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INFORMATION ON UNACCOMPANIED MINORS

Introduction

Services to young unaccompanied asylum seekers are now fully integrated into Children’s Social Care. This report provides a briefing to members about the young people, the services we offer and their cost. In addition to this group of young people, Children’s Social Care also has responsibility for a growing number of families, both asylum and others, who have no recourse to public funds. This group is outside the scope of this report.

Background 

The Asylum Team was set up in 2000 to provide a rapid and coherent response to the high numbers of single adults and families seeking asylum. At the team’s inception, the numbers of unaccompanied asylum seeking children (UASCs) were low and formed a very small part of the service.  Over the years, the single adults and families have gradually all transferred to the National Asylum Support Service (NASS) with the final transfers being made around April 2005.  While the UASC population (under the age of 18) from 2000 initially grew rapidly, the numbers peaked around 2003 and have since been falling,  with an increase in the numbers of over 18s. Recent government policy is likely to see further decreases and a corresponding decrease in grant funding.

Currently there are 124 UASC, over 18 who are in contact with the department, and 67 under 18s. Four of these children and young people are being cared for on behalf of other Local Authorities. 
Ages

	Not yet assessed or assessed date nyk
	5

	- Under 15
	6

	15
	5

	16
	20

	17
	31

	18
	37

	19
	44

	20
	39

	21
	4

	Total
	191


Nationalities
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As can be seen, the ethnic make up of our unaccompanied asylum population is now varied, having changed from being predominantly from the Balkans (90% population in early 2002-3) to reflecting those from war torn areas of the world.  Most have made long and tortuous journeys on foot across mountainous and dangerous territory and or hidden in lorries, taking months to reach this country and arriving in varied traumatised states, fearful and scared of their reception (see attached Appendix 1 for case studies). Some of these have spent so much time looking after themselves that they find it difficult to trust and settle, cannot accept the need to return to school and can be fearful of telling their stories. 

Status

As can be seen from the table below, most having come from long periods of uncertainty and continue to remain extremely anxious about their futures. This often reawakens traumatic episodes in their lives, causing huge anxiety to the young people, their carers, support staff and educators. Despite this, the majority of children and young people are deeply grateful to their parents (if they have any) and/or those who have helped them escape, and to us for helping and supporting them. They do everything they can to repay this debt by helping us to help and support them, contributing as much as they can to the community and working hard to succeed. This summer saw us celebrating with our first graduate.

	Immigration status under 18

 
	Immigration status post 18

 

	Not yet known
	27
	Outstanding application
	98

	With DL*
	30
	ILR
	18

	Under consideration
	4
	ARX*
	8

	ILR *
	5
	 
	 

	Other
	1
	 
	 


Other= ARX  reverted to “under consideration”

DL= Discretionary leave to remain- us usually until 17.5yrs

ILR= Indefinite leave to remain

ARX= All rights exhausted, but without removals notice. These yp  are usually over 18 and should be able to claim benefits, work etc but with this status cannot do so and are entirely dependent on the council

Legal Responsibilities

Once here, the council has a range of responsibilities to this group, which are enshrined in various legislation.

Relevant legislation with significant conflicts between immigration and childcare legislation:

· Immigration

· Human Rights

· Children Act 2004

· Leaving Care Act 2000

· Case law, notably “Hillingdon judgments”

The Council’s service responsibility to this group includes:

· Assessment of need under the Children Act to determine age and whether they are accompanied. If there is any possibility of them being under 18, we have a duty of care whilst this assessment is being conducted. In view of the distress, language barriers and sometimes dishonest answers, it can take time to complete an assessment to determine whether they are over 18 and ascertain whether they have family in this country. If either of these circumstances arises, then the Department has no way of recouping their costs. All young people assessed as UASCs are regarded as a Looked After Children with the County Council assuming full parental and financial responsibility.

· U18s - Full services under the Children and Leaving Care acts, including right to a social worker, care plan, Personal Education Plan, a comprehensive Health Assessment, and a Pathway Plan if the young person is 16. The Local Authority is also obliged to provide and fund placements, statutory visits, independent reviews, education, interpreting costs, reviews, advocacy, leisure, etc. 

