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PRESENTATION COVERS
A. Which children am I talking 

about?
B. Why do children move (and 

what does this imply)?
C. What is your role (or that of 

child protection specialists)? 6 
specific options

D. After lunch – group discussions



SETTING THE SCENE: 
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In 2016 UNICEF estimated that almost 
50 million children were “on the move”, 
either within their own countries or 
across borders to another country.  
UNICEF thought that more than half 
these children, 28 million, had “fled 
violence and insecurity” and an 
“estimated 17 million children” had 
been displaced within their own 
countries. 



NEXT MONTH, THE UNITED 
NATIONS WILL ADOPT
• A Global Compact on 

Refugees
• A Global Compact for Safe, 

Orderly and Regular 
Migration

• Raising questions, yet again, about 
how best to protect the children 
involved
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A. WHICH CHILDREN ARE WE 
TALKING ABOUT? Questions of 
terminology
• Refugees
• IDPs (internally displaced persons)
• Unaccompanied children
• Separated children
• Migrants, including children migrating 

for seasonal or long-term work
• Children accompanying parent(s) 

migrating for work
• ‘Children on the move’ (umbrella term) 5



‘CHILDREN ON THE MOVE’/’MOBILE 
CHILDREN’

Children on the move is an umbrella term that 
brings together different categories of children 
who have left their usual place of residence and 
are either on the way towards a new destination 
or have already reached such a destination. E.g.
• children displaced by conflict and natural disasters
• children who migrate (e.g. girl domestic workers)
• children who live and work in the streets
• children who have been trafficked

However, the term is now being (mis)used by 
international organisations to refer only to 
international migrants
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TERMINOLOGY (2) WHO CAN 
PROTECT CHILDREN?

Formal Actors
• Local law enforcement 

and administration
• International 

organisations (UNICEF, 
UNHCR etc)

• International NGOs 
(Save the Children/ 
Terre des hommes etc) 

• Local NGOs

Informal actors
• Children
• Parents and families
• Community leaders 

(e.g. village head & 
religious leaders)

• Other community-based 
organisations & 
unorganised groups 
(e.g. adult women)

• Brokers, transporters
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B. WHY DO CHILDREN MOVE?
1. You need to understand the reasons in order to 

respond appropriately:
• Some happily accompany their parents/family and 

aren’t in need to much external support
• Some are escaping threats (war, community 

violence, natural disasters, family violence or 
arguments, etc)

• Some want to get ahead in the world (seek work/a 
better life/education etc)

• Some want to join a relative
• Some are lured away with false promises (e.g. 

trafficked for sexual exploitation) 
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WHY DO CHILDREN MOVE?
2. This means the needs and aspirations of 

children on the move vary:
• Some are in a desperate situation. They have lost 

some or all of their family, have no plans and 
need to be provided with alternative care, at 
least in the short-term

• Others have plans, sometimes half-baked. They 
appreciate assistance but are determined to 
continue their journeys. They DON’T want to be 
trapped into staying in the wrong place by a 
well-meaning NGO that provides alternative care
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WHY DO CHILDREN MOVE?
3. In turn, this implies different responses:

• Children in the first category need a referral into 
alternative care + family tracing, etc. Classic cases 
involve refugee camps (Jordan/Kenya). But, they 
continue to develop, so won’t stay for ever…Or 
governments (as in the UK) want them to go when 
they reach 18

• Those in the second category require advice and 
short-term assistance (to stay safe, etc). Should they 
be locked-in for their own good? Can you distinguish 
between ‘continuing a good journey’ and ‘getting 
deeper into a mess under the control of criminals’?10
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THEORETICAL PHASES OF 
MOVEMENT (2008)

1. Home 
Child is living in 
family or family-
like situation

2. Preparation
Child prepares to 
depart

3. Travel 
Sometimes a 
single journey, 
sometimes many

4. Arrival
Need for safe 
accommodation, 
etc. 

5. Working or 
living away 
from Home 

6. Possibly 
further moves

7. Sometimes –
Return home 
or relatives 
follow the child

8. Followed by a 
new departure



Pause…OK so far, or should
we clarify anything?



