
A child is a child
Protecting children on the move from violence, abuse and exploitation



© United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)

May 2017

All reasonable precautions have been taken by UNICEF to verify 

the information contained in this publication. For corrigenda 

subsequent to printing, please see www.unicef.org/publications.

Permission is required to reproduce any part of this publication. 

Permission will be freely granted to educational or nonprofit 

organizations.

Please contact:

Division of Data, Research and Policy, UNICEF

3 United Nations Plaza, New York, NY 10017, USA

https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_95956.html

ISBN: 978-92-806-4878-2



May 2017

Protecting children on the move from 
violence, abuse and exploitation

A child is a child



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Photograph credits
Cover:    © Georgiev/UN062484/UNICEF
Page 9:    © Gilbertson VII Photo/UNI197652/UNICEF
Page 19: © Calvin/UNI186113/UNICEF
Page 22: © Noorani/UNI156069/UNICEF
Page 31: © Nybo/UN062736/UNICEF
Page 33: © Noorani/UNI150178/UNICEF
Page 36: © Romenzi/UN052608/UNICEF
Page 45: © Ose/UNI145906/UNICEF
Page 47: © Nybo/UNI200268/UNICEF
Page 55: © Nybo/UNI200263/UNICEF

Editorial, data and analysis
Core report team: Jan Beise, Anna Grojec, Claus Bech Hansen, Jens Matthes, Sarah Rosengaertner, Danzhen You
Managing editor and writing: Anna Grojec
Narrative development, research and writing: Claus Bech Hansen, Sarah Rosengaertner
Data analysis, research and writing: Jan Beise, Danzhen You
Guidance and coordination: Jens Matthes
Additional research, writing and production support: Laura Healy
Further support for data analysis and research: Lucia Hug
Stories and child interviews: Christopher Tidey, Ashley Gilbertson, Priyanka Pruthi, Ngosa Kaloto Lesa

Design and production
Design and content strategy: Olga Oleszczuk, Shangning Wang
Data visualizations: Olga Oleszczuk, Jan Beise, Shangning Wang, Danzhen You
Fact-checking: Yasmine Hage, Xinyi Ge
Copy-editing and proofreading: Erin Tettensor, Anna Mukerjee

Acknowledgements
This report would not have been possible had it not been for the invaluable inputs of many colleagues throughout 
UNICEF, in particular colleagues from Regional Offices, Headquarters, National Committees and Country Offices 
throughout the world.

Within UNICEF, specific thanks go to Justin Forsyth, Laurence Chandy, David Anthony, Attila Hancioglu, Priscilla 
Idele, Kerry Neal, Saskia Blume, Bina D’Costa, John Budd, Irene de Lorenzo-Caceres Cantero, Marta Arias, Verena 
Knaus, Mirela Shuteriqi, Jean Claude Legrand, Andrew Brooks, Kendra Gregson, Stephen Blight, Jose Bergua, 
Jean François Basse, Isabella Castrogiovanni, Barbara Bentein, Galit Gun, Dragan Markovic, David Sharrow, Anna 
Burlyaeva, Antony Spalton, Tanya Turkovich, Robert Schupp and Emily Garin.

Special thanks go to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat 
(RMMS) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) for sharing their datasets and for 
discussing findings that have been invaluable during the report’s production. We particularly wish to thank Harry 
Cook, Eliza Galos and Mathieu Luciano (IOM); Julia Black and Mohamed Bakr (IOM’s Missing Migrants Project); 
Olivia Akumu and Bram Frouws (RMMS); and Petra Nahmias and Htun Zaw Oot (UNHCR). 

Special thanks also go to Jacqueline Bhabha (FXB Center for Health and Human Rights, Harvard University), Mike 
Dottridge (consultant on human and child rights) and Jyothi Kanics (University of Lucerne) for providing an external 
review of the draft report.

