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Introduction 

The latest data, as of the end of 2014, shows that there are nearly 60 million displaced 
persons worldwide, over half of whom are children. The 2015 mixed-migration flows in 
Europe are challenging governments, including our governments, to respond in a way that 
respects the rights of refugees and migrants, particularly children. In 2015, in the European 
stream, children accounted for an average of 30% of the total number of refugees and 
migrants. Out of, 1,014,836 people who crossed the Mediterranean, arriving on Europe’s 
shores in 2015, one in four was a child. In South-East Europe this proportion was higher: one 
in three1. Between January and November 2015, out of 1.201.970 applications for asylum 
among European Union Member States, 433.203 of them were submitted by children2 
 
These children are on the move due to situations of fragility and poverty back home, climate 
change, and armed violence and conflict including gross human rights violations. Against this 
background, millions of girls and boys leave their countries of birth or habitual residence in 
search of protection from conflict, violence, exploitation, abuse and discrimination; improved 
living standards and better economic and social opportunities; family reunification; or several 
of these factors3.  
 
Migration is also considered as an important factor contributing to development and 
prosperity, at the individual level, but also at the level of family, community and country of 
origin and destination. Most decisions to migrate, including those made by children, are made 
out of a complex combination of choice and necessity. Migration influences not only the lives 
of children on the move, both with their families or unaccompanied, but also the plight of 
children who are born to migrant parents in countries of destination or who are ‘left behind’ 
by migrating parents in their countries of habitual residence.  
 
Children on the move, in particular those undocumented and unaccompanied or separated, are 
vulnerable to a range of human rights violations, including violence, exploitation and 
physical, sexual or psychological abuse; trafficking; detention; return and family separation 
against their best interests; lack of access to birth registration, justice, education, health and 
social services; xenophobia, discrimination and social exclusion; etc.4 Despite these 
challenges, migration can be an empowering experience and open considerable development 
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http://reliefweb.int/report/serbia/unicef-refugee-and-migrant-crisis-europe-regional-humanitarian-situation-
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 See for example Study of the OHCHR on the challenges and best practices in the implementation of the 

international  framework for the protection of the rights of the child in the context of migration, available at: 
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opportunities for many children, especially when regular and safe migration channels and 
appropriate legislation and policies are in place.  
 
In 2015-2016, our region has been often at the focus of discussions on protection of children 
on the move. The Western Balkan route has been the main route for the refugees and 
migrants crossing Mediterranean towards Northern Europe. On the other hand, some of the 
SEECP Participants themselves continue to experience population’s emigration flows, 
including of children. Our status, as an EU member or non EU member affects the freedom of 
movement opportunities for our citizens. Regardless of these different scenarios, we all have 
the obligation to ensure that the rights of all children on our region, including children on the 
move, are fully guaranteed and respected, in line with the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child.    
 
 
 
Children on the move and the challenges faced 
 
As already stated, in addition to the refugees and migrants arriving in Europe and moving 
across the Western Balkan route, many children on the move within Europe today are 
children from the South-East Europe, Western Balkans. Free movement of workers is a 
fundamental principle among EU Member States.EU nationals have the right to move to 
another EU country to work without a work permit. When an EU national is working abroad 
in another EU country, family members also have the right to reside and work in that country, 
regardless of their nationality. Children have the right to be educated there. Many children 
from our countries also move within Europe for education purposes and based on student 
visas. Such movements contribute not only to the development of the child but also to 
enhanced exchanges and bridges between our societies.  
 
Non EU Member States nationals can however not move to an EU Member State for work 
without a work permit. Even when non EU citizens are equipped with work permit and are 
regular residents in the EU Member States, their families and children still need specific 
permissions to join them. The conditions put are often too demanding, threatening thereby 
family life, which is one of the core principles of our societies. They might also push the 
children to turn to smugglers and traffickers in order to reach their parents residing regularly 
among EU Member States. 
 
Another scenario regards citizens from non EU Member States who ignore the legal 
requirements and still migrate to an EU Member State. Often children are part of this group. 
Many of these children are exposed to various risks while on the move and returned back to 
their countries of origin, once identified.  
 
Yet, other children may flee abusive homes or other types of threats to their integrity and 
safety encountered in their own community, in the absence of effective child protection 
systems or weak and inadequate response from the law-enforcement and justice system.  



 
In some of our countries the system of tracking these children leaving their communities, 
travelling to the EU and/or returning to their country of origin is still inaccurate, not allowing 
for a clear panorama of the dimensions of the problem and hence for adequate policy 
development in response to the phenomenon.  
 
In all these contexts our governments have the responsibility to make sure that the movement 
out of the country is a free choice and that our citizens do not feel the pressure to seek 
opportunities elsewhere. More opportunities and alternatives need to be provided within our 
countries, especially by investing in quality education, ensuring social cohesion and youth 
employment opportunities and guaranteeing the right to a legal remedy and to the personal 
integrity. We also need to assist those children and families returning to the country by 
facilitating their reintegration in schools, communities etc. 
 
