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The National Age Assessment Board (NAAB) was set up as part of the Nationality and Borders Act (2022).  It is part of the Home Office and employs social workers to conduct age assessments on the Home Office’s behalf.
The Home Office offers the NAAB’s services to local authorities as an alternative to a local authority-conducted age assessment. The Home Office also has the power to insist on a NAAB assessment if it disagrees with a local authority’s assessment of a young person’s age.
Referring young people for NAAB assessments may be appealing to local authorities where their capacity is pressed due to high numbers of potential children being identified in adult accommodation. However, based on the experiences with the NAAB in the North West, we do not advise the use of NAAB assessments.
Concerns about using the NAAB: 
1. We believe that if age assessments need to be carried out, they are best carried out within the local authority, by social workers who know the young person, as they would carry out other assessments in their practice. The British Association of Social Workers (BASW) has warned against “attempts by the Home Office to centralise and take control of age assessments”, and raised concerns that “this could lead to age assessment work being influenced by political priorities such as reducing immigration, with worrying implications for child welfare”. Age assessments must focus on the individual child being assessed.
2. Impact on young people
· The NAAB assessments we have seen have been a very taxing process for young people. Sessions have been booked for multiple days with long sessions. Sometimes assessment sessions have been cancelled at the last minute. Young people have told us they find this emotionally difficult, and that they are scared of assessing social workers.
· We have seen the use of the NAAB having a detrimental impact on children’s mental health, their relationship and trust in the local authority and their ability to take part in the age assessment process. Because the NAAB is part of the Home Office, children fear that anything they share with NAAB social workers could be used in their asylum claim. 
· Please see our blog where we have recorded children’s experiences of NAAB assessments: https://gmiau.org/the-national-age-assessment-board-childrens-experiences/
3. Problems for the local authority
· Once the local authority invites the NAAB to complete an assessment, they can lose control of how the sessions are completed, the length of time it takes, and be left to deal with the emotional and wellbeing impact on the child in their care. 
· Where the local authority has invited NAAB services, but then does not agree with the NAAB’s decision, it is very difficult for them to challenge. This can place a child in a situation where they potentially have two different ages, the one the local authority believes them to be, and the one the NAAB and Home Office are treating them as. This can lead to lengthy challenges and uncertainty for the child.
4. Flaws in the process
· NAAB assessments often involve requesting a lot of information from the local authority, which raises data protection and privacy concerns for young people in the asylum system. We have also seen NAAB assessments which disregard evidence from other professionals working with the young person. The process by which evidence is considered or disregarded by the NAAB is opaque.
Actions
We do not believe a NAAB age assessment is ever in the best interests of a potential child. We are asking Greater Manchester local authorities to ensure children are safeguarded by:
1) Not using the NAAB, and making efforts to carry out age assessments themselves (if one is necessary). Training is available from Immigration Social Work Services and the North West Regional Strategic Migration Partnership.
2) Disputing the Home Office’s decision to instruct a NAAB assessment. To do so, the local authority should provide as much evidence as possible on how they have determined their age, including responding to all the issues the Home Office raises as to why they wish to refer to the NAAB. (please see pro forma written by London local authorities, or contact GMIAU for further advice).
We understand resourcing and capacity are an issue, but age assessments should not be routine and should only happen when there is a reason to doubt a child’s age. The impact on children living in Greater Manchester is already evident to us, and we hope no other children in Greater Manchester will be harmed by NAAB assessments.
To discuss this topic further, please email GMIAU’s Children’s Policy Adviser Kathleen Whitehead at kathleen@gmiau.org.
