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Thank you for your letter dated 20 July 2020 in which you ask for an update on historical
recommendations made by the House of Commons Defence Committee (HCDC) in
relation to the recruitment of personnel aged under 18 (U18) into the United Kingdom's
Armed Forces (AF).
It is important that I make clear from the outset that the Ministry of Defence maintains
that there is no issue in law with the recruitment of U18s in to the UKAF. Furthermore,
we have particular provisions in place to support the employment of young people into
our Armed Forces who continue to seek engaging and worthwhile careers in a huge
range of roles. Over the years, we have, of course, listened to the views of those who
take a different view to us on this issue, but we have not been persuaded by their
arguments that our policies for the recruitment of personnel under the age of 18 should
change.
Recruiting levels for personnel under the age of 18 are managed at a single Service
level and reflect the needs of each Service. The recruitment of under-18s is of particular
importance to the RN. We know that a recruit joining at 16 is much more likely to serve
for longer than somebody joining at 24 and this is a key factor when we consider the
resources expended on training personnel, particularly for specialist trades. Conversely,
whilst Royal Marines may join below the age of 18, the preference is to advise them to
delay until older to ensure the best chance of success during commando training.
The position of the Army, who proportionally recruit most of the under-18s who join the
Armed Forces, is that recruitment of this cohort provides a significant range of
opportunities. The Army Foundation College Harrogate (AFCH), which accounts for the
vast majority of under 18 recruiting in the Army, delivers the most comprehensive and
best resourced soldier Basic Training course in the world. No other Army invests as
much in their soldier training as the British Army does through AFCH. The College
delivers a transformational experience with over 80% of the trainees successfully
graduating to the next stage of training. On average, junior soldiers stay in the Army
longer and go further than their standard entry peers.
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Equally, the AFCH was assessed as OFSTED 'Outstanding' during the last inspection in
October 2017 in all three categories (Outcomes for recruits and trainees, Quality of
Welfare & Duty of Care, and the Effectiveness of Leadership & Management). It meets
all the requirements of the Education and Skills Act 2008, offering a first-class education
programme that results in many young people gaining qualifications that they would not
have obtained otherwise.
It is important to note that whilst some 28% of new entrants to the Army are under 18, of
these, around 97% are over 173/4 and some 99% are at least 171/2 by the time they
complete Phase 2. By the time personnel are inducted to their unit, most are 18.
Turning to the Royal Air Force (RAF), those under the age of 18 are not eligible for
Officer roles in any branch of the Service. In terms of Other Ranks recruitment,
approximately 90% of each yearly intake is made up of those aged 18 or over.
Therefore, due to the relatively low number of U18s recruited into the RAF each year,
there are currently no plans or anticipated requirement to conduct a review of the
potential impact of raising the recruitment age to 18.
In your letter you talk of a 'dependency' of recruiting personnel under the age of 18. I
think this is very much a matter of perspective. We of course need to maintain strong
fighting forces capable of carrying out a range of tasks and operational deployments,
and our younger cohorts have a role to play in that. At the same time, we are uniquely
positioned to offer them outstanding training and career opportunities which in many
cases are transferable to roles outside of the Services. I can assure you that the
welfare of these young people is paramount; we are externally audited by organisations
such as OFSTED, and as you will see, have achieved outstanding results.
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