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Introduction

Asylum-seeking children in Wales, particularly those who are unaccompanied, face
significant challenges in accessing legal advice and representation. The UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child in their 2023 Concluding Observations made the
recommendation to the UK State party and devolved administrations:

Para 50 C: To review and strengthen the asylum process to ensure
that children receive age-appropriate information and legal advice
about their rights, asylum procedures and requirements for
documentation, that their best interests are given primary
consideration in all asylum processes, that their views are heard, taken
into account and given due weight and that they have access to child-
friendly justice mechanisms and remedies.

However, as we outline in this briefing, due to systemic failures regarding diminishing
services that support legal advice and representation this recommendation is far from
being fulfilled.

Systemic Gaps in Legal Advice and Representation

Under UK law, asylum-seeking children are entitled to legal aid for their asylum
claims. However, it has been evidenced that many unaccompanied asylum-seeking
children struggle to access this support due to systemic gaps and challenges. In 38%
of local authority areas in Wales, social workers are the primary professionals assisting
these children to access legal advice and representation. This reliance on social
workers, who may lack specialised legal training, underscores the need for a more
robust support system.



https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2FC%2FGBR%2FCO%2F6-7&Lang=en
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2012/10/schedule/1
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2012/10/schedule/1
https://childrenslegalcentre.wales/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Guardianship-Service-in-Wales-A-joint-research-briefing-2024-1.pdf

Additionally, the availability of specialist immigration legal services in Wales is
limited. Many legal aid providers are concentrated in London, leaving regions like
Wales underserved. This scarcity of qualified legal professionals exacerbates the
difficulties faced by asylum-seeking children in obtaining timely and effective legal
representation. Jo  Wilding's 2023 report commissioned by the Welsh
Government, The adequacy and availability of immigration legal advice for forced
migrants in Wales, further underscores these challenges. At the time of the research,
there were only nine legal aid providers in Wales, with a significant concentration in
Cardiff, Newport, and Swansea. This geographical concentration limits access for
individuals, especially unaccompanied children, residing in other parts of Wales.

The Bevan Foundation's report also published in 2023, Firefighting: protecting legal
aid funded immigration services in Wales, indicated that Wales had lost nearly half of
its premises providing immigration legal services in the last five years, with many
providers no longer accepting new referrals.

In 2024 the Bevan Foundation’s snapshot report revealed an even more critical
picture:

« Only five immigration legal aid providers remained in Wales, operating just six
offices.

e 60% of immigration legal aid offices in Wales had closed in a little over five
years.

e Since 2015-16, there had been a 55% drop in immigration legal aid matter
starts in Wales.

e The greatest demand for immigration legal services falls outside the scope of
legal aid.

« Six organisations in Wales provided free services regulated by the Office of
the Immigration Services Commissioner (OISC), but most operated at only the
most basic level (Level 1).

In 2024-5, the Bevan Foundation carried out a study of people looking for and using
immigration legal advice in Wales. This evidenced that the failure to access justice at
the right time has significant impacts on social justice and human rights in Wales. It
results in the loss of rights, employment, housing, immigration status, drives people
into exploitation, and may ultimately lead to destitution or deportation.

In 2025, the Bevan Foundation reinforced their concerns, stating that:

‘The scarcity of immigration legal services in Wales, against a backdrop
of general decline in legal provision, demand a strategic approach that
is capable of building collaboration across a broad spectrum.
Development is more than a matter of funding; the current lack of
expertise and poor infrastructure require a long-term strategy.’

Additionally in 2025, in Jo Wilding’'s new report, that maps the UK’s continuing
immigration and asylum legal advice crisis she states:

‘We can see a very clear and steep decline in the availability of legal aid
provision and other free services in Wales over the past five years. The


https://www.gov.wales/adequacy-and-availability-immigration-legal-advice-forced-migrants-wales-executive-summary-html
https://www.gov.wales/adequacy-and-availability-immigration-legal-advice-forced-migrants-wales-executive-summary-html
https://www.bevanfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/FIREFIGHTING-protecting-legal-aid-funded-immigration-services-in-Wales.pdf
https://www.bevanfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/FIREFIGHTING-protecting-legal-aid-funded-immigration-services-in-Wales.pdf
https://www.bevanfoundation.org/resources/briefing-immigration-legal-services-wales/
https://www.bevanfoundation.org/resources/experiences-of-justice-seeking-legal-help-for-immigration-and-asylum-in-wales/
https://www.bevanfoundation.org/resources/strategic-approach-immigration-legal-sector/
https://justice-together.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/No-Access-to-Justice-Report-2025.pdf

small patches of Wales, which were well provided for have been
substantially reduced and no longer offer a starting point for regrowing
provision in the rest of Wales or in the neighbouring Southwest of
England. This should be seen as a cautionary tale for the whole UK in
terms of what happens if existing provision is not protected and is clearly
down to the UK Government’s failure to act sooner on civil legal aid in
England and Wales.’

