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The Border Vision Advisory Group (BVAG) held its third Hackathon on the topic of 
Biometrics on 14 July 2021: ‘How can biometrics be efficiently and ethically used to 
improve the passenger flow, experience and security at the UK Border?’ 
 
These Hackathons have been held by the Future Borders and Immigration System 
(FBIS) programme to support its efforts to innovatively digitise the UK border; and do 
so in such a manner that is consistent with the 2025 Border Strategy - delivering 
transformation in partnership with industry and academia.  
 
In total 29 people attended, made up of 24 industry representatives and five 
academics, with expertise in biometric innovation. The day was guided by working 
collaboratively to answer four exam questions set by the Home Office, which were 
focussed on: operationalisation, security, ethical considerations, and the idea of a 
‘pre-cleared plane’.  
 
There were productive discussion panels throughout the day as well as plenary 
round up sessions. Different kinds of biometric data and capture mechanisms were 
discussed with the main focus being on how end users interact with technology; and 
the wider effects implementation would have on passenger flow at ports. There was a 
firm conclusion from the participating experts that overcoming the challenges 
surrounding data mapping and privacy would be critical to deploy any interoperable 
system using biometrics for the end-to-end passenger journey. 
 
The security discussion focused on the benefits and risks (and associated 
mitigations) of using biometrics to verify traveller identity. Primary concerns included: 
levels of assurance, data requirements, storage and retention, integration and 
standards, and levels of trust that would be required with international partners. 
 
All discussion panels were underpinned by a common critical thread of the ethical 
use of biometric data to deliver government business. It was clear that digital ethics 
and equality assessments must be built into all phases of the design and architecture 
of the future border. Our industry partners shared their knowledge on work done on 
assessing bias in the latest available technology; while academics provided insight 
into the latest ethical views of using biometric data from their areas of research. 
There was a commitment to consider data ethics from the very start of the design 
phase in order to uphold the required standards for a vital part of the UK’s 
infrastructure. 
 
The next Hackathon in October will seek expertise from industry and academics to 
develop the design and the technical requirements for the iterative launch of a series 
of conceptual tests that, in the long term, will set out the parameters to pilot a fully 
integrated contactless travel corridor in the next three years. We intend to use the 
invaluable outputs from this ongoing  
 
engagement to move the programme into design and delivery of practical solutions 
for increased automation at the border. For the future hackathons we intend to work 
together with our industry and academic partners to resolve emerging technical 
issues arising from the translation of all the feedback received to date into real world 
applications  
 
We look forward to welcoming back our industry and academic partners to combine 
knowledge with the Home Office to deliver an optimised UK Border for all. 


