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An introduction to police custody in South Wales 

 
South Wales Police operate 4 custody suites located in Cardiff Bay, Merthyr Tydfil, Swansea and Bridgend.    

The suites in Merthyr and Bridgend were built in 2014 to an identical design, each with 42 cells and located away 

from the town centres.   Swansea, with 27 cells, is now the oldest part of the custody estate being part of Swansea 

Central police station built just under twenty years ago.  

 

Cardiff Bay police station was completed in 2009. The custody suite is provided on 2 levels with 60 cells in total. 

Despite being less than 10 years old there have been a number of on-going repair issues arising from the original 

build which are currently in the process of being resolved.  

 

Demand and breakdown by age, gender, ethnicity, disability   

 

During 2017/18 there were around 29,000 primary arrests* leading to detention. This figure has decreased 

consistently since 2016 when the figure was around 35,000.  The trend has been similar across all Basic Command 

Units. Outlined below is a breakdown of detainees in custody in 2017/18 by average primary arrests per month: 

 

 
*primary arrest refers to the offence for which an individual is originally arrested and brought into custody; 

subsequently an individual may be arrested for further offences. The term is used to avoid double counting.  

 
Issues of note during 2017/18 - adverse incidents  

 

Following an adverse incident in Merthyr Bridewell in March 2016 in which a detainee formed a ligature point, all 

pillows were temporarily removed from Merthyr, Bridgend and Cardiff Bay custody suites until amendments to cells 

could be tested and approved by the Home Office for national use.  These were approved and the work completed 

in Bridgend and Merthyr in the summer of 2017. During this period, alternative arrangements were made for 

detainees who needed pillows for medical reasons. Work at Cardiff Bay is being progressed as part of a larger 

programme of improvements and custody visitors continue to be kept informed about the process and feedback 

any comments from detainees in their reports and at panel meetings.  Custody visitors were kept informed during 

the process and fed back any comments from detainees in their reports and at panel meetings.   

  

 

Gender:

82.1% Male

17.9% Female

Age:

84.9% aged 21 and over

9.3% aged 18-20 years

5.8% Children (aged 10-17 years )

Ethnicity:

88.3% White

8.2% BME

3.5% Not stated

Disability & Mental Health:

57.7% Mental Health warning markers

0.5% Disability warning marker (physical)

29,000 primary 
arrests* in 2017/18
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Introduction to the South Wales Independent Custody Visiting Scheme  
 

An overview of custody visiting in South Wales 

 

The South Wales scheme is currently provided by 32 visitors 

split across two panels – East & West. 

 

The East panel covers the custody suites in Cardiff Bay and 

Merthyr. The West panel visits suites in Bridgend and Swansea.  

The demographic breakdown of the scheme is shown in the 

table below:   

 

 

Age South Wales Scheme Membership 

Up to 25 yrs  

25 up to 50yrs 

50 up to 70 yrs 

70+ yrs 

3 

8 

16 

5 

Gender  

Male 

Female 

12 

20 

Ethnicity  

White British 

White other  

Mixed  

Asian 

Not stated 

24 

1 

3 

1 

3 

Welsh Language  

Fluent Welsh speaker 

Welsh learner / reasonably proficient 

Non Welsh speaker 

Not stated 

2 

5 

20 

5 

 

Visits are made once a week to the Merthyr, Cardiff Bay and Bridgend custody suites with three visits per fortnight 

to Swansea Central.   

 

Recruitment generally takes place once every 12 to 18 months depending on panel vacancies. Whilst there is no 

maximum period of appointment for volunteer visitors, all appointments are reviewed, including through interview 

and renewal of vetting, every three years in line with national guidance. 

 

During 2017/18 three visitors left the scheme and seven new visitors were appointed.  Nine volunteers had their 

three yearly reviews during the year. A number of experienced visitors provide input on custody visiting to new 

Civilian Detention Officers and Custody Sergeants as part of their training.  
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South Wales does not have facilities in which to hold detainees under the Terrorism Act (TACT) 2000. However, in 

view of the on-going security /threat level seven of the existing Independent Custody Visitors have been vetted and 

received training to enable them to visit TACT detainees should the need arise at some point in the future.  

