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Protecting the rights of children on the move in times of crisis
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This advocacy brief reflects on
lessons arising from past and ongoing
crises worldwide, outlines principles to
guide action in response to similar crises
in the future, and proposes policy actions
to strengthen the effective protection of
children®. Itisissued jointly by the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR), the United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF), the United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the
International Organization for Migration
(IOM), Office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) and the Office of the Special
Representative of the Secretary-General
on Violence against Children (OSRSG-VAC),
in close partnership with the Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe
(OSCE) Special Representative and
Coordinator for Combating Trafficking in

Human Beings.
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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.




Protecting the rights of children on the move in times of crisis

Background

The number of children on the move, including refugee and displaced children
is increasing. This is putting huge pressure on governments, communities and

the humanitarian agencies that work to protect them.

An estimated 89.3 million people had been forcibly displaced from their homes by
the end of 20217, a figure that increased to a staggering 100 million by mid-20222. In
at least 17 countries, refugees or internally displaced people account for at least five
per cent of the population3. More children are being affected worldwide, and they now

account for 41 per cent - or 42 million - of all those who have been forcibly displaced®.

Displaced The damage caused by multidimensional crises is
adults

Displaced

) on the rise. Crises caused by armed conflicts, political
children

instability and climate change, coupled with the effects
of health and economic crises, threaten children's rights,
including their right to be protected from violence, abuse

and neglect.

Climate change is intensifying disputes over scarce resources, reducing economic
opportunities, and straining public institutions and infrastructures globally. Natural
disasters led to the internal displacement of an additional 7.3 million children in 20215°.
The war in Ukraine has displaced more than 5.6 million children®, presenting another
challenge to the collective global ability of States to protect children in times of crisis.
This has only added to an already difficult situation for the millions of children who

have been displaced as a result of protracted and other conflicts.

Displacement undermines the protection of children by disrupting their family
and community support, increasing their poverty, and reducing their access to the
economic, social and cultural rights, including the right to education and health.
Many of these children - including migrant children - remain invisible to national
child protection systems or are caught in a bureaucratic net of lengthy processes to
determine their status, and this curtails their opportunities for a better future. This
is particularly true for children living in camps and camp-like situations, which are

highly conducive to trafficking in persons and other forms of crime. Families trapped



in such situations sometimes resort to high-risk coping mechanisms, such as coercing
children into early marriage or sending them into child labour. This leaves children at
even greater risk of exploitation and school drop-out, which perpetuate poverty and

make it more difficult to obtain a legal identity.
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In every crisis situation, including those in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Haiti, Libya,
Myanmar, Pakistan, Syria and across the Sahel, national protection systems are
under pressure as they try to scale up their response, and ensure it is appropriate
and effective in addressing the diverse protection challenges facing children who have

been forcibly displaced.
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| At every stage of the
| journey, a child on the |
" move is exposed to |
: a heightened risk of

| violence. |
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This

abuse and exploitation, forced labour,

violence includes sexual
trafficking, child marriage, illegal/illicit
adoption, recruitment by criminal and
armed groups (including terrorist groups)
and deprivation of liberty. Children may go
missing or end up living on the street, and

are often denied access to basic services.

Many live in camps or on the
margins of society for years and others
stateless,

remain which hampers

opportunities to guarantee and
implement their rights. These children
often experience severe trauma. This can
trigger mental health problems that can
last into adulthood, while limiting their
social and emotional development as well
as their health and educational potential.
The lack of adequate and specialized
institutions that offer services and
opportunities for such children can lead
to hopelessness and exacerbate their
mental health issues while impeding their

healthy development.



A way forward

Experience in addressing the impacts of new and protracted conflicts, as well as
those interconnected with climate change, has highlighted a series of new challenges
that require prompt action. Past and ongoing efforts to address these urgent situations
are laudable, yet sometimes result in differential treatment of children who face similar

protection risks.

Strengthening States’ Adequate mitigation measures
preparedness and response in need to be in place to ensure that
the face of crises to enable them all children and all of their rights
to fully protect and respect are fully protected, regardless of
children’s rights from the outset. their origin, status and identity.

It is crucial to We must also

identify and respond invest, as a matter
to the acutely of urgency, in
increased risks the inclusion of
facing children in displaced children in

times of crisis. national systems.

We need to move beyond

emergency responses, given
the often-protracted nature of

displacement in many situations.
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Displaced children on
the move are children
first and foremost.

They are entitled to
full protection.



Lessons and policy asks
to guide future action for
children on the move

All actions related to displaced children must be guided by the Convention on the Rights

of the Child (CRC) and its four guiding principles.

