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LOHST RESEARCH BRIEFING NO.1

This briefing examines the impact of Covid-19 on
trends in ages assessments, particularly since the
first lockdown in March 2020. Age assessments
are procedures employed by the Home Office
and/or local authorities to make decisions about
whether or not young people can be classified as
‘children’ (that is under the age of 18 years) and
therefore are eligible to particular forms of
protection and support.
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In the UK, it is considered appropriate to carry out an age assessment when all of the
following criteria are met: the claimed age of the child is doubted by the government;
the applicant claims to be a child but is suspected of being an adult, or they claim to
be an adult but are suspected of being a child; and there is little or no reliable
supporting evidence of the claimed age. The policy rationale is to ensure ‘age-
appropriate’ treatment, appropriate access to necessary services and support, and
the safeguarding of children in the UK care system (Home Office 2022) [1]

In the year ending June 2021, 74% of the 3,0000 unaccompanied asylum-seeking
children fell into the 16-17 years old age range, making up 9-10% of the  overall
number of asylum seekers that arrive in the UK each year [2]. 

Many of these children claiming to be under 18 do not have any definitive
documentary evidence to support their claimed age and our data shows that the
measures introduced during the Covid19 pandemic, coupled with the ongoing
impacts of Covid-19, have compounded young people’s experiences and outcomes in
relation to age disputes. 

74% 10%
unaccompanied asylum

seeking children fell into the
16-17 years old age range

of the overall number of 
asylum seekers that arrive 

in the UK each year are 
16-17 years old
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The following analysis is informed by the findings from the Lives on Hold, Our
Stories Told (LOHST) [3] project, which examined the impacts of Covid-19 on young
unaccompanied asylum seekers' legal and welfare rights and experiences.
Specifically, it draws on secondary analysis of Home Office data on asylum
applications and age disputes (Home Office asylum data, May 2022 release) and on
semi-structured interviews with young people seeking asylum and social care and
legal practitioners. 

Online interviews were conducted with 53 legal and social care practitioners and 68
young people seeking asylum (aged 16-25) from Afghanistan, Albania, Azerbaijan,
Guinea, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Nigeria, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Syria, Pakistan and
Uganda. We draw on the accounts of professionals who have direct experience of
age assessments, as well as nine young people from our sample who had undergone
an age assessment. We also draw on a summary of 11 anonymised casework by
Da’aro Youth Project, a civil society organisation working with the Eritrean
community, all of whom had been age disputed during the time of the pandemic. 

It is noteworthy that measures introduced to mitigate the impacts of the pandemic
have coincided with some significant legal developments relating to age
assessments. Specifically, the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 entered into law on
28th April 2022 and devotes an entire section (Part 4) to age assessment. Important
recent rulings of the higher courts have also limited the margin of error allowed in
age disputes before someone will be considered as an adult. These legal
developments are brought to bear on the analysis.
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https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/law/research/european-childrens-rights-unit/campaigns/lives-on-hold-our-stories-told/
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Covid Lockdown periods coincided with a significant increase in the proportion of
unaccompanied asylum seekers being subject to age assessment: by the end of
2021, two-thirds (66%) of unaccompanied asylum seekers were age-disputed
compared with 31 per cent in 2020 and 21 per cent in 2019. 

The Covid-19 lockdowns coincided with a significant increase in the proportion of
age disputed asylum seekers being assessed as adults - from 31 per cent in the
third quarter of 2019 to 69 per cent in the same quarter in 2021. 

Pressures resulting from Covid-19 – including staff shortages, infection control
measures, and an increase in the number of young asylum seekers arriving in the
UK – led to the adoption of ‘short form’/fast track age assessments at Intake
Units such as Kent until they were successfully challenged in 2022 as being in
breach of children’s rights. Fast track age assessments resulted in more young
asylum seekers being processed as adults and placed in unsuitable adult
accommodation. 

