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Barnardo’s has over 100 years' experience of fostering at-risk children.

Pioneered specialist carers and supported accommodation for unaccompanied
children seeking asylum in 1990s.

Carers are trained to understand the reality of the child's physical and emotional
journey.

Working as a team addressing the acute trauma, terror, anxiety, hyper vigilance,
emotional numbness, self-preservation, lack of trust, loss and the determination to

survive.
APROUD PARTNER OF

CIETTYD) - - Refugee


https://refugeeweek.org.uk/take-part/resources/

Children seeking sanctuary in the UK

Throughout the year, Barnardo's continued

to deliver vital services for children seeking
sanctuary in the UK, including through our
Independent Child Trafficking Service (funded
by the Home Office) and from January 2025,

'.I a new service called Ubuntu operating in

Morthern Ireland, Scotland, and Hertfordshire,
funded by the National Lottery Community

Fund, which is a long-term programme to help

L 2ﬂ24'25r families to thrive in the UK. In June, we were

3 707 oroud to participate in Refugee Week, which

5 is the world’s largest arts and culture festival
unaccompanied children celebrating the contributions and resilience of

applied for asylum people seeking sanctuary.
in the UK.
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Terminology

Unaccompanied asylum-seeking child/children:

A child under the age of 18 who arrives in a country to
seek asylum and is not with a parent or legal guardian.
There are many reasons that children seek sanctuary in
the UK unaccompanied.

They may be separated from their parents, victims of
exploitation and trafficking or fleeing dangerous
situations.

We do not use the UK government convention of referring
to ‘Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children as ‘UASC".

We maintain that children and families should not be
defined by their asylum status.

At Barnardo’s, wherever
possible, we refer to
children seeking

sanctuary or children and
families seeking
sanctuary in the UK

BARNARDOS



In the year to March 2025:

There were 109,343 asylum
applications made in the UK.
Of these, 3% (3,707) came
from unaccompanied
asylum-seeking children.!

74% of unaccompanied
asylum seeking-
children claims were
granted refugee
protection or leave."

The number of children
in local authority care

in England who are

also unaccompanied
asylum-seeking children
increased by 45% from
5,100 in 2019 to 7,380

in 2024

Just under one in five
(18%) of those arriving
seeking sanctuary
have been children
aged 17 and under.fi



https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/Let%20children%20be%20children%20The%20Impact%20of%20Age%20Assessments%20on%20Children%20Seeking%20Sanctuary%20%26%20Asylum%20in%20the%20UK.pdf
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/Let%20children%20be%20children%20The%20Impact%20of%20Age%20Assessments%20on%20Children%20Seeking%20Sanctuary%20%26%20Asylum%20in%20the%20UK.pdf

Children looked after on 31 March 2023° - £ngland only

Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking
Children

Age

Sex

Ethnicity

Type

Local authority spend

2025

= 6,540 children who were ‘looked after on 31 March
2025’

= Children over 16-years accounted for 90% and
children aged under-16s accounted for 10% of
childrenin care.

= 6% of children are female.

= Black Ethnic groups of children increased to 33%

= 56% of children were in semi or independent living

= 37% Foster placements

= 4.2% of total spend on ‘looked-after children’ (2024)

Down 12% on 2024

Increase from 89% in

2024

Lower numbers of
female children

Increase from 26%.

Semi/lndependent

living slightly up from

55%
Foster placements

slightly down: 37%
(was 38%).
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Independent Review of Ghildren's Social Gare

Josh MacAlister, in his Independent Review of Children’s
Social Care (2022), recommended/stated the following:

The ’mdcpcm\cng 1:\:\:
of children's social ¢

Responsibility sits with children’s social care, but
immigration complexity adds harm.

The independent E":

) " renas
Relationships and networks through adulthood must review of child

include Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children. |  gocial caré — Final
, .. : : report

Immigration insecurity affects Unaccompanied Asylum-

Seeking Children’s mental health.

