Mistaken release of wanted migrant sex offender exposes systemic flaws and safety risks in UK prison and immigration policies
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Health Secretary Wes Streeting has condemned the accidental release of Hadush Kebatu, a wanted migrant sex offender, as a "serious failure" of the state. Kebatu, an Ethiopian national jailed for a year for sexually assaulting a 14-year-old girl in Epping, Essex, was mistakenly freed from HMP Chelmsford instead of being transferred to an immigration detention centre. Following his release, Kebatu travelled from Chelmsford to Stratford and was last seen in Hackney, east London. Authorities are intensifying efforts to locate him, with the Metropolitan Police urging him to come forward safely. The case has sparked outrage, highlighting systemic issues within the prison and immigration systems.
Kebatu's initial offences, committed soon after arriving in the UK by small boat, led to significant public unrest. His assault involved inappropriate sexual advances towards a teenager, followed by an incident involving a woman. After serving part of his sentence, Kebatu had expressed a clear desire to be deported. Despite this, his premature release allowed him to move freely in London with access to funds, raising serious safety concerns. A delivery driver reported seeing Kebatu multiple times attempting to re-enter the prison, appearing confused and distressed, with staff reportedly directing him away without clear guidance about his next steps.
This incident not only underscores individual failings but also reflects broader systemic pressures. Government statistics reveal a sharp increase in prisoners mistakenly released in England and Wales—from 115 cases in the year to March 2024 to 262 in the year ending March 2025, marking a 128% rise. While the Ministry of Justice and His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS) describe these errors as infrequent, they attribute the rise partly to changes in the law that have reduced mandatory prison terms as a measure against overcrowding. The report also points to "considerable pressures" at HMP Chelmsford due to national capacity issues and staff shortages, particularly in reception and pre-release teams.
The case has reignited intense debate over the government’s handling of migrants and asylum seekers. The use of hotels like the Bell Hotel in Epping to house such individuals has been controversial, attracting protests and counter-protests with strong reactions from different political factions. Reform UK leader Nigel Farage has criticised the policy, stating that nobody entering via small boats should be allowed to roam freely in the UK. Meanwhile, the Labour government faces scrutiny over the early release scheme introduced in September 2024, aimed at reducing jail overcrowding by lowering the proportion of custodial sentences served. Some experts warn that this scheme may inadvertently increase public safety risks by facilitating errors in prisoner processing.
The prison service is conducting an investigation, and a prison officer involved in the discharge of prisoners has been suspended pending the outcome. More broadly, data shows that mistaken prisoner releases have reached record highs in recent years, with a minority of those prematurely freed serving sentences for violent or sexual offences. The Ministry of Justice continues to face pressure to improve procedures and ensure public protection. This episode serves as a stark reminder of the complicated challenges inherent in balancing prison population management, immigration control, and community safety in the UK.
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