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INTRODUCTION

England’s directly elected regional mayors – including the eight metro mayors and 
the mayor of London – have a critical role to play in facilitating the inclusion and 
integration of migrants. The ‘M9’ group of mayors are responsible for city regions 
that comprise just over half of the total overseas-born population in the UK (ONS 
2020). Many have launched campaigns to build a positive message of welcome to 
migrants in their cities. Some have also challenged the government to reform its 
current ‘hostile environment’ approach to immigration enforcement, by opposing 
measures to delegate responsibility for enforcing immigration rules to frontline 
workers such as NHS staff.1 A number are responsible for areas that are part of the 
‘City of Sanctuary’ movement – a network of villages, towns, cities and regions 
upholding the principle that they are welcome to people fleeing violence and 
persecution (City of Sanctuary 2019).

A core issue underpinning a city’s commitment to inclusion and integration is 
the relationship between the city and immigration enforcement. In the US, some 
municipalities have defined themselves as ‘sanctuary cities’ (distinct from the UK’s 
City of Sanctuary movement) on the basis that local officials limit their cooperation 
with immigration enforcement. But, while the context in the UK differs from the US 
and devolved powers are more limited, similar questions have been raised with 
respect to directly elected regional mayors. 

This briefing explores the extent to which regional mayors can safeguard 
individuals with insecure immigration status from some of the risks posed by the 
current ‘hostile environment’ approach to immigration enforcement. We focus on 
how regional city mayors can ensure that the protection of victims and witnesses 
of crime with insecure immigration status is not undermined by cooperation 
between the police and Immigration Enforcement. This is known as the promotion 
of ‘safe reporting’: securing routes for victims and witnesses to report crime and 
receive support without facing enforcement action from the Home Office. 

This briefing begins by setting out the current context on cooperation between 
policing and immigration enforcement and the challenges this poses for 
supporting inclusion and integration. We then explore some examples of 
international best practice on how action has been taken at the city level to limit 
cooperation and support safe reporting for people with insecure immigration 
status. Finally, we set out a number of potential avenues for England’s regional 
mayors to explore in response to the issue of cooperation between policing and 
immigration enforcement, as well as making some broader suggestions for how 
regional mayors can respond to the ‘hostile environment’ in their city regions.

1	 The government describes its approach to immigration enforcement as the ‘compliant environment’ but it 
is more generally known as the ‘hostile environment’.
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POLICING AND 
IMMIGRATION 
ENFORCEMENT

WHY DOES THIS MATTER?
For a city to uphold the principles of integration and inclusion, it must ensure that 
every resident, regardless of their immigration status, is protected from crime. 
Migrants with insecure immigration status are particularly vulnerable to crime, 
including serious crime such as rape and assault, because they are often fearful  
of the consequences of coming forward for their future in the UK (Liberty 2018).2 

For certain types of crime, such as domestic violence and modern slavery, there 
is a heightened risk because perpetrators may exploit victims’ immigration status 
to inhibit them from reporting to the authorities or accessing specialist services 
(House of Commons 2019; LAWRS 2019). Since the start of the lockdown and the 
spread of the Covid-19 virus, concerns have been raised about the increased risk of 
domestic violence for those with insecure immigration status, because they often 
cannot access support and fear coming forward to the police (McIlwaine 2020).

Migrants are also at risk of racially or religiously motivated hate crime. While the 
quality of hate crime data is mixed, there is nevertheless evidence that in Western 
Europe immigrants are disproportionately likely to be victims of hate crimes (van 
Kesteren 2016).

To effectively protect migrants from serious crime, victims and witnesses need to 
feel confident and secure in reporting offences. But current cooperation between 
policing and Immigration Enforcement risks deterring migrants with insecure 
immigration status from reporting crimes. In some instances, migrant victims who 
report serious crimes have themselves been targeted for enforcement action as a 
result of coming forward (Liberty 2018). 