Research report

Fostering recruitment should include carers with skills for
“older teenagers” and “unaccompanied children”.

0 BARNARDOS
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Renewing Fostering (2026)

The new fostering plan acknowledges Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children and flags
distinct needs:

System pressures/profile

- ‘The makeup of children in care has changed too. On average, children now enter care at an older
age and often experience multiple, overlapping difficulties which are not being addressed effectively.
This shiftis partly driven by an increase in unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, who are typically
older teenage boys, and spend shorter periods in care.’

- ‘The needs of these children may differ from the wider population of children in care’

oster care models may need to he more innovative for cohorts
‘Across the country, local authorities and partners are already breaking new ground developing
approaches to foster care to better meet the demands of modern life. We want to support them to go
further to meet children’s needs more effectively, including for cohorts such as unaccompanied
asylum-seeking children, whose distinct needs may require more innovative fostering arrangements.’

BARNARDOS
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Renewing Fostering (2026)

= The department will work with the Home Office as they carefully consider the appropriate pathways and
wider provision for Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children and asylum-seeking families with 93
children. We will continue to focus on ensuring vulnerable children are protected and their welfare
safeguarded.* - Minister for Children & Families

* Adefined specialist fostering offer for Unaccompanied
Asylum-Seeking Children, delivered through the
expanded hubs/RCCs

* Acommitment that “innovation” includes specialist
recruitment and retention, not just new placement types

* Specific metrics on stability, placement moves, distance
from community, and outcomes.

BARNARDOS


https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-25/94376
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-25/94376
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-25/94376
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-25/94376
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-25/94376
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-25/94376
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-25/94376
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-25/94376
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-11-25/94376

“Garing for a displaced child is just like caring
for any other child. People think you need a
list of extra skills such as language and legal
knowledge. Whilst important to he mindful of

these things, they are still just children and

providing them with a safe home is the most
important thing.”

Barnardo’s carer

BARNARDOS
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Children's Well-being and Schools Bill - £ngland

The Extension of Corporate Parenting to a greater range of
public bodies

Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children will particularly
benefit from the corporate parenting provisions in this Bill, and if
implemented effectively, these could play a vital role in
promoting more equitable outcomes by strengthening cross-
government awareness of these children’s specific needs.

Exemptions on the basis of: “immigration, asylum or
nationality”

Clause 22 of the Bill provides an exclusion for the Secretary of
State to have due regard to corporate parenting functions where
they relate to “immigration, asylum or nationality” from the Bill’s
extension of corporate parenting provisions.

Recommendation

The UK government should
remove the exclusions as stated
in Clause 22 of the Bill.

It is important to ensure that the

exclusion of corporate parenting
duties relating to ‘immigration,
asylum or nationality ' does not
weaken the cross-government,
joined-up, child-centred
approach.

BARNARDOS
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An inspection of the Home Office’s use of age assessments™ L/z/y
2023

The former Interim Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration (ICIBI) David Bolt OBE,
inspected the Home Office’s use of initial age assessments:

“As of February 2025, there were no beds, which meant anyone kept overnight slept on wooden

benches or on the floor, with blankets provided by Border Force- Facial Age Estimation pilot

launchedyy
bG . .
The measures focusﬁsolely on ensuring paperwork was complete... rather than the quality of the
interview or decision
: LI . . . 3
[Referring to some groups] did not have the same ageing process, /It is just genetics, without
evidence.

15 BARNARDOS
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We believe that the basic principles for Merton-compliant age assessments that should be applied are as

follows:

e The burden of proof should never fall on the child to prove their age.

e Anyone who presents as a child must be given immediate access to child protection services.
They should not be required to “prove” their age before receiving care.

e Anyone who is potentially under 18 must be treated as a child unless there is clear and
verifiable evidence showing otherwise.

e Age assessments should not be a routine part of a local authority’s process for children who
have been trafficked. They should only be conducted when there is a reason to doubt the
stated age.

e Assessments must not rely on appearance alone, as factors like trauma, malnutrition, and
cultural differences can affect how old a child looks.

e Professionals carrying out age assessments must be trained in trauma-informed approaches
and understand that trauma can affect memory, behaviour, and communication.

