
New rules for the 
INDEPENDENT 
GUARDIAN SERVICE



More and more children and young people are  
arriving in NI from other countries, and sadly some 
of them will have experienced human trafficking. 
Trafficking is where children and young people 
are tricked, forced or persuaded to leave the 
place they live in and are then moved or  
transported to somewhere else. They are taken 
advantage of, made to work, or even sold. This is 
sometimes called modern slavery. The children and 
young people may suffer abuse and neglect.

There are also some children and young people who 
arrive here from other countries, completely on their 
own, looking for help and safety. They are called  
unaccompanied asylum seekers.  

We helped set up the Independent Guardian Service (IGS) in 2018 to 
help these children - it is run by the independent charity Barnardo’s at the 
moment. 

Health and Social Care Trusts will also help the children, but the IGS provides 
extra support when it comes to being alone in, or having been trafficked to, 
a new country.

We have some ideas for making changes to the IGS and want to know what 
YOU think.

What’s it all
about?



The job of the IGS is to help, speak up for  
and support children here who have been 
trafficked, or who have arrived having been 
separated from their parents or caregivers. 
The IGS employs people called Independent 
Guardians to help the children.

Children who come here in these circumstances 
are very vulnerable and may be at risk of harm.  

The Independent Guardians will: 

•• find out what the child wants and needs and will 
make sure that everyone involved understands

•• talk to housing, health, translation and other services 
on behalf of the child

•• make sure that the child gets legal advice
•• make sure that the child knows what is happening and that their views 

are heard
•• help to make plans to keep the child safe
•• be a link between the child and everyone providing services to the child
•• help to find the child’s parents or caregivers - if the child wants that, and if 

it is a good thing for them
•• go to meetings with the child

To be able to help children, the Independent Guardians need to have certain 
knowledge and a range of skills.

At the moment, the law says that an Independent Guardian must be a  
qualified social worker and must have been working as a social worker for 
five years. That experience must include working with children and families, 
working in a court setting and working alongside other agencies.

But, in practice, there has been a problem.

The IGS have found it very difficult to recruit people 
with 5 years’ experience and, because of the  
numbers of cases it is dealing with, the service  
is coming under pressure.  

The IGS does not have any flexibility when it 
comes to hiring staff as the rules state that you 
must have 5 years’ social work experience to 
work as an Independent Guardian. We want to  
remove the rule to attract a bigger pool of applicants 
for the job and to help ease the burden on IGS.

Last year an independent evaluator looked at how 
well the IGS was working and made recommendations 
for changing the requirements of the Independent 
Guardian job.

Who can be an
Independent 
Guardian?

How does the IGS 
help children
and young
people?



We plan to remove the requirement in law to have five years’ experience 
before someone can apply to be an Independent Guardian. Instead, we want 
the law to make it clear that an Independent Guardian must be a qualified 
social worker who has successfully completed their first year working in 
social work. This then gives the IGS the flexibility to say how many years  
experience the Independent Guardian should have. They could set it at 2, 
3 or even 5 years at any time in the future and the law won’t have to be 
changed to make that possible.

1. Do you agree that we should remove the requirement in law to have  
5 years’ experience before someone can apply to be an Independent 
Guardian?

 Yes / No If no - why not? 

2. Are you happy that we put in a requirement for 1 years’ experience as  
a qualified social worker?

 Yes / No If no - why not?

 The independent evaluator recommended that, while Independent 
Guardians should always be social workers, we could look at adding 
other skills and professions to the IGS team. Examples might include 
counsellors, child protection experts, immigration experts etc. 

3. What other types of workers do you think could be helpful to the children 
the IGS works with? 

4. Are there any other qualifications or experiences that you think people 
should have to work as an Independent Guardian?

So, what should 
we do?



Please send your views,  
by 11.59pm on 19th January 2023, to: 

fcpdadmin@health-ni.gov.uk
Thanks for your help!


