
 

Signing at the Home Office. (Kemal.) 
 
I went with Kemal to sign at the Home Office in Ibrox. He had not signed for a long time, 
despite being in the UK for almost 20 years. He had got into a bit of bother years before and 
was considered a fugitive. 
A letter had been delivered to the Night Shelter, from the Home Office Enforcement Unit, 
informing him that he must not work, as this was an offence liable to prosecution but he “would 
not be detained at this time”.If he continued to refuse to sign he would, if apprehended by the 
police, be arrested, detained and ultimately deported.There was a signed deportation order in 
his name.The Algerian embassy were aware that he would imminently be deported to Algeria 
and the authorities would be waiting to “interview” Kemal. 
Kemal was a conscript during the Algerian war who fled the events of the Black Decade (see 
Amnesty International ‘s report “Algeria- A legacy of Impunity”)There had been a flurry of these 
letters. The problem was Kemal was an ”Old Dog” , a tough old bird -there was no way he would 
comply if it meant losing his freedom and being detained again. It would go hard for his mother 
and other family if he was sent back.They were displaced and he feared them being in trouble 
with the authorities in Algiers because of him. 
The veiled threat  by the H.O was clear to Kemal. You’re an old case and we want rid of you. 
What Kemal had been through was not uncommon , but his was one of the worst and 
most unjust cases I ever heard of. Others like him had been to the High Court and won 
damages for false imprisonment in detention centres like Yarl’s Wood. Undercover 
documentaries had been made and broadcast about the conditions in these places. He’d been 
in one himself for almost 3 years. 
 
Anyway, back to that day, and signing. 
After much soul-searching and agonising Kemal had decided to “do the right thing”. 
I had agreed to look after his belongings if the worst happened. 
We got the bus together. Kemal was a friend. He’d stopped drinking and become more 
reasonable, I knew drinking was a lifelong habit and it relieved the stress of being homeless, 
and on the run, but he was a bit of a handful when he drank so I was very happy that he’d 
forsaken the bottle. He’s been sober almost two years now. 
We sat together looking out of the window, not talking.The stress of this first signing affected 
both of us. 
I’d heard many times of people disappearing from the Home Office building in ...Street. 
This building has the look of all modern prison buildings, even down to the fake watchtower on 
top. 
The staff are helpful, there’s an army vibe to them; police are often used in “removals” from flats 
or houses and can be brutal, but Home Office staff are more like prison guards, polite to a point, 
but don’t push it.  
As we sat on the bus looking out at the grey, early-morning streets of the South Side, I suddenly 
realised we might never see each other again. Although Algeria is not a million miles away, the 
country is unstable, not somewhere for a lone woman to visit without male protection.  



 

We were friends anyway, not a couple; it was not wise to get too attached. The decision was 
made and we stuck to it. 
The enormity of the situation began to bear down on us- Kemal might go through the Home 
Office gates and never come out again! The nightmare for him would begin again. A big 
nightmare. 
We got off the bus and as we began walking towards the Home Office Kemal began to pray 
loudly in Arabic, then in Berber. I didn’t know what to say to reassure him; my heart was beating 
so fast. This was it! 
It began raining dramatically. 
We reached the gate and he took off his watch and gave it to me. 
”Give this to Paul “(my son) 
I looked at him, a lump in my throat, it was hard to read his expression. 
“If I ever did anything wrong to you Sarah, I’m sorry,” he said seriously 
I was impressed with his courage, and aware of the rain pouring down. I could be going home 
myself in half an hour, without him. It felt grim. 
Kemal went in quickly, like a condemned man. 
He knew it could start all over again, and he was terrified. He had been in a detention centre in 
Dover for years; but back in Algeria he might be imprisoned for up to ten years, or disappear like 
many before him, into one of the huge prisons in the Sahara, run by the army. Torture and 
death could be his fate. Deserters there are treated as spies and traitors. 
But it would also break his heart to leave the UK where he had lived for half his life. He had 
grown to enjoy his freedoms here!  
Algeria, he had heard, was sinking, its infrastructure and society ruined by corruption and a lack 
of investment, and by the exodus of its young people. 
I waited, walking up and down the freezing street outside, wondering what was happening 
inside the building, to my friend. Had he been seized, could the Home Office be trusted not to 
detain him, or would they make an example of him? To dissuade others perhaps? 
Although it was not my struggle, that day is etched in my mind. 
I would miss Kemal so much! We had fun together and enjoyed talking and drinking tea and 
watching films. Kemal didn’t have a lot of friends but he liked to have someone to care for. He 
often cooked his speciality for me- roasted peppers, chicken and chips. 
 
Inside the Home Office Kemal handed over his phone, money, tobacco and lighter. He had 
signed and the lady was now making a phone call. 
He waited, sweating and trying to look relaxed.This was not the time or place to lose it. 
The phone call over, to his surprise and huge relief, he was given back his possessions. 
He was free to go, and must return to sign in two weeks time. He was in the building 20 
minutes. 
Outside I gave him back his watch. We talked all the way home. 
The relief was incredible. I realised he was indeed a tough old dog- he had taken a gamble with 
his own life in the outside chance he might gain something; the right to be a citizen of this 
country, to work and drive and marry if he wanted and not live in fear of the immigration van 
coming for him. 



 

This time the gamble had paid off. As he put it- “ Live to fight another day”. 
But Kemal never signed again; he remains a fugitive to this day. 
 
The penalty for helping an illegal immigrant is up to sixteen years in prison. 
 
 