Moreover, there is evidence of migrants not reporting crime because of the risks 
of encountering Immigration Enforcement. In one study of 50 migrant women 
with insecure immigration status who had experienced gender-based violence, 
more than half told researchers that the police would not believe them because 
of their immigration status, and nearly two-thirds were told by their partner 
that they would be deported if they reported their crimes (McIlwaine et al 2019). 
As the testimony of one survivor of domestic abuse below makes clear, fear of 
Immigration Enforcement can mean that those with insecure immigration status 
are inhibited from escaping abusive situations and perpetrators are not brought  
to justice (see box 1). This makes it harder for the police to tackle serious crimes 
and poses risks to public safety. 

A number of campaign groups – including the ‘Step Up Migrant Women’ campaign, 
which involves more than 40 organisations3 – have argued that ‘safe reporting’ 
mechanisms are needed for victims and witnesses of crime with insecure 
immigration status in order to ensure that their act of reporting a crime does 

2	 ‘Insecure immigration status’ generally refers to migrants who are undocumented or who are at risk of 
becoming undocumented due to the temporary or limited nature of their immigration status.

3	 For further details on the ‘Step Up Migrant Women’ campaign, see: https://stepupmigrantwomen.org/ 

https://stepupmigrantwomen.org/
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not cause them to become the target of enforcement action by the Home Office 
(LAWRS 2019).

BOX 1: AMAL’S TESTIMONY
Amal is a mother of three children living in London. We received her 
testimony on her experiences of domestic abuse as part of this research:

“The first time I was physically abused by my ex-partner, I asked  
my then-ten-year old son to call the police. My partner said to him: 
“you call the police, and all of us will be deported”. So we didn’t call 
the police. 

And I, as an undocumented Londoner, endured endless abuse for 
years, for fear that if I called the police they would share my details 
with the Home Office. 

I don’t want to be afraid any more. We want a reporting system that 
does not turn victims into criminals. And a city where all Londoners 
are safe and welcome.”

(Amal’s name has been changed to protect her anonymity.)

WHAT HAPPENS CURRENTLY?
In recent years, there has been a greater focus in government on joint working 
between the police and Immigration Enforcement. Most prominently, in 2012 
the Met Police and the UK Border Agency jointly initiated Operation Nexus, a 
programme of work designed to target offending by foreign nationals in London. 
The work was then continued by the Home Office’s Immigration Enforcement 
directorate when it replaced the UK Border Agency in 2013.

Operation Nexus is divided into two main strands: Nexus Custody and Nexus High 
Harm. Nexus Custody involves embedding immigration officers into custody suites 
to ensure that those brought into custody who are deemed potential foreign 
nationals are identified and subjected to immigration status checks (ICIBI 2014). 
On the other hand, Nexus High Harm is based on police officers referring cases 
to Immigration Enforcement where they involve individuals who may not have 
British citizenship and whose conduct “ incurs significant adverse impact… upon 
individuals or the wider community” (ibid; Home Office 2017a). While there was a 
significant increase in police and Home Office cooperation in London in the 2012–
2017 period, these cooperation activities appear to have reduced in recent years.

While this approach began in London, it has since been rolled out to other parts 
of the country, including in the West Midlands, Greater Manchester, and the 
East Midlands. In Greater Manchester, as part of Operation Challenger – a multi-
agency approach designed to tackle serious crime – the city has launched Project 
Advenus, which aims to ensure that the “system of identifying and taking action 
against foreign national offenders is operating effectively”. Immigration officers 
are embedded in police teams (though not in custody suites) and police and 
Immigration Enforcement conduct joint enforcement visits. In some cases, this can 
lead to enforcement action and the deportation of foreign nationals (Programme 
Challenger 2018). Other police forces in the East Midlands operate similar teams 
(see for example HMICFRS 2020).