4



5

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Children, first and foremost........................................................................................................46

Protection, not detention............................................................................................................47

Care and protection across borders...........................................................................................51

A pathway to 
protection

Why children migrate.................................................................................................................14

Journeys marked by risk............................................................................................................15

Children left to fall through the cracks......................................................................................18

Children’s pathways, 
forced and chosen

CHAPTER 1

...........................................................................................................................................6

...........................................................................................................................................10

...........................................................................................................................................20

...........................................................................................................................................34

...........................................................................................................................................46

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

CHAPTER 4

Few legal ways to move............................................................................................................20

Migrant smuggling......................................................................................................................21

Putting children on the move at risk..........................................................................................24

State authorities do not gain children’s trust.............................................................................28

State crackdowns and pushbacks exacerbate vulnerability......................................................29

Detention and deportation..........................................................................................................30

In the hands of 
smugglers

CHAPTER 2

Trafficking thrives where children are stuck and desperate.......................................................34

Resorting to child labour.............................................................................................................40

Protected on paper, but not in practice......................................................................................41

No safety net for children on the move.....................................................................................43

Exposed to violence, 
abuse and exploitation

CHAPTER 3



6 A child is a child: Protecting children on the move from violence, abuse and exploitation

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Millions of children are on the move across international borders 
– fleeing violence and conflict, disaster or poverty, in pursuit of 
a better life. Hundreds of thousands move on their own. When 
they encounter few opportunities to move legally, children resort 
to dangerous routes and engage smugglers to help them cross 
borders. Serious gaps in the laws, policies and services meant to 
protect children on the move further leave them bereft of protection 
and care. Deprived, unprotected, and often alone, children on the 
move can become easy prey for traffickers and others who abuse 
and exploit them. 

Alarming numbers of children are moving alone
Many children move alone and face particularly grave risks. In parts 
of the world, the number of children moving on their own has 
skyrocketed. On the dangerous Central Mediterranean Sea passage 
from North Africa to Europe, 92 per cent of children who arrived in 
Italy in 2016 and the first two months of 2017 were unaccompanied, 
up from 75 per cent in 2015. At least 300,000 unaccompanied 
and separated children moving across borders were registered in 
80 countries in 2015–2016 – a near fivefold increase from 66,000 
in 2010–2011. The total number of unaccompanied and separated 
children on the move worldwide is likely much higher. 

Specific reasons motivate children to undertake journeys alone. 
Many seek to reunite with family members already abroad. Others 
pursue their families’ aspirations for this generation to have a 
better life. Perceptions of the potential benefits of children moving, 
especially to certain destinations, filter through social networks.  
Other factors include family breakdown, domestic violence, child 
marriage and forced conscription. 

Without safe and legal pathways, children’s journeys are rife 
with risk and exploitation
Whatever their motivation, children often find few opportunities 
to move legally. Family reunification, humanitarian visas, refugee 
resettlement spots, and work or study visas are out of reach for 
most. But barriers to legal migration do not stop people from 
moving, they only push them underground. 

Wherever families and children desperate to move encounter 
barriers, smuggling in human beings thrives. Smugglers range 
from people helping others in need for a fee to organized criminal 
networks that deliver children into hazardous and exploitative 
situations.  

Once children and families place their fates in the hands of 
smugglers, the transaction can readily take a turn towards abuse 
or exploitation – especially when children and families incur debts 
to pay smugglers’ fees. Europol estimates that 20 per cent of 
suspected smugglers on their radar have ties to human trafficking – 
they help children cross borders, only to sell them into exploitation, 
sometimes akin to contemporary forms of slavery. 

Some routes are particularly rife with risks. In a recent International 
Organization for Migration survey, over three-quarters of 
1,600 children aged 14–17 who arrived in Italy via the Central 
Mediterranean route reported experiences such as being held 
against their will or being forced to work without pay at some point 
during their journeys – indications that they may have been trafficked 
or otherwise exploited. Traffickers and other exploiters thrive 
especially where state institutions are weak, where organized crime 
abounds, and also where migrants become stuck and desperate. 
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As States struggle to manage migration, children fall through 
the cracks
As large numbers of refugees and migrants arrive, children among 
them are routinely left in conditions that would be deemed 
unacceptable for native-born children. They languish in overcrowded 
shelters, end up in makeshift camps or are left exposed to the 
dangers of life on the streets. Sometimes, compatriots force them to 
work under exploitative conditions in exchange for shelter and food.  
Mistrust of authorities and fear of detention and deportation keep 
children from coming forward to seek protection and support.   

