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About the report 

This is the summary for the fifth alternative report to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (UN 
Committee). The report covers the period 2016 - 2022. Due to the word limit specified by the UN Committee 
for the report (20,000), it does not contain details of all children’s rights issues in England but provides an 
overview of the key priority issues identified by civil society organisations and children who participated in 
the consultation process. All recommendations are for the UK Government (UKG) unless stated otherwise. All 
information is correct as of 8th December 2022.

The report was informed by seven thematic oral evidence sessions, attended by 50 experts, and written 
evidence from 47 organisations and academics, as well as additional analysis. This was supplemented with 
five workshops with children, in partnership with the Kids Network, The Children’s Society, Alliance for Youth 
Justice, Leaders Unlocked and Friends, Families and Travellers, where children talked about how well their 
rights were respected. All quotes in blue included in the report are from children, either from our workshops 
or from other research with under-18s.  

Supporting Organisations  

This submission has been endorsed by 97 charities, NGOs and civil society groups listed below, many of whom are 
CRAE members. Not all the organisations work across all the areas addressed or necessarily support all the content or 
questions.

• 4in10 London’s Child Poverty Network
• Action for Children
• Agenda Alliance 
• Alliance for Youth Justice 
• Ambitious about Autism 
• Article 39 
• Asylum Aid 
• Asylum Welcome 
• Baby Feeding Law Group UK 
• Baby Milk Action 
• Barnardo’s
• Become
• British Association of Social Workers 

(BASW) 
• Campaign for State Education 
• Centre for Justice Innovation 
• Centre for Mental Health
• Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education 

(CSIE)
• Centrepoint
• Child Law Network 
• Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG)
• Child Rights International Network (CRIN) 
• Children and Young People’s Mental 

Health Coalition (CYPMHC)
• Children England
• Children’s Rights Alliance for England 

(CRAE)
• Community Action for Refugees and 

Asylum Seekers (CARAS)
• Coram
• Coram Children’s Legal Centre
• Council for Disabled Children
• Da’aro Youth Project
• Disabled Children’s Partnership 
• Early Childhood Forum 
• End Child Poverty Coalition
• Every Child Protected Against Trafficking 

(ECPAT UK)

• Friends, Families and Travellers
• Global Action Plan
• Greater Manchester Immigration Aid Unit
• Haringey Play Association 
• Helen Bamber Foundation 
• Humanists UK
• Independent Provider of Special Education 

Advice (IPSEA)
• INQUEST
• Just Fair 
• Just for Kids Law
• Justice
• Kids In Need of Defense UK 
• Kidscape 
• Liberty
• Listen Up
• London Play 
• MAC-UK 
• Magistrates’ Association 
• Migrant and Refugee Children’s Legal Unit 

(MiCLU) at Islington Law Centre
• Mind
• National Appropriate Adult Network 
• National Association for Youth Justice 
• National Children’s Bureau (NCB)
• National Youth Advocacy Service (NYAS)
• New Horizon Youth Centre
• No More Exclusions 
• North East Child Poverty Commission 
• NSPCC
• Paul Hamlyn Foundation 
• Playing Out
• Positive Action for Refugees and Asylum 

Seekers (PAFRAS)
• Power2
• Practical Participation 
• Project 17 
• Project 507
• Refugee Council 

• Refugee Education UK 
• Refugee Support Group
• Royal College of Paediatrics and Child 

Health (RCPCH)
• Safer London 
• Save the Children UK
• Social Workers Without Borders 
• South London Refugee Association
• Special Needs Jungle Ltd
• Stop Watch UK
• StreetDoctors
• The Association for Young People’s Health
• The Children’s Society 
• The Fostering Network
• The Howard League for Penal Reform
• The Kids Network
• The Markfield Project
• The Separated Child Foundation 
• The Traveller Movement 
• Together Trust 
• Together with Migrant Children
• Transform Justice 
• UNICEF UK 
• UNJUST
• Unlock
• World Breastfeeding Trends initiative 

(WBTi) U.K. Steering Group
• Young Roots 
• Youth Access
• Z2K (Zacchaeus 2000 Trust)
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Introduction 
Children’s rights in England have regressed in many areas 
since the UK’s last examination in 2016. Despite some 
progress to embed children’s rights across Government, 
the response to Covid-19 clearly demonstrated that 
children’s rights and voices are regularly overlooked in 
UK Government decision-making. England is lagging 
behind other parts of the UK in taking forward it’s child 
rights obligations, with incorporation of the CRC a very 
long way off. Growing anti-rights rhetoric and the threat 
to repeal the Human Rights Act presents a grave and 
immediate threat to children’s rights. 

The UK’s exit from the EU has led to political instability, 
and changes to laws and policies protecting children’s 
rights. The past year also saw a period of further political 
volatility, with three Prime Ministers in two months and 
associated ministerial and cabinet reshuffles, leading to 
delays and uncertainty on key upcoming policies and 
reviews affecting children.

The pandemic impacted every area of children’s lives and 
exacerbated and entrenched many existing inequalities 
affecting children, for example, children living in poverty 
or those struggling with their mental health. The 
educational attainment gap affecting disadvantaged 
children has widened for the first time in 12 years. 

The current cost-of-living crisis is now putting children 
and their families under the most unprecedented 
financial strain of a generation and intensifying the 
effects of child poverty, which has increased since 2016. 
The negative impact of austerity policies on cuts to 
children’s services have also become clearer. 

The large number of organisations from across civil 
society that have signed up to our civil society alternative 
report shows the urgency with which we must tackle 
these issues to ensure children’s rights across the 
whole of the CRC are fully respected. We therefore 
urge the UK Government to commit to addressing the 
UN Committee’s recommendations by working with 
stakeholders to develop a robust child rights action 
plan. CRAE will continue to work with its members 
to monitor and hold the UK Government to account 
on implementing the UN Committee’s next set of 
Concluding Observations.

General Measures of 
Implementation and  
General Principles

Lack of political priority given to children’s 
rights

Despite some positive steps taken since 2016 to take 
forward the General Measures of Implementation 
(GMIs), e.g., the UNCRC Action Group being established, 
civil service child rights training1, and a Child Rights 
Impact Assessment (CRIA) template,2 many of the GMI 
recommendations from 2016 have not been progressed. 
Therefore, the laws, structures, and mechanisms needed 
to realise all rights for all children are not in place. As a 
consequence, and as evidenced in this report, UKG has 
generally failed to prioritise implementation of the CRC, 
with regression in many areas, often exacerbated by 
Covid-19 and now the cost-of-living crisis.

There remains no cabinet minister with responsibility 
for children’s rights, despite growing calls for one to be 
established.3 The minister with responsibility for children 
has remained Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State 
since 2018, when the role was demoted from Minister of 
State.4 There is still no child rights action plan to ensure 
CRC implementation nor sufficient cross-departmental 
coordination and monitoring mechanisms.5 

 f Establish structures which ensure effective 
coordination and monitoring of CRC implementation, 
including a cabinet minister for children.

ScotlandWales England

There is no statutory obligation for 
Child Rights Impact Assessments (CRIAs) 
despite requirements in Wales and Scotland.

CRIA ?CRIA

Source: The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 and the 
Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014
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 f Develop a child rights action plan, setting out 
how recommendations made in the Concluding 
Observations (COs) will be addressed, including clear, 
resourced, timebound actions and a monitoring 
framework.  

 f Introduce a mandatory, transparent system of CRIA 
for all policy and spending decisions.

 f Develop a strategy for increasing awareness, 
knowledge and understanding of the CRC, including 
for all professionals working with children, 
particularly those in institutions.

Inadequate and worsening child rights 
protection and access to justice

There has been no progress on incorporating the CRC 
or signing Optional Protocol 3 (OP3). Lack of movement 
on removing the declaration to Optional Protocol on 
the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict (OPAC) 
remains, reserving the right to deploy children in armed 
conflicts.

Deep concerns remain about UKG plans to repeal and 
replace the Human Rights Act 1998 with the Bill of Rights 
2022,6 which would significantly weaken rights protection 
for children. Particularly concerning are plans to limit 
rights for certain groups of children, undermining the 
human rights principle of universality. 

