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FOREWORD
Monarch butterflies have long been used as a metaphor and symbol for migration.
Every autumn, millions of monarch butterflies travel up to 5,000 kilometres from the
United States and Canada to Central and South America, seeking warmer temperatures
during the winter. Immigrant rights groups often use the monarch as a poignant way to
reframe migration: rather than something to be feared, migration is a natural,
necessary part of life. Like monarch butterflies, migrants often make long, difficult
journeys from their homes in search of a better life. As a children’s rights NGO,
Defence for Children International knows all too well the struggles facing children in
migration situations. Often silenced and deprived of their human rights, children on the
move are some of the most exposed-to-violence individuals in migratory frameworks,
including being deprived of their liberty.
UNICEF estimates that over 50 million children are on the move today. These children
find themselves in widely different situations; some remain with their families, others
are separated from them. A few children retain access to healthcare, schooling, and
safety, but the vast majority do not. Children on the move are often deprived of their
most basic needs and fundamental rights. During migration, many children fall victim
to violence, disrupting the trajectories of their lives. The causes of migration are as
diverse as the child migrants themselves (poverty, violence, climate change, trafficking,
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), and child marriage are all common factors). These
children are placed into vulnerable situations that threaten their human rights as
outlined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.
The articles in this edition of the Child Rights Observer centre around the theme of
children on the move. In this publication, you will hear from child rights experts from
around the world, within the DCI Movement and beyond, discussing different aspects
of children on the move. Some of these articles showcase work done by DCI sections
at the national and regional levels, sharing successes and best practices for protecting
children on the move. Other articles reflect the cross-cutting issues that intersect with
children on the move, such as gender, poverty, and sexual violence.
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Defence for Children International advocates for children on the move, at the local,
national, regional, and international levels. African DCI national sections in GuineaConakry, Sierra Leone and Liberia have worked together on capacity-building and direct
assistance projects to aid victims of cross-border child trafficking. European DCI
national sections have responded to recent influxes of children on the move by offering
legal assistance to these children and their families, as well as training for the
professionals who work with them. In the Americas, DCI national sections guide refugee
and migrant children through the refugee application process, collecting data on children
on the move and holding international fora to bring these issues to the spotlight.
While the two Global Compacts, the one on Migration and the one on Refugees, are
under review this year, this edition of the Child Rights Observer includes writings from
experts in all of these regions. DCI understands that children on the move occupy a
unique position in the context of migration. Children are rights-holders who often cannot
advocate for themselves, mostly due to systems of power that have actively and unjustly
suppressed their voices. As a Movement having children on the move among its four
main priorities, DCI’s task is not only to protect children’s rights, but also to empower
them to become advocates of their own rights and agents of change. The responsibility
falls to all of us — advocates, members of civil society, government officials, diplomats,
and individuals in positions of influence — to amplify the needs of children who have toooften been silenced, and to give them the opportunity to develop their own voices. Like
the fragile monarch butterflies that make treacherous migratory journeys, children on the
move remain in delicate positions, exposed to dangers on all sides. Defence for Children
International’s work seeks to protect their rights and defend these children, ensuring that
their voices are fully heard, like the one of DCI Youth Ambassador Zainabu, included in
this publication, and so many others. 🦋

Alex Kamarotos
Executive Director
Defence for Children International
International Secretariat
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CHILDREN ON THE MOVE

By Mikiko Otani, Chairperson of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child
Child rights-based approach to children on the
move
Millions of children are on the move, both within
and between countries, with or without parents.
Children on the move, in particular, unaccompanied
and separated children outside their country of
origin, are at an increased risk of economic or
sexual exploitation, violence, and many other forms
of violations of their rights. In 2005, the Committee
on the Rights of the Child (Committee) adopted the
general comment No. 6, focusing on the treatment
of this group of children in particularly vulnerable
situations. The 2012 Day of General Discussion of
the Committee broadened the scope to address all

and affecting children and the challenges and
vulnerabilities that children on the move face.
The recognition of the large scale and complexity
of the situation of children on the move and the
need of special attention to the protection of those
children led to the 2017 adoption of the joint
general comments No. 22 and No. 23 of the
Committee and the Committee on the Protection of
the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of
Their Families (CMW) on the human rights of
children in the context of international migration.
This set of general comments presents a childcentred and human rights- based approach to
children on the move.