Campaigners have raised a number of concerns about these practices. It has been 
argued that police should not have such a close relationship with Immigration 
Enforcement and should focus their efforts on protecting the public from serious 
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crimes rather than responding to low-level immigration offences. The shifting of 
responsibilities for immigration enforcement onto policing has been characterised 
as a core plank of the government’s ‘hostile environment’ approach to enforcing 
immigration policy. Critics have also highlighted that the Nexus High Harm strand 
has targeted rough sleepers for deportation, contradicting the government’s original 
aims to focus on ‘high harm’ individuals. In 2017, the high court quashed policy 
guidance that encouraged the police and Immigration Enforcement to target EEA 
rough sleepers, on the grounds that the guidance breached EU law (Gilmartin 2017).

One of the most serious concerns raised in relation to police and Home Office 
cooperation is the sharing of data on the immigration status of the victims and 
witnesses of crime. Current practice on the sharing of immigration data on victims 
and witnesses of crime varies across the UK. Out of the 45 police force areas in 
the UK, 27 have confirmed that they do share data on victims and witnesses with 
immigration enforcement – including the Met Police and Greater Manchester 
Police – while three have confirmed they do not (including Police Scotland) (Nye 
et al 2018). This can happen in a range of ways. For instance, police officers may 
carry out a Police National Computer (PNC) check on a victim or witness of crime 
to ascertain their criminal history, which may inadvertently flag their immigration 
status and result in the police officer passing information onto the Home Office. 
For victims and witnesses, this can be a serious deterrent to reporting crime. 
Campaigners have argued that this fails the victims of serious crime, undermines 
integration and inclusion, and creates a broader threat to public safety (Liberty 
2018; LAWRS 2018).

In order to improve the consistency of practice and address some of the concerns 
raised by campaigners, the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) issued guidance 
in December 2018. The guidance emphasised that those reporting a crime should, 
regardless of their immigration status, be treated first and foremost as a victim of 
crime, and stated that no PNC checks should be made on victims of crime solely 
to determine whether they have broken immigration rules. But the guidance 
did not rule out police officers making PNC checks for other reasons – such as 
for intelligence research – which could then result in information on a victim 
or witness’s immigration status coming to light. Moreover, the guidance stated 
that, where it becomes apparent that a victim has no leave to remain in the UK, 
it is “wholly appropriate that the officer in this case should contact Immigration 
Enforcement at the appropriate juncture” (NPCC 2018). 

In June 2020, the NPCC issued further guidance on sharing information with the 
Home Office on victims and witnesses with insecure immigration status, which 
elaborated on the 2018 guidance. It argued that there was a “clear public interest” 
in joint working between the police and the Home Office and stated that where 
victims are suspected of being immigration offenders “the police will share 
information about them with the Home Office”. While it noted that police officers 
should take a proportionate approach and delay data-sharing where measures 
need to be taken to protect victims and witnesses from harm, the guidance was 
clear that in general information on suspected immigration offenders should be 
referred to the Home Office without delay (NPCC 2020).

NPCC guidance is not binding, but is generally expected to be followed by chief 
constables. In this case, the guidance has been adopted by the Metropolitan Police 
(MPS 2019). The approach to data-sharing set out in the NPCC guidance is currently 
subject to a super-complaint by Liberty and Southall Black Sisters (Liberty and 
Southall Black Sisters 2018).
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WHAT IS THE LEGAL SITUATION?
Police officers do not have a general statutory duty to share information on 
individuals’ immigration status with Immigration Enforcement (LAWRS 2018). 
While the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 providers powers for the sharing of 
information for immigration purposes, there is only a duty to share nationality 
documentation when specifically directed to do so by the Home Office (Liberty 
and Southall Black Sisters 2018). There is therefore nothing in law that requires the 
broad approach to cooperation and data-sharing currently taking place between 
the police and Immigration Enforcement. Despite this, the police have argued  
that data-sharing is part of the police’s broader responsibility to tackle crime  
and protect the public (NPCC 2020). 