A raft of emergency legislation, regulations, and 
guidance affecting children was brought in during 
the Covid-19 pandemic without the usual consultation 
or parliamentary scrutiny, showing a worrying lack of 
democratic scrutiny for children’s rights.7 It is crucial that 
the UK Covid-19 Inquiry fully scrutinises the impact of 
UKG decisions during the pandemic on children’s rights, 
including by hearing directly from children.8

Brexit continues to pose a threat to children’s rights 
with the Retained EU Law (Revocation and Reform) 
Bill9 potentially removing children’s rights enshrined 
in retained EU law without adequate parliamentary 
scrutiny.10

Legal aid is unavailable for many children and the 
Exceptional Case Funding (ECF) scheme is woefully 
inadequate.11 Since 2013, at least 6,000 children each year 
(potentially as many as 15,000) have been denied free 
legal advice and representation.12 

 f Incorporate the CRC into domestic law; ratify OP3 
and remove the declaration to OPAC.

 f Fully protect the Human Rights Act.  

 f The UK Covid-19 Inquiry must fully scrutinise the 
impact UKG decision-making had on children’s 
rights during the pandemic, including by listening to 
children.   

 f Ensure children’s rights are not diluted as a result of 
Brexit. 

 f Urgently restore aspects of the legal aid budget to 
ensure children can access justice. 

Persistent and increased discrimination 
against racialised groups

Despite a number of 2016 COs, significant discrimination 
and structural inequality persists for particular groups 
of children across many aspects of their lives as 
highlighted throughout this report yet UKG’s action plan 
is inadequate.13 

Racial discrimination is stark across the whole of the 
criminal justice system (CJS) and was the biggest concern 
of a UKG-commissioned review.14 Despite this, UKG’s 
action plan15 makes no reference to, e.g., addressing 
racial disparity in access to diversion16 or Black children 
receiving harsher sentences.17 

“Everyone does not get the same sentence. Certain races 
get it worse ’cause of your colour; they say you’re innocent 
until proven guilty but they treat me like I’m guilty from 
the start.”18

Shockingly, racialised children make up the majority 
(53%) of those imprisoned.19 29% are Black20 and account 
for 34% of those on remand.21 Despite Gypsy, Roma and 
Traveller (GRT) people accounting for an estimated 0.1% 
of the British population, GRT children comprised 15% of 
the secure training centre (STC) population22 and 8% of 
children in young offender institutions(YOIs).23

GRT and Black children also encounter systematic 
institutional and community discrimination. They are 
more likely to suffer poor mental and physical health and 
face discrimination in school. The UKG National Strategy  

The Bill of Rights will 
signi�cantly weaken 
rights protection 
for children.

Racialised children make up the 
majority (53%) of children in prison.

Source: Ministry of Justice and Youth Justice Board for England and  
Wales (2022) Youth Justice Statistics 2020-2021
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to reduce GRT inequalities24 is still to be developed 
and there is a chronic shortage of GRT sites resulting in 
approximately 3,000 GRT families without a permitted 
place to stop.25 New legislation26 actively targets GRT 
families by criminalising those without a place to stop.  

“I don’t tell people what I am. If you tell them, right away 
they judge.”27 

“We’re second-class citizens to most people.”28 

 f Take immediate steps to address racial disparity in 
the youth justice system, including clarifying who 
is responsible for addressing it within UKG, and 
how progress on explaining or reforming racial 
inequalities is monitored.

 f Publish the cross-departmental strategy to tackle 
inequalities experienced by GRT communities.

Lack of participation of children in decision-
making

Children’s views are still not taken seriously by many, 
despite pockets of good practice and progress in 
particular areas, for example, the proliferation of school 
councils.29 Statutory participation rights are ad hoc and 
do not apply to all children in all settings. There is often 
more of a willingness to involve children in individual 
rather than strategic decision-making.30

A statutory right to advocacy is lacking for most children, 
and good quality, independent advocacy is patchy.31 
Though children in care have a legal right to be heard 
and have an advocate,32 in practice, barriers to accessing 
advocates means that children cannot always know their 
options or express their wishes and feelings.33 

Children are not systematically involved in national 
policy-making. There is no permanent mechanism to 
facilitate participation consistently.34 UKG consultations 
rarely involve children or are presented in child-
friendly language. However, there are some welcome 
developments: UKG renewed funding for the UK Youth 
Parliament35 and the Youth Development Policy Group,36 
and carried out consultations with children to inform its 
State Party report. 

 f Take forward the IRCSC recommendation to provide 
an ‘opt-out’ advocacy offer for children in care 
and ensure Regulation 44 visits and Independent 
Reviewing Officers (IROs) are retained and 
adequately resourced.

 f Implement a cross-government mechanism and 
associated funding to ensure the views of children 
are systematically considered in policy-making, 
particularly younger children and those from 
underrepresented groups. 

Definition of the child

Inconsistencies in definition of a child

Under-18s are still treated as adults in many 
circumstances, either due to what is set out in legislation 
or as a consequence of inadequate public services. 
Despite repeated calls from the UN Committee and 
parliamentarians,37 the age of criminal responsibility 
remains extremely low at just 10 years old. UKG continues 
to fail to acknowledge the harm caused by criminalising 
such young children and refuses to even carry out a 
review.38 There is a concerning trend towards not treating 
16-and-17-year-olds as children.39  Little is being done to 
reduce the harm40 caused to those who commit offences 
as children but are convicted or sentenced as adults.41 
The pandemic has exacerbated an already struggling 
system.42

 f Significantly increase the age of criminal 
responsibility.

 f Undertake a review of age-based legislation and 
guidance to ensure rights in the CRC apply to all 
under-18s, including 16-and-17-year-olds. 

 f Reform legislation so that young people are dealt 
with and sentenced according to their age at the 
date of their alleged offence and the relevant date 
for rehabilitation periods is the date the offence was 
commissioned.

 f The UK Covid-19 Inquiry must fully scrutinise the 
impact UKG decision-making had on children’s 
rights during the pandemic, including by listening to 
children.   

 f Ensure children’s rights are not diluted as a result of 
Brexit. 

 f Urgently restore aspects of the legal aid budget to 
ensure children can access justice. 

Persistent and increased discrimination 
against racialised groups

Despite a number of 2016 COs, significant discrimination 
and structural inequality persists for particular groups 
of children across many aspects of their lives as 
highlighted throughout this report yet UKG’s action plan 
is inadequate.13 

Racial discrimination is stark across the whole of the 
criminal justice system (CJS) and was the biggest concern 
of a UKG-commissioned review.14 Despite this, UKG’s 
action plan15 makes no reference to, e.g., addressing 
racial disparity in access to diversion16 or Black children 
receiving harsher sentences.17 

“Everyone does not get the same sentence. Certain races 
get it worse ’cause of your colour; they say you’re innocent 
until proven guilty but they treat me like I’m guilty from 
the start.”18

Shockingly, racialised children make up the majority 
(53%) of those imprisoned.19 29% are Black20 and account 
for 34% of those on remand.21 Despite Gypsy, Roma and 
Traveller (GRT) people accounting for an estimated 0.1% 
of the British population, GRT children comprised 15% of 
the secure training centre (STC) population22 and 8% of 
children in young offender institutions(YOIs).23

GRT and Black children also encounter systematic 
institutional and community discrimination. They are 
more likely to suffer poor mental and physical health and 
face discrimination in school. The UKG National Strategy  

Racialised children make up the 
majority (53%) of children in prison.