Covid-19 has caused delays in age assessments. This has increased the risk of
children ‘ageing out’ before being assessed, losing out on vital transitional
support as they enter adulthood, and compounding the stress, uncertainty and
risks already associated with delays in asylum decision-making.ene in age
disputed cases. In addition, the pandemic has limited the availability of and young
people’s access to sufficiently specialised solicitors insofar as many firms have
been working at reduced capacity and remotely, particularly during lockdown
periods. 

There has been an increase in age assessments being carried out online. While
online assessments may allow for a swifter age assessment in surroundings
familiar to the child, their reliability remains questionable given the difficulties of
observing non-verbal cues and nuances that can help determine age more
accurately over a more protracted period of face-to-face contact.

Key Findings
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https://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWHC/Admin/2022/98.html


Covid-19 has exposed and compounded significant variations in the capacity of
social workers to conduct reliable age assessments due to divergence in
experience, skills, and resources to undertake such assessments to the requisite
standard.

There is significant variation in the availability of adequately trained age
assessors across different regions. This is particularly worrying given the
increased dispersal of young people, since the onset of Covid-19 (notably through
the National Transfer Scheme) to regions where skills and experience of working
with asylum seekers may be more limited. 

Age assessments continue to be driven by questionable assumptions that asylum
seekers are trying to avail of the more ‘privileged’ legal status and conditions
associated with being classed as a child, and that the safeguarding risks
associated with incorrectly identifying an adult as a child outweigh any risks
associated with incorrectly identifying a child as an adult. Neither of these
assumptions are borne out in the project findings. 
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1041861/NTS_Protocol_14_Dec_2021_Final_version.pdf
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This section compares the rates and outcomes of 
age assessments since (December) 2020 with age
assessment data from previous years to indicate
how Covid-19 has impacted, particularly since the
first lockdown in March 2020. 

1.
TRENDS IN AGE
DISPUTED CASES



Table 1: Percentage of UASC [4] age disputed cases, 2010-2021

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

UASC
apps

1513 1248 1125 1265 1945 3253 3290 2399 3063 3775 2773 2466

Age
Dis

531 370 338 323 318 791 929 718 875 798 853 1616

% 35 30 30 26 16 24 28 30 29 21 31 66

The data indicates that the Home Office has age disputed proportionately more
unaccompanied young people seeking asylum since the first Covid lockdown,
especially in 2021. Table 1 shows that the proportion of age disputes is double that of
2020 and over triple that of 2019, such that, by the end of 2021, two-thirds of UASC
applicants are age disputed compared with 31 per cent in 2020 and 21 per cent in
2019.
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Table 2: Percentage of UASC age dispute cases, by quarter

 
2020
Q1

2020
Q2

2020
Q3

2020
Q4

2021
Q1

2021
Q2

2021
Q3

2021
Q4

2022
Q1

UASC 786 462 888 637 516 715 1235 1296 835

Raised 130 131 343 249 184 528 904 901 428

% 17 28 39 39 36 74 73 70 51

Source: Home Office asylum statistics, May 2022 data release. 
NB: This data does not include unresolved age disputed cases including those subject to appeal



Table 2 shows that the proportion of age disputes has increased significantly in the
second and third quarters of 2021 [5].  There has been a drop in age disputes since
2022 but rates of dispute remain significantly higher than in pre-pandemic years. In
the first Quarter of 2022, 428 of the 835 applications by unaccompanied asylum
seekers (51%) were age-disputed. 64% of resolved age disputes were categorised as
18+ by Q4 of 2021 (n = 510 out of 794) decreasing to 49% by Q1 of 2022 (n= 126 out of
255). 

Table 3 reveals that the proportion of unaccompanied asylum claimants determined
to be adults initially decreased in line with the first lockdown but then increased
considerably in the final two quarters of 2020 and the first three quarters of 2021.
The proportion deemed to be adults peaked in the third quarter of 2021 (69%),
dropping slightly, to 64% by the final quarter of 2021. Initial data from 2022 reveals a
further decrease (49%) but the proportion remains higher than the pre-pandemic
period. 
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Source: Home Office asylum statistics, May 2022 data release.

