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Introduction 
BASW is the UK professional association for social workers. It represents 14,000 Social Workers 
throughout the UK who work for local authorities, in the third sector and independently. Many of 
them work with people who are in the process of seeking asylum or have been successful in being 
granted refugee status, some of our members have extensive experience of working directly with 
children who are unaccompanied migrant children.  
 
The history of modern social work intervention with children started with the Curtis Report in 1948 
when a child evacuee died in the care of a family with whom he was placed. The displacement of 
children away from their families is therefore at the heart of much of the work we do with children 
who are separated from their families. The fact that the children referred to in this consultation have 
often taken more extensive and traumatic journeys to the UK adds significantly to the trauma they 
experience.  
 
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child should be the measure against which the evaluation of 
services for all children in the UK should be made, including unaccompanied migrant children. They 
should all be regarded as children who are at risk from harm and recognised as children who may 
have been abused sexually, emotionally and physically and therefore with special needs to help their 
road to recovery.   
 
Journeys of young people to the UK 
For a young person to enter the UK there is an assumption that adults have helped them at various 
stages on their journeys. Some have been through altruistic concerns for the welfare of the child, 
some are brought here by friends and families and some are trafficked through organised crime. The 
adults who initiate children arriving in the UK may be known previously to the young person but 
because of the clandestine nature of their journey may feel loyalty to that person in not disclosing 
their identity. In other cases they may not know the identities and may be living in great fear 
because they have been trafficked either for domestic servitude or for sexual exploitation. Joint 
work between the police and a number of third sector organisations are indicating that the ‘known’ 
children and young people are but the tip of the iceberg and that many children and young people 
are not receiving any care, health or education services as they are ‘hidden’ and without 
documentation – like a birth certificate. The services that provide the help to these young people are 
themselves vulnerable to closure as public spending cuts affect their sustainability. These young 
people exist in the shadows of our society and their human rights are certainly not being recognised.  
 
 
The UK context 
Whilst immigration is a reserved issue to the UK Parliament in Westminster meeting the care, health 
and education needs of the young people in this consultation is the responsibility of the four 
constituent countries in the UK and their respective governments. For the children who we do see 
and are counted in official statistics our members report a wide variation in the quality of services 
available to them across the UK with many of the specialist centres of help concentrated in a few 
places in urban areas. This in itself poses issues about the respective roles of the UK Government 



border controls, the responsibility of devolved government and parliaments for the children in their 
area and the roles of local authorities in meeting the needs of children who are at risk of harm or 
exploitation.  
 
The Issues  
Members of BASW report a number of issues that they would bring to your attention in relation to 
their experiences of meeting the needs of children who find themselves displaced in the UK: 
 

 Age assessments 
o The quality of age assessments is a highly contentious issue and often fails to take 

account of the emotional and physical trauma that a child or young person has 
experienced on their journey to the UK.  

 Home office special funding helped local authorities meet their obligations to children 
o The loss of this ring fenced money has now resulted in a loss of focus for these 

children with special needs who are now competing for services in universal 
provision 

 Unaccompanied Children and Family Placement  
o Evidence from members suggest that the most successful outcomes for 

unaccompanied children have been through family placement with foster carers 
who have often been the most vocal advocates for the children for whom they care. 
This is backed up by evidence from BAAF who have been leaders in providing help 
for practitioners in how best to meet the needs of children.  

 Leave granted until 18 years old 
o There seems to be a growing pattern of leave being granted for young people until 

they are 18 years old and then they are required to return to a home that they have 
not known for a number of years but with the education from the UK which has 
equipped them for life in the UK. This practice fails to acknowledge the importance 
of the years up to 18 that in terms of human growth and development are our most 
formative.  

 Family Reunification  
o It is recognised that some children, when the time is right for them are ready to 

return to their families and home. There are some who are not. Our members are 
concerned that proper assessment take place in both countries to help achieve the 
best interest of the child.  

o There has been on-going concern about the assessments that are done before a 
child is reunited with their family of origin. Through our contact in the International 
Federation of Social Workers we are aware that the type of assessment undertaken 
would not be acceptable in this country and can lead to children being returned to 
families who may for example have in the first instance sold their child to traffickers 
or that because of what has happened en route, the child having been sexually 
assaulted, is not welcome back in the family. 

o Concern has been raised about assessments for reunification for example with 
Slovakian children and the supports they may receive when they return compared 
with the supports available to young people leaving care in the UK 

o With unemployment at 50% across Europe for the under 26 age range the increased 
risk of suicide rises when young people are insecure and at risk from exploitation; 
for some returnees where not proper assessment made and supports put in place 
this risk rises.   

 Internet and mobile phones  
o In the past 10 years the increased use of internet and mobile phones does mean 

that children and young people may have better communication with family around 



the world. For some who are on the margins and do not have access to these 
facilities they are becoming much more isolated by comparison.  

 Children in the shadows – 
o community engagement is key to helping identify those hidden children who are 

being exploited and trafficked 
o There need to be more refuges that are visible to help meet the needs of children 

and young people – to help them find a safe place to start their journey to recovery 
o All public services need to have training in seeing this hidden problem and be 

sensitive to the needs of the children who are often frightened through their 
previous experiences of people in the public service.  