Source: Ministry of Justice and Youth Justice Board for England and  
Wales (2022) Youth Justice Statistics 2020-2021
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Violence against children

Growing abuse, neglect and CSA

Abuse and neglect of children remains high, with 
numbers of children subject to a child protection plan 
fluctuating from 50,310 in 2016, 52,330 in 2019 and 
slightly lowering to 50,920 in 2022.43 Official figures 
underestimate the true prevalence of child maltreatment, 
as it is often underreported. The Covid-19 lockdowns 
placed children at increased risk of domestic abuse.44 
Data also shows a total of almost a quarter of a million 
referrals in 2020-2021, an 8% increase on the previous 
year.45 

Despite progress in Scotland and Wales,46 physical 
punishment of children remains legal in England in the 
home47 and private foster care48 despite numerous COs 
on the issue.49

Although the UK’s first national Child Sexual Abuse (CSA) 
strategy is welcome, CSA has steadily increased since 
2016, affecting an estimated 1 in 20 children in the UK and 
remains hidden and underreported.50 CSA victims face 
an inconsistent network of services and mental health 
support51 and there are deficiencies in multi-agency 
working and information sharing.52 

From 2017-2018 to 2021-2022, online grooming offences 
increased by 84%,53 exacerbated by Covid-19 lockdowns 

– 2021 was the worst year on record.54 Child abuse image 
offences have also increased, rising by 37% since 2016-
2017, surpassing 100,000 crimes over the last five years.55 
It is essential that the Online Safety Bill 56 is passed in full.57

Recorded episodes of need58 for child sexual exploitation 
(CSE) has fluctuated from 17,600 in 2015-2016 to 18,720 
in 2018-201959 to 16,830 in 2020 - 2021 – a 10% decrease 
from the previous year.60 This is likely the result of a fall in 
referrals from schools during Covid-19.61

 f Repeal the defence of “reasonable punishment” 
to prohibit physical punishment in all settings, 
including the home.

 f Improve data collection on CSA and CSE by 
providing data on all victims under-18; 
disaggregating sexual offending data against 
16-and-17-year-olds; and collecting and publishing 
data on the outcomes of investigation and law 
enforcement responses.

 f Deliver an Online Safety Bill that holds technology 
companies to account for safety of children on their 
sites and creates a robust regulatory framework.

Lack of adequate support for victims of 
trafficking, exploitation and modern slavery 

Numbers of potential child victims of exploitation being 
referred to the National Referral Mechanism (NRM) have 
continued to rise since 2016 to 5,468 in 2021 (43% of 
all victims).62 UK national children are now the fastest 
growing and largest group referred to the NRM, partly 
driven by child criminal exploitation (CCE).63 

Despite increasing attention on this issue64 and a 
statutory defence,65 victims of CCE continue to be seen as 
offenders rather than victims by the police and children’s 
health and education services.66

UKG’s new Devolved Child Decision-Making NRM 
Pilots and commitment to extend them is welcome67 in 
line with the UN Committee’s previous CO,68 as these 
establish whether a child is a victim of modern slavery 
within existing safeguarding structures. In 2019, 76% 
of all child referrals to the NRM were still waiting for a 
final decision by the end of the year, leaving many in 
limbo69 and increasing risk of trafficking.70 Concerningly, 
the Nationality and Borders Act 2022 (NABA) also 
contains provisions to raise the legal threshold for the 
first decisions victims receive after being identified as 
potential victims.71

The expansion of Independent Child Trafficking 
Guardians (ICTGs) to two thirds of LAs is welcome.72 
However, it is only for children identified as potential 
victims of modern slavery73 and not all separated migrant 
children, as recommended in the 2016 COs. There is no 
confirmed timeline for full national rollout.74 

Child criminal exploitation (CCE) has increased. 
Nearly 50% of referrals for 

child tra�cking were for CCE. 

Source: Home Office (2022) National Referral Mechanism statistics 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-referral-mechanism-statistics
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 f Ensure children’s rights and best interests are upheld 
as reforms to asylum and modern slavery processes 
are implemented.

 f Subject to a successful independent evaluation 
ascertaining the impact on children, roll out the 
Devolved Child Decision-Making Pilots to the NRM.

 f Roll out its ICTG service across the whole of England 
and extend to all separated children.

 f Introduce a statutory definition of CCE to ensure 
children who commit criminal offences as a result of 
exploitation receive help as victims, and those who 
exploit children are prosecuted. 

Violence against children by the police

UKG states all officers receive comprehensive training 
in assessing vulnerabilities, including children, when 
using force. However, use of force by police on children 
continues to increase. In 2020-2021 there were 54,283 
incidents involving children (10% of all recorded use of 
force incidents); of those, 427 were on under-11s.75  

Tasers were used76 on children 2,585 times, including six 
times on under-11s in 2020-2177 up from 938 in 2017-18 78 

despite the 2016 COs calling for Taser use to be banned. 
122 were discharged including one on a child under 11 
in 2020-2179. 51%80 of Taser use on children was on Black 
and other racialised groups 81 – a concern raised by the 
Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC).82 

In 2020-2021 spit-hoods were used on children83 652 
times84 up from 27 times in 2016.85 Racialised children 
account for 34% of spit-hood use nationally86 and 72% of 
MPS use.87 Despite evidence of dangers of asphyxiation 
and potential for trauma,88 there has been no assessment 
of how safe they are to use on under-18s and no national 
guidance for use on children.

Children’s rights are still being violated through strip 
searching89 without the presence of an appropriate adult 
as required by law, including in schools.90 

 f Review the National Strategy for the Policing of 
Children & Young People to assess the extent it is 
being applied in practice.

 f Eliminate the use of Taser on children. As an 
immediate step, significantly improve regulations, 
training and guidance around the use of Taser on 
children. 

 f Prohibit use of all harmful devices on children by 
police, including spit hoods.

 f Improve local and national mechanisms for 
scrutinising use of force on children, including 
routinely publishing disaggregated data, including 
by age and ethnicity, and reasons for use.

 f Urgently address the disproportionate use of force 
on racialised groups of children. 

 f Ensure children are not subject to strip-searching and 
more intimate searches unless absolutely necessary, 
and only in the presence of an appropriate adult.

High levels of violence and isolation in 
institutions

Violence and use of isolation in institutions remains 
extensive despite 2016 COs on this issue. The YJB has 
expressed deep concern about the high levels of violence, 
separation and restrictive physical interventions (RPI) in 
child prisons. In 2020-2021 there were 4,298 RPIs. While 
this is down 42% compared with the previous year,91 it is 
likely due to Covid-19 when children were held in cells 
for long periods of time. There had previously been an 
increase from 4,527 incidents in 2016-2017 to 7,470 in 
2020.92 The monthly rate of RPI is higher for children aged 
10-14.93 Restraint continues to cause injury to children, 
including serious injuries requiring hospital treatment.94 

“Restraint is often the first thing staff jump to, to resolve 
disagreements. This can cause long term physical and 
mental harm which could be avoided by prioritising de-
escalation.”95

There were 1,705 isolation incidents in Secure Children’s 
Homes (SCHs) and Secure Training Centres (STCs) in 2020-
2021.96 A 2018 report found segregation had increased 
in the previous four years despite the decrease in the 
overall number of children in detention.97 In some cases, 
children are in their cells all day and are only allowed out 
to shower or to exercise for 30-60 minutes.98 The rate of 
separation in custody is higher for children aged 10-14 

3,133 10-17-year-olds were strip-searched.

Source:  26 out of 43 forces gave custody information. The actual figure is likely to be 
higher given this data is for 28 out of 43 police forces. Home Office (2022) Police powers 
and procedures: Other PACE powers, England and Wales, year ending 31 March 2022

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-powers-and-procedures-other-pace-powers-england-and-wales-year-ending-31-march-2022/police-powers-and-procedures-other-pace-powers-england-and-wales-year-ending-31-march-2022#section-2
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-powers-and-procedures-other-pace-powers-england-and-wales-year-ending-31-march-2022/police-powers-and-procedures-other-pace-powers-england-and-wales-year-ending-31-march-2022#section-2
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compared to 15–18-year-olds.99 During the pandemic 
most children were confined to their cells for lengthy 
periods amounting to solitary confinement.100 Restraint 
and isolation is disproportionately used on Black and 
other racialised children,101 including GRT children.102

Hundreds of children with SEND have experienced a 
restrictive intervention (restraint or seclusion) at school,103 
with 85% of families reporting that their child had been 
physically injured during the intervention.104 The Child 
Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (CSPRP) inquiry 
highlighted the harmful use of restrictive practices in 
residential school settings.105 More welcome is UKG’s 
commitment to provide new guidance on restraint in 
schools to promote de-escalation practices.106 Isolation 
also continues to be used as punishment and children 
often spend significant amounts of time in isolation,107 
which negatively impacts their mental health.108  

616 children were subject to restrictive interventions 
in 2019-2020 in mental health hospitals, some multiple 
times, although likely to be an underestimate.109 In 2020, 
55 children with learning disabilities or autism were 
subject to 845 (recorded) instances of restraint including 
85 instances of prone restraint on 20 children.110

 f Ensure restraint against children is only used 
when the child poses an imminent threat of injury 
to themselves or others and is never used to 
deliberately inflict pain. Abolish all methods of 
physical restraint for disciplinary and immigration 
purposes.  

 f Abolish solitary confinement (or any conditions 
that amount to solitary confinement) for children in 
prison and prohibit use of isolation rooms or booths 
in schools. 

 f Systematically collect and publish fully 
disaggregated data on use of RPIs, solitary 
confinement, and isolation on children in all settings.