Harsh border enforcement policies leave children in limbo and 
exacerbate their risk of exploitation
Border closures and aggressive pushback measures can leave children 
and their families stranded in countries where they do not want to 
stay, are not welcome, or have few prospects. Unable to move on 
or go back, they are trapped in prolonged limbo that feeds anxiety, 
despair and self-harm, as documented among children in Greece and 
in Australian processing facilities in Nauru.  

Some children avoid authorities for fear of detention, living on the 
streets under abysmal conditions and sometimes selling sex or 
resorting to petty crime as they save up to pay smugglers to facilitate 
their onward journeys.  

Children on the move are children, first and foremost – they 
need protection
The Convention on the Rights of the Child protects every child, 
everywhere. All children, regardless of legal status, nationality or 
statelessness, have the right to be protected from harm, obtain such 
essential services as health care and education, be with their families, 
and have their best interests guide decisions that affect them. 

Yet in practice, children on the move often suffer violations of their 
rights because of their migrant status. The way children on the move 
are treated varies widely from State to State, and the responsibility to 
care for them often falls too heavily on poorer countries. Even children 
fleeing violence and conflict often do not get the protection they need, 
particularly when refugee protection is curtailed in law or practice. 

Sharing, not shifting, the responsibility to protect children on 
the move
The current system is failing refugee and migrant children. States 
have a responsibility to uphold their rights and protect all children 
within their borders, without exception.

When world leaders adopted the New York Declaration for 
Refugees and Migrants in September 2016, they acknowledged the 
urgent and unmet needs of vulnerable child migrants – especially 
unaccompanied and separated children – who do not qualify for 
international protection as refugees and who may need assistance. 
 
It is now time to act. 

Children’s rights are not confined by national borders. Where conflict 
or disaster, neglect, abuse or marginalization drive children to move, 
their rights move with them. Leadership is urgently required to forge 
global agreement on how to protect and guarantee the rights of 
children as they move, no matter who or where they are. 
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AGENDA FOR ACTION
UNICEF is calling for a six-point plan to keep refugee and migrant children safe 

Refugee and migrant children are extremely 
vulnerable to violence and abuse, and to 
being preyed upon by smugglers and even 
enslaved by traffickers. UNICEF calls for 
increasing safe and legal channels for children 
to migrate and to seek refuge. Cracking down 
on trafficking, strengthening child protection 
systems and expanding access to information 
and assistance can help keep children safe. 
Children and families should never be 
returned to face persecution or life-threatening 
danger in their countries of origin. 

Many refugee and migrant children miss 
out on an education – and many lack access 
to health care and other essential services. 
UNICEF calls for increased collective effort by 
governments, communities and the private 
sector to provide uprooted children with 
access to an education and health services, 
and to shelter, nutrition, water and sanitation. 
A child’s migration status should never be a 
barrier to accessing basic services. 

Protracted conflicts, persistent violence and 
extreme poverty and disadvantage drive 
millions of children from their homes. UNICEF 
calls for greater effort to protect children from 
conflict and to address the root causes of 
violence and poverty, including by increasing 
access to education, strengthening health and 
child protection systems and social safety nets, 
expanding opportunities for family income and 
youth employment, and facilitating peaceful 
conflict resolution and tolerance. 

Uprooted children are often victimized by 
discrimination, xenophobia and stigma 
– both on their journeys and in their final 
destinations. Everyone has a part to play 
in welcoming uprooted children into our 
cities and communities. UNICEF calls on 
local leaders, religious groups, NGOs, 
the media and the private sector to help 
combat xenophobia and facilitate greater 
understanding between uprooted children and 
families with host communities. Governments 
should also set up stronger measures to 
combat discrimination and marginalization in 
countries of transit and destination. 

Detention is harmful to children’s health 
and well-being – and can undermine their 
development. UNICEF calls for practical 
alternatives to detention for all children. 
Unaccompanied and separated children 
should be placed in foster care, supervised 
independent living, or other family- or 
community-based living arrangements. 
Children should not be detained in adult 
facilities.

