
                     Executive Summary 

 

The importance of reporting Data. 

It is clear that one of the enduring challenges in the third country migratory flows currently being 

experienced in Europe, is the place of minors placed in extreme vulnerability.  Eurostat, which seeks 

to keep clear measures on the presence of unaccompanied minors across Europe produced the 

following powerful visual representation of the shifting numbers of this presence over the last 

decade.  As can be seen from the graph below, (with Croatia excluded from 2008 – 2011), there was 

a massive spike in these numbers between 2013 and 2016.  At the time of writing the rate of 

unaccompanied children present in the asylum systems of the member states, has yet to fully revert 

to those of the first decade of the third millennium.  
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As to the future, there is no guarantee that there will be a ‘business as normal’ rate to be resumed, 

unless significant further controls in movement outside Europe’s immediate borders are initiated. 

The form that decision takes will be set by the curious mix of democratic instruments, with the 

deployment of voting populations in plebiscite and parliamentary elections, co-ordinated through 

the matrix of  economic, political and state security informed strategic discussions currently taking 

place in   amongst other cities, Brussels, Luxembourg, Lille and Geneva.  This is the real-politic, the 

geo-political environment in which this study is set, and a lens through which the following seven 

country reports, (all except one being members of the European Union), should be read and 

considered. Nothing by way of numbers is certain. That Unaccompanied Minors will be a clear 

presence in Europe’s inward and internal migratory flows, is however the reality.  And for that as 

European citizens seeking to ensure the safety of children, whatever their origin, in our midst, we 

need to understand what is happening to them, and for that we require clarity and transparency of 

information and data.  This is the quest of this report. 

The wider context – the geo-political seismic shocks being experienced by populations outside of 

Europe, have always to be taken into consideration when looking at Asylum figures, into which pool 

unaccompanied and accompanied children are captured.  In the past five years the world has seen a 

catastrophic collapse of Syria with the rupture of its cities and settled population, long standing 

violence and destabilisation in Afghanistan, and the melt down of Libya with an accompanying 

collapse of the State by the deconstruction of the Gaddafi regime by NATO alliance forces. Such 

destabilising unrest has resulted in movements of population unprecedented since the second global 

war of 1939 – 45. As a result, we are now seeing the presence of open slave-markets and forms of 

torture meted out on those trapped in Northern migration passing through ancient North African 

migratory routes.   

Between the commissioning of this study in 2016 and its final publication this autumn of 2018, we 

have seen a step change down of unaccompanied children seeking asylum in the EU, from the peak 

of 2014 – 2015 when this study was originally pitched.  This is part of the instability in migratory 

patterns which we foresee in the coming years affecting Europe, as she sits in the interface between 

ecological, political, and economic forces folding up swathes of population who are forced into life 

threatening movement away from their former homes, social protection networks and livelihoods.  

In 2017, 31 400 asylum seekers applied for international protection in the Member States of the 

European Union (EU) were considered to be unaccompanied minors. This was near enough half the 

number which had been recorded in 2016 (63 200 unaccompanied minors registered) and almost 

one-third of the peak registered in 2015 (95 200).  However the figure was still over two and a half 



times higher than the annual average during the period 2008-2013 which was around 12 000 per 

year.  In total in the EU, unaccompanied minors accounted for 15% of all asylum applicants aged less 

than 18.   The gendered nature of this migration without families is very clear.  In 2017, a majority 

(89%) of unaccompanied minors seeking asylum were males. Over two-thirds were aged 16 to 17 

(77%, or about 24 200 persons), while those aged 14 to 15 accounted for 16% (around 5 000 

persons) and those aged less than 14 for 6% (almost 2 000 persons).  The country which was a 

dominant source of these unaccompanied minors was Afghanistan at 17%, or around 5 300 persons.  

The majority of the unaccompanied minors have been male, though the percentages shift in age 

segmentation – 16 – 18, 12 – 16, 4-12, some babes in others’ arms. And to compound the complexity 

and the risks in managing these highly vulnerable populations are the gaps in data and information.  