Family environment and 
alternative care

Overstretched and underfunded 
safeguarding systems

Numbers of children in care have continued to rise from 
70,440 (2016) to 82,170 (2022),111 while children on child 
protection plans remained the same from 

50,310112-50,920.113 Children who enter the care system are 
typically older, with more complex needs.114 

The publication of the Independent Review of Children’s 
Social Care (IRCSC) and the CSPRP115 provide a once-in-
a-generation opportunity to fix a struggling system. But 
resourcing, workforce pressures, high caseloads and 
concerns with the accountability of local safeguarding 
partnerships in the current system116 poses significant 
challenges to implementing reform. 

Inadequate safeguarding responses to vulnerable 
children persist, particularly due to lack of mandatory 
inter-agency collaboration and where families are 
involved with multiple agencies.117 This has led to children 
slipping through the gaps and an average of 58 child 
deaths by assault or undetermined intent a year in the 
UK.118

80% of all LA spending on children goes towards later 
intervention services largely due to overall funding cuts 
from UKG to LAs.119 

UKG’s 2021 Spending Review committed an extra £500 
million over three years towards early intervention 
programmes. However, this equates to less than 10% of 
the previous cuts.120 The IRCSC recommends investing 
£2.6bn to reform the children’s social care system and 
undo the effects of austerity, however, there are concerns 
this is far below the amount needed.121

 f Address underlying pressures relating to 
resourcing, workforce pressures, high caseloads and 

2010-11 to 2020-21

Early intervention 
support fell by

£1.9bn
 

2010-11 to 2020-21

Spending on crisis 
and late intervention 

services increased 
by £2.2bn

 

Between 2010-2011 and 2020-2021, investment in early 
intervention support by LAs fell from £3.8bn to 

£1.9bn while spending on crisis and late intervention 
services increased from £6bn to £8.2bn.

Source: Pro Bono Economics (2022) Stopping the spiral: Children and young people’s 
services spending 2010-11 to 2020-21

https://www.probonoeconomics.com/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=1514961c-7bcd-4b59-84c4-0eed9ec32adf
https://www.probonoeconomics.com/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=1514961c-7bcd-4b59-84c4-0eed9ec32adf
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accountability of local safeguarding partnerships 
identified in recent reviews before implementing 
their recommendations. Prioritise children’s social 
care and child protection at ministerial level with 
joint working across departments to implement 
reforms. 

 f Invest £2.6bn, as an absolute minimum, in children’s 
social care targeted specifically at deprived areas.

Lack of stability for children in care

9% of all children in care experienced three or more 
placement moves in a single year,122 with children leaving 
secure/specialist residential and children’s homes more 
likely to experience multiple moves.123 Just over a fifth 
were placed more than 20 miles from home.124

“I have so many foster carers, I move nearly every week. It 
is not fair. I can’t see my friends at school or go to clubs 
because the school is too far away.”125

Significant instability and high turnover in the social work 
workforce continues126 with 29% of 11-18s having three or 
more social workers in the past year.127 Funding cuts also 
significantly undermine stability. 

Despite positive measures for care-leavers introduced in 
2017,128 they continue to experience inadequate levels of 
support from local authorities 129 including in transition to 
adulthood. 

“So, all the support I’ve had in the last 14 years was gone, 
in a single text message. I wasn’t given any information of 
where I can get support if needed.”130

 f Introduce legislation and binding targets to reduce 
numbers of children placed outside of their local 
area, as well as numbers of placements.

 f Provide a strengthened, comprehensive offer of 
support for all care-leavers, which builds on the five 
missions proposed in IRCSC, including additional 
and targeted support across health, education, 
employment, housing, relationships and financial 
support. 

Lack of appropriate and safe accommodation

There are not enough children’s homes, partly due to 
limited capacity in local placements to respond to the 
increased age of children in care;131 funding cuts 132 
leading to private providers dominating the market133 
and concern that they put profits ahead of children’s best 
interests.134

7,470 children live in unregulated settings in 2022 – an 
increase of 23% since 2021.135 30% of children aged 
16+ in an unregulated placement in 2018-2019 went 
missing, compared to 12% of other children in care of 
the same age.136 UKG have now banned unregulated 
accommodation for under-16s, 137 but not for those 16 and 
over. 138 There is currently no requirement to provide ‘care’ 
to these children and standards will be inferior to those 
for children’s homes.139  

 f Discontinue the development and introduction of 
new ‘care-less’ national standards and ban all forms 
of unregulated accommodation, including hotels for 
separated and trafficked children, guaranteeing that 
every child in care is cared for where they live. 

Disability and basic health 
and welfare

Health, mental health and disability

Increasing health inequalities and lack of 
priority for public health

England has poorer child health than other comparable 
countries, with rising inequalities in infant mortality and 
childhood obesity.140 Rates of obesity and severe obesity 
in young children living in the most deprived areas are 
rising while rates are unchanged in the least deprived 
areas.141

Children are being accommodated for up to 10 months 
despite UKG policy stating a maximum of six weeks.

3,256 separated children were placed in 
hotels between 2021 and 2022 outside of the 

child protection system, denying them rights 
associated with the care system.

Source: ECPAT UK (2022) Outside the frame: Unaccompanied children denied care and protection   
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From 2016-2022, real terms LA public health investment 
in children’s services fell 5% for those aged 5-19 and 2% 
for those aged 0-5.142 Funding for services that provide 
prevention and early intervention support for families 
with young children – including health visiting, children’s 
centres and early years support – has decreased 
significantly over the last ten years.143 Cuts have been 
most acutely felt by households facing multiple 
disadvantage, or with disabled children or those with 
additional needs.144

 f Introduce a cross-departmental national strategy to 
address growing child health inequalities (including 
underlying causes) with specific targets to address 
ill-health among children who are vulnerable, in 
poverty or with protected characteristics.

 f Urgently restore LAs’ public health grants and 
increase funding for children’s health services.

Worsening mental health and insufficient 
services

Over the last five years, UKG initiatives145 have aimed to 
improve children’s mental health provision, however, the 
numbers of children needing mental health support have 
continued to rise. 

409,347 children were referred for specialist mental 
healthcare including suicidal thoughts and self-harm,146 
up from 230,591 in 2019. 450,000 children are waiting or 
undergoing treatment for a mental health condition – the 
highest number on record since 2016.147  

The pandemic has caused an unprecedented increase in 
demand for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services 
(CAHMS), particularly eating disorders. Between April and 
September 2021, referrals increased 81% compared with 
the same period in 2019. Restrictions, including school 
closures and limits on social gatherings, led to reduced 
social interaction, isolation and academic stress.148 

“I really struggle with my mental health. I have attempted 
suicide before. I feel like my life is not worth living and that 
I have nothing to live for. I tried speaking to a professional 
at school, but they didn’t really seem too bothered…” 149

Despite increasing need, around 1% of the NHS budget 
in England is spent on children’s mental health. Spending 
per child ranges from £14-£191 per capita, while average 
spending on adults is £225.150 Consequently, children 
face high access thresholds, rejected referrals,151 and long 
waiting lists. Only around 32% of children with a probable 
mental health disorder were able to access treatment in 
2020-2021.152 

 f Take urgent steps to increase provision of 
preventative and early intervention support both 
within education and community settings, including 
introducing a children’s well-being measurement.   

 f Urgently publish the comprehensive, cross-
departmental ten-year Mental Health Plan, 
addressing underlying factors contributing 
to children’s mental ill-health and quality and 
effectiveness of treatment, backed up with adequate 
and sustainable investment. 

Standard of living

Rising numbers of children in poverty

There has been severe regression in relation to child 
poverty since 2016, despite clear recommendations in the 
COs.153 The rise in poverty has impacted many areas of 
children’s rights, including leading to increased child 
homelessness, poor health and educational attainment. 
Despite this, there is still no national strategy to tackle 
child poverty.  