 

Key issues, successes and challenges in 2017/18 

 

As well as noting and reporting on ad hoc issues during their visits, Independent Custody Visitors in South Wales 

have: 

 monitored waiting times for attendance by Appropriate Adults and challenged overnight stays by children 

in police custody 

 checked the operation of hearing loops across the custody estate 

 continued to highlight standards of cleanliness particularly in the older custody suite in Swansea and 

continued to report concerns about the various defects in Cardiff Bay, which originate from when it was 

built.   

 

The persistent raising of concerns has been welcomed by custody services who are seeking improvements in 

custody provision themselves and who value the added weight that custody visitor reports can bring.   

 

One of the measures against which custody services are monitored by HM inspectorates is treating detainees with 

dignity. At the end of the previous year visitors from both panels had been asked their views on a ‘dignity’ issue, 

concerning detainees in Swansea on occasion being offered the choice of walking to court in handcuffs (across the 

road from the police station) or waiting for the next court run in the van.  The result of the consultation was fed 

back at the start of 2017-2018 with the outcome that walking handcuffed detainees to court was held to be 

undignified and should not continue.  

 

South Wales volunteers have also taken up the national challenge to improve sanitary provision for women in police 

custody by asking female detainees if they have been offered sanitary provision as well as checking the availability 

and quality of sanitary items. Panel chairs attended Adverse Incident briefings held by Custody Services over the 

year and were able to question the extent of self-harm incidents in custody across the South Wales area and feed 

this back to panel members.   

 

How is custody visiting in South Wales organised and led?  

The two panels meet quarterly with the Regional Custody Inspector and Scheme Manager to raise issues of concern 

arising from visits, highlight good practice and discuss any changes in policy and procedure that impact on the local 

custody suites and the visiting role.  Each panel is chaired by a visitor appointed by panel members for a period of 

three years. 

 

A summary of issues noted in the previous quarter is drawn up by the Scheme Manager in consultation with panel 

members and circulated to the Inspector and members in advance of the meeting to enable everyone to ‘come 

prepared’ for the discussion. Additional issues can also of course be raised on the day. Panel meetings in 2017/18 

also included:  

 Brief input on ‘pre-charge bail’ (Custody Sgts / Inspector) 

 Refresh on ‘rights and entitlements’  (Custody Sgts/Inspector)  

 Input on spit guards (Custody Inspector)  

 Discussion of treatment of detainees undergoing gender re-assignment 

 Discussion of levels of intoxication suitable to be managed in custody 

 ICVA bite sized training on Children’s Concordat 

 Tasting custody ready meals   
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A Joint ICV Review Group meeting is held every six months, chaired by the Commissioner’s Chief of Staff and 

attended by the Panel Chairs and Coordinators and Chief Inspector for Custody Services. This provides an 

opportunity for the discussion of thematic issues, for Custody Services to raise any issues of concern with regard 

the volunteer scheme and to keep up to date with future plans and developments. 

 

The Annual Seminar for Custody Visitors was replaced last year by participation in the first Volunteer Day for 

volunteers within the South Wales Police family of volunteers. Whilst the ICV scheme is, of course, independent of 

the police, it was felt to be of value for the volunteers to have an opportunity to meet other volunteers and to talk 

about their role as independent visitors.  Demonstrations during the day included restraint techniques and the use 

of spit guards, delivered by experienced custody officers.     

 

South Wales Police & Crime Commissioner, Rt Hon Alun Michael: 

“Volunteering brings enormous benefits to any community as well as to the volunteers 

themselves and those they help. That is true even of aspects of volunteering which are less 

obvious than most, such as those volunteers who monitor our custody suites, our prisons 

and our courts. They do not have a high public profile, in large part as they are operating 

in places that most of us never see. So, this annual report presents an opportunity to flag 

up this particularly selfless “essential act of citizenship” which helps to ensure that the rights 

and welfare of detainees in police custody are properly upheld and maintained in line with 

our wider commitment to human rights and a just society. Thank you to all our independent 

custody visitors for their voluntary commitment during 2017/18.” 

