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The UK government must 
set out a clear roadmap 
for how it will meaningfully 
improve the lives of some 
of the most vulnerable 
children in society by 
producing a children’s 
rights action plan and 
appointing a Cabinet 
Minister for Children to 
ensure oversight and 
coordination of the 
action plan takes place 
at the highest levels of 
government.

Country 
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Children’s Rights in 
England

There remains no cabinet minister 
with responsibility for children’s 
rights despite growing calls 
for one to be established. The 
minister with responsibility for 
children within the Department for 
Education has remained a junior 
minister since 2018, when the role 
was demoted.1

There has not been a child 
rights strategy to ensure the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) implementation 
since 2010, nor sufficient cross-
departmental coordination and 
monitoring mechanisms.

There has been no progress to 
fully incorporate the UNCRC into 
UK domestic law in contrast to 
developments in other parts of 
the UK. 

There is no statutory requirement 
to carry out Child Rights Impact 
Assessments (CRIAs). Despite 
the UK government’s claim that 
‘careful consideration is given to 
the UNCRC when developing new 
legislation’2, and the development 
of a template for officials to use, 
there is little evidence CRIAs are 
consistently carried out for policy 
or budgetary decisions. 

Further areas relating to the 
UNCRC General Measures of 
implementation, alongside 
recommendations, can be found 
in the Children’s Rights Alliance 
for England (CRAE)’s 2022 civil 
society alternative report to the 
UN Committee on the Rights of 
the Child. 

Child participation

Despite progress, many do not 
take children’s views seriously, 

and statutory participation rights 
remain ad hoc and do not apply to 
all children in all settings. There is 
often more willingness to involve 
children in individual rather than 
strategic decision-making.

There are some welcome 
structures for involving children 
in national policymaking, but this 
is not systematic. UK government 
consultations do not consistently 
involve children or are presented 
in child-friendly language, 
although there are some positive 
examples.3

Children report not feeling part of 
local decision-making and want 
inclusion and representation in 
local democracy. Particular groups 
of children are less likely to have 
their voices heard4. There has 
been no progress in lowering the 
voting age to 16.

Recommendation

A cross-government mechanism 
with associated funding should 
be implemented to ensure 
children’s views are systematically 
considered in policymaking, 
particularly younger children, and 
those from underrepresented 
groups. 

Anti-child rights movements

There is growing anti-rights 
rhetoric in England. The UK 
government recently proposed 
repealing the Human Rights Act 
(HRA). However, these proposals 
were shelved, after a great joint 
effort from civil society. Despite 
this, several pieces of recent 
legislation dilute the HRA for 
particular groups5. There are 
also serious concerns around 
calls for the UK to withdraw from 
the European Convention on 

1  Apart from a brief interlude in Autumn 2022. 
2  See UK government (2022) Combined sixth and seventh periodic reports submitted by the United Kingdom of 

Great Britain and Northern Ireland under article 44 of the UNCRC, Paragraph 35.
3  For example, the consultation on the development of the Guide for children and young people: Working Together 

to Safeguard Children that took place in 2022.
4 For example, disabled children or under 10 years old.
5 The Illegal Migration Act 2023 and the Victim and Prisoners Bill 2023 include clauses removing Section 3 HRA.