· 18-21 (or 24 if in full time education) – Under the Hillingdon Judgement, all UASCS, 18 and over, won eligibility to full rights under the Leaving Care legislation. This includes: advice and consultation, help in accessing and staying in employment or education, both further and higher. Care leavers under the age of 18 are totally dependent on the Council for financial support. In addition to these, the Council has a duty to support those in FE post 19 (they cannot claim benefits if they remain in FE post 19), and to support those in Higher Education with holiday accommodation. All care leavers have an entitlement to placement support, equipment, transport, Pathway Plans, guidance etc

· Young people who have been issued with removal notices are not entitled to support but there is an interim category (All Rights Exhausted or ARX) which Councils have traditionally funded.

· UASC services are subject to the same performance measures as other CLA and leaving care services. These make no allowances for the special circumstances of these young people, and include new arrivals and being penalised for not being in contact with young people aged 19, (ludicrously, this includes those who have been deported and are also therefore not in work). The only exception made is for the GCSE results for care-leavers, which only count if they have been here for two years.

Service Delivery

This legislation effectively gives Oxfordshire County Council full responsibility for meeting all their needs. Most young people who come in under 16 are placed in foster care and remain there until 18. Those who come in over 16 are placed in a specially commissioned supported housing provision, which has been set up to provide intensive support whilst we undertake a thorough assessment of all their needs, allowing us to provide the appropriate education, accommodation and health services. From here, young people move on to a range of provision which can be remaining where they are or transferring to foster care, supported lodgings or shared housing.

HOUSING TYPE

	Foster care
	22

	Friends and family
	1

	Independent Fostering Agencies
	4

	Independent
	149

	Key2- supported housing
	13

	Supported lodgings
	2


To meet the specialist needs of these young people, and working closely with us, the council has a small number of service level agreements to complement mainstream services. These include:

· Interpreting services

· Woodpath - counselling service for traumatized young people providing support to children and young people who have specialized health needs arising from their status. This project provides in-reach into schools and joint work with CAMHS services

· Bridging Project - language teaching and elementary educational courses  working closely with college; English language teaching services and local schools

· Children’s Society - support for young people in city secondary schools

· Independent living skills provided by Centrepoint and joint housing team

Funding:

Costs and funding relating to services provided to UASC for 2006/07 and 2007/08

	
	Under 16
	16 and 17
	 Over 18 
	 Total

	2006-7
	£000
	£000
	£000
	£000

	Income
	537
	1,020
	344
	1,902

	Expenditure
	(550)
	(1.538)
	(442)
	(2,530)

	Under/overspend
	(13)
	(517)
	(98)
	(628)

	2007-8
	£000
	£000
	£000
	£000

	Income
	433
	840
	484
	1,757

	Expenditure
	(432)
	(1,140)
	410
	(1,957)

	Under/overspend
	(9)
	(264)
	74
	200


6 and 17 Over 18 Total

The Council receives grant funding from the Home Office in relation to U18s, paid at two differing rates. Funding levels are determined by the age of applicants and change when milestone birthdays are reached at 16 (a higher rate for U16s - £737/week) and 18 (a reduced rate for 16-17 yr olds £330/week). This may not always be commensurate with the level of service supplied to that individual. For example, a client may be receiving foster care at a cost which is approximately covered by the Home Office/BIA grant. However, when this individual turns 16, the funding received for them immediately falls to the lower weekly amount. 

The Council also receives a grant from the Department of Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) in relation to O18s (a potential £100/week). However, this grant comes from a fixed pot and entitlement is agreed retrospectively i.e. a year after the costs have been incurred by the council. This pot excludes funding for the first 29 young people and those who have had all their appeal rights exhausted, even if they have not received their removals notice. The other caveat on this grant is that, being a fixed pot, the amounts payable are determined by the numbers of young people across the country needing support. 

In order to meet our legal obligations to these young people, the Council has had to supplement grant funds by between1.2 – 1.4 million pounds since 2002, some of this deficit relates to the grant allowed for asylum families before they transferred to NASS in 2005.

The Council has been part of a group of councils working together to try and recover as much of this debt from the Home Office and the DCSF as possible, and recent developments make some recovery seem likely.  As part of the work, the Council was part of an independent audit conducted by Price, Waterhouse & Cooper, who found our unit costs were lower than others, were efficiently run and offered value for money. In addition, the recent Joint area Inspection (JAR) found our services to UASCS to be good.

