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THE CRANSTON INQUIRY 

WRITTEN STATEMENT OF KAREN WHITEHOUSE 

I, KAREN WHITEHOUSE, C/O The Government Legal Department, 102 Petty France, 

Westminster, London SW1 H 9GL, WILL SAY as follows: 

1. I am currently employed by the Home Office in the role of an acting Border 

Force Senior Officer within the Joint Maritime Security Centre. 

2. At the time of the tragic events which this inquiry is examining I was a Border 

Force Higher Officer ("BFHO") within the Border Force Maritime Command 

Centre ("BFMCC") National Operational Headquarters in Portsmouth. Border 

Force ("BF") is part of the Home Office. Border Force Maritime ("BFM") is part 

of BF. 

3. I have been employed by the Home Office since 2019 and in BFM since July 

2021. Prior to joining the Home Office, I was a police officer for 22 years and in 

the Royal Navy before that. I do not have any professional qualifications 

relevant to my BFHO role, but I do have immigration and customs training and 

I have attended various Home Office courses during my employment. No 

specific training was required for my BFHO role in the BFMCC. 

4. My day-to-day role at the time involved writing reports, monitoring inboxes, ad-

hoc tasks as requested by senior managers and looking after the BFM fleet, 
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which consisted of assets all over the United Kingdom, not just in the south-

east/Dover area. Operation Deveran ("Op Deveran") was an ongoing operation 

during November 2021 and, when I was on shift, I was responsible for sending 

out email updates in relation to BFM assets available for Op Deveran work. Op 

Deveran was the maritime led response at sea to the threat of opportunistic or 

facilitated illegal migration using small boats. I understand the operation was 

launched in May 2019 and is the maritime land asset part of Operation Altair. 

Operation Altair was led by the Clandestine Channel Threat Command 

("CCTC"), which coordinated the collective response to small boat crossings, 

which sought to make that route unviable. I did not participate in any particular 

taskforces; my day-to-day role was primarily to monitor and report on asset 

availability, ensure the welfare of the crews and coordinate between His 

Majesty's Coastguard ("HMCG") and the crew on board the vessels. BFMCC 

was responsible for ensuring our crews were not out at sea for longer than 

reasonable and safe, taking into account various factors. 

5. As stated above, BFM is part of BF, which is a law enforcement command within 

the Home Office. The Home Office has directorates to support it achieving its 

aims. BF sits within the immigration directorate but is separate from Immigration 

Enforcement and other commands within the directorate. 

6. I have split this statement into two parts: an explanation of my general role and 

then an explanation of my specific role in respect of the events of 23/24 

November 2021. I use the terms `assets' and `vessels' interchangeably; by 

these terms I am referring to BFM assets including cutters, coastal patrol 

vehicles ("CPVs") and crew transfer vessels ("CTVs"). His Majesty's Cutter 

Valiant ("HMC Valiant") was the cutter involved on the night in question. I refer 
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to HMC Valiant using female pronouns, as is customary in maritime language. 

This statement has been made with reference to Home Office records, including 

my own notes, as referred to within this statement. 

Contact with other agencies/stakeholders 

7. In my day-to-day work I routinely had contact with the Maritime and Coastguard 

Agency ("MCA"), more specifically HMCG (which is part of MCA) because I 

would receive calls directly from HMCG when they required a BFM asset to 

assist with search and rescue ("SAR") related activity. I was the conduit 

between HMCG and the BFM assets if the BFM assets were in port, rather than 

out at sea. I was familiar with the various voices from HMCG who would ring 

and request BFM assistance and I would say we had a friendly working 

relationship. On a busy night with many crossings, I would make and receive 

dozens of calls with HMCG staff. 

8. I also had fairly regular contact with Kent Police and sometimes Sussex Police, 

if migrants had successfully crossed the Channel and been identified on a 

beach. I did not regularly interact with the National Crime Agency ("NCA") in 

November 2021. 