children in the context of international migration.
The discussion revealed the complex picture of

The key message is that children on the move must

today’s global and mixed migration flows involving

be treated first and foremost as children. States
5
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have legal obligations to respect, protect and fulfil
their rights under the Convention on the Rights of
the Child (Convention), applying principles of nondiscrimination, best interests of the child, the right
to live, the rights to survival and development, the
right to be heard, and non-refoulment. All children
under 18 years of age — on the move in countries
of origin, transit, destination, and return,
irrespective of the categories (asylum seeking,
refugee, migrant, born to migrant parents,
unaccompanied or accompanied, documented or
undocumented) — are entitled to the rights and
special protection under the Convention.

"Throughout the whole
immigration process, the best
interests of the child must be a
primary consideration and the
child must be heard."
Appropriately determining the age of the child is of
fundamental importance, as the outcome
determines whether that person will be entitled to
or excluded from protection as a child and their
entitlement to the rights under the Convention. It
needs to be conducted in a manner in compliance
with the Convention including the guarantee of due
process and necessary safeguards. Throughout
the whole immigration process, the best interests
of the child must be a primary consideration and
the child must be heard.
One of the key pieces of guidance to States is that
children must not be detained on the basis of their
or their parents’ migration status and nonseparation of children from their parents cannot
justify detention of children. A call for the
cessation of detaining migrant children was
reiterated in the recommendations of the United
Nations Global Study on Children Deprived of
Liberty (2019) and the CMW’s general comment
No. 5 (2021) on migrants’ rights to liberty, freedom
from arbitrary detention, and their connection with
other human rights.
The Committee has further strengthened the
human rights of children on the move through the
decisions on the individual communication cases
concerning issues such as the age determination
process,
non-refoulement,
protection
from
violence, access to education, and prohibition of
detention.
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Children on the move today
While the COVID-19 pandemic affected business
and tourism travel, it has not stopped migration.
Children continue to move, fleeing from conflict,
forced to be displaced, due to poverty, lack of food
or water, famine, disasters, and extreme weather.
The climate crisis will push more children to move
on an increasing scale. The life-threatening and
dangerous practice of “push back” continues being
reported. Detention of migrant children does not
stop. In addition to the continued conflict-related
movement of children in various parts of the world,
we are witnessing an unprecedentedly huge scale
of displacement of children due to war in Ukraine,
which is posing more complex challenges to us.
These challenges include different treatment of
children from Ukraine and other countries and
displacement of a large number of children in
alternative
care
(including
children
with
disabilities).
Children on the move are at risk of exploitation,
trafficking, abduction, illegal adoption, and
recruitment and use by armed groups. On the other
hand, some children on the move (alone or with
parents) are left behind, unable to even “move”
from detention in the conflict areas because they
or their parents are allegedly associated with
terrorist groups.
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Way forward
Joint general comments No. 22 and No. 23
highlighted the need for international cooperation
to ensure safe, orderly and regular migration, with
full respect for human rights. While it is true that
responsibilities of and cooperation among the
countries of origin, transit, destination and return
are essential, protection of the rights of children on
the move is a global concern and requires the
cooperation of the whole international community.
In particular, this issue needs to be approached in
a wider context addressing the root causes of
migration such as poverty, conflict, and climate
change, as well as other related global issues
including trafficking and counter-terrorism. To this
end, international cooperation goes beyond
countries where children on the move put their
footprints. It is the obligation of all States to
individually and jointly take action in cooperation
with the United Nations for the realisation of
human rights of all persons of all countries
including children, as pledged under the Charter of
the United Nations. International solidarity and
cooperation should be strengthened to address the
global crisis which pushes children in vulnerable
situations to go on the move and protect their
rights.
Such efforts must integrate a child rights-based
approach, by recognizing children as rights holders
and individuals with agency, hearing their voices,
and taking into consideration their perspective.
Mainstreaming children’s rights (including child
participation) is key — not only in the area of
migration but in all areas of human rights,
development, and peace and security throughout
the UN system and at all international, regional,
and national levels. 🦋