The right to
survival and
development

The best *
interests of
the child
/
/

Non-
discrimination
and equity in
the treatment

of all children
h d
The right who ne.e
to protection,
dl f
participation l‘ega-r ess o
and their status
inclusion
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Protecting the rights of children on the move in times of crisis

>
d o
oi o  The right to survival and development

Providing protection and safety for children on the move must be the highest
priority. This includes: ensuring freedom of movement for children and their families,
prioritizing humanitarian border management, ending immigration detention of
children, providing alternative protection pathways, maintaining access to child-
sensitive reception and asylum procedures, ensuring timely identification of children
atrisk, and providing support and documentation to prevent statelessness. The places
where children live, play, learn or access key services must be safe havens and
should never be used or targeted for military purposes. Children must be kept
out of the line of fire and all parties should abide by legal and moral obligations to
keep children safe. Authorities must respect the non-refoulement principle® and
children must not be forcibly returned to a place where their life or freedom

would be at risk.

>
< 2 R The best interests of the child

Children on the move and their best interests must be at the centre of our efforts.
Any actions and measures should be guided by the best interests of the child, and
children’s views and experiences must be given due weight in decision-making (see the
right to participation, below). In cross-border displacements, as in other situations, all
services and decisions for refugee children must be made in line with the best interests
principle, with procedures in place to enable authorities and/or humanitarian actors

to assess and determine the best interests of children at heightened risk.

Children must never be detained on the basis of the migration status of their
parents, as this is never in their best interest. Again, authorities must respect
the non-refoulement principle, particularly in relation to children. It is worth noting
that national security concerns do not negate the obligation to be guided by the best

interests of the child.

>
< g The right to participation and Inclusion

o o

It is essential to engage children and young people on the move, safely

and ethically, as key actors and partners in shaping the response. This means

13



empowering, listening to and learning from them - not taking their space but
amplifying their voices and supporting them to translate their asks into concrete
action. In addition, children and young people on the move need a seat at the table in
policy processes at global, national and local levels, with specific efforts to engage the

children who are the most vulnerable and excluded.

Children and their families must be provided with accurate information in a
manner that is disability inclusive and child- and gender-sensitive and in appropriate
languages to ensure they understand their rights and the services available to them.
Children’s views must be given due weight in all decisions that affect them and we

must ensure that we are accountable to children in all of our responses.

< s >  Non-discrimination and equity in the treatment of all children who

° ° d tection, dl f their [legal] stat
need protection, regardless of their [legal] status

As noted, displacement heightens the risks to child protection, making it essential
to ensure their access to national systems and services. All children need non-
discriminatory access to national services, including civil documentation such
as birth registration, as well as social welfare, justice, health, education and
social protection. In many countries, authorities and host communities demonstrate
significant political will and generosity in protecting children on the move. However,
national systems can become overwhelmed or may be ill-equipped to respond to the

scale and the specificities of the needs.

Too often, children suffer from a lack of access to essential services on the basis
of their legal status, location or other factors. The barriers may be legal, policy or
administrative, as well as cultural/linguistic and financial. Discrimination and
xenophobia amongst some host populations, as well as some service providers, can be

compounding factors.

Investment in national child protection systems that include displaced
children, rather than excluding them or creating separate services for them, has
proven to be more sustainable and effective in the long-term, from both economic
and child rights perspectives. Such an approach diminishes the risks of social tensions
between the displaced population and local communities. It also reinforces countries’
preparedness in an environment where forced displacement and migration are likely

to continue as a result of conflict, violence, persecution, disasters and climate change.

14



Protecting the rights of children on the move in times of crisis

Statesneedtoconsiderthe potentiallong-termimpactofcomplexcrisesonchildren

and families and develop medium- and long-term strategies that are supported with

adequate funding from the emergency phase onwards. Such long-term planning needs

to build appropriate structures and capacity within existing national systems so that
they can provide services to the displaced population on an equal basis. In addition, it
is essential to ensure that existing services are child-friendly, accessible to children on
the move and that they address their specific needs. It is also crucial to adapt services
to ensure that they are culturally and linguistically appropriate, through the training

and the use of interpreters and cultural mediators.

Where national systems are unable or unwilling to respond immediately at scale,
sustained and predictable humanitarian support is needed to strengthen national
systems while providing short-term support to cover the gaps in locations where

national services cannot respond immediately to the needs.

Many children
live in camps or
on the margins
of society for
years and
others remain
stateless.
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Step up child welfare and child protection reforms and services before and during a crisis.

Child protection systems are instrumental in responding to needs of the most

vulnerable children, including those separated from their parents, and others at risk

of violence, abuse or exploitation such as victims/survivors of gender-based violence

and trafficking. Several key steps are needed to ensure that such systems reach all

children, including those who have been displaced.

Technical and financial
support needs to be
provided to national child
protection systems to
scale up and adapt to the
needs of forcibly displaced
children, without
distinction or exclusion
based on their migration
status.