9. I was in regular contact with the Ministry of Defence ("MoD") because they 

operated from the Dungeness nuclear facility and would contact BFMCC when 

they were live firing on the ranges. This was in order to warn us to stay out of 

the designated firing area of the sea surrounding Dungeness. MoD would also 

contact BFMCC if, during an exercise, they identified migrants at sea or on the 

beach. This was usually the security patrol who would call us or the coastguard. 
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10. I did not have contact with 2Excel Aviation in November 2021 but I am aware 

that CCTC would liaise with them to task aerial assets. I did not have contact 

with Bristow Group or RVL group. 

11. My role did not involve communicating directly with the French authorities. If 

there were migrant boats crossing the Channel (as described in more detail 

below) then the French Coastguard at Gris-Nez would communicate with 

HMCG and HMCG would communicate with BFMCC. In terms of the law 

enforcement work I did as part of Operation Deveran we did have a Skype link 

with our French colleagues, but in my experience, it was rarely used and was 

mainly for exchanging pleasantries such as confirming who was on shift each 

side of the water. During my time in Op Deveran I am unaware of any time it 

was used operationally. 

12.As noted above, the main partner organisation with which I had a close working 

relationship was HMCG, part of MCA. I was on first name terms with colleagues 

there and we had a good working relationship. I cannot recall any issues with 

them during my role. I would inform HMCG what assets BFMCC had available 

and they would call if they wanted to discuss anything. Information sharing 

between us and HMCG was good. In terms of small boat crossings, HMCG had 

primacy for responding to small boats as part of its Safety of Life at Sea 

("SOLAS") obligations but HMCG did not have any vessels, so it would ask 

BFMCC to send ours, or sometimes the Royal National Lifeboat Institute 

("RNLI"). HMCG could see what other vessels were at sea and could call upon 

those if they were closest to a boat of interest or in distress. 

My day-to-day role 
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13. HMCG would call and provide coordinates for a boat they wanted BFMCC to 

go and assess. I am not a mariner or SOLAS trained, but I understand that 

HMCG would describe a migrant boat as being 'in distress', until such time as 

it received sufficient information to re-assess. It could receive that information 

from a nearby vessel, from aerial assets, from BFM vessels or other sources. 

The phrase used to describe a migrant boat whilst in French waters was an 

`alert' but this later became `distress' which was a higher form of emergency 

designed by HMCG. I understand that the term `distress' was used as the 

migrant boat was, amongst other things, usually poorly made, had 

inexperienced helmsman, was overloaded and had no navigational equipment. 

Any migrant boat was of interest to BFMCC due to the Home Office's 

responsibilities to border security and a migrant boat heading for UK shores 

was very likely to be breaching border security. Therefore, regardless of 

whether or not a vessel was called `alert' or `distress' by HMCG, once in UK 

waters, it made sense for BFM vessels to attend because of the law 

enforcement side of things. SOLAS always took primacy when responding to a 

small boat and the assigned BF vessel would solely concentrate on the task 

given by HMCG. That is to say, they were dedicated to that task and no other 

direction could be given to pull them away from that SOLAS activity. 

14.Although it might sound obvious, it is worth explaining that tracking small boats 

in the Channel is very difficult, partly because one of their aims when attempting 

the crossing is to do so undetected, it being an illegal activity. In addition to this, 

the small boats are ill-equipped and not designed to cross the Channel. In terms 

of equipment, vessels normally have radar to assist in navigation and avoid 

collisions and they have an automatic tracker, making them visible to other 
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boats using trackers. In my experience the small boats do not have any 

maritime navigational equipment which means they cannot be detected using 

the various systems which would identify other vessels in the Channel, 

including radar, because of the nature of their construction and small size. 

15. Small boats are generally very similar in appearance, they are dark in colour 

(grey, navy blue or black) and of a similar size and design. Relying on 

coordinates is also not failsafe, because the small boat might be moving, if its 

engine has not failed, but even then, it might be drifting given the natural tidal 

and wave movement. Wind speed of course is a relevant factor in determining 

the direction in which a small boat might drift. Given the physical nature of small 

boats and lack of equipment they cannot be easily tracked by other boats that 

may be able to assists in an emergency. 