However, some legal experts have challenged this perspective, arguing that sharing 
individual data with Immigration Enforcement could breach the Human Rights 
Act (HRA). The HRA requires public authorities, including the police, to not act in 
any way incompatible with the human rights set out in the European Convention 
of Human Rights (ECHR). This includes the protection of the right to life, the 
prevention of torture and inhuman and degrading treatment, and the prevention 
of slavery, servitude and forced labour. Legal experts have suggested that current 
police practices undermine these rights by deterring victims and witnesses of 
serious crimes from coming forward and thereby impeding efforts to investigate 
such crimes. Following this line of reasoning, they have argued that current data-
sharing practices between the police and Immigration Enforcement conflict with 
the HRA (LAWRS 2018; Liberty and Southall Black Sisters 2018). 

The current legal situation is therefore contested. Crucially, however, it is clear that 
there is no general legal duty for the police to share information on the immigration 
status of the victims and witnesses of crime with Immigration Enforcement.

WHAT POWERS DO REGIONAL MAYORS HAVE?
Some regional mayors – in particular, the mayor of London and the mayor of 
Greater Manchester – have specific powers over their police forces. They set the 
strategic direction and priorities for their police forces through police and crime 
plans. They are also responsible for setting the local police force budgets. In other 
parts of England and Wales, directly elected police and crime commissioners 
(PCCs) are responsible for the oversight of local police forces.

While the London and Greater Manchester mayors have oversight of the 
Metropolitan Police Service (MPS) and the Greater Manchester Police (GMP) 
respectively – in London’s case through the Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime 
(MOPAC) – these police forces nevertheless retain their operational independence. 
Moreover, while in other parts of England and Wales, PCCs (or in Greater 
Manchester, the mayor) appoint the chief constable of their local police force, 
in London the MPS is headed by the metropolitan police commissioner, who is 
appointed by recommendation of the home secretary after consulting with the 
mayor. The commissioner is therefore directly accountable to the home secretary  
as well as to the mayor.

The London and Greater Manchester mayors accordingly do not have direct 
powers over how day-to-day policing operates in their areas and cannot simply 
instruct their police forces to adopt different working practices with Immigration 
Enforcement. They are, however, in a position to identify the priorities for their 
police forces and include these within their police and crime plans. While they  
may not have strict legal avenues to compel specific practices, they do have 
options to exert ‘soft power’ and work with their respective police forces to 
promote and encourage change. They also have other policy levers – including 
budgetary powers – to take action on safe reporting, as discussed further below.
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INTERNATIONAL  
BEST PRACTICE

In the international context, the approach of municipalities to the issue of  
safe reporting depends crucially on the powers they have and the role of  
national governments. 

A recent study at the University of Oxford explores different ‘safe reporting’ 
practices across the US and Europe.4 As the study explains, a number of ‘sanctuary 
cities’ in the US have introduced policies to limit cooperation between the police 
and immigration authorities within their jurisdictions. These policies vary from 
city to city, generally based on the principle of ‘don’t ask’ (police authorities 
deliberately not requesting information on an individual’s immigration status), 
‘don’t tell’ (information not being passed by the police on to immigration 
enforcement), or ‘don’t enforce’ (immigration rules not being enforced by the 
local police). Such an approach is feasible because the US federal government is 
responsible for immigration enforcement, while local and state authorities are 
largely responsible for policing. Moreover, the local police authorities operate 
almost entirely independently from the federal government and are protected 
constitutionally from federal efforts to compel cooperation. This provides the 
scope for cities to set their own policies on cooperation between local police  
and federal agents (Delvino 2019). 

However, in Europe – including in the UK – city authorities have far less autonomy 
on policing matters. But while the policies developed by ‘sanctuary cities’ in the  
US largely cannot be replicated elsewhere, European countries have adopted 
different approaches to promoting safe reporting. In the Netherlands, for instance, 
police and migrant support organisations in the Amsterdam Zuid-Oost borough 
with the support of the national government piloted a new arrangement for safe 
reporting known as ‘free in, free out’. This policy allowed victims and witnesses 
with irregular migration status to enter police stations and report crimes under 
the assurance that they could leave without facing arrest. The policy was initially 
implemented in the Amsterdam Zuid-Oost borough and was then rolled out to 
other local areas. Ultimately, the ‘free in, free out’ policy was introduced across  
the whole of the Netherlands and became part of official national guidance 
(though it is not formalised in Dutch law) (Timmerman et al 2019).