* \When age assessments are necessary, they must be Merton-compliant and follow the

relevant legal standards established in case law.
BARNARDAS
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LET CHILDREN
BE CHILDREN

The Impact of Age Assessments on Children
Seeking Sanctuary & Asylum in the UK
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e We treat all children arriving irregularly as children
unless/until evidence shows otherwise.

e Repeal the legal basis for “scientific methods” (e.g.,
MRI/dental/CT) via legislative change.

e Abolish the NAAB; ensure Merton-compliant
assessments by skilled, trauma-informed social
workers.

e End visual age assessments at port; refer disputed cases
to child-protection/trauma-informed social workers +
invest in staff training + publish complete datasets (incl.
how many later found to be children).

e Create aright of appeal against age decisions, heard by
an independent body separate from the Home Office.

BARNARDOS
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Pronosals outlined in Bestoring Order and Control (2025)

Refugee status
Changed to a new temporary leave
granted for 30 months at a time,
renewed every 2.5 years, with the
possibility of renewal if protection
needs continue.

Access to indefinite leave to remain

would come only after
and only in the cases of regular

entry.

19

Changes to Refugee Status and
Settiement (Indefinite Leave to
Remain)

Refugee status will no longer
mean an automatic Indefinite

Leave to Remain (or Settlement)
after 5 years.

BARNARDOS



‘We are carefully

appropriate pathways for their s?eciiiltl:_:l_tte_edg and
unaccompanied asylum- vuineraniiiues.

seeking children, asylum-
Sﬂﬂl(lllg 'amllles Wllll - UK Government, Home Office (2025),
] Restoring Order and Control: A statement
ch“dre“’ and 0“‘3' on the government’s asylum and returns

vuinerahble asylum policy
seekers.
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Changing childhoods.
Changing lives.
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Omid, aged 14yrs fled Iran with his father and brother and arrived on the south coast
of England alone aged 15yrs.

His father had died of heart attack, and his older brother went missing in France.
Unable to speak English, and no passport only his ID card, Omid was placed in an
adult male center for 2 weeks. Moved to a hotel where he was assignhed a social

worker and had a compliant age assessment.

A month later he was put in a taxi by himself to travel to our carers in Aberdeen.

BARNARDOS
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v Culture and belonging:

The need to understand cultural norms, identity, religion, where small details matter
(food, routines, celebrations).

v’ Safeguarding, including against racism

Including safeguarding in context of recent violence.

v Supporting post-18 and entitlements as a care-leaver

care-leavers' entitlements, limitations for those with unresolved status and ongoing care
needs.

BARNARDOS
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“Inow sleenp, I still cry and times frightened”

“My Scottish family give me smiles,
laughter and shouting loud at Aberdeen
foothall games”

“My friends say | speak Scottish”

BARNARDYS
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Safer Spaces for Black Ghildren in Gare - ldentity and Voice (2026)

SEEN * Research shows that care placements for Black children in
il Britain often fail to meet their racial and ethnic identity
needs (Cheruvallil-Contractor et al. 2024).

 Barnardo’s SEEN explored the lived experiences of Black
children in care (children under 18 years) and young people
who have left care (children above 18).

* Black children who arrived in the UK as Unaccompanied
Asylum-Seeking Children reported exposure to
discrimination and exclusion while in care, which had
intensified the difficulties of a combination of their racial
identity, being in care and seeking sanctuary, but all
simultaneously extremely relieved and grateful to be in the

Profies Sun G Conie b P Tk o, B s e UK, often expressed deep gratitude for the English care

s S el o ok ore
BARNARDQS

Safer Spaces for Black Children in
Care in England: Identity and Voice



Safer Spaces for Black Ghildren in Gare - ldentity and Voice (2026)

