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			CHANGING BORDERS: 

			A KINGDOM UNLOCKED

			Commendations

			“With a wealth of experience working on borders in the UK and around the world I can think of no better person to write about the subject and explore the practical and policy issues involved than Tony Smith. Interweaving his own story and drawing on his experience this book will be important reading for anyone interested in this topic.”

			Rt Hon Theresa May MP, former UK Home Secretary and Prime Minister

			“A brilliant insight into the personal and professional life of an immigration officer, from starting on the first rung to the top job and a ringside role in dealing with the fallout from some of the worst terrorist atrocities in history.”

			Charles Hymas, Home Affairs Editor, Daily Telegraph

			“Tony Smith’s rise through the ranks of the Immigration Service to the top of the Border Force is the thread weaving together this fascinating memoir-cum-social history of immigration control, and of London, from the 1970s to today. It is a trenchant and fair-minded account of a service struggling with many conflicting pressures and generally dealing with them in a humane manner, with just a hint of nostalgia for the simplicity and common sense of the old days.”

			David Goodhart, journalist, author, commentator UK Policy Exchange

			“A candid account of life at the sharp end by a man who rose from the front line to very top of the UK Border Force. If you want a rigorous and humane immigration system, read this book!”

			Sir Mark Sedwill, former UK Cabinet Secretary and National Security Advisor

			“Tony Smith is one of the world’s foremost authorities on border management and controls. I should know. As Commissioner of U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP), I saw Tony in action in the immediate aftermath of 9/11. Tony was a key part of the Canadian team that worked with me and others at CBP as part of the Smart Border Accords, a binational effort that included some of the most innovative measures ever taken by two countries to keep their mutual border open and moving, despite the threats posed by global terrorism. We proved that with smart border approaches, we could both secure, but also facilitate the movement of people and goods across our mutual border. Later, Tony led the creation of the U.K. Border Force that built on the notion that, like the U.S., better border security can be achieved by eliminating the fragmentation of responsibilities of multiple border agencies (Customs, immigration, agriculture and environmental protection, etc.) and consolidating the personnel and functions into one agency, one single border agency to protect and manage all aspects of the border. More recently, Tony and I have served as the co-chairs of the International Summit on Borders which has allow him to share his wealth of knowledge broadly to border officials of many nations. A colleague and friend, Tony’s memoirs of Changing Borders, and what changed them, is a must read for anyone interested in border control and government policies relating to border management and immigration.” 

			Robert Bonner, Former Commissioner, U.S. Customs and Border Protection. 
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			This book is dedicated to the fine body of men and women, past and present, who work day and night, all year round, to protect our borders. May the Force be with you.
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			INTRODUCTION

			 There are few topics that foster more argument than immigration and border control. Some people want open borders and the complete free movement of people. Others want to build walls and fences to keep people out. Tensions run high on both sides and can divide governments and nations alike.

			For those working at the sharp end of immigration and border control, it is like walking a tightrope.

			This is the story of a lifetime in border control – from a young immigration officer starting out on the line at Heathrow in the seventies, through to reaching the dizzy heights of becoming Head of the UK Border Force after the London 2012 Olympics and beyond. It picks up the story of border control from one of my predecessors – TWE Roche – who wrote about the history of the UK Immigration Branch from 1066 to 1969 in his book “The Key in the Lock”.

			In Part One, my story winds through the tightening of immigration controls on Aliens and Commonwealth citizens in the 1970s under the Immigration Act 1971, through to the complete abolition of immigration controls on European Union citizens in the 1990s. It describes the growth of organised immigration crime rings in the 1980s, through to the huge surge in asylum applications at the UK Border in the 2000s. 

			In Part Two, we see how immigration control and terrorist travel became inextricably linked after the 9/11 attacks in 2001, and how border controls adapted to the birth of “home grown terrorism” after the 7/7 attacks in London four years later. As far as I know, I am the only person to have been Director of Ports of Entry in two different countries – Canada and the UK – during times of terrorist attack. Looking back, I suppose it was inevitable that I would end up leading the UK border security programme for the London 2012 Olympic Games, in the hope that lightning could surely not strike thrice in my extraordinary career.

			In Part Three, I cover a range of high-profile border related events that have happened since I retired from public service in 2013. From the disappearance of flight MH370 in Malaysia in 2014 to the birth of the Australian Border Force in 2015; from the Paris and Berlin attacks to the EU Migrant Crisis in 2016; from the Windrush scandal in 2018 through to Brexit and the Irish Border in 2019; and from migrant boats in the English Channel to the impact of COVID-19 at the border in 2020 to date. 

			There is never a dull moment in the world on border control.

			In writing this book I was encouraged by many literary experts to focus solely upon the subject of border control, rather than on my personal story. But in my case, the two are inextricably linked. The Border Force (or the Immigration Service as it was once known) is my extended family. I have spent nearly 50 years of my life working in this business, and I’m not done yet. And - as the story shows -my personal life would not have turned out as it did, had I not embarked on this extraordinary journey in the first place. 