APPENDIX 1
Moshtaq’s Journey

I am not very old but I feel I have the experience of an old man.  I come from a village called Pishigar, which means ‘the village in front of the caves’.  It is surrounded by mountains, not far from Bamyan caves where the Taliban blew up the giant Buddahs.  My father was an army commander.  My mum died when I was seven so I was brought up by my granddad.  My sister married an Iranian and moved to Iran and we never heard from her after that.

In Afghanistan there are four main groups; the Pushtun, the Tajik, the Uzbek and the Hazara.  I am Hazara.  The Hazara people came from Mongolia about 2000 years ago, which is why people think I look Chinese.  The Hazara people have been treated badly by the others, especially the ruling Pashtun, for 250 years.  This is partly the fault of the British but that is another story.

In the year 2000, when I was 15 years old, the Taliban killed my father.  As the son of a commander, I was in grave danger.  My grandfather sold our land to send me out of the country.  He stayed.  He said as an old man he had nothing to lose but his life.  The day I left, there were rumours that the Taliban was coming.

We walked through the mountains for two months.  I lived with the cows sleeping in stables or on the ground.  I walked until my feet were swollen and my knees hurt.  Often we had to eat grass.  Sometimes we had to walk waist-deep in water.  Even now, in the cold, my knees ache.  I had led a very sheltered life in many ways; I wasn’t used to hardship.

Finally we stopped walking.  We were taken in lorries, by many different people.  I had no idea where we were.  I travelled like this for nine months.  When I arrived in Oxford, it was not easy at first. I did not speak English.  For two or three months I still felt as though I was imprisoned.  I had bad dreams.  But I made friends, learned English, and passed my exams.

But then I got a refusal letter.  It said that because the Taliban were no longer in my country, I was not allowed to stay.  I was very depressed after that.  I left college for a while.  I knew that if I went back to Afghanistan, there would be people in my village who supported the Taliban who would want to kill me.  Besides, I have nothing to go back to; no family; no land, nothing.

I am waiting for the results of my appeal.  I am sick of not having an identity.  In Afghanistan, the Hazara felt like non-people.  As an asylum seeker here you also have no identity; you are always waiting.  I want to be recognized as belonging; to be able to make my contribution.  I want to stay here and finish my studies.  Then I can go back to my country and say ‘Enough is enough’.  Perhaps I can teach the new generation – to help people to learn to do things in a different way.

Daphne’s Journey

Don’t expect roses; it’s been tough but worthwhile.  My name is Daphne, I’m 21.  I was born in Rwanda in central Africa but grew up in Uganda until the age of 16, when I came to the UK.  I am currently studying a High National Diploma in business management and accountancy, which I hope to transform into a degree come September this year.

To get where I am, it has been a long journey.  Having lost my family at a very tender age, I had to start fending for myself.  I have met various kinds of people in this journey through life.  Some have failed and disappointed me, while others have helped me turn my life into something worth living for.

Growing up in a country where not much attention is paid to the rights of children or to the vulnerability, it was tough to keep on the right track and uphold my morals and beliefs.  People treated me as they please because I was vulnerable and had no way out.  I was shouted at, beaten, abandoned and mistreated.  They made me believe that I deserved all the things that were happening to me.  There was no escape because they were either teachers or guardians whose help and guidance I needed if I was to become someone in this world.  I did not have it easy when I came to the UK.  There were people here who treated me very badly.  The first months were very gloomy.  I lived in fear and frustration, not knowing what was going to happen to me next.  I felt disorientated.  In my heart, I think I had given up on life.

Then, in August 2001, I met my very dear friend ________.  She was assigned to me as a social worker.  I thank God every day that I met her at that point in my life.  She believed in me when no-one else did.  She made me realize that this was not the end.  She helped me to see that I had been given a chance to start over.  Because she believed in me, I also started to believe in myself.

However, I could not do this until I found it in my heart to forgive the people who had wronged me.  I was not easy, but with a lot of spiritual guidance, a network of great friends and a new-found self belief, I did it.

Now my demons do not laugh at me anymore.  I have control over my life.  Although the things that happened to me were dreadful, I do not regret it because now I stand strong and proud, doing the things that I have always wanted to do.  Looking back, I thank God for my life.  I thank him that when everything was downhill, he sent me an angel who helped me mend my life.
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