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The Minister of State, Home Office (Lab)
As my noble friend Lady Chapman said earlier, it is just like old times.
The order we are debating today makes a simple and minor change to the legislation which governs how a person may seek to obtain permission to enter the UK via an automated e-passport gate or e-gate. In real terms, this change lowers the age at which an eligible person can normally use an e-gate from 10 to eight, provided that they are also 120 centimetres, or, in old money, dare I say it, 3 feet 11 inches tall—I am afraid I just happen to still be an old money sort of guy, but there we go.
In May 2025, in the immigration White Paper, this Government set out our ambition to revolutionise the UK border by using automated technology to keep the UK safe and our border secure, and to increase passenger flow through our ports and improve the targeted action of Border Force officers. Lowering the e-gate eligibility age is the next step in delivering this ambition.
E-gates are by no means new or novel technology: they have been used in the United Kingdom since 2008. In 2025, 77 million people successfully used e-gates to enter the UK, and they are proven to be a safe and effective method to cross our border. Currently, British citizens and nationals of the EU, Australia, Canada, Iceland, Japan, Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Norway, Singapore, South Korea, Switzerland and the United States can normally use e-gates to enter the United Kingdom.
The change in this SI before us does not amend the list; it simply lowers the age from 10 to eight. I am, however, continuing to look with colleagues at options for further expansion of eligibility, including to the other five British nationalities who are currently unable to use e-gates, and I intend to bring forward further information in the coming months.
May I also say a word about safeguarding at this juncture? I reassure the Committee that robust safeguarding protections will remain in place at the border. First, and in line with current policy and operating procedures, only accompanied children between the ages of eight and 18 will be able to use e-gates. Any unaccompanied child or child below the age of eight will still be required to see a Border Force officer in the usual way. Secondly, we are going to update and reissue our guidance to officers and airport hosts to encourage adults travelling alone with children to use the e-gates first. The reason for this is to keep the child airside and in the care of Border Force should they encounter any difficulties using e-gates. By maintaining this approach, we can facilitate much quicker referrals and ensure that children are reunited with family groups in an efficient, safe and controlled manner.
Our greatest safeguard, of course, is the continued deployment of the highly skilled Border Force officers, to whom I pay eternal tribute. They will continue to be a visible presence at all ports with e-gates, and they will continue to monitor the use of the gates themselves, observing passengers to identify any cause for concern and, indeed, taking action to protect any vulnerable person and the UK border as a whole.
I also acknowledge that there may be concerns regarding the ever-increasing dependency on automation deployed at our border. I hope I can reassure the Committee that all border technology is rigorously tested, and there are robust business continuity arrangements in place in the Home Office and Border Force to deal with any system outage that may occur.
I believe this order makes a simple and minor change to existing legislation and border policy arrangements and enables us to consider progress towards delivering a future border model. This model will use technology to keep the UK safe, improve passenger flow for legitimate travellers and better target Border Force interventions at those who seek to do harm to our country or to individuals entering it.
Finally, in the event of both Houses of Parliament agreeing this change, the Government hope to implement the change to e-gate eligibility from 8 July. I beg to move.

Baroness Ludford
I am not entirely clear how Border Force would address the safeguarding risk. I am not an expert on Border Force methods, but the Explanatory Memorandum says that
“the continued deployment of Border Force officers in the arrivals hall”
would be done
“to identify safeguarding risks.”
I was not clear from the Minister’s presentation what they would be looking for in order to identify safeguarding risks. Presumably, for children between eight and 10 who have to go through physical checks, there is some training of Border Force officers in their checking and questioning, which of course will not happen with e-gates. I was not clear what they would be looking for—what they would be trying to identify in the behaviour or identity of the adult and child going through.
I just add how impressed I have been with my recent use of e-gates, contrary to the experience at other points. One has just sailed through recently—touch wood. I may be tempting fate, but it has worked for me the last few times I have used it.

Lord German
Obviously, this is very straightforward, but the title of the order is perhaps misleading to anybody outside this place who does not realise that it is as straightforward as has been suggested. I can recall being in this very Room when we moved the age down to 10, and the Minister at that time said that he had twins aged 10, and therefore he felt very comfortable about that proposal. I am the grandfather of an eight year-old. I do not know whether this is of any significance, but it certainly raised questions about some technicalities which I would like to ask the Minister.
Paragraph 35 of the Economic Note states:
“Planned eGate and Home Office system testing … will provide more … estimates on the security”
etc. of
“allowing … children”.
Has this testing taken place and, if not, will it take place before the start date of 8 July? Secondly, I welcome the fact that the Minister is looking for further countries to be admitted.
I now turn to the three feet 11 issue. I am assuming that that measurement is correct, because it is 120 cm, and I am sure the Minister has worked it out. As I understand it from the associated notes, 10% of children in that age bracket are below that height. That is quite a significant number, if 10% do what they do at theme parks, which is to stand next to the measure on tiptoe so they can get on the ride, as I have seen frequently—sometimes encouraged by their parents. If they are three feet 10, for example, what would happen? Presumably, the machinery would not work: the camera would not be at the right height to take their face and biometric details, which had already been provided. There would have to be a turnaround, and the usual problem of people not being able to work the gates.
The second question relates to a single adult with a child, and the single adult being either requested or told to go through first. I would be loath to leave an eight year-old child behind two sets of sliding doors. I have seen what happens, often, with 10 year-olds who have been in front of me in the queue: they do not necessarily do what they are supposed to do, which is put your feet on the marks and look at the camera. Usually, the parent will then lean over the gate and shout at them and say, “Put your feet on that; stand up straight; look at the camera”, as parents would want to do with their children.