			This is my story. In writing it, I have named many people, ranging from friends and colleagues through to senior civil servants and politicians. Of course, their perspective and memories of some events may differ from mine. But throughout my life I have always tried to treat everybody with respect regardless of their status, political opinion, or background. It has been an honour and a privilege to know and work with them all. 

		

	
		
			11 September 2001: Calgary, Canada

			The phone in the hotel room rang. “Hey Tony – you awake yet?”

			 “Well, if I wasn’t already, I am now Jaise. What’s up?”

			 “Turn on your TV and take a look.”

			 “Holy shit!”

			The second plane smashed into the Twin Towers. Smoke and screams were emanating from the TV.

			“What are we going to tell the conference?” I mumbled, still trying to come to terms with the fact that the USA was under attack. And most of the US and Canadian Border Agency leaders were here in Calgary, with me.

			“Well, when you’ve figured that Tony, the guys are gonna want to know what they should do.”

			“About what?” I asked.

			“About the border. Word is that the US have closed their border and three hundred flights are being diverted to Canada.”

			“Blimey!” I said, reverting to my native tongue as my mind raced around the scenario.

			“Blimey for sure Tony – you had best get down to the lobby. In case you forgot, you are the Director of Ports and Borders in this country.”

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			The Early Years – 1972-1999

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			My First Immigration Service Interview, Adelaide House, London Bridge

			“So why do you want to be an Immigration Officer, son? Do you know what you’re letting yourself in for?”

			I gulped and took a deep breath. I didn’t know. Why did I want to be an Immigration Officer? Did I even know what an Immigration Officer was? 

			I just wanted a job really. It was the Summer of 1972. I was 18 years old and about to leave school. I needed a job. The careers teacher at school told me to try the civil service. After filling out a few forms and passing a test, here I was – somewhere in the “Port of London”. Or rather in a dark and dingy office at London Bridge, being glared at by a bloke who must be at least 70 years old. An Inspector from the “Immigration Service” who looked as though he was about to eat me for breakfast.

			“Well sir, I have worked hard at school and I got my “O” levels and my “A” levels. My careers teacher told me I could be an EO in the Civil Service if I got two “A” levels. So here I am.”

			The Inspector stood up and gazed out of the small window across the Thames towards London Bridge station. 

			“The Civil Service? This isn’t the bloody Civil Service son. This is the Immigration Service. You will be an Immigration Officer, not an Executive Officer. An IO, not an EO. We are a different breed entirely. And I need to know if you’ve got what we need.”

			I wasn’t sure if I did have what he needed. He looked at me over his horn-rimmed spectacles. I knew he was pretty high up in the organisation. I didn’t know how high up. The letter inviting me to the interview had said, “HM Inspector, Immigration Branch, London.” I knew that an IO was about the same grade as an EO, and I had learned that the next grade up to this was a Higher Executive Officer or a Chief Immigration Officer. And this guy was higher than that. Although he had obviously spent a big chunk of his life getting to this level. He looked like an old sea captain. No uniform, just a plain grey suit, white shirt, and dark tie. But there was something in the ruddy complexion that indicated a history of life at sea, a face coloured by wind and rain, and probably fuelled by a fair degree of alcohol along the way. This face had spent most of its life outdoors, certainly not sitting in an office reading and writing, which is what I thought people at the Home Office did.

			“You’re a London lad, aren’t you?”

			Not hard to spot. I was born in St Thomas’s, just up the river from where we stood. Not quite within the sound of Bow Bells, but close enough. 

			Mum and Dad had met in Central London. Dad (Ron) was one of a family of 12 siblings brought up in Newbury, Berkshire. Most of the boys served in the armed forces, during or after World War 2. Dad became a member of the Royal Horse Guards, doing regular shifts keeping guard on horseback outside Horseguards Parade in Whitehall in his fine ceremonial uniform. Mum (Meg) was living nearby – her father was a canon who had been posted to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Lambeth when she was 14, and she was educated at the famous Greycoat school in Westminster. She took great pleasure in strolling down Whitehall after school with her schoolmates to show off her handsome soldier boyfriend, who sat proudly on horseback trying not to react to the pointing and giggling schoolgirls in front of him. Dad always spoke fondly about his time in the Royal Horseguards, not least escorting the young Princess Elizabeth to her wedding at Westminster Abbey in 1947 as an “outrider”.

			The story of Ron and Meg Smith is strong enough to merit a book of its own. The fact that they fell in love so young and stayed together for their entire lives, through thick and thin, is an inspiration. Their courtship survived his posting to Berlin, and they married in 1952. I came along about 18 months later.