Table 3: Percentage of age disputed cases resolved as 18+

 
2020
Q1

2020
Q2

2020
Q3

2020
Q4

2021
Q1

2021
Q2

2021
Q3

2021
Q4

2022
Q1

Res 115 114 247 225 205 475 791 794 255

18+ 53 43 140 128 125 319 546 510 126

% 46 38 57 57 61 67 69 64 49



The pandemic created new barriers and challenges for age disputed young
people. For example, lockdown restrictions could have prevented applicants from
retrieving vital identity documents from their countries of origin to prove their
age. 
The additional pressures on public services and resources resulting from Covid-19
may have incentivised both the Home Office and local authorities to minimise any
further burden on immigration/children’s services by challenging the age of new
asylum seekers more frequently. 
The introduction of short form age assessments in the first year of the pandemic
at the Kent Intake Unit, coupled with a growing backlog of asylum claimants, led
to more young people being assessed as adults (discussed below).
Crucially, as one social worker pointed out, the rise in the number of young people
being assessed as adults may well reflect the significant Supreme Court ruling of
BF (Eritrea) v SSHD [2021] UKSC 38. This now enables the Home Office to treat a
person as an adult because their physical appearance and demeanour very
strongly suggests they are significantly over 18 years of age (rather than the
previous threshold of 25 years of age) [6] and no other credible evidence exists to
the contrary.

This could be interpreted in several ways: 

In 2020, there was a substantial rise in in age disputed young people being referred. In
my opinion, and in my experience, that is related to the decision made in BF Eritrea
versus the Secretary of State that then led to the Home Office changing its policy on
assessing age. So critically, it was a change to that policy saying that somebody had to
appear significantly over 18 [rather than] somebody having to appear over 25 which
had opened up a seven-year window of uncertainty. [SWP[7]34]

Of concern is the fact that this significant judgment – the product of legal
proceedings issued well before the pandemic hit – is now being implemented in quite
a different social and political landscape, where adaptations to and delays in age
assessment as a result of the pandemic have arguably increased the likelihood of
children incorrectly being assessed as adults. The judgment has removed what was
otherwise a tolerable margin of error even in these circumstances
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1046339/kent-intake-unit-social-worker-guidance-v2.0-gov-uk__withdrawn_.pdf
https://www.bailii.org/uk/cases/UKSC/2021/38.html
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Covid-19 and the accompanying lockdown
restrictions have had a significant impact on age
assessments, compounding existing concerns
around delay, consistency, and rigour, and
generating new concerns around the increased
use of short-form/fast-track age assessments
and online age assessment procedures. These
issues have led to more adverse outcomes for
children and young people than prior to Covid.

2. 
EXPERIENCES OF AGE
ASSESSMENT DURING
THE PANDEMIC

LOHST RESEARCH BRIEFING NO.1
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Increased use of short-form age assessment 

Short form age assessments are a legally acceptable way of upholding the welfare
of a child – they can be less traumatic, much quicker, and equally as reliable for less
contested cases than more comprehensive ‘Merton’ age assessments [8], particularly
when the age of an asylum seeker is beyond any real doubt. 

It is important to understand that short form age assessments are used at different
stages of the reception of asylum seekers by different personnel. Specifically, once a
child arrives and claims asylum, the Border Force/Home Office staff will make an
initial assessment as to their age and, according to current policy, [9] if they look or
they appear to be over 18, will process them as an adult. 

In cases of doubt, they will be treated as a child and referred to social services for a
fuller age assessment. Insofar as local authorities will be responsible for those
deemed to be children, social workers commonly conduct additional age
assessments on those already deemed by the Home Office to be children, to check
whether they are, indeed, children for the purposes of entering children’s services. 

