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Each year, over 250,000 children are reported missing in Europe, 1. 
Among them, children in migration are among the most vulnerable. Between 2021 and 2023, more 
than 50,000 unaccompanied migrant children went missing across Europe, almost triple the number 
recorded between 2018 and 2020. In 2023 alone, over 250,000 asylum applications involved 
children2, with 20,687 of them being unaccompanied minors.3 These children face a far higher risk of 
going missing, particularly when reception systems fail or protection gaps emerge. According to data 
from the 116 000 hotlines, only 43% of missing children in migration cases reported in 2020 were 
resolved, with more than half still unresolved even a year later.4 In 2024, the same hotlines reported 
that children most often went missing because of poor reception conditions, lack of access to 
education or employment, absence of shelter, or attempts to reunite with family members. These 
trends demand urgent and coordinated responses. Missing Children Europe supports the 

children's rights must be 
mainstreamed, not marginalised, in all policy responses. In this consultation response, we have aligned 

for Evidence document, highlighting where stronger safeguards for children are needed.  
 
Internal Aspects 
 

 Reception conditions: Ensuring applicants have access to adequate reception facilities. 
 

Reception conditions also play a critical role in whether children remain safe or disengage from the 
system. Across Member States, reception facilities frequently lack trained child protection staff, 
effective guardianship structures, access to education, or psychosocial support.  

Children who arrive unaccompanied should be assigned a guardian as early as possible to reduce the 
risk of them going missing during registration or the initial stages of their arrival.  

The current push for accelerated border procedures and fast-tracked asylum processing also risks 

without sufficient support or psychosocial evaluation, while age assessments remain inconsistent and 

 
1 European Commission (2013) - Missing Children in the European Union 
2 Lost in Europe (2024) - Data Explained 
3 European Commission (2025) - on the progress made in the European Union in combating trafficking in 
human being 
4 Missing Children Europe (2021) - Figures and Trends 
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unreliable. According to the Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA), misidentification of children as adults 
remains widespread, leading to wrongful placement in detention facilities or adult reception centres 
where they are more vulnerable to harm.5 

In 2024, the 116 000 hotlines recorded 428 cases of missing migrant children, up from 356 in 2023.6 
These numbers represent only the visible part of the problem, as underreporting remains widespread 
due to mistrust of authorities, fear of repatriation, and poor coordination between migration and 
child protection services. Adequate care must also be ensured during border procedures, where 
children can be held for up to 40 days in crisis situations, often in unsuitable conditions. 

To prevent these violations, the Strategy must ensure that every child has access to independent 
guardianship, legal aid, and child-sensitive evaluations. Screening procedures must therefore be 

, with properly trained staff on the various vulnerabilities that 
put children further at risk of going missing. 

 Respect for international law: Ensuring compliance with international and EU obligations, in 
particular for individuals rescued at sea  
 

Respect for international and EU law is another essential pillar. Obligations under the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)7, the 1951 Refugee Convention8, and the EU Charter of Fundamental 
Rights9 must be non-negotiable, including in the context of rescue at sea. When these obligations are 
not upheld, children are pushed into irregular movements, exposing them to greater risks of 
trafficking and disappearance. The Strategy must 
enforced in all procedures and at every stage of their journey. 

 Secondary movement: Implementing measures to deter and prevent the unauthorised 
movement of non-EU nationals across Member States. 

A particularly urgent issue pertains to secondary movements. Many children attempt to reunite with 
family members in other Member States, but when family reunification procedures are slow or 
inflexible, they undertake these journeys on their own. This greatly increases10  (AMMR) and 11  
framework acknowledge the importance of identifying family links, yet in practice children often do 
not disclose this information during procedures. The Strategy must ensure that family reunification 
is prioritised , allowing safe and regulated movement for family 
contact. 

Return procedures present further risks. Too often, children are returned without sufficient 
safeguards or reintegration support, only to migrate again under more dangerous circumstances or 
fall victim to trafficking networks. While the European Commission acknowledges that returns must 
be child-sensitive, national practices continue to prioritise enforcement over protection. The Strategy 
should make clear that no return decision involving a child can be issued without a thorough best 
interest assessment and guarantees of safe and adequate care in the country of return. Moreover, the 
proposed system of mutual recognition of return decisions raises serious concerns, as protection 

 
5 Fundamental Rights Agency (2023) - Children in Migration: fundamental rights at European borders 
6 Missing Children Europe (2024)  Figures and Trends 
7 UNCRC ( 1989) - Convention on the Rights of the Child  
8 UN Refugee Agency (1951)  The 1951 Refugee Convention 
9 European Parliament (2000) - EU Charter of Fundamental Rights 
10 European Parliament (2024)  Asylum and Migration Management Regulation 
11 European Parliament (2024) - EURODAC 
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statuses are not harmonised across the EU. A child deemed irregular in one Member State may have 
a legal right to stay in another. Without harmonisation, mutual recognition risks creating more 
undocumented and vulnerable children.12 

Beyond asylum and return, the integration of children who remain in Europe is equally vital. 
Integration measures must go beyond legal status to ensure that children can thrive socially, 
educationally, and emotionally. Schools, healthcare systems, and communities must be equipped to 
include migrant and refugee children, while addressing issues such as social exclusion, discrimination, 
and bullying.  under the 
European Child Guarantee, ensuring that no child is left behind in access to housing, education, health, 
and protection systems. 