			Life was tough for us in those early days. After demob Dad moved into the grocery trade and Mum became a secretary. They rented a maisonette in West Drayton, where I first went to school, then Dad got a job as a van salesman with Mr Kipling Cakes in Hammersmith. We moved to a one-bedroomed flat in Shepherds Bush when my younger brother (Michael) and I were still small. Mike and I had the bedroom, and Mum and Dad slept on a sofa bed, which they made up every night in the living room. There was an indoor toilet, but no bathroom. Bathing took place in turn in a tin bath filled by a hot water tap and hosepipe run from the kitchen tap, then drained by baling with a bucket into the kitchen sink. We were on the third floor, so washing was suspended on sticks and lines from the window to dry. Our “garden” was a communal yard behind the flats, where we frequently got into trouble for smashing windows with our football. I attended Victoria Junior Boys School in Shepherds Bush, and thus began my lifetime association with Queens Park Rangers football club.

			I was fortunate enough to pass the eleven plus and secure a place at St Clement Danes Grammar School in Du Cane Road, Shepherds Bush. Du Cane Road was also famous for housing Hammersmith hospital and Wormwood Scrubs prison. Dad told me that the word in Newbury was that the only time old Grandad Smith ever bought a round in his local was when he heard that one of his vast array of grandchildren had made it to grammar school. A rare occurrence in those days.

			 Although we weren’t angels at Clement Danes – and there were a few devils amongst us – our boys were generally well disciplined and well behaved. A few turned out to be criminals in later life, but nothing like the number from local Comprehensives, which were riddled with bullying and gang wars. I did suffer the odd battering from the bullies at Christopher Wren – I had to walk past there on my way to school and back – but nothing serious. And I learned to look after myself in the odd playground brawl. This was standard practice in the back streets of Shepherds Bush in those days, so nothing much out of the ordinary.

			I went through most of the fashion phases of the sixties and seventies. This included the famous “skinhead” era, where we wore boots, turned-up jeans and braces. I became one of the “Loft boys” at QPR and got involved in a fair few skirmishes when it was fashionable for away fans to try to “take the Loft”. Fans were not segregated in those days, so it was quite common for one group of fans to rampage round the ground to the other end looking for trouble. Policing tactics were different too – they would just wade in wielding truncheons, grab a few of us, and march us unceremoniously out of the ground. This happened to me a few times and on one such occasion I was forced to crawl out underneath the turnstile. The arresting officer chose to kick me on the derrière as I went through, causing me to hit my head on the turnstile, much to the amusement of his mates (and mine). 

			These days there would be all kinds of complaints and investigations for things like that, but for us it was just part of the growing up process. It certainly did me no harm. If anything, it taught me right from wrong, and the importance of some form of authority to instil a sense of discipline in young men. Political correctness is all well and good in the right measure, but I spent a great deal of my career working in law enforcement with some excellent police officers, some of whom were often afraid to exercise their powers to the full extent for fear of political recrimination.

			Along the scale of good boys and bad ones, I suppose I was around the middle. I worked hard in class and enjoyed my fair share of mischief too. I can remember those famous cross-country runs that took us out of the school gates, right along Du Cane Road, right again between the hospital and the prison, and up to Wormwood Scrubs. The course then took us on a full circuit of the Scrubs and back to the school, the same way we came. I was never a great runner, and a group of us noticed that there was a café along the route which would be a useful hiding place, so whilst our esteemed classmates were struggling round the Scrubs in the wind and rain, my mates and I were diving into the café for pie and mash and a cuppa, then re-joining the pack on their way back. This worked well for a few weeks until somebody told the PE teacher, who caught us red-handed one day. We were all subjected to a severe dose of “the slipper” – so severe that I really did find it hard to sit down for a few days afterwards.

			Corporal punishment was quite normal in school in those days, and almost expected for those boys who broke the rules. I am sure one or two of the teachers were sadists. One took great pleasure in requiring transgressors to kneel in front of the class with their arms raised. As soon as the arms grew weary and started to drop, he would bring both his palms down simultaneously on the poor lad’s ears. Others thought nothing of throwing chalk and board wipers at boys caught talking during lessons, and the worst offenders were sent off to see the headmaster for a caning. Whilst these practices were clearly wrong – and have (rightly) been banished from the classroom nowadays – I have to say that I don’t think they caused us any serious harm. In many respects they kept us in order, for most of the time. 

			My mind wandered back to the interview.

			“Yes sir. I have just left school and I need to get a job now.”

			“So, you want to work in London then?” He looked at me quizzically – almost suggesting that I must be a bit crazy to limit my horizons to my home city.

			“Yes sir. I am getting married, and I need to get a house of my own. So, I need to start working now”.

			I had met Marilyn when I was 14 years old. She went to Burlington Girls’ school, which was next door to Clement Danes. She came from a local family in Shepherds Bush, and we hung around together, riding round the streets of W12 on our bicycles. We had our first date at the Hammersmith Empire, where we watched “The Sound of Music”, and we started going to the Hammersmith Palais together when we were old enough. It was common for teenagers to get engaged in those days – not just me, but most of my mates too. Except the nerds who applied to UCAS to go to University.

