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This paper sets out the policy and procedure for the completion of Age Assessments 

across the Local Authority. This document applies to any and all Unaccompanied Asylum 

applicants and Accompanied Young People who present to the Local Authority as 

“children”. Unfortunately not all those presenting as a ”child” will have sufficient 

documentary evidence to prove that they are in fact under 18 years old.   Therefore on 

occasions those presenting as a child will need their claim further investigated and an 

assessment of the Young Person’s age will in these circumstances be undertaken.  

 

Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children (UASC) 

1.Definition  

An unaccompanied asylum seeking child (UASC) is defined as an individual, who is 

under 18, has applied for asylum in his/her own right, is separated from both parents and 

is not being cared for by an adult who by law or custom has responsibility to do so.  

 

The following children are excluded from the definition:  

(a) Children who arrived in the UK in the care of a parent or other adult (e.g. a 

relative or family friend) who by law or custom has, or has accepted, responsibility for 

the child (this will not apply where the Home Office has accepted the Young Person 

has been a victim of trafficking).  

(b) Children who arrived in the UK alone but were subsequently living with a parent 

or other adult (e.g. a relative or family friend) who by law or custom had, or had 

accepted, responsibility for the child, even in the event of a subsequent breakdown of 
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this situation (this will not apply where the Home Office has accepted the Young 

Person has been a victim of trafficking).  

(c) Children who have the nationality of an EEA State – including those who have 

been granted British Citizenship.  

(d) Children of UASC. 

 

2. Document verification 

If a Young Person submits a document to the local authority in support of their claimed 

age, Social Workers should use their best endeavours to determine the veracity of these 

documents. Where possible, this should be completed before the age assessment 

begins.  

 

2.3 Travel and identity documents  

An original and genuine passport, travel document, or national identity card in the 

applicant’s name, which the Social Worker can verify as genuine, and which shows that 

a Young Person is under 18 years of age at the time of presentation to the Local 

Authority, will usually be sufficient proof of age. 

 

However, caution must be exercised in accepting passports or other identity documents 

from countries where there is evidence they can be obtained improperly or through 

ways that provide little evidence the information is accurate. Photocopies or faxed 

copies of these documents will carry considerably less weight as evidence of age when 

compared to the original version of the same document.  

 

2.4 Birth certificates 

An original and genuine birth certificate in the applicant’s name will normally be 

acceptable proof of the applicant’s age, provided that it is accompanied by other 

genuine official documentation bearing a photograph of the holder, e.g. a military card, 

identity card, government pass, etc. However, caution must be exercised in accepting 

birth certificates and other official documents from some countries where there is 

evidence they can be obtained improperly or through ways that provide little evidence 

the information is accurate. Where there is no other genuine official documentation to 
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support the birth certificate, it should still be considered alongside all the other evidence, 

including the local authority’s age assessment, but will not necessarily be considered 

determinative. If Social Workers are in any doubt, they must seek guidance from their 

manager.  

 

2.5 Evidence of age from visa applications or biometric data  

Where there is evidence of age based on a biometric visa match, it should be dealt with 

on a case-by-case basis. Photocopies of visa applications are acceptable. The visa 

application should be considered ‘in the round’, especially where there is other evidence 

of age. Social Workers should be aware of any Visa application prior to completing the 

assessment and social worker’s should satisfy themselves that best endeavours have 

been used to ascertain this prior to the assessment being completed.  

 

2.6 Authenticity of documents  

A Young Person may state that documentary evidence showing them to be an adult is in 

error, or was obtained fraudulently through the use of forged documents, bribery or 

other means. Social Workers should also take into account the possibility that a Young 

Person has been provided with documents, including travel documents, by an agent or 

trafficker. For instance applicants may have given incorrect information about their age 

on visa applications in order to facilitate their exit.  In this event, the Young Person 

should be questioned with regard to the following:  

 When was the document issued and by whom?  

 What evidence was needed to obtain the document? (e.g. birth certificate needed 

for a passport?);  

 Was the Young Person required to sign a declaration confirming correct details?  

 Has the Young Person reported the error to the issuing authority? (When and 

with what outcome?);  

 Has the young person used the document? (e.g. by travelling on a passport 

containing an error, travelling through a third country, or using a birth certificate to 

obtain other documents/benefits?);  

 Were any officials bribed to obtain the document?  
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 The country situation, objective evidence of strict procedures, and the 

consequent likelihood of the applicant’s claims being true.  

 

The above considerations are only a starting point for Social Workers when attempting 

to establish the likely veracity of documents. Where Social Workers have concerns 

regarding the reliability of a document, they should first seek guidance from their 

Manager.  

 

In the course of these enquiries, further consideration should be given to whether:  

 Any new relevant evidence has been provided that sheds light on the 

applicant’s age;  

 Whether the local authority was aware of this documentation in arriving at its 

conclusion on age.  

 

3. The Age Assessment  

Where there is little or no evidence to support the applicants claimed age an 

assessment of age will always be required. Where this occurs it is vital that the 

assessing Social Worker records their rationale for making this determination in the 

Single Assessment document and or into the child’s case notes. This verification should 

also be supported by the Social Workers manager, either at the end of the assessment 

or within a case note marked “Age Assessment Decision”. 

