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tion centre, foreign nationals can take part 

in activities, such as sports, seeing visitors, 

recreation or watching a fi lm. Outside these 

activities, they stay in a shared residential 

unit. During the day, the cell doors are 

open. Security offi  cers are responsible for 

guidance, security and the day-to-day care 

for the foreign nationals in detention or 

repatriation centres. 

Legal Aid Offi  ce

All detention centres regularly have a ‘legal 

surgery’, where staff  members of the (inde-

pendent) Legal Aid Offi  ce hold consulta-

tion hours. Foreign nationals can go there 

with any immigration-law related questions 

and obtain legal advice.

Families 

For parents with minors, there is a special 

unit available with activities for the family. 

In principle, these families will stay no 

longer than fourteen days in custody. Par-

ents always have the option of leaving their 

children with relatives or others looking 

aft er the children outside the institution 

until their departure from the Netherlands.

Medical and spiritual care 

Upon arrival in a centre, an initial medical 

interview will be held within 24 hours. 

Nurses from the Medical Service examine 

the foreign national’s physical and mental 

health. Where necessary, they will take 

action and/or refer them to another profes-

sional. The starting point is that the medi-

cal care provided in the detention and 

repatriation centres is equivalent to the 

health-care provisions in the outside world, 

taking into account the custodial situation. 

Foreign nationals can count on care pro-

vided by professionals, including a general 

practitioner, a dentist, psychiatrists and 

psychologists. Nurses are also present in 

each centre during the day, from early in the 

morning until late at night.

Like all other individuals in detention/

custody, foreign nationals also have the 

right to practice their belief or faith, either 

individually or as a group. To that end, they 

can talk with staff  members of the Spiritual 

Care Service, who represent the various 

faiths and religions. These staff  members 

also regularly organize services of prayer 

and other meetings, for almost every reli-

gious denomination or spiritual orienta-

tion. 
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Repatriation

The aim of being in a repatriation or deten-

tion centre is returning to the country of 

origin. In order to prepare the foreign na-

tionals for that step, guidance is provided by 

so-called repatriation offi  cers. These offi  c-

ers focus primarily on supporting the repa-

triation process, to minimize the time 

during which the foreign national is in a 

detention or repatriation centre. They do so 

by liaising with the various relevant bodies, 

by providing the foreign national with the 

necessary information, and by solving prac-

tical problems which may impede repatria-

tion.

Collaboration with cooperating orga-

nisations 

To make sure that foreign nationals actually 

leave the Netherlands, the Directorate for 

Detention and Special Facilities (DBV) works 

closely together with the various cooperat-

ing organisations, who are, just like DBV, a 

link in the immigration process.

Important links in the repatriation process 

are the police, the Royal Military Constabu-

lary (Koninklijke Marechaussee,or KMar), the 

Immigration and Naturalisation Service 

(Immigratie- en Naturalisatiedienst or IND), the 

Repatriation and Departure Service of the 

Ministry of Justice and organisations such as 

the Dutch Council for Refugees and the 

International Organisation for Migration 

(IOM).

The IND, the police or KMar provides the fi le 

of the foreign national, with regard to 

whom it has been established that said 

person is not allowed to stay in the Nether-

lands. On the basis of this fi le, DT&V draws 

up a departure plan. DT&V is active in all 

detention and repatriation centres. Foreign 

nationals are held in a detention centre as 

briefl y as possible, but the duration of their 

stay depends on the willingness of the 

authorities in the country of origin and of 

the foreign national himself/herself to 

collaborate in repatriation.

IOM is an independent organisation that 

supports migrants all over the world. In the 

Netherlands, IOM is dedicated, among other 

things, to providing assistance to people 

who voluntarily want to return to their 

country of origin. IOM can help these indi-

viduals, for example, by applying for a re-

placement travel document, paying for the 

airfare to the fi nal destination or receiving 

them in the country of origin.