Author: Mikiko Otani
The thoughts and opinions expressed in this article
are those of Ms. Otani, and do not necessarily
reflect the positions of the UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child.

Mikiko Otani is an international human rights lawyer based in
Tokyo, practicing family law with a focus on women’s and
children’s rights. Ms. Otani is the current Chair of the United
Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, Council Member of
the International Bar Association’s Human Rights Institute, and
former Chair of the Committee on International Human Rights of
the Japan Federation of Bar Associations.
Ms. Otani was an Alternate
Representative of the Delegation of
Japan to the 60th and 61st UN
General
Assembly
(Third
Committee) (2005-2006) and an
Advisor (NGO Representative) of
the Delegation of Japan to the 53rd
UN Commission on the Status of
Women (2009).
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LESSONS LEARNED: RESULTS FROM A JOINT
INTERVENTION TO END CHILD TRAFFICKING IN
WEST AFRICA

By DCI-Sierra Leone, DCI-Liberia and DCI-Guinea

Perhaps the most critical aspect of the fight to
tackle child trafficking is the identification of the
cross-border traffickers. This is because in most
cases, exploitation, which is the main determinant
of trafficking, does not occur in the country of
origin, during travel, or at the border. Additionally, a
child accompanied by an adult traveling across a
border does not ordinarily signify trafficking, even
if the intention of traveling with the child is to
exploit them at the end, unless thorough
investigations are conducted by competent border
security officials and immigration personnel. This
is the reason why we have chosen to intervene to
address cross-border child trafficking in the Mano
River Region (located in the West African countries
of Sierra Leone, Guinea, Liberia, and Ivory Coast).
Cross-border conveyal of children by adults and
movement of unaccompanied children are very
common in this region.

About the Author
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At DCI, lessons from our projects have taught us
that without translating the laws into workable
practices, no one can curtail a crime. In 2016, our
Defence for Children International sections in
Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia facilitated the
development and signing of Standard Operating
Procedures (SOPs) for the prevention of and
response to trafficking.

"The SOPs were developed to
translate international and regional
instruments ... into action"
The

SOPs

were

developed

to

translate

international and regional instruments ratified by
Sierra Leone, Liberia and Guinea into action and
call on States to collaborate with each other to
end trafficking. Hence, the SOPs were customised
and adapted to international, regional, and
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national laws within the border areas. The SOPs
also clearly spell out the roles of various border
security officials, leaders of border communities,
the transport sector, and CSOs, and introduce best
practices that can be easily applied by border
security officials considering their resource
constraints.
The
SOPs
effectively
guide
immigration and other border security officials in
properly checking and scrutinizing travelers with
children and at the same time highlighting referral
channels for suspected cases of trafficking.
Through the application of the SOPs, border
security officials have been able to intercept many
suspected cases of trafficking at the borders
between Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Liberia,
prosecuting some and stopping and denying
others from proceeding with the child in cases not
meeting minimum documentation requirements.
In fact, in 2019, Sierra Leone prosecuted a case
that took place at the Liberian-Sierra Leonean
border, which the Sierra Leonean government
described as a landmark conviction after many
years since the 2005 passage of the Trafficking in
Persons Act. More arrests and prosecutions of
traffickers have happened since then. We have
also been able to rescue and repatriate victims of
trafficking from one country to another, including
from beyond the Mano River Region. Recently, we
have started working with embassies and unions
of citizens in other countries to further our rescue
and repatriation efforts. For example, our sections
in DCI-Guinea and DCI-Sierra Leone have, on two
occasions, worked with the Sierra Leonean
embassy in Guinea and the Union of Sierra
Leoneans in Guinea to rescue and repatriate Sierra
Leonean girls who are victims of trafficking in
Guinea. This was done in collaboration with the
Trafficking in Persons Secretariat at the Ministry
of Social Welfare and the Ministry of Gender and
Children’s Affairs.
Although the SOPs have proven to be an efficient
driver of the united inter-state fight against crossborder trafficking, crucial questions remain. How
do we ensure that every security official deployed
at the border can learn about the SOPs and apply
them without necessarily receiving training from
DCI? How can the SOPs be taken to the borders in