“What you have access to depends on what your parent or
carer has. It’s also dependant on the area you live in.”154 

Children are more likely to be in poverty than the rest 
of the population, with child poverty rising in absolute 
and relative terms for nearly a decade.155 Some children 
are disproportionately affected by poverty.156 The cost of 
living in the UK is increasing at its fastest rate in 40 years, 
with inflation running at 10%, driven by record high rates 
of energy and food.157 The poorest households spend 
over three times the share of their expenditure on energy 
bills than richer households158 and on food.159 

The benefits system is not fit for purpose. The Benefit 
Cap160 has been frozen since November 2016, while 
the cost of living has risen 18%.161 The Two-Child 
Limit162 affects 1.3 million children163 (expected to rise 
to 3 million).164 It breaks the link between benefits and 
children’s needs and increases the risk of poverty for 
larger families.165

18% of children aged 
7 to 16 years in 2022 had a 
mental health problem.

Source: NHS Digital (2022) Mental Health of Children and Young People in 
England 2022 – wave 3 follow up to the 2017 survey 

In 2020-21 there were 
3.9 million children 
living in poverty in the 
UK, 27% of all children.

Source: Poverty is defined as having an equivalised household income after housing 
costs, below 60 per cent of the median. Department for Work and Pensions (2022)
Households Below Average Income, Statistics on the number and percentage of 
people living in low-income households for financial years 1994/95 to 2020/21 Table 
1.4a and Table 1.4b

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2022-follow-up-to-the-2017-survey#highlights
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2022-follow-up-to-the-2017-survey#highlights
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UKG continues to emphasise work as the route out of 
poverty and says it will spend over £108 billion on welfare 
support for people of working age in 2022-23.166 However, 
75% of children in poverty live in a family where at least 
one person is working.167 The cost of childcare in the 
UK is among the most expensive in the world,168 and 
unaffordable for many families making it impossible for 
them to work.169 32% of parents with pre-school aged 
children spend more than a third of income on childcare, 
with 26% cutting back on essentials to pay for it.170 

 f Re-establish a cross-government national strategy 
to address child poverty in line with the Child 
Poverty Act 2010 and increase children’s social 
security benefits to enable all households to have an 
adequate standard of living. 

 f Abolish the Two-Child Limit and Benefit Cap. 

 f Review all childcare funding to work towards a 
system that enables parents to work and narrows the 
gap between disadvantaged children and their peers. 

Destitution among families in the 
immigration system

Despite a High Court decision finding the no recourse 
to public funds (NRPF) policy to have negative impacts 
on children,171 the policy continues,172 and prevents 
access to benefits including Universal Credit (UC) and 
Child Benefit.173 Many children with NRPF experience 
homelessness or live in overcrowded, unsafe and 
inappropriate housing,174 with severe food insecurity175 
and negative impacts on their mental and physical 
health.176 NRPF disproportionately affects children from 
racialised communities.177 

Asylum support rates are insufficient to avoid destitution, 
and asylum-seekers are not allowed to work or take 
up apprenticeships. A 2021 Home Office (HO) review 

announced a paltry increase of 17p a day in asylum 
support (increasing the standard weekly allowance from 
£39.63 to £40.85),178 leaving many asylum-seeking families 
with children, including pregnant women, unable to 
afford basic essentials.  

 f Abolish the NRPF policy. At the very minimum, 
ensure it is not applied to families with children.    

 f Raise asylum support rates to ensure they provide 
an adequate standard of living for children. 

Homeless families 

Between 2014 -2019, numbers of homeless children 
rose by 51%.179 In 2022, there were 58,910 families with a 
total of 119, 840 dependent children living in temporary 
accommodation (TA).180 The number of families in 
England with dependent children placed in bed and 
breakfast (B&B) style accommodation has increased 181 
and children continue to be placed in B&Bs for longer 
than the six-week legal limit.182

“We were told that it was temporary accommodation, and 
we would only stay in the B&B for six weeks. It’s been four 
or five months… I’ve almost given up hope now”.183

 
TA includes converted overcrowded units in office blocks, 
industrial estates, and ex-shipping containers184 which 
has a significant impact on children’s health, as well as 
their ability to play receive a good education.185 Since 
2010, homeless families housed away from their local area 
has increased by 344%, affecting children’s education 
and social networks.186 

The rise in homeless families has been attributed to 
austerity measures, particularly the freezing of local 
housing allowance (LHA) rates and the Benefit Cap,187 
leading to increased evictions188 and exacerbated by the 
cost-of-living crisis.189 

 f Support LAs to end the use of TA by building more 
social housing and affordable homes, as proposed in 
UKG’s Rough Sleeping Strategy. 

 f Urgently release the Renters’ Reform Bill and abolish 
section 21 evictions.

 f Reverse permitted development rights and enact 
legislation to ensure all children can live in housing 
with security of tenure that is safe and child-friendly, 
supports their health, well-being and development, 
and are not moved far from their school or support 
networks.

 f Take urgent steps to increase provision of 
preventative and early intervention support both 
within education and community settings, including 
introducing a children’s well-being measurement.   

 f Urgently publish the comprehensive, cross-
departmental ten-year Mental Health Plan, 
addressing underlying factors contributing 
to children’s mental ill-health and quality and 
effectiveness of treatment, backed up with adequate 
and sustainable investment. 

Standard of living

Rising numbers of children in poverty

There has been severe regression in relation to child 
poverty since 2016, despite clear recommendations in the 
COs.153 The rise in poverty has impacted many areas of 
children’s rights, including leading to increased child 
homelessness, poor health and educational attainment. 
Despite this, there is still no national strategy to tackle 
child poverty.  

“What you have access to depends on what your parent or
carer has. It’s also dependant on the area you live in.”154 

Children are more likely to be in poverty than the rest 
of the population, with child poverty rising in absolute 
and relative terms for nearly a decade.155 Some children 
are disproportionately affected by poverty.156 The cost of 
living in the UK is increasing at its fastest rate in 40 years, 
with inflation running at 10%, driven by record high rates 
of energy and food.157 The poorest households spend 
over three times the share of their expenditure on energy 
bills than richer households158 and on food.159 

The benefits system is not fit for purpose. The Benefit 
Cap160 has been frozen since November 2016, while 
the cost of living has risen 18%.161 The Two-Child 
Limit162 affects 1.3 million children163 (expected to rise 
to 3 million).164 It breaks the link between benefits and 
children’s needs and increases the risk of poverty for 
larger families.165

In 2020-21 there were 
3.9 million children 
living in poverty in the 
UK, 27% of all children.

Source: Poverty is defined as having an equivalised household income after housing 
costs, below 60 per cent of the median. Department for Work and Pensions (2022)
Households Below Average Income, Statistics on the number and percentage of 
people living in low-income households for financial years 1994/95 to 2020/21 Table 
1.4a and Table 1.4b
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Care-experienced homeless young people  

In 2020-2021, 104,400 young people aged 16-24 
presented as homeless or at risk of homelessness to their 
LA, an increase of 2% from 2019-2020. 190 However, this is 
an underestimate as hidden homelessness such as “sofa 
surfing” are not recorded. Homeless 16-and-17-year-olds 
often do not receive the support they are entitled to.191 

The benefits system for care-leavers is inadequate, 
not covering necessities including rent,192 and now 
exacerbated by the cost-of-living crisis.193 Eligibility 
barriers serve as additional hurdles for care-leavers trying 
to access homelessness support.194 

 f Ensure all homeless children are housed under 
section 20 of the Children Act unless they have 
explicitly refused after being made fully aware of 
rights and entitlements. 

 f Implement recommendations in IRCSC to reduce 
homelessness for care-leavers by extending priority 
need and removing intentional homelessness to all 
care-leavers up to 25. 