Children who are travelling alone or who have 
been separated from their families are more 
easily preyed upon and more vulnerable to 
violence and abuse. UNICEF calls for stronger 
policies to prevent children from being 
separated from their parents and other family 
members in transit; and faster procedures to 
reunite children with their families, including in 
destination countries. All children need a legal 
identity and should be registered at birth.  

END THE DETENTION OF 
REFUGEE AND MIGRANT 
CHILDREN BY CREATING 
PRACTICAL ALTERNATIVES

KEEP FAMILIES TOGETHER 
AND GIVE CHILDREN 
LEGAL STATUS

PROTECT UPROOTED 
CHILDREN FROM 
EXPLOITATION AND 
VIOLENCE

PRESS FOR ACTION ON THE 
CAUSES THAT UPROOT 
CHILDREN FROM THEIR 
HOMES

COMBAT XENOPHOBIA AND 
DISCRIMINATION

HELP UPROOTED CHILDREN 
TO STAY IN SCHOOL AND 
STAY HEALTHY
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Child migration is a global reality. As of 2015, 31 million children were 
living outside their country of birth.1 While most of them moved in a 
regular fashion to relocate in a different country with their families, 
this number also includes 10 million child refugees and 1 million 
asylum seekers who fled armed conflict, violence and persecution 
(see Figure 1).2

Box 1: 

Scope of the report

This report examines the risks faced by children moving across interna-
tional borders – with their families or on their own – especially when they 
engage smugglers to facilitate their movement. It also shows how States’ 
measures to restrict migration often leave children stuck and desperate, 
making them easy prey for traffickers and others who abuse and exploit 
children. 

The report spotlights violence, abuse and exploitation encountered during 
the journey itself to underscore the urgency of taking measures to better 
protect children as they move. While its findings are based primarily on 
data on migration routes towards Europe and North America – owing to 
greater data availability – limited evidence from elsewhere in the world 
suggests they hold for other contexts as well.

 CHAPTER 1   CHILDREN’S PATHWAYS, FORCED AND CHOSEN
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Fig. 1: Number of asylum seekers in 32 European countries, by age, 2008–2016

A surge in the numbers of children seeking asylum in Europe

In 2016, over 1.2 million people applied for asylum in 
32 European countries – more than three times as many as 
in 2013.

For children, this trend was even more 
dramatic. Their numbers increased 
almost tenfold compared to 2008 and 
fourfold compared to 2013. 
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Since 1990, the number of international child migrants has grown 
along with the global population, with the share of migrants among 
the world’s children remaining stable.3 Movements related to 
conflict, meanwhile, have spiked.4 The overall number of refugees 
– children and adults under the mandate of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) – increased from 10.4 million 
at the end of 2011 to 16.5 million in 2016.5 While in 2005 about 1 in 
350 children was a refugee, in 2015 the ratio came to nearly 1 in 200 
children.6 Half the world’s refugees were children (see Figure 2).

Alarming numbers of children are moving on their own. On the 
Central Mediterranean route to Italy in 2015, unaccompanied and 
separated children made up 75 per cent of all children arriving in Italy 
by sea; this proportion rose to 92 per cent in 2016 and remained 
at that level through the first two months of 2017. Most of these 
children came from Eritrea, the Gambia, Nigeria, Egypt and Guinea.7 

Around 200,000 unaccompanied and separated children applied for 
asylum in 2015 and 2016 in about 80 countries with available data 
(see Figures 3 and 5),8 while about 100,000 were apprehended 
at the border between Mexico and the United States during the 
same period.9 Taken together, these numbers – 300,000 children – 
demonstrate a dramatic rise, compared to the 66,000 recorded in 
2010–2011.10 These numbers refer to only a subset of children moving 
across borders on their own. The total number of unaccompanied 
and separated children on the move worldwide is likely much higher. 

    

Fig. 2: Number of refugees, by age, 2003–2016 

The number of refugees under UNHCR’s mandate – half of whom
are children – rose by 59 per cent between 2011 and 2016

The total number of refugees has increased by 59% over the 
last five years, from 10.4 million to 16.5 million.