the bush that lack the security set-ups of the main
borders? The solution is to simplify the SOPs and
make them reader-friendly and self-explanatory.
This way, even without receiving training, a
security official can go through it and use it. The
other step is to broaden the messenger base by
empowering local champions and putting them at
the forefront in reaching out to the interior (bush)
border communities. Hence, we trained local
CSOs that work in border communities to take the
simplified SOPs to these communities and
establish permanent links. We continue to
monitor these communities and at the same time
serve as resources that the communities can ask
for advice.

"Although the SOPs have proven to
be an efficient driver of the united
inter-state fight against crossborder trafficking, crucial questions
remain."
DCI-Liberia and DCI-Sierra Leone have used the
lessons learned from the SOP implementation to
advocate for reform of trafficking laws in their
respective countries. As part of this work, they
have contributed vital information to legal
reviews. In April 2022, a new Anti-Human
Trafficking and Migrant Smuggling law was
enacted in Sierra Leone. This new law provides
hope for a stronger trafficking task force and
secretariat that will coordinate interventions to
end trafficking and provide the support for victims
to access justice, recover, and reintegrate. Similar
legal reform is currently ongoing in Liberia with
the input of DCI-Liberia and the DCI International
Secretariat in Geneva.
A major lesson learned is that a periodic crossborder meeting, organised between security
officials from both countries, to discuss
challenges in their collaboration to end crossborder child trafficking can enhance the quality of
their joint work and sustainability of the gains
achieved. It is also crucial to strengthen the links
between border security officials and the justice
system (usually set up away from the border).
This way, the cases identified at the border can
go through the referral pathway smoothly and
benefit from the support that the victims need for
justice and reintegration. 🦋
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UNDERSTANDING THE CHALLENGES AND BRINGING
ABOUT CHANGE: THE WORK OF DCI-BELGIUM TO PROTECT
THE RIGHTS OF CHILDREN ON THE MOVE
By Eva Gangneux, DCI-Belgium Advocacy

specific situations of vulnerability vis-à-vis the

and Project Officer

implementation

of

their

fundamental

rights.

However, children must always and above all be
In all areas, children on the move encounter
obstacles in accessing their fundamental rights.
DCI-Belgium is working to highlight them to bring
about positive change.
When referring to “the rights of children on the
move,” it is important to note that this is not a
homogeneous group with a single situation,
common to all the children who are part of it. On
the contrary, while some of them grew up in their
country of origin or a third country, others only
remember their host country or were even born
there. Some are accompanied by their family, while
others are alone. The common point between these
children is that they are very likely to find
themselves, because of their migration status, in

10

considered as such; their fundamental rights must
be recognised, defended, and implemented at all
levels.

"Children must always and above all
be considered as such"
DCI-Belgium carries out a variety of actions to
strengthen the rights of these children in Belgium
and across Europe, in partnership with other
associations, including other sections of DCI. DCIBelgium carries out documentation work at the
regional level, challenges the authorities, provides
capacity-building for professionals, informs and
raises awareness, takes legal action, and pays
particular attention to the participation of the
children concerned.

