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SOME DEFINITIONS  
TO GET STARTED… 

 

 
UNACCOMPANIED MIGRANT CHILDREN 
 
Unaccompanied migrant children are those who 
have moved from one country to another for many 
reasons (including work and money, getting away from 
poverty or harm, looking for a safe and happy future, to 
re-join friends or family)  
 
Sometimes they can be asylum seekers, especially 
when they flee their country because their life is in 
danger 
 
Sometimes, they are victims of trafficking, when 
adults force them into prostitution or other illegal 
activities 
 
These children or young people need protection, 
because they are separated from their families and are, 
therefore, at risk.  
 
THE BEST INTERESTS OF THE CHILD  
 
Unaccompanied migrant children who are away from 
their homelands need the help and support of adults to 
make decisions. Some decisions are made on their 
behalf by professionals like social workers, foster 
carers, lawyers, and immigration officers. All these 
decisions must be taken for the well-being of the 
child, and always in their best interests. 
  
These adults must therefore find the best possible 
solutions about education, health and the 
accommodation of each unaccompanied child. They 
should also help them to make friends and be with 
people who are safe, to find social and religious 
activities and to have contact with their families.  
 
The best interests of unaccompanied migrant children 
also means finding long term solutions that fit their 
situation, no matter where they are in the future. 
 

 

Protection means keeping children safe, providing food, shelter, 
education, medical care, friendships and social activities.  

And, very importantly, finding a long-lasting solution for their future  

THE UNITED NATIONS 
CONVENTION ON THE  
RIGHTS OF THE CHILD 

The United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child is an 

important international law 
agreement. It is there to make 

sure that the rights of all 
children are protected around 

the world. Most countries in the 
world have signed this. The 

Convention says that, a child is 
any person under the age of 18 

years. It also says that all 
children have:  

 
• The Right to be protected 

against all forms of 
discrimination (article 2) 
 

• The Right to well-being and 
to the protection of adults, 
always in the interest of 
the Child (article 3) 
 

• The Right to express their 
views freely and to give 
their opinion on any question 
that may concern them 
(article 12) 
 

• The Right to life and 
development (article 6), 
education (article 28), 
healthcare (article 24) and a 
sufficient standard of living 
(article 26) 

 
 

 
 

 
 



WHY THIS 
REPORT ? 

 
ALL COUNTRIES THAT HAVE SIGNED THE UNITED 

NATIONS CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD 
HAVE A DUTY TO PROTECT UNACCOMPANIED 

MIGRANT CHILDREN WITHIN THEIR TERRITORY 
 
 

 
HOWEVER MANY UNACCOMPANIED MIGRANT 

CHILDREN ARE NOT PROTECTED 
 

 
 

 

WE WANTED TO FIND OUT FROM 
MIGRANT CHILDREN WHY THEY WERE 

NOT PROTECTED  
 
Our goal was to understand the living conditions of 
these young people without any protection.  
 

• To describe their daily lives.  
• To discover the difficulties they face in order 

to access their rights.  
• To find out why they sometimes refused, 

abandoned or became excluded from the 
welfare services that the host countries 
offer them.  
 

WE DID THIS BY COLLECTING THE 
STORIES OF THE CHILDREN AND 

YOUNG PEOPLE CONCERNED 
 
We met with young people who were lacking 
protection and we listened to their stories in 
order to understand their views about their 
experiences and about the welfare systems put 
in place by the States hosting them.  

 

 

 

WHO ARE WE?  
 
We are a team of 
researchers who work for 
French national research. We 
work at MIGRINTER, a 
research laboratory in Poitiers 
(France) specialised in 
International Migration 
studies.   
 
 
Four organisations in 
France (Hors la Rue), Belgium 
(Service Droit des Jeunes), 
Italy (ASGI) and Spain (La 
Merced Migraciones) worked 
with us to collect the relevant 
information (see map).  
 

   

 
A lot of research shows that many countries in Europe do not correctly follow the rules and norms in the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. In some of these countries:  
 

• Unaccompanied children are detained when they first arrive in that country.  
 

• Some countries organise the return of young people back to places of danger, even when this is not 
what young people want.   
  

• In many European countries, the chances of being allowed to stay and settle are very limited. 
 

• Most children become « undocumented » or « illegal » migrants when they reach the age of 18  
 

 



 
HOW AND WHERE RESEARCH 

WAS CONDUCTED? 
 

 

 

In the countries studied, around half of all unaccompanied migrant 
children cared for by Welfare services ended up abandoning or being 

excluded from reception facilities! 

 

 



 

WHERE ARE THEY FROM? 



WHAT DO 
THEY DO ?  