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20221215051709/https:/www.iicsa.org.uk/key-documents/31216/view/report-independent-inquiry-into-child-sexual-abuse-october-2022_0.pdf
https://crae.org.uk/sites/default/files/fields/download/CRAE_UN-%20CIVIL-SOCIETY-REPORT_22-DIGITAL.pdf
https://crae.org.uk/sites/default/files/fields/download/CRAE_UN-%20CIVIL-SOCIETY-REPORT_22-DIGITAL.pdf
https://crae.org.uk/sites/default/files/fields/download/CRAE_UN-%20CIVIL-SOCIETY-REPORT_22-DIGITAL.pdf
https://crae.org.uk/sites/default/files/fields/download/CRAE_UN-%20CIVIL-SOCIETY-REPORT_22-DIGITAL.pdf
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/what-do-young-people-want-nhs-long-term-plan#:~:text=21%25%20of%20young%20people%20wanted,and%20in%20individual%20care%20decisions
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/what-do-young-people-want-nhs-long-term-plan#:~:text=21%25%20of%20young%20people%20wanted,and%20in%20individual%20care%20decisions
https://www.childrenengland.org.uk/childfair-state-inquiry-summary-of-findings
https://www.childrenengland.org.uk/childfair-state-inquiry-summary-of-findings
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/human-rights/human-rights-act-reforms
https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/topics/human-rights/human-rights-act-reforms
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2023/03/uk-must-not-sleepwalk-leaving-echr
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC/C/GBR/6-7&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC/C/GBR/6-7&Lang=en
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/working-together-to-safeguard-children-changes-to-statutory-guidance/guide-for-children-and-young-people-working-together-to-safeguard-children
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Human Rights, including Cabinet 
members. 

Against a broader backdrop of 
anti-immigration rhetoric, there 
has been severe regression 
concerning the rights of children 
subject to immigration control. 
Most recently, the Illegal 
Migration Act 2023 poses a 
significant threat to the rights of 
children both under the UNCRC 
and the Refugee Convention6.

Trafficked and missing children 

The numbers of potential child 
victims of exploitation referred to 
the National Referral Mechanism 
has continued to rise to 7,019 
in 2022 (41% of all victims). 
UK national children are the 
fastest growing and largest 
group referred to, driven by child 
criminal exploitation (CCE). 
Despite increasing attention 
on this issue and a statutory 
defence7, victims of CCE continue 
to be seen as offenders rather 

than victims. There is also still 
no statutory CCE definition for 
criminal law purposes.

Trafficked and separated 
children are among those at 
greatest risk of going missing. An 
alarmingly high number are never 
found. Since June 2021, 4,500 
unaccompanied children have 
been placed in asylum hotels. 
As of April 2023, 447 children 
have gone missing from these 
hotels, mostly within 72 hours 
of arriving in the UK. ECPAT UK 
recently won a legal challenge 
against the Home Office over 
housing unaccompanied children 
in hotels instead of under local 
authority care (specified in the 
Children Act 1989). However, the 
recent Illegal Migration Act 2023 
gives the Home Office the power 
to accommodate unaccompanied 
children, which is deeply 
concerning.

Recommendation

All children arriving in the UK must 
be cared for by Local Authorities, 
as required by child welfare 
legislation. 

Children impacted by war and 
conflict

The UK continues to recruit 
under-18s to the armed forces, 
drawn mostly from deprived 
neighbourhoods. In 2021-2022, 
2,800 16-and-17-year-olds were 
recruited – 23% of total intake. In 
the army, under-18 year olds made 
up 30% of new recruits in the last 
year, with more soldiers recruited at 
16 years old than at any other age.

A new report presents clear 
evidence of a high rate of suicide 
and associated mental health 
problems in those who join the 
British armed forces at a young 
age, particularly those who enlist 
under the age of 18. Data has also 
revealed shocking levels of sexual 

violence towards young recruits, 
particularly girls.

Recommendations 

The country should raise the 
minimum age for armed forces 
enlistment to 18. In addition to 
this, while recruitment of children 
persists, the UK government must 
ensure: 
• army recruits who enlist as 

children cannot be made to 
serve a longer minimum period 
than those who enlist as adults. 

