
Identifying good practices in, and improving, the connections 
between actors involved in reception, protection and 
integration of unaccompanied children in Europe

The Project is  
funded by the  
European Commission

IDENTIFICATION 
RECEPTION  
PROTECTION
OF UNACCOMPANIED 
CHILDREN

LOCAL CO-OPERATION 
FOR UNACCOMPANIED 
CHILDREN

A TOOL TO ASSESS  
AND IMPROVE RECEPTION  
CONDITIONS



Save the Children Sweden 
Project Coordinator and Editor: Mikaela Hagan, Save the Children Sweden
Text and Research: Monika Lundin, Independent Consultant Evolute, Mikaela Hagan & Linus Torgeby, 
Project Team, Save the Children Sweden.
Language review: Cat McIllroy, Independent Consultant
Design: Bakos DESIGN
Special thanks to: Margaretha Johnsson and Gun Rosvall, County Authority of Västra Götaland (project 
partner), Margareta Dahlbom, Lidköping (pilot municipality) and all the stakeholders consulted during the 
project including young migrants and partners.

This tool was produced within the context of the EU funded project CONNECT – “Identifying good 
practices in, and improving, the connections between actors involved in reception, protection and 
integration of unaccompanied children in Europe”, 2014.

This tool has been produced with the financial support of the European Commission. The contents of this 
report can in no way be taken to reflect the views of the European Commission.

Project partners: Save the Children Sweden, UNHCR’s Bureau for EU Affairs, Swedish County 
Administration in Västra Götaland, Save the Children Italy, Don Calabria Institute, The Italian Ministry of 
Labour and Social Policies, Coram Children’s Legal Centre, and Stichting Nidos. 

Sweden

Italia ONLUS

2Local Co-operation for Unaccompanied Children



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction ......................................................................................................................4

The CONNECT project  ...............................................................................................4

Local Co-operation for Unaccompanied Children  
– A Tool to Assess and Improve Reception Conditions ..........................................6

Underlying EU and Child Rights Obligations ..............................................................8

How to use the tool ........................................................................................................9

SECTION 1: THE UN CONVENTION  
ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD ................................................................. 11

General Principles ....................................................................................................... 11

Non-discrimination ....................................................................................................... 11

The best interests of the child ....................................................................................12

The right to life, survival and development ..............................................................13

Respect for the views of the child .............................................................................. 14

SECTION 2: THE CYCLE - ON-GOING INTER-AGENCY WORK  
TO IMPROVE RECEPTION CONDITIONS ...............................................15

STEP 1: Co-operation ................................................................................................ 16

STEP 2: Mapping ...........................................................................................................19

STEP 3: Creating an Action Plan .........................................................................24

STEP 4: Evaluation and Follow-up .....................................................................28

SECTION 3: THE CHECKLIST  
- ACHIEVING A RIGHTS-BASED RECEPTION ..................................... 31

A) General Measures of Implementation  
– how to build a system for child rights ......................................................................32

Decentralisation, federalisation and delegation .......................................................33

Legislative measures ......................................................................................................35

Justiciability of rights .....................................................................................................36

Development of comprehensive national (and local) strategy ..............................37

Co-ordination of implementation of children’s rights ............................................39

Privatisation ....................................................................................................................40

Monitoring implementation .........................................................................................41

Data collection, analysis and development of indicators .......................................42

Making children visible in budgets ..............................................................................43

Training and capacity building ......................................................................................44

Co-operation with civil society ..................................................................................45

International co-operation ..........................................................................................46

Knowledge of the Convention on the Rights of the Child .....................................47

B) Protection, Reception and Integration  
of Unaccompanied Children ..........................................................................................48

Care and Accommodation ...........................................................................................49

Legal Guardianship ........................................................................................................ 52

Responding to Trafficking ............................................................................................55

Preventing and Responding to Disappearances .......................................................59

Health and Well-being .................................................................................................. 61

Education .........................................................................................................................64

Leisure and Civil Rights ................................................................................................69

References .......................................................................................................................71

3Local Co-operation for Unaccompanied Children



INTRODUCTION Every year thousands of unaccompanied children travel to Europe in search 
of a new life. Reception conditions as well as access to asylum and other 
protection procedures differ between countries and further progress is needed 
to ensure that unaccompanied children’s rights are respected in EU Member 
States. A wide range of actors and issues are involved in responding to the 
situation of unaccompanied children arriving in Europe. The CONNECT 
Project aims to contribute to ensuring proper implementation and application 
of EU obligations, in line with the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights and the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), by considering the roles 
and responsibilities of actors responding to the situation of these children and 
how they best work together. 

THE CONNECT PROJECT 

Save the Children Sweden together with the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees’ (UNHCR) Bureau for Europe, NIDOS in the Netherlands, Coram 
Children’s Legal Centre in the UK, Save the Children Italy, Don Calabria 
Institute, the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies in Italy, and the 
County Administration in Västra Götaland in Sweden, received EU funding 
for a 12 month project, ending in September 2014. The project aims were to 
identify and promote good practices in reception and protection based on 
national mappings carried out in Italy, the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK. 
The CONNECT Project has also produced a Reference Document on Unac-
companied Children - a Compilation of Relevant EU Laws & Policies that will 
support EU Member States and other actors in ensuring proper application 
of EU law and policy relating to unaccompanied children, in line with the EU 
Charter of Fundamental Rights and the UNCRC.

The project also produced a comparative report based on the country reports, 
identifying common challenges across the four countries and national prac-
tices from one country that might inspire good practice across the region.
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Through pilot projects, each country has developed practical tools that can 
be used by actors across the EU Member States. These tools focus on specific 
aspects of how actors address the situation of unaccompanied children and 
can be used separately or jointly as a toolkit:

In developing the tools we have tried to ensure that the tools are:
a) based on a child rights perspective and relevant EU obligations,  
b)  directed towards strengthening the capacity of actors to engage in the situation 

of children and, to the extent possible, support better inter-agency work, 

c) relevant, practical and effective and 

d) aspirational and transferable to other contexts.

WHO’S RESPONSIBLE

A Tool to Strengthen Co-operation between 
Actors Involved in the Protection System for 
Unaccompanied Migrant Children (Italy)

THE RIGHT TO BE HEARD 
AND PARTICIPATION OF 
UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN

A Tool to Support the Collection of Children’s Views 
on Protection and Reception Services (The NL)

LOCAL CO-OPERATION FOR 
UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN

A Tool to Assess and Improve 
Reception Conditions (Sweden)

WORKING WITH THE 
UNACCOMPANIED CHILD

A Tool for Guardians and Other Actors Working 
for the Best Interest of the Child (the NL)

STANDARDS TO ENSURE THAT 
UNACCOMPANIED MIGRANT 
CHILDREN ARE ABLE TO FULLY 
PARTICIPATE

A Tool to Assist Actors in Legal and 
Judicial Proceedings (the UK)

5Local Co-operation for Unaccompanied Children



LOCAL CO-OPERATION FOR 
UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN – A 
TOOL TO ASSESS AND IMPROVE 
RECEPTION CONDITIONS

BACKGROUND

This tool builds on practical experiences from Sweden. In 2006, the organ-
isation of reception services was decentralised from the Swedish Migration 
Board, at national level, to Social Services at the municipality level. Decentral-
isation of reception services has also occurred in several other countries, such 
as Denmark, the United Kingdom and France.

Since decentralisation, Save the Children Sweden has made efforts to improve 
local reception conditions and local inter-agency co-operation, with par-
ticular emphasis on promoting equality in services provided and improving 
quality. One of the main challenges with decentralisation is the difference in 
the quality of services provided to unaccompanied children. While some mu-
nicipalities have a high degree of specialisation and high levels of support to 
actors (such as guardians), other municipalities are not as well resourced. The 
use of private contractors and how these services are procured also varies to 
a great extent. On the positive side, decentralisation has helped to enforce the 
so-called “normalisation process” where unaccompanied children are now 
cared for by the same local social services responsible for all children. Local 
organisations are considered more flexible and better positioned to provide 
holistic, child rights-based services. Decentralisation also allows for local 
initiatives, innovation and creativity, which children can benefit from.

Over the years, a number of projects have contributed to the development of 
appropriate guidelines and educational materials for local actors. Co-opera-
tion takes place in several municipalities, however, mostly on an individual 

case basis and more rarely on a structural level. Networks involving different 
actors locally and regionally (within the counties) are emerging, but more 
formal inter-agency and monitoring mechanisms are needed.

HOW THE TOOL WAS DEVELOPED

The tool was developed together with the County Authority in Västra Göta-
land (project partner), which has a national co-ordination mandate regarding 
unaccompanied children among the 21 counties in Sweden. Discussions and 
meetings took place during the pilot project, with actors such as local author-
ities, social services, guardians, experts and young unaccompanied migrants 
themselves. These discussions together with research on international stand-
ards, national and local reports and practices form the basis of this tool. The 
input given by the pilot municipalities, such as Lidköping Municipality, has 
been of great importance. The work also benefitted from feedback given by the 
CONNECT Project partners and Regional Advisory Panel members.

The tool was discussed at a Stakeholders Meeting in Gothenburg in January 
2014, with the following criteria developed by actors involved in providing 
reception services: 

A  the tool should work in different local contexts where  
various preconditions exist; 

B it should be concrete and help clarify responsibilities; 

C it should highlight planning as an important aspect of reception; 

D it should aid in evaluation of reception practices; and 

E not be too detailed.

In Brussels, during the CONNECT Regional Conference workshop on the 
tool in June 2014 almost 40 local, national, and regional stakeholders and 
actors from a wide range of European countries (Norway, Malta, Denmark, 
France, Belgium, Greece, Austria, Finland, Sweden, the UK, Portugal, and the 
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Netherlands) participated. This has contributed to ensuring the transferability 
of the tool to other contexts.

PURPOSE OF THE TOOL

The tool is meant to be a guide and inspiration to assess and improve local 
reception conditions through a series of practical steps, including workshops, 
with the purpose of collectively assessing reception conditions and creating 
an action plan. By promoting regular collective assessment and actions, the 
tool aims to strengthen inter-agency co-operation and improve reception con-
ditions for unaccompanied children. It emphasises the need to engage with 
the local community, primarily through increased civil society involvement in 
the process.

The model for co-operation and assessment of reception conditions present-
ed in this tool focuses on creating structures that support the fulfilment of 
children’s rights, rather than suggesting which actors should exist and what 
their responsibilities should be. The rights of the child are placed to the fore, 
with emphasis on their competence and how they can and must be involved in 
all decisions concerning their life, survival and development. Actors working 
with the child are obliged to find solutions that are in their best interest and 
the child’s own opinions are key to achieving the most sustainable and effec-
tive solutions.

WHO IS THE TOOL FOR

This tool can be used by policy makers and decision-makers at national, re-
gional and local levels, staff working with unaccompanied children in differ-
ent capacities, as well as by co-ordinating actors at national and local level.

The tool is based on experiences from actors engaged in the Swedish system, 
but has been designed with the view of also being applied in a centralised re-
ception system. It can be used as an advocacy tool, providing support to assess 

and highlight areas for improvement. All actors already engaged in or wanting 
to improve the quality and effectiveness of responses to unaccompanied chil-
dren are expected to find additional inspiration in this tool.

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS

In this tool, the concept of reception includes care and accommodation, 
education, provision of guardianship services, healthcare, and leisure. Spe-
cifically is also highlighted the need for actors to prevent and respond to 
disappearances and to victims of trafficking. The unaccompanied child refers 
to every unaccompanied child regardless of status: the asylum-seeking child, 
the child who has received a residence permit, the child who has been denied 
a permit, as well as the undocumented, disappeared, and/or trafficked child. 
The obvious complexities surrounding the last three categories will impact on 
the possibilities to adequately cover their specific protection needs in this tool, 
however, these children are rights holders to the fullest extent.

Given that international standards and obligations form the basis of this tool, 
it acts as a guideline for assessment to a certain degree, however, the tool does 
not necessarily cover all relevant aspects. The assessment is more or less based 
on the opinions of actors involved. It is therefore a tool with the purpose of 
mobilising around reception as well as monitoring the actual conditions. 
Challenges in using the tool can be limited resources available and a lack of 
political and/or public commitment to prioritise unaccompanied children. In 
this context, it is important to stress that one of the main goals of improved 
co-operation is cost-effectiveness with efficient responses. Improvement does 
not necessarily have to entail increased cost, sometimes it requires changing 
routines, improving collaboration with civil society actors and adapting poli-
cies and systems.
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UNDERLYING EU AND CHILD 
RIGHTS OBLIGATIONS

The recast EU Reception Conditions Directive aims to ensure equivalent 
reception conditions for applicants of international protection in EU Member 
States:

“  Member States shall, with due respect to their constitutional structure, put 
in place relevant mechanisms in order to ensure that appropriate guidance, 
monitoring and control of the level of reception conditions are established.”

According to Article 28 of the recast Reception Directive:

In addition, Article 24 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights states that 
the best interest of the child should be given primary consideration, the prin-
ciple of family unity should be respected and that the child has a right to be 
heard.

These instruments have served as the basis for developing this tool. In order 
to fulfil the rights and the needs of unaccompanied children, a wide range of 
actors are necessary regardless of the system in place. This tool is meant to en-
sure and inspire actors to assess and develop local reception practices through 
co-operation and increased co-ordination.

All EU Member States have signed the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) upon which this tool is firmly based, and Article 4 of the 
Convention is particularly relevant:

“  States Parties shall undertake all appropriate legislative, administrative, 
and other measures for the implementation of the rights recognized 
in the present Convention. With regard to economic, social and 
cultural rights, States Parties shall undertake such measures 
to the maximum extent of their available resources and, where 
needed, within the framework of international co-operation.”

The implications of Article 41 are more fully described in the UN CRC Gener-
al Comment No. 5 (2003) General measures of implementation of the Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child, and this General Comment will be frequently 
used as a source of reference in this tool. (Further information on General 
Comment No. 5 is included in Chapter 3)

All rights apply to all children, at all times. Nevertheless, unaccompanied chil-
dren are explicitly referred to in Article 22 of the Convention:

“  States Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure that a 
child who is seeking refugee status or who is considered a refugee 
in accordance with applicable international or domestic law and 
procedures shall, whether unaccompanied or accompanied by his or 
her parents or by any other person, receive appropriate protection and 
humanitarian assistance in the enjoyment of applicable rights set forth 
in the present Convention and in other international human rights or 
humanitarian instruments to which the said States are Parties.”

1 Together with Arts. 42 and 44, para 6.

The “Reference Document on 
Unaccompanied Children - a 
Compilation of Relevant EU Laws 
& Policies” provides more detail on 
relevant EU and Child rights obligations.

Available at: http://goo.gl/m8Mx01
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HOW TO USE THE TOOL

This tool acknowledges that there is no “one size fits all” approach to improv-
ing reception conditions for unaccompanied children. Therefore, the level 
of detail presented here aims to be inspirational, rather than prescriptive. A 
contextualised process will require the outlining of an adapted road map – a 
map which can make use of some of the recommendations in this tool, while 
others, for various reasons, can be more difficult to translate into practice. The 
steps in the tool should be regarded as building blocks enabling a diversity 
of structures aimed at improving reception conditions for unaccompanied 
children.

This visual image presents 
the tool and its use, with 
three main sections – 
the UNCRC, the Cycle, 
and the Checklist (with 
clusters of specific 
rights in the centre). 
The inter-linkages and 
combined use of these 
sections are developed 
below.

SECTION 1 – UN CONVENTION ON THE 
RIGHTS OF THE CHILD (CHAPTER 3)

This section introduces the fundamental basis of all work related to the tool 
– the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. It revolves around the four 
general principles and the CRC Committee’s General Comments most rele-
vant for the tool. The first part of this section includes a description of Gen-
eral Comment No.5 on the General Measures of Implementation, which play 
a key role in the provision of child rights and child-friendly structures and 
are particularly prominent in the Checklist part of this tool (see Chapter 5). 
Among the General Measures, the issue of co-ordination among actors is es-
pecially important in this tool together with the need to evaluate practices and 
for child rights implementation to be a process. Understanding child rights, 
particularly their practical implementation, is an area constantly evolving and 
bringing new perspectives into child rights promoting practices. The inclusion 
of these perspectives into practical implementation is part of the recurring 
process promoted here.

SECTION 2 – THE CYCLE

Section 2 of the tool (Chapter 4) is what we call the Cycle – the on-going 
process of improving reception conditions visualised in cyclical form in the 
image. This section presents a process of co-ordinated efforts and co-opera-
tion between actors. It describes a concrete approach for the full cycle in four 
phases, from the identification of stakeholders and initiating co-operation, 
through the process of jointly mapping and assessing reception conditions, 
with the aim of arriving at a joint action plan. The implementation phase 
cannot be described in the same level of detail as the process leading up to 
the action plan and is therefore not included as a phase in the Cycle process. 
However, a number of key issues are presented that will facilitate and improve 
implementation, regardless of the scope of the actual action plan, as quality in 
implementation is really what the entire process is all about. The fourth phase 
of the on-going Cycle is evaluation and follow-up. The cyclical nature demon-
strates the need for these steps to evolve and adapt over time to adequately 
respond to the rights and needs of unaccompanied children.