C. WHAT IS YOUR ROLE (OR 
THAT OF WELL INTENTIONED CHILD 
PROTECTION SPECIALISTS)?
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6 POSSIBLE ROLES
1. Understanding what is going on. The research 

role
2. Humanitarian crises. Providing ‘wrap around’ 

alternative care
3. Pre-migration interventions
4. Offering temporary support via drop-in centres, 

contact points, advice
5. Understanding how children and migrants 

protect themselves and strengthening such 
protection

6. Advocacy to improve government-backed 
‘protection’ (which is sometimes oppressive or 
abusive) 14



ROLE 1: RESEARCH AGENDA 
(example of CORAL)
1. Who moves? When? Why? How? Where?
2. What is the child’s experience of (labour) 

mobility?
3. How does the child experience/understand 

‘vulnerability’ and ‘risk’?
4. What organic protection mechanisms exist? How 

are they understood and used?
5. What formal protection mechanisms exist? How 

are they experienced?
6. What can be done to support the formal in 

strengthening the informal?
7. What difference does migration make?
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ROLE 2: HUMANITARIAN 
CRISES
1. A vast array of handbooks focus on this
2. Situations vary: Frontline encounters v. 

supporting migrant who have moved to other 
continents (e.g. Greece/Italy)

3. Focus on refugees + complications of liaising 
with UNHCR, UNICEF and government 
immigration officials  (on asylum, best interests 
determinations, etc)

4. Assessments for alternative care, with the in-
built presumption that children will ‘stay put’ 
rather than trying to move again

5. Service providers ‘procured’ by government
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ROLE 3: PRE-DEPARTURE 
INTERVENTIONS
1. Advice (against premature departure? How to 

move safely – or minimising risks?)
2. Education (sufficient to advocate for regular 

education? Or a focus on life skills?)
3. Economic opportunities for adolescents
4. Addressing ‘push’ factors such as family 

violence, but also structural ones, such as early 
marriage age for girls (or need to work away 
from home to buy household goods for 
marriage), and economic ones, such as ‘son 
works on farm but all income goes to his 
father’
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ROLE 3: PRE-DEPARTURE 
INTERVENTIONS
CHALLENGES
• Is the aim to prevent departure, or to postpone 

it, or to make it safer? Who decides what is in a 
child’s best interests?

• Is there a reason to advocate ‘ideal’ solutions, 
rather than ‘least bad’ ones? E.g. to enhance an 
adolescent’s value to the household (i.e. an 
economic contribution via child labour?) 
without sabotaging his/her education
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ROLE 4: DROP-IN CENTRES 
AND ADVICE
1. A VFF shelter at the port in Manila providing 

somewhere safe to sleep for adolescents 
arriving to seek work

2. Advice booth at Kathmandu bus station
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ROLE 4: DROP-IN CENTRES 
AND ADVICE (cont.)

3. Drop-in centre for street children in 
Thessaloniki (ARSIS - some Greek, some foreign)

4. Social centre for working child migrants (e.g. 
‘maids’/live-in domestic workers)

CHALLENGES: 
• What advice is it appropriate to provide (e.g. to 

adolescents in Sicily who plan to move north)?
• Do you listen to what they want? Or should you 

decide you know better, e.g. to prevent a child 
coming to further harm? What about a 9-year-old? 
Or a 17-year-old?
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ROLE 5 Protection That Happens 
Without You – ‘Endogenous’ or ‘PEPs’
• It’s important to understand how children 

and migrants protect themselves: you may 
be able to strengthen such protection

• ‘Locally developed’ or ‘community based’ 
protection practices (including informal 
alternative care)

• Also known as ‘Endogenous protection 
practices’ (resulting in the French acronym 
‘PEPs’ being used in West Africa)