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

Children in migration and 
refugees

The rights of children in the 
immigration system have been 
further diminished by the Illegal 
Migration Act 2023. This Act denies 
many refugees, including children, 
the opportunity to put forward their 
asylum or human rights claim and 

6  See the 2023 Concluding Observations on the UK, Paragraph 50(a).
7  Section 45 Modern Slavery Act 2015.

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2023/sep/28/tory-mps-criticise-suella-braverman-alarmist-speech-on-migration
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2023/sep/28/tory-mps-criticise-suella-braverman-alarmist-speech-on-migration
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/37/enacted
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/37/enacted
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-national-referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2022/modern-slavery-national-referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/modern-slavery-national-referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2022/modern-slavery-national-referral-mechanism-and-duty-to-notify-statistics-uk-end-of-year-summary-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-referral-mechanism-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-referral-mechanism-statistics
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/756031/Protecting_children_from_criminal_exploitation_human_trafficking_modern_slavery_addendum_141118.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/756031/Protecting_children_from_criminal_exploitation_human_trafficking_modern_slavery_addendum_141118.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/childvictimsofmodernslaveryintheuk/march2022
https://www.ecpat.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=bb993f93-9445-4f75-bc1e-d051d76ab668
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/latest/news/westminster-hall-debate-update-for-7-june-2023/#:~:text=While%20they%20were%20intended%20to,in%20hotels%20since%20June%202021.
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/latest/news/westminster-hall-debate-update-for-7-june-2023/#:~:text=While%20they%20were%20intended%20to,in%20hotels%20since%20June%202021.
https://www.doughtystreet.co.uk/news/high-court-finds-home-office-and-kent-county-council-acted-unlawfully-their-treatment
https://www.ecpat.org.uk/news/ecpat-uk-wins-legal-challenge
https://www.ecpat.org.uk/news/ecpat-uk-wins-legal-challenge
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/contents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/illegal-migration-bill-factsheets/illegal-migration-bill-children-factsheet
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/illegal-migration-bill-factsheets/illegal-migration-bill-children-factsheet
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/statement-from-the-childrens-commissioner-on-the-illegal-migration-bill-2/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/statement-from-the-childrens-commissioner-on-the-illegal-migration-bill-2/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5afadb22e17ba3eddf90c02f/t/5d4ab413eab07100015db6b6/1565176852564/FINAL+Youngest+British+army+recruits+come+disproportionately+from+England%27s+most+deprived+constituencies.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5afadb22e17ba3eddf90c02f/t/5d4ab413eab07100015db6b6/1565176852564/FINAL+Youngest+British+army+recruits+come+disproportionately+from+England%27s+most+deprived+constituencies.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-armed-forces-biannual-diversity-statistics-april-2022/uk-armed-forces-biannual-diversity-statistics-1-april-2022#age
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-armed-forces-biannual-diversity-statistics-april-2022/uk-armed-forces-biannual-diversity-statistics-1-april-2022#age
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5afadb22e17ba3eddf90c02f/t/64ef21a4632fa148efab5948/1693393318673/The+Pressure+Cooker+Report+Aug+2023.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/murder-manslaughter-and-sexual-offences-in-the-service-justice-system-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/murder-manslaughter-and-sexual-offences-in-the-service-justice-system-2021
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/37/enacted
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/37/enacted
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC/C/GBR/CO/6-7&Lang=en
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undermines the very purpose of 
the Refugee Convention. 

Under new provisions, children 
who have not arrived via the very 
limited ‘safe routes’ will be blocked 
from protection as refugees and 
victims of trafficking, deprived 
of pathways to assess their 
best interests and safeguarding 
needs. Yet legal routes to the 
UK for unaccompanied children 
and families seeking protection 
are increasingly limited. People 
seeking asylum are thereby forced 
to make dangerous journeys to 
the UK, with an increase in people 
crossing the Channel in small 
boats, including children and 
families with infants, leading to a 
number of child deaths. In 2022 
alone, 7,177 children made the 
journey to the UK in small boats – 
around 16% of the total (45,755).

Since 2014, unaccompanied 
children could only be detained 
for 24 hours and children in 
families a maximum of seven 

days, but the Act reversed this 
position. Children in families can 
be detained indefinitely, and only 
a small group of unaccompanied 
children can apply for bail after 
eight days. 

Age disputes increased by 195% 
in 2021, and unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking children are 
increasingly wrongly assessed as 
adults.8 Medical bodies and non-
governmental organisations have 
widely condemned new methods 
to determine age as inaccurate, 
unethical and potentially harmful.