Investment is needed
to prevent the
abandonment and
institutionalization of

children, and to prioritize
de-institutionalization
and family and
community-based care
for unaccompanied and

separated children, as
well as children with
disabilities (including
those from  displaced
populations).

Children and their
caregivers in local

communities must be able
to access multi-sectoral
services to address their
needs comprehensively,
and must have access to
effective and independent
complaint and feedback
mechanisms related to
care and services.

476947
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Child protection reforms
need to be accompanied
by adequate resource
allocations that allow
the deployment of a
well-trained, supervised
and supported social
workforce thatis equipped
to cater for children from
host communities and
those who have been
forcibly displaced.

Social protection
measures that target
most-at-risk  households
should be incorporated
into reforms, and cash
assistance and care

should be provided to
vulnerable households in
a child-sensitive manner
to address the economic
drivers of child protection
risks.

Strengthening the role
of the justice system in
preventingandresponding
to violence against
children is a pre-requisite
for the upholding of child
rights and the granting
of access to justice for
children, as well as ending
impunity and ensuring
accountability for
violation of child rights.



Protecting the rights of children on the move in times of crisis

We need more age- and gender-disaggregated data on forcibly displaced children
to prepare for the future and accelerate their inclusion. Information management plays
a key role in supporting the provision of individual case management support for the
most vulnerable children. While not an end in itself, a digital information management
system enables frontline social workers or case managers to record, report and
share critical information on children in a safe way amongst service providers. When
aggregated and anonymized, the data also enable managers and decision makers to
monitor the situation, identify key protection issues and to advocate, plan and mobilize

resources accordingly.

Well-designed information management systems can contribute to family tracing
and reunification, as well as the timely identification of missing children. All data
collection, sharing and retention should also be in line with the best interests of the
child, including their right to privacy and data protection and, for refugee children in

particular, to uphold the non-refoulement principle.

Somali children register for school at Kobe refugee camp in Dolo Ado refugee camp complex in

Ethiopia.
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Sustained and effective collaboration and coordination are needed to protect children.

To tackle this challenge, we must work better together.

Coordination is vital amongst relevant authorities and entities at national
and sub-national levels, civil society actors, international agencies and concerned
governments to protect displaced children from all forms of violence. This requires
support for the establishment and development of strong national protection
systems and appropriate coordination mechanisms within countries and across
borders where relevant. Beyond the coordination of direct service provision, efforts
are needed to gradually align national legislations, policies, plans and practices with
applicable international instruments!® and global frameworks!!. This is essential to
enable national governments to align around a joint and effective approach to the
protection of displaced children. Such coordinated responses are enhanced by ensuring
pre-crisis planning and developing crisis strategies, which will help countries better
respond to similar situations in the future. Regional collaboration across multiple

countries affected by the same crisis is also essential to harmonize responses.

For child protection services, investment is needed in robust case-management
systems and community-based services, a well-trained, equipped and supervised social
workforce, agile information management systems, and clear and dedicated standard
operating procedures that define the roles and responsibilities of all actors. This is
essential for coordinated and efficient efforts to protect forcibly displaced children. It
is crucial to work across sectors to address the causes of child protection risks,

as no single sector can address the nature and scale of risks on its own.

Underpinning this effort, governments and donors must more than double their
current funding to meet the existing, escalating, urgent and life-saving protection
needs of children in humanitarian settings'?. We need to increase funding for national
child protection services from both government funding sources and international
donor support in line with the principle of responsibility sharing!® - given that 74
per cent of those who have been forcibly displaced are hosted in low- and middle-
income countries. Increased financial support from the international community
is essential to reinforce the ability of national systems to respond. Significant
and growing gaps in funding of humanitarian child protection responses - a persistent
trend over the last three years'* - demand the scaling up of funding to humanitarian
agencies so that they can continue to supplement government child protection services

and responses where needed.
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Child protection
systems are
instrumental

in responding

to needs of the
most vulnerable
children including
victims/survivors
of gender-based
violence and
trafficking.

A portrait of Shahina, 17, who, with her younger brother Abdullah, 15, became victims of the human

traffickers increasingly preying on the vulnerable Rohingya refugees Cox's

20109.

Baz

ar, Bangladesh, 26 June
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Conclusion

The multifaceted nature of risks to children and the interconnections across the
different aspects of children’s lives mean that we can only protect children when the

entire response works together towards this goal. This means that:

Quality child protection
services need to be
accessible.

Families need economic
support so that they

do not resort to

child labour or child
marriage.

Girls and women need
opportunities and skills
to transform their lives.

\ Communities need
support to find local,
effective solutions
that make their
neighbourhoods safer
for children.

Schools must be safe
places for boys and
girls.

Solutions must be
available for children
and families to rebuild
their lives.

For this to happen, governments and the humanitarian community need to be
held accountable to make the protection of children a top priority. In short, keeping
children safe from harm and promoting their wellbeing is - and must be - everybody’s

business.
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