16.As noted above, HMCG would telephone BFMCC to provide coordinates of a 

boat. BFMCC would confirm if it could send an asset to those coordinates. 

BFMCC would make a note of the coordinates (latitude and longitude) and any 

other relevant information HMCG could pass on, such as the number of persons 

on board (relevant to determining the appropriate asset), the time of the sighting 

at the coordinates given (whether it was five minutes ago or an hour ago could 

be relevant), the course/direction, the speed if known, any mitigating factors 

such as children on board, someone unwell on board, whether the engine had 

failed or fallen off, the type of boat (a rigid hulled inflatable boat ("RHIB"), canoe, 

paddle board, paddling pool etc.) and anything else which would assist BFMCC 

in terms of allocating an asset and would assist the BEM crew in locating and 

identifying the boat. Essentially we took as much information as we could from 

HMCG because when we contacted our vessels we knew they would ask for 
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the information. In November 2021 some of this information would initially be 

entered manually into the officer's daybook. Relevant information would be 

transferred onto the BFMCC spreadsheet log. 

17. In November 2021 BFMCC staff had access to various navigational systems 

which we would use to enter the coordinates given by HMCG to understand 

where the boat was in relation to our assets. We had access to systems such 

as Telesto, Marine Traffic, Vessel Finder and Geoplanner. Telesto is not 

available to the public. BFMCC staff receive in-house training on how to use 

the software and have a good understanding of the limitations. 

18. We could use the coordinates from HMCG to determine whether the vessel was 

in UK waters, or if it was not, when it would be likely to cross the median line 

into UK waters. Back in 2021 it was preferrable for our vessels to arrive at the 

median line around the same time as a vessel was crossing into UK waters. 

Having a vessel and crew out at sea for hours unnecessarily waiting would 

impact upon their ability to assist when assistance was required. If a boat had 

been identified as it left France then a BFM vessel may not immediately be 

contacted by our staff. If in the middle of the night, we would try not to interrupt 

their rest unnecessarily, especially if a busy day was predicted ahead. There 

was deemed less risk to the migrants because they were in French waters and 

the French Coastguard would be aware (or would be made aware by HMCG). 

It may be hours and hours before the migrant vessel got towards UK waters. 

BFMCC would continue to receive updates from HMCG as the boat progressed 

and we would determine when it was appropriate to awake the crew and inform 

them of the updated position of the boat. Ultimately it was up to the commander 

of the BFM vessel to decide when the vessel should leave port to head to the 
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median line, because they are best placed to make the judgment based on their 

training and experience. This could also be a discussion between us and the 

commander to give careful consideration of what would be the best course of 

action. 

19. It was important for BFMCC to be able to verify the coordinates given by HMCG 

because they were given over the telephone and one incorrect digit on the 

coordinates could have little or no material difference, but conversely it could 

vastly alter the position. BFMCC would check the coordinates before contacting 

a vessel. BFMCC largely relied on the information provided by HMCG in respect 

of each small boat (the exception would be if our own vessels provided 

information to us having encountered a small boat whilst at sea). BFMCC did 

not receive 999 calls, nor did it have access to social media or live aerial asset 

footage, or intelligence received by CCTC. 

20. HMCG's role was coordinating SAR, which included tasking BFM assets, but 

HMCG could also ask other nearby vessels for assistance, and it could ask the 

RNLI. Initially HMCG would share its events tracker with BFMCC by email and 

then technology progressed such that BFMCC had direct access to the tracker. 

We would use the information on their tracker to update our log, which would 

be circulated hourly to a pre-determined distribution list which would include the 

commanders of the BFM vessels, all BFM staff working on Op Deveran, the 

Border Force liaison officers working in the Joint Control Room ("JCR") in Dover 

(in the day), and the National Command and Control, copying in the south 

Regional Command and Control Unit ("RCCU") and various senior leaders. 

BFMCC would also send its updated tracker back to HMCG. Relevant 

information from HMCG's tracker would be copied across to BFMCC's log. 
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