
1      

Safeguarding the Rights of  
Unaccompanied Children at EU Borders 

under the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum
Joint NGO analysis and recommendations

Life is something so precious, there is no time to waste.  
Each year lost from moving forward with my life, is time lost1.

Ehsan, 17 years old in 2023, when he entered the EU.

SIGNATORIES

ARSIS Association for the Social Support of Youth, Greece ■ Better Days Greece ■ BumF e.V. (Bundesfachverband unbegleitete 
minderjährige Flüchtlinge) Caritas Europa ■ Center for Legal Aid - Voice in Bulgaria ■ Centre for Peace Studies, Croatia ■ Council  
of Refugee Women in Bulgaria ■ Deutsches Kinderhilfswerk e.V. ■ ECPAT Deutschland e.V ■ Equal Rights Beyond Borders ■ 
European Network Against Racism ■ Foundation for Access to Rights, Bulgaria ■ Fundația Noi Orizonturi, Romania ■ Greek Council for 
Refugees ■ International Rescue Committee (IRC) ■ JRS Romania ■ Kindernothlife e.V. ■ Kinderrechtencoalitie Vlaanderen ■ Lighthouse 
Relief, Greece ■ Movement for Peace, MPDL ■ Network for Children’s Rights, Greece ■ PICUM (Platform for International Cooperation 
on Undocumented Migrants) ■ Reachout Bulgaria ■ Samos Volunteers, Greece ■ Schedia-Center for Artistic and Pedagogical Training, 
Greece ■ SOS Villaggi dei Bambini Italia ■ Terre des Hommes Germany ■ Terre des hommes ■ The Rule of Law Institute, Poland

1. The names of the children have been changed and the country they refer to erased to preserve anonymity

Painting by an unaccompanied child living in a shelter somewhere in Europe
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1
INTRODUCTION

New and protracted conflicts and instabili-
ty, violence, persecution, impacts of climate 
change, economic hardship and food instabil-
ity force people, including children, to under-
take dangerous journeys to reach Europe. With 
limited or no access to safe routes, children on 
the move, especially unaccompanied children, 
are exposed to a continuum of violence from 
their countries of origin, during their journeys, 
and even after arriving in Europe. According 
to Eurostat, 41,525 unaccompanied children 
applied for asylum in EU countries for the first 
time in 2023 and 23,630 in the first nine months 
of 2024. According to a recent UNICEF report 
on countries along the Balkan route (Greece, It-
aly, Bulgaria, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzego-
vina), including three main first-entry Member 
States, “significant pushbacks and detentions as 
well as psychological and physical violence contin-
ued to be reported, whilst insufficient mechanisms 
for identification, referrals, individual case man-
agement and best interest determination, as well 
as limited availability of alternative care and legal 
guardianship services, exacerbated the vulnerabili-
ty of children on the move”.

It is a legal and moral obligation for the EU and 
its Member States to protect children within their 
territory. As Member States are preparing for 
the national implementation of the EU Pact on 
Migration and Asylum (the EU Pact), it is crucial 
that they address weaknesses in their systems 
and introduce effective safeguards to protect 
unaccompanied children at their borders. 

Whilst EU institutions claim that the EU Pact’s 
new and reinforced safeguards will “significant-
ly enhance protection for unaccompanied mi-
nors and families with children”, based on our 
work on the ground, we are concerned that 
some of the provisions of the EU Pact are set 
to perpetuate many of the most worrying el-
ements of present practices, including racial 
profiling and discrimination, particularly af-
fecting children seeking protection. 

To start with, the EU Pact failed to resolve the 
critical issue of distribution of responsibility 
for first-entry states and raises alarms regard-
ing the focus on burdensome administrative 
returns and derogations from asylum rules in 
‘crisis’ scenarios. As a result, rights violations at 
borders, such as pushbacks, are likely to per-
sist. Moreover, the accelerated assessment of 
vulnerabilities at borders can create issues of 
inaccuracy. Plus, Member States may decide to 
assess children’s ages during Screening, even 
though the safeguards and protective frame-
work on age assessments are absent from that 
Regulation. This can lead to children and young 
people seeing their rights violated, not in the 
least if they are wrongly registered as adults. 
In addition, provisions during screening, includ-
ing the lack of clearly defined criteria for as-
sessing unaccompanied children as potential 
“security risks” in particular, when assessed as 
“being violent”, is likely to increase detention, 
especially de facto. Finally, provisions should be 
put in place so that independent monitoring 
mechanisms by Member States are truly inde-
pendent, expanded to cover access to territory, 
and child-friendly, to ensure that reports of hu-
man rights violations at borders are effectively 
addressed.