“I really had to think a lot about Blackness, because
I’m from Kenya, and | was only used to being Black,

Vighe o like there was nothing else that | knew. And then |
Q & came here, and then there was other people, and RECOMMENDATION ! »
m g, then | was Black. It felt like | was suddenly Black. It
iz | wasn't like, oh yeah, yeah, because I've always just Prioritise peer networks and mentorship
| been me, and then came here, suddenly you have as well as targeted social integration
alp, &% A S an ethnicity you're supposed to identify as this and programmes for Black Unaccompanied
. that. For me, | guess it’'s maybe just my culture, so Asylum-Seeking Children, as part of an
T my Kenyanness — that is what | would identify as . .
: | L being the foods that | eat, the culture that | follow.” Integrated safeguarding approach.

26 BARNARDOS
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472 children went

. issi t
The Home Office unlawfully e S around 50-60 are
used hotels to temporarily approximatel;} recorded as still
accommodate unaccompanied

428 were later missing
asylum-seeking children found.x'

The proportion of unaccompanied children going missing
from care is slightly higher than the proportion of children in

care population more broadly, with around 13% going
missing, compared to 10%.

BARNARDOS



ECPAT UK and Missing People’s Until Harms End’s (2025) report found:

* More than 2,000 trafficked and/or unaccompanied children went
missing from care in the UK in 2024

* 37% of trafficked children and 13% of unaccompanied children living
in care went missing in 2024.

* These groups of children are at particularly high risk of exploitation
and other types of harm when they are missing.

* These numbers are likely to be underestimates, as they do not
include data from all local authorities.

28

Until Harm Ends:

An update report on trafficked and unaccompanied children going missing
from care in the UK

missing
people

BARNARDOS



The role of a Guardian should include:

* Meeting the child as soon as possible when they
are due to move or have moved hetween local
authorities.

* Meeting with the child face to face to help
facilitate their move, and to be available to the

young person online.
* Preventing children from running away by

e Helping the child understand the asylum

e Helping the child access relevant services,
getinto education, and integrate into their
new home and community successfully.

 Supporting foster carers and social workers to
provide care that meets the child’s unique needs.

reminding them that they have someone on their
side and providing a consistent adult in their lives.

e Showing the child that moving and starting foster
care placement may be in their best interest.

 Gathering information from the child to help local
authorities establish their needs and make sure
those needs are met.

BARNARDOS
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Wales — national
coverage but only for
suspected victims of

trafficking

England — only in two-
thirds of local
authorities, and for
suspected victims of

trafficking via Independent Child

via Independent Child Trafficking Guardians (ICTG)

Trafficking Guardians (ICTG)
on behalf of the Home Office

BARNARDOS

National
Countfter

National
Counter
Traffick
Centre

Traffick
Centre

on behalf of the Home Office.

Scotland - service is
available for all
unaccompanied
children, but not all child
victims of trafficking and

exploitation, through
Guardianship Scotland,

NI - statutory and
independent provision for
guardians via the
Independent Guardian
Service (IGS) for all
Unaccompanied Asylum-
Seeking Children,
however, referrals can be
limited for the ‘most
vulnerable’.

Delivered in partnership by
Scottish Refugee Council
and Aberlour Children's

Charity on behalf of the Scottish
Government. Commissioned by the Health

and Social Care Board.

BARNARDOS

NORTHERN
IRELAND

Guardianship
Scotland

National Child Trafficking
Support Service

BARNARDQS
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. $ET CHILDREN o
sl & o il BE CHILDREN Care in England: Identity and Voice

June 2024 o
BARNARDOS The Impact of Age Assessments on Children

Changing chidhoods. Changiagives. Seeking Sanctuary & Asylum inthe UK

Fostering Hope:

A blueprint for providing
children seeking sanctuaryin

Professor Sariya Cheruvallil-Contractor, Dr Tam Cane, Dr Kusha Anand,
Dr Ezechiel Sentama and Mr Dinesh Passi
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Thank you
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