The threshold for social workers’ assessment of children’s age in such cases always
has been, and continues to be 18, even before the decision in BF (Eritrea) reduced the
threshold from 25 to 18 for Home Office staff. One of the young people in our sample,
who had been initially assessed as a child by the Home Office, explained how it was a
subsequent social work assessment that (erroneously) concluded he was an adult
and led to him being placed in hostel accommodation with approximately 200 adults
with shared bathrooms (“one toilet for about 20 people”) (YP57 [10]) 

LOHST RESEARCH BRIEFING NO.1
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Interviews with practitioners reveal that social work practitioners and Home Office
units used short-form age assessments with increasing regularity to deal with the
backlog and rise in asylum applications and limits in staffing capacity. Significantly,
in the earlier stages of the pandemic, Social Worker Guidance [11] was amended to
enable the Home Office to hire its own social workers to carry out these shorter,
quicker age assessments at the Kent Intake Unit which deals with a significant
majority of asylum seekers arriving through the Port of Dover. But rather than being
used to uphold the welfare of the child, as required by law [12], our research reveals
that the short form assessment was being used in a manner that fell short of
established age assessment principles and procedures [13]. This was in order to clear
asylum seekers out of the Kent Intake Unit and child asylum system more quickly. In
some cases the use of the short form assessment amounted to ‘a decision not to
undertake an age assessment at all’ as [14] the following legal practitioner notes:

…so my perception was that due to the high volume, and what they saw was easier in
the Kent Intake Unit, it was easier for them [HO] to say that someone was an adult,
and then they could approach the Local Authority later and get an age assessment…So
just kind of getting them out of their hair instead of making an initial correct decision
to bring someone into care. [LP9 [15]]

Worryingly the following social worker had come across cases of Home Office staff
lining children up and conducting age assessment en masse in just a few minutes
whilst recording it officially as a legally compliant assessment:

There are cases of the UK Border Force looking at the children for about 5 minutes –
like 11 children – and then saying “they’re all over 25” …That form of assessment is so
bad….They had a little statement just tagged on that said “we are making this decision
not just by looking at them, but also be their general demeanour and blah blah blah….”
But then it doesn’t tell you what it was about their demeanour…So they’re making the
statement to show that they are following the rules, but there’s nothing telling you
what they actually saw and how it led to the assessment, which is what it’s meant to
be. [SWP39]
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1046339/kent-intake-unit-social-worker-guidance-v2.0-gov-uk__withdrawn_.pdf
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These reports contrast markedly with the following social worker’s account of what a
legally compliant age assessment should involve. Her comments highlight the
difficulties of achieving this level of detail and context within an abbreviated time
frame:

…You can assess them on things like how they behave around other young people… You
know, it's not just about how they look; it's so much more than that. It takes some time
to really work out how old you think they are. It can also be based on the narrative
approach, looking at their history, you know, when they went to the school, how old
they were when certain things happened. It can be difficult to pin down accurate dates
and things to make that kind of timeline. [SWP6]

Thankfully, in R (MA & Anor) v Coventry City Council & Anor [2022] EWHC 98 (Admin)
the High Court held that the fast track age assessments being conducted by Home
Office social workers at the Kent Intake Unit were unlawful and in breach of s.55
Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009. This ruling led to the withdrawal of
the policy on 14th January 2022 and a reinforcement of the need for robust and fair
age assessments:

The SSHD is seeking to address very difficult circumstances with increasing numbers
of arrivals and managing the tension between observing the welfare principle
regarding children and the need to maintain effective immigration control. But that
does not permit derogation from the established procedural safeguards for a fair and
appropriate age assessment process. [para 109, per Henshaw J]

https://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWHC/Admin/2022/98.html
https://www.freemovement.org.uk/fast-track-age-assessments-of-newly-arrived-asylum-seekers-unlawful/