This is something which has been indicated and regretted in public for a number of years by GRETA, 

UNODC, UNICEF, IOM, the United States State Department and the European Commission.  Although 

data capture, disaggregated and granular information (Age, Ethnicity, Gender, Ability) is improving, it 

is still not quite where academics, researchers, practitioners and policy makers would like to see it. 

The less clear the data, the less clear the scale, dimensions and ubiquity of the challenge is and the 

areas which are now to be addressed. Where there is a lack of clarity, appropriate planning for 

resources to address the gaps in care and protection is seriously undermined.  

Nearly a decade ago the European Commission outlined the requirement for Europe to establish 

clearly the rights of the child across its member states. This initiative was the Stockholm Programme 

and endorsed by the European Parliament on 10 – 11 December 2009.  Amongst other items, the 

Stockholm Programme sought to ‘examine practical measures to facilitate the return of the high 

number of unaccompanied minors that do not require international protection’.  This was  a clear 

call from European member states that they were not at ease with the rising numbers of 

unaccompanied minors finding their way either through the borders of the EU perimeter states, or 

being rescued from the waters of the Mediterranean and the Aegean seas, and directly inserted into 

the asylum and protection system of States where port entry had been granted, even at numbers 

under 10,000 per annum.  At the same time it was also a call for an ‘integrated approach’ in which 

the rights of the child should be protected in a uniform manner across the member states.  



Between 2009 and 2018 much has changed.  We have a different political hue in the chambers of 

the European Parliament.  In 2009 the call from the EU commission was that any EU Action Plan 

should address issues such as ‘protection and the generation of durable solutions’ placing at its 

heart, not the predilections of its voting populations, but the ‘best interests of the child’ in co-

operation with third countries of either birth or previous domicile.  

Although the EU has devolved many of the de facto issues of migration control from third countries 

into Member States’ hands, their freedom of action is much more constrained in relation to 

unaccompanied minors.  The standard of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

(UNCRC) has been placed firmly at the centre of any action concerning unaccompanied minors by 

the European Commission for well over two decades.  This is a critically important reality,  when 

looking at the way in which children and unaccompanied minors are managed across the different 

systems, protocols and locations of the 28 member States.   

We need to remind ourselves and our wider communities, as Religious congregations committed to 

respond to the challenges of Human Trafficking,  of our signed up standards and European 

Commission stamped duties. This public memory, and announcement of our base line of action and 

response, is important in an environment of what many see as a diminishing of compassion and 

protection around those in migration, and the most vulnerable of these, the minors.  The single 

point of common reference for all the Member States is the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (UNCRC).  Keeping this in mind as you read the data, note the gaps, and review 

the reported activity of the seven countries under examination is vitally important. 2 It is not a 

matter of private opinion, or subject – at least presently to overhaul by the will of plebiscites. 

European law insists on the universal application of the UNCRC as the template of activity. This is 

crucial for keeping a critical dimension in our review, for any failure in this regard is not a matter of 

partisan opinion, but of a dereliction of EU protocols and requirements.  

The EU legislative and financial instruments on asylum, immigration and trafficking in human beings, 

operational across Europe, directly or indirectly address the specific situation of unaccompanied 

minors and there is within this provision for enforced protection of Unaccompanied Minors’ rights.   

This repeated call for a common EU approach in 2009, at one level should have meant that this 

current mapping exercise, with researchers gathered from the RENATE congregations in field and 

desk researchers managed by CCARHT, was a relatively simple exercise.  It turned out not to be as 

straightforward as first envisaged. The quest to access information which should have been sitting 

proudly in the public domain, was frequently unnecessarily complex.  For some of our country 

researchers, the quest required perseverance and not a little imagination to unlock. The process 

shed a light on how much more political will for transparency and release of resources to gather the 

appropriate data, is required across our democracies to bring us to a place where how we deal with 

migration,  protect rights, and ensure as much social protection against human trafficking violation is 

standardly in place. Everywhere.  It is vital that public scrutiny can be exercised by civil society and 

that those mandated in the public sector to audit ‘the migration patterns, children’s rights 
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compliance, and outcomes’ for the dozens of thousands of unaccompanied migrant children across 

the EU member states, are able to do so without obfuscation, or data being unavailable. This is why 

this report, and mapping processes like this are essential to validate our democracies, and the 

societies which we are members as places aligned with our core professions.  