If there are clues that the person involved 

will resist repatriation, DT&V requests KMar 

to escort the foreign national on the trip. In 

most cases, however, repatriation is carried 

out without any problems. 
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Glimpses 
from day-to-
day practice
The prison worker 

Inside, Jolanda takes the women to their cells, 

wishes them a nice meal and locks the cell 

doors. Halfway down the corridor, a woman 

asks, in a whispering voice, whether she can 

share a cell with someone else. “I’ll get back 

to you on that one aft er the break, okay 

Sana?” In principle, Jolanda never complies 

with a request to change cells. “Otherwise, we 

would never be fi nished with switching cells. 

But the women still keep on trying.” 

In the residential unit, Jolanda does a head-

count, aloud. “I am missing someone. Hey 

girls, is Dési in yet?” At the top of the stair-

case, a girl peeks around the door. Her face is 

reddened; she has obviously been crying. 

“Ah, there you are”, Jolanda calls upstairs. “I 

couldn’t fi nd you. Are you all right?” Dési 

blows her nose loudly and waves to Jolanda. 

In the kitchen, the women talk about Dési. 

“She is not doing so well”, an older woman 

says. “She has been to the information ses-

sion, we had another school class in here 

visiting today. Those kids always ask us what 

we are doing time for and that sort of thing. 

That makes you stop and think again, right?”  

“I’ll talk to her later”, Jolanda promises. 

Jolanda Snepvangers is a prison worker in the wom-

en’s prison in Breda. She accompanies  detainees to 

all their activities in prison, and takes them back 

again to their unit. In addition, she is the fi rst point of 

contact for the women and arranges all sorts of 

practical matt ers. 
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The prison nurse 

‘Feel ill.’ ‘I have a question.’ ‘Rash, it started 

on my arse.’ During her rounds along the 

team rooms of the units, Marieke collects 

notes from detainees who want to come to 

the surgery. In unit B, prison worker Ingrid 

takes Marieke to the cell of an Italian de-

tainee. He injured his ankle when playing 

football. “How is your Italian?” Ingrid asks 

cheerfully. “He does not speak a word of 

English.” Marieke grins; that will be some-

thing else. The Italian, Fredo, is lying on his 

bed. His ankle and foot are quite swollen 

and bruised. Marieke is a bit shocked at the 

sight. She carefully manipulates the bare 

foot. Fredo does not twitch. “Pain?” she 

asks. It appears that the ankle ligaments 

have taken quite a severe blow; they are 

possibly torn, Marieke thinks. But how do 

you say that in Italian? “Gra-ve?” The Italian 

pronounces it very slowly. “Whether it is 

serious” Ingrid interprets. Marieke nods her 

head. She looks worried. “A doctor needs to 

have a look at that.” 

Marieke Harwig is a prison nurse in the remand 

centre in Almere. She diagnoses problems and 

coordinates the care detainees need, or provides the 

care herself. 
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The coach 

It is busy at the town hall. When it fi nally is 

Yasmina’s turn, she helplessly looks at Karel. 

Do it yourself, he gestures. Yasmina stam-

mers something to the offi  cial, and crum-

ples up her ticket.  “You fi rst have to ask 

whether it is possible, a Dutch ID”, Karel 

helps her. “Yes, whether that is possible”, 

Yasmina repeats aft er him. The offi  cial looks 

at her ID and slowly shakes his head. “You 

have to be eighteen. Or your parents have to 

consent. I’ll get you an information leafl et.” 

Yasmina leans against the desk, looking 

bored. She pulls the ticket with her number 

through the slit of the pin machine. “You 

bett er be careful, money may be debited 

from your account”, Karel teases her.

“Do you get it, about the ID? Are you going 

to ask your parents?” the internal coach asks 

her on the way back. Yasmina nods, absent-

mindedly. She is very busy with other things. 

“Yes! Get moving!”, she yells as the light 

turns green and Karel does not respond 

straight away. 

Karel Huijsmans is coach in the juvenile institution 

Den Hey-Acker in Breda. He coaches his pupils every 

step of the way in building an independent life aft er 

their detention period. He helps them to move 

forward with a job or training course, accommoda-

tion, money and a social network.
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The socio-cultural worker 

“Not so long ago, I took home a model 

sailing boat made of wood. I told my sons: 

‘look boys, fat Frits made this.’” Marco 

Boersma pulls a few boxes from a shelf in 

the hobby club’s storage room. They are all 

model kits. “Popular stuff , you know. How-

ever, most patients do not want to keep 

their fi nal creation. Don’t you think that’s 

weird?”