• Better documented in W Africa than elsewhere

• Similar to strengthening ‘resilience’
21



SETTING THE SCENE: 
A quote from Mali (West Africa)
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“The cities of Gao and Timbuktu are home to a 
number of endogenous child protection practices 
(PEP) — those that originate from local people and 
communities, rather than outside influencers — and 
community-based child protection mechanisms. 
These practices permeate individual and community 
representations, beliefs and behaviours. A variety of 
actors are directly involved in child protection at the 
community level: children, parents and guardians, 
community leaders (traditional leaders, heads of 
families, religious leaders, women, youth, village and 
district leaders) and community-based 
organisations”. (IIED 2017)



ROLE 5: Pre-departure example

• Organising trips in a 
group with others

• Being monitored from a 
distance by parents

• Spiritual protection 
according to tradition, 
including talismans, 
amulets, consultation 
with marabouts or 
diviners
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ROLE 5: ‘In transit’ example
• Lorry drivers, are approached by children 

and their parents in places of origin and by 
potential employers at destinations, 
linking the two. “They know the situation 
at both ends” (Sambo and Terenzio 2013:22)

• Borders are porous and children who have 
no documents get out of the vehicle before 
it reaches a checkpoint to circumvent it 
(and document checks) before returning 
to the vehicle later [Protecting children or 
subverting protection?]
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ROLE 5: At destination example 

• Landlords in West Africa manage a large 
compound in a city and take in migrants from 
their home area (a village, a group of villages or a 
particular ethnic group). Mutual help within 
ethnic communities…but others are suspicious

• E.g. in Ouagadougou, landlords provide 
accommodation, food and drink for girls who 
have just arrived in the city to seek work as live-
in domestics, and some act as a private 
employment agency (potential employers 
approach them to seek workers)

• Terre des Hommes supported an initiative by 
landlords from Sourou to draft a code of conduct
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ROLE 5: SOME CHALLENGES
• By supporting informal or ‘community-based’ 

practices, you are not in control. Does this mean 
you condone such practices ‘warts and all’ or can 
you take credit for making them safer or more 
protective?

• How will you funders or supporters view such 
support? Are you bound to make children’s best 
interests a higher priority?

• In countries with a hostile environment to 
migration, ‘self-protection’ may mean breaking 
the law. Can you condone or encourage this when 
it seems to be in a child’s best interest?
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ROLE 6: ADVOCACY
• Plenty to do
• UN Global Pacts
• 2017 CRC Joint General Comments (on the 

general principles regarding the human rights of children in 
the context of international migration +  State obligations 
regarding the human rights of children in the context of 
international migration in countries of origin, transit, 
destination and return - still largely unknown to 
practitioners)

• Lobbying UK government
• Lobbying other governments (e.g. U.S.)
• The main challenge is to prioritise
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BY WAY OF CONCLUSION

1. Basic child rights principles apply to all the 
options mentioned, i.e. 

2. Best interests of the child is a primary 
consideration (but not the only one) (CRC 3)

3. Requiring best interests assessments or 
determinations (and other decisions?) to be 
documented

4. Child has a right to be listened to and views 
taken into account (CRC 12)

5. Non-discrimination (CRC 2)
6. Right life, to survive and to develop (CRC 6)
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FEELING COMPLETELY 
MIXED UP?

ANY QUESTIONS?
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mikedottridge@btopenworld.com
Tel. +44 1763 242 902
United Kingdom

THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ATTENTION!



UNICEF video (2016) on 
children involved in migration

https://www.unicef-
irc.org/article/1384-challenges-in-
protecting-the-rights-of-migrating-

children.html
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EXTRA LISTENING FOR 
THOSE INTERESTED



EXERCISE



PART 2 – TOPICS FOR 
DISCUSSION AFTER LUNCH

A. Providing practical advice to children who want 
to migrate or are already on the move. Does this 
encourage children to leave home? What sort of 
advice is appropriate?

B. What can drop-in or advice centres do to support 
children on the move?

C. How can we strengthen locally-developed (or 
community-based) practices which help protect 
children on the move? (Can you cite examples?)

D. How should a residential centre react when it’s 
clear that a child is going to walk out (to continue 
her or his journey)?

33