  

Before making a decision to assess a child’s age the assessing Social Worker must 

ensure that they have consulted with their manager about the rationale for the 

assessment taking place. Once agreed the assessment must be carried out with a 

trained officer. In the event the young person in need of assessment is allocated to a 

trained officer, they ideally should carry out the assessment with another colleague 

present in order to ensure transparency, ideally a manager or another Social Worker, if 

appropriate. The assessment should not be stalled if another colleague is not available 

due to the presence of the independent advocate and interpreter  
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The Young Person must be told within 48 hours of the decision being made that the 

assessment will be carried out, by whom and the reasons why. The assessing Social 

Worker will have 21 days to complete the assessment and will ensure that the child has 

an interpreter present during the interview, the interpreter cannot take part remotely, he 

or she has to be present throughout the interview.  

 

The Assessing Social Worker should also ensure an appropriate adult is also present 

during the interview – i.e. Suitably trained independent advocate, Residential Social 

Worker or a representative from the Children’s Society or other appropriate agency. In 

addition to this the assessing Social Worker should also ensure that Young Person has 

had access to appropriate legal advice before the interview takes place. In order to 

ensure this a list of solicitors will be given to the Young Person to contact when they are 

told about the decision to complete the assessment.   

 

Once completed the outcome must be shared with the Young Person, the Home Office 

(the information should be placed on the Information sharing pro forma, appendix 1), the 

Young Person’s solicitor if appropriate and the assessment needs to sent out completed 

on the Age Assessment Form, appendix 2.  

 

The assessment that takes place must adhere to the Merton principles as set out in the 

case detailed below.  

 

3.1 B v London Borough of Merton [2003] EWHC 1689 (Admin)  

The Merton Judgement provides general guidance to local authorities when completing 

age assessments. Some of the key points noted by the court were:  

 

1. The decision maker must explain to an Young Person the purpose of the 

interview.  

2. Except in exceptional cases, where there is no doubt, the decision maker cannot 

determine age solely on the basis of the appearance of the applicant.  

3. The decision maker must try to seek and elicit general background information of 

the applicant, including the applicant’s family circumstances and history, 
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educational background, and the applicant’s activities during the previous few 

years. Ethnic and cultural information may also be important. If there is reason to 

doubt the applicant’s statement as to their age, the decision maker will have to 

make an assessment of the applicant’s credibility, and he will have to ask 

questions designed to test the applicant’s credibility.  

4. If the decision maker forms the provisional view that the Young Person is lying, 

the Young Person must be given the opportunity to address the matters that have 

led to that view.  

5. Adequate reasons must be given for a decision that an Young Person claiming to 

be a child is not a child (though these need not be long or elaborate).  

6. Cases vary, and the level of inquiry required in one case may not be necessary in 

another.  

7. A local authority may take into account information obtained by the Home Office, 

but it must make its own decision, and for that reason must have adequate 

information and reasons for supporting or refuting a claim  

8.  An appropriate adult should accompany the child and should be present during 

the interview.  

9.  A full and careful explanation should be given to the child of the nature of the 

assessment and its purpose and of the role of the assessing social worker. A 

careful check should be made to ensure that there is full understanding between 

the child and the interpreter and that the interpreter is skilled in both the language 

and dialect of the child and has experience of interpreting in the kind of situation 

created by the age assessment process.  

10. The interview should be conducted in a structured, fair, non-adversarial, non-

stressful and informal manner and an informal but full note of the questions and 

answers should be taken by one of those present.  

11. The assessors should pay attention to the level of tiredness, trauma, 

bewilderment and anxiety of the child and his or her ethnicity, culture and 

customs should be a key focus throughout the assessment.  

12. The assessors must take a history from the child. All relevant factors should be 

taken into account including, but not limited to, physical appearance and 

behaviour. The objective is to undertake a holistic assessment.  
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13. Each interview should, if practicable, be conducted by two assessors who should 

have received appropriate training and experience for conducting age 

assessment interviews on young and vulnerable children.  

14. The assessors should establish as much rapport as possible with the child (a 

process known as “joining”), should ask open-ended non-leading questions 

using, as appropriate, circular questioning methods. The assessors should be 

mindful of the child having been “coached” and that the child may have had to 

answer questions on relevant topics several times previously thereby unwittingly 

blurring the possible accuracy of the answers. Giving the child the benefit of the 

doubt should always be the standard practice.  

15. The assessors should give the child a fair and proper opportunity to answer any 

potentially adverse findings at a stage when an adverse decision is no more than 

provisional to so as to enable him or her to provide any appropriate explanation 

or additional facts which might counter or modify such findings.  

16. The conclusions reached by the assessors should be explained with reasons, 

which, although they may be brief, should explain the basis of the assessment 

and any significant adverse credibility or factual finding. 

17. The reasons should be internally consistent and should not exhibit any obvious 

error or inadequate explanation for not accepting any apparently credible and 

consistent answers of the child. 