This brief combines an analysis of the EU Pact 
by our organisations with field evidence, based 
on our extensive experience in supporting unac-
companied children, highlighting the risks they 
face due to the shortcomings of current policy 
frameworks and practices (Section 2). The brief 
further offers specific recommendations for EU 
Member States to strengthen safeguards for 
unaccompanied children at their borders whilst 
planning the national implementation of the 
EU Pact (Section 3). 

■

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Asylum_applications_-_annual_statistics#Applications_by_unaccompanied_minors
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/migr_asyumactm__custom_12123900/bookmark/table?lang=en&bookmarkId=be4dc6c8-328e-464e-b9ad-14beb5e43acd
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/migr_asyumactm__custom_12123900/bookmark/table?lang=en&bookmarkId=be4dc6c8-328e-464e-b9ad-14beb5e43acd
https://reliefweb.int/report/greece/unicef-ecaro-humanitarian-situation-report-refugee-and-migrant-response-europe-quarterly-update-no-3-1-july-30-september-2024
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/pact-migration-and-asylum/questions-and-answers-pact-migration-and-asylum_en#:~:text=Strong legal safeguards will apply,screening and asylum border procedures.
https://euaa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2024-06/Infographic_minors_safeguards_pact-v10.pdf
https://euaa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2024-06/Infographic_minors_safeguards_pact-v10.pdf
https://euaa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2024-06/Infographic_minors_safeguards_pact-v10.pdf


3      

S A F E G UA R D I N G  T H E  R I G H T S  O F  U N AC C O M PAN I E D  CH I L D R E N  AT  E U  B O R D E R S

2
INCREASED RISKS FOR 

UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN’S 
RIGHTS AT BORDERS IN THE 
CONTEXT OF THE EU PACT 

IMPLEMENTATION

The EU Pact contains a series of safeguards 
to protect unaccompanied children, such as 
“the swift appointment of a representative”, 
“limited circumstances for an accompanied mi-
nor to be channeled through the accelerated 
procedure”, “age assessments to be performed 
through a multidisciplinary assessment (includ-
ing psychosocial evaluations by qualified pro-
fessionals)”, “free legal counseling”, “detention 
as last resort”, “access to education in deten-
tion”, and “exemption from the border proce-
dure unless a minor poses a national security 
threat”. Most of these safeguards are not new 
and were already provided in national legis-
lation and a combination of European Union 
law, international treaties, and human rights 
instruments. These legal frameworks prioritise 
children’s best interests, protection from harm, 
and access to asylum procedures, and are built 
upon the principles of non-refoulement, the pro-
hibition of child detention, the right to family 
unity, and the provision of special care for un-
accompanied children. However, the problem 
is that these provisions are not respected in 
practice by many Member States, with ineffi-
cient age assessments, detention, pushbacks 
and violence at borders, and exacerbating fac-
tors like racial profiling and discrimination, ob-
served extensively across the EU. 

A number of child protection organisations 
have already been critical of the EU Pact and 
have asked for clarity and transparency on 
the implementation of some of its provisions 
and the potential impact on children. Despite 
claims that the EU Pact will better protect chil-
dren, the signatory organisations fear that ex-
isting shortcomings that put the rights of chil-
dren at risk are not addressed. 

2.1 Need to prevent persistent rights 
violations at borders

I feel so sick all the time, when I see 
my injuries, I remember everything 
that they did to me, I cannot forget 
it, I remember everything. Elhan, 
17-years-old at the time he reported being 
pushed back from an EU country.

Pushbacks, informal detention, and incidents 
of other forms of violence against unaccompa-
nied children have been extensively document-
ed and reported by international organisations, 
regional institutions, non-government and civil 
society organisations, and investigative jour-
nalists across the EU. 

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) and 
the Foundation for Access to Rights (FAR) inter-
viewed 66 unaccompanied children who they 
supported in Bulgaria, Greece, Italy and Serbia 
in 2023. 51% of those trying to enter Bulgaria 
and 70% of those trying to enter Greece report-
ed pushbacks and various forms of violence, 
with most children identifying those responsi-
ble for the violence they endured as law en-
forcement authorities. These include physical 
and psychological violence, forced stripping, 
theft of personal belongings, deprivation of ne-
cessities, and informal detention in degrading 
conditions, resulting in exposure to hazardous 
and life-threatening conditions and environ-
ments. The patterns described by the children 
interviewed by the IRC and FAR are similar to 
those documented by other actors, showing 
common and systematic practices across dif-
ferent EU borders and suggesting these vio-
lations are not the work of rogue agents, but 
rather a “de facto general policy”, as described 
by the UN Rapporteur on the Human Rights of 
Migrants in 2022.