Switch to online age assessment procedures

The public health risks associated with Covid-19 presented some obvious practical
challenges to conducting age assessments in a timely manner, particularly at the
asylum intake units, as the following social worker describes:

…You know, during the winter of 2020, with rising cases, we were making sure that
we used the biggest rooms, with lots of Airflow. PPE was being used. We had lots of
operational processes in place to keep everybody - young people and all the
professionals involved - as safe as possible. There was an occasion where… an
accompanying adult, subsequently tested positive following a meeting. And, at that
time of course there wasn't the vaccination program, so it meant everybody went into
isolation. Fortunately, everybody was OK. But obviously it did then cause some delay…
[SP34]

Practitioners described how many age assessments were conducted online as a
result of these challenges, but this change was seemingly not accompanied by any
adapted guidance regarding the format and length of online assessments to ensure
they were fair and allowed for some margin of error. Social workers raised concerns
as to whether some of the factors taken into account when assessing age (such as
physical appearance and demeanour, health, cultural factors, other non-verbal cues)
can be ascertained and fairly assessed in an online format:
 

I would personally be concerned about the quality of a remote virtual age assessment; I
think the general trend has been that local authorities have waited until they could do
it face-to-face. [SWP6]

You know, if you're gonna put somebody through a process that's as important as
defining their age, which is part of their identity, that feels very wrong to do that by
video link. In the same way that you can't video interview a newly arrived child by
video link. [SWP34]

LOHST RESEARCH BRIEFING NO.1
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The following social worker highlighted what they considered to be the difference in
the rigour and quality of a face-to-face age assessment compared to an online age
assessment:

I insist on having the interview wherever the young person wants to, which could be
their home, could be their bedroom could be in a coffee shop provided it’s confidential,
where they could be safe, a place where they feel comfortable to talk. It can be their
school or wherever. I insist on the right interpreter right dialects, insist on an
appropriate adult and we obviously have few social workers. Then we have other
advocates and other people who would like to be involved in the age assessment; I used
to tend to decline, because usually the more people you get in there just becomes a bit
about, well just drags it out for the young person really.  (SWP2) 

Interviewer: So, you’re talking maybe a two-hour assessment in total?
SWP2: Yeah. Yeah. 
Interviewer: And then for face to face then if you're doing over a month, how many
times, would you meet?
SWP2: See them? At least three times.
Interviewer: And how long do you spend for each meeting?
SWP2: three hours.
Interviewer: Each time?
SWP2: Yeah. It could be four as well they if it's for that effective level, for longer breaks.
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This same social worker went on to describe the other agencies he interacts with to
try and get a fuller impression of the child’s age. This is in stark contrast to accounts
of local authority expedited age assessments during Covid-19. 

And so, with one particular local authority…their brief inquiries that they do have
been very quick … they do it in a one-hour session, maybe one hour and a half session
and then they make a decision based on that… but if they can't make a decision in
that [one or] two-hour setting and they are on the fence about the decision, they will
then accommodate (as looked after children) pending a formal and compliant age
assessment.. and then, if they are deemed to be over 18, they will be transferred back
to adult accommodation. 

Lacking faith in the integrity and reliability of online assessments, some lawyers and
social workers advised young people to either delay age assessment until they could
perform a face-to-face assessment and, in some cases, refused to conduct the
assessment online at all. The social worker in the above exchange summarised their
extreme concerns with online assessments:

No, no, the remote age assessment isn’t ethical. The chances of you getting it wrong are
really, really itself are dramatically increasing… During the pandemic you can't
observe the young person in a safe environment. […]… so in terms of education, school
[interactions] online you can't really judge much of that. You can't observe them in
other settings around other young people of the same age, or similar age. [SWP2]

LOHST RESEARCH BRIEFING NO.1
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Increased delays