 

Lee Jones, Chief of Staff for the South Wales Police & Crime Commissioner: 

“As the Chair of the Joint ICV Review Group I am impressed by the dedication of the panel 

members in seeking to secure the highest standards of care for detainees in South Wales 

police custody. Whether this is by helping to ensure that children are not kept in custody 

overnight, that there is prompt attendance by Appropriate Adults, adequate and varied 

supplies of meals and sufficient stocks of blankets or that the custody suites are clean and 

in good repair – our volunteer visitors monitor all aspects of custody through their spot 

checks and from speaking to detainees.  As the Chief of Staff I am responsible for ensuring 

that the Commissioner fulfils his statutory functions which include holding the Chief 

Constable to account and our custody visitors play an essential part in that work. However, I also know from the 

Joint ICV Review meetings that colleagues in the police and custody services welcome and value the external scrutiny 

that independent community members bring into the custody suite.  Thank you to all our visitors for their hard work 

over the past year”         

 

Panel Chairs, Marilyn Lloyd of the West and Hugh Pattrick of the East Panel have jointly 

highlighted the important part played by good working relationships in custody visiting: 

“For custody visiting to be effective it is essential that Custody Visitors and police officers 

and staff develop and maintain professional working relationships based on a mutual 

respect and understanding of each other’s legitimate roles.  Visitors must also work well 

together and as part of a team.  In South Wales we are pleased that we have built up 

good working relationships with Civilian Detention Officers, Sergeants and Inspectors in custody. If there are ever 

any issues over visiting arrangements or concerns identified during visits these can be quickly resolved during the 

visit, at our panel meetings or at the Joint ICV Review meeting with the Head of Custody and Commissioner’s Chief 

of Staff.” 
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2017/18 Custody visiting data  

 
A total of 224 visits took place in 2017/18 with 92.4% of the 826 ‘available detainees’ visited. Within the East panel 

100% of available children (23) in custody were visited and in the West panel 19 out of 21 (90%) children were visited. 

The target number of visits for Bridgend, Merthyr and Cardiff Bay is currently 52 per year with 78 for Swansea. Panel 

members considered reducing Swansea to 52 but felt that the higher number of visits was justified by the level of 

issues raised during visits. Detainees may not be ‘available’ for a range of reasons including: being asleep, 

intoxicated, in interview, or as a result of advice not to visit specific detainees due to detainees being very distressed 

or aggressive.  

 

The tables and charts below provide a more detailed breakdown of visiting data.  

 

 

 
 

Visiting days and times 

 

Across the scheme as a whole 15% of visits took place on a weekend (Saturday/Sunday) with a greater proportion 

in the West panel (20%) compared with the East panel (9%) although in the East Saturday was the more frequent 

day and Sunday in the West.  

 

Monday was the most popular day for visits in both panels with 27% in the East and 19% in the West. The chart 

overleaf illustrates a breakdown of visits by day of week across the two panels: 
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In relation to visiting times the vast majority of visits took place during ‘office hours’ in both panels – in the East 

panel 78% of visits started between the hours of 8am and 6pm and in the West this figure was slightly higher at 

83%. 

 

Visits which started between 6pm and 7:30pm (the ‘handover period’ between shifts) accounted for 6% of visits in 

the West panel and 12% of visits in the East panel. Visitors are advised to be mindful of the extra pressure on staff 

/ officers at this time due to the need to handover details of all those in custody.  Visitors are more likely to have to 

stand back and observe if arriving just before or around 7pm.  