TIP! To begin, become familiar with all parts and steps of the tool.  
A good overview will facilitate the adaptations required and provide you 
with arguments to support choices.

1. COOPERATION 2. MAPPING

4. EVALUATION

3. CREATING AN
ACTION PLAN

THE CRC

Care and 
accomodation

Health and
Well-being

Education

Leisure and 
Civil Rights

Legal
guardianship

Responding 
to tra�cking 
and disappe-

rances
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SECTION 3 – THE CHECKLIST

The third part of the tool (Chapter 5) is the Checklist. In order to achieve a 
truly co-ordinated approach to implementation of an action plan, this tool 
encourages that the Checklist is perceived as a whole, rather than many sepa-
rate checklists. However, to facilitate a wider (sometimes sector-focused) use, 
the Checklist has been divided into different areas for exploration, so the tool 
can be used to make improvements which are relatively sector-specific, for 
example within education, health, or leisure.

The Checklist emphasises that no sector or actors can act in complete isola-
tion as there are vertical as well as horizontal relations to other stakeholders 
and duty bearers that necessarily influence the sectors, directly or indirectly. 
The tool tries to proactively and constructively highlight these links and rec-
ommends that they are strengthened.

The Checklist is a crucial tool in the Mapping phase of the Cycle and in 
assessing current practices, but it is by no means only confined to use within 
this step. All steps can benefit from applying findings that emerge from the 
Checklist’s use.

The Checklist is based on the Articles of the UNCRC and this is where the ac-
tual application of child rights, as presented in Section 1 of the tool, comes to 
life and can be measured to a certain extent. Article 4 of the Convention and 
General Comment No.5 have been key sources of reference for the Checklist 
regarding overall and local reception conditions. The General Principles of 
the Convention have primarily guided the standards of the Checklist.

A co-ordinated approach is considered the best use of resources, with the 
greatest impact, from the point of view of children and professionals. The tool 
does not claim to cover all aspects deserving attention, but the following areas 
are identified for exploration through the use of the Checklist:

General Measures of Implementation and Special Protection Measures 
with the following sub-chapters:

• Care and Accommodation

• Legal Guardianship

• Responding to Trafficking and Disappearances

• Health and Well-being

• Education

• Leisure and Civil Rights
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SECTION 1:  
THE UN CONVENTION  
ON THE RIGHTS  
OF THE CHILD

This section outlines the foundation upon which all work on improving 
reception conditions for unaccompanied children is expected to be based, 
namely the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and its General 
Comments. These comments have been produced by the Committee on 
the Rights of the Child to provide guidance on the interpretation and 
implementation of the Convention.

Fulfilling the rights of unaccompanied children remains a challenge that 
has drawn the attention of the Committee on the Rights of the Child on 
several occasions. National migration policies and legislation do not 
necessarily adopt a child rights perspective or consider the particular 
vulnerabilities of children in the context of migration. The Committee 
on the Rights of the Child has raised these concerns during sessions with 
State parties as part of the periodic reporting procedures, as well as in 
General Comment No. 6, specifically highlighting how the Convention 
should be applied in relation to unaccompanied children outside their 
country of origin.2

The Convention will not be addressed in its entirety and only the so-
called General Principles will be presented here, with references made to 
other General Comments under each principle. Additional guidance on 
concrete rights-based implementation can be found in Chapter 5 of this 
tool, the Checklist.

GENERAL PRINCIPLES

The CRC is grounded on four general principles meant to guide the interpre-
tation of the Convention as a whole and its practical implementation on all 
levels. These principles are: Article 2 – non-discrimination; Article 3 – the best 
interests of the child; Article 6 – the child’s right to life, survival and develop-
ment; and Article 12 – the respect for the views of the child. These principles 
and their relevance for unaccompanied children are described in further 
detail below.2

NON-DISCRIMINATION

“  States Parties shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present 
Convention to each child within their jurisdiction without discrimination of 
any kind, irrespective of the child’s or his or her parent’s or legal guardian’s 
race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national, 
ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status.”

Article 2

State obligations deriving from the CRC apply to each child within the State’s 
territory and to all children subject to its jurisdiction. These obligations apply 
within the borders of a State, including with respect to those children who 
come under the State’s jurisdiction while attempting to enter the country’s 
territory. Enjoyment of rights are not limited to children who are citizens of 
a State, but must be available to all children, irrespective of their nationality, 
immigration status, or statelessness.

Obligations apply to all branches of government – executive, legal and judi-
cial. So-called negative obligations mean that States must refrain from taking 

2  “Country of origin” is defined by the CRC Committee as the country of nationality or, in the 
case of a stateless child, the country of habitual residence. (CRC/GC/2005/6, para 11).

11Local Co-operation for Unaccompanied Children

www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/docs/GC6.pdf


measures that violate the rights of children. Positive obligations mean that 
States have to take measures to ensure all children’s enjoyment of rights, with-
out discrimination. States are obliged to proactively work to avoid breaches of 
children’s rights, and provide assistance to fulfil their rights.3

The non-discrimination principle does not prevent, but may indeed call for, 
differentiated action to adequately respond to protection needs. Some catego-
ries of children are explicitly highlighted in the Convention, such as children 
with disabilities in Art. 23. States are obliged to recognise the rights of a child 
with a disability to special care, appropriate to their condition and circum-
stances. The rights of children with disabilities are further detailed in General 
Comment No. 9. Age and/or gender issues are likely to prompt differentiated 
approaches. The State also has to undertake proactive and remedial action to 
address any misperceptions or stigmatisation of unaccompanied and the most 
marginalised children.4

THE BEST INTERESTS OF THE CHILD

“  In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or 
private social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities 
or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary 
consideration. States Parties undertake to ensure the child such protection 
and care as is necessary for his or her well-being, taking into account 
the rights and duties of his or her parents, legal guardians, or other 
individuals legally responsible for him or her, and, to this end, shall take 
all appropriate legislative and administrative measures. States Parties 
shall ensure that the institutions, services and facilities responsible for the 
care or protection of children shall conform with the standards established 
by competent authorities, particularly in the areas of safety, health, in the 
number and suitability of their staff, as well as competent supervision.”
Article 3

3 General Comment No. 6, para 13.
4 General Comment No. 6, para 18.

Among the guiding principles of the CRC, the best interests of the child is the 
one which most conveys the fundamental message of the Convention. It is 
relevant to every single right in the convention, at all times. By giving prima-
ry consideration to the best interests of the child in every decision, it is more 
likely to ensure that all rights of the child are respected. The best interests of 
the child is referred to as a right, a principle, and a rule of procedure.5

When a child becomes unaccompanied, they enter what is referred to as a 
“displacement cycle”. The principle of the best interests of the child must be 
respected during the entire displacement cycle. In all stages, a best interest 
determination must be prepared and documented before reaching any deci-
sion that can fundamentally impact on the life of the unaccompanied child. A 
determination has to be preceded by a comprehensive assessment of the child’s 
identity, including their nationality, upbringing, ethnic, cultural and linguis-
tic background, particular vulnerabilities, and protection needs.6

5 General Comment No.14, part A, p. 3.
6 General Comment No. 6, paras 19-20.

UNHCR and UNICEF has jointly 
published a guidance on best interest. 
The document aims to support States 
in the EU and EFTA in applying the 
best interests principle as a primary 
consideration when dealing with 
unaccompanied and separated children 
in their territory.

Safe and Sound: What States can do 
to Ensurerespect for the Best Interests 
of Unaccompanied and Separated 
Children in Europe

Available at: http://goo.gl/VnQLQQ

WHAT STATES CAN DO TO ENSURE RESPECT FOR  
THE BEST INTERESTS OF UNACCOMPANIED AND 
SEPARATED CHILDREN IN EUROPE

SAFE&SOUND
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When authorities have made the decision to place an unaccompanied child 
“for the purposes of care, protection or treatment of his or her physical or 
mental health”, they need to recognise that the child has the right to a peri-
odic review of their treatment and all other circumstances relevant to their 
placement (Article 25).7

References to the best interests of the child appear frequently throughout the 
Convention. For example, Article 9 states that no child shall be separated 
from their parents against their will, except when competent authorities de-
termine that such separation is necessary for the best interests of the child. An 
investigation into the circumstances surrounding the child and possibilities 
for reunification with parents should be initiated as quickly as possible when a 
child has been identified as unaccompanied. Information regarding the loca-
tion of the child shall only be withheld from the parents when required for the 
safety of the child or otherwise to secure the best interests of the child.8

In 2013, General Comment No. 14 was issued on the right of the child to have 
their best interests taken as a primary consideration. It provides a framework 
for assessing and determining the child’s best interests and does not attempt 
to prescribe what is best for the child in any given situation at any point in 
time. Inaction or failure to take action are also “actions”, for example, when 
social welfare authorities fail to act to protect children from neglect or abuse.9

The main objective of General Comment No. 14 is to strengthen the under-
standing and application of the right of children to have their best interests 
assessed and taken as a primary consideration in all actions concerning them. 
Its overall objective is to promote real change in attitudes leading to the full 
respect of children as rights holders.10

7 General Comment No. 6, para 22.
8 General Comment No. 6, para 30.
9 General Comment No.14, para 18.
10 General Comment No.14, para 12.

THE RIGHT TO LIFE, SURVIVAL AND DEVELOPMENT

“  States Parties recognise that every child has the inherent right 
to life. States Parties shall ensure to the maximum extent 
possible the survival and development of the child.”

Article 6

States are expected to interpret “development” in its broadest sense as a holis-
tic concept, embracing the child’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral, psycho-
logical and social development. Implementation measures should be aimed at 
achieving the optimal development for all children.11

Unaccompanied children are exposed to various risks that affect their life, 
survival and development. Trafficking, other forms of exploitation, and 
involvement in criminal activities risk harming the child severely and, in 
extreme cases, can lead to the child’s death. State parties need to be even more 
vigilant when organised crime can be involved and there is always an obliga-
tion to protect the child from anything that can jeopardise their right to life, 
survival and development.

Practical measures should be taken at all levels to protect children from these 
risks and could include actions, such as priority procedures for child victims 
of trafficking, the prompt appointment of guardians, provision of informa-
tion to children about the risks they may encounter, and establishment of 
measures to provide follow-up to children particularly at risk. These measures 
should be regularly evaluated to ensure their effectiveness.12

11 General Comment No. 5, p. 4.
12 General Comment No. 6, paras 23-24.
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RESPECT FOR THE VIEWS OF THE CHILD

“  States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his 
or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters 
affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in 
accordance with the age and maturity of the child. For this purpose, 
the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity to be heard 
in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the child, 
either directly, or through a representative or an appropriate body, in 
a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law.”

Article 12

Article 12 is a unique provision in a human rights treaty as it addresses the 
legal and social status of children who lack the full autonomy of adults, but are 
also rights holders.13 The right of all children to be heard and taken seriously 
constitutes one of the fundamental values of the Convention.

General Comment No. 12 presents a legal analysis of Article 12 and explains 
the necessary requirements to fully realise this right, in particular, in judicial 
and administrative proceedings. It also presents the link between Article 12 
and the other three guiding principles, and in relation to other Articles of the 
Convention.

In determining the type of assistance provided to unaccompanied children, 
the Convention states the obligation to seek and take into account the child’s 
views and wishes. To enable children to express such views and wishes, it is 
absolutely crucial to provide the child with relevant information in ways that 
are appropriate to their maturity and level of understanding. When needed to 
ensure reliable communication, interpreters must be able to convey the views 
and wishes of the child.14 It is not necessary that the child has comprehensive 

13 General Comment No. 12, para 1.
14 General Comment No. 6, para 25.

knowledge of all aspects of the matter affecting them, but that they have suf-
ficient understanding to be capable of appropriately forming their own views 
on the matter.15

For the first time in an international human rights treaty, the Convention 
introduces the concept of the “evolving capacities” of the child. Article 5 states 
that direction and guidance, provided by parents or others with responsibil-
ity for the child, must take into account the capacities of the child to exercise 
rights on their own behalf. As children acquire enhanced competencies, there 
is a reduced need for direction and a greater capacity to take responsibility for 
decisions affecting their lives. The concept of evolving capacities demonstrates 
the balance between children as active agents in their own lives, entitled to 
be listened to, respected and granted increasing autonomy in the exercise of 
rights, while also being entitled to protection in accordance with their relative 
immaturity and youth.16

States must protect the confidentiality of information received in relation to 
an unaccompanied or separated child. A child has the right to privacy (Arti-
cle 16) that applies in all settings, including health and welfare. Information 
sought and legitimately shared for one purpose should never be inappro-
priately used for another purpose. The child will in every instance need to 
consent to how the information provided is used.

A child shall never be forced to express their views or pushed to share infor-
mation that they might have.

15 General Comment No. 12, para 21.
16  The Evolving Capacities of the Child, UNICEF/Save the Children, Gerison Landsdown, 

2005, p. 3
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SECTION 2: THE CYCLE  
- ON-GOING  
INTER-AGENCY 
WORK TO IMPROVE 
RECEPTION 
CONDITIONS

The responsibility of fulfiling the rights of an unaccompanied child 
usually lies with a wide range of actors. The EU Member States have very 
different approaches to, and structures for, reception of unaccompanied 
children and the factors which influence the various reception systems can 
be the numbers of children applying for asylum, size of the country, and 
the prevailing political system.

Common for all countries is that there is no reception organisation mod-
el, based upon the scope and mandate of one agency only, that succeeds 
in creating reception conditions that enable unaccompanied children 
to enjoy the full range of rights in all stages of the displacement cycle. 
Cross-sector co-ordination is required and must be horizontal and verti-
cal, and stretch beyond state agencies to also include civil society actors. 
Most importantly, unaccompanied children have to be at the very core of 
all activities undertaken.

The Cycle section of this tool will elaborate on key steps within the four 
important stages of Co-operation, Mapping, Creating an Action Plan, and 
Evaluation and Follow-up.17

The distinction between these key stages is not necessarily clear cut. Those 
who wish to engage in a process for improving reception conditions will have 
to establish their own specific road-map based upon the steps presented.

17  The study was commissioned by Malmö Municipality in Sweden and conducted by Save 
the Children http://goo.gl/2H3Z1a

Success Factors in Child Rights Implementation

In a study on the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child at the municipal level, the following success factors were identified:

•  On-going training and learning about the CRC and its application 
within the organisation at all levels

•  Existence of political will and interest in following-up on 
implementation and efforts

•  Clear division of responsibilities

•  Policies and guidelines for implementation of the rights of the child

•  Existence of an action plan and clear goals

•  Priorities and focus in the implementation process

•  Follow-up on an annual basis

•  Acknowledgement of work and progress being made from managers and 
political decision-makers

•  Human resources to be active in taking work forward and keeping 
momentum around the issues at stake
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STEP 1: CO-OPERATION

In this step, you are expected to achieve the following:

•  Establish a co-operation group

• Provide an overview of the context and system in place (this could be 
done through an initial scoping study, if necessary)

• Arrive at a common understanding of the aims of co-operation and how 
the tool should be applied

Whether an organisation, government department, national and local institu-
tion, or professional involved in providing services to unaccompanied chil-
dren, we all have a duty to uphold the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
We must co-operate at local, national and international levels to ensure that 
the welfare and rights of unaccompanied children are enhanced and protect-
ed. Lack of co-ordination is one of the greatest obstacles for effective imple-
mentation of child rights in general, and for the rights of unaccompanied 
children in particular.

Many actors influence the prevailing reception conditions, directly or indi-
rectly. In some countries, the group of actors influencing these conditions var-
ies from municipality to municipality. Before constructive co-operation can 
be initiated, there are some crucial issues around the context and stakeholders 
that need to be addressed.

During the Co-operation phase, focus will mainly be on establishing a solid 
foundation for co-operation based on a common view of the work that lies 
ahead. In this phase, we have also included work with an initial scoping study. 
The importance of this study depends greatly on the context and how well ex-
plored the field of reception conditions is in a certain context. It is important 
to set a framework for the co-operation group which can later be shared and 
built upon with a larger group of stakeholders (see Mapping in this tool).

STEP 1.0: ASSESS YOUR POSITION 
AND POTENTIAL ROLE

Consider where your organisation is in the process of establishing relevant 
forms of co-operation with other actors. Are you already part of a group of 
organisations or agencies working towards improved reception conditions? 
Have you already worked through some of the steps below? Can the steps you 
consider having passed offer some inspiration or ideas for improvement that 
can be added? Navigate yourself towards the most appropriate step for your 
organisation and/or your co-operation group and start from there.

STEP 1.1: THE INITIATOR

For things to happen, someone has to understand the importance and take 
the lead. At this stage, commitment is more important than clearly estab-
lished ownership, however, the prospect for successful co-ordination is better 
with active participation of relevant actors. From a rights-based perspective, 
it is important to constantly invest in strengthening the state duty bearer role. 
This means that state agencies and/or regional and local authorities, with 
ultimate responsibility for fulfiling rights-based reception conditions, need to 
be included either as target groups for advocacy messages or participants in 
the work.