Beyond new policies on information-sharing with immigration enforcement, cities 
have also taken other steps to support victims and witnesses of crime with insecure 
immigration status. Cities in both Europe and North America have, for instance, 
funded immigration legal advice for the victims of crime, conducted outreach with 
migrant communities to encourage reporting, and invested in training for local law 
enforcement officials (Devino 2019). In Montreal, the city authority has supported the 
Centre d’aide aux victimes d’actes criminels (CAVAC) to set up an ‘ intervention and 
protection unit’, which will offer confidential support and guidance for migrant victims 
regardless of their immigration status (Council of Europe 2019). Therefore, even where 
legal powers have been limited, cities have nevertheless found ways to take action 
to safeguard victims and witnesses who have an insecure immigration status.

4	 For further details on this study, see: ‘“Safe reporting” of crime for victims and witnesses with irregular 
migration status in the USA and Europe’, webpage. https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/project/safe-reporting-
of-crime-for-victims-and-witnesses-with-irregular-migration-status-in-the-usa-and-europe/ 

https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/project/safe-reporting-of-crime-for-victims-and-witnesses-with-irregular-migration-status-in-the-usa-and-europe/
https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/project/safe-reporting-of-crime-for-victims-and-witnesses-with-irregular-migration-status-in-the-usa-and-europe/
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OPTIONS FOR  
REGIONAL MAYORS

Under the current devolution settlement in the UK, fundamental change in 
favour of safe reporting – for instance, through a ‘firewall’ between policing and 
Immigration Enforcement – would need to be delivered at the national level. But 
there are also significant steps that regional mayors can take to support victims 
and witness with insecure immigration status at the local level, as well as to drive 
forward change nationally.

In particular, the mayor of London and the mayor of Greater Manchester to some 
extent have direct oversight over their respective police forces. These mayors 
could consider the following.

Including safe reporting as a strategic priority for their police forces as part of 
their police and crime plans
While the London and Greater Manchester mayors do not have direct powers over 
the day-to-day operations of their police forces, they can use their ‘soft power’  
by highlighting the importance of safe reporting in their police and crime plans. 
The mayors could, for instance, emphasise to their police forces that officers 
should prioritise protecting the victims of serious violent crime over pursuing  
low-level immigration offences. This could help to spur their local police forces  
to reconsider current practices on data-sharing with Immigration Enforcement. 

Offering support for multi-agency police work only if guarantees for victims  
are ensured
Multi-agency and partnership work play an important role in local policing 
strategies. But there is a risk that a focus on multi-agency approaches can facilitate 
greater data-sharing between police and Immigration Enforcement with respect 
to the victims and witnesses of crime. In some instances, city region mayors are 
directly involved in multi-agency work with policing and Immigration Enforcement – 
for instance, as part of Programme Challenger in Greater Manchester. In these cases, 
the mayors could agree to cooperate on multi-agency projects only on the basis 
that certain conditions are met on data-sharing; for instance, on the condition that 
projects do not result in immigration enforcement action being taken against the 
victims or witnesses of crime, unless there is a statutory obligation to do so. This 
could help to nudge local police forces to develop a change in approach to their 
multi-agency working.

Increasing training for police officers to build understanding of the perspective of 
victims with insecure immigration status
Another area where the London and Greater Manchester mayors can make use of 
policy levers to promote changes in police practices is through police force training. 
To help encourage better practice among police officers, the London and Greater 
Manchester mayors could dedicate some of their police force budgets to train 
officers to help them to understand the fears about reporting crime for migrants 
with insecure status. As part of this programme of training, police officers could be 
guided on how to take an unequivocally victim-centred approach when responding 
to victims with an insecure immigration status.
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Beyond using specific powers related to local policing, there are also other, more 
indirect approaches that regional mayors could take to encourage the reporting of 
crime by victims and witnesses with insecure immigration status. Regional mayors 
could consider the following.