The question of Third country migration over the last decade has become deeply politicised, and 

fissures across the 28 member states opened up publicly at the EU summit recently held in June 

2018 over the way in which asylum seekers are processed.  The Dublin Regulation (now in its third 

iteration) which first came into force in 1997, sets out a common framework for member states, 

determining which country in the European Union  decides an asylum seeker’s application,  and 

ensures that only one member state processes each asylum application, thereby cutting out 

bureaucratic costs and redundancy.   

However, many refugee advocacy groups argue that this system can in itself generate a great deal of 

inequality across the asylum system.  Italy, Greece, Spain, Malta and Hungary protest that because 

they are in the Southern and Eastern pathway of this last two decades migratory pathways through 

North Africa, Turkey and the Balkans there is a profound inequality in the spread of impact for 

member states. Around the 2018 summit there were background briefings given, testing the waters 

for political tolerance of creating external screening and processing centres in  Libya, Niger, Tunisia, 

Morocco, and Egypt.  NGOs and Human Rights advocacy groups protested that all five of these 

proposed countries struggle with their national compliance to comprehensive Human Rights 

protection for their own citizens, let alone managing the safeguarding and protection required for 

those seeking refuge and asylum.  This proposal will in the view of many in the NGO sector, be one 

which wins favour of member states in order to lance the sting of right wing political movements 

emerging on ‘Fortress Europe’s’ borders, galvanising reflex energy amongst populations anxious 

around rates of inward migration, ethnic churn, the undercurrents of ‘terror threats’ and the fiscal 

costs of managing levels of inward migration from third countries.  Similar facilities are also under 

consideration for Albania.       

As people seek to access countries further inland from Europe’s Southern and Eastern borders, to 

the vibrant economies of Germany, the Netherlands, France and the UK, evading the control of State 

authorities, with falsified passports, and costly subterfuge, families can become separated. 

Smugglers colluding with human trafficking rings are engaged to assist individual family members in 

their attempts to move across Europe, and entrapment into long term debt bondage, ensues. Libya, 

Niger, Tunisia, Morocco, Egypt, while similar facilities are being considered for Albania.  The human 

trafficking element can begin at the very gates of Europe itself, and unaccompanied children, or 

children left with only one parent to care for them in a situation of massive uncertainty can be a part 

of this game of lives, seeking to access best options, or family re-assembly.  

The following studies therefore need reading with care.  Where there are gaps in the data, there lies 

a gap in resourcing or in transparency or in effective dissemination.  This data on situation of 

unaccompanied minors, and the ‘asylum’ estate, the European Commission called to be assembled a 

decade ago.  Clarity, transparency, accountability.  These are the three pillars which assist the 

appropriate planning for States to fulfil their duties to the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child 

https://www.aljazeera.com/topics/country/libya.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/topics/country/egypt.html


(UNCRC).  All depends on the careful and accurate recording and assembly of data.  Without this 

approach by all member States, no common EU policy which is going to be compliant with numerous 

conventions which have been ratified by the Commission or resolutions passed through the Brussels 

parliaments can have the teeth they require.   

This then is the spirit of compliance, of the UNCRC, of the New York convention of pursuing the Best 

Interests of the Child, and of the higher values and recommendations asserted in the outcome of 

arduous and painstaking research from Daphne funded research into the plight of unaccompanied 

minors  and seeking to develop minimum standards taken forward by the EUROFOR - Network for 

the protection of unaccompanied minor migrants, which are to be applied in every Member State.3   

Twenty years on, the division of welfare and risk of trafficking is sharper than ever.  The research 

undertaken by the EU in 1999 showed that, in general, two groups of unaccompanied minor 

migrants existed in three countries under review.  For the purposes of the RENATE study it is 

significant that these differences noted then in a three-country study continue today in the seven 

under review in 2016 – 2018.  