Issues to consider in this step:

• Who is the potential initiator(s)?

• Which actors would ideally form part of the co-operation group?

• How can they be encouraged?
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STEP 1.2: THE INITIAL SCOPING STUDY

Understanding the context is crucial for undertaking a discussion about what, 
and how, activities should be carried out to achieve change. At this stage, the 
initial contextual scoping can be relatively broad encompassing all actors 
involved during the displacement cycle.

Undertaking the initial scoping study can be a task for your own organisation 
solely, or it can be a shared task, if there is already a co-operation group. It can 
also be initiated by you, developed within the co-operation group and further 
developed, for example, during a workshop with a wider group of stakehold-
ers. For already well-established co-operation groups, this step can be ad-
dressed quickly and the focus can be on new actors or circumstances that the 
co-operation group needs to add to their existing knowledge.

There may already be reasons for narrowing the geographic scope to a county 
or municipality, but remember to outline relevant connections to the national 
level. This is particularly important in centralised systems, where the county/
municipal levels of independent governance are limited.

The initial scoping of actors is intended to provide an overview of the actors 
present and relevant, so include as many as possible. Assess the different ac-
tors’ relevance and added value. It is important to arrive at conclusions about 
actors who are likely to be key in progressing the issues, but do not be too 
quick in dismissing the unusual suspects!

Issues to consider in this step:

• Have we identified the main actors involved in engaging with the 
unaccompanied child/youth?

• Do we want to have a smaller and easier to manage co-operation group or 
do we want to carry out broad consultations and include a bigger range of 
actors?

• Have we included actors with a mandate to improve reception practices 
and conditions?

• Have we included unaccompanied children?

• Has the initial scoping study enabled us to form a common view of 
prevailing reception conditions?

STEP 1.3: DEFINING A CO-OPERATION GROUP

Depending on context, identified key actors can be more or less willing to 
take part in (and take ownership of) the work ahead. Actors involved in the 
co-operation process so far may have a relatively clear picture of which agency 
would ideally take ownership. If this agency is not already represented in the 
co-operation group, discuss what you can do to include them.

The aim here is to establish a co-operation group. It is also important to pro-
vide actors with opportunities to support with smaller efforts and contribu-
tions from a slightly more distant position. The lack of mandate and resources 
is usually mentioned as the main obstacle for co-ordinated efforts and ensur-
ing the mandate is often a lengthy process, but one which pays off in the end 
as co-ordination work is likely to be more effective.

The co-operation group should be prepared to start work on a smaller scale 
than they would wish, retain a lead and ownership for a longer period than 
anticipated, and ensure that momentum is not lost.

REMEMBER! Include unaccompanied children themselves as stakehold-
ers. They can be children in transit, asylum-seeking children or children/
young people who have received residence permits. Keep in mind that 
these children and youth have different perspectives to bring into the pro-
cess and often very different possibilities to participate.

TIP! For the initial scoping study, the initiators can look into the Check-
list as it provides guiding questions both for overall responsibilities and 
local reception conditions, as well as sector-specific questions.
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This tool promotes a quite ambitious approach with representation from a 
range of stakeholders. If this is not feasible for you, consider the steps in the 
tool and outline an adapted approach that better suits your opportunities. In 
some contexts, a sole initiator organisation may have to take the work for-
ward. No matter how small the initial group is there is much advice to consid-
er in the following chapters.

Issues to consider in this step:

• Do we have a co-operation group that can host a forthcoming workshop 
with a wider group of stakeholders?

• Have we ensured that a number of actors in the co-operation group will 
begin the next phase with a clear mandate and resources to continue?

Example

In Lidköping Municipality, the following actors/professionals took part in 
the first co-operation group meeting:

• Section Manager of the Integration Unit in the municipality
• Co-ordinator at Reception Centres
• Reception Centre staff from two centres
• The Chief Guardian of the municipality
• A guardian
• A social worker
• Two teachers
• School nurse
• Leisure/Community Centre for children and young people
• A Save the Children representative
•  Human resources to be active in taking work forward and keeping 

momentum around the issues at stake

Good practice: Joint Leadership Course

In a pilot project led by SALAR (Swedish Association of Local and 
Regional Authorities) aiming to increase co-operation and improve 
reception conditions for unaccompanied children, representatives and key 
stakeholders were given the opportunity to take part in a 6-day training 
on engagement with change and development processes. The participants 
were able to gain a common understanding and discuss issues such as 
roles, contexts, and leadership for change. Some 30 people took part in the 
Joint Leadership Course, and they have been key in taking the regional 
work forward through co-ordination of working groups, facilitating 
meetings, production of materials and planning.

The Project was a co-operation between SALAR, the National Board 
of Health and Welfare, the Swedish Migration Board, and the County 
Administrations.
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STEP 2: MAPPING

The purpose of this phase is to include a wider group of actors involved in 
reception to map and assess current reception practices and, through dis-
cussions, identify good practices and areas for improvement. It can also be 
carried out within the same co-operation group that was established in the 
previous phase, if decided that this group is the most appropriate to map and 
assess current practices.

In this phase, you are expected to achieve the following:

• Organise a meeting or workshop with the purpose of mobilising a wider 
group of actors engaged with the unaccompanied child

• Facilitate exchange of knowledge and experience between (all) actors 
involved in the protection and reception of unaccompanied children

• Map and assess existing practices through discussions at a meeting or 
workshop based on the Checklist

• Identify areas for improvement and provisional objectives and/or priorities 
for the action plan

• Establish relevant working groups

STEP 2.1: INVITATION TO A MAPPING WORKSHOP

The invitation sent out to potential stakeholders to discuss good practices and 
areas for improvement must be clear in describing the purpose of the work. It 
is not always possible to invite all stakeholders by directly speaking with them 
and ensuring that they understand the purpose, but key stakeholders should 
be specifically invited to increase chances of their participation.

Remember to:

• Adopt an approach to the work ahead that enables unaccompanied children 
to take an active part.

• Ensure that you have a number of key stakeholders on-board and active in 
decisions about next steps.

WHY A WORKSHOP?

The workshop model has proved beneficial for gathering the range of actors 
needed to discuss and agree on work to improve the reception conditions for 
unaccompanied children. The workshop is particularly helpful for gaining 
a common view of the issues at stake, developing a joint action plan, and for 
periodic evaluations and revisions of the action plan. It is a useful form of 
sharing information with a wider group of people who usually engage and 
meet within their own sector of work. The workshop serves as a reminder of 
the efforts that so many people contribute to and as an inspiration for future 
work.

It is important, however, to remember that the hopefully on-going workshops 
are not the main forum for the everyday work that needs to take place, as this 
happens first and foremost during the implementation phase, but workshops 
are crucial for establishing relations that are more likely to achieve common 
objectives.
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This tool suggests and describes the contents of three workshops to be con-
ducted during a full Cycle process. The first is the Mapping workshop, the sec-
ond is the Creating an Action Plan workshop, and the third is the Evaluation 
and Follow-up workshop. Depending on several factors (existing structures, 
previous work, scope, opportunities, resources, etc.), the first two workshops 
can potentially be merged into one, however, if work is at an early stage, it can 
benefit from some time to lapse between workshops to provide stakeholders 
with possibilities to gather knowledge and anchor their participation more 
strongly. The third workshop is naturally a separate one, as the whole imple-
mentation phase (most likely the longest phase, time-wise) will happen before 
the Evaluation and Follow-up workshop. It is also worth noting that reference 
is made to promote the role of smaller workshops during the implementation 
phase, in particular.

Again, context, scope and resources will be decisive and it is primarily the 
Initiator(s) role to assess the most constructive and feasible approach. They 
are also responsible for finding a suitable venue and setting the agenda for the 
Mapping workshop.

MAPPING AND ASSESSMENT WORKSHOP

Item 1: Presentation of aims with the co-operation group and the process

The workshop should start with the Initiator(s) very briefly explaining the 
rationale behind a Mapping and assessment workshop and the anticipated 
results.

Item 2: Introduction of participants

The Initiators introduce the stakeholders present at the workshop and the 
co-operation group (group of initiators) is also presented. If the workshop 
group is a smaller one (less than 25 people), all participants should get the 
opportunity to introduce themselves and the organisation they represent. If it 
is a larger group, participants can form small groups (4-5 people) and take a 
couple of minutes for introductions.

Item 3: Presentation of findings from initial scoping

The co-operation group is responsible for presenting findings from the 
scoping study. If possible, the study is shared with the participants before 
the workshop, however, a summary presentation is needed. If any workshop 
participants (beyond the co-operation group) have been assigned to map their 
respective sectors or cross-sector work, these should also be given time to 
present. Ideally, the Initiator(s) have shared the Checklist with these partici-
pants to facilitate mapping (see more under Workshop item 5).

Item 4: Q & A on initial scoping study

Workshop participants have the opportunity to ask questions about, and feed 
into, the scoping study findings. They are also welcome to highlight gaps, both 
in content and in terms of actors identified and present.
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Item 5: Assessment discussions

The remaining steps of the mapping workshop are likely to require the majori-
ty of time available during the session. This is particularly true if engagement 
in a process for improved reception conditions is relatively new and familiari-
ty with other sectors and actors is low. These steps are also closely intertwined 
with issues identified through the use of the Checklist. A choice can be made 
from several approaches to ensure that the Checklist is used to its full poten-
tial and contributes both during and after the workshop:

• All, or a selected number of, participants may have taken part in sector 
and/or cross-sector mapping and assessment prior to the workshop.

• Individual participants may have been asked to fill out the Checklist before 
the workshop.

• Participants are divided into cross-sector groups to assess sectors and to 
identify good practices and areas for improvement that could/should be 
prioritised.

• Participants are allowed time to map out their respective sectors before 
moving into cross-sectors groups to identify areas that would benefit from 
closer co-operation and co-ordination.

It is the Initiators’ task to assess and identify the most constructive design for 
the mapping depending on the context, participants invited, and previous 
experiences.

Item 6: Establishing a joint view/common ground

Based on the chosen alternative above, the participants will contribute to 
establishing a joint view of the challenges ahead. They will refer to findings 
from the initial scoping study and findings from the use of the Checklist in 
their particular sectors or areas of work, but it is also important to give their 
opinion on other sectors (possibly mapped out during this step) and their own 
experiences.

The above task is a prerequisite for getting closer to establishing a joint action 
plan. Joint discussions and a common understanding of the present situation, 
including good practices, that are important to maintain, is necessary to mo-
bilise actors around the need for improvement.

In this step, participants are likely to work very concretely with the Checklist, 
especially the worksheets addressing the General Measures of Implementation 
and Special Protection Measures, found after each sub-chapter in the Checklist.

At this stage, the scope of the mapping can still be very broad, also encom-
passing issues considered to be beyond the reach of workshop participants. 
These are important to include as they should at a later stage form part of 
Preconditions and Assumptions (Workshop item 6, Creating an action plan 
workshop).

The findings as they have been captured in the worksheets should ideally be 
presented in plenary for all participants to consider. It is equally important to 
highlight good practices, in order to maintain these, as it is to identify gaps 
and areas for improvement. The findings from these discussions will form the 
basis for priorities in the Action Plan, while the initial Scoping Study provides 
context to all actors involved.

TIP! At some point during this step, ensure that workshop participants 
are divided into smaller groups, with cross-sector representation, so that 
several perspectives can be shared and discussed.
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Item 7: Establish priorities and tentative objectives for joint work

At this stage in the workshop, the group of participants has thoroughly 
considered resources available and good practice, opportunities, challenges 
and areas for improvement in reception conditions within their respective 
sectors and other sectors represented in the workshop. By basing discussions 
on the Checklist, they have also identified solutions and potential actions 
for improvement, including those areas that would benefit from increased 
co-operation and co-ordination between sectors. The General Measures of 
Implementation have guided participants in mapping out the framework both 
at a national/overall level and local level.

Now is the time to turn findings and ambitions into priorities and tentative 
objectives. A refined version will be produced during the Action Plan work-
shop (Item 1). It is perfectly fine to draw up a simple plan consisting of a few 
priorities.

At this point, you are expected to discuss priorities in the different areas for 
improvement that have been identified. This can be done in a number of ways; 
for example, you can list all the suggested areas and people can mark the three 
most important actions to take, or have a plenary or group discussion. This 
input is to feed into the creation of an Action Plan. If you have the resources 
and it is appropriate, you can develop objectives to achieve the change you 
wish to mobilise around.

Ownership of the priorities and objectives can be placed in a sector and/
or with a specific actor. Remember to include suggestions regarding studies, 
evaluations and follow-up, and formulate tentative objectives related to these. 
A common mistake is that all evaluation activities are considered in retro-
spect, rather than integrated in the implementation phase.

This point of tentative priorities and objectives formulation can happen with 
less formal structures, and although the group needs to be committed to 
thinking about resources to fulfil the objectives, this will allow for a more 
visionary view of what is needed to ensure the rights of unaccompanied chil-

Example: CONNECT Stakeholders meeting 
in Gothenburg, January 2014

Various workshops and consultations with stakeholders were held in 
developing this tool. At a workshop in Gothenburg, different actors 
involved in reception were asked to participate to discuss and assess 
current reception conditions. For this purpose, a version of the classic 
SWOT model was used and participants were asked to reflect upon 
strengths of local reception and resources (such as knowledge, capacity, 
funding, etc.); possibilities of reception based on resources available; 
challenges of current reception system and practices; and areas for 
improvement. This model is a simple way of establishing a common view 
of the current situation and priorities needed, and it also builds upon the 
importance of focusing on existing resources and good practices, making 
it easier to tackle areas for improvement.
In this exercise, the actors mentioned the following as strengths: the 
availability of decision-makers, flexibility of local organisation, a more 
prominent child rights perspective from child protection actors, and a 
holistic perspective is more easily achieved when reception is organised 
locally. Some of the weaknesses mentioned were budget and municipal 
resources, lack of planning and co-ordination, lack of awareness of 
responsibilities and unclear guidelines for accommodation and care. For 
the actors involved, the local authorities had a clear possibility to co-
ordinate and promote co-operation between actors and that sectors could/
should work more closely together. Some of the challenges mentioned 
were inefficiency, education not utilised as it should, inequalities 
in reception due to different resources and preconditions in the 
municipalities, and a lack of capacity in new reception municipalities.
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dren. The results of this session will be handed over to the co-ordination group 
(see Item 8) and subsequently form the basis for the Action Plan.

Item 8: Preliminary risk analysis

Attached to the tentative priorities and objectives, the participants should 
discuss possible risks in fulfiling the objectives and perhaps also what they see 
as means to overcome obstacles and reduce or eliminate risks, before handing 
this over to the co-ordination group.

Item 9: Establish relevant working groups

The work prior to and during the Mapping workshop has been steered by 
the co-operation group, but the final task for this workshop will be to nomi-
nate and agree upon representatives to participate in groups to take the work 
forward. These are referred to as working groups and this tool has identified 
different types of groups that could play key roles, however, the scope and 
nature of the work will determine if more than one working group is needed.

Some members from the co-operation group are likely to also be part of a 
possible Action Plan working group. A number of key stakeholders should 
be represented in this group and, if possible and depending on the foreseen 
nature of work, unaccompanied children should be offered an opportunity 
to take part. The group should also in every aspect consider adopting a work 
format that enables the participation of unaccompanied children, who are 
likely to take part in a more private capacity than professional stakeholders. 
If the inclusion of unaccompanied children proves to be too difficult, explore 
possibilities of including them in the Reference group (described below) by 
providing enabling conditions.

Depending on the scope of the work agreed upon and whether some issues 
or initiatives need additional attention and resources, consider if these are 
best handled by a (sub-) working group for specific tasks, keeping in mind 
that issues which require a separate sub-group may also need a more detailed 
evaluation plan for those specific tasks.

Mapping Workshop Checklist:

• Have we compiled a good overview of current reception practices?

• Have we sought and included the views of unaccompanied children/youth?

• Are all findings and discussions adequately documented?

• Are some crucial parts/actors still missing? Ensure that these gaps are 
documented. There are not always possibilities to include actors in the first 
process cycle, but things can change when the next cycle is ready to begin.

• Have we gathered tentative priorities and objectives, including a risk 
analysis?

• Have we identified relevant working groups and actors who are likely to 
participate?

TIP! Workshop participants can consider setting up a reference group, 
with members usually chosen from among workshop participants. This 
allows the working group to quickly test their action plan and suggested 
implementation with a wider group of stakeholders.
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STEP 3: CREATING AN ACTION PLAN

At this point, the co-operation and/or working group from the initial work-
shop has a good overview of current reception conditions for unaccompanied 
children from the national to local context. The group has listened to the 
views of key agencies and actors working in, and having an impact upon, re-
ception conditions, and ideally, this group consists of a number of representa-
tives from these key agencies.

