An A-Z of ICVA

Our chief executive, Ian Smith OBE delivered the following speech at a recent Capita conference, providing an overview of ICVA, its origins and vision. While some of it will be familiar, it seems there is always something new to learn about our organisation… 

WHAT IS ICVA?

The Independent Custody Visiting Association (ICVA) is a voluntary organisation which works in the criminal justice system, and supports police authorities in the delivery of their statutory obligation to provide independent oversight mechanisms for people detained in police custody.  It does this through advocacy, training and publicity for the independent custody visiting process, which involves the recruitment and training of volunteers from the community to make random, unannounced visits to police stations. 

The association has a constitution which provides a management framework and allows representation from every police authority in the United Kingdom.  It is not prescriptive in who is nominated from the police authorities, which has led to a vibrant executive committee consisting of police authority elected members, magistrate members, independent members, officers of the police authority and volunteers from the community.  The executive committee oversees the development of training, publicity and awareness and its varied membership ensures that this provision is in line with best value and best practice across the country.

Lay visiting to police stations owes its origin to Lord Scarman, whose report on the Brixton riots in 1981 recommended a system of independent, unannounced inspection of procedures and detention in police stations by local community members. The main reason was to counter growing mistrust of the police and to increase their accountability to the general public. Whilst Scarman advocated a statutory arrangement, Home Office ministers approved a lay visiting system, which was non-statutory. 

In 1983 The Home Office produced provisional guidance and pilot schemes were set up in Lambeth and six provincial police authority areas: Cheshire, Greater Manchester, Humberside, Leicestershire, South Yorkshire and West Midlands. Lay visitors in Lambeth and Cheshire were recruited from members of the public, but in the other five areas they were appointed from the elected members of the police authorities. These pilot schemes were reviewed during 1984 and more London groups, called 'panels', were set up in 1985 in North Westminster and Hammersmith and Fulham, based on the Lambeth model.

In 1987 the Home Office commissioned research from the Bristol and Bath Centre for Criminal Justice to study the extent to which lay visiting schemes had been introduced and the effectiveness of their arrangements.  In their report of June 1990, the researchers, Charles Kemp and Rod Morgan, concluded that the most effectively operated schemes recruited visitors directly from the general public.  

The report recommended, amongst other things:  

(
revising guidance to provide clearer advice about recruitment and clarifying grey areas such as visiting procedures and access to detainees

(
better communication between schemes in London and the provinces  

(
that there should be regular conferences  

(
the creation of an independent national agency to promote good practice

In the wake of this research and after extensive consultation with the Metropolitan Police, Association of Chief Police Officers, local authority associations and lay visitors, the Home Office issued detailed revised guidance to London lay visitors in July 1991. Subsequently Home Office Circular 4/92 was issued to provincial police authorities in January 1992 advising scheme revisions.

The recommendation of a national agency resulted in the formation of the National Association for Lay Visiting (NALV), whose inaugural conference was held in May 1993. 

PARTNERSHIP WORKING

Following a Home Office Working Party that consisted of all interested partners in the lay visiting process, a circular was produced outlining recommendations including the change of name from lay visiting to independent custody visiting and detailed guidance on how to administer a scheme and carry out a visit.

As a result of extensive lobbying and the support of Home Office officials and ministers, the Police Reform Act 2002 para.51 placed a statutory obligation on police authorities to have in place an effective independent custody visiting scheme. The act was supported by Codes of Practice and National Standards to assist all involved in the process.  

Home Office support to ICVA has secured the development of the work of the association and has ensured that training has remained a high priority.  At a police authority level, membership of ICVA provides significant services and benefits at a level that provides value for money.  Every police authority in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland are in membership of ICVA, ensuring the consistency in training and support for volunteers nationwide. 

The Howard League for Penal Reform has evaluated the work of the Prison Boards of Visitors against ICVA and reported to the Home Office of the significant deficiencies in the comparison.  This has resulted in the disestablishment of the Prison Boards of Visitors and the formation of the Independent Monitoring Board, which is based against a benchmark of ICVA achievement.  The Home Office continue to promote ICVA as a repository of best practice to other volunteer agencies in the criminal justice system and beyond.  

Visitors now regularly contribute to the custody training of police officers and regular meetings are held by volunteers with the police in attendance to discuss issues of concern.  

Currently, responsibility for independent custody visiting rests with Police Leadership and Powers Unit of the Home Office.  

ICVA intends to continue with its commitment to partnership working to ensure that as many organisations as possible are aware of the independent custody visiting process and the services it is able to offer. 

It has already met with British Transport Police with a view to helping them establish a scheme; is a member of the National Custody Forum which promotes best practice; and is in discussions with the Independent Police Complaints Commission to look at ways of working together. 

