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PRESS RELEASE                              FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE


Unlocking Support: Age Disputed Young People in Scotland
In 2023, more than 3,400 UASCs arrived in the UK seeking protection. Beyond this statistic, there is a growing number of unaccompanied young people subject to flawed Home Office age assessments at the UK border. Home Office data shows a 450% increase in age disputes, from 853 in 2020 to a shocking 4,698 in 2023. These young people are often sent to adult accommodation sites, where they lack the vital support and protection they require. Many are sent to Scotland.

Yesterday, we launched a groundbreaking report, Unlocking Support: Age Disputed Young People in Scotland, which highlights systemic barriers to these young people accessing local authority support, thereby heightening risks of exploitation, homelessness, and unsafe living conditions. 

Key Findings
Our findings uncover two key issues. The first is that there are significant barriers to referral to statutory local authority child safeguarding support. These include local authority delays of weeks or months to meet young people, unlawful refusals to engage by simply relying on the flawed Home Office age assessment, and demands that referrals arrive via the police.  These barriers often trap children and young people, many of whom are victims of trafficking, in unsafe accommodation shared with adults.
The second issue is the fairness and consistency of local authority ‘brief enquiry’ age assessments when they do meet the young people. Evidence obtained from Freedom of Information requests to 32 Scottish local authorities reveals a “postcode lottery” of practice.  Of the local authorities that record the data, 41% of young people referred to local authorities are found to be adults based on a single brief enquiry meeting. However, practice and outcomes vary widely between local authorities. In particular, local authorities that receive higher numbers of age disputed cases are more likely to classify young people as adults, leading to unfair and unequal treatment depending on where the young person seeks help.

Moreover, many decisions by local authorities to treat young people as adults are eventually overturned when challenged by legal representatives, revealing fundamental questions of fairness in their conduct.  Finally, there exists an emerging pattern that some local authorities are failing to provide adequate accommodation to young people they accept are or could be children, leaving vulnerable young people in dangerous conditions, unsafe housing, or even street homelessness.

Urgent Call to Action
The report’s findings must be viewed in the context of a funding crisis for Scottish local authorities.  Stretched, and decreasing, resources are directly impacting the ability of services to meet their statutory duties. Both the Home Office – who provide funding to look after unaccompanied asylum-seeking children – and the Scottish Government, must take urgent action to help local authorities. The recommendations in the report also include:
· The Home Office to limit adult classifications of young people to exceptional cases.
· The Scottish Government to review and update Age Assessment Guidance to help local authorities deliver consistent and lawful practice.
· Scottish Local Authorities to improve internal processes, respond to referrals promptly, and keep accurate records of age-disputed individuals.
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NOTES FOR THE EDITORS 

About: ‘Unlocking Support: Age Disputed Young People in Scotland’  
This report has been developed by JustRight Scotland. 
The research behind this report was funded by a grant from the Strategic Legal Fund (“SLF”) managed by the Immigration Law Practitioners' Association (“ILPA”). The report and its findings are based on the following: 
· Freedom of Information Requests submitted to all 32 Scottish local authorities; 
· Data and case studies shared by more than ten organisations supporting age disputed young people in Scotland; 
· Our casework experience, based on representing a significant number of age disputed young people;
· A legal opinion by Senior Counsel Janys Scott KC, a leading child law expert in Scotland.

Case study: 
The story of “Joy”
Joy was trafficked from her home country to the UK and was sexually exploited during her journey. She arrived in the UK aged 17 but was assessed by the Home Office as an adult on entry. She was then accommodated in a hotel but was traced by her traffickers who took her to Scotland. In Scotland, she was locked in a house and again sexually exploited. She then managed to escape and sought help at a police station. The police called Social Work who met with Joy and told her that they could not help her because she was an adult according to the Home Office. Social Work referred her to Migrant Help and she was taken to a hotel accommodating adult victims of trafficking. Her advocacy worker made a referral to the first local authority where Joy was found but they refused to engage due to the fact that Joy was now living in a different local authority. She was then referred to the local authority where she was residing and the referral was initially rejected as the second local authority believed the first local authority to be responsible. It took several weeks for the second local authority to engage and, meanwhile, Joy was left in inappropriate, unsafe adult accommodation.  

About JustRight Scotland 
JustRight Scotland works to defend and extend people's rights. We work with people and communities to change broken systems as well as individual people’s lives: https://www.justrightscotland.org.uk
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