The initial documentation presented during the workshop has now been 
complemented with additional input from the workshop participants and a 
tentative list of priorities and/or objectives agreed upon by them.

In this Creating an Action Plan phase, you are expected to achieve a consol-
idated and presentable Action Plan with the following components agreed 
upon by relevant stakeholders:

• Defined priorities and activities, a time line with clearly defined 
responsibilities

• If relevant, objectives and indicators

• Description of resources needed (if additional resources) and their 
procurement

• Description of assumptions and preconditions for Action Plan 
implementation

ACTION PLAN WORKSHOP

The work of creating an action plan is also ideally done within a workshop 
format, but it can also be drafted by a working group and later presented 
to the wider network. It is important that the members of the co-operation 
group have a clear mandate from the organisations they represent – a man-
date to act and invest a certain amount of time into the joint work. The group 

may, at this point, have the mandate to outline a “fully-funded” action plan or 
create an action plan to be presented to a potential funder. The work needed 
to create the action plan is described below, but please note that during this 
workshop you are likely to find yourselves moving back and forth between 
different steps, refining the outcomes to eventually arrive at an action plan.

Item 1: Establish a list of priorities and objectives

Return to the tentative list of priorities and objectives from the Mapping 
workshop and revise the contents by:

• Extracting objectives/work that is likely to be undertaken by other actors or 
not within the scope of the co-operation group. Document the arguments 
for doing so in a transparent way to share with the reference group and 
others.

• Refining remaining objectives along the lines of results – objectives – goals 
(similar to the task during the Mapping workshop).

• Ensuring that results and objectives are SMART – Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Realistic, and Time-bound. Beware not to confuse results with 
activities, as these only describe how you wish to achieve your results.

• Depending on scope, formulate at least one result for the duration of 
work that you plan to undertake in co-ordination and include a number 
of relevant expected results/outcomes. Several results can work towards 
achieving the objective.

TIP! It can be fruitful to assign an external facilitator to guide the co-op-
eration group through the process of identifying and setting objectives. 
However, it is not advisable to outsource the formulation of objectives 
completely as this can undermine understanding and ownership of the 
process and lead to adverse effects in implementation.
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Item 2: Establish the list of activities

This step is kept separate from the objectives list, primarily to demonstrate 
that activities are not objectives. A number of relevant activities should be 
attached to each expected result/outcome.

Item 3: Planning of resources and responsibilities

Discuss what human resources are available, and perhaps need to comple-
ment, to carry out activities and achieve the expected results.

Define the division of responsibilities and ensure that all activities are under-
taken by the most appropriate actors. Plan the possible financial resources 
needed to fulfil the objectives and assess what resources are currently availa-
ble. Be sure to indicate what activities you can undertake with current re-
sources and what would be dependent on additional resources.

Will the co-operation group rely on particular equipment to work towards 
the objectives? This part of planning can also include a discussion around the 
best forms of communicating internally within the co-ordination group, with 
the reference group, and with a wider audience.

Will the group need to ensure adequate facilities for some of the activities? If 
meeting rooms cannot be provided by the co-ordination group members, do 
they need to organise with other facility providers?

For studies or evaluations during the implementation phase, have the groups 
identified certain areas that would need closer analysis and greater knowl-
edge, and also dedicated resources in the implementation phase?

The group will also need to establish a time plan for the duration of the Cycle. 
It is very important that the co-operation group has an overview of what 
activities need to be undertaken at what point. This is also an opportunity to 
double check division of responsibilities and that everyone involved in taking 
the activities forward is still on-board.

Item 4: Establish relevant indicators for objectives’ fulfilment

Measuring goal fulfilment is a crucial part of ensuring that activities under-
taken for, and with, unaccompanied children actually have the anticipated 
effects. Indicators can demonstrate whether this is the case, so the working 
groups have to work meticulously to outline and agree upon a relevant set of 
indicators.

It is possible to develop indicators for all expected results and also for the 
objectives. The group needs to discuss if the goal of the joint work can also be 
complemented with an indicator. Sometimes setting indicators for goals may 
need a follow-up beyond the time frame of the Cycle, so this has to be taken 
into consideration (see more under Evaluation and Follow-up).

The group needs to be aware of the baseline values for the indicators they set. 
If they are not aware of the current state of a situation, they will not be able to 
indicate improvements based upon their activities. Depending on the nature 
of activities, the group may need to explore baseline values, while in other 
cases it is possible to build baselines into the activities (for example, measur-
ing knowledge/awareness prior to and after a capacity building event). Gath-
ering baseline values may be an action that needs to be specified in the list of 
activities (Item 2 above).

Make sure that you include the views and opinions of unaccompanied chil-
dren in assessing the quality of activities undertaken and that you have 

TIP! If possible, the co-operation group should strive to have their 
co-ordination work become an institutionalised part of their respective 
organisations, rather than an add-on. This would ensure buy-in, long-
term commitment and facilitate planning with better outcomes. This may 
not be feasible in a pilot phase, when the co-operation group is attempting 
to demonstrate their capability and the added value of co-ordination, but 
it can be a goal for the co-ordination group to carry out internal lobbying 
work towards this end.
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devised strategies and included adequate resources to capture the views of 
unaccompanied children.

Item 5: Risk analysis and risk management

The co-operation group will have to assess all factors that can impact on the 
goal fulfilment of the Cycle activities. The group will hopefully have the pre-
liminary risk analysis from the initial workshop participants, but if not, the 
group will have to spend more time to consider this step. When risks are con-
sidered carefully they usually impact on the activities list, as risk management 
may require certain action for the risks to be reduced or eliminated. There is 
a clear danger that when risks are overlooked their impact is damaging and 
costly.

There are usually both internal and external risks. In general, internal risks 
are considered easier to influence in a positive direction, compared to external 
risks. The group will need to define alternative strategies where risks become 
reality. Better preparedness and alternative thinking around risks will help 
the Cycle to be more resilient towards negative impact.

A risk management plan should always be included in the action plan along 
with a risk evaluation, mapping the risks most likely to become reality and 
how resources are directed towards limiting their negative impact.

Item 6: Analysis of preconditions and assumptions

The tentative list of objectives presented by the initial workshop participants 
may have suggested a broader scope than is feasible for the co-ordination 
group to handle. Resources available can also limit what the co-ordination 
group can achieve, as it may have adopted an action plan based on certain 
assumptions in terms of what actors not directly involved in the project are 
expected to do. The co-ordination group will aim at complementing the work 
of other actors and find support for their own activities from other initiatives. 
These assumptions need to be explicitly presented and also relate closely to 

risks. If assumptions are false, they need to be handled, so preconditions and 
assumptions must be included in the action plan.

Item 7: Consolidation of the Action Plan

By including the above components in a format that is fully understood and 
agreed upon by all organisations represented, you will be well prepared to 
enter into the implementation phase. The Action Plan is intended to be the 
backbone of the work and regarded as a dynamic document that may be 
updated and changed. This is by no means an uncommon situation, rather the 
opposite.

ACTION PLAN CHECKLIST:

 ü Are there clear priorities and are objectives SMART?

 üWill identified indicators measure objectives’ fulfilment?

 üHave you succeeded in attaching at least one objective that requires inter-
agency co-operation?

 ü Are available resources and stakeholder responsibilities clearly outlined?

 üHave you also allocated resources for studies and evaluations? And for risk 
mitigation activities?

 ü Are preconditions and assumptions well documented in the Action Plan?

 üDo you have an Action Plan that can also be communicated to a wider 
group of stakeholders?
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE ACTION PLAN

The implementation phase means carrying out the tasks decided by the co-op-
eration group, in a manner consistent with the CRC, by keeping the best in-
terests of the child at the core of its action. The implementation of the Action 
Plan is obviously a crucial stage for assessing the quality of the process leading 
up to an Action Plan and the quality of the plan itself. Without being able to 
be specific about implementation contents, as every Action Plan is different 
depending on those involved, it is possible to highlight some implementation 
pitfalls and provide tips on how they can be avoided.

 üMake sure that you communicate the setting up a co-operation group and 
the main objectives of the Action Plan to a wider audience.

If you have the possibility to appoint a Co-ordinator for the Action Plan, 
ensure that this person has sufficient time to keep the co-operation group 
updated with developments to ensure communication and commitment.

 ü Find ways of bridging distance as the co-operation group consists of 
individuals who do not work together on a daily basis. Ensure that there are 
quality opportunities to meet and exchange experiences and lessons learnt 
with continuous follow-up on a more regular basis.

 üMonitoring starts with implementation, so ensure that adequate 
documentation is kept with issues and findings captured in a timely 
fashion. To the extent possible, translate lessons learnt into practice and 
adjust the Action Plan accordingly. Adjustments and changes should be 
properly recorded for consideration during the Evaluation and Follow-up 
phase of the Action Plan. With any adjustments, there need to be logical 
references to decisions and agreements from the original Action Plan.

 üOn a long-term goal level, the measuring of impact (diminishing negative 
effects and accomplishing positive effects) can require follow up over 
several years. The Cycle approach described in this tool may have only 
contributed to such changes, but these contributions are extremely valuable 
and require more perseverance, patience, and skills in order to be captured 
by evaluations.

 ü As previously stated, not all evaluation activities need or should be left to 
the forthcoming Evaluation phase. The implementation phase is ideal for 
carrying out specific studies that more closely analyse situations and/or 
for commissioning internal or external evaluations. In order for these to 
happen, they are preferably included and provided for in the Action Plan.

 ü Related to these studies and evaluations, or simply because the co-
ordination group would benefit from it, thematic workshops and/or mid-
term reviews could be organised to add further impetus to the work.

 ü Although the co-operation group is not intended to deal with individual 
cases, rather the structures surrounding unaccompanied children, issues of 
a more sensitive nature can emerge. For sensitive issues, and those needing 
to be addressed quickly, ensure that you have a clear system in place 
preferably with an appointed person in the group who is well positioned to 
handle the issues with respect to those involved.

 üThe implementation phase is also when key stakeholders, who for different 
reasons are not as involved as they would ideally be, are kept in the loop 
and included in discussions to increase the likelihood of the actor joining 
in later on.
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STEP 4: EVALUATION 
AND FOLLOW-UP

For evaluation procedures to truly have an impact on the work undertaken, 
they need to be planned, resourced, and carried out as an integral part of 
activities during the Cycle. This means that most of the evaluation work hap-
pens between the creation of the action plan and this Evaluation stage in the 
Cycle during implementation.

This tool also suggests a workshop format for this stage. We hope that a work-
shop on evaluation and follow-up will be an on-going practice and that Step 
4 of the Cycle becomes an opportunity to build upon results, discuss lessons 
learnt and, ideally, to channel the momentum created and plan for the next 
phase! The following workshop items are key to succeeding in these ambi-
tions:

In this Evaluation and follow-up of action plan phase, you are expected to 
achieve the following:

A revised Action Plan including:

• A compilation of results achieved

• An explanation of changes

• New and remaining challenges and risk mitigation activities

• Findings from studies and evaluations

• Perspectives of unaccompanied children and stakeholders

• Potential new opportunities and actors

• Lessons learnt and recommendations for the future

Item 1: Participants

Many participants from the Mapping workshop are likely to be invited to 
attend the Evaluation and Follow-up workshop, as well as a number of key 
stakeholders who may have been identified during different phases in the Cy-
cle. If possible, unaccompanied children or representatives from their organi-
sations may be asked to attend, where appropriate.

Item 2: Background

The co-operation group provides a brief background presentation of the work 
with the Cycle, and key decisions to be made in future work. This is important 
to help new participants become updated with events.

Item 3: Follow-up of the Action Plan

This workshop item is likely to consist of several components and take up 
most of the session. Issues to be presented under this item are:

• Action Plan priorities and objectives – fulfilment and future relevance

• Challenges, changes, and risk mitigation activities

• New studies and evaluations

• Current situation of reception and changes perceived by unaccompanied 
children and stakeholders

• Lessons learnt and recommendations for future work

Depending on scope, this session can be divided into sector sessions (when 
priorities and objectives are more sector-focused) or for specific working 
groups or studies and evaluations. There should also be a session that clearly 
describes all inter-agency efforts undertaken during the Cycle.

28Local Co-operation for Unaccompanied Children



Item 4: Results

Most professionals involved in working with complex issues and often under 
stressful circumstances are familiar with the feeling that they wish they could 
do more. It is important during workshops, when people have the opportu-
nity to meet in a different environment, to take time to highlight, celebrate 
and reflect on results. In the social work sphere such opportunities are rarely 
provided and instead we move on to the next challenge. During the evaluation 
and follow-up workshop, results should be clearly demonstrated and apprecia-
tion extended among, and to, the people involved. The opportunity to capture 
such energy and bring it into a new cycle of actions is crucial.

Item 5: Assessing opportunities

Based on the findings from the Action Plan follow-up session, it is time to take 
the next steps. The implementation phase has hopefully provided an indication 
of whether actors’ commitment remains at a sufficiently high level to continue 
efforts for improved reception conditions, and the Evaluation and Follow-up 
phase can be a mid-term review already built into an ongoing process.

In this step, new participants and stakeholders may show interest in joining 
efforts while other actors might leave the co-operation group, so now is a good 
time to reflect upon the group’s composition. For some stakeholders, this can 
be considered the end of inter-agency improvement efforts in their current 
form. It is important to get a good understanding of why this is the case and 
listen to the arguments presented. Most reviews highlight the need to make 
adjustments and by being open-minded about changes and opportunities the 
work is more likely to evolve in a constructive direction.

Item 6: Revision of the Action Plan

Based on the findings from the previous workshop items, the hope is that a 
new Cycle can begin with reinforced commitment. Processes such as imple-
menting child rights and improving reception conditions for unaccompanied 
children require time and resources. Ideally, this work continues over time 

and not only at occasional events. The Cycle approach enables lessons learnt to 
be put into practice, again and again.

A revision of the Action Plan can be more or less extensive. You should make 
good use of the stakeholders present at the workshop and involve them in re-
fining and suggesting possible objectives for the Action Plan. In principle, the 
same approach from the Mapping Workshop can be used to achieve this.

The co-operation group (which can now be a slightly different group of key 
people) will document the suggestions brought forward during the workshop. 
Depending on the scope and adjustments needed, the co-operation group will 
decide on the most appropriate way to draft a new Action Plan.

EVALUATION AND FOLLOW-UP 
WORKSHOP CHECKLIST:

 ü Ensure that new stakeholders have sufficient understanding of work 
undertaken to improve reception conditions

 ü Ensure that unaccompanied children have opportunities to participate in 
the evaluation, preferably those previously involved

 ü Ensure that fulfilment of the Action Plan objectives are thoroughly 
presented

 ü Provide opportunities for internal and/or external evaluators to present 
their work and findings during the workshop

 üMake sure that perceived change, particularly from the perspective of 
unaccompanied children, is presented

 ü Remember to celebrate results and successes

 ü Incorporate all lessons learnt into the next phase of work

 ü Adopt a welcoming approach to including new stakeholders in the work

 ü Recap issues from the process of creating the first Action Plan and consider 
possibilities for including them at this stage
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In the CONNECT project, the Dutch partner Nidos, the guardianship author-
ity, has compiled a tool with different methods for collecting children’s views.

In the Netherlands, insights gained through collecting children’s views on 
protection and reception services are used by guardians to improve care given 
to unaccompanied children. Over the past few years, this has resulted in 
better insight into what the children think about the daily care and support 
they receive from their guardians. The different instruments described can be 
used by guardians, social workers, daily caretakers or any other professionals 
working with unaccompanied children.

Feedback from unaccompanied children is rather difficult to capture with 
language difficulties, cultural barriers and frequent moves being important 
reasons for this. Since 2009, Nidos has developed different ways to appropri-
ately engage with clients and the professionals working with the children. The 
instruments are still being improved, aiming to make them easily applicable 
for both children and professionals, and increase the number of children 
using them. All of the instruments are used on an annual basis with their out-
comes incorporated into policy changes aimed at increasing opportunities for 
unaccompanied children and achieving their best interests. The instruments 
provide helpful indicators of how the children develop, if they are satisfied 
with the quality of their reception experience and care provided, and if it is 
necessary to implement changes in policy.

The main advantages of the instruments used are that they offer very practical 
feedback, are helpful for those working with the clients on a daily basis, and 
are useful for changing policy.

The Right to be Heard 
and Participation of 
Unaccompanied Children

A Tool to Support the Collection of 
Children’s Views on Protection and 
Reception Services (The NL)

Available at: http://goo.gl/Tzqely
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SECTION 3:  
THE CHECKLIST 
- ACHIEVING A  
RIGHTS-BASED 
RECEPTION

EU Member States have adopted different approaches to accommodating 
the needs and rights of unaccompanied children. As there is no single 
“reception system”, they differ a lot in terms of how formalised and 
regulated they are and, of course, how well they live up to internation-
ally agreed human and child rights standards. National systems can be 
centralised or highly decentralised, meaning that variations in service 
provision among and within municipalities in one country can have 
similar differences to those between countries.