Half of all refugees are children under the age of 18. In 2015, 
globally, 8.2 million children under the age of 18 living outside 
their countries of birth were refugees.

Note: All numbers refer to refugees under UNHCR's mandate only. Number for 2016 refers to 
mid-year; no age-disaggregation available.

Source: UNICEF analysis based on United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Population 
Statistics Database,  UNHCR, 2016; Mid-Year Trends 2016, UNHCR, Geneva, 2017.
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Fig 3: Selected numbers of unaccompanied and separated children in 2015 and 2016

Alarming numbers of children are moving on their own

 

This map does not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or territory or the delimitation of any frontiers. The dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed upon by India and 
Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed upon by the parties. The final boundary between the Sudan and South Sudan has not yet been determined. The final status of the Abyei area has not yet been determined.

Note: U.S. Customs and Border Protection data refer to fiscal years, running 
from October to September – and are denoted by the year it ends.
Source: U.S. Customs and Border Protection, 2016 and 2017.

Note: "Other" refers to non-European countries for which data are available; 
depending on the year, the data refer to between 37 and 53 countries.
Source: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2017.

Note: "Europe" refers to the 28 countries of the European Union and the 
four countries of the European Free Trade Association. Data include first-time 
applicants only. 
Source: Eurostat, 2017.

Note: Includes internally displaced persons, asylum 
seekers and refugees within Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Somalia, Sudan, and South Sudan.
Source: Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat, 2016.

Note: Numbers of unaccompanied and separated children on 
this map cannot be combined to yield a global figure, as there 
may be some overlap between the groups depicted below

100,000 
unaccompanied and 
separated children were 
apprehended at the 
Mexico-U.S. border in 
2015 and 2016

170,000 
unaccompanied and 
separated children applied 
for asylum in Europe in 
2015 and 2016

19,000 
unaccompanied and 
separated children applied 
for asylum in other 
countries in 2015

90,000 
unaccompanied and separated 
children were displaced internally 
and across borders in the Horn of 
Africa in 2015

Number of unaccompanied and separated 
children apprehended by authorities at the 
southwest U.S. border, 2010–2016

Number of unaccompanied and separated 
children applying for asylum, 2010–2016

Number of unaccompanied and separated 
children applying for asylum in other 
countries, 2010–2015

North America

South 
America

Africa

Asia

Europe
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Fig. 4: Main global mixed migration routes 

Children and adults migrate for many reasons

This map does not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or territory or the delimitation of any frontiers. The dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed upon by 
India and Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed upon by the parties. The final boundary between the Sudan and South Sudan has not yet been determined. The final status of the Abyei area has not 
yet been determined.

Source: Adapted from Missing Migrants Project, International Organization for Migration (IOM); UNHCR; i-Map; Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat (RMMS).

Note: Mixed migration includes refugees and asylum 
seekers as well as economic and other migrants, often 
moving through irregular channels

Many major routes trace migrants’ 
search for work that can sustain 
them – like those from India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh and 
Indonesia to the Gulf States, or 
from China’s and India’s 
countryside to its cities.

iUNICEF, Uprooted, The 
growing crisis for refugee 
and migrant children, 
September 2016, p.83, 
citing UNHCR, Mixed 
Maritime Movements in 
South-East Asia in 2015, 
February 2016, p.2
iiFood Security Information 
Network, Global Report on 
Food Crises, 2017.
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Australia1500 mi
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Children migrate to escape violence, armed conflict and persecution; 
the ravages of climate change and natural disasters; and poverty 
and inequality – and to pursue their aspirations for a better life 
(see Figure 4). Their reasons for migrating may evolve and overlap. 
Migration can be a way to exercise agency and cope with drastically 
constrained choices, and it can bring benefits to those who 
undertake it – and to the societies they leave and join. 