With the EU Pact’s emphasis on stronger exter-
nal border controls as one of its declared objec-
tives, and prevailing political narratives in the 
EU on migration, first-entry Member States are 
likely to resort to a more aggressive response 
to irregular crossings, including pushbacks. 
Without fairer responsibility-sharing and ef-
fective implementation of solidarity measures, 
disproportionate pressure on first-entry Mem-
ber States as primary entry points will continue, 
with a risk that persistent reports of pushbacks 
and rights violations at borders will continue 
and potentially increase. 

https://euaa.europa.eu/asylum-report-2024/box-4-principle-non-refoulement
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Legal-Note-13-FINAL.pdf
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Legal-Note-13-FINAL.pdf
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Legal-Note-13-FINAL.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/us/media/safety-and-dignity-refugee-and-migrant-children-recommendations-alternatives-detention-and#zoom=95
https://www.coe.int/en/web/cpt/-/council-of-europe-anti-torture-committee-cpt-again-calls-on-greece-to-reform-its-immigration-detention-system-and-stop-pushbacks
https://www.coe.int/en/web/cpt/-/council-of-europe-anti-torture-committee-cpt-again-calls-on-greece-to-reform-its-immigration-detention-system-and-stop-pushbacks
https://euromedmonitor.org/en/article/5642/%E2%80%9CHappiness,-Love-and-Understanding%E2%80%9D:-The-Protection-of-Unaccompanied-Minors-in-the-27-EU-Member-States
https://eurochild.org/news/the-eu-migration-and-asylum-pact-will-put-children-in-danger/
https://www.savethechildren.net/news/statement-new-migration-asylum-pact-will-drastically-undermine-children-s-rights-europe-save
https://www.unicef.org/eca/press-releases/eu-migration-and-asylum-deal-must-uphold-our-collective-responsibility-protect
https://www.unicef.org/eca/press-releases/eu-migration-and-asylum-deal-must-uphold-our-collective-responsibility-protect
https://rm.coe.int/pushed-beyond-the-limits-urgent-action-needed-to-end-human-rights-viol/1680a5a14d
https://rm.coe.int/pushed-beyond-the-limits-urgent-action-needed-to-end-human-rights-viol/1680a5a14d
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-deeply-concerned-about-instrumentalization-and-pushbacks-children-europes
https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/-/protecting-children-at-europe-s-borders-new-guidance-for-border-officials-and-other-authorities
https://www.savethechildren.net/news/new-report-pushbacks-violence-and-humiliation-child-migrants-crossing-european-borders
https://www.savethechildren.net/news/new-report-pushbacks-violence-and-humiliation-child-migrants-crossing-european-borders
https://wearesolomon.com/mag/focus-area/migration/an-open-secret-how-frontex-and-the-european-commission-turned-a-blind-eye-to-violent-pushbacks-in-bulgaria-bid-to-join-schengen/
https://wearesolomon.com/mag/focus-area/migration/an-open-secret-how-frontex-and-the-european-commission-turned-a-blind-eye-to-violent-pushbacks-in-bulgaria-bid-to-join-schengen/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2022/738191/EPRS_BRI(2022)738191_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2022/738191/EPRS_BRI(2022)738191_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_24_1953
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_24_1953
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_24_1953
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The EU Pact’s focus on enhancing the efficien-
cy and number of returns of asylum seekers to 
their countries of origin or transit might fur-
ther incentivise pushbacks, as a way for Mem-
ber States to sidestep the complex processes 
involved in formally processing and returning 
asylum seekers, especially unaccompanied 
children. 

In addition, while the Crisis Regulation allows 
for Member States to diverge from their obliga-
tions in cases of “crisis, instrumentalisation, and 
force majeure”, due to its vague formulations, 
there is a risk of derogations being used as 
the norm rather than the exception, leading to 
more rather than less disorder at the EU’s bor-
ders, lowering asylum and border standards. 

■

2.2 Need to effectively resource screening, 
reception and asylum processes

  They thought I was big, but I was 
small. They ask where you are from 
and nothing else. Achraf, who was around 17 
years old in 2022 when he entered the EU. 