It is Friday aft ernoon. It is already starting to 

get dark outside. The light in the creative 

area is blazing. It is quiet in the hobby club, 

at least as far as signs of interest are con-

cerned: one patient is mixing water and 

plaster to the right consistency with a noisy, 

huge mixer, and an invisible radio is blaring 

away. Colleague Frank is complaining about 

Abel, a patient who has not shown up. “I 

just saw him in the unit”, Marco nods. “He 

said that there was nothing for him to do 

here. I had to speak to him in a fatherly 

tone. Poor guy, he’s a bit ‘down in the 

dumps’.”

Socio-cultural worker Marco Boersma works in the 

Oostvaarderskliniek forensic psychiatric centre. He 

helps TBS patients to get through the day with 

leisure and activities. By training social skills, 

patients gradually learn to deal with leisure time, 

and especially with ‘the outside world’: people they 

meet in the street or in a shop while they are on 

leave, situations they end up in, an environment 

they are not familiar with. 
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The detention offi  cer 

“Would you like some coff ee or tea?” Ryan 

asks. The man in the cell is tying the shoe-

laces of his combat boots. He does not look 

up. 

“Coff ee please”, he answers in a soft  voice. 

A leather jacket is lying next to him. On the 

fl oor is a light blue bin bag with all his 

worldly possessions. On the way to the 

coff ee machine, Ryan takes off  his rubber 

gloves. He has just performed a body search 

on the African, Jov. The man will be trans-

ferred this morning, to Rott erdam. A mini-

bus of the Transport and Support Service is 

already under way to pick him up. Why does 

he have to leave here? Ryan does not know. 

“That may be for several reasons. We are not 

always told what the reason is.” 

When the cup of coff ee is ready, Jov motions 

Ryan to sit next to him. “Why are they tak-

ing me to Rott erdam?” he asks. “I have a 

Dutch wife and two children, you know. I 

came from Zeist and now I have to move 

again?” The man throws up his arms and 

shakes his head. Ryan explains that he does 

not know what the situation is. Perhaps he 

is still in the asylum proceedings? “Did you 

talk to your lawyer? Please ask your lawyer, 

okay? Here’s your coff ee.” He gives the man 

an encouraging nod. 

Ryan Vasila is a detention offi  cer in the detention 

centre in Zaandam. This primarily accommodates 

foreign nationals. Ryan’s main activities are custody, 

care and security. Maintaining order is also part of 

his duties. 
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The transport offi  cer 

In the maze that comprises the detention 

centre, we have fi nally found the right 

building. Before Hans and Robin go inside, 

they put their fi re arms in a safe behind the 

passenger seat of the fi ve-person cell mini-

bus. There are three security offi  cers inside. 

Hans raises his hand and pulls out the list. 

“Good morning, gentlemen. We are here to 

pick up two ladies. One is to go to the For-

eign Nationals Division and the other to 

Juvenile Court.” One security offi  cer goes to 

collect Mrs. B. from the visitation depart-

ment. Her name on the list is followed by 

the word ‘ordered’. “That person is obliged 

to appear. In all other cases, you need not 

go to the court” Hans explains. Shuffl  ing, 

the woman follows the security offi  cer into 

the hallway. Somewhat shy, she is staring at 

the fl oor. Hans is given a bag with cheese 

sandwiches and small cartons of juice to 

carry. “I hope that you speak some French” 

the security offi  cer says to Hans. He motions 

towards the door. “Bonjour madame, on y 

va?” The woman answers with a half-smile. 

Transport offi  cer Hans Loenen is employed by the 

Transport and Support Service. He transports, 

guards and accompanies detainees from the correc-

tional institution to court, to hospital or to another 

location and back. Sometimes he escorts a detainee 

who is paying a visit to his or her home. 
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