 

3.2 Other considerations to make when completing assessment  

 Age can not be determined solely from appearance 

 Keep some notes and ensure all the notes that are taken by all parties are copied 

and given to the UASC at the end of the assessment.  They are also to be 

provided with a copy of the completed age assessment. 

 Be mindful of your lack of familiarity with the UASC’s background. 

 Make your own decision, do not adopt another’s decision e.g. that of the Home 

Office 

 Questions of the burden of proof do not apply – UASC is to be given the benefit 

of the doubt. 
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 Medical reports not necessary. 

 Reasons for the decision need to be given. 

 Ask the UASC if they would prefer a male or female assessor, if their wishes can 

not be accommodated record what those wishes were and that they could not be 

accommodated. 

 

To support or challenge the information given by the UASC you can research 

information about their country of origin.  Please only use reliable sites to gather this 

info e.g. Human Rights Watch reports, Amnesty International Reports, United States 

State Department Reports, UNHCR, COIR (Country of Origin Information Reports). 

 

4. ‘Accompanied’ Age Assessments  

In some situations an age assessment is needed because the “Young Person” will 

not be ‘unaccompanied’ - for example because he/she is living with relatives. If the 

Young Person has been referred to the local authority because the relationship with 

the adult constitutes a private fostering arrangement and there are doubts about their 

age, they should also be made aware of the concerns and the fact that there is an 

age dispute. They should be further informed, in writing that an age assessment will 

be carried out.   

 

5. Receipt of another age assessment from a different local authority  

Sometimes applicants may undergo age assessments by more than one local 

authority. This situation can occur when one local authority decides the Young 

Person is an adult and the Young Person then moves address and approaches 

another local authority in that area for support. In all such circumstances, as soon as 

it is known that the applicant has been in another borough, urgent enquiries should 

be made by the social worker with that borough to ascertain if any assessments at all 

were completed and/or specifically an age assessment.  These enquiries should be 

made prior to the assessment starting and the outcome known and recorded on the 

age assessment form at the completion of the assessment.  
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In these circumstances, the second local authority should record whether it has seen 

and considered the findings of the first local authority when determining their own 

conclusions. Deciding whether to accept the any other local authority’s assessment 

depends on all the evidence in the case and, in particular, the reasons why the 

second local authority has departed from the first assessment (e.g. if new evidence 

has come to light which was not known by the other local authority when it carried out 

the first assessment). The reasons should be recorded and detailed in any decision 

letter.  

 

6. Review of decisions made 

A review will take place in the following circumstances: e.g. when new or relevant 

information comes to light from either the Young Person and/or any other relevant 

person / organisation. Where the local authority has completed an age assessment, 

but subsequently reviews it and provides an age assessment with a differing 

conclusion; A decision letter needs to be placed on the file and sent to the Home 

Office, Young Person and Young Person’s Solicitor. The letter needs to clearly detail 

why the decision was changed. This letter will need to be written by the relevant 

Strategic Lead and will be circulated 10 days after the decision was made.  

 

7. Young Person is found to be child  

If upon completion the Young Person is found to be a child they will be sent a 

decision letter. A copy of this will also be sent to the Home Office and any other 

appropriate party. The child will then either remain in their current placement or be 

moved to somewhere more appropriate, given their circumstances. The Young 

Person will also become eligible for all benefits that a Looked After Child receives.  

 

8. Young Person is found to be an adult  

If upon completion the Young Person is found to be an adult they will be sent a 

decision letter. A copy of this will also be sent to the Home Office and any other 

appropriate party. The child will then remain in their current placement for a 

maximum of 28 days unless there are other reasons which necessitate them 

remaining at the placement. The Local Authority will, when making contact with the 
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Home Office, ensure that they complete the necessary referrals for the Young 

Person to access the support they need via an Asylum application, if appropriate. 

The case will be prepared for closure and it is anticipated that the transfer across to 

the correct service will take no more than 10 working days. During this time the Local 

Authority will still continue to support the Young Person as their needs dictate, i.e. via 

a brief placement in appropriate accommodation. This placement will last no more 

than 10 working days.  

9. Appeals  

An applicant has the right to appeal the decision made and in these circumstances 

the social worker will review the applicant’s reasons for appealing and will consider 

any further documentary evidence provided. Where the original decision on the 

Young Person’s age was based on the local authority assessment alone, the local 

authority should normally, upon being made aware of the new evidence, review their 

earlier decision within 28 days. A copy of the new information should be provided by 

the child and/or the child’s solicitor to the social worker and/or legal, as appropriate, 

as soon as possible. Once re assessed and the assessment completed the revised 

decision should be sent out in writing to the child and their solicitor within 10 days of 

the assessment being completed. In the event the new information provided is not 

seen as sufficiently different or material to the question of age, then no new 

assessment will be completed. In these circumstances, a decision letter will be 

completed and sent to the Young Person and their solicitor which clearly sets out 

why no new re assessment is being completed. All decision letters will be written by 

the Strategic Lead for either Looked After Children or Child Protection; dependant on 

which service is caring for the child.  

 

 

Martin Clement 

Service Manager  

1.7.15  
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