Recommendations

• To urgently scrap the Illegal 
Migration Act and Nationality 
and Borders Act and to instead 
create adequate, safe, and legal 
routes for children seeking 
protection to enter the UK and 
ensure child refugees have 
the right to sponsor their close 
family to join them.

• The country must also scrap 

powers to determine children’s 
ages through unreliable and 
invasive means. 

Children’s mental health

The pandemic caused an 
unprecedented increase in 
demand for Child and Adolescent 
Mental Health Services (CAHMS), 
particularly eating disorders. 
409,347 children were referred 
for specialist mental healthcare, 
including suicidal thoughts and 
self-harm9, 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. Children face high access 
thresholds, rejected referrals, and 
long waiting lists. 

Inappropriate adult ward 
admissions persist along with 
stays in inpatient wards for long 
periods, far from home, despite 
the UK government committing to 
improve inpatient care for children.

Black and mixed-race children 
accounted for 36% of young 
people detained in acute mental 
health services10, but only 5% 
of those accessing community 
based CAMHS.

Recommendations

To take urgent steps to:
• increase the provision of 

preventative and early 
intervention support within 
education and community 
settings, including the national 
roll-out of early support hubs; 

• ensure children can receive 
mental health treatment and 
support near their home; 

• prevent unnecessary, 
prolonged stays in inpatient 
settings and address racial 
disproportionality; 

• ensure high-quality treatment.

8 There were 6,177 age disputes between 2016-21 - 42% were subsequently determined to be children. 
9 April-October 2021.
10 Despite making up 11% of the population.

https://www.jcwi.org.uk/a-safe-and-legal-route-from-france-to-the-uk-through-a-humanitarian-visa-scheme
https://www.jcwi.org.uk/a-safe-and-legal-route-from-france-to-the-uk-through-a-humanitarian-visa-scheme
https://www.jcwi.org.uk/a-safe-and-legal-route-from-france-to-the-uk-through-a-humanitarian-visa-scheme
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/nov/27/death-in-the-channel-my-wife-and-children-said-they-were-getting-on-a-boat-i-didnt-hear-from-them-again
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Refugee-Council-Channel-Crossings-briefing-March-2023.pdf
https://www.childrenslegalcentre.com/child-detention-debate/
https://www.childrenslegalcentre.com/child-detention-debate/
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/information/resources/children-in-the-asylum-system-feb-2022/
https://www.helenbamber.org/sites/default/files/2022-06/RMCC%20briefing%20Rwanda%20age%20disputes%20June%202022%20Final.pdf
https://www.helenbamber.org/sites/default/files/2022-06/RMCC%20briefing%20Rwanda%20age%20disputes%20June%202022%20Final.pdf
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/resources/refugee-asylum-seeking-children-young-people-guidance-paediatricians#age-assessment
https://www.helenbamber.org/index.php/resources/reportsbriefings/refugee-and-migrant-childrens-consortium-briefings-part-4-age
https://www.helenbamber.org/index.php/resources/reportsbriefings/refugee-and-migrant-childrens-consortium-briefings-part-4-age
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/resource/growing-problems-in-detail-covid-19-s-impact-on-health-care-for-children-and-young-people-in-england
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/record-emergency-referrals-for-under-18s/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/record-emergency-referrals-for-under-18s/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/press-releases/record-emergency-referrals-for-under-18s/
https://thecommissiononyounglives.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/COYL-Heads-Up-Report-July-2022.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/8153/documents/170201/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/8153/documents/170201/default/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Mental-Health-Taskforce-FYFV-final.pdf
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/publication/download/CentreforMentalHealth_ShiftingTheDial_PDF.pdf
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Children in contact with the 
criminal justice system

Despite progress11, urgent reform 
of the child justice system is 
needed to respect children’s 
rights, including raising the 
mandatory age of criminal 
responsibility (MACR). England 
and Wales have the lowest MACR 
in Europe – at just ten years 
old. Children in contact with 
the criminal justice system are 
often extremely vulnerable but 
frequently treated separately from 
other vulnerable children. Racial 
discrimination is stark within 
children’s interaction with police 
and across the youth justice 
system.