 

The low number of visits in the later evening, overnight and on weekends, particularly Saturdays, has been raised 

at panel meetings by the Coordinators and Scheme Manager and volunteers will continue to be encouraged to 

vary their visits to increase the spread of visits across these times and days in line with national and local guidance.   

  

Visitors prioritise visits to children and females in custody, if the suite is very busy and not all detainees can be visited 

due to time constraints on custody staff who escort visits.  

 

 Visits to children by Gender 
East West 2017/18 

Male Female Male Female Total 

Total in custody 33 8 28 5 74 

Total available for visit 22 1 19 2 44 

Visited 22 1 18 1 42 

% Visited 100% 100% 95% 50% 95% 

 

Visits to adults by Gender 
East West 2017/18 

Male Female Male Female Total 

Total in custody 724 130 894 156 1904 

Total available for visit 392 75 272 43 782 

Visited 353 67 259 42 721 

% Visited 90% 89% 95% 98% 92% 
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Issues raised during visits 
 

The Scheme Manager classifies issues raised during visits under a 

number of headings and this allows an ‘at a glance’ overview of visitors’ 

observations. In the vast majority of cases, these do not indicate or 

imply that detainees are being poorly treated, although it may lead to 

an action by custody officers to remedy the issue. For example, a 

detainee may use the opportunity of the visitors being present to ask 

for an extra blanket or a hot drink and visitors will note how this is 

actioned at the time of the visit.  If during a visit a large number of 

detainees request such items though, it may suggest, for example, that 

officers have been too busy to ensure that detainees’ welfare needs are 

being promptly addressed and this would again be raised at the time of the visit and reported to the panel meeting. 

 

Urgent issues are addressed by the visitors at the time of the visit and/or may be raised with the Scheme Manager 

who will then follow up the issue directly with the Inspector or more senior officer. Issues are also addressed at 

panel meetings and by the Joint ICV Review Group.   

 

When a detainee does highlight a concern or makes an informal complaint to visitors this is followed up with custody 

staff and the custody record checked with the permission of the detainee.  Detainees are advised that if they wish 

to complain that they should speak to the officer in charge. The headings and examples of observations classified 

under each heading are given below:   

 

Health & Safety issues are noted relatively infrequently but examples have included:  

 Bridgend:  ‘1p coin (found) on the mattress’ in an occupied cell. The coin was removed as it presented a 

potential hazard. 

 Swansea:  ICVs removed a ‘cracked old pillow’ which was felt to be a hazard (due to possible sharp edges)  

 Merthyr: ‘sharp edges noted in communications panel in one cell’ 

 Cardiff Bay:   ‘mattress in shower area – trip hazard’ 

 Concerns were also raised on a small number of occasions about the adequacy of staffing levels to 

maintain detainee welfare should unforeseen emergencies arise.   

 

Detainee welfare issues: 

 Swansea: ‘detainee okay... but didn’t disclose to police about anxiety and depression…’ 

 Swansea: ‘female – concerned about children (at home)...’ 

 Cardiff Bay: ‘well received but no female civilian detention officer on duty’ (4 female detainees in custody) 

 Cardiff Bay: ‘detainees footwear removed and feet cold. Requested slippers/daps’ 

 

Repairs and defects: 

 Cardiff Bay: ‘shower opposite cell 3 still flooding’ 

 Cardiff Bay: ‘cells very stuffy and uncomfortably hot’ 

 

Cleanliness issues: 

 Cardiff Bay: ‘noted that cell out of action for 3 days due to being dirty’  

 Swansea: ‘noted a build-up of grime that could not be removed by normal cleaning routine – need for a 

deep clean’ 
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Deliveries & Stores issues: 

 Swansea: ‘issues with blanket supply … little stock’  

 Merthyr: ‘unable to locate Qur’an’ 

 Merthyr: ‘low stock of blankets’  

 

Other issues (this category is generally used to note issues relating to the visiting process, such as a delay in gaining 

access, but may also be used for other ad hoc observations). Examples during 2017/2018 included:  