The expedited processes created by the EU 
Pact, coupled with serious capacity shortages 
and poorly resourced national asylum and re-
ception systems, may not adequately allow for 
the identification of unaccompanied children 
and the accurate assessment of their age or 
their best interests. These systems may over-
look their specific needs and vulnerabilities, 
leading to inadequate consideration of their 
asylum claims and protection needs, and even 
their exclusion from family reunification proce-
dures. For example, in Greece, between April 
2021 and March 2023, there were 1,024 age dis-
pute cases, and in 37% of them, the people in-
volved were found to be children. While it may 
be possible for identity and security checks to 
be completed within a tight timeframe, there is 
a significant risk that vulnerability assessments 
will be rushed, or even omitted, for the sake of 
speed, something recently witnessed in the im-
plementation of the Italy-Albania deal.

Other serious risks are associated with the lack 
of clearly defined criteria under which unac-
companied children may be assessed as secu-
rity risks, in particular, when assessed as “being 
violent”, and thus channeled into the accelerat-

ed border procedure, which may not allow for a 
detailed examination of their case. In addition, 
the possibility of using “a proportionate de-
gree of coercion” against children for biometric 
data collection, could potentially expose them 
to harm and violence without clarity on what 
constitutes a “proportionate degree”. 

Concerns have also been raised regarding rep-
resentatives of unaccompanied children. During 
the screening process, a representative should 
be appointed to represent and assist an unac-
companied child “as soon as possible”, yet there 
is no clearly defined deadline for such appoint-
ment during this critical phase of the process. 
The Asylum Procedure Regulation also provides 
that unaccompanied children are to be assisted 
and represented by a temporary representative 
to help with the registration, biometric data col-
lection, and all the necessary procedural steps. 
While this provision is welcome, its practical im-
plementation will depend on how well-resourced 
the national guardianship system is, both in 
terms of funding and personnel, as well as how 
effectively the representatives are trained. This 
widely differs among Member States, calling for 
special attention in national implementation. 

Finally, the EU Pact requires the national au-
thorities to consider the best interest of the child 
as a guiding principle in all their actions and 
to conduct a best interest assessment. Howev-
er, significant uncertainty surrounds this safe-
guard, including the absence of a standardised 
template or procedure across the EU, as well 
as a lack of clear guidance on how to balance 
various relevant factors – such as weighing the 
child’s opinion against that of their represent-
ative. Increased coordination and cooperation 
between national migration and child protec-
tion authorities, along with various child pro-
tection service providers, including non-gov-
ernmental and civil society organisations is 
needed, to ensure unaccompanied children 
can access the protection and essential servic-
es to which they are entitled.

■

https://www.rescue.org/eu/press-release/irc-trieste-number-unaccompanied-children-move-has-doubled
https://rm.coe.int/ensuring-human-rights-compliant-asylum-procedures/1680afd824
https://www.rescue.org/sites/default/files/2024-08/IRC Italy Protection Monitoring Report %28April - June 2024%29 %281%29.pdf
https://www.rescue.org/sites/default/files/2024-08/IRC Italy Protection Monitoring Report %28April - June 2024%29 %281%29.pdf
https://wearesolomon.com/mag/focus-area/migration/how-european-countries-wrongfully-classify-children-seeking-asylum-as-adults/
https://dimitriskairidis.gr/%CE%B5%CE%BD%CE%B7%CE%BC%CE%AD%CF%89%CF%83%CE%B7-%CF%80%CE%B5%CF%81%CE%AF-%CF%84%CE%BF%CF%85-%CE%B1%CE%BA%CF%81%CE%B9%CE%B2%CE%BF%CF%8D%CF%82-%CE%B1%CF%81%CE%B9%CE%B8%CE%BC%CE%BF%CF%8D-%CE%B5%CE%BE/
https://dimitriskairidis.gr/%CE%B5%CE%BD%CE%B7%CE%BC%CE%AD%CF%89%CF%83%CE%B7-%CF%80%CE%B5%CF%81%CE%AF-%CF%84%CE%BF%CF%85-%CE%B1%CE%BA%CF%81%CE%B9%CE%B2%CE%BF%CF%8D%CF%82-%CE%B1%CF%81%CE%B9%CE%B8%CE%BC%CE%BF%CF%8D-%CE%B5%CE%BE/
https://eu.rescue.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Screening Short Version Final.pdf
https://eu.rescue.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Screening Short Version Final.pdf
https://eu.rescue.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Screening Short Version Final.pdf
https://eu.rescue.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/Screening Short Version Final.pdf
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/60649/four-migrants-sent-back-to-italy-from-albania
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/60649/four-migrants-sent-back-to-italy-from-albania
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/PICUM-Analysis-Children-Rights.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=OJ:L_202401356
https://reliefweb.int/report/austria/happiness-love-and-understanding-protection-unaccompanied-minors-27-eu-member-states-enar
https://reliefweb.int/report/austria/happiness-love-and-understanding-protection-unaccompanied-minors-27-eu-member-states-enar
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/ECRE_Comments_Asylum-and-Migration-Management-Regulation.pdf
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/ECRE_Comments_Asylum-and-Migration-Management-Regulation.pdf
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2.3 Need to explicitly prohibit 
detention of children