Delay is chronic to the asylum system, and disproportionality impacts applicants that
are turning 18 or whose age is disputed by the Home Office. It can result in changes
in modes of support and have material, psychological and social effects (f.e. Allsopp
and Chase 2019; Chase 2020). As noted above in the Home Office asylum statistics,
there has been an increase in the proportion of age disputed cases over the last
decade, especially in the second and third quarters of 2021. However, practitioners
have also explained how Covid-19 has intensified delay across applicants’ legal
journeys, including age assessment. The following social work practitioner reflected
how Covid-19 lockdown restrictions complicated age assessments: 

… conducting assessments obviously was hugely problematic, mostly in the first
lockdown when the rules were very strict, and most local authorities just put all of
those things on hold because it just wasn't possible to meet to do that and doing it
virtually was likely to be challenged. I think their [the Local Authority's] concern with
it was it was not likely to be robust enough, through the virtual process, so they would
likely be legally challenged on the decision that they made based on that…. I mean,
legal challenges are a huge issue anyway, with age assessments, so I think they were
just quite concerned that changing the process to a virtual process would increase the
possibility that they could be challenged legally on the decisions that they made so
most put them on hold until they were able to meet in a large room. To do them face to
face, yeah. (SWP6)

Interviewer: And how long were they put on hold for, say since March of last year?

SWP6: I suppose if they had been planning to do an age assessment in March, they
probably wouldn't have done that, until around July but don't quote me on that. I'm not
absolutely sure I know that the Home Office changed the funding that was available to
reflect the fact that it was going to be difficult for local authorities to conduct the age
assessments within a certain timeframe.

LOHST RESEARCH BRIEFING NO.1
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Delays were also linked to the sudden increase in arrivals of unaccompanied asylum
seekers in the summer following the first lockdown. This led to the mandatory
transfer of many young people to other local authorities (through the National
Transfer Scheme) in order to ease the pressure on those services located in primary
points of entry such as Kent.  

So what that meant for us in 2020 was a very large cohort of people in the local
authority’s care for whom there was significant concern about their age, claimed age,
and the need to conduct age assessments. Then the problem occurs that you've got so
many that need age assessments and only so many social workers. Because age
assessments are, and should be, very thorough pieces of work … and they're highly
litigious. So, as a result, they're very resource heavy. Like you need two social workers.
You need an interpreter. You need an accompanying adult. You're going to need
multiple meetings in an appropriate venue. They are not things… certainly, at least
from Merton, for a Merton case law compliant age assessment, they're not things that
can happen, even in the best of times, quickly. But in 2020, that demand meant that,
yeah, there were young people waiting for age assessments for months and months.
And that… And that’s… Yeah, you know… That’s a very hard place for anybody to be.
[SWP34]

As noted by the following social worker, these transfers meant that less experienced
social workers were tasked with conducting age assessments at relatively short
notice and the consequences of this demand on services for the young people
concerned:

….I’ve had young people that have waited upwards of seven months for an age
assessment and then maybe working with social workers that can't grasp the
importance of getting that assessment done, the impact upon the wait time for the age
assessment, the impact on their asylum claim if they're having to wait that seven
months to have an age assessment, what the knock-on effect of that is, but that's, that's
purely because they have never really had any experiences with… you ask there's no
reason, maybe the odd one, this particular local authority that I worked with we had
maybe the odd one or two, and that was fine because you could sort of guide them, but
then when they get an influx of 20 asylum seekers, and they all need each assessment,
and there's nobody in the local authority that's trained to do an assessment it's been,
that's been really difficult. [SWP9]

LOHST RESEARCH BRIEFING NO.1
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The same social worker described the knock-on effects of such delays, noting:

”…things that we can't progress with: we can't get a travel card for them; we can't
obtain a bank account for them; or enrol them in college with their peers. And then…
they're unable to get [an educational] bursary because they are only able to access a
bank account when the assessment is taken. [SWP9]

Our additional analysis of summaries from the case files of eleven young
unaccompanied asylum seekers who were age disputed during the pandemic [16]
revealed significant variations in the length of time it was taking to be assessed,
from one week up to 9 months. Delays of even a few months are critical for children
of 16 and 17 years old (the majority of young asylum seekers) who are at risk of
ageing out before the age assessment process is completed.