A group of young Afghans in a park in Paris 
Photo- Julien Faure, 2012  

 

  

In order to make ends meet and to make sure 
they survived each day, some of these young 
people participate in i l legal activities. Often 
they sell drugs and counterfeit goods, 
sometimes they even steal. Some young girls 
are exploited and forced into prostitution. 
Many children originating from the Roma 
community are forced to beg or steal things 
such as copper. 
 
 
 

Because they are not cared for, or cared for 
properly, many of these youngsters have 
nothing to do. They spend large periods of 
time doing nothing. 

WHERE DO 
THEY LIVE ?  
A bedroom in a disused factory in Turin  
Photo- Daniel Senovilla Hernández, 2011 
                                                                                                   

Children without protection have to find shelter 
by themselves. They often sleep:  
 

• On the street (in tents or with sleeping 
bags) 

• In abandoned houses, squats, or 
disused factories 

• In the corridors and on the platforms of 
the underground (when security allows 
them to) 

• At friends’ houses or those of family 
members but often in poor conditions 
and only temporarily 

 
 

 

« There are some mornings that I 
wake up early and there are others 
that I sleep in until 11 or midday. 
Then I go to the park. There isn’t 
anything else to do. If I wake up 
early, what am I going to do until the 
evening? … That’s why I sleep in, in 
the mornings and go out in the 
afternoon » 

 

 
« So I met a few guys who told me to sell some stuff 

that I didn’t really like, such as drugs or those 
types of things. Then I met a guy who was selling 

counterfeit goods on the market. So to avoid 
selling drugs, I started to sell this stuff… » 

 



In some countries there are emergency 
solutions in place (for example sleeping in a 
sports hall), but each child has to be chosen 
each night. Sometimes these young people 
manage to sleep in reception centers for 
homeless people. In all these situations 
unaccompanied children are extremely 
stressed and live in really poor 
conditions.  
 

Young migrant living on the street  
Paris- 10th district 

Photo- Julien Faure, 2012 
 

HOW DO THEY 
GET HEALTH 
CARE? 

Most of these young people find it  difficult to get 
medical care, often because they don’t have the right 
documents to get a health card. They only get medical 
care in case of emergencies. In any case, they consider 
themselves to be tough; they say they don’t need to be 
taken care of. Yet, many of them take drugs to support 
their unease and consequently have addiction problems. 
Some experience mental ill health although care for 
these problems is often scarce. 
A water point used by young migrants living  

in a disused factory in Turin  
Photo- Daniel Senovilla, 2011  
 
 

DO THEY GO TO SCHOOL ? 
 

 
When they live on the street, these young 
people have great difficulty attending 
school regularly. We found that sometimes 
they didn’t have enough money to buy school 
equipment or clothes. When they live in 
hostels, it takes a long time to get to school and 
transport is expensive. There are also 
difficulties in fitting in to mainstream classes 
and there are few classes adapted to their 
level. Since they have no documentation, some 
of these young people cannot follow 
professional training courses either. 

 

 
« I want to keep going to 
school but if I don’t have any 
money, I can’t live without 
food, clothes or books » 
 



WHY ARE THEY RECEIVING 
INADEQUATE PROTECTION? 

 
BECAUSE THEY ARE ACCOMODATED IN HOSTELS, ALMOST WITHOUT ANY SUPERVISION 
  
Many of the unaccompanied children we met 
were accommodated in hostels. According to the 
relevant authorities in the host countries, this is 
an initial solution, while waiting for a 
permanent place in a reception centre. The 
problem is that this solution is long drawn out 
and the young migrants can stay for several 
months in these hostels (particularly in France 
and Belgium).  

Moreover, when they are in these hostels, these 
young people are not supported by social 
workers (they just get a little pocket money for 
their meals and clothes). The interviewed 
children told us that sometimes the managers of 
these hostels treated them poorly, that the 
other clients were unpleasant and that it was 
very noisy.

 
IN THE BEST CASE SCENARIO, THEY ARE IN FOSTER FAMILIES OR CARE CENTRES 
 
Sometimes these young migrants are placed into 
foster families but, in the countries that we 
visited, this is very rare. Therefore they are 
more often placed in care centres together with 
national children or in specialised centres for 
young migrants.  
 

Sometimes the problem in these centres is there 
are not enough social workers to care 
properly for each child or staff members are not 
trained correctly or are not motivated 
enough.  

 
IN THE RECEPTION CENTERS, THEY DON’T 
NECESSARILY UNDERSTAND THE RULES…  
 
The rules in some centres are extremely strict.  
Sometimes, they are forbidden from going out. 
They feel like that they have been locked up and 
this pushes them into abandoning the care 
centres. 
 
… OR THEY HAVE TROUBLE LIVING WITH 
OTHER PEOPLE 
 
At times there can be tension and disputes between the different groups of young people placed in the 
reception centres. A lot of children also complain of over aggressive social workers.  These young 
migrants told us that social workers were often suspicious of them (regarding their age, their home 
country, their migration routes, and their family). As a 
result, many lose confidence and self-esteem and end 
up abandoning the care facilities.  
 