			I did manage to pass six ‘O’ levels, which was enough to secure a place in the sixth form. However, my main passes were in English, French and Maths, which was not the right combination for “A” level. I was told I had to opt for the arts or the sciences. Given my dismal performance in Physics, I thought the arts were a better bet, so I took English, French, and British Constitution. 

			My best A level score was in the latter; again ironic, given that I was to go on to serve in the highest levels of government in later life. In fact, I went on to manage a fair number of people with university degrees from places like Oxford and Cambridge, belying the myth that it is impossible to reach the upper echelons of the UK Civil Service without the right “old school tie”. Although that, of course, depended to a great extent upon who was on the selection committee.

			By the time the sixth form came around, our parents could hear wedding bells in the distance. So could we. Most of my mates were getting engaged to their childhood sweethearts by the age of 18 and were already working full-time. Only a small number of them remained in school, and none were the brightest or the best.

			I remember one classmate in particular, called Graham. He had just scraped into the sixth form, and he was in my French class at “A” level. It became a standard joke that whenever he was singled out to translate a French word into English, Graham would just stare blankly at the teacher until he gave up and asked someone else. Graham was a good-looking lad with an eye for the ladies and it was common knowledge amongst us that he spent most evenings partying, rather than preparing for his French classes. During one lesson the teacher invited us to translate “balayeuse”. Even the nerds in the class looked at each other blankly when Graham’s hand shot up. “Yes Graham?” enquired the teacher. “Road sweeping machine, sir” came the prompt reply. I almost fell off my chair, as did most of the class. I never quite know how he did it, but to this day I still smile to myself when I drive past a road sweeping machine and recall that moment.

			“Well, I don’t know why you are here. We’re a mobile grade son. We work all over in the country. We go where the Chief Inspector wants us to go. If he wants you in Liverpool, or Belfast, or Prestwick, then that’s where you will go. And wives? Well, it takes a certain type of wife to put up with the lifestyle of an IO. You’ll have to work shifts. All hours. Night shifts. If you are lucky, you’ll get to do crossings. You might even get sent abroad. Would your girlfriend be happy with that, son? It’s a man’s world in the Immigration Service.”

			I started to feel a bit sick. I hadn’t expected this at all. I thought I would get a job at London Airport. Marilyn would not want to leave London; it would be hard enough to get her out of W12. She needed the comfort of her close-knit family. That was her life. Her Mum didn’t know how to get across the river when Hammersmith Bridge was closed. I did not want to be stuck on some ferry in Belfast with all these sailor men with big red noses at some ungodly hour. I wanted to play football with my mates and see my girl at night-time. And go to QPR. Sod this for a game of soldiers.

			The Inspector stared at me and sighed. “Look son it’s your life. I must decide whether you’ve got what it takes to be an IO. I’ve read your file. Sure, you can read and write. And sure, we can knock you into shape. But you have to have the heart for this job – and I’m not sure you have.”

			I knew he was right. This Immigration Officer thing was not for me. I got home, got my pen and paper out, and wrote to the Home Office. Please give me a job in London that is not in the Immigration Service. 

			Four weeks later I was reporting to the Immigration and Nationality Department of the Home Office at Princeton House, High Holborn. I was to become an Executive Officer in B1 Division, dealing with applications from “aliens” wanting to extend their stay in the country. The Immigration Service was no more than a bad dream.

			Little did I know then that I would not only spend most of my working life in the Immigration Service, but would go on to become the only Immigration Officer to rise up through the ranks to become interim Director General (Grade 2) level of the UK Border Force – two grades above the post that was once known as the “Chief Inspector” of the Immigration Service.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Granting Extensions of Stay:the Aliens Department and the birth of Lunar House, Croydon

			I reported to the Immigration and Nationality Department at Princeton House in High Holborn on 16 October 1972. This was my first “real” job. Of course, I had taken temporary work before this. My first job was working in Harry’s Greengrocers in the Shepherds Bush Road. Thursday night, Friday night and all-day Saturday for twenty-seven shillings and sixpence, plus tips. I had also worked in Woolworths in Ealing as a warehouse assistant, and in Lloyds Bank as a clerk. But these were all temporary roles. This was different. The Home Office was a career. 

			I was ushered into a room with about 16 other new recruits, where we were gradually sifted into groups. Some were headed to other bits of the Home Office. We were whittled down into smaller groups until we were in pairs. I was twinned with a stunning blonde called Janet. Like me, Janet was getting engaged, but neither of us could deny the mutual attraction that prevailed between us. Janet was a posh bird from Weybridge. I was a working-class lad from Shepherds Bush. This was the first time that it dawned on me that there might be another world out there beyond Marilyn and West London. 