In all 11 cases the young people had been initially assessed as adults. Nine were then
placed in adult asylum accommodation as a result. In four of the cases, they were
advised not to challenge the age assessment due to the fact that they would soon be
or had already turned 18. Of the three cases that remain open (subject to appeal) one
had been assessed as four years older than his claimed age of 16; another had been
assessed as 10 years older than his staged age; and the third was placed in
accommodation alongside adult men following her initial assessment, despite
disclosing that she was a victim of sexual violence and trafficking. 

The Covid-19 context has resulted in significant variations in the capacity of social
workers to conduct reliable age assessments to the requisite standard due to
divergence in experience, skills and resources across regional and LA social work
teams. Such difficulties have become even more acute as local authorities struggle
more than ever to resource their core services in a period where resources and staff
are more limited than ever. 

LOHST RESEARCH BRIEFING NO.1
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3.
AGE ASSESSMENTS
UNDER THE
NATIONALITY AND
BORDERS ACT 2022
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The Nationality and Borders Act came into force on 28th April 2022 in the context of
the Covid19 pandemic described above, bringing with it a raft of amendments to
existing age assessment procedures (Part 4, ss.49-57). 

The most concerning amendments pertain to the possibility of the Home Office or
local authorities using scientific methods to inform age assessments (s.52(1)) and the
fact that age-disputed children can be determined as adults by ‘decision-makers’
through the use of so-called scientific methods which can be applied without their
consent (s.52(7)).

Under s. 52(2) the types of scientific method that may be used include: a) examining
or measuring parts of a person’s body, including by the use of imaging technology;
and b) the analysis of saliva, cell or other samples taken from a person (including the
analysis of DNA in the samples). S. 52(9) clarifies that this clause does not preclude
the ability to undertake other scientific methods of age assessment not specified in
regulations,

“provided that it is considered appropriate to do so and the appropriate consent is
sought. However, failure to consent to a non-specified scientific method would not
affect credibility under this section.” [17]

These measures have been introduced in spite of an abundant body of domestic and

international research and guidance confirming that there is no precise method for

determining age ([18][19]) and that holistic approaches, endorsed by existing guidance,

are the most effective and reliable age assessment methods. The complexities of age

assessment and the need for an holistic approach are also highlighted in various

international guidelines. The Separated Children in Europe Programme (2012)

highlights the following: 

“Age assessment is not an exact science and a considerable margin of uncertainty

will always remain inherent in any procedure. When making an age assessment,

individuals whose age is being assessed should be given the benefit of doubt. Margins

of error adequate to each exam (based on updated references) should always be

indicated clearly. If the age range resulting from the assessment includes the minor

age, the individual shall be considered and treated as a child.” [20]

LOHST RESEARCH BRIEFING NO.1

LOHST PROJECT |  PAGE 23



(a) such an assessment should take into account not only the physical

appearance of the child but also his/her psychological maturity; 

(b) when scientific procedures are used in order to determine the age of the child,

margins of error should be allowed. Such methods must be safe and respect

human dignity; 

(c) the child should be given the benefit of the doubt if the exact age is uncertain.

Where possible, the legal consequences or significance of the age criteria should

be reduced or downplayed. It is not desirable that too many legal advantages and

disadvantages are known to flow from the criteria because this may be an

incentive for misrepresentation.