 

External Aspects  Preventing Disappearance Beyond EU Borders 
 

The EU Strategy must urgently address the persistent gap in legal and regular migration pathways. 
While the Pact on Migration and Asylum has focused almost exclusively on deterrence, prevention of 
entry, and efficient returns for those not qualifying for asylum, it has neglected alternative routes for 
admission and regularisation. This omission leaves children and young people, particularly those 
transitioning into adulthood, without durable solutions, pushing them into precarious situations where 
the risks of going missing, trafficking, and exploitation increase. Secure residence status, coupled with 
adequate support, is essential to reduce these risks and uphold child protection obligations. 

The Strategy should therefore include a clear and ambitious plan for regular pathways to balance the 
current emphasis on deterrence and rapid return. In a world marked by protracted conflicts, climate 
change, natural and man-made disasters, and worsening socio-economic vulnerabilities, a variety of 

for a forward-looking approach that combines protection and support mechanisms with broader social 
and economic objectives.  

Finally, efforts to combat migrant smuggling must not be confused with combating trafficking. The two 
crimes are distinct under international law, and failure to differentiate them risks criminalising children 
who are seeking safety or family reunification. Enforcement measures must never override protection 
obligations, and agencies must draw clear distinctions between protective and punitive roles.  

 

Exploitation and Trafficking  A Growing Threat to Children  
 

Children in migration face overlapping risks of disappearance, exploitation, and trafficking, with the 
as a critical opportunity to address these vulnerabilities. For the 

Strategy to succeed, child protection must be embedded at every stage, from border management and 
reception to returns, integration, and external partnerships.  

 

 
12 PICUM (2025)  EU Pact on Migration and Asylum 



 
 

 4 

Between 2021 and 2022, there were 17,231 registered victims of trafficking in the EU, a 20.5% 
increase compared to the previous reporting period.13 Sexual exploitation remains the most common 
form, making up nearly half of all cases; 92% of these victims are female, and 24% are girls. 14 Labour 
exploitation, accounting for 33% of cases, often targets unaccompanied boys, many of whom remain 
invisible to authorities due to weak inspection systems and the absence of child-friendly complaint 
mechanisms. Between 2021 and 2022, 46% of registered victims were EU citizens and 54% were third-
country nationals. Despite these realities, only 17 out of 27 EU Member States currently have 
dedicated child-specific anti-trafficking strategies. 15 The Strategy must respond decisively to these 
risks. Preventing trafficking requires early detection, robust child protection systems, and specialised 
support services. 

Unaccompanied minors are particularly at risk. Without family or guardians to protect them, they are 
isolated, fearful of authorities, and often distrustful of systems that they see as threatening them with 
return. This makes them extremely vulnerable to trafficking networks, which exploit their lack of 
protection and their immediate needs. Many unaccompanied children have no access to money, 
shelter, or education, and are therefore easily lured by traffickers with false promises of work, safety, 
or family contact.  

Every unaccompanied child should be assigned a trained guardian immediately upon arrival, ensuring 
that they have someone to trust and turn to when approached by traffickers. Reception systems must 
be strengthened to offer safe accommodation, access to education, healthcare, and psychosocial 
support, not only as protection but also as a means of reducing the incentive to disengage and 
disappear. Integration is also critical, whereby who feel safe, supported, and included in schools and 
communities are far less likely to run away or fall prey to false promises.  

Every missing child represents not only a personal tragedy but a collective failure of protection. The 
EU Migration Strategy must go beyond managing movement  it must ensure that every child on the 
move is seen, heard, and safeguarded. This requires a coordinated, child-centred approach where 
protection measures are embedded across all stages of migration, from arrival and registration to 

consistency, and respect for their rights. Placing child protection at the heart of migration policy is both 

safety, and no strategy can be considered complete until that goal is met. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 

 Mandatory Child-Specific Risk Assessments at All Stages of Migration 
All procedures should include child-sensitive risk assessments to identify vulnerabilities, 

interests. 
 Investment in Guardianship Systems and Child Protection Staff 

Every unaccompanied or separated child should have a trained guardian. Member States 
must strengthen guardianship structures and ensure adequate child protection staff in all 
facilities. 

 
13 European Commission (2025) - on the progress made in the European Union in combating trafficking in 
human being 
14 European Commission (2025) - on the progress made in the European Union in combating trafficking in 
human being 
15 European Commission (2025) - on the progress made in the European Union in combating trafficking in 
human being 
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 Legal Pathways for Children to Access Protection Without Relying on Smugglers 
The EU should expand safe and legal migration routes, including family reunification and 

 
 Enforcement of Anti-Trafficking Laws with Dedicated Child Protection Measures 

Anti-trafficking policies must include child-specific safeguards, ensuring early identification, 
specialised support, and coordination between migration and child protection authorities. 

 Create Safe and Regular Pathways for Children 
The Strategy should balance border management with child-centred migration options, 
providing regularisation pathways for minors transitioning to adulthood and ensuring long-
term stability. 

 Invest in Training and Capacity-Building 
All actors involved in migration and asylum processes must receive training on child 
protection, trauma-informed care, and cross-border cooperation to ensure consistent, rights-
based practices. 

 

 

 

 