Urging the government to take action at the national level and to support a pilot 
project for safe reporting in their cities
Regional city mayors can use their political platforms to challenge national 
approaches on data-sharing between policing and Immigration Enforcement. They 
could focus their influencing on policy proposals directed at the Home Office, as 
well as recommendations for changes to NPCC guidance. For instance, in 2018, 
the mayor of London and the London Victims’ Commissioner issued a joint call 
to the home secretary to promote safe reporting, including recommendations on 
reinstating legal aid for immigration cases and introducing operational guidelines 
for police officers to prioritise the safety of victims with insecure immigration 
status over pursuing immigration offences (Mayor of London 2018). 

Another area where mayors could focus their advocacy efforts is on developing 
national immigration policies to support victims of crime. For instance, they could 
advocate for the expansion of the destitution domestic violence (DDV) concession 
– an immigration route that provides victims of domestic abuse temporary access 
to benefits while they make their application for indefinite leave to remain as a 
victim of domestic violence. This concession is only currently available to those 
who have formerly been granted leave to remain in the UK as a spouse or partner 
of a UK citizen or settled person; regional city mayors could argue for it to be 
expanded to those who may have been in the UK via other immigration routes.

Finally, adopting the approach taken in the Netherlands, regional city mayors 
could call for support from the Home Office and the NPCC to pilot a new approach 
to safe reporting in their cities (or indeed in specific boroughs). This could involve 
introducing new guidance for police in some cities to not share information with 
the Home Office on victims or witnesses of crime with insecure immigration status. 
The outcomes for crime reporting could then be monitored and compared with 
other cities. As noted above, in the Netherlands, a pilot project in the Amsterdam 
Zuid-Oost borough led to the roll-out of the ‘free in, free out’ policy across the 
whole country.

Investing in greater numbers of independent victims’ advocates and specialist 
services for supporting victims with insecure immigration status
Independent victims’ advocates (IVAs) are independent professionals that provide 
emotional and practical support to victims and navigate them through the criminal 
justice system. IVAs can provide advice to victims with insecure immigration status 
and can accompany victims in meetings with the police and other criminal justice 
partners to offer support and reassurance. There is some evidence that advocates 
provide a connecting role between victims and other professionals and that their 
focus on building trust with victims can encourage greater engagement with the 
criminal justice system (Victims’ Commissioner for England and Wales 2019). There is 
also evidence that advocates can help to challenge victim-blaming cultures among 
other criminal justice professionals (ibid). 

To encourage reporting by victims with insecure immigration status, regional 
mayors could invest resources in greater numbers of IVAs. Crucially, this could 
also include support services for migrants with specialist knowledge and skills 
on immigration issues, to help them tackle the specific barriers faced by victims 
with insecure immigration status. Some of these IVAs and specialist services could 
be based in police stations, in order to build relations with police officers and 
reassure victims with negative perceptions of policing. Alongside this, regional 
mayors could also focus on expanding provision for independent domestic 
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violence advisors (IDVAs) who help victims of domestic support who are at 
high risk of harm – in particular, those with specialist knowledge and skills in 
supporting people with insecure immigration status. Finally, drawing on Montreal’s 
intervention and protection unit, regional mayors could consider funding non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) to provide a city-wide initial contact point 
for victims with insecure immigration status who are concerned about directly 
reporting to the police.

Supporting awareness-raising activities for migrant communities
Regional mayors could also ensure that their authorities take steps to engage in 
greater outreach with migrant communities, in order to provide clear advice on 
their rights through public events, community forums, and information-sharing 
among local partners. This could include guidance on reporting hate crime, such 
as information on reporting anonymously or using third party reporting centres. It 
could also include information on how to find and approach IVAs/IDVAs and services 
with specialist skills in supporting victims with insecure immigration status.