Police ‘use of force’ on children 
continues to increase. For the 
year ending March 2022, there 
were 88,340 use of force tactics 
involving children (10% of all 

recorded incidents); of those, 812 
were under 11 years old. Types 
of force include limb and body 
restraints, batons, irritant spray, 
Taser, and spit-hoods. There is 
significant racial disproportionality 
in the ‘use of force’ on children.

Children’s rights are being violated 
through strip searching, including 
in schools, without the presence 
of an appropriate adult (required 
by law). For the year ending March 
2022, 3,133 10-17-year-olds 
were strip-searched in police 
custody – 9% of all children in 
police custody12, and research 
revealed 25% of strip searches by 
the London Metropolitan Police 
Service were on 10-15-year-olds.

Police custody is completely 
unsuitable and traumatic for 
children. In the year ending March 
2022, 35,114 children were 
detained in police custody - 45% 

of these were detained overnight. 
21% of children detained 
overnight were Black13 and 244 
children were aged 12 and under 
and nine were just ten years old.

In 2021-2022, there were an 
average of 450 children in prison 
at any one time. Shockingly, 52% 
of those imprisoned are racialised 
children, with 28% Black. 45% 
of all children in prison are on 
remand, yet 73% of these do not 
subsequently receive a custodial 
sentence. The UK government 
predicts the number of children 
in custody will steeply increase, 
more than doubling by September 
2024, but has no preventative 
strategy.

Most children are held in prison-
like Secure Training Centres 
(STCs) or Young Offender 
Institutions (YOIs), with only 16% 
in welfare-based Secure Children’s 

Homes. The Independent 
Review of Children’s Social Care 
concluded that YOIs and STCs are 
‘wholly unsuitable’ for children and 
‘should be phased out within the 
next ten years.’

During the pandemic, children 
were subjected to awful 
conditions characterised by poor 
in-cell provision, withdrawal of 
support services, and deprived 
of education and visits. Serious 
concerns about the safety 
of children in prison remain, 
particularly given that the use 
of stun grenades14 and dogs 
on children in YOIs has recently 
surfaced alongside a proposal to 
roll out PAVA irritant spray15. The 
Chief Inspector of Prisons recently 
concluded that ‘levels of violence 
remained much too high’ in almost 
all YOIs and STCs.

11 See Standards for children in the youth justice system and A smarter approach to sentencing. 
12 Actual figure likely to be higher given data is for 28 of 43 police forces. 
13  Black/African/Caribbean/Black British.
14  Stun grenades, also known as ‘flashbangs’, are designed to produce a blinding flash of light and an intensely 

loud ‘bang’. A type of stun grenade called Nico 9 is used in children’s prisons which emits a blinding light and 
nine bangs at 170 decibels. Their effects can include flash blindness, deafness and tinnitus.

15  PAVA is Pelargonic Acid Vanillylamide, a synthetic incapacitant, which was rolled out to staff in the adult male 
prison estate in England and Wales at the end of 2018.