			Janet and I did go out together once or twice. There was clearly something between us, but we were both committed elsewhere and chose to follow our heads rather than our hearts. A dilemma that was to come back to haunt me in later life.

			We went through our EO training at Princeton House, in High Holborn. We were taught about Home Office files. How to write minutes on the minute sheet of the file, which was always attached to the left-hand side of the file with an India tag, inserted through a hole two thirds of the way up the page. Not half-way, not three quarters; two thirds. The right-hand side of the file was reserved for documents received from, or sent to, the applicant. This invariably included a “pouch” which contained the applicant’s passport. Holes and India tags also attached these. This was fine until the tag broke off and the passport fell out in a cabinet somewhere, thus necessitating a call to the “Special Search” team who spent their working lives searching cabinets for lost passports so that some poor foreigner could get their passport back to travel. 

			During my training the Aliens Branch, together with the rest of the Immigration & Nationality Department, was relocated to a grand spanking new building in Croydon, Lunar House, in Wellesley Road. Lunar House and its sister building next door, Apollo House, were a classic example of 1970s architecture, 20 floors high with a three-storey “podium” attached, complete with a pond and fountains below. In fact, it occurs to me that even 50 years later the pond was never filled with water, more with dirt and grime that whistled in the wind between the stilts upon which the building was built. I have traversed the world and have seldom found anywhere as windy as the car parks below Lunar House and Apollo House, which were strong enough to knock the hapless officials who worked there completely off their feet on a bad day.

			We had by now moved from Shepherds Bush to South Ealing, and the journey from West London to Croydon was much harder than getting to Central London by tube. I had a motor scooter in those days and can vividly remember navigating my way round the South Circular Road to Croydon on it in the freezing cold and rain, then having to sit by the radiator in the office to thaw out. 

			After I passed my driving test, I could only afford an old clapped-out Austin A40. That was good enough at least to keep me warm on the journey; but the clutch was on the way out, and I couldn’t afford a new one. It got to the point where I had to alter my journey home and go via Streatham rather than Wimbledon, in the certain knowledge that the car would not be able to get up Wimbledon Hill.

			After six weeks of training, we were divided into groups led by Higher Executive Officers (HEOs). I was sent to Group 13 in B1 Division (Aliens). Janet was sent to Group 8 (also Aliens). Others went to B3 Division (Commonwealth). There was a different set of rules for Commonwealth and Aliens in those days, with Commonwealth citizens receiving much more favourable treatment – at least until the passing of the Immigration Act 1971, which came into force on 1 January 1973. Alien files were green, and Commonwealth files were yellow. 

			I soon got to understand the hierarchy of the grading structure. The Home Office was then (and still is) hugely “gradist”. As an EO, I was a manager. I oversaw the Clerical Officers (COs) in my group. The COs did not have “A” levels. They only had “O” levels. They had to work at CO level for a few years, then seek promotion to EO. But CO was not the lowest entry level to the Home Office. That was reserved for the Clerical Assistants (CAs). The CAs had neither “O” levels nor “A” levels. They reported to the COs. The COs reported to the EOs, and the EOs reported to the group leader, who was the HEO. (These grades still exist today, save for the fact that the word “Clerical” became outmoded and was replaced with the term “Administrative”. Thus, CAs became AAs and COs became AOs).

			So here was my first taste of management. I was an 18-year-old kid straight out of school managing COs and CAs who were generally older than me, and more experienced – but obviously not as clever as me, because I had “A” levels.

			Grade determined roles and responsibilities. The CAs put files together, logged them in and out of the group, and made the tea. They were not allowed to write on the files. The COs could write on the files, but only to implement an EO’s decision and to make any enquiries the EO wanted. The EO decided who got an extension of stay in the country, and nearly everyone did, but occasionally some poor alien got refused. The EO could not refuse an extension to an alien without referring the case to the HEO. If the HEO agreed, then the alien was refused. The passport was marked with a refusal (a secret signal which amounted to underlining the date of expiry of leave in the passport) and the alien was sent a letter telling them to appeal or leave the country.

			 “Stats” were completed every Friday by each group. Each EO had to declare the number of cases they had cleared over the week, and the number of refusals they had issued. This was my first taste of performance management in the Home Office. 

			I quickly learned how to find favour in this system: aim for 80 files per week and three refusals. Clear more than that, and you are not taking enough care with each case. Clear less, and you are not pulling your weight. Refuse more, and you are a “head-hunter”. Refuse less, and you are a “screaming liberal”. I later learned that measuring performance in the UK immigration system was something that would continue to haunt the Department in its various manifestations throughout my entire career.

