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“The death of a relative or friend is hard at any time. But when 
someone dies in custody, it can raise particular issues and questions.  
I hope that the information in this leaflet explains how you can be 
involved in the investigation and reassures you that your concerns will 
be taken seriously.  It also tells you about other organisations which 
can give support.

Bereaved families tell me that they hope that other people will not 
have to go through the same experience.  These investigations also 
play an important part in making sure that any lessons are learned 
for the future.”

Nigel Newcomen CBE, Prisons and Probation Ombudsman

To be a leading, independent investigatory 
body, a model to others, that makes a 
significant contribution to safer, fairer 

custody and offender supervision.
Prisons and Probation Ombudsman’s Vision



“Although it was heartbreaking to  
read I appreciate the detailed  
account of what happened.”  

Anonymous comment from family feedback survey

Who is this booklet 
for?
This booklet is for family members and friends 
of someone who has died while in a prison, 
immigration removal centre, secure training centre, 
while a resident of probation approved premises 
(often known as hostels) or in the custody of the 
courts. In the rest of this booklet we will refer 
to these places as the service where the death 
took place. The booklet explains the role of the 
Prisons and Probation Ombudsman following a 
death and explains how you can be involved in his 
investigation process if you would like to be.

What does the 
Ombudsman do?
The Prisons and Probation Ombudsman has two 
main functions. He investigates complaints. And he 
investigates all deaths that occur in prisons and in 
some other services. (Sometimes the Ombudsman 
will investigate the death of someone recently 
released from prison if it is thought that lessons 
can be learned.) 

The Ombudsman is completely independent from 
the prison, probation and immigration services that 
he investigates.

All deaths are investigated, whatever the cause. 
Some people may have died from natural causes, 
others may appear to have taken their own life. In 
some cases, the cause of death may be unknown. 
The Ombudsman’s investigation tries to find out 
all the facts surrounding a death. We provide 
information for families and friends about what has 
happened. The investigation will consider whether 
the service did everything expected of it to care 
for the person who has died. If any failings are 
found, recommendations for improvement are 
made. Good practice is also recognised.

Further information about the Ombudsman’s 
Terms of Reference can be found on our website  
www.ppo.gov.uk.

The Ombudsman is completely independent 
from the prison, probation and immigration 
services that he investigates.



“Over the last 12 months I have  
been kept informed and received 

reports which has helped me cope 
with the death of my brother.”

How is the 
investigation carried 
out?
Having been told about a death, the Ombudsman 
appoints an investigator to look into the 
circumstances.

Your investigator is …………………..

………………………………………..........

The investigator will find out as much as possible 
about what was happening to the person before 
their death. Documents and policies are examined 
and, where possible, staff, prisoners and other 
people are interviewed. In most cases we also 
ask the local healthcare provider to review the 
healthcare received. This is to make sure the 
person who has died received the same standard 
of healthcare they would in the wider community. 
The findings of the review are usually included into 
the Ombudsman’s own report.

How can I be involved 
in the investigation?
The Ombudsman also appoints a family liaison 
officer in each case.

Your family liaison officer is 

…………………………..……………......
and can be contacted on

……………….....…………………………
or by email at 

……………………................................. 
@ppo.gsi.gov.uk

In the weeks following the death, the family liaison 
officer will contact you either by telephone or 
letter. The family liaison officer will offer you the 
opportunity to ask any questions about the care 
your family member or friend was receiving and 
raise any concerns about their death so they are 
considered as part of the investigation. A meeting 
with the family liaison officer and the investigator 
can also be arranged if you would find this helpful. 
The family liaison officer may also contact other 
family members or friends if this is appropriate. 

The family liaison officer will remain your point 
of contact throughout the investigation. They will 
contact you at key stages of the investigation, when 
the draft, final and anonymised reports are available 
to share with you. (This process is explained 
further in the next section). You are also welcome 
to contact the family liaison officer at any time 
during the investigation if you have any questions 
or concerns.

Anonymous comments from 
family feedback survey



“The recommendations have  
been put into practice and it is 

reassuring to know that things have 
already improved at the prison.”

“The communication was handled  
very sensitively.  The process was 

explained in detail and the questions  
I had were answered.”

“The report was  
comprehensive and I am grateful for 
the sensitive way it was handled.”

What happens 
at the end of the 
investigation?
After the investigation is finished the Ombudsman 
will produce a report. This will outline our findings 
and recommendations. We aim to have a draft 
report available within 26 weeks. However, we do 
advise you that we cannot be sure what issues may 
arise in the course of an investigation and it can 
sometimes take much longer.