While the previous sections describe how a process for implementing child 
rights can be designed, the Checklist provides standards for reception that 
can be used to map, assess, and reflect upon current reception practices in 
several ways:

• It may form the basis of analysis for a co-operation group when conducting 
the initial scoping study

• It can form the basis for more extensive mapping and inter-agency 
discussions (depending on scope and resources), within the previous 
workshop formats or in other forms

• It can also be used for more limited, sector mapping with the aim of 
improving work within a specific sector

• It can be used as an advocacy tool by non-governmental actors

The Checklist is divided into two main sections: General Measures 
of Implementation and Protection, Reception and Integration of 
Unaccompanied Children.

The General Measures of Implementation section explores a number of key 
areas from a national and local perspective. The areas included have been 
identified by the Committee on the Rights of the Child as particularly impor-
tant when it comes to achieving a “child rights infrastructure” in a country. 
The mapping exercise includes open, guiding questions after each topic and 
provides guidance to mapping general measures of implementation of par-
ticular relevance to unaccompanied children. They do not claim to provide a 
complete picture of the situation, but help to reveal the major gaps. Please note 
that you may include other relevant issues not included here in the discus-
sions. This section can be used in the initial Scoping Study described in the 
section on Co-operation.
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Protection, Reception and Integration of Unaccompanied Children is di-
vided into the following sub-chapters:

 a) Care and Accommodation

 b) Legal Guardianship

 c) Responding to Trafficking and Disappearances

 d) Health and Well-being

 e) Education

 f) Leisure and Civil Rights

Each chapter under Protection, Reception and Integration of Unaccompanied 
Children is followed by a set of standards, to be marked (by click in electronic 
PDF version) according to a traffic light system:

red (not accomplished)

yellow (partially accomplished)

green (completely accomplished)

Each chapter is also followed by a worksheet to help assess and reflect on good 
practices and areas for improvement (type text to fields in electronic PDF ver-
sion). The standards should ideally be used to support the process and iden-
tification of priorities. Please note that the list of standards is not exhaustive 
and may also need contextual reformulation.

A) GENERAL MEASURES OF 
IMPLEMENTATION – HOW TO BUILD 
A SYSTEM FOR CHILD RIGHTS

By ratifying the Convention on the Rights of the Child, a State is obliged to 
implement the Convention to ensure the realisation of all rights for all chil-
dren in their jurisdiction. Article 4 (see Section 3) requires States to take “all 
appropriate legislative, administrative and other measures” to ensure ade-
quate implementation. Although the State is recognised as the “duty bear-
er”, the task of implementation needs to engage all sectors of society and, of 
course, children themselves.

Article 4 suggests a distinction between civil and political rights and econom-
ic, social and cultural rights, however, there is no easy separation as they are 
interdependent and indivisible. Enjoyment of economic, social and cultural 
rights is inherently intertwined with enjoyment of civil and political rights. 
Domestic laws should set out entitlements in sufficient detail also in rela-
tion to social, economic and cultural rights to enable effective remedies for 
non-compliance.

Article 4 reflects a realistic acceptance that lack of resources, financial or oth-
erwise, can hamper the full implementation of economic, social and cultural 
rights in some States. This has prompted the introduction of “progressive 
realisation”, meaning States need to demonstrate that they have implemented 
“to the maximum of their available resources” and, where needed, sought 
international co-operation. Whatever their economic circumstances, States 
are required to undertake all possible measures towards the realisation of the 
rights of the child, paying special attention to those most disadvantaged.

The general measures of implementation are intended to promote the full 
enjoyment of all rights by all children. Below you will find the key areas iden-
tified by the Committee and following guiding questions to facilitate mapping 
of these areas regarding unaccompanied children specifically, on both the 
overall/national level and local level:
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DECENTRALISATION, 
FEDERALISATION AND 
DELEGATION

Decentralisation of power does not in any way reduce the direct responsibili-
ties of the State, which remains responsible for the full implementation of the 
CRC. If powers are delegated, the State must ensure that competent author-
ities have necessary financial, human, and other resources to assume imple-
mentation responsibilities in line with the CRC. In addition, the State must 
ensure that decentralisation does not lead to discrimination in terms of the 
rights children enjoy in different regions/municipalities.

The State also has the obligation to ensure that non-state service providers 
(whether business, civil society, and profit/non-profit) uphold the rights stip-
ulated in the CRC. However, local authorities and actors, especially in decen-
tralised countries, are allowed and encouraged to be pioneers and do more 
than national legislation stipulates, as long as measures comply with existing 
legislation. In decentralised countries, the ambition is to bring services closer 
to rights holders and also improve the quality of services.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Which agency has overall responsibility for ensuring that rights of 
unaccompanied children (regardless of legal status) are fulfilled during the 
entire displacement cycle?

• Who are the competent authorities responsible for implementing the rights 
of unaccompanied children?

Notes:
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Local level:

• Which agency has primary responsibility for ensuring day-to-day service 
provision to unaccompanied children?

• Is the same agency responsible as long as the child is considered to be in a 
displacement cycle?

Competent authorities:

• Who are the competent authority/ies in service provision for 
unaccompanied children? (Think in terms of main sectors – social, 
education, health and welfare, and other relevant sectors involved in 
providing holistic services)

• How are responsibilities divided vertically (between the levels) and 
horizontally (between sectors)?

Notes:
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LEGISLATIVE MEASURES

Legislative measures are those undertaken to ensure the Convention is given 
legal effect in domestic legal systems. Particularly important is the need to 
clarify to what extent the Convention is being applied in States where the 
principle of “self-execution” is referred to, where the Convention is claimed to 
have “constitutional status”, or where it has been incorporated into domestic 
law. Incorporation is preferred by the Committee on the Rights of the Child 
and is also seen as the traditional approach to the implementation of human 
rights instruments in a number of states. Incorporation should mean that the 
provisions of the Convention can be directly invoked before the courts and 
applied by national authorities, and that the Convention will prevail if there is 
a conflict with domestic law or common practice. Incorporation by itself does 
not eliminate the need to ensure that all relevant domestic law, including any 
local or customary law, is brought into compliance with the Convention.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• What legislation (including international legislation) influences work with 
unaccompanied children?

• How well does national legislation address the rights stipulated in the 
UNCRC?

• Do “sector” laws (on education, health, justice and so on) consistently 
reflect the principles and standards of the CRC in relation to 
unaccompanied children?

• Are there federal or local laws or policies that differ from the national level 
application of the Convention or laws related to unaccompanied children?

Notes:
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JUSTICIABILITY OF RIGHTS

Children’s special and dependent status is often a barrier when it comes to 
their possibilities to pursue remedies for breaches of their rights. Effective 
remedies must be available to redress violations, otherwise rights have less 
meaning in practice. In relation to children, they need to be effective and 
child-sensitive, including child-friendly information, advice, support for 
self-advocacy and access to independent complaints procedures and courts. 
Where rights are found to have been breached, there should be appropriate 
reparation, including compensation, and where needed, measures to pro-
mote physical and psychological recovery, rehabilitation and reintegration (as 
required by Article 39).

Independent human rights institutions are considered complementary to 
effective government structures for children. The essential element is inde-
pendence and the role of monitoring state compliance and progress towards 
implementation. It is important, however, that the Government does not 
delegate its own monitoring obligations to the national institution. These 
institutions should remain entirely free to set their own agenda and determine 
their own activities. General Comment No. 2 provides detailed guidance on 
the establishment and operation of independent human rights institutions for 
children.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Are there effective, child-friendly remedies, such as complaints 
mechanisms/ombudspersons, which are mandated to also address 
violations of unaccompanied children’s rights?

• Are they independent from the government?

• Are they accessible for unaccompanied children?

Notes:
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• When rights have been breached, are there appropriate measures for 
physical and psychological recovery and rehabilitation?

• Are there local branches or agencies that can reach out to unaccompanied 
children at local level to facilitate the communicating of their issues?

DEVELOPMENT OF 
COMPREHENSIVE NATIONAL 
(AND LOCAL) STRATEGY

The Committee has emphasised the need to develop a comprehensive national 
strategy or action plan for children, built on the framework of the Conven-
tion. It needs to relate to the situation of all children and to all the rights in 
the Convention, and should be built upon a process of consultation, including 
with children and young people and those living and working with them. 
The Committee has also stressed that meaningful consultation with children 
requires special child-sensitive materials and processes. This is different from 
simply offering children access to adult processes. Particular attention needs 
to be given to identifying and prioritising marginalised and disadvantaged 
groups of children, and the situation of unaccompanied children deserves a 
prominent place in national strategies in several countries. For a strategy to be 
effective, it needs to be endorsed at the highest level of government and linked 
to national development planning and budgeting.

The strategy must not simply be a list of good intentions; it must include a de-
scription of a sustainable process for realising the rights of children and must 
go beyond statements of policy and principle, to set real and achievable targets 
regarding the full range of economic, social, cultural, civil, and political rights 
for all children. The comprehensive national plan may be developed further in 
sector-specific national action plans.

Notes:
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The strategy will need to be widely disseminated throughout Government 
and to the public, including to children in child-friendly versions and forms 
in appropriate languages. The strategy will need to include arrangements for 
monitoring and continuous review.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Is there a national action plan, preferably complemented with sector action 
plans, that also take into account the situation of unaccompanied children 
as one of the most marginalised and vulnerable groups of children?

• Does it include strategies to ensure the rights of the most marginalised 
among unaccompanied children – undocumented, absconded and/or 
trafficked children? Does it set relevant and achievable targets for how all 
categories of unaccompanied children can enjoy the full range of rights 
while in the host country?

• Is it a “living” document (being disseminated, periodically reviewed and 
updated)?

• Is there a local action plan issued by the duty bearer/local level authority for 
ensuring reception conditions for unaccompanied children?

• Is it based on children’s rights?

• How does it relate to a national action plan?

• Has it been translated into key languages, including into child-friendly 
versions?

Notes:
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CO-ORDINATION OF 
IMPLEMENTATION OF 
CHILDREN’S RIGHTS

The actions of virtually all government departments impact on children’s 
lives and the Committee encourages further co-ordination to ensure effective 
implementation. Co-ordination is needed within central government depart-
ments, among different provinces and regions, between central and other 
levels of government, and between Government and civil society.

There are many formal and informal ways of achieving effective co-ordina-
tion. The Committee suggests that States should review the machinery of 
government from the perspective of implementation of the Convention and, 
in particular, the four Guiding Principles. A special unit, if given high-level 
authority, can contribute both to the overall purpose of making children more 
visible in Government and to co-ordination that ensures respect for children’s 
rights at all levels of Government.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
National/overall:

• Is there adequate co-ordination and co-operation between State, 
business and civil society actors when it comes to fulfiling the rights of 
unaccompanied children?

• What efforts are made by the State to ensure and support that the work of 
all actors complements one another?

• Which agency is responsible for issues related to the most marginalised 
unaccompanied children, namely undocumented, absconded and/or 
trafficked children?

• At local level, what structures and ways of working are there to ensure ade-
quate co-operation and co-ordination among the key agencies across sectors?

Notes:
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• What are the main barriers to co-operation and co-ordination?

• Are there initiatives based on cross-municipality and/or cross-regional co-
operation? 

PRIVATISATION

In 2002, the Committee devoted its General Day of Discussion to the theme, 
“The private sector as service provider and its role in implementing child 
rights”. The private sector was defined as including businesses, NGOs, and 
other private associations, both for profit and not-for-profit.

The Committee emphasised that enabling the private sector to provide servic-
es does not lessen the State’s duty bearer obligations to ensure that non-State 
service providers work in accordance with the Convention. This requires 
rigorous inspection and the Committee proposes a permanent monitoring 
mechanism or process aimed at ensuring compliance.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• How does the Government ensure that private initiatives and businesses 
undertake work that is in the best interests of unaccompanied children?

• How are private actors monitored?

• On the local level, are there adequate procurement procedures to 
safeguard that the best interests of unaccompanied children are a primary 
consideration in tender bids?

• How are private actors monitored?

• How are they involved in capacity building activities?

Notes:
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MONITORING IMPLEMENTATION

Ensuring that the Convention is respected in its entirety, and by all levels and 
actors involved, demands a continuous process of child impact assessment 
(predicting the impact of any proposed law, policy or budgetary allocation 
that affects children) and child impact evaluation (evaluating the actual im-
pact of implementation).

Self-monitoring and evaluation is an obligation for governments, but inde-
pendent monitoring by parliamentary committees, NGOs, academic institu-
tions, professional associations, youth groups and independent human rights 
institutions is also essential.

Every state should consider how it can further promote the visible integration 
of children in policy-making and sensitivity to their rights.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Are the outcomes of service provision for unaccompanied children 
measured to provide evidence of how their needs are met and their views 
are taken into consideration to better meet their individual needs?

• How is quality of implementation ensured at local level? Who issues 
guidelines and directives for different sectors to follow?

Notes:
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DATA COLLECTION, ANALYSIS AND 
DEVELOPMENT OF INDICATORS

Collection of sufficient and reliable data on children up to 18 years of age, 
disaggregated to enable identification of discrimination and/or disparities in 
the realisation of rights, is an essential part of implementation. Data collec-
tion needs to be co-ordinated to ensure nationally applicable indicators and 
research institutions should be involved in this work to undertake both qual-
itative and quantitative studies. Data collected should be evaluated and used 
to assess progress in implementation, to identify problems, and to inform all 
policy development for children. These processes and outcomes should also 
be made available to the public so that they can become engaged in emerging 
issues. Child-friendly versions and language are key considerations in this 
respect.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Is there a sufficient amount of data being gathered about unaccompanied 
children?

• Is data collection carried out on a level and scale that enables national 
quantitative and qualitative analysis?

• Does the State carry out regular analysis and monitoring of how they fulfil 
the rights of unaccompanied children?

• Does such analysis include all levels of delegation and all actors in society 
(including civil society and other complementary actors) in terms of 
responding to the needs and fulfiling the rights of each child?

• Does such analysis and monitoring take into consideration the views of 
unaccompanied children?

Notes:
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MAKING CHILDREN 
VISIBLE IN BUDGETS

No State can tell whether it is fulfiling children’s rights “to the maximum 
extent of available resources”, unless it can identify the proportion of national 
and other budgets allocated to the social sector to children, both directly and 
indirectly. Some States claim that budgets cannot possibly be analysed in this 
way, however, other States have done it and publish annual “children’s budg-
ets”.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Are budgetary considerations made that enable the provision of holistic 
support to unaccompanied children?

• Can funding to service provision for unaccompanied children be identified 
in the budget?

• Do local budgets include funding to reception services for unaccompanied 
children?

• Is funding sufficient and corresponding to the numbers of existing and 
estimated unaccompanied children?

Notes:
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TRAINING AND 
CAPACITY BUILDING

States have an obligation to develop training and capacity building for all 
actors involved in the implementation process, from parliamentarians and 
members of the judiciary to religious leaders, social workers and other profes-
sionals. The media, police and armed forces also play important roles along 
with many others not explicitly mentioned here.

Periodic evaluations should assess not only the knowledge of the CRC, but 
also to what extent training has contributed to developing attitudes and prac-
tice actively promoting child rights.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Do the State and all relevant sectors, particularly those working directly 
with unaccompanied children, have adequate knowledge and competence 
to fulfil their roles?

• Do the State, competent authorities or other actors invest in capacity 
building in line with their specific areas of work and the CRC?

• Is capacity building continuously provided?

• How are local agencies supported to build competence around rights-based 
reception conditions for unaccompanied children?

• How are actors with new or limited experience of working with 
unaccompanied children (inexperienced municipalities, schools, health 
institutions, etc.) supported in fulfiling the rights of unaccompanied 
children?

Notes:
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CO-OPERATION WITH 
CIVIL SOCIETY

Implementation is an obligation for the States, but they need to engage all sec-
tors of society, including children themselves. The CRC Committee recognises 
that responsibilities to respect and ensure the rights of children in practice 
extends beyond the State and State-controlled services and institutions to in-
clude children, parents and wider families, other adults, and non-State servic-
es and organisations. States need to ensure an environment that is conducive 
also for other actors to fulfil their responsibilities.

The State needs to work closely with NGOs, while respecting their autonomy. 
Governments are urged to give NGOs non-directive support and develop 
positive formal as well as informal relationships with them.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Are the relations between government (political society) and civil society 
favourable in your context?

• Is civil society invited to participate in policy formulation concerning 
unaccompanied children?

• Are there barriers affecting the work performed by civil society actors?

• How can relations, that safeguard the integrity and independence of civil 
society actors, be promoted on a national level?

• Are relations between authorities and civil society actors favourable at local 
level?

• Are civil society actors involved in policy formulation and/or 
active participants in work on improving reception conditions for 
unaccompanied children?

Notes:
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INTERNATIONAL CO-OPERATION

The Committee advises States that the CRC should form the framework for 
international development assistance related directly or indirectly to children. 
States who are recipients of international aid are encouraged to allocate a sub-
stantial part of funding specifically to children.