In October 2025, the Bevan Foundation coordinated a collective response to the UK
Parliamentary Justice Committee’s inquiry into the current state of the legal services
and representation market. The inquiry is examining how this system affects access
to justice, particularly for those unable to secure legal advice or representation.

The submission drew on evidence from more than 16 organisations and individuals
who provide legal assistance or support to migrants and refugees in Wales. The
decision to respond collectively was made because the barriers facing people seeking
justice in immigration and asylum cases in Wales are so severe that they demand a
coordinated, sector-wide response and urgent action from the UK Government.

The collapse of the immigration legal aid sector leaves vulnerable individuals,
including vulnerable children, without necessary legal support. As the UN Committee
on the Rights of the Child makes clear in their General Comment No.6, children have
the right of access to asylum procedures and other mechanisms which provide asylum
protection, and they should always be legally represented by a competent adult
familiar with the child’s background and able to represent their best interests.

The Need for a Statutory Guardianship Service

The lack of access to legal advice and representation also emphasises the necessity
of establishing a statutory and independent Guardianship Service for all
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children in Wales. Such a service would provide
dedicated Guardians who are legally trained to support these children through the
asylum process, ensuring their rights are upheld and their best interests are
represented.

As outlined in a briefing by Children’s Legal Centre Wales, Bevan Foundation,
Children’s Society and TGP Cymru, Guardians would assist children in accessing legal
services within and outside of Wales and having training to I1AA (previously OISC)
Level 2 would enable them to guide children away from legal pitfalls which can
seriously damage their legal cases while they are waiting for quality legal advice.
Training Guardians to IAA Level 2 would also help to address the skills shortage in
Wales and provide a pool of legal expertise to complement the legal system and from
which the legal system could potentially draw.

These agencies also note that a Guardianship Service would offer a consistent point
of contact and a relationship of trust for children, providing vital independent protection
and advocacy to support the work of local authorities, as well as helping children to
gain access to vital legal advice and representation. Only will it then be possible as
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recommended by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, to ensure that these
children’s ‘best interests are given primary consideration in all asylum processes, that
their views are heard, taken into account and given due weight and that they have
access to child-friendly justice mechanisms and remedies’.

After ongoing evidence based advocacy, the Welsh Government has committed to
“‘exploring how a guardianship service could work, the resources needed to implement
it, and the intersection with other statutory support”. We currently await further news
regarding this commitment being translated into action.

Recommendations
Welsh duty bearers should take action to ensure:

e Implementation of an Independent Statutory Guardianship
Service: Introduce a national Guardianship Service without delay that assigns
a legally trained guardian to every unaccompanied asylum-seeking child in
Wales.

« Expansion of specialist immigration legal providers: Increase the number
of legal aid providers specialising in immigration law across Wales to ensure
broader access to quality legal representation.

e Training for Social Workers: Equip social workers with the necessary
training to identify and facilitate access to specialised Guardians and legal
services for asylum-seeking children.

« Enhanced legal literacy and rights knowledge: Develop and disseminate
legal literacy resources for all migrants and refugees and professionals
working in the support sector to improve understanding of rights and
entitlements.

« Long-term strategic approach: Invest in a strategy for funding, expertise
and an effective legal advice and representation infrastructure.

Conclusion

Asylum-seeking children in Wales face multifaceted challenges in accessing legal
advice and representation. Addressing these issues requires a coordinated approach
that includes the establishment of an independent statutory Guardianship Service for
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children, expansion of specialist immigration legal
services, enhanced training for social workers, and improved legal literacy. With a
long-term strategic approach to implementing these recommendations, Wales can
better ensure the basic right of asylum-seeking children to access legal advice and
representation.
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