Draft report
The report will first be produced as a draft. Your 
family liaison officer will ask you whether you 
would like to receive a copy. A copy will also be 
sent to the relevant service and the Coroner. The 
report will be accompanied by other documents 
(referred to as annexes). These can include the 
review of the healthcare by the local healthcare 
provider, records of interviews, and other relevant 
papers. Both you and the service are given time 
to provide us with your comments on the draft 
report.

If you or your legal representative want to see 
any of the documents the investigator collects 
during the investigation, please ask your family 
liaison officer. We will provide everything that is 
considered relevant to our investigation in line 
with our disclosure policy. Further information 
about the Ombudsman’s disclosure policy can be 
found on our website www.ppo.gov.uk.

Final Report
After we have considered any comments from 
you and the relevant service, the Ombudsman will 
produce his final report. Your family liaison officer 
will ask you whether you would like to be sent a 
copy. They will explain where and why any changes 
have been made.

Publishing the report
At the end of the investigation, usually after the 
Coroner’s inquest, the Ombudsman will publish an 
anonymised version of his report on the Prisons 
and Probation Ombudsman’s website. This is the 
same as the final report but no longer includes 
anything that could easily be used to identify 
anyone referred to in the report. When the final 
report is issued, your family liaison officer will ask 
you whether you would like to see the anonymised 
version of the report before it is published.



The Coroner’s inquest
The Coroner will normally hold an inquest into 
any death that occurs in a prison, immigration 
removal centre, in the custody of the courts or 
secure training centre. The Coroner may also 
decide to hold an inquest following a death of a 
hostel resident. An inquest is a court hearing to 
find out how, when and where the death occurred. 
It is usually held with a jury. The inquest is a fact 
finding exercise and is not intended to apportion 
blame. The inquest provides an opportunity to 
find out what happened and to hear directly from 
those involved in the care of the person who has 
died. The Coroner and jury cannot return a finding 
that indicates civil liability or criminal liability of a 
named person.

The Ombudsman’s investigation is separate from 
the inquest process. However, a copy of the 
Ombudsman’s report is sent to the Coroner to 
assist with his or her enquiries. The Ombudsman 
has no influence over when an inquest will 
take place or the inquest process. For further 
information or advice about the inquest you 
should contact the Coroner’s office. If you do not 
have contact details for the Coroner’s office, your 
family liaison officer can obtain them for you.

You can also contact the independent organisation 
INQUEST. They provide a free, specialist advice 
service about deaths in custody. They can put you 
in touch with lawyers who are experienced in 
representing families. The INQUEST leaflet can be 
found at the back of this booklet.

INQUEST
89-93 Fonthill Road
London N4 3JH
Tel: 020 7263 1111
www.inquest.org.uk

Issues outside the 
Ombudsman’s 
investigation
When a death occurs, the Ombudsman can only 
investigate matters relating to the care provided 
by the prison, immigration, probation and courts 
services. You may have concerns or complaints 
about services the Ombudsman is unable to look 
at. The following organisations may be of help:

For issues with the police:
Independent Police Complaints Commission
Customer Services (9:00am – 5:00pm)  
Tel: 0300 020 0096  
www.ipcc.gov.uk
enquiries@ipcc.gsi.gov.uk 

For issues about healthcare (not within 
PPO remit):
The Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman
Millbank Tower, Millbank
London SW1P 4QP
Tel: 0345 015 4033 
www.ombudsman.org.uk  
phso.enquiries@ombudsman.org.uk 

For judicial complaints (not including 
judicial decisions or sentencing)
The Office for Judicial Complaints
Steel House, 11 Tothill Street
3rd Floor, 3:01 – 3:03
London SW1H 9LJ
Tel: 020 3334 0145  
judiciary.judicialcomplaints.gov.uk
inbox@ojc.gsi.gov.uk 

For issues with lawyers:  
The Legal Ombudsman
Tel: 0300 555 0333  
www.legalombudsman.org.uk
enquiries@legalombudsman.org.uk 





Prisons and Probation Ombudsman
PO Box 70769
LONDON SE1P 4XY

www.ppo.gov.uk

Tel: 020 7633 4149 
Fax: 020 7035 2860
Email: mail@ppo.gsi.gov.uk
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Our booklet is available in a range of other languages including: Arabic, Chinese simplified, French, Lithuanian, Polish, Romanian, Russian, Somalian, Spanish, 
Turkish, Urdu, Vietnamese, Albanian, Bengali, Farsi, Hindi, Kurdish Sorani, Portuguese and Punjabi. Please contact your family liaison officer if you would like  
a copy of the leaflet in another language.
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