Note! Beyond international development assistance, working with unaccom-
panied children requires transnational co-operation. Currently, there are few 
formal cross-border or transnational co-operation mechanisms in place in the 
field of unaccompanied children.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Which international and cross-border initiatives is the government part of?

• Which initiatives are undertaken within an international development 
assistance framework?

• Are there links between development assistance and work undertaken in 
the EU?

• At local level, is there concrete co-operation between municipalities and 
countries of origin and other EU Member States when relevant?

Notes:
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KNOWLEDGE OF THE CONVENTION 
ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD

The Committee has also identified Articles 42 and 44 as crucial for child 
rights implementation. Article 42 stresses the importance of making the Con-
vention known to children and adults. The Committee places special empha-
sis on incorporating learning about the Convention into the national school 
curriculum at all stages and also for adults in initial and in-service training 
for all those working with, and for, children. Raising awareness should involve 
all sectors of society, including children and young people. Children have the 
right to participate in raising awareness about their rights to the maximum 
extent of their evolving capacities.

In Article 44, States are required to make their reports widely available to the 
public. Reporting under the Convention is intended to play an important role 
in national level implementation by also providing a dimension of interna-
tional accountability. To achieve this, adults and children must be aware of it.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

National/overall:

• Is the Government actively contributing to the Convention becoming 
increasingly known to children and adults?

• Is learning and living the Convention included in the School Curriculum?

• Does the Government actively share its reports to the Committee with a 
wider audience?

• At local level, are there opportunities for unaccompanied children to learn 
about their rights?

• Is learning about rights practically linked to their previous and future 
experiences?

• Are children in mainstream societies aware of experiences and rights of 
unaccompanied children?

Notes:
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B) PROTECTION, RECEPTION 
AND INTEGRATION OF 
UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN

The CRC contains a definition of a child in Article 1: 

“  For the purposes of the present Convention, a child means every 
human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the 
law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.”

There are several definitions of an “unaccompanied child” in the EU provi-
sions, such as the Recast Reception Conditions Directive (Directive 2013/33/
EU), the Recast Asylum Procedures Directive (Directive 2013/32/EU), and 
the Anti-Trafficking Directive (Directive 2011/36/EU). The definition used in 
the Recast Reception Conditions Directive, Art. 2 (d), refers to ‘minor’ as a 
third-country national or stateless person below the age of 18 years.

In the CONNECT Project, we have included asylum-seeking and non-asy-
lum-seeking children, but have not specifically included EU citizens, however, 
according to the CRC the same rights should apply to all children in a coun-
try’s jurisdiction.

The CRC establishes an obligation for States Parties to provide care to unac-
companied children by calling for both special protection and assistance, as 
well as for the provision of alternative care and accommodation. In consider-
ing solutions, the CRC requires taking into account the importance of conti-
nuity in a child’s upbringing and of the child’s ethnic, religious, cultural and 
linguistic background. Article 39 pays particular attention to children who 
are victims of any form of neglect:

In Sweden, the approach to safeguarding the rights of unaccompanied chil-
dren has been to apply the same procedures in, for example, social service 

provision, to all children. In relation to unaccompanied children, this is called 
a “normalisation process”. Assumptions regarding asylum procedures and the 
asylum decision will have less of an impact on the services provided, if based 
upon the fundamental principle of full provision from day one. This is valu-
able, especially for those children who are granted permanent residence per-
mits in Sweden, as their lives are not put “on hold” for long periods of time.

A challenge in this “normalisation process” approach is the fact that most 
social workers testify to the needs of unaccompanied children being different 
from children who do not have the same background. Social workers are con-
cerned that a “one size fits all” model might lead to gaps in knowledge, tools 
and resources needed to meet the specific needs of unaccompanied children. 
There are also indications that the normalisation process has tended to be in-
terpreted in terms of all children being treated equally, rather than seeing and 
meeting individual children’s needs in order to provide equal opportunities.
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CARE AND ACCOMMODATION

“  States Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure that a 
child who is seeking refugee status or who is considered a refugee 
in accordance with applicable international or domestic law and 
procedures shall, whether unaccompanied or accompanied by his or 
her parents or by any other person, receive appropriate protection and 
humanitarian assistance in the enjoyment of applicable rights set forth 
in the present Convention and in other international human rights 
or humanitarian instruments to which the said States are Parties.”
UNCRC, Article 22

“  1. A child temporarily or permanently deprived of his or her family 
environment, or in whose own best interests cannot be allowed to remain 
in that environment, shall be entitled to special protection and assistance 
provided by the State. 
 
2. States Parties shall in accordance with their national laws ensure 
alternative care for such a child. 
 
3. Such care could include, inter alia, foster placement, kafalah of 
Islamic law, adoption or if necessary placement in suitable institutions 
for the care of children. When considering solutions, due regard shall 
be paid to the desirability of continuity in a child’s upbringing and to 
the child’s ethnic, religious, cultural and linguistic background.”
UNCRC, Article 20

“  Preamble (11): Standards for the reception of applicants that will suffice to 
ensure them a dignified standard of living and comparable living conditions 
in all Member States should be laid down. 
 
Art. 17. 2: Member States shall ensure that material reception conditions 
provide an adequate standard of living for applicants, which guarantees 
their subsistence and protects their physical and mental health. 
 
Art. 23. 1: […] Member States shall ensure a standard of living adequate 
for the minor’s physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development.”

Recast Reception Conditions Directive (Directive 2013/33/EU)

“  Art. 11. 5: The assistance and support measures [...] shall include at least 
standards of living capable of ensuring victims’ subsistence through 
measures such as the provision of appropriate and safe accommodation 
and material assistance, as well as necessary medical treatment 
including psychological assistance, counselling and information, 
and translation and interpretation services where appropriate.”
Anti-Trafficking Directive (Directive 2011/36/EU)

Unaccompanied children who come to Europe experience very different 
accommodation settings. Although completely contrary to all international 
standards, not least the CRC, many children are still held in detention, under 
prison-like conditions, deprived of their liberty.

Children can also end up in large, overcrowded centres which do not neces-
sarily provide adequate living and sanitary conditions for children. Hotels and 
hostels of various standards are also often used. Many accommodation alter-
natives are shared with adults, which especially for unaccompanied children, 
is completely inappropriate. In Sweden, a study from 201118 showed that alter-

18  National Board of Health and Welfare, 2011 Inspection of Homes for Care or 
Accommodation.
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native care facilities for unaccompanied children were of an inferior standard 
compared to similar facilities for other groups of children in care. They also 
had less established contacts with authorities responsible for service provision, 
meaning less access to people who needed to be aware of their conditions.

A relatively high number of unaccompanied children end up in kinship place-
ments without authorities even knowing that they have settled there. Kinship 
placements are usually with relatives or other people who have come from the 
same country as the unaccompanied child. This type of placement can be the 
best option for the child and younger children in particular have preferred 
kinship placements. However, the fact that a long time can pass before these 
children are identified poses a challenge when it comes to providing them 
with the support needed.19

In a study carried out by the EU Fundamental Rights Agency, it was clear that 
older unaccompanied children tended to prefer so-called semi-autonomous 
living in small-scale facilities. Children also had preferences around location, 
where an urban environment was likely to offer more variation but the urban 
anonymity could also pose obstacles for integrating with the local population. 
Locations for accommodation did not always take into account the proximity 
to churches, mosques or other facilities for worship, making it difficult for 
children to maintain their cultural and religious identity.20

Food is also a cause of concern for many children, as there seem to be limited 
possibilities for them to influence when food is available, the kinds of food 
and the amount of food. Children are not necessarily provided food that 
supports their religious beliefs, such as halal food. There are many examples 
where eating, especially for children deprived of familiar settings, means 
much more than just nutrition. In several facilities, staff and unaccompa-
nied children cook and eat together and have fixed days every week when all 

19 Ensamkommande barn och ungdomar – ett gemensamt ansvar, SKL, Migrationsverket.
20  Separated, asylum-seeking children in European Union Member States, Comparative 

Report, November 2010, FRA, p. 38.

children at the facility can meet over dinner. Children also appreciate when 
they have access to kitchen facilities and are provided money to buy their own 
food.

For younger children, authorities try to find appropriate foster care rather 
than placing children in centres as it is important to find a durable solution 
in the best interest of the child. In the mapping conducted as part of the 
CONNECT Project, most of the actors interviewed preferred small-scale 
living units and emphasised continuity in care and minimising staff changes 
as much as possible. This is a challenge in Sweden given that it is the general 
opinion not to mix asylum-seeking children with children who have received 
a residence permit, and this can be hard to achieve in smaller municipalities.

The child needs to be involved in the placement decision; if there are relatives 
in a certain geographic area, this should be taken into account.

STANDARDS:

Protection and care is available to all unaccompanied children including 
asylum-seeking children, non-asylum-seeking children, trafficked 
children, undocumented children and unaccompanied EU citizens.

Differences in treatment are based on  
the needs of the individual child. 

Unaccompanied children are not placed  
in detention or in facilities also with adults. 

Decisions on the type of care and placement  
are based on an individual assessment of the child’s situation. 
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Unaccompanied children are given a guardian  
or social worker who has met with and listened to  
the child prior to the placement decision.

The needs of the individual child guide  
the decision of care placement. 

Unaccompanied children who are siblings are kept  
together (in accordance with the principle of family unity),  
if not for other reasons deemed inappropriate.

Kinship placements and foster care placements are  
preceded by thorough suitability assessments. 

Accommodation in facilities hosting a small number  
of children in family-like conditions is, in principle,  
preferable to large accommodation facilities.

The location of unaccompanied children’s alternative care facilities is 
such that access to education, day care, healthcare and leisure activities is 
not compromised by distance or any other circumstances.

Unaccompanied children who demonstrate signs of trauma, or who 
are likely to have experienced situations requiring specialised care 
and additional protection measures, are placed in or close to facilities 
allowing such care to be provided.

Staff at alternative care facilities are knowledgeable about the conditions 
of unaccompanied children and possess interpersonal skills that enable 
them to gain the trust and confidence of children and youth.

The accommodation facility surroundings encourage leisure and 
recreational activities. They are also located, to the extent possible, so 
that children can visit churches or mosques, otherwise transport is 
arranged to facilitate religious practice.

Children are granted an allowance (appropriate to their age and 
maturity) that they can spend on leisure activities according to their 
preferences. The allowance covers cost of transportation, if needed.

The location of accommodation for unaccompanied children facilitates 
social interaction with the local community, as well as with friends and 
peers from their own culture.

All types of living facilities are regularly reviewed, with the active 
inclusion of the child concerned, and adjustments are made according to 
the needs and best interests of the child as a primary consideration.

Children are provided with sufficient, good quality  
food in a culturally sensitive manner, taking into account  
religious dietary needs.

Living facilities do not apply unnecessary curfews,  
unless for the protection of children living there. 

The placement of unaccompanied children in closed facilities is only 
considered (if deemed essential for child protection in response to the 
child’s best interests), determined and reviewed in the same way as 
citizens of the state where the child resides.
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WORKSHEET
Good practice:

Opportunities and areas for improvement:

Challenges:

Solutions and potential actions for improvement:

LEGAL GUARDIANSHIP

“  1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her 
own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the 
child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the 
age and maturity of the child. 
 
2. For this purpose, the child shall in particular be provided the opportunity 
to be heard in any judicial and administrative proceedings affecting the 
child, either directly, or through a representative or an appropriate body, 
in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law.”

UNCRC, Article 12

“  States are required to take necessary measures to secure proper 
representation of an unaccompanied or separated child’s best 
interests. Therefore, States should appoint a guardian or adviser 
as soon as the unaccompanied or separated child is identified. 
The guardian should have the authority to be present in all 
decision-making processes, including immigration and appeal 
hearings and all efforts to search for a durable solution.”

Paragraph 33 of the UNCRC General Comment No. 6

“  Member States shall: a) Take measures as soon as possible to ensure 
that a representative represents and assists the unaccompanied minor 
to enable him or her to benefit from the rights and comply with the 
obligations provided for in this Directive. The unaccompanied minor 
shall be informed immediately of the appointment of a representative. 
The representative shall perform his or her duties in accordance 
with the principle of the best interests of the child and shall have the 
necessary expertise to that end. The person acting as the representative 
shall be changed only when necessary. Organisations or individuals 
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whose interests conflict or could potentially conflict with those of the 
unaccompanied minor shall not be eligible to become representatives.”

Recast Asylum Procedures Directive, Article 25(1), (Directive 2013/32/EU)

“  Member States shall take the necessary measures to ensure that, 
where appropriate, a guardian is appointed to unaccompanied 
child victims of trafficking in human beings.”

Anti-Trafficking Directive, Article 16.3, (Directive 2011/26/EU)

“  States shall ensure that the minor’s needs are duly 
met in the implementation of this Directive by the 
appointed guardian or representative.”

Recast Qualification Directive, Article 31.2, (Directive 2011/95/EU)

The UNCRC refers to the role of the legal guardian without regulating the ac-
tual content of the legal guardianship function. This is addressed, with regard 
to unaccompanied children outside their country or origin, by General Com-
ment No. 6. States are obliged to “appoint a guardian as soon as the unaccom-
panied child is identified and maintain such guardianship arrangements until 
the child has either reached the age of majority or has permanently left the 
territory and/or jurisdiction of the State…”21 The intention is for every child to 
have an adult to turn to for guidance, a person who can also complement the 
limited legal capacity of the child. The support provided to the child needs to 
be as comprehensive as possible, given the specific vulnerabilities of unaccom-
panied children, so responsibility for a child’s well-being is given to a natural 
or legal person.22

21 CRC/GC/2005/6, p. 12, para 33.
22  Separated, asylum-seeking children in European Union Member States, Comparative 

Report, November 2010, FRA, p. 73f.

The basis for granting legal protection to children varies greatly among EU 
Member States. Some States address guardianship explicitly in national law, 
while others do not. Similarly, there are many ways of defining guardianship 
functions among Member States. The effectiveness of protection provided to 
unaccompanied children depends enormously on how these functions are 
carried out. Guardianship can range from assuming responsibility for child 
well-being and support in several areas of life (including legal matters and 
child well-being in healthcare and education, for example) to responsibility 
for legal support in some specific areas only (such as legal proceedings or 
economic transactions). There are also EU Member States that do not assign a 
legal guardian (a guardian with ability to complement a child’s legal capacity) 
to unaccompanied children, but rather one who provides general social sup-
port. Some other Member States just provide legal representation, advice or 
counselling to the child.23 (For more information, see study from the Europe-
an Migration Network).24

There are many cases reported where unaccompanied children have to wait 
unacceptably long for a legal guardian to be appointed. Some countries/
municipalities appoint legal guardians relatively soon after arrival, in oth-
ers a legal guardian is not appointed until more permanent accommodation 
arrangements have been made. Here an interim legal guardian is appointed, 
who is later replaced by a more permanent legal guardian.25

The role and responsibilities of the legal guardian/guardian is often unclear 
both to other professionals and the children they are expected to support.26 
Inevitably, this affects the building of fruitful relationships, as these uncer-
tainties affect confidence in, and expectations of, the relationship.

23 Ibid.
24  Policies on Reception, Return and Integration arrangements for, and numbers of, 

Unaccompanied Minors – an EU Comparative Study, European Migration Network, 2009, 
p. 35 ff.

25  Separated, asylum-seeking children in European Union Member States, Comparative 
Report, November 2010, FRA, p. 76.

26 Ibid.
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STANDARDS:

For every unaccompanied child, a legal guardian  
is appointed as soon as possible after they have been identified. 

The legal guardian’s over-riding duty is to act in the unaccompanied 
migrant child’s best interests at all times. 

The legal guardian should work in co-operation with other actors in 
order to ensure that the outcome of any legal or judicial process gives 
rise to a durable solution for that child and any relevant information is 
shared.

An interpreter is appointed to every child to facilitate close and frequent 
communication between the child and their legal guardian from the very 
beginning.

Interpretation is available in every discussion until  
the child indicates otherwise. 

The ambition at every appointment is, to the extent possible, to provide 
a long-term solution to legal guardianship, covering the whole period of 
guardianship.

Every unaccompanied child is provided appropriate, easy to understand 
information in the child’s own language about the various forms 
of representation and the right to have their limited legal capacity 
complemented.

Every unaccompanied child has their opinions about the  
Legal Guardian taken into consideration, prior to appointment  
and/or during the assignment.

The responsible agency ensures that Legal Guardians have the right 
training and competencies. 

Those assigned legal guardianship duties, and any other person/s in 
charge of safeguarding the child’s best interests, are provided with the 
appropriate training and support to carry out their functions effectively.

Adequate legal representation, advice and counselling, and free legal 
aid is provided to unaccompanied children and their legal guardians or 
other representatives to ensure fair access to justice.

Every child is offered complementary guardianship, beyond legal 
guardianship, to ensure that they also have the opportunity to establish a 
more personal relationship which is important for their well-being.

The exercise of legal guardianship and other representative functions is 
regularly and independently monitored through assessment by judicial 
authorities or other bodies.

