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Thank you for your letter of 30 October to the Prime Minister on behalf of the United
Families and Friends Campaign. I am replying as I have ministerial responsibility for
the issues you have raised about deaths in prison custody. I am sorry for the delay in
sending you this response.
All deaths in prison custody are deeply regretted and they are subject to independent
investigations by the police and by the Prisons and Probation Ombudsman. ln addition
to these investigations, there will be a Coroner's inquest held in public before a jury.
The deceased prisoner's family are invited to participate in the Ombudsman's
investigation and are able to attend the inquest. The police investigation may lead to
criminal proceedings against prison staff and the Ombudsman is able to make
recommendations concerning disciplinary action. More information about the work and
the remit of the Ombudsman may be found at www.ppo.qov.uk. The police and the
Ombudsman both seek to conduct their investigations as expeditiously and
sympathetically as possible.
I am sorry that your members feel the coroners' inquest system has let them down. I
know that coroners in England and Wales who dealwith deaths in prison and in police
custody understand the seriousness of the issues for everyone concerned, including
the bereaved family. Such inquests are usually the way in which the State fulfils its
obligations under Article 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights, and I
understand that coroners would aim to ensure that they are thorough and complete.
As regards the coroner service overall, the Government is taking forward proposals to
improve service delivery to bereaved families.

You believe that unlawful killing verdicts are being overturned without recourse. I
cannot comment on individual cases, but I can assure your members that there are
existing legal routes available to challenge the outcome of an inquest in the
courts. These are either an application for judicial review, or by way of the provisions

of section 13 of the Coronerc Act 1988, which allows for an approach to the High Court
if the Attorney General gives permission.
Whilst funding for representation at inquests is outside the usual scope of the civil legal
aid scheme, funding for death in custody inquests is available where certain criteria are
met. Most death in custody cases meet these criteria, and the Government has
delegated the authority to grant funding in these cases to the Legal Services
Commission (LSC).

The LSC also has the discretion to waive financial eligibility limits for representation in
these inquests. The LSC can waive the eligibility limits where, in all the circumstances,
it would not be reasonable to expect the family to bear the full costs of representation
at the inquest. Whether this is reasonable will depend in particular on the history of the
case and 'the nature of the allegations to be raised, the applicant's assessed
disposable income and capital, other financial resources of the family, and the
estir*ated essts of providingrrenresentation.

I

regret that

I am unable to comment on the points you have made about the

lndependent Police Complaints Commission and the recommendations you have made
in your letter about the police. I will houever pass a copy of our conespondence to
Nick Herbert at the Home ffice, who has ministerial responsibility for the police, so
that he may see it.
Finally, your letter also refers to allegations of misconduct on the part of psychiatric
nurses. I am unable to comment in detail on this issue but the NHS has a
comprehensive complaints procedure in place so that such allegations may be
investigated. More information aboUt the procedures may be found at:
wrir.rw. nhs. uk/choiceintheN HS/Riqhtsandpledoes/complaints
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