			My early days in Group 13 provided me with my first taste of working in a team. School was never really like that. It was more like every boy for himself, except for sport, where you represented the school against other schools. My game was always football. St Clement Danes was a very good footballing school in those days. I was never good enough to make the first eleven, who reached the national schools cup final when I was in the fifth form. I turned out for the thirds. I also played Sunday morning football in the West London Sunday league – we had a pretty good side that went on to win the West London First Division title and the Open cup in later years. This enabled me to keep in touch with my mates from West London and gave me a social outlet outside the workplace, which was something I always found valuable. 

			My HEO was a spinster called Muriel who had been in the Department for years. She had worked her way slowly up to HEO level, and it was clear that she had now reached the pinnacle of her career. 

			The atmosphere in Group 13 was a bit like school though. The HEO had her own desk at the front of the room, while the EOs sat in a group of four desks facing each other, working on our files under her watchful gaze. The COs and CAs came next, all in the line of sight of the HEO.

			There were two young EOs there, Angie and Geoff. Angie was a great character who worked hard and really wanted to be an IO (I wondered why, given my recent experiences of the IS). Geoff was a brash Yorkshireman who hated the IS with a vengeance and vowed never to join. The fourth desk was vacant when I got there, but it was later filled by an IO from Heathrow called Andy Michael. Andy went on to become a legend in the IS and he holds the dubious distinction of being the first IO to have introduced a young Tony Smith into the ways of the UK Immigration Service.

			The interaction between Andy and Muriel was a source of great entertainment. Muriel was very prim and proper, always punctual and extremely organised. She had her own individual tea service on her desk – matching teapot, teacup, saucer, milk jug and sugar bowl – and she would tiptoe out to the kitchen every 90 minutes or so to wash up her gear and make her next cup. I soon learned that a good time to refer a case to Muriel was shortly after her latest brew. She did like a little natter over a cup of tea. 

			Potential refusals were usually based on an inadequate amount of documentation to support the applicant’s case. Students needed to submit a letter from a college showing that they were registered for full time study at a “bona fide” educational institution. They also needed to produce evidence of funds, usually in the form of a bank statement. There was little investigative work involved in this. It might be appropriate to telephone a college for an “attendance check”, but without any field investigations it was hard to tell whether these were genuine students or illegal workers simply using the “student” cover to get an extension of stay stamped in their passport. Abuse of the student rules was a continual challenge for the Department, and in later years it was something that brought me into contact with international organised crime gangs.

			Muriel’s first test was always to look at the photograph in the passport. If somebody “looked nice” then there was very little chance of Muriel agreeing to a refusal. But if they looked mean they would have a mountain to climb to get her approval for a further extension. It soon dawned upon me that the process by which foreign nationals got to stay in the UK back then was often based on the whim of the senior caseworker, and I was amazed that people’s lives could be affected by something as simple as how they looked on the day that their passport photo was taken. When the International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO) started to issue rules about the standard of passport photos – including a prohibition on smiling, to satisfy facial recognition systems – it occurred to me that Muriel’s refusal rate would likely have been a lot higher if she had worked in a later era.

			Andy’s approach was quite different. He was loud and brash, far from punctual, and generally everything Muriel wasn’t. He used colourful Cockney language (which I understood well but made Muriel shiver). He was mostly concerned about how the applicant got past immigration at the border in the first place – something that did not occur to the EO caseworkers, who had never worked at the ports. In those days, all foreign visitors and students were interviewed by Immigration Officers upon arrival at the UK border. They needed to satisfy the IO that they were genuinely seeking entry for the period of the visit as stated by them, and that they would depart the country within the period of leave given. So, by definition, the mere act of seeking an extension of stay after admission was potentially a breach of contract, whether or not the applicant qualified under the rules.

			 Immigration Officers prided themselves upon their investigative skills to get to the truth. They were used to human interaction, rather than process by correspondence and codification. They believed that there was no substitute for the “face to face” encounter with an applicant. Many argued that they had a “sixth sense” which enabled them to identify the genuine from the bogus. Documentation was only a part of the story. The whole was carried in the body language, the profile, the eyes, and the bags. 

			This dilemma would come back to haunt the Department in years to come. Many Directors and Senior Directors who entered the Department from outside did not recognise this as a critical piece of the process. Reputations were forged by developing codified systems to fit modern IT solutions and save money. It became sexy to dumb down the role of the Immigration Officer, preferring instead to opt for automated procedures that would put the system “online” and remove face to face interviews wherever possible. In the end, I found myself as the lone voice in the UKBA Senior Management Team in arguing against this obsession, where investigation and enforcement was dumbed down in favour of more efficient process flows and codification. Ultimately this was one of the major contributing factors to the “Windrush scandal” of 2018, where innocent and legitimate long-term migrants from the West Indies suddenly found themselves being served with deportation notices, simply because there was no government record to confirm their lawful status in the UK. Whereas any self-respecting Immigration Officer back in the day would have been able to establish lawful status via a ten-minute interview, without any need for computerised back up.