 Merthyr: ‘suite very busy…, 1 detainee on 1-2-1 watch, 2 detainees being processed and 1 waiting to come 

in…as suite so busy aborted’ 

 Cardiff Bay: ‘Civilian Detention Officer in full view of detainees while talking to us, joining in conversation…’ 

(officers should keep ICVs in sight, but be out of hearing of conversations with detainees)  

 Cardiff Bay: ‘detainee mentioned about the handling of the Qur’an’  

 Swansea: ‘noted by Custody Sgt that 101 calls from the public are being directed to custody unnecessarily 

(taking time away from ensuring welfare of detainees) ‘ 

 

Summary of issues raised in 2017/18 

 2017/18 

Count of issues 

2017/18 

% of issues* 

2016/17 

Count of issues 

2016/17 

% of issues* 

Total visits 224 211 

No issues 66 30% 74 35% 

Health & safety 13 6% 3 1% 

Detainee welfare 97 43% 89 42% 

Cleanliness 17 8% 6 3% 

Repairs & Defects  70 31% 68 32% 

Deliveries /stores 24 11% 12 6% 

Other  29 13% 18 9% 
*percentages total over 100% as multiple issues may be identified in a single visit  

 

ICV scheme findings 
 

Both panels were of the view that their working relationships with officers and staff in custody during 2017-2018 

were generally very positive and that in most cases any issues or requests for further information were dealt with 

appropriately. There were a small number of occasions when visitors felt that issues they had raised did not receive 

the appropriate level of response. These included in the East Panel (June 2017 panel meeting) that Civilian Detention 

Officers (CDOs) did not always take concerns about the mental health or distress of detainees sufficiently seriously 

and in the West panel that it took too long to address concerns about cleanliness of the custody suite and the need 

for a deep clean.    

 

There is a view amongst visitors that the different custody suites have a different atmosphere or feeling – for 

example, Merthyr is generally seen as more person centred whilst Cardiff Bay is perceived as more process led.  An 

example of this relates to the degree of flexibility around offering meals to detainees outside of recognised 

mealtimes as set out in PACE Code C, the legislation which governs the treatment and care of most detainees in 

police custody.  Whether this is a result of officers and staff in the north of the South Wales Police area knowing 

their clientele better compared to officers working in the much larger city of Cardiff, or a factor of the design/ layout 

or relative ‘busyness’ of the suites is uncertain.        
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Where there have been issues about accessing detainee custody records or how visits are conducted, with 

occasional gaps in knowledge about the custody visiting process these have generally been quickly ironed out at 

panel meetings.  

 

How the police respond to your findings 

 
Assistant Chief Constable, Jenny Gilmer: 

“The Independent Custody Visitors initiative is a fantastic example of how the communities of 

the South Wales area assist us in ensuring that we provide the best possible service to those 

detained. It allows us, as an organisation, to not only hear the views of independent visitors, but 

also feedback the work that is subsequently done in response to their observations. The custody 

visitors give up their own time to perform this very important role and we are extremely grateful 

for their knowledge and expertise.” 

 

Future plans 

 
Further recruitment to the East Panel of visitors is required during 2018/19 to bring numbers to a more sustainable 

level following a small number of in-year resignations. It remains a challenge to increase the spread of visits over 

the week and especially to ensure there are more visits on a Saturday and outside of ‘office hours’.    

The Scheme Manager has reviewed the new Quality Assurance Framework introduced by  the Independent Custody 

Visiting Association  and will be consulting with panel members on the appropriate attainment level for the coming 

year. In relation to training further bite-sized training modules will be delivered as part of the quarterly cycle of 

panel meetings.   

It is also intended to extend promotion of the custody visiting scheme using social media platforms in addition to 

the Commissioner’s website and more traditional methods.  

   

For further information on our Independent Custody Visitors, please visit: 

 

Southwalescommissioner.org.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

  



  

 

  

12 
 

 

We welcome correspondence in English & Welsh  

This report is also available in the Welsh language 


