINGHE (2009). "The mental and physical health
difficulties of children held within a British immigration detention center: A pilot study."
Child Abuse and Neglect 33(9): 573 - 585.

Although not the first research project undertaken to evaluate the mental and physical health
effects of detention of children, this multi-author article was the first to study the UK detention
context. The researchers are unequivocal in their conclusion that the children in their study “are
clearly vulnerable, marginalized, and at risk of mental and physical harm as a result of state
sanctioned neglect (inadequate care and protection), and possibly abuse in the sense of exposure
to violence within the detention facilities themselves.” (584) Detention “is not in the best interest
of the child and should not be used for the purposes of immigration control.” (583)

On the mental health side, the researchers discovered that 8 out of 11 of the children (73%)
were categorized as psychiatric cases, and the majority of parents (6 out of the 9 adults) had
contemplated suicide. (578, 579) On the physical health side, the authors relay “concerns related
to poor nutrition within the detention center, high levels of health complaints of recent onset,
chronic medical problems, and missed follow-up health appointments including those for
vaccinations.” (579) In particular, “most of the 20 children seen by a pediatrician complained of
recent onset or exacerbation of physical symptoms.” (580) In regards to the distressing nature of
the immigration raids that picked up the children for transfer to detention, “the older children
said that they missed their friends and school and were distressed that they had not been given an
opportunity to say goodbye.” (580) The researchers also report concerns about inadequate child
protection and sexualized behavior amongst children in the detention centre. (581) Finally, the
research team notes that since approximately one-third of the child detainees will be released
back into the UK, the trauma could impact the children’s reintegration — including their
education and socialization skills — and might need to be addressed through the public health
system, causing additional costs to both the families and the general tax-paying public. (582)
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