https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3399/documents/32490/default/
https://crae.org.uk/sites/default/files/fields/download/CRAE_UN-%20CIVIL-SOCIETY-REPORT_22-DIGITAL.pdf
https://crae.org.uk/sites/default/files/fields/download/CRAE_UN-%20CIVIL-SOCIETY-REPORT_22-DIGITAL.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/643001/lammy-review-final-report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/643001/lammy-review-final-report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-use-of-force-statistics-england-and-wales-april-2021-to-march-2022/police-use-of-force-statistics-england-and-wales-april-2021-to-march-2022#use-of-force-by-personal-characteristics
https://crae.org.uk/sites/default/files/fields/download/CRAE_UN-%20CIVIL-SOCIETY-REPORT_22-DIGITAL.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/strip-search-of-children-by-the-metropolitan-police-service-new-analysis-by-the-childrens-commissioner-for-england/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/strip-search-of-children-by-the-metropolitan-police-service-new-analysis-by-the-childrens-commissioner-for-england/
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
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
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/strip-search-of-children-by-the-metropolitan-police-service-new-analysis-by-the-childrens-commissioner-for-england/
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
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
https://www.justforkidslaw.org/sites/default/files/upload/J4KL_Detention%20briefing%202022_0.pdf
https://www.justforkidslaw.org/sites/default/files/upload/J4KL_Detention%20briefing%202022_0.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1131414/Youth_Justice_Statistics_2021-22.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1131414/Youth_Justice_Statistics_2021-22.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1131414/Youth_Justice_Statistics_2021-22.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Children-in-custody-secure-training-centres-and-secure-schools.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Children-in-custody-secure-training-centres-and-secure-schools.pdf
https://www.ayj.org.uk/news-content/crises-and-crossroads-for-the-childrens-secure-estate-resisting-child-imprisonment-and-rethinking-youth-custody-post-pandemic
https://www.ayj.org.uk/news-content/crises-and-crossroads-for-the-childrens-secure-estate-resisting-child-imprisonment-and-rethinking-youth-custody-post-pandemic
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1131414/Youth_Justice_Statistics_2021-22.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1131414/Youth_Justice_Statistics_2021-22.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1131414/Youth_Justice_Statistics_2021-22.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1141532/Independent_review_of_children_s_social_care_-_Final_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1141532/Independent_review_of_children_s_social_care_-_Final_report.pdf
https://www.ayj.org.uk/news-content/crises-and-crossroads-for-the-childrens-secure-estate-resisting-child-imprisonment-and-rethinking-youth-custody-post-pandemic
https://www.ayj.org.uk/news-content/crises-and-crossroads-for-the-childrens-secure-estate-resisting-child-imprisonment-and-rethinking-youth-custody-post-pandemic
https://www.ayj.org.uk/news-content/open-letter-calls-for-urgent-government-action-to-prevent-crises-in-the-childrens-secure-estate
https://www.ayj.org.uk/news-content/open-letter-calls-for-urgent-government-action-to-prevent-crises-in-the-childrens-secure-estate
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/inspections/annual-report-2022-23/
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/inspections/annual-report-2022-23/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1115435/Standards_for_children_in_youth_justice_services_2019.doc.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/918187/a-smarter-approach-to-sentencing.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2023/sep/26/pepper-spray-young-offender-institutions-england-wales
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Recommendations

• To significantly raise the 
mandatory age of criminal 
responsibility, and set a much-
reduced statutory limit on child 
detention in police custody.

• To urgently develop a national 
strategy and improvement 
plan, including steps to: 

  °  Prevent the predicted 
increase of children in 
prison and address racial 
disproportionality;

  °  Repair the harm to children 
who were in prison during 
Covid-19;

  °  Close child prisons and 
improve them in the interim. 

• The UK government should 
eliminate the use of Tasers on 
children and as an immediate 
step, significantly improve 
regulations, training, and 
guidance. It must ensure 
children are not subject to 
strip-searching apart from in 

the rarest circumstances; that 
the use of dogs and ‘flash-
bangs’ in child prisons are 
banned and ensure that PAVA 
spray is not rolled out.

 •  The UK government must 
urgently address the 
disproportionate use of 
force on racialised groups of 
children. 

Poverty and Social 
Exclusion – Experiences 
of children, families, and 
communities

Child poverty in England 

In 2021/22, there were 3.7 
million children in England 
living in poverty (after housing 
costs)16. 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. Around 1.8 million 

children are in very deep poverty, 
with a household income so low 
it cannot cover basic needs.

Certain children in England face 
particularly high poverty rates, 
including those in:
• households headed by those 

from racialised groups - 49%; 
• single-parent families - 46%;
• families containing three or 

more children - 44%;
• families where a child is 

disabled - 37%.