There are some distinctive aspects to children’s migration that 
contribute to the high and rising numbers of children moving on 
their own. Many young migrants set out to find opportunities for 
work or education.11 In other cases, children leave home to avoid the 
prospect of unwanted child marriage, female genital mutilation or 
gender-based violence (in the case of girls)12 or forced conscription (a 
particular risk for boys in some contexts).13 Women and girls usually 
have less control over the decision to migrate than men and boys; for 
the former, the decision is more likely to be made by their families 
rather than through their own agency.14   

Family looms large among the factors that motivate children’s 
migration. Some children migrate when their families break down 
or their parents die. Others move to join family members who 
made the journey ahead of them. A significant proportion of 
unaccompanied children moving northward from Central America, 
for instance, have at least one parent or other close relative already 
residing in the United States.15 

In some cases, children migrate on their own because their chances 
of success are deemed greater than those of older family members. 
Interviews conducted in Afghanistan, among communities from 

which unaccompanied migrant children originated, revealed that 
decisions to migrate were informed by an awareness that children 
under 18 arriving in Europe or Australia would enjoy special 
protections and would have a greater chance of being allowed 
to stay.16  
 

Why children migrate

Note: The 32 countries include European Union countries and the four countries of the European Free 
Trade Association. Data include first-time applicants only.

Source: Eurostat, <http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/asylum-and-managed-migra-
tion/data/database>, accessed 8 May 2017.

In 2015 and 2016, among nearly 800,000 children who 
applied for asylum in Europe, 170,000 were considered 
unaccompanied.
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Families may also encourage children to migrate in order to escape 
circumstances that are dangerous or not conducive to their healthy 
development. This was the case, for instance, for Hazara children 
who migrated from Afghanistan to Pakistan or Iran with their 
families, but then moved on to Europe alone to escape the violence 
and social marginalization they experienced in those countries.17 

Journeys marked by risk
For many children on the move in search of a better future, what they 
encounter is not what they expected. On long and arduous journeys, 
children navigate a shifting landscape of risks, especially if they move 
through irregular channels. Deprived of essentials like health care, 
safe water, shelter and education, they contend with exposure to 
the elements, unsafe modes of transportation, abuse at the hands of 
smugglers, and trafficking into forced labour or sexual exploitation. 

Some routes have become especially perilous. Worldwide, the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) has recorded more 
than 21,000 migrant deaths since 2014 (see Figure 6); the precise 
number of children among them is not known.18 The Central 
Mediterranean route is one of the world’s deadliest, with 4,579 
deaths – including an estimated 700 child deaths – recorded 
alongside 180,000 arrivals in 2016, meaning that 1 in 40 people who 
attempted to make the crossing died in the process.19 

Similarly dangerous is the route through Southeast Asia. At the 
height of the Rohingya exodus from Myanmar in 2014–2015, an 
estimated 1 in 60 people lost their lives attempting to cross the 
Bay of Bengal and the Andaman Sea, with a total of 1,838 fatalities 
since 2014.20  

These routes are also rife with risks of violence, abuse and 
exploitation. Recent evidence points to high rates of trafficking and 
exploitation facing children on the Central Mediterranean route 
from North Africa to Italy.21 Migrants undertaking sea voyages in 
Southeast Asia also face high risks of exploitation and sexual and 
gender-based violence.22 

How the risks manifest themselves for individual children depends 
on a number of factors, like their nationality and legal status, 
whether they belong to an ethnic or religious minority, or whether 
they have a disability. Unaccompanied children, deprived of family 
care and support, are especially vulnerable. But even the presence 
of family does not always shield children from harm. They may be 
detained, witness their parents being abused or humiliated, or spend 
months stuck in limbo together with their families. 