 
Arriving refugee and migrant children 
Refugee and migrant children arriving and on the move in our Region must be protected and 
cared for on equal grounds, with the same rights and opportunities. Most of them – 41 per 
cent – come from Syria, followed by Afghanistan (27%) and Iraq (16%).5 As many of these 
children are escaping war and conflict, their vulnerabilities are high. UNICEF has identified 5 
particularly vulnerable groups consisting of babies and small children; children with 
disabilities and special needs; lost children; children left behind; and unaccompanied 
adolescent on the move. All these children have also undertaken a dangerous journey towards 
Europe. Since 1 September 2015, 342 children – many of them babies and toddlers – have 
drowned in the eastern Mediterranean.6 
 
Once they reach our borders, they need to access territory, protection, care and be given 
possibility to claim international protection. While border control is very important and we 
are all committed to ensure adequate migration management, this should not go against 
respect for human rights, our international obligations and national laws.  
 
Efforts need to be joined, and good examples followed, because many of the children face the 
risk of ending up stranded in open air, without services and care. Others are placed in 
reception centers, which start to be overcrowded and where the conditions remain poor. In 
such centers, there are often no sufficient gender and age segregated safe spaces, gender 
segregated water sanitation and hygiene facilities, safety and security measures for children 
and women. Accessibility for children and parents with disability is also a problem.  
 
In the midst of chaos and confusion - new restrictions at borders, new documents needed – 
refugee and migrant children need a safe space to play and be children again; mothers need a 
private area to rest and feed their babies; some need counselling and, referral to health 
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services; all of them need trusted professionals able to support them; and unaccompanied 
children need somebody to talk to, somebody who will act in their best interests.  With this 
regard, a continuous cooperation between line Ministries, Social Protections and the Ministry 
of Education in the region is necessary, particularly between the Ministries responsible for 
social protection. 
 
All competent institutions in the South-East Europe also need to cooperate with international 
actors in our region which have invaluable experience in tackling these issues and to define 
risk analysis procedures, best interests of the child - minor unaccompanied migrant, 
operational identification procedure standards and measures of social and family legal 
protection, provide additional field workers for direct work with the children, constant 
presence of experts and their constant training. 
 
All SEECP Participants are investing in further development of the child protection systems 
and today they might be unable to provide the needed support and assistance required by 
these children on the move. There is a need for more and better qualified social workers, 
teachers and psychologists to help the children. There is also a need to further invest in 
asylum law and procedures to make sure that they are child and gender sensitive. Children 
experience particular forms and manifestations of persecution, including under/age 
recruitment, subjection to early marriage and female genital mutilation, which occur even in 
the so-called safe countries. How efficient are our systems to prioritize asylum claims made 
by children, consider them in a timely fashion by also respecting procedural guarantees and 
best interest of the child? All European State face challenges in this direction. 
 
Efforts are needed to make sure that the children do not get separated by their families while 
on our Region. Especially, the children who are unaccompanied and separate face a real risk 
of becoming prey of smugglers and traffickers. It is difficult to quantify how many children 
are vulnerable or how many may have been already exploited or abused, as exploitation is 
often hidden.  Many of the children do not trust the system as they fear of being delayed or 
detained.  
 
In order to be able to provide adequate assistance and support to these children on the move, 
there is a need for an ongoing and transparent debate within our societies. Social cohesion is 
one of our common goals and assistance to children on the move is part of transformation of 
the region into an area of peace and stability. In that respect, constant cooperation and 
consultations with the International Migration Organization, UNICEF, UNHCR, 
commissariats for refugees, non-governmental organizations and humanitarian organizations 
of EU Member States are necessary. 
 
 
 
Conclusions and the role of the Parliaments  
 



Against this background, when the rights of the children are at stake, the role of the 
parliaments becomes crucial. The main roles of the parliaments include to check and 
challenge the work of the Government; make and change laws and debate the important 
issues of the day at the national level, but also increasingly at the regional and international 
level.  
 
Faced with the current situation, our governments need to become more accountable to the 
parliament on the measures taken by them and how these measures respond to the 
vulnerabilities of the children, protect their rights and respect the international obligations 
undertaken. The Parliament has the instruments to control and to encourage the governments 
on existing best practices regarding protection of children on the move. There is a need to call 
upon our governments to further develop the services needed for all children, including 
children on the move. There is a need to know more about the situation of children on the 
move, the need for services by these children and what challenges are faced in response. This 
Platform should further push the improvement of education, health services, care and 
protection for children, including different categories such as our own child citizens on the 
move and/or refugee and migrant children arriving in South East Europe. 
 
There is a need also to be pro-active by all actors, including civil society, on legislative 
reform, by identifying legislative gaps and propose amendments and new laws enabling us to 
better care and protect children on the move. Many of our Parliaments have already 
established special committees on the rights of children. Such committees can provide a 
strong voice on protection of the rights of all children, including children on the move, and 
seek support across political parties and throughout our societies. We have to play an active 
role in transmitting to our societies values such as respect for human rights, diversity and 
social cohesion. Our policies and interventions should be coordinated at the regional level 
and aimed at ensuring better protection and care for all children, including children on the 
move, whether they come from our own countries or other regions of the world.  
 