WHAT ELSE CAN REGIONAL MAYORS DO IN RESPONSE TO THE  
‘HOSTILE ENVIRONMENT’?
Beyond promoting routes for safe reporting, there are other ways that regional 
mayors can take action in response to the ‘hostile environment’. In particular,  
they can focus on how to limit cooperation between Immigration Enforcement  
and other local organisations or services within their remit. 

This is particularly pertinent given the recent reports of data-sharing and 
cooperation between certain local agencies and the Home Office. For instance, in 
2017, an FOI request found evidence of local authority social service departments 
introducing embedded Home Office workers within their ‘no recourse to public 
funds’ teams (Home Office 2017b). Since the FOI request, several local authorities 
– including Lewisham and Southwark Councils – have now taken steps to remove 
these officers (Busby 2019). 

There is also evidence of attempts at cooperation and data-sharing between 
Immigration Enforcement, homelessness charities, and local government. Most 
recently, an FOI request in 2019 found that the Home Office’s Rough Sleeping 
Support Service was seeking to work with the Greater London Authority (GLA), 
local authorities and homelessness charities to make arrangements for the 
sharing of personal data on homeless migrants in London (Townsend 2019). The 
Rough Sleeping Support Service aims to help local authorities and charities with 
information on rough sleepers’ immigration status. While in principle the service 
can help rough sleepers to gain access to support, it can also lead to enforcement 
action (Home Office 2019). Since the reports came to light last year, at least 11 local 
authorities have publicly refused to share personal data with the service without 
individuals’ explicit consent (Mohdin 2019).5

In response to some of these broader challenges, regional mayors could consider 
the following options.

Ensuring that there is no direct cooperation between the authority and 
Immigration Enforcement
Regional mayors could ensure that no employees under their responsibility 
engage on joint projects with Immigration Enforcement, unless there is a statutory 
obligation to do so. This would help to send a message to other organisations and 
local authorities on where there should be limits on cooperation and data-sharing 
with the Home Office.

5	 In September 2020, the Home Office's Rough Sleeping Support Service was relaunched and now requires 
rough sleepers' consent for the sharing of data.
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Making funding to organisations conditional on limiting cooperation with 
Immigration Enforcement
Regional mayors could use their budgetary powers to try to leverage change in 
other organisations. For instance, they could make any funding to homelessness 
charities conditional on an agreement to limit cooperation with Immigration 
Enforcement. They could also exert pressure on local authorities by withholding 
funding where it may be used for projects involving cooperation on enforcement 
action between local government and the Home Office.

Introducing a migration and integration commissioner at the city region level
Regional mayors could introduce a new independent commissioner for migration 
and integration to advocate for the rights of migrants, highlight risks related to 
immigration enforcement, and engage across different migrant communities. In 
London, the deputy mayor for social integration already has an important role in 
facilitating integration and community engagement, but similar functions could 
be developed in other city regions. An independent migration and integration 
commissioner would provide a contact point for issues related to immigration 
enforcement in the city region, as well as helping to send a message about the  
city region’s priorities at the national level.
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CONCLUSION

This briefing has explored how directly elected city regional mayors can promote 
safe reporting for victims and witnesses of crime with insecure immigration status. 
In particular, the briefing has summarised the current state of play on data-sharing 
between police forces and the Home Office and the potential ways for regional 
mayors to develop distinctive approaches within their city regions. 

While the powers granted to regional mayors are relatively constrained – and do 
not allow for the ambitious approach taken by ‘sanctuary cities’ in the US – there 
are nevertheless a number of areas where action is possible, from prioritising 
the importance of safe reporting in police and crime plans to investing in more 
independent victims’ advocates and training for local police forces. Moreover, 
regardless of their precise legal powers, regional mayors can play an important 
role in engaging in advocacy at the national level on the benefits of safe reporting, 
as well as on the broader risks posed by the ‘hostile environment’ for migrant 
communities in their city regions.
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