First, there is the group of minors who apply for asylum or who used other legal ways of entry in 

order to consolidate their residency status.  With the option of family reunion being deployed for 

this group of migrants minors, there are quite extensive networks of protection and help which 

exists in most of the countries studied although because of the rise in volume in requests there has 

been a slowing down in the efficiency with which these requests are handled.  

However, there are then thousands of minors who are caught across the countries which our study 

surveys, with extremely limited protection. This second group is unaccompanied migrants who, in 

fear of rejection, cross the border illegally or who, in fear of getting deported, go underground, 

utilising the services of smugglers and becoming easy targets for recruitment by Human Traffickers, 

who can be perceived by them as their opportunity to access what they have struggled to attain The 

research showed in 1999 that, in general, two groups of unaccompanied minor migrants exist in all 

the countries studied: 

‘First, the group of minors who apply for asylum or who use other legal ways of entry in order to 

consolidate their residency status. For this group of migrants, quite extensive networks of protection 

and help exist in all the three countries studied. 

On the other hand, numerous minors are almost without protection at all: this second group is 

unaccompanied migrants who, in fear of rejection, cross the border illegally or who, in fear of getting 

deported, go underground. Since access to social support in all the countries depends on the legal 

status of residency, these minors are not supported by governmental institutions. Although there is a 

lack of information on their strategies of survival, it has to be assumed that they are highly exposed 

to dangerous situations.’4 
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In summary it can be stated that in none of the countries studied were the measures of protection, 

comprehensively adequate to the special needs of unaccompanied minor migrants. There are 

occasions recorded in these reports where considerations contained in legislation relating to 

migration/alien status appear to overrule the measures foreseen by the respective child and youth 

welfare laws. Political pressure arising from the current ‘swing to the right’ and a reassertion of 

nationalism have become apparent across Europe and surfaced in every ballot box over the last five 

years.   Because access to social support in all of the countries we have surveyed depends on the 

legal status of residency, minors continue to risk falling in the cracks of protection and support by 

governmental institutions.   There is a general lack of information on their strategies of survival, and 

where there is a failure to provide for these minors, it should be assumed that they are highly 

exposed to dangerous situations. 

There is the full range of compliance and non-compliance across the gamut of requirements which 

has been spelt out by the European Commission and embedded in the UN Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, in the countries studied.  Readers will become aware reading some of these country 

reports, that some measures of protection ‘adequate to the special needs of unaccompanied minor 

migrants’ are worryingly absent.  Some countries’ programmes are undermined by conflicting 

political messages, which has seen legislation or enforcement practices relating to migration/alien 

status overrule the measures which should be guaranteed for minors irrespective of their origin.  In 

others the necessary financial resources to deliver successful and coherent programmes are not 

available.  

We are aware that there should be a common approach on unaccompanied migrant minors, and all 

minors in migration, based on the respect for the rights of the child as set out in the EU Charter of 

Fundamental Rights and the UNCRC, in particular the principle of ‘the best interests of the child’ 

which now rises as  the primary consideration in all action related to children taken by public 

authorities in the EU’s own manifest.   

It is a prime facie truth, that any child needing protection should receive it and that, regardless of 

their immigration status, citizenship or background, all children are treated as children first and 

foremost. This is why this data mapping which has been undertaken by RENATE both through desk 

surveying, and on the ground,  enquiry is vital for the spiritual and moral health of Europe as well as 

the welfare of the children in focus.  It is no good stating one thing in European Parliamentary 

declarations, or through Commission proceedings in Brussels and Luxembourg, and then member 

States failing to follow through on the ground, and with impunity.  The EU has stated time and again 

that there should be solidarity and sharing of responsibilities between Member States and with the 

countries of origin and transit, as well as enhanced cooperation with expert civil society 

organisations and international organisations. This mapping exercise is a part of such civil society co-

operation.  In paying attention to how data is recorded, and how unaccompanied minors, some of 

the most vulnerable members of EU society, are being taken care of in six EU member states, and in 

one eager future entrant (Albania), RENATE has played an important role in holding a light into the 

shadows, to see how we are doing with ‘the least of these my brethren’  Matthew 25:40 KJV. 

End.  