THANKFULLY, SOMETIMES, IT WORKS !   
 
Many of these unaccompanied migrant children have 
simple basic needs, similar to those of any young person 
of their age: to feel safe, to get an education, to make 
friends, to be able to have fun… Some of these children 
find that the social workers are of real help to them. This 
proves that a high standard of social and educational 
work plays a positive role in protecting and even 
integrating these young people.  

 

« I don’t want to go back to the 
center; there are too many rules, 
like what time to eat and when you 
can talk to someone else. There was 
always someone there to tell you 
when and where to go. You know, I 
didn’t like that at all…» 

 

 

« My social worker really 
supported me and gave me 
regular advice. Every time I 
think about it, the way she 
helped me without knowing who 
I was, but she helped me just 
like that » 



 

UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN 
CLAIMING FOR CARE 

 
 
R. came from Pakistan; he 
arrived in Paris via Turkey 
and Italy. He had to sleep on 
the street for 10 days before 
being accommodated in a 
care centre 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

This 16 year old Nepalese boy 
has finally found permanent 

accommodation, after a long 
wait. 

 
 
 

 
Many unaccompanied 
children are living on the 
streets of Paris waiting to 
be admitted into care. 
 
 
 



 

 

  



WHY ARE THEY LACKING 
PROTECTION AND AT RISK? 

 
BECAUSE THEY CAN BECOME ILLEGAL IMMIGRANTS FROM ONE DAY TO ANOTHER  
 
Sometimes, unaccompanied children are granted asylum or immigration status and are allowed to 
live in the host country. The authorities usually evaluate the age on arrival, their « level of 
integration », the « educational progress »; their links with their home country. These criteria are 
quite vague and misunderstood by these youngsters.  
 
However many of them become « undocumented » once they reach 18. Therefore they can be 
deported and many lose all  hope of becoming part of their new society. This pushes some young 
people to abandon care provisions. 

But, if they can legally stay in the host country once they are 18, this encourages 
and motivates them to stay in or register for care provisions 

 
BECAUSE, SOMETIMES THEIR FAMILY AND FRIENDS CAN BE A BAD INFLUENCE ON THEM  
 
Families send some of these young people from their home country with a specific purpose: earning 
money. Furthermore families must pay back the money borrowed in order to be able to travel. 
Children are under pressure to quickly find money-making activities so that they can send money 
to their family back home. In some cases, adults from their community also living in the host country 
may ask or even force these children to work.  
 
Some of the young people, especially those who had travelled alone, meet up with other young 
people of the same community and do the same things as them. In order to be like others from 
their country, they steal or sell  drugs. These newly arrived children are particularly at risk.   
 
BECAUSE POWERFUL PEOPLE (THE AUTHORITIES) DON’T ALWAYS TREAT THEM 
PROPERLY  
 
People who have power like social workers, immigration officers, police, and lawyers should 
protect young migrants. However, even if children have documents proving they are underage, 
authorities in most European countries may claim that they are in fact adults. In France, children 
were selected on the streets in order to sleep indoors (for example in a sports hall). In Spain, 
authorities shut them away with adults when they arrive. In Belgium, unaccompanied 
children not seeking asylum are in most cases excluded from protection. In Italy, young 
migrants were rejected from care facilities, for reasons often unclear. All  these practices 
exclude unaccompanied migrant children from protection, which they are entitled to.   

 

 

« I was a little bit older than 17 when I came to France. I only had a couple of 
months left before I was 18, and I didn’t know anything really. I didn’t know at all 
that after I was 18, nobody would be there to help me, that I would have nothing, 

and that I would be completely alone » 

 



WHY DO STATES  
HAVE THE DUTY TO ACT? 

 
 

Since they migrated from one country to another, these children can be 
mistreated. They are not able to assert their rights and they are at risk. The new 
countries they find themselves in do not always respect their obligations 
to protect children, particularly those contained in the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. During this study, we observed that, 
unaccompanied migrant children:  
 

o Do not get suitable housing  
o Are not allowed to go to school or to get professional training 
o Are not supported properly 
o Their development is often harmed  
o They are often discriminated against 
o They are often excluded from care provisions 

 
 

However, these children and young people have the right to a better life. 
This life may be in a different place from their home country.  

There will always be unaccompanied migrant children in need of protection.  
 
 

Therefore we must do all we can in order to protect them and 
enforce their rights recognised by the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child.  
 
 

States, professionals, associations, social workers and the general public must 
collaborate in order to find solutions and guarantee these children and 

young adults a better life.  
 
 

We must listen to these young people and take into account their opinions.  
 

We must not only work for them but also with them! 
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