They would keep us one or two 
days with no food or water or 
anything – it was like a ‘camp’ and 
just many people from different 
countries in one place. Mohammed, 
who was 16 years old at the time he was 
detained in an EU country in 2023.

At European borders and across Member 
States, children are being routinely subjected 
to migration-related detention. 

Detention of migrant children is counter to the 
general prohibition articulated by international 
and regional human rights bodies, and inter-
national organisations, while UNHCR’s position 
states that detention of children in the immi-
gration context (whether unaccompanied, sep-
arated or as part of a family) is “in violation of 
the CRC [Convention on the Rights of the Child] in 
many respects and should be stopped”.

The EU Pact failed to embed a unified re-
gional prohibition of children’s detention, and 
more unaccompanied children will be at risk 
of being put into detention or de facto deten-
tion unless Member States explicitly prohibit 
it in their national legislation and effective 
alternatives to detention are introduced. In 
particular, the EU Pact allows for unaccom-
panied children to be (de facto) detained: for 
up to 7 days during the screening processes 
“to remain available to authorities”, up to 12 
weeks, if channeled into the border procedure 
– in case considered as “a danger to national 
security or public order”, up to 18 weeks under 
the Crisis Regulation, whilst detention up to 6 
months is possible under the Return Directive. 

■

2.4  Need for an Independent 
Monitoring of Unaccompanied Children’s 
Rights and Accountability for Violations

What I experienced destroyed my 
mental well-being. I have no focus, 
I cannot study or focus on my 
studies because these incidents 
stay in my mind. I cannot forget 
them, I cannot focus on anything.” 
Mohammed, who reported being pushed  
back from two EU countries in 2022, when  
he was 16 years old and in 2023, when he  
was 17 years old.

The EU Pact requires Member States to estab-
lish an independent mechanism to monitor 
compliance with fundamental rights during 
the screening of new arrivals and when assess-
ing asylum claims at external borders. Among 
others, as elaborated on by a new guide “On 
National Independent Mechanisms” by the 
Fundamental Rights Agency, the monitoring 
should look into adherence to the best inter-
ests of the child and whether children are ad-
equately protected. To achieve this, it is vital 
that child protection specialists and informa-
tion in child-friendly language is provided for.

Moreover, to be an effective safeguard against 
violations of the rights of unaccompanied chil-
dren, the fundamental rights monitoring mech-
anism needs to be institutionally and function-
ally independent. Significantly, to create a ro-
bust mechanism at national level, there need 
to be consequences for obstruction of the 
mechanism’s work (e.g. failure to grant access 
to certain areas or documents) or non-compli-
ance with its findings. 

Finally, the vast majority of unlawful practices 
take place outside of official border crossings, 
police facilities or formal procedures. Thus, ge-
ographical (e.g. only at certain centres; border 
crossings) or procedural (e.g. only in relation 
to certain processes, such as the screening 
phase) limitations to the scope of the mecha-
nism create accountability vulnerabilities and 
enable violations to continue. Therefore, in the 
national implementation of the independent 
mechanism to monitor compliance with fun-
damental rights, its scope should be expand-
ed to cover all alleged fundamental rights 
violations by national border management 
authorities or during border control activities.