Education, leisure and 
cultural activities
Lack of inclusive education system

Driven by UKG policy,195 schools have increasingly 
adopted a “zero-tolerance”, discipline-led approach 
to behaviour,196 which does not account for context 
such as unaddressed need.197 Progress has not been 
made in trauma-informed or contextual approaches to 
behaviour,198 although more recent policy developments 
suggest a better focus towards inclusion.199

“My secondary school was too strict, and felt like I had 
no say in consequences and if I spoke up it would 
be considered as attitude. I would have to take the 
consequence not knowing why or what I have done.”200 

45% of schools are academies following extensive growth 
over the past 11 years, and UKG had proposed all schools 
become academies by 2030.201 Concerns remain about 
fragmentation202 and lack of accountability created within 
the school system203 as well as performance.204 

A focus on improving league tables and academic 
performance of schools instead of incentivising all 
children to achieve205 has put pressure on children, 
leading to stress, emotional difficulties206 and poor 

mental health.207 The school curriculum is increasingly 
restrictive and focused on academic study for students to 
pass exams, instead of a broader creative curriculum  
and focus on play.208 Playtimes are shrinking and cutting 
playtime is increasingly used as punishment. 209

 f Introduce a new Ofsted Inclusion measure to inform 
judgement of schools.

 f Introduce a broader curriculum, with greater focus 
on play, arts and creativity, particularly for the early 
years; and ensure sufficient funding for its workforce.

Widening attainment gap

There remains a widening gap in attainment between 
different groups of children, exacerbated by Covid-19. 
The attainment gap between children in primary school 
living in poverty and their peers grew in 2019 for the 
first time in 12 years.210 Disadvantaged children211 were 
4.6 months behind their peers at early-years. Over one 
in three children are not reaching their expected level 
of development (ELD) at 5 with 53% of children on free 
school meals (FSM) not reaching ELD.212

Gypsy/Roma children are nearly three years and Travellers 
of Irish Heritage, two years behind peers by the end of 
KS4.213 Black Caribbean students are 11 months behind 
white British students at the end of KS4.214 UKG have 
committed almost £5bn in 2020-2021 to help close the 
gaps in education outcomes resulting from Covid-19,215 
as well as a range of other measures.216 However, £5bn 
remains far below the figure of £15bn that UKG’s own 
Education Recovery Commissioner recommended.217 

 f Urgently develop a strategy with associated funding 
to reduce inequalities faced by children with SEND, 
in AP and from different economic, racialised and 
migrant backgrounds, both at school and home.

One third of care leavers 
become homeless in the �rst two years 

immediately after they leave care.

Source: All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for Ending Homelessness (2017)  
Homelessness prevention for care leavers, prison leavers and survivors of domestic violence

Disadvantaged children were nine months 
behind peers by KS2 in primary school, and 18 

months by KS4.

This increased further between 2019 and 2022 
and is now the widest it has been since 2012  

due to disruption to learning during Covid-19. 

Source: Department for Education (2022) Key Stage 2 attainment,  Department for 
Education (2022) Key stage 4 performance 
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Lack of support and inclusive education for 
children with SEND in school

Schools have experienced a significant shortfall in 
funding for addressing SEND.218 UKG has increased 
total school funding for special educational needs and 
disabilities (SEND) support over recent years, but not in 
line with the rise in demand for specialist provision.219 
UKG’s SEND and alternative provision (AP) Review 
proposes £70 million to deliver and implement key 
proposals; however, concerns remain around lack of 
detailed costing which is focused on assisting families 
once in crisis, not early intervention.220 Applications 
and the total number of Education, Health and Care 
Plan (EHCPs) have increased each year.221 The system 
cannot keep up with this pressure meaning deadlines for 
EHCP provision are routinely missed222 and support for 
children with SEND in schools and associated resource 
commitments are not met.223 Quality of decision-making 
is poor. There has been an increase in both the number 
and rate of appeals between 2013-2014 and 2020-2021- 
96% of tribunal cases were found in favour of parents/
carers.224 

 f Ensure the SEND system has sufficient resources to 
meet demand, including for specialist services such 
as speech and language therapists, occupational 
therapists and educational psychologists, to enable 
inclusive mainstream schools. 

 f Take steps to improve decision-making around 
EHCPs and encourage full compliance of the 
Children and Families Act 2014 to reduce numbers of 
appeals.   

High rates of school exclusions 

“Getting excluded from early on [in secondary school] 
leaves the student to view themselves negatively and then 
begins the self-fulfilling prophecy. First time I got excluded 
I thought that’s just how I am. Schools have to be careful 
with how they do it and not make it a habit. It’s used all 
the time now.”225

Exclusion levels continue to be high, despite a decrease in 
the last two years due to school closures during Covid-
19.226 

Fixed-time exclusions (FTEs)227 also disproportionately 
affecting children from GRT and Black backgrounds.228 
Excluded children’s attainment remains very low.229 
Children with SEND continue to be overrepresented in 
exclusions (with the crisis in SEND provision exacerbating 
this),230 as are children who have suffered trauma or 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) or have mental 
health difficulties.231 

Exclusion and missing education are trigger points for 
involvement in crime or vulnerability to CCE232 with 
sometimes fatal consequences.233 Children in the CJS 
are more likely to have been excluded from school.234 
Protections from exclusion for CCE victims are lacking, 
with the law not taking a positive NRM decision into 
consideration. Understanding of CCE amongst schools 
and sufficient safeguards in guidance to protect 
vulnerable children facing exclusions from CCE are 
lacking.235

The review system to challenge unfair and unlawful 
exclusions is ineffective.236 The Independent Review Panel 
(IRP) lacks power to reinstate a child at a school237  
and there is no legal aid available to challenge exclusions, 
so families must argue cases involving complex legal 
principles. Many children feel they lack a voice in the 

Children with SEND are �ve times more 
likely to be excluded than the national rate. 

GRT and Black Caribbean children are 
excluded between double to more than 

three times the national rate.

Source: Department for Education (2020-2021) Permanent exclusions and 
suspensions in England see Pupil Characteristics

mental health.207 The school curriculum is increasingly 
restrictive and focused on academic study for students to 
pass exams, instead of a broader creative curriculum  
and focus on play.208 Playtimes are shrinking and cutting 
playtime is increasingly used as punishment. 209

 f Introduce a new Ofsted Inclusion measure to inform 
judgement of schools.

 f Introduce a broader curriculum, with greater focus 
on play, arts and creativity, particularly for the early 
years; and ensure sufficient funding for its workforce.

Widening attainment gap

There remains a widening gap in attainment between 
different groups of children, exacerbated by Covid-19. 
The attainment gap between children in primary school 
living in poverty and their peers grew in 2019 for the 
first time in 12 years.210 Disadvantaged children211 were 
4.6 months behind their peers at early-years. Over one 
in three children are not reaching their expected level 
of development (ELD) at 5 with 53% of children on free 
school meals (FSM) not reaching ELD.212

Gypsy/Roma children are nearly three years and Travellers 
of Irish Heritage, two years behind peers by the end of 
KS4.213 Black Caribbean students are 11 months behind 
white British students at the end of KS4.214 UKG have 
committed almost £5bn in 2020-2021 to help close the 
gaps in education outcomes resulting from Covid-19,215 
as well as a range of other measures.216 However, £5bn 
remains far below the figure of £15bn that UKG’s own 
Education Recovery Commissioner recommended.217 

 f Urgently develop a strategy with associated funding 
to reduce inequalities faced by children with SEND, 
in AP and from different economic, racialised and 
migrant backgrounds, both at school and home.

Disadvantaged children were nine months 
behind peers by KS2 in primary school, and 18 

months by KS4.

This increased further between 2019 and 2022 
and is now the widest it has been since 2012  

due to disruption to learning during Covid-19. 

Source: Department for Education (2022) Key Stage 2 attainment,  Department for 
Education (2022) Key stage 4 performance 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/permanent-and-fixed-period-exclusions-in-england#dataBlock-4accd7b1-f054-4e08-2a2e-08da68aa5688-tables
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/permanent-and-fixed-period-exclusions-in-england#dataBlock-4accd7b1-f054-4e08-2a2e-08da68aa5688-tables
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exclusion process and it is unfair,238 although the revised 
statutory exclusion guidance places more emphasis on 
children’s voice. 239

“There’s no involvement of children and young people in 
deciding who and why to exclude.”240

 f Provide resources for LAs to establish area-wide 
inclusion strategies and support packages for 
schools to better address children’s needs.

 f Ensure exclusion is used as a last resort in secondary 
schools and ended in primary schools;241 support 
schools with the necessary resources to achieve this.

 f Give IRPs the power to reinstate pupils.

 f Disproportionality in rates of exclusion must be 
monitored, including by Ofsted, and the impact of 
ACEs and racism, and the personal circumstances of 
these groups captured in their inspection framework.

 f Ensure there are greater protections for victims of 
CCE excluded from school. 