The independent legal guardian should provide the unaccompanied 
child with an explanation of any legal or judicial proceedings in which 
he or she will be participating in and the nature of the information he or 
she will have to provide within these proceedings.

The independent legal guardian should also enable the unaccompanied 
child to participate in any legal or judicial proceedings in a manner 
which is commensurate with the child’s age, maturity and capabilities.
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WORKSHEET
Good practice:

Opportunities and areas for improvement:

Challenges:

Solutions and potential actions for improvement:

RESPONDING TO TRAFFICKING

“  1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, 
social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of 
physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, 
maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of 
parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child.

  2. Such protective measures should, as appropriate, include effective 
procedures for the establishment of social programmes to provide necessary 
support for the child and for those who have the care of the child, as well 
as for other forms of prevention and for identification, reporting, referral, 
investigation, treatment and follow-up of instances of child maltreatment 
described heretofore, and, as appropriate, for judicial involvement.”

UNCRC, Article 19

“  States Parties shall take all appropriate national, bilateral and 
multilateral measures to prevent the abduction of, the sale of 
or traffic in children for any purpose or in any form.”

UNCRC, Article 35

“  States Parties shall protect the child against all other forms of 
exploitation prejudicial to any aspects of the child’s welfare.”

UNCRC, Article 36

Typically unaccompanied children are identified as being in a vulnerable 
situation. Recent EU legislation in the case of the Anti- Trafficking Directive 
and the recast Asylum Reception Directive and the recast Asylum Procedures 
Directives have created explicit obligations to identify and respond to the 
special needs of vulnerable people and trafficked people.
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IDENTIFYING AND RESPONDING TO 
POSSIBLE VICTIMS OF TRAFFICKING

“  Preamble (22): [...] Member States should ensure that specific 
assistance, support and protective measures are available to 
child victims. Those measures should be provided in the best 
interests of the child and in accordance with the 1989 United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. [...]

  Preamble (23): Particular attention should be paid to unaccompanied 
child victims of trafficking in human beings, as they need specific 
assistance and support due to their situation of particular vulnerability. 
From the moment an unaccompanied child victim of trafficking in 
human beings is identified and until a durable solution is found, Member 
States should apply reception measures appropriate to the needs of the 
child and should ensure that relevant procedural safeguards apply.

  Preamble (25): Member States should adopt a gender perspective and 
a child-rights approach. Officials likely to come into contact with 
victims or potential victims of trafficking in human beings should 
be adequately trained to identify and deal with such victims.

  Art. 11: 5. The assistance and support measures referred to in 
paragraphs 1 and 2 shall be provided on a consensual and informed 
basis, and shall include [...] necessary medical treatment including 
psychological assistance, counselling and information, and 
translation and interpretation services where appropriate. […].

  Art. 16: 3. Member States shall take the necessary measures 
to ensure that, where appropriate, a guardian is appointed to 
unaccompanied child victims of trafficking in human beings.

  Art. 18: 3. Member States shall promote regular training for officials likely to 
come into contact with victims or potential victims of trafficking in human 
beings, including front-line police officers, aimed at enabling them to identify 
and deal with victims and potential victims of trafficking in human beings.”

Anti-Trafficking Directive (Directive 2011/36/EU)

“  Art. 15: 1. […] Member States shall ensure that the border guards are 
specialised and properly trained professionals, taking into account 
common core curricula for border guards established and developed by 
the European Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation 
at the External Borders of the Member States established by Council 
Regulation (EC) No 2007/2004. Training curricula shall include specialised 
training for detecting and dealing with situations involving vulnerable 
persons, such as unaccompanied minors and victims of trafficking.”

Schengen Borders Code (Regulation 562/2006)

Specifically relevant in this context is the EU Directive 2011/36/EU on Traf-
ficking in Human Beings. It calls for national mechanisms for early identi-
fication and assistance to the victim that involves co-operation between law 
enforcement, civil society organisations, medical and psychological support, 
and providers of shelters, among others. It also calls for the provision of 
support to the victim as soon as there is indication that the person has been 
trafficked and that assistance is provided before, during, and after the crimi-
nal proceedings.

In protecting unaccompanied children, attention needs to be drawn to how 
particularly vulnerable children are identified and supported. Issues identified 
in the CONNECT Project as being especially challenging for actors to deal 
with are children with trauma, disabilities, possible victims of trafficking and 
those at risk of disappearing from care.

At a CONNECT Roundtable in Gothenburg with the Social Services, County 
Authority and the Police, among other actors, the following groups were iden-
tified as being at risk of exploitation: undocumented children without a legal 
stay or who never applied for asylum, unaccompanied EU citizens, children 
with debts to smugglers, children with addictions, and children placed in 
kinship placement (foster care with relatives).

Extra vulnerabilities are more easily screened, and obviously identified, if the 
signs are noticeable and explicitly expressed. However, often vulnerabilities 
are subtle and experienced on a subjective level. The child may also be un-
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comfortable with sharing such personal and sensitive information. In order 
to examine the needs for additional support, actors must be attentive to the 
child’s past and current experiences, and emotional well-being. Since the 
majority of unaccompanied children apply for asylum in Sweden, the screen-
ings are mainly carried out during meetings related to the asylum procedures, 
where actors aim to examine all circumstances of the unaccompanied child. 
The actors responsible might vary between countries and the relevant respon-
sible actors need to be involved in co-operation and the Cycle work. It is also 
important to have strategies to reach non-asylum-seeking children.

INDICATORS OF TRAFFICKING

Based on the experiences of caseworkers at the Swedish Migration Board, the 
Manual on cases related to migration lists examples of indicators for possible 
victims of trafficking:

• An applicant does not have a passport, or a forged one

• They have no return ticket to the country of origin

• The applicant looks scared or upset, does not speak freely and gives the 
impression that they are under surveillance

• The applicant appears to be depressed and/or miserable, so that the case 
worker feels a need to take care of them

• A third person is always present at meetings or contacts with the Migration 
Board

• The applicant is accompanied by a dominant person

• The applicant appears to be unusually happy

• There are signs of violence on their body

• The applicant often changes their address

• They are under the influence of narcotics, possibly against their will

• The person experiences insomnia, stomach ache, vomiting, or panic in spite 
of being placed in a safe environment

STANDARDS:

Actors engaging with unaccompanied children  
are qualified and specifically trained to identify  
circumstances of extra vulnerability.

Specific tools, such as indicators of trafficking which  
are regularly updated on the basis of fresh data,  
is available to support actors in this role.

Professionals such as border guards, police, and  
reception center staff are trained and know how to  
respond to indications of trafficking.

There are routines on how to respond when a child  
is suspected to be a victim of trafficking. 

There is a function or authority responsible for the referral  
of victims of trafficking and for analyzing data and trends. 

There is national/local co-operation on an individual basis as well as on 
a structural level in relation to issues relating to child trafficking and 
unaccompanied children.

There is specialized support to suspected victims of trafficking,  
such as housing, guardians etc. 

Suitable foster families are recruited and trained in order to ensure more 
widespread availability and appropriate care arrangements.
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When a child is questioned around suspected trafficking issues, the 
interviews take place in a child-friendly environment by staff with skills 
to interview children.

Once the circumstances have been recognised as a potential crime, the 
child victim of trafficking is entitled to a specialised guardian, a support/
contact person, witness protection, interpreter, legal counselling and 
aid, contact prohibition, telephone with a secure and protected line, 
protected contact details, safe house (specifically for victims of human 
trafficking), and other reimbursements, if needed.

When a child has been identified as a victim of human trafficking, 
a reflection period is granted during which the child can recover in 
order to be able to make a decision about whether co-operation with 
investigating authorities is an option.

In case there are reasons to believe that the child is, or might be, under 
threat or still at risk for human trafficking, the Social Services or other 
Child Protection Actors are mandated to take actions and to offer 
specialised support.

WORKSHEET
Good practice:

Opportunities and areas for improvement:

Challenges:

Solutions and potential actions for improvement:
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PREVENTING AND RESPONDING 
TO DISAPPEARANCES

The EU Action Plan On Unaccompanied Minors (2010-2014) identifies dis-
appearances of unaccompanied children from care as a priority issue to be 
addressed. Key issues that arise in relation to disappearances concern: (i) how 
actors respond to disappearances; (ii) the consequences of disappearances on 
the child’s situation and (iii) what steps can be taken by actors to prevent dis-
appearances. Children may disappear from care for a wide variety of reasons, 
including the fact that they are trafficked or exploited in some way, desire 
to move to another country, fear of transfers to another country under the 
Dublin rules, fear of being returned to a third country, desire to work, desire 
to unite with relatives or family members, and fear of the consequences of 
turning 18 in terms of residence status or support.

Disappearances may occur at many different stages of a child’s journey; Ital-
ian actors also report the experience of children trying to pass through the 
country un-intercepted by child protection and immigration actors, so as to 
avoid being fingerprinted and subsequently subjected to the Dublin process. 
It is clear that, whatever the reasons for the disappearance, a child who is no 
longer in care may be at risk of exploitation, abuse, neglect or violence. Disap-
pearances of unaccompanied children clearly raise child protection concerns, 
but responses are frequently complicated by the uncertainties generated by 
the child’s migration status.

Preventing disappearances remains an important but sensitive objective for 
actors. The establishment of protected centres in the Netherlands with special 
services for children at risk is viewed from different perspectives by different 
stakeholders. Secure accommodation has not been favoured by the UK, which 
tends towards foster families with special training; however such families are 
not always available. Inter-agency cooperation in the UK also emphasises pre-
vention measures in the form of closely engaging with children at risk from 
the first encounter.27

Many actors are involved when an unaccompanied child disappears in 
Sweden: the guardian, social worker, contact person at the reception centre, 
Police, Border Police, public counsel and the Migration Board, usually also 
the main authority in migration related issues.27There is relatively little com-
parative data on unaccompanied child disappearances in Europe, therefore 
the examples presented here are mainly based on how authorities and stake-
holders in Sweden respond to and perceive child disappearances.28

If a child is found missing from the reception centre or family home in Swe-
den the guardian and social worker are immediately notified. If the child does 
not return within 24 hours, they must be reported missing to the local Police. 
There are no specific guidelines regarding which actor must report the child 
missing but it is often the reception centre staff or the child’s guardian. The 
Migration Board and the Chief Guardian of the Municipality are also notified 
of the child’s disappearance.29

Any actor can also voluntarily call the hotline for missing children (116 000) 
that covers all of Europe, however, the assessment of ECPAT in Sweden is that 
the response and actions taken are currently no different from actions for 
calls to the national emergency number (112). All cases are forwarded to the 
Police if action needs to be taken.30

ECPAT in Sweden asserts that the response and assumptions for not search-
ing for the child are not child-sensitive. It is likely that children have disap-
peared because they may have felt without any other options. Regardless, they 
risk being exposed to exploitative situations to survive and that should be 
enough reason for actors to search for them.31

27 CONNECT Project Report, (2014).
28 CONNECT Sweden Country Report, p. 39.
29 CONNECT Sweden Country Report, p. 39.
30 Ibid.
31 CONNECT Sweden Country Report, p. 41.
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Actors consulted by Save the Children at a meeting in Gothenburg stated that 
responsibilities of different actors are not clear when a child goes missing. At 
the time of the meeting, no co-operational structures were established around 
disappeared children or children who are potential victims of trafficking.

One of the issues is that it is not clear how long a child is entitled to a guardian 
after the disappearance. One of the guardians was relieved from their assign-
ment within days after the child’s disappearance, another guardian was asked 
to keep the assignment for an additional three months. She was relieved of her 
duties when the child had not turned up as it was then assumed that the child 
had left Sweden permanently, one of the criteria for relieving a guardian.32

STANDARDS:

Regardless of status, all children are legally entitled to the right to 
education and free and full access to health, medical, and dental care as 
any other child with legal permits.

Measures are undertaken to make the provisions above available  
and accessible for all children regardless of status. 

The Social Services Act (or corresponding) covers all groups of children, 
including undocumented children and children who have disappeared 
(including of their own accord).

There are existing established protocols for multi-agency responses to 
disappearances that are also followed in practice. 

32 Ibid, p. 41.

There are focused efforts on preventions of disappearances, such as a 
national/regional/local action plans. 

There are training opportunities available with the purpose of 
increasing the knowledge of law enforcement officials on the situation of 
unaccompanied children

The child’s file is kept open in order to mitigate the negative effects that 
might imply in the event that the child is encountered in another region 
or another EU country.

60Local Co-operation for Unaccompanied Children



WORKSHEET
Good practice:

Opportunities and areas for improvement:

Challenges:

Solutions and potential actions for improvement:

HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

“  1. States Parties recognise the right of the child to the enjoyment of the 
highest attainable standard of health and to facilities for the treatment of 
illness and rehabilitation of health. States Parties shall strive to ensure that 
no child is deprived of his or her right of access to such healthcare services.

  2. States Parties shall pursue full implementation of this right 
and, in particular, shall take appropriate measures:

 (a) To diminish infant and child mortality
 (b)  To ensure the provision of necessary medical assistance and healthcare 

to all children with emphasis on the development of primary healthcare
 (c)  To combat disease and malnutrition, including within the 

framework of primary healthcare, through, inter alia, the application 
of readily available technology and through the provision of 
adequate nutritious foods and clean drinking water, taking into 
consideration the dangers and risks of environmental pollution

 (d)  To ensure appropriate pre-natal and post-natal healthcare for mothers
 (e)  To ensure that all segments of society, in particular parents 

and children, are informed, have access to education and 
are supported in the use of basic knowledge of child health 
and nutrition, the advantages of breastfeeding, hygiene and 
environmental sanitation and the prevention of accidents

 (f)  To develop preventive healthcare, guidance for parents 
and family planning education and services

 3. States Parties shall take all effective and appropriate measures with a 
view to abolishing traditional practices prejudicial to the health of children.

  4. States Parties undertake to promote and encourage international 
co-operation with a view to achieving progressively the full realisation 
of the right recognised in the present article. In this regard, particular 
account shall be taken of the needs of developing countries.”
UNCRC, Article 24
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“  States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to promote physical 
and psychological recovery and social reintegration of a child victim of 
any form of neglect, exploitation, or abuse; torture or any other form of 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment; or armed conflicts. 
Such recovery and reintegration shall take place in an environment 
which fosters the health, self-respect and dignity of the child.”

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 39

“  Member States shall ensure that applicants receive the necessary health 
care which shall include, at least, emergency care and essential treatment 
of illnesses and of serious mental disorders. 2. Member States shall provide 
necessary medical or other assistance to applicants who have special 
reception needs, including appropriate mental health care where needed.”

Reception Conditions Directive, Article 19:1 (Directive 2013/33/EU)

“  Member States shall ensure access to rehabilitation services for minors 
who have been victims of any form of abuse, neglect, exploitation, torture 
or cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment, or who have suffered 
from armed conflicts, and ensure that appropriate mental healthcare 
is developed and qualified counselling is provided when needed.

Reception Conditions Directive, Article 23.4 (Directive 2013/33/EU)

All unaccompanied children should be offered a thorough health assessment 
as soon as possible after having established contact with authorities in the 
receiving country. Access to adequate healthcare must be guaranteed to all 
children without discrimination and irrespective of their legal or other status. 
The health assessment is only possible with the child’s informed consent, so it 
is of paramount importance that the child is provided with information about 
the assessment, in their own language, to fully understand how it is intended 
to influence the support provided to the child. Health assessments should not 
in any way influence the outcome of a possible asylum claim.

Unaccompanied children can be reluctant to engage in health assessments. 
This is primarily due to the lack of clear and child-friendly information about 
these assessments and to experiences of assessments that have been very poor-
ly conducted.

Unaccompanied children are likely to suffer from post-traumatic stress disor-
ders, depression or other psychological problems. This can be due to experienc-
es in their home country or during the journey, but also because of the difficul-
ties they face trying to adapt to a new situation in the receiving country. In all 
European countries, there is a need for more and better psychological support, 
even in countries that provide specialist psychological support to unaccompa-
nied children. These services are still not widely available or actively offered to 
children, so they are not aware of this possibility. There are also issues related 
to stigma and cultural differences which make children hesitant about seeking 
this kind of support. As most children initially, when the needs are greatest, 
are likely to need interpretation to convey private, traumatic and emotional 
experiences, this may also pose a barrier for children. However, they are likely 
to resort to other coping mechanisms in this respect, talking to friends or 
relatives, rather than professional services. For children engaged in uncertain 
asylum procedures, these appear to be a major source of stress and anxiety.33

For many children, signs of trauma and depression can be noted in the school 
environment, however, school health staff do not necessarily have the special 
skills to identify and refer children in the right direction. Better links between 
school healthcare and mainstream and specialised health systems need to be 
established.

There are areas for improvement also when unaccompanied children engage 
with health institutions for illnesses or routine checks. Children living in 
alternative care facilities are not always taken seriously and assisted to access 
health services. Girls may have preferences of seeing female doctors.