https://data.unhcr.org/fr/documents/download/94034
https://www.ohchr.org/en/stories/2024/02/un-experts-advocate-end-migrant-children-detention
https://pace.coe.int/en/files/21295
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/child-immigration-detention-must-be-prohibited-following-adoption-eu-migration-and-asylum-pact-un-experts-say
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/child-immigration-detention-must-be-prohibited-following-adoption-eu-migration-and-asylum-pact-un-experts-say
https://www.unhcr.org/media/unhcrs-position-regarding-detention-refugee-and-migrant-children-migration-context
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/PICUM-Analysis-Children-Rights.pdf
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/PICUM-Analysis-Children-Rights.pdf
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/PICUM-Analysis-Children-Rights.pdf
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/PICUM-Analysis-Children-Rights.pdf
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/PICUM-Analysis-Children-Rights.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/05/child-immigration-detention-must-be-prohibited-following-adoption-eu
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2024/border-rights-monitoring
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2024/border-rights-monitoring
https://www.rescue.org/eu/report/mapping-potential-elements-independent-border-monitoring-mechanism-greece
https://europe.ohchr.org/news-events/news/joint-consultation-independent-national-monitoring
https://europe.ohchr.org/news-events/news/joint-consultation-independent-national-monitoring
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/FINAL-Statement-IBMM-November-2020.pdf
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/FINAL-Statement-IBMM-November-2020.pdf
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/FINAL-Statement-IBMM-November-2020.pdf
https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/FINAL-Statement-IBMM-November-2020.pdf
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3.
RECOMMENDATIONS: 

MITIGATING RISKS AND 
IMPLEMENTING SAFEGUARDS 

TO STRENGTHEN PROTECTION 
OF UNACCOMPANIED 

CHILDREN

As the EU and its Member States move towards 
implementation of the EU Pact, they should en-
sure that the rights of unaccompanied children 
are protected, in line with international refugee 
and human rights law. 

To strengthen the protection of unaccompa-
nied children, ensure their rights are upheld, 
including the right to seek asylum, and support 
their development, the undersigned organisa-
tions recommend that Member States:

1. Ensure that all actions under the EU Pact 
are guided by the best interests of the 
child, providing all unaccompanied chil-
dren with access to territory, regardless of 
the documentation they have or lack, and 
ensure that they have access to asylum pro-
cedures, with child-friendly processes that 
prioritise their safety and well-being.

2. Direct financial and human resources toward 
building effective screening, reception and 
asylum systems, ensuring specialised, trained 
personnel to guarantee sensitive and in-
formed handling of their cases, apply the ben-
efit of the doubt when ages are unclear and 
conduct multidisciplinary age assessments in 
line with international standards, safeguards 
and the Asylum Procedures Regulation.

3. Invest financial and human resources to im-
plement procedural safeguards for unac-
companied children, such as standardised 
procedures for the assessment of the best 
interests of the child, the swift appointment 
of a representative, access to free legal 
counseling, interpretation, and child-friend-
ly provision of information, appeal proce-
dures for age assessments, as well as clear 
frameworks and narrowly defined criteria 
for assessing unaccompanied children as 
potential “security risks” with their applica-
tion subject to scrutiny. 

4. Explicitly prohibit the immigration deten-
tion of children, including de facto deten-
tion during screening. Invest in safe, age- 
appropriate accommodation options that 
provide a supportive environment for un-
accompanied children, including access to 
education, healthcare, and psychological 
support.

5. Establish institutionally and functionally 
independent monitoring mechanisms that 
oversee the treatment of unaccompanied 
children during border controls, including 
at unofficial crossings, reception centres 
and during the asylum and return process. 
These mechanisms should include child 
protection specialists and age appropri-
ate, child-friendly mechanisms, procedures, 
and remedies. There should be clear con-
sequences for Member States that do not 
set up these mechanisms, fail to cooperate 
with them or ignore their findings.

6. Guarantee and reinforce zero tolerance for 
all forms of discrimination, racism and vi-
olence against children. Ensure effective 
investigation of complaints and access to 
justice to children who have suffered vio-
lence, including, where appropriate, crimi-
nal prosecution of alleged perpetrators and 
restitution for victims. 

7. Integrate child-specific safeguards in the 
solidarity mechanism to alleviate the risks 
faced by unaccompanied children. This re-
quires a fair and transparent system, which 
includes relocation coordinators and priori-
tises the best interest of the child and family 
unity. 

8. Engage with non-governmental organisa-
tions and civil society groups that special-
ise in child protection to leverage their ex-
pertise and resources.

9. Implement systems for collecting and ana-
lysing data on unaccompanied children 
to inform policy decisions, track outcomes, 
and identify areas for improvement in the 
protection of their rights.

10. Expand resettlement, family reunification, 
and other safe routes for children from 
third countries to the EU. 
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