Similarly, UNHCR Guidelines on policies and procedure on dealing with

unaccompanied children seeking asylum, 1997 also notes (section 5.11) [21]: 

If an assessment of the child’s age is necessary, the following considerations should

be noted: 

Interestingly, contrary to assumptions that all young people would want to avoid such

assessments, and perhaps reflecting the misguided commonly perceived reliability

and precision of ‘scientific’ methods for age assessment, only one young respondent –

a Kurdish young person from Iran - commented on how they would have welcomed any

method of age assessment that could reliably reflect their true age: 

I am 22 years old, but on arrival, I told them my correct age [15 at the time] and the
Home Office judged for themselves and gave a different year of birth…. I went against
it and told them that they can do any DNA test and everything but they didn't do that.
They didn't listen.

The findings from this research concur with The Council of Europe (2017) [22] review of

age assessment procedures in Europe which concluded that there was a highly

fragmented approach to age assessments and that the rights and procedural

safeguards afforded under international and European standards were not being

consistently upheld across member states.
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We know from existing research that it is difficult to ascertain children and young
people’s age purely on appearance, that age is culturally embedded and that how
young people appear at the point of an age assessment can be shaped by arduous
journeys, traumatic interactions before and during their migration and as a result of
the asylum system [23].

Given the known limitations of the sorts of ‘scientific’ methods advocated within the
Nationality and Borders Act, there are significant risks if these are applied without
due attention to the broader experiential, social and cultural factors that are known
to affect how young people appear in terms of age when they arrive to seek asylum in
the UK

Reverting to an over reliance on such scientific methods, without adopting a more
holistic approach to age assessment, can lead to immediate risks for young people in
terms of lack of safety and security and more generally can fundamentally
undermine young people’s credibility with regard to their application for asylum [23]
[24]. Accordingly, any proposed amendment to the age assessment
method/procedure needs to recognise and respond to the complexity of childhood
and trauma, be underpinned by a children’s rights framework and be framed by an
intention to create an improved sensitive age assessment method which does not risk
further traumatising children and young people. 
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Any age assessment should be considered in relation to domestic and
international children’s rights obligations which require that an individualised
assessment of whether the proposed referral for and approach to age
assessment is in the best interests of the child and proportionate in the
circumstances. 
A routine assessment should be made of the proportionality and ethics of
subjecting young people to the intrusion of scientific age assessment given the
potential impacts on their mental health and wellbeing. This is particularly
important given the obligation under s.55 of the Borders, Citizenship and
Immigration Act 2009 to safeguard and promote children’s welfare/best interests
when discharging any immigration function
A careful assessment should be conducted in each case of how proportionate it
would be to carry out an invasive age assessment on a young person whose
mental health is already fragile, bearing in mind also the likely additional
negative impacts of Covid19 and lockdown restrictions alongside systematic
trauma linked to routine procedures related to the asylum system.  
There is an urgent need to address the evident delays and inconsistencies that
currently characterise age assessment procedures, i.e. by ensuring that those
assessing are appropriately resourced, trained to conduct age assessments in a
trauma-informed way, and that delays are minimised.
Further research and analysis, involving the views and experiences of young
people seeking asylum, is required to ascertain the relative strengths and
shortcomings of online age assessments and whether and how these could be
used in ways which support the rights and best interests of children and young
people seeking asylum. 
Further analysis of our empirical data, drawing specifically on our interviews with
70 young asylum seekers (aged 16-25),  and over 50 practitioners, will be
available from January 2023. For further details of our findings on age
assessment or any other aspect of the project, contact LOHST@liverpool.ac.uk

Our preliminary findings support the view that amendments to age assessment
practice and procedures need to be informed by the following considerations: 
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The ESRC-funded LOSHT project is a peer research study
investigating the effects of Covid-19 on children and young
people seeking asylum in the UK. It explores how asylum
seekers aged 16-25, as well as lawyers, social workers and
charities and support organisations, are responding to the
delays and disruption in front line services. The findings will
suggest legal, policy and practice proposals to better promote
the rights and wellbeing of young people seeking asylum in
the UK

ABOUT THE 
LOHST PROJECT 

https://livesonholdd.wordpress.com/
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