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Dear Minister,  

 

I write on behalf of the Refugee Children’s Consortium (RCC), a group of NGOs working 

collaboratively to ensure that the rights and needs of refugee children are promoted and respected.  

Several of our members recently attended a meeting where plans for the future of assisted 

voluntary return programmes were shared and we understand that these plans will be put to you for 

approval.  

 

We wish to express our particular concern at the proposal to end funding for independent, impartial 

advice to individuals considering voluntary return to their country of origin. RCC member 

organisations work closely with children and young people who, for a variety of reasons, may wish to 

discuss the option of voluntary return and in most cases will feel confused and in need of specialist 

information and advice.  

 

Children who have entered the asylum system have expressed a fear of returning to their country of 

origin but may be missing family members or struggling to cope with the difference in systems and 

culture in the UK. In seeking assistance from an independent agency they are frequently helped to 

deal with their concerns and the ones who go on to make a decision to return  will have done so 

with a trusted adult helping them think through their options. 

 

Unaccompanied children in the UK have no adult to exercise parental responsibility for them. Whilst 

provided with services from a local authority as looked after children, they do not have a legal 

guardian and are therefore reliant on voluntary agencies to provide them with the additional 

support and counselling which they need and to which they are entitled. The Assisted Voluntary 

Return Programme has provided them with an individual who can work with the other professionals 

in the child’s life and, if appropriate, with the family to whom the child may return, to discuss the 

complex issues surrounding voluntary return.  



 

Without this support, it is likely that children will either not make any enquiry at all regarding 

voluntary return or may seek assistance from someone not qualified to give advice on this matter, 

resulting in unsatisfactory outcomes and risking damage to their wellbeing.  

 

In the current Choices service, caseworkers are trained in robust safeguarding procedures which 

allow for the identification of potential vulnerabilities in people considering return. They refer cases 

to Children and Families Across Borders (CFAB), which carries out independent risk assessments for 

all unaccompanied children and families containing children in which there are additional 

vulnerabilities. The assessment process involves specialist organisations in the country of return 

which enable CFAB to assess probable reception conditions post return, to identify risks and 

protective factors, and enable a safe return plan to be established. Under Home Office plans it is not 

clear who will carry out this risk assessment. The Home Office is unlikely to possess the necessary 

skills and knowledge to make appropriate assessments for children, and local authorities do not 

have access to information about the country of return and in-country assessments. Therefore, the 

plans may result in children returning to unassessed risks, in breach of the Home Office’s 

safeguarding duty under Section 55 duty of the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009. 

 

Furthermore, in the current Choices service, children and families containing children are referred to 

NGOs for support in the 18 most returned-to countries. The support provided is aimed at enabling 

people to have as sustainable a return as possible. The Home Office plans for post return support are 

currently unclear but it looks as though, in future, support will consist only of cash payments, with 

no support provided by an NGO in-country.  This will reduce the likelihood of children and families 

containing children achieving sustainable outcomes as they are more likely to struggle with accessing 

income generating activities, education, training, accommodation and healthcare. 

 

The RCC believes that all those considering voluntary return should receive impartial advice from a 

specialist organisation; that children and families in which there are vulnerabilities should have 

impartial risk assessments; and that returnees should receive reintegration support to give them the 

best hope of a sustainable return. We feel it is imperative that this support remains open to children.  

 

In considering the future for the Assisted Voluntary Return programme we respectfully request that 

you pay particular attention to the needs of children and ensure that they are able to continue to 

benefit from specialist tailored information and advice, assessments and support.  

 

 

Best wishes,  

 

Kamena Dorling 

Policy and Programmes Manager, Coram Children’s Legal Centre 

Co-chair, Refugee Children’s Consortium 

 



 
The Refugee Children’s Consortium (RCC) is a group of over 40 NGOs working collaboratively to ensure that the rights and 
needs of refugee children are promoted, respected and met in accordance with the relevant domestic, regional and international 
human rights and welfare standards. Our membership includes leading children’s and refugee NGOs, bringing together a 
significant body of expertise in dealing directly with asylum-seeking and trafficked children, and safeguarding and promoting 
children’s welfare. 
 
Members of the RCC are: Action for Children, Asphaleia Action, Asylum Aid, Association of Visitors to Immigration Detainees 
(AVID), Bail for Immigration Detainees, The British Association of Social Workers (BASW), Brighter Futures, British Association 
for Adoption and Fostering (BAAF), Catch22 National Care Advisory Service, Children and Families Across Borders (CFAB), 
Coram Children's Legal Centre, Children England, Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG), Children's Rights Alliance for England, 
The Children's Society, DOST, ECPAT UK, Family Rights Group, The Fostering Network, Family Service Units (FSU), Freedom 
from Torture, Gatwick Detainees, Kent Refugee Action Network, Klevis Kola, The Immigration Law Practitioners' Association 
(ILPA), Islington Law Centre, JCORE, Law Centres Network, Medical Justice, NCB, NSPCC, OMID International, The Prince’s 
Trust, RAMFEL, Refugee Action, Refugee Council, Refugee Support Network, Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, 
Scottish Refugee Council, Student Action for Refugees (STAR), UNICEF UK, Voice, The Who Cares? Trust, and Welsh Refugee 
Council.  
 
Barnardo’s, British Red Cross, Office of the Children’s Commissioner (England) & UNHCR all have observer status. 
http://www.refugeechildrensconsortium.org.uk/  
 

 

 