The benefits system is not fit for 
purpose. The Benefit Cap has 
been frozen since November 
2016 despite considerable rises 
in the cost-of-living. Research 
by Child Poverty Action Group 
found that families affected by 
the policy have as little as £44 
a week to live on after housing 
costs.

The Two-Child Limit17 has also 
detrimentally impacted children’s 
living standards. In April 2023, 
422,000 households with a 
third or subsequent child born, 
were affected by the two-
child limit. Some ethnic and 
religious groups are more likely 
to have larger families and are 
disproportionately affected, 
exacerbating inequalities.

In 2020/21, 1.9 million children 
were eligible for free school 
meals (FSM) in England (an 
increase of 160,000), but 
the current very low-income 
threshold of £7,400 means one 
in three children living in poverty 
(800,000) are denied access to 
FSM.

16  Classified as ‘Relative low income’, meaning household income is below 60% of the median. Source: The UK 
Department for Work & Pensions’ summary publication of the Households Below Average Income dataset for 
2021-2022. Most analysis is UK-wide. Data breakdowns for England available here. 

17  The Two-Child Limit restricts child allowances in universal credit and tax credits worth £2,935 per year to the 
first two children in a family unless the children were born before 6th April 2017 when the policy came into force.

http://for%20nearly%20a%20decade
http://for%20nearly%20a%20decade
https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/rising-energy-bills-%E2%80%98devastate%E2%80%99-poorest-families-adding-harmful-legacy-millions-children#:~:text=you%20use%20it.-,Rising%20energy%20bills%20to%20'devastate'%20poorest%20families%2C%20adding%20to,children%20sinking%20deeper%20into%20poverty&text=New%20analysis%20from%20the%20Joseph,on%20energy%20bills%20after%20April.
https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/rising-energy-bills-%E2%80%98devastate%E2%80%99-poorest-families-adding-harmful-legacy-millions-children#:~:text=you%20use%20it.-,Rising%20energy%20bills%20to%20'devastate'%20poorest%20families%2C%20adding%20to,children%20sinking%20deeper%20into%20poverty&text=New%20analysis%20from%20the%20Joseph,on%20energy%20bills%20after%20April.
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022
https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/35000-more-families-face-benefit-cap-next-year#:~:text=Around%2035%2C000%20more%20families%20could,Group%20(CPAG)%20analysis%20shows.
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/universal-credit-and-child-tax-credit-claimants-statistics-related-to-the-policy-to-provide-support-for-a-maximum-of-2-children-april-2023/universal-credit-and-child-tax-credit-claimants-statistics-related-to-the-policy-to-provide-support-for-a-maximum-of-two-children-april-2023#:~:text=In%20April%202023%2C%20there%20were%20772%2C000%20households%20with%20three%20or,two%20children%20(Table%201).
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/its-heart-breaking
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/news/children-missing-out-free-school-meals
https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/800000-children-poverty-not-getting-free-school-meals#:~:text=1%20in%203%20school%2Dage,and%20lack%20of%20universal%20provision.
https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/800000-children-poverty-not-getting-free-school-meals#:~:text=1%20in%203%20school%2Dage,and%20lack%20of%20universal%20provision.
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022
https://endchildpoverty.org.uk/child-poverty/
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Alongside this, anyone with No 
Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) 
cannot access mainstream 
benefits. This is either because 
they are undocumented and have 
an unresolved immigration status 
or because they have a legal 
right to remain in this country but 
have an attached NRPF condition 
on their leave to remain. There 
is widespread evidence it puts 
children at risk of destitution, 
exploitation and abuse.

Recommendations 

• Re-establish a national strategy 
to end child poverty and 
increase social security benefits 
for families. 

• Abolish the Two-Child Limit 
and Benefit Cap and expand 
eligibility for FSM to all those on 
Universal Credit.

• Ensure the NRPF policy is not 
applied to families with children.

https://wlv.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/2436/624089/Jolly_et_al_Immigration_Policies_Working_Paper_2021.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
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