Vulnerability varies with gender as well. Girls on the move face 
particular risks owing to discrimination, gender-based violence 
and sexual exploitation. A number of reports suggest that refugee 
women and girls, particularly those from sub-Saharan Africa, often 
experience violence at the hands of smugglers.23 For boys – who 
make up the majority of children migrating on their own – the 
common perception that they are less vulnerable does not take 
into account the acute risks of forced conscription, torture or sexual 
violence faced by many, especially in contexts of armed conflict.24  
Often, gender stereotypes keep severely traumatized boys from 
getting the help they need.25  
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Prolonged journeys compound the risks for children, and the efforts 
of some States to restrict migration are a significant contributing 
factor. When borders close or when the wait to join their families 
drags on, children find themselves stuck in a state of limbo that 
drains their psychological resources, exacerbates deprivations and 
can make them increasingly desperate to move on. States can also 
cause harm when children are detained or relegated to overcrowded 
shelters with inadequate protection from abuse, or when they are 
deported to face the very dangers they risked their lives to escape. 
When children encounter barriers that keep them from migrating, 
they resort to irregular channels and dangerous routes. Many are 
well aware of the risks – but they weigh these risks against those 
they face in their countries of origin, or wherever they might be stuck 
along the way.

  

The game

Hakim, 17, who undertook the long journey from Afghanistan to Europe 
with his brother, his sister and her children, has found himself stuck in a 
Government-run shelter for migrants in Principovac, Serbia. He and his 
brother are thinking about splitting off from the others to more easily 
sneak across the next border, into Hungary, and ultimately to the United 
Kingdom, to join their relatives. 

Hakim describes the irregular border crossings he and so many other 
refugees have had to make as a ‘game’:  

You have the train game, where people hide in shipping containers. 
You have the forest game, where people sneak through the trees. You 
also have the truck game, where you wait for [commercial] truck drivers 
near the border to fall asleep or pass out drunk in their cabs. Then you 
open the container at the back of the truck and sneak in. There is even 
an airplane game, where you use fake passports, but that is the most 
expensive.

It’s more fun, explains Hakim, to think of it as a game – all the refugees 
think of it that way. “But when the police catch you,” he acknowledges, 
“the game is over.” 

Hakim knows that ‘game over’ can mean separation from family, arrest, 
and beatings. But, he muses, “We have had to face risk all the way from 

Afghanistan. This is no different. You have to risk in life.”26 



Fig 6: Recorded deaths of migrants worldwide since 2014

More than 21,000 migrants have died along major mixed migration routes since 2014 

This map does not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or territory or the delimitation 
of any frontiers. The dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed 
upon by India and Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed upon by the 
parties. The final boundary between the Sudan and South Sudan has not yet been determined. The final status 
of the Abyei area has not yet been determined.

Note: Every circle represents one incident, with a varying number of deaths: 1−9 deaths 
(n=1900), 10−99 deaths (n=262), 100−750 deaths (n=40), where n is the number of 
incidents.

Source: Missing Migrants Project, International Organization for Migration, dataset with 
estimated coordinates, <https://missingmigrants.iom.int/>, accessed 11 April 2017. 
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18 A child is a child: Protecting children on the move from violence, abuse and exploitation

The world has set out to find ways to better manage migration – 
and protecting children is an integral part of that endeavour. The 
Sustainable Development Goals include Target 10.7, which aims to 
“facilitate orderly, safe and responsible migration and mobility of 
people, including through implementation of planned and well-man-
aged migration policies.” The New York Declaration for Refugees and 
Migrants (2016) – which outlines commitments to better protect and 
respect the rights of refugees and migrants and support affected 
countries – explicitly considers the special needs of refugee and 
migrant children.27  

When the world’s States ratified the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) – as nearly all of them have done – they committed to 
respect and ensure the rights of “each child within their jurisdiction, 
without discrimination of any kind.”28 This means that a refugee or 
migrant child – whatever her or his legal status and whether newly 
arrived, seeking to stay or just passing through – has the same rights 
as any other child within a country’s borders.

In spite of this commitment, States are not living up to their re-
sponsibilities to protect children and manage migration collectively 
– whether because of a lack of resources, capacities or political will. 
The greatest share of responsibility falls on developing countries that 
are ill-equipped to provide protection, while wealthier countries take 
measures to reinforce their borders and stop people from arriving on 
their shores.

Where States fail to agree on how to share the responsibility for 
managing migration, children bear the brunt of the consequences. 
When children on the move are left unprotected, the consequences 
for their long-term development can be dire. Violence, abuse 
and exploitation can compromise children’s physical and mental 
health and make it harder for them to learn, which can curtail their 
opportunities for the future.  

Children left to fall through the cracks
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