			Another Immigration Officer who joined us in Group 13 for a relief spell was TJ Huss, who turned up from Gatwick one week. TJ was nicknamed by his colleagues “the colonel” for his military and authoritative manner. He had a thing about bogus colleges and immigration fraud in Brighton, and he had already set up a joint intelligence cell with Sussex Police from his base at Gatwick Airport. 

			The colonel’s approach to the job was one that has stood the test of time, both at the border and in the visa offices around the world, for decades. Sort out the wheat from the chaff quickly, clear the chaff, then get after the wheat. The colonel would spend most of his working day on the telephone, loudly speaking a language that like-minded officers in the field would understand (and often offending Muriel in the process). His mission? To disrupt the organised crime rings that have riddled the immigration system ever since controls were built. To arrest and deport the fraudsters, and to catch the criminals that brought them here in the first place. 

			Of course, this approach did not sit neatly with the 80:3 casework formula described above. As soon as he arrived in group 13, the colonel set about hunting through his case files to identify culprits from the “Brighton student ring”. Instead of processing their cases at his desk, he took the files down to Brighton police station, so a few “students” who had hoped to get an extension of stay at a non-existent college via a smile on their passport photo and a bogus attendance letter soon found themselves being detained and deported for illegal working. The colonel saw this as a great success and went on to hunt down the facilitators who had brought this hapless group to the country in the first place, to prevent further misery for others – and to bring the rich slave traders to justice.

			 In fact, the colonel was years ahead of his time. Going after the fat cats behind immigration fraud was always a good narrative for any incoming Minister. It was always an easier argument to win than the immigration numbers game, with a schizophrenic media quick to jump on the “porous borders” argument, but equally keen to stand up for any individual hapless illegal immigrant facing removal – especially if the person concerned has gained celebrity status. Decades later I went on to lead some of the biggest ever immigration investigations, putting some human smugglers away for a long time and appearing in regional and national media to praise my hard-working crime teams for their efforts in breaking up these gangs. This was tough, painstaking and dangerous work that deserved better recognition at the top of the Department than it got. At the same time, it was a political hot potato, with many illegal immigrants being portrayed as victims of circumstance rather than criminals in their own right.

			The colonel faced the same dilemma. It is all well and good enhancing the Department’s reputation with major busts like this, but it means nothing if it impacts badly upon case-working productivity performance along the way. Whilst the colonel was running around Brighton doing his bit for the community, his files were piling up around his desk in group 13. He had committed the cardinal sin of resorting to crates on the floor, full of files of the chaff, whilst he chased down the wheat.

			This did not please the highly organised Muriel, who summoned him to a meeting with the Senior Executive Officer (SEO) the following Monday. This was high drama in Group 13. Being called to see the SEO was bad. It was like being called to the headmaster’s office at school. We all awaited the outcome with bated breath.

			The SEO at that time was Peter, who was a classic civil servant of his time. He had reached the exalted grade of SEO after many years of service. He did not need people like the colonel coming into his business and upsetting the status quo. Bloody IOs, who do they think they are? 

			Peter later gave me some words of wisdom before I set off on my Immigration Service career. He told me that there were two groups of IOs – the “drinkers” and the “non-drinkers”. Only the latter were worth their salt – the former were a bunch of rogues and vagabonds who should never see the light of a promotion board. This made me chuckle in later years, as I sat in the Chief Inspector’s office in Croydon drinking whisky and beer with the inner sanctum of the UK Immigration Service leadership team.

			The colonel emerged from the SEO’s office muttering expletives that ought not to be repeated here. Suffice it to say that this was ten times worse than Andy’s cockney banter that had so offended Muriel. The colonel told them that he would “bloody show ‘em”, and he did. He started wading through his crates of files. By the end of the week he had cleared 240 cases – more than the normal weekly productivity rate of three Executive Officers. Needless to say, this did not get him off the hook. On the contrary, it caused even more problems for the hapless SEO, who then had to face questions from his Principal as to why the rest of his case working groups could not operate at the same pace. Peter did his worst and sent the colonel packing back to Gatwick. 

			I later heard that the colonel returned to the IS ranks as a conquering hero rather than under a cloud of failure. This experience was one I found telling in the years to come, as the whole future of the Immigration Service came into question because of its defiance of the philosophy imposed upon it by the case working and policy elite.

			I spent two years working as an EO caseworker in Lunar House, between 1972 and 1974. After meeting up with Andy, the colonel and other IS colleagues, it soon became clear to me that I had made a big mistake by not joining the Immigration Service in the first place. The reality was that I would almost certainly be posted to Heathrow, which was expanding rapidly at the time. My chances of being posted away from London were very remote; any vacancies that did arise “in the sticks” were quickly snapped up by senior IOs from the South, looking to cash in on property prices and enjoy a better life elsewhere. Many of these officers originated from outside London – indeed the Scottish contingent was massive – and plenty relished the opportunity to disperse to ports closer to home, especially those with caring commitments back there. It was (and still is) the case that an Immigration Officer at a seaport or a smaller airport is a big fish in a small pond and often regarded as a pillar of the community. That does not apply in the vast arrivals halls at the major airports, where officers are seen more as small cogs in a much bigger wheel.