Lack of priority for children’s play in the 
community

Outdoor play is crucial for children’s health, well-being 
and development, particularly for those who have 
experienced trauma.242 Children now play outside for less 
than half the time their parents did243 and are typically 
not allowed to play outside independently until age 11, 
compared to nine for their parents’ generation.244 Loss 
of physical activity and social interaction has significant 
long-term impacts on physical and mental health. 

“[I want] to be outside, in the real world… in open 
spaces.”245

Access to playgrounds is a postcode lottery.246 Lack of 
UKG consideration of the importance of active play for 
children was highlighted during Covid-19. Playgrounds 
and early-years settings closed in the first lockdown 
and unfair restrictions were placed on children meeting 
a friend, when adults could.247 This impacted most on 
younger children and those from poorer 248 and racialised 
communities.249 

There is no UK Government Minister with responsibility 
for play and the National Play Strategy was scrapped in 
2010.250 However, UKG encouragement of the Play Streets 
Programme is welcome.251

 f Introduce a public health and physical activity 
strategy that prioritises children’s free outdoor 
play, including a duty for LAs to ensure sufficient 
provision for play in the community.

 f Ensure a child “lens” is applied to all UKG policy 
areas impacting streets and other public spaces 
(transport, planning, housing).

Special protection measures

Immigration and asylum

The rights of children in the immigration system have 
significantly regressed, with extremely concerning 
laws and policies introduced since 2017 as part 
of UKG’s ‘Hostile Environment’ agenda. Decisions 
related to children in the immigration system still fail 
to meaningfully consider their best interests on an 
individual and systemic scale and jeopardise children’s 
rights, with UKG prioritising immigration control. 

Inadequate routes to safety, resettlement 
and reunification

Routes to the UK for unaccompanied children and 
families seeking protection are severely and increasingly 
limited.252 People seeking asylum are thereby forced to 
make dangerous journeys to the UK, with an increase in 
people crossing the Channel253 in small boats,254 including 
children and families with infants, leading to a number of 
child deaths.255 Between 2018-2021, 6,103 children arrived 
in the UK after crossing the Channel, 16% of all ‘small 
boat arrivals’ (39,134). 256 The UK’s current resettlement 
schemes only serve particular groups.257 Other children 
have no safe and legal routes to seek protection in the 
UK.258 

UKG chose not to exempt children from most of the 
restrictive provisions in NABA, including the creation 
of a new category of refugees who will receive shorter, 
more vulnerable periods of leave and have fewer rights 
while resident in the UK, depending on how they entered 
the country 259 – the opposite of a durable solution. The 
UNHCR has stated NABA undermines the 1951 Refugee 
Convention.260 

Rights of children to family reunification have regressed. 
Unaccompanied children seeking asylum continue to 
be ineligible for the refugee family reunion policy that 
applies to adults. NABA further restricts family reunion, 
including for children, removing one of the main 
legal safe routes for unaccompanied children seeking 
asylum and leaving them more likely to take dangerous 
journeys.261 
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“Being without your family, it is like you have a body 
without a soul. How can I explain that? It is like a car 
without an engine… I want to be with my family…” 262

 f Scrap asylum reforms of the Nationality and Borders 
Act. If they are retained, all children should have 
their asylum claims decided within the UK, and be 
afforded full rights in the UK as refugees if their 
claim is accepted.

 f Create new, adequate, safe and legal routes for 
children seeking protection to enter the UK.

 f Ensure child refugees in the UK have the right to 
sponsor their close family to join them.

Families seeking asylum 

58,364 children applied for asylum between 2016-2021, 
making up almost a quarter (23%) of all asylum applicants 
and dependents. 39,745 were children part of family 
claims.263 Most asylum-seeking families are destitute 
due to low levels of asylum financial support. Despite 
eligibility for additional support, pregnant asylum-
seeking women and/or with children are housed in poor-
quality accommodation (including hostels and hotels), 
with related ill-health, stress and poor nutrition affecting 
them and their children.264 The use of hotels almost 
trebled in 2021, leaving thousands of families and 2,569 
children in TA outside of established community support 
and with limited access to health, legal, education and 
other services.265 

 f Ensure asylum-seeking families are housed in safe 
and adequate accommodation to meet children’s 
essential and developmental needs. End the practice 
of using hotels and hostels for families.

Separated children in the immigration 
system

In 2021, there were 3,762 asylum claims made by 
unaccompanied children seeking asylum in the UK – up 
from 2,399 in 2017.266 Positively, an increasing proportion 
are now being recognised as refugees since 2017 (85% in 
2021).267 However, there are significant delays in the 
processing of their asylum claims268 despite UKG’s 
intention to improve this. Numbers of children waiting for 
more than a year increased from 563 children in 2010 to 
6,887 in 2020. Almost 500 had been waiting for more than 
three years and 55 more than five years.269 Children 
struggle to access support and services while waiting for 
a decision, with significant impacts on mental health and 
increased risk of exploitation.270 

Many unaccompanied children seeking asylum do not 
get the correct support from social services to resolve 
their immigration status before they turn 18 and some 
support ceases.271 

Age disputes increased by 195% in 2021272 and many 
unaccompanied children seeking asylum are increasingly 
wrongly assessed as adults. Between 2016-2021, there 
were 6,177 age disputes and just under half (42%) were 
subsequently determined to be children.273

“…I tell them I am 16 years, they don’t believe me, they 
tell me ‘no, you are 28’. They tell me we’ll give you 
this age, bring me to hotel, I stay in my room. I don’t 
feel comfortable, I’m afraid. In the hotel I get in a bad 
situation... After two weeks they sent some social worker, 
they say this is your age, you are not 28, you are 16. It’s 
better, when I move from the hotel, now I feel better. I will 
start school in September. Now I have someone to care for 
me. I lost my family. I come to find a place to live.”274

The new National Age Assessment Board has been 
criticised for lacking independence from the HO and 
removing power and responsibility from child protection 
experts. NABA also establishes powers to use ‘scientific 
methods’ to determine age, which have been widely 
condemned by medical bodies275 and NGOs276 as being 
inaccurate, unethical, potentially harmful and creating 
a culture of disbelief. Widespread concerns persists that 
children disbelieved about their age are at risk of being 
sent to Rwanda.277 

Almost 500 had been waiting for more than 
three years at the end of December 2020, and 55 

had been waiting for more than �ve years.

Numbers of children waiting an initial decision 
on their asylum claim for more than a year 

increased more than twelvefold from 563 
children in 2010 to 6,887 in 2020.

Source: Refugee Council (2021)  Living in Limbo: A decade of delays in the  
UK asylum system
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 f Clear the backlog of children’s asylum decisions 
and reinstate the service standard that decisions for 
children should be made within six months.

 f Scrap powers to determine children’s ages through 
unreliable and invasive ‘scientific’ means. Ensure 
holistic, impartial multi-agency approaches are used 
when an age assessment is conducted, and sufficient 
safeguards are built into the process to ensure that 
no-one claiming to be a child is erroneously treated 
as an adult and detained or deported.

Children in the CJS

Criminal justice rather than rights-based 
approach to justice

Children in contact with the CJS are often extremely 
vulnerable,278 but frequently treated separately to other 
vulnerable children. This is exacerbated by responsibility 
for youth justice sitting with the HO and MoJ. Legislation 
such as Police Crime Sentencing and Courts Act 2022 
(PCSCA), significantly impacting children, continues to 
be passed without regard to the CRC. Despite progress,279 
significant reform is required to achieve a rights-based 
approach to youth justice. 

