Home Office and Parish Council meeting – Monday 12 February 2024.

Meeting notes:

Councillors from nearby Parishes, the District and County council plus other stakeholders were invited to attend a meeting with the Home Office at the airbase.

The recently appointed Responsible Officer for the site, led the meeting along with other Home Office officials, plus representative from Clearspring Ready Homes the appointed contractor for the site.

The HO confirmed they have applied for a special development order (SDO).  Technical assessments had been carried out and the SDO will be laid in Parliament for approval.  The SDO is for a further 3-year permission to use the site as an Asylum Centre.   An equality assessment will be published also in the next two weeks. 

The HO also volunteered information about the mega prison proposal by the MOJ, stating that there are many projects and each project is mandated to continue until one of those projects is approved. They stated that the MOJ is looking for 2 sites, RAF Wethersfield was the 3rd choice and 2 other sites have since been approved, subject to an appeal timeline on one of those current approved.  They stated the new prisons team are not looking at Wethersfield now and therefore highly unlikely it will go ahead at RAF Wethersfield.
 
The level of asylum seekers present is 550 currently. They level is also capped currently at 600 despite more beds available.  The current Home Office minister is not suggesting that they push the numbers up quickly.  The Responsible Officer recommended that it should not go up to 800 yet and that has been accepted and will be reviewed in the near future. The reason being is due operational constraints they still need to be overcome to add further cohorts.
 
They do still intend to get up to 1700 but without being too firm about it, realistically he expects it to be towards the end of this year before that happens.  The priority in the meantime is to reduce the small boats coming over and getting the Rwanda flights up and running.  They were absolute they would not be increasing above 1700, also it did not expect it to continue beyond 3½ years.

Things they want in place to enable more asylum seekers are:

· Better Broadband.
· Dining facilities – at the moment it’s 450 maximum.
· Menus to be increased.
· Increased security.
· Increased welfare officers.
 
Problems for the inmates are food, the isolated site, boredom, and lack of communication.

The Home office advised the site will be owned by the Home Office.  That is the entire site, not part of it and its ownership not leased.  They said the transfer is from MOD to Home Office is not finalised, they are arguing over the value.  There is a problem in that the houses are not mortgageable, they are built on concrete plinths, American built. He said there is a problem with disposal because of Crichel Down rules.  His expectation is that the Home Office will market it but he does not know when yet.

There was a lengthy discussion on the subject of the £3500/bed payment promised by the Home Office to the local area to alleviate problems caused by the centre.  Rightly or wrongly local communities assumed that they would be the recipients of at least some of this money for local projects.  Cllr Butland, Leader of Braintree District Council who has been tasked with deciding on criteria for allocating the funds made it very clear that there would be no `largesse’ to the local communities and that thoughts that this would be the case were misguided.  It appears that nobody is really sure what the money is for but we understand that a certain amount has been allocated to the centre for various purposes which does seem a little surprising.  We hope to have further information on this very important issue shortly.