			I also learned about the shift patterns. The Immigration Service made great play of the fact that they had to work shifts to cover the border. Most ports never sleep. Even when passenger arrivals stop in the dead of night there is work to be done, clearing up casework from the last arrival before the next one comes in. Immigration Officers (IOs) were already paid more than their “level” equivalents in the Home Office (EOs) by way of a “responsibility” uplift. Then they received a 16.5% allowance for “shift disturbance”. On top of that – to cater for the social injustice of working at weekends – Immigration Officers received time and a half pay for Saturdays and double time for Sundays. Their salary scales were linked to the mainstream pay bands in the civil service, so they could expect to climb up the spine points with each year of service. The pay and allowances system in the Immigration Service sent the rest of the IND green with envy. It was quite possible for an IO with five years’ service to take home as much as an SEO with 25 years’ service. (I later wondered whether this formed part of the reason for Peter’s vitriol towards the IS). The financial attraction of moving from the mainstream into the IS grades was a no-brainer, especially for a young lad like me, looking to get married and set foot on the housing ladder.

			I applied to join the IS in 1973, but was turned down. I was never quite sure why that was. People didn’t get feedback and appeals and grievances in those days. I just got a letter to say no. It might have been because I turned up late for the interview. More likely, they had read my file about my encounter with Captain Pugwash at London Bridge and decided that I needed a bit more time. Either way I often use this story as an example for young officers never to give up on their dream, even if they don’t pass every Board along the way. I failed as many Boards as I passed on my way up the slippery pole, but I never let that deter me.

			I was finally accepted into UKIS in the 1974 tranche, and received my posting notice to report to Heathrow Terminal 1 on 6 January 1975. By then I would have completed two years and three months as an EO. With hindsight, I am glad I did. It gave me a very useful insight into after-entry controls, something which was not readily apparent to Immigration Officers joining direct from outside the department. 

			The IOs on attachment to Croydon went out of their way to welcome me to the Immigration Service “family”. There followed a significant number of sessions in a pub called the Alhambra opposite Lunar House (long since demolished), where lots of the IS allowances described above went on beer to wet the new IS baby’s head. I have to say I thoroughly enjoyed the experience, although I did wonder if I was already starting to stray from the path advocated by my SEO and become an “IS drinker” after all. It certainly felt that way.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Becoming an Immigration Officer on the Line, and first refusals

			There are many books which chronicle the history of migration to the UK, dating back to the Roman Empire when Caesar’s fleet crossed the English Channel from the newly conquered Gaul and set up camp on the Thames. It is human nature to seek out pastures new. Some are motivated by money, some by greed, some by a sense of adventure, or a thirst for knowledge. Some have no choice – they simply must get away to have any chance of a decent life. Even the weather has become a factor, with millions of British citizens now owning property in Spain.

			 Equally, immigration control has always been an issue very close to the top of the political agenda. Immigrants – and especially asylum seekers – are often portrayed in the media as a drain on society and the fount of the nation’s ills. This is the rhetoric of taxi drivers, who often joked that it was “all your fault then” when I told them what I did for a living. The immigration debate sometimes becomes dangerous and can fuel community tensions, which I saw first-hand on many an occasion. On the other hand, reticence can stifle debate about immigration policy for fear of drifting into racism (which is something completely different). For a full and thorough account of the history of immigration to the UK – and our attitudes towards it – I recommend “Bloody Foreigners” by Robert Winder.

			In terms of controlling our borders, the most authoritative historical account is that of TWE Roche in “The Key in the Lock”. Roche was himself an Immigration Officer, in the generation before mine. His book ends just as the vast jumbo jets have started to roll into Terminal 3 in the late 1960s. Roche describes the origins of the Immigration Service back to the Cinque Ports, and those who held the “keys to the kingdom” before air travel began. Much of this focus is around Dover as the original gateway to the UK. The Immigration “Branch” – later to become known as the Immigration “Service” – always had a strong spiritual home in Dover, where family dynasties have passed on the keys to the kingdom from generation to generation.

			Roche’s preface is particularly telling in seeking out the origins of the “Immigration Service culture” that became legendary. He says: 

			
			“My special thanks go to all the rest of that great company of people who have been my colleagues in the Immigration Branch for more than a quarter of a century, who have moulded the very being of the Service to which I have been so proud to belong.”

			One of the sadder roles I undertook towards the end of my career was supporting bereaved families when officers who had given a lifetime service to the Immigration Service had passed away. I often sought anecdotes from former IS colleagues to assist me with individual eulogies that I delivered at funerals on behalf of the Department. In
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