Arrests have decreased since 2016. Even so, in 2020-2021, 
49,500 children were still arrested, and 15,800 received a 
caution or sentence.280 Positively, First Time Entrants to 
the youth justice system (YJS) have continued to fall with 
8,800 in 2020-2021,281although the proportion of Black 
First Time Entrants has increased, from 10% to 18%.282 
Provision and access to diversion remains inconsistent and 
inequitable.283 

Covid-19 has exacerbated court delays, particularly 
concerning for children tried in Crown Court or adult 
magistrates’ courts.284 Pre-charge delays are leaving 
children in limbo for months if not years.285 A delayed 
process is hugely detrimental to children, and has 
particularly life-changing impacts for those who are on 
remand or turning 18. 

 f Amend legislation so the child’s best interests is 
a primary consideration in criminal proceedings 
against children. 

 f Collect and publish improved data on point-of-arrest 
diversion, including by age, gender and ethnicity, 
and what support is available. Conduct a review of 
eligibility criteria, and cases that reach court but then 
receive a diversionary outcome. 

 f Set out further national guidance on out-of-court 
disposal work, including examples of good practice 
and a framework for data recording. 

 f Introduce time limits for children’s cases RUI that are 
similar to those applied to pre-charge bail.

Children held in police cells for lengthy 
periods  

Police custody is completely unsuitable for children. Fewer 
children are entering police custody due to the reduction 
in child arrests,286 but the treatment of those who do is 
concerning. A high proportion of child arrests result in 
overnight police custody (21,369 out of 58,939).287 Children 
can be held overnight pre- or post-charge, but the vast 
majority is pre-charge,288 meaning there needs to be 
greater emphasis on diverting children away from custody. 

Positively, for the first time, HO collected data for 2021-
2022 on children detained in police custody. It revealed 
that 45% of children detained in police custody were 
detained overnight289 21% of these children were Black, 
6% Asian and 9% of mixed heritage.  

A UKG concordat sets out key actions to tackle overnight 
detention post-charge, but by November 2022, only 27 
police forces and 88 LAs have signed it.290 UKG states that 
custody should always be a last resort for children291 but 
there is a lack of specific provisions in Police and Criminal 
Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) to ensure that police detention 
is only used in line with article 37.292  

“It’s horrible when they keep you in there at night. You don’t 
know what’s going on, you don’t know what’s going to 
happen or what to do with yourself.” 293

 f Set a much-reduced statutory limit on how long 
children can be detained in police custody.

 f Ensure all councils and police forces are signatories 
to the Concordat on children in custody and monitor 
its implementation.

35,114 children were detained in 
police custody, 45% of these were 
detained overnight. 21% of children 
detained overnight were Black.

Source: Home Office (2022) Police powers and procedures: Other PACE powers, England and 
Wales, year ending 31 March 2022

There are roughly 
560 children in prison.

The Government predicts this 
will more than double by 

September 2024.

Source:  Source: Ministry of Justice and Youth Justice Board for England and Wales 
(2022) Youth Justice Statistics 2020-2021, National audit office (2022) Children in custody: 
secure training centres and secure schools

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-powers-and-procedures-other-pace-powers-england-and-wales-year-ending-31-march-2022/police-powers-and-procedures-other-pace-powers-england-and-wales-year-ending-31-march-2022#section-2
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-powers-and-procedures-other-pace-powers-england-and-wales-year-ending-31-march-2022/police-powers-and-procedures-other-pace-powers-england-and-wales-year-ending-31-march-2022#section-2
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Children held in unsafe prisons
“Right now all jails are [functioning] way below 

expectations”294

While children remain in prison, their safety and welfare 
are at risk. IRCSC concluded that YOIs and STCs are ‘wholly 
unsuitable’ for children.’295 His Majesty’s Prisons and 
Probation Service (HMPPS) considers all STCs to have 
failed to meet good standards of safety and care since 
2017.296 Two Secure School pilots (a new form of custody 
announced in 2016) have been beset by delays. 297

Experiences in custody during Covid-19 were brutal for 
children.298 UKG made no efforts to remove children from 
prison, so they were subjected to awful conditions for 
months.299 Recovery has been slow and inconsistent, and 
the long-term impacts are yet to be realised.300

Due to closure of some STCs because of serious failings,301 
children have been moved to places previously judged as 
less suitable for their needs, including the adult estate.302 

While the number of children deprived of their liberty 
has fallen sharply over the last 10 years, custody is still not 
used in line with article 37.303 Average custodial sentence 
length for all offences has increased by over five months 
in the last ten years.304 

Most children are held in prison-like STCs or YOIs, 
with only 58 (10%) in welfare-based secure children’s 
homes (SCHs).305 40% of all children in prison are on 
remand306 and almost 74% of remanded children did 
not subsequently receive a custodial sentence. 307 Girls 
are remanded to custody because of a lack of other 
available options such as alternative provision or 
intervention.308 More positively, UKG tightened the tests 
the courts must satisfy to remand children,309 but this 
could have gone further.310 The PCSCA moves the UK 
further from implementing article 37 and abolishing life 
imprisonment.311 

 f Urgently develop a national strategy and 
improvement which includes: 

• Steps to prevent the predicted doubling of 
children in prison in coming years, and to address 
racial disproportionality.

• How it will repair the harms to children who were 
in prison during Covid-19 

• A plan, with clear timescales, for closing YOIs and 
STCs and for improving them in the interim.

 f Introduce legislation that significantly narrows when 
a child can be sentenced to custody.

 f Abolish life imprisonment for offences committed by 
children.

Children in armed conflict 

There has been little progress on taking forward the 2016 
COs on OPAC. Since 2016, the proportion of under-18s 
recruited to UK armed forces has increased. In 2021-2022, 
2,800 16-and-17-year-olds were recruited (23% of the total 
intake). In the British army, under-18s made up 30% of 
new recruits with more soldiers recruited at 16 than at any 
other age.312 A plethora of evidence has shown that early 
enlistment to the armed forces poses risk to children’s 
mental health313 and new data shows that UKG is failing to 
sufficiently protect child recruits from abuse, violence and 
harassment. 314

In 2021, UKG resisted legislative attempts315 to end the 
discrimination in the army terms of service which means 
that under-18s can be made to serve a longer minimum 
period than adult recruits.

 f Raise the minimum age for armed forces enlistment 
to 18.

 f So long as recruitment of under-18s persists:

• Ensure that army recruits who enlist under the age 
of 18 cannot be made to serve a longer minimum 
period than those who enlist as adults;

• Ensure that under-18 recruits have the right to leave 
the armed forces at will, with no notice period.

Under-18s made up 30% of new recruits 
to the British army in the last year, with more 

soldiers recruited at 16 than any other age.

Summer 21 Spring 22

Source: Ministry of Defence (2022) UK armed forces biannual diversity statistics

 f Set out further national guidance on out-of-court 
disposal work, including examples of good practice 
and a framework for data recording. 

 f Introduce time limits for children’s cases RUI that are 
similar to those applied to pre-charge bail.

Children held in police cells for lengthy 
periods  

Police custody is completely unsuitable for children. Fewer 
children are entering police custody due to the reduction 
in child arrests,286 but the treatment of those who do is 
concerning. A high proportion of child arrests result in 
overnight police custody (21,369 out of 58,939).287 Children 
can be held overnight pre- or post-charge, but the vast 
majority is pre-charge,288 meaning there needs to be 
greater emphasis on diverting children away from custody. 

Positively, for the first time, HO collected data for 2021-
2022 on children detained in police custody. It revealed 
that 45% of children detained in police custody were 
detained overnight289 21% of these children were Black, 
6% Asian and 9% of mixed heritage.  

A UKG concordat sets out key actions to tackle overnight 
detention post-charge, but by November 2022, only 27 
police forces and 88 LAs have signed it.290 UKG states that 
custody should always be a last resort for children291 but 
there is a lack of specific provisions in Police and Criminal 
Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) to ensure that police detention 
is only used in line with article 37.292  

“It’s horrible when they keep you in there at night. You don’t 
know what’s going on, you don’t know what’s going to 
happen or what to do with yourself.” 293

 f Set a much-reduced statutory limit on how long 
children can be detained in police custody.

 f Ensure all councils and police forces are signatories 
to the Concordat on children in custody and monitor 
its implementation.

There are roughly 
560 children in prison.

The Government predicts this 
will more than double by 

September 2024.

Source:  Source: Ministry of Justice and Youth Justice Board for England and Wales 
(2022) Youth Justice Statistics 2020-2021, National audit office (2022) Children in custody: 
secure training centres and secure schools
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