Lord Davies of Gower
My Lords, the Minister will be delighted to hear that His Majesty’s Official Opposition do not oppose this order, and I am grateful to the Minister for bringing it before the Committee.
Families travelling through our major ports during the school holidays will know only too well the frustrations of lengthy queues. As the Minister outlined, this order extends e-gate eligibility to eight and nine year-olds who hold biometric passports for eligible nationalities. The Government anticipate that an additional 1.5 million children per year will be able to pass through automatically as a result of this change. That is very welcome. It will ease pressure at peak times and, crucially, it will free up our Border Force officers to focus where they are most needed: on complex cases and genuine security risks. This is a sensible rebalancing of resources.
I would like to make a few points and press the Minister on the safeguards that have been put in place. What measures will the Government adopt to ensure that the new lower age limits will not be open to abuse? Will the Government maintain a strong presence of Border Force staff at all points of entry? It is also very important that the implications for child safeguarding are carefully considered. That matter has already been alluded to, and I know that the Minister mentioned it in his opening speech. Can the Minister guarantee that unaccompanied under-18s will still be directed to Border Force officers?
I note that, at certain peak times, the e-gates in airports can be very busy. Obviously, where this is the case, lowering the age limit for e-gate use will not help speed up the arrivals process, so are the Government giving any thought to other measures that could help ease passenger congestion at particularly busy times?
Finally, it is important that this policy be reviewed at regular intervals and that the Home Office is rigorous in its annual monitoring of these safeguards as the policy beds in.

Lord Hanson of Flint
I am grateful to the noble Lords, Lord Davies of Gower and Lord German, and the noble Baroness, Lady Ludford, for their broad support for the order. They have asked legitimate questions, which I will come to in a moment. The purpose of this order is to improve the customer experience for young people and for children and families in particular—we are aware of that. We believe that the system is an added benefit and we support it.
In answer to the question about whether testing will take place before 8 July, I say that testing is taking place. I will not reveal the results of those tests, but testing is taking place and will continue to do so.
I mentioned in my opening remarks the officers of Border Force. They are central to my comments because they are professional officers who are trained to do a job. They will still be there in sufficient numbers to do that job. They are being trained in behaviour detection and to provide support for any child who, for whatever reason, cannot use—or fails to use—an eGate. I am confident that lowering the eGate age to eight will not significantly increase safeguarding risks.
The safety and protection of all passengers at the UK border is of the utmost importance to, and a primary concern of, the Government. We will continue to deploy Border Force officers in arrivals halls and at ports with a higher number of eGates. They will be able to monitor passengers using eGates and those in the queue. They will interact with families or groups to mitigate safeguarding risks. As they are now, they will be a visible presence. Where difficulties occur because a child is below the registered height—that is a real issue; people differ in height, but we need to have the machines in use—there is potential for a Border Force officer to involve themselves in that safeguarding role.
We encourage single adults travelling with children to enter the eGate first. That means that, should they or a child in the travelling group encounter any difficulties using the eGate, they will remain within the protection area of Border Force officials who can assist them. Where there are multiple parents—we have all done this in the past with our own children—one will perhaps go through first and see the children through, and the other will hold up the rear to see what is happening. My kids are now 38, 37, 36 and 23, and they are quite happily doing it themselves. Like the noble Lord, Lord German, I might on occasion have to take a grandchild through an eGate—three of them are seven, four and two years old and the youngest is five months old. None of them currently qualify, but they have got into Hansard, so that will be impressive in the future, if nothing else.
There are protections in place. The safety and security of the border is important. As I have set out, Border Force officers will continue to play a crucial role in supporting family groups and children crossing the UK border. I must say that we are not alone in undertaking this type of activity. A number of countries use similar procedures; for example, Australia and Singapore now allow seven year-olds and six year-olds, respectively, to use their versions of these gates.
It is important that we safeguard. Valid points have been made, but on behalf of the Government I am giving an assurance that trained staff are there and that, ultimately, the human element of this process is still present. I hope the process will allow speedier access and entry into the United Kingdom. I hope that I have answered the points that have been raised by noble Lords, and I commend the order to the Grand Committee.
Motion agreed.
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