The National Appropriate Adult Network - which provides volunteers in the criminal justice system - may be affected by new police legislation; and as many ICVs fulfil both roles, ICVA offers assistance to the Network where possible.

The current consultation process between government and the police service and police authorities within England and Wales may impact significantly on future servicing arrangements. While the proposals to reduce from the 43 police authorities is likely to affect how the independent custody visiting process is serviced regionally, ICVA will remain as a source of help and assistance to all police authorities and independent custody visitors throughout the changes that lie ahead.

TRAINING

The production of ICVA’s training materials with clear aims and objectives enabled a uniform approach to custody visiting across the country.  The materials were designed to be delivered by police authorities, but ICVA also recruited three consultant trainers to compliment the delivery of training.   

These materials have improved the knowledge, skills and attitude not only of the volunteers undertaking the visits, but of police officers and administrators of schemes across the country.  The training has made clearer the roles and responsibilities of those in the process and has improved interpersonal skills of all involved.  

They advocate a management model for dealing with volunteers and include an interactive video, student workbook, trainers manual and e-learning.  The management model also deals with probation and mentoring, appraisal of performance and support for volunteers.  

To further assist the development, ICVA produced a website – www.icva.org.uk - with materials in 19 different languages, to support minority ethnic volunteers and communities in their understanding of the custody visiting process.  ICVA also established a cultural awareness and diversity-training package for volunteers and additional packages including training for trainers and health and safety.  

In 1999 the Home Office commissioned an independent review by the Police Foundation into custody visiting.  This resulted in the establishment of a Home Office Working Party and the issue of a circular, which supported ICVA’s approach to the training process.  ICVA also undertook its own review of its training materials, which confirmed their relevance from all involved in the process.  

Through evaluation of training courses, conferences and seminars, ICVA continues to strive for excellence.  In addition to e-learning and other modern training methods adopted by ICVA, a quarterly newsletter, ‘Visiting Times’, encourages the exchange of ideas and information to improve the knowledge and understanding of its readers. 

The training and support of volunteers through ICVA’s materials has encouraged increased confidence of volunteers in the performance of their visiting role.  This is demonstrated in a number of ways, including the confidence to challenge police officers, the quality of the reports arising from visits and the continued development of best practice locally.   

FORMULATING BEST PRACTICE AND INCREASING PUBLIC AWARENESS

Until the establishment of ICVA (formerly the National Association for Lay Visiting), there was no co-ordination of the oversight arrangement in England and Wales. Through a number of conferences, seminars and a thorough independent review, ICVA established best practice for all involved in the process.

ICVA’s production of relevant administrative materials, development of computer software and visit report mechanisms has dynamically improved the quality of independent custody visiting.  Each police authority reports on a regular basis and visitors receive feedback from the police and the police authority on their performance.  The contents of the report allow the police authority to challenge chief constables on their policies in relation to the detention of persons in custody. A number of changes to the fabric of the police station and to the welfare of police officers and detainees have been achieved.  

Since its inception, ICVA has fulfilled the vision of Lord Scarman and the first report on the process by encouraging greater development and awareness of the process.  In 1983, the government considered that this independent oversight should not be made statutory and this resulted in a fragmented approach.  Following the establishment of ICVA and the publication of independent reviews, the Police Reform Act of 2002 made custody visiting statutory.  

In the 1980s, there was mistrust and lack of confidence in policing; custody visiting has gone a long way to reassure the public that the “blood on the walls” no longer happens.  There have been significant impacts both to custody suites across the country and to the conditions of detention.  New custody suites, with input in the design from custody visitors, have improved the welfare of both detainees and custody staff.  Better provision of food, hygiene and medical facilities has all been as a direct result of the role of custody visitors.  

In 1997, a successful application to the National Lotteries Charity Board for three year funding allowed the production of publicity and design of training materials for volunteers, police authorities and police officers.  It also provided funding for a full time secretary to the association.  With the exception of the chief executive, the association does not employ officers directly but carries out its functions through a series of Service Level Agreements with other organisations.  This has allowed it to develop in the most cost effective way.
ICVA’s training materials, the publicity materials it produces and the assistance it offers to scheme administrators nationally are all well known and much appreciated. The organisation has rightly developed a reputation for quality in every aspect of its work and constantly looks to extend this quality into all areas of the custody visiting process.

ICVA is currently in discussion with the Home Office to extend its range of services to the membership by offering health checks to police authority custody visiting schemes. This will be of vital importance where police authorities merge and there are differing local practices which may need to be accommodated. 

Thousands of visits are now made throughout the United Kingdom each year and ICVA is anxious that this commitment from volunteer ICVs is not lost or does not influence the decision makers. It recognises the need to embrace new technology and that of striving for quality throughout schemes - from publicity, recruitment and training to working protocols, working practices and feedback.