 Role of Children’s Commissioners throughout the UK 
o The roles of the Children’s Commissioners in each of the four jurisdictions are under 

review Concern has been raised that in England the merger of the Director of 
Children’s Rights and the Children’s Commissioner will lose the focus on individual 
cases, contrasting with the proposal in Scotland to extend the Commissioner’s remit 
to include individual cases. There is a strong case for ensuring each Commissioner 
can take on individual cases to help highlight some of the very difficult 
circumstances for these children and strengthen our compliance with the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

 Detention of Young People and Children  
o There is deep concern that a young person who has travelled through a traumatic 

journey and is detained has their experience compounded and their eventual route 
to recovery is made worse. Some ethical guidance for people charged with making 
such decisions with alternative resources would again help our compliance with 
human rights treaties and obligations.   

 Gold medal winners at Olympics  
o Lastly we should remember that some of our leaders in society in the UK including 

role models for our young people like Olympic athletes have themselves been on 
that journey  

 
Safeguarding the Best Interest of the Child  
The support of a named adult or guardian can be critical for safeguarding the best interest of that 
child. The systems, rules and regulations that surround the process to determine whether a person 
has the right to remain in the UK are complex and from a child’s perspective way beyond their 
comprehension. An adult who is tasked with helping that child through the maze often falls to 
individuals who take it upon themselves to advocate for the child and in many cases this is a foster 
carer or in some cases where there are specialist schemes a Guardian. Changes to legal aid have 
made it more difficult for children and young people to access proper legal advice.  
 
The Children’s Society Report published on the 21 September 2012 highlights many of the known 

issues facing the 3,000 known children seeking asylum in this country. Provision to help these 

children is patchy across the UK and relies on children being recognised as in need of help.  

Obstacles that are endemic are the poor age assessments that are used as a crude tool to try and 

work out if a young person is a child. Many of these young people have had such horrific journeys 

that they are suffering from trauma and are struggling not only with language, different cultural 

concepts and a learnt mistrust of adults, particularly in official uniforms or attitude.  

We know that from children who are born and brought up in the UK who have had harmful, abusive 

care including being subject to sexual offences it will take many years for them to feel safe to tell 



adults what has happened to them and then only after trust has been established – often when they 

are well into adulthood. How much more difficult will it be for young people who have had 

horrendous journeys to the UK? There are few safe havens that offer that type of nurturing 

environment to help begin recovery, this accounts for a high number of abscondees from some of 

the care homes offered by local authorities.  

Legal and emotional support is patchy across the country. Different jurisdictions have made different 
decisions about young people. However the Hillingdon Judgement in 2003 has begun to offer some 
clarity to Local Authority responsibilities. In Scotland where the law is different there is a lobby to 
seek legislative change  to ensure that all young people and children who are unaccompanied 
migrants may be treated as a child at risk of harm.  
 
One Guardianship scheme that we would commend the Committee to examine is the run by the 
Scottish Refugee Council and Aberlour Children’s Trust and we attach the interim report for your 
information. This is pilot project that will publish its full evaluation report in April 2013 but it is 
already uncovering some important information. Whilst the pilot is based in Glasgow young people 
from 16 out of the 32 local authorities are now covered by the scheme – including Aberdeen, 
Dundee and Angus. Joint work with runaways by police and Aberlour are indicating there are many 
more young people who could be helped by the project. One of the very significant products of this 
project has been the development of UK guidelines to help people who take on this role throughout 
the UK. This will complement the pan European guidance being developed by UNICEF and UNHCR 
 
The role of Criminal Justice Services  
This is not just an issue about the protection of the child but about the issue of organised crime and 
human trafficking. It involves international connections and the Guardianship scheme in Glasgow is 
part of a wider network of research including Belgium, the Netherlands, Finland and Ireland trying to 
research how children and young people are displaced across countries and continents. 
 
The power and control exercised by these criminals often forces children to leave safe refuges and to 
again find themselves at risk in the shadows of society.  
 
The result for the children is that they travel without documentation, for example birth certificates 
and this bars them from access to universal services like health and education.  
 
Conclusion  
BASW welcomes the consultation on the issues facing unaccompanied migrant children into the UK 
and would urge the committee to include in their inquiry 

1. How to join up the role of UK Government and immigration and the work of UKBA with the 
roles and responsibilities for children at risk of devolved government and local authorities. 
Concern is raised that the Munro proposals in England and the Working Together guidelines 
do not deal with the special needs of unaccompanied migrant children and the lack of focus 
in universal services results in their needs not being met. 

2. The roles and responsibilities of the Children’s Commissioners and how they may be 
strengthened with equal powers across the UK. To consider the importance of ring fencing 
money for this special group of vulnerable children, given the demise of Home Office 
funding 

3. The role of foster carers is recognised and supported in the additional work they do with 
children with these special needs. 

4. To invest in training across professional boundaries in the understanding of the traumatic 
journeys that children undertake, the emotional and physical impact on them and the 
importance of cultural and linguistic differences.  



5. To ensure proper guardianship and legal representation for all unaccompanied migrant 
children  

6. Information is child accessible 
7. As the support for children leaving care in the UK is being considered for extension to the 

age of 25 as it is recognised that this is a key age for people in preventing early death and 
suicide, so too should support be offered to young people who have been given leave to 
remain until they are 18 and that their special needs are recognised as they move into 
adulthood.  
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