33  Separated, asylum-seeking children in European Union Member States, Comparative 
Report, November 2010, FRA, p. 47.
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STANDARDS:

A thorough health assessment of unaccompanied children addressing 
their health needs is conducted as soon as possible upon their 
engagement with authorities, while ensuring their informed consent.

Child-friendly information, in the child’s own language, is available and 
provided to the child to enable them to make an informed decision about 
the health assessment.

The child is assisted to establish contact with the relevant health 
institution and accompanied to the appointment, if desired. 
Interpretation that safeguards the child’s integrity is made available (use 
of new technology can safeguard integrity).

The results the assessment do not in any way influence or negatively 
affect the outcome of the asylum claim. 

Access to adequate healthcare is guaranteed to all children without 
discrimination and irrespective of their legal or other status, and 
includes mandatory professional interpretation and intercultural 
mediation support.

Children are, as far as possible, provided with doctors of the same gender 
when this is their preferred option. 

Specific attention is given to the emotional problems and mental health 
situation of unaccompanied children. 

Assessment and establishment of physical and psychological health 
and a plan for rehabilitation is ensured and shared with other actors 
responsible for the child’s well-being (with the child’s informed consent 
and only at the level of detail necessary).

WORKSHEET
Good practice:

Opportunities and areas for improvement:

Challenges:

Solutions and potential actions for improvement:
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EDUCATION

“  1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, 
and with a view to achieving this right progressively and on 
the basis of equal opportunity, they shall, in particular:

 (a) Make primary education compulsory and available free to all;

 (b)  Encourage the development of different forms of secondary 
education, including general and vocational education, 
make them available and accessible to every child, and 
take appropriate measures such as the introduction of free 
education and offering financial assistance in case of need;

 (c)  Make higher education accessible to all on the basis 
of capacity by every appropriate means;

 (d)  Make educational and vocational information and 
guidance available and accessible to all children;

 (e)  Take measures to encourage regular attendance at 
schools and the reduction of drop-out rates.

  2. States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that 
school discipline is administered in a manner consistent with the child’s 
human dignity and in conformity with the present Convention.

  3. States Parties shall promote and encourage international 
cooperation in matters relating to education, in particular with a 
view to contributing to the elimination of ignorance and illiteracy 
throughout the world and facilitating access to scientific and technical 
knowledge and modern teaching methods. In this regard, particular 
account shall be taken of the needs of developing countries.

UNCRC, article 28

“  1. States Parties agree that the education of the child shall be directed to:
(a)  The development of the child’s personality, talents and 

mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential;
 (b)  The development of respect for human rights and 

fundamental freedoms, and for the principles 
enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations;

 (c)  The development of respect for the child’s parents, his or her own 
cultural identity, language and values, for the national values of the 
country in which the child is living, the country from which he or she 
may originate, and for civilizations different from his or her own;

 (d)  The preparation of the child for responsible life in a free society, 
in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of 
sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national 
and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin;

 (e)  The development of respect for the natural environment.

  2. No part of the present article or article 28 shall be construed so as 
to interfere with the liberty of individuals and bodies to establish and 
direct educational institutions, subject always to the observance of 
the principle set forth in paragraph 1 of the present article and to the 
requirements that the education given in such institutions shall conform 
to such minimum standards as may be laid down by the State.

UNCRC, article 29

“  Art. 14: 1. Member States shall grant to minor children [...] access to 
the education system under similar conditions as their own nationals 
[...]. Such education may be provided in accommodation centres. 
[...] Member States shall not withdraw secondary education for the 
sole reason that the minor has reached the age of majority. 2. Access 
to the education system shall not be postponed for more than three 
months from the date on which the application for international 
protection was lodged by or on behalf of the minor. [...]

Recast Reception Conditions Directive, Art 14:1 (Directive 2013/33/EU)(
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“  Art. 27: 1. Member States shall grant full access to the 
education system to all minors granted international 
protection, under the same conditions as nationals.

Recast Qualification Directive, Art 27:1 (Directive 2011/95/EU)

“  Art. 14: 1. Member States shall [...] ensure that the following principles 
are taken into account as far as possible in relation to third-country 
nationals during the period for voluntary departure granted in 
accordance with Article 7 and during periods for which removal has 
been postponed in accordance with Article 9: [...] (c) minors are granted 
access to the basic education system subject to the length of their stay;

 Art. 17: 3. Minors in detention [...] shall have, depending 
on the length of their stay, access to education.

Return Directive (Directive 2008/115/EU

UNCRC General Comment No.6 sheds additional light on the unaccompa-
nied child’s right to education, clarifying that all (also receiving) countries 
“need to ensure that access to education is maintained during all phases of the 
displacement cycle”.34 It stresses that every unaccompanied/separated child, 
irrespective of status, shall have full access to education in the country that 
they have entered. Such access should be granted without discrimination and 
the General Comment specifically mentions unaccompanied/separated girls 
and their right to equal access to formal and informal education, including 
vocational training at all levels. Access to quality education should also be en-
sured for children with special needs, particularly children with disabilities.

Unaccompanied children need to access education as soon as possible after 
being identified as such. The educational setting has several highly protective 
and development supporting features. Firstly, the need to develop language 

34 General Comment No.6 CRC/GC/2005/6, p. 14, para 41.

skills is key to accessing mainstream schools as well as taking stock of what 
society has to offer. Secondly, school achievements are likely to boost self-es-
teem and confidence. Thirdly, a busy school schedule can allow children to 
recover from traumatic experiences and also take their minds off a possible 
asylum process that can prompt new worries and concerns. Fourthly, and 
related to the previous, school healthcare also has the hands-on potential to 
provide much needed psycho-social support and counselling.

A careful and thorough individual assessment of educational needs, identi-
fying the level of “academic” skills as well as other skills and talents, must be 
carried out so that the right level of educational support and empowerment 
can be provided. Especially in the beginning of introduction into school, these 
assessments have to be carried out frequently so that the speed of progress 
can be properly reflected in the challenges. Many children have experienced 
that they become hostage to the initial assessment or to a system that cannot 
provide a diversity of educational challenges. They are either achieving goals 
faster than expected or in need of more time to reach the goals, regardless of 
which, their individual achievements tend to remain unnoticed.35

Simply access to school is not enough; education for unaccompanied/sepa-
rated children needs to be organised in ways that advance integration rather 
than reinforce exclusion and patterns of segregation.36

Schools and authorities also have a tendency to focus on what unaccompa-
nied/separated children do not know, rather than on what they actually do 
know. The best foundation for learning a new language is the opportunity to 
maintain and develop one’s first language. Also, opportunities to demonstrate 
skills (regardless of how they match the curriculum) and pride in one’s own 
culture are extremely important to attain new skills.

35  Utbildning för nyanlända elever – rätten till en god utbildning i en trygg miljö, 
Skolinspektionens granskningsrapport (Training for newly arrived students – the right to a 
good education in a safe environment, School Inspection Review Report) 2009.

36 Ibid.
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Most unaccompanied/separated children have experienced very different ed-
ucation systems in their home countries, if they have any experience of school 
at all. The teaching culture is different, as are relations between teachers and 
students so children will need time and support to adjust.

There can be delays regarding the children’s school placement that stem from 
a relatively rigid school year calendar. Several countries have difficulties with 
school enrolment of children who arrive when a term has already begun, and 
they may end up waiting to get a place.37 Schools may be reluctant to accept 
unaccompanied/separated children for fear of lacking the resources to provide 
the special support that these children need.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING

Many children have left their families and countries of origin in search of a 
better life and arrive filled with hopes of also being able to support their rela-
tives left behind. Children who have expected to find work opportunities can 
be frustrated attending school, as they would rather work even in low-paid, 
unskilled jobs. Although children understand the benefits of education in 
terms of increased opportunities in life, many still express their wish to “learn 
a trade” to earn money and become more independent.38

In Sweden, children had work placements (praktik) arranged through their 
school or housing facility and all appreciated having a summer job to earn 
some money.39 Opportunities to access vocational training seem to be less 
than the demands for them. Most countries have not considered a combina-
tion of education and vocational training as a means to facilitate employment 
later on.

37  Separated, asylum-seeking children in European Union Member States, Comparative 
Report, November 2010, FRA, p. 53f.

38 Ibid, p. 57.
39 Ibid, p. 58.

There are also instances when children have been working irregularly because 
they need the money to cover their own needs, support their families (that 
could include paying debts to smugglers) or simply because it helps them take 
their mind off their problems. Properly regulated and supervised work can 
help older children interact more with the community, improve their self-es-
teem and gain work experience that can improve their future life chances.

STANDARDS:

Non-discrimination

Unaccompanied children are provided education opportunities as soon 
as they are identified. A permanent education solution, adequate from a 
broader life perspective, is put in place as soon as possible.

Access to quality education is ensured for children  
with special needs, particularly children with disabilities. 

Pre-school education and early learning programmes  
as well as day care are made available for younger,  
unaccompanied children.

No requirements, such as a completed health investigation,  
can be used as conditions for being provided education. 

Education is provided to unaccompanied children,  
in terms of time and content, equivalent to that provided  
to all other children in the country.

Schools in every country (or the corresponding level in a country) 
are equipped, skilled and prepared to accommodate unaccompanied 
children’s right to education.
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Schools can, or are supported to, provide basic information to 
unaccompanied children in their own language, including information 
about school health personnel and other school services.

Education as integration

Unaccompanied children are integrated into regular classes as soon 
as possible. Possibilities are explored to integrate children in “non-
academic” classes (sports, crafts, etc.) from the very beginning.

Balance is sought between provision of specialised (often segregated) 
support and the need to integrate at school. The school is recognised as 
key to achieving integration also on the broader societal level.

Quality education

Resources are allocated to education as if every child will get a residence 
permit. Children are granted the right to education during the entire 
stay in a host country.

School attendance is monitored and reviewed in order to learn 
from findings, regardless of school attendance being mandatory for 
unaccompanied children or not.

Co-operation/co-ordination

The most vital actors (including representative(s) from the school) 
surrounding the unaccompanied child have possibilities to co-ordinate 
and join efforts to provide holistic support to each child. Lines of 
communication and clear division of responsibilities are ensured.

Every child’s views are heard and taken into consideration, both at 
individual level and as part of the school collective.

Building upon existing capacities

The knowledge, skills and talents40 of the unaccompanied child are 
assessed as soon as possible with the most appropriate tools to establish a 
learning continuum.

Every unaccompanied child gets access to mother-tongue based support 
in education (written, technology-based and/or person-based) and that 
support is given as long as it provides learning benefits.

Schools can ensure that children have the right to maintain their culture, 
including identity and values, and the development of their native 
language.

The unaccompanied child is an active part in setting realistic targets 
for their own learning, with the plan continuously and appropriately 
revised.

Every unaccompanied child is provided with education including the 
host country language as a second language. Adequate attention is given 
to children requesting greater and faster language tuition, as well as 
children needing more time.

Information

Information on educational possibilities is provided to unaccompanied 
children as soon as possible, in a child-friendly format and using 
language that they understand.

Educational possibilities are discussed directly  
with the child concerned.

40 Ensure also that “hidden” skills are recognised and fostered.
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Vocational training

Unaccompanied children should be provided access to vocational 
education and training. If needed and applicable, they are allowed work 
permits to enable access.

Those children, who wish to work and fulfil the necessary age 
requirements, are assisted in finding work, if this is not contrary to 
legislation compared with other children or does not interfere with their 
education.

Opportunities are provided to obtain summer jobs or paid internships. 
However, it is important to strictly monitor the application of relevant 
regulations regarding hours and conditions so that children are not 
exploited.

School healthcare

School health personnel are prepared and skilled to provide basic care 
for unaccompanied children, especially if still waiting for the mandatory 
health assessment.

School health personnel have skills to identify traumatised children, be 
supportive and refer them to other specialised support.

WORKSHEET
Good practice:

Opportunities and areas for improvement:

Challenges:

Solutions and potential actions for improvement:
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“  Member States shall ensure that minors have access to leisure 
activities, including play and recreational activities appropriate to 
their age within the premises and accommodation centres referred 
to in Article 18(1)(a) and (b) and to open-air activities.”

Recast Reception Conditions Directive, Article 23:3

Leisure activities, an essential element in the life of every child, have particu-
lar relevance in the case of unaccompanied children. The Committee on the 
Rights of the Child expects States to interpret “development” (in Article 6) 
in its broadest sense, as a holistic concept, encompassing the child’s physical, 
mental, spiritual, moral, psychological and social development. All imple-
mentation measures should be aimed at achieving the optimal development 
for every child.

At the very core of each child’s right to develop to their fullest potential lies 
the need to develop relationships with others, for social integration. Social 
relationships also function as a protective barrier, building resilience, against 
discrimination and racism. Article 29 of the CRC addresses basic aspects 
of how social interaction between unaccompanied children and their host 
society should be articulated, ensuring respect for the child’s cultural identity, 
language and values, and the national values of the country in which the child 
is living.

Integration can and should be promoted from various perspectives by a 
wide range of actors. Too often, integration programmes for unaccompanied 
children begin only after a person has been granted status and the right to 
stay. However, barriers to social interaction while awaiting a decision affect 
the integration process negatively, making integration more difficult once a 
permit to stay is granted. It can also be detrimental to their reintegration in 
case of return to their country of origin. Staff working with unaccompanied 
children need to be aware of this, not least as means to overcome their hesita-
tion to invest compassion, time and resources in children whose prospects for 
permanent stay are slim. All measures promoting integration, and the sooner 
the better, adds value to the lives of unaccompanied children.

LEISURE AND CIVIL RIGHTS

“  1. States Parties shall respect the right of the child to 
freedom of thought, conscience and religion.

  2. States Parties shall respect the rights and duties of the parents 
and, when applicable, legal guardians, to provide direction 
to the child in the exercise of his or her right in a manner 
consistent with the evolving capacities of the child.

  3. Freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs may be subject 
only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are 
necessary to protect public safety, order, health or morals, 
or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.

UNCRC, article 14

  In those States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities or persons 
of indigenous origin exist, a child belonging to such a minority or who 
is indigenous shall not be denied the right, in community with other 
members of his or her group, to enjoy his or her own culture, to profess 
and practice his or her own religion, or to use his or her own language.

UNCRC, article 30

“  1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, 
to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age 
of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.

  2. States Parties shall respect and promote the right of the 
child to participate fully in cultural and artistic life and shall 
encourage the provision of appropriate and equal opportunities 
for cultural, artistic, recreational and leisure activity.

UNCRC, article 31
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Unaccompanied children not only lack their parents to care for them, but are 
also separated from their familiar cultural setting. A new, foreign environ-
ment can make them feel alienated. When seeking trust and protection, they 
can more easily become dependent on people who exploit their trust, in the 
worst case, becoming the targets of smugglers or traffickers.

The CRC, in addition to Article 14, requires in Article 30 that a child belong-
ing to a religious minority shall not be denied the right to profess and practice 
their own religion. Religion can be a very important source of emotional sup-
port and, in many countries, children can enjoy the freedom to practice their 
religion in their host country.

Today, the use of media, especially electronic media, is an important part 
of leisure activities in which children like to engage. Under Article 17 of the 
CRC, States Parties recognise the important function of mass media and the 
role it has for ensuring children access to information and material from a 
diversity of national and international sources. Television and Internet are 
sources of news and means to stay in contact with their home country, family 
and friends. It is important to ensure that children have possibilities to access 
the Internet and media, for information and communication, but also purely 
for entertainment.

Children need to interact with peers, both from the host country, as well 
as from their own or other countries. Recreational activities, in particular 
sports, are vital and a source of strength. Unaccompanied/separated children 
can also find strength and support from children facing similar challenges, 
however, there can be tensions between children, which are not alleviated by 
seeing them as one group only. These situations require a culturally sensitive 
approach.

The place of residence in a foster family, institutional care or (semi)inde-
pendent living can have a great impact on the possibilities for recreation and 
social interaction. It is therefore imperative to review the impact of residence 
on these possibilities, and be prepared to offer support or make appropriate 
changes.

STANDARDS:

The right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief of 
unaccompanied children as well as their right to manifest and practice 
their religion is adequately respected, protected and fulfiled.

Provision of care and services to these children meet  
their religious and cultural values (particularly with regard to food). 

Children have easy access to mass media and the Internet to stay updated 
with events in their country, stay in touch with family and friends, and 
for entertainment.

Unaccompanied children are provided with possibilities to engage in 
leisure activities, such as sports, and participate in cultural life, including 
in the society where they live.

The interaction of unaccompanied children with their peers, as well 
as with children and adults from the host society, is encouraged and 
facilitated.

Financial or other forms of material support are adequate to ensure the 
children’s ability to participate in social life, interacting with their peers, 
including from the host society.

Special attention is given to unaccompanied girls’ possibilities to 
participate in recreational activities, not least by ensuring that there are a 
variety of activities available to choose from.

Administrative and disciplinary rules applicable to unaccompanied 
children are only for the children’s protection and establish no undue, 
detrimental or discriminatory restrictions affecting the children’s ability 
to interact with others.
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