©2021 Getty Images
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Preventing and dealing with violence – the
European Bridge and Become Safe projects¹
The data collected and the consultations carried
out with children within the framework of these
two European projects reveal the existence of a
continuum of violence. In addition to the violence
experienced in the country of origin and on the
road, there is violence experienced in the host
country. The living environment of the children
welcomed in Belgium, overloaded and unsuitable,
is conducive to insecurity and leaves little room for
individuality and participation. The administrative
situation of children, whether alone or with family,
is complex, long, and disrespectful of their rights. It
adds to the trauma already present and
insufficiently addressed, fostering constant anxiety
and a lack of perspective. The children also report
difficulties related to intra-family or school
violence, which are very rarely addressed. It is
often complex to identify this violence and, when
identified, to know who to contact. Finally, some
groups of children are completely invisible since
no measures have been put in place to meet their
needs. This is particularly the case for children
said to be “in transit” to another host country and
children whose profiles do not correspond to any
residence procedure.
Testimonies from professionals reveal that the
current training is insufficient to meet the needs of
field workers in this area. Strengthening their
capacities is essential, particularly regarding

©2021 Getty Images

situations of intra-family violence, gender issues,
and interculturality, as well as in processes
involving the identification of child victims of
violence, the possibilities of orientation, and case
follow-up. It should also be noted that reception
professionals lack systemic psychological support
tailored to their needs.

"DCI-Belgium pursues structural
changes and promotes
cooperation ... in order to develop
and convey common advocacy
messages"
Faced with this, DCI-Belgium intervenes within the
framework of the European Become Safe project to
strengthen children's knowledge of their rights to
protection and the support services available by
raising children's awareness during sessions led
and created by committed young migrants
themselves. The association also intervenes to
strengthen the capacities of aid and reception
professionals who have a significant impact on the
prevention and management of violence. Finally,
DCI-Belgium pursues structural changes and
promotes the cooperation of actors within
concerted strategies in order to develop and
convey common advocacy messages.
Ensuring more child-friendly procedures – the
European Child Friendly Justice in Action! project²
Each year in the European Union, tens of thousands
of children are involved in migration-related
procedures, all of which are decisive in their ability
to exercise their fundamental rights.
In 2019, nearly 200,000 children, with their families
or unaccompanied, were involved in an asylum
procedure in one of the EU countries. This number
represents only a portion of children in migration
situations. Children can be involved in multiple
procedures:
residence
application,
age
assessment, family reunification, etc. As part of the
European project Child-Friendly Justice in Action!,
DCI-Belgium and its partners in Europe have
analysed the situation, challenged the authorities,
and created tools to strengthen the skills of
professionals.
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The consultations carried out with the
professionals and children concerned reveal that
in these procedures, the rights of the child are not
well respected. More specifically, children in
families are too often invisible; whether they are
accompanied or not, the children are not informed
of their rights, or they are informed in an unsuitable
way and therefore do not understand them. Their
right to express their opinion and to be heard is not
effective: they often do not have the opportunity to
participate or, when they are heard during the
procedure, it is poorly adapted and affects them in
a negative way. They also rarely have access to
legal assistance — the best interests of the child
are not necessarily assessed in these migrationrelated procedures and are therefore not
considered. Throughout the countries of the
European Union, age assessment continues to be
based mainly on medical examinations which are
neither reliable nor respectful of the fundamental
rights of the child. The duration of the procedures
is inappropriate: they are often too long, the lack of
accommodation for the children during the
procedure seriously affects them, and the
appointment of an independent and adequately
trained guardian for unaccompanied children is
not always ensured.
Commitments to ensuring that no more children
are detained for migration-related reasons
Even today, many states place children in
detention because of their migration status or that
of their parents, even though the serious and longlasting effects of such a practice on their health
and development are documented. They are also
widely denounced, and many international bodies
point to their incompatibility with international law,
in particular the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child.
In Belgium, the practice fluctuates: for almost 10
years, no child was detained in a closed centre for
reasons related to migration, but in 2018 the
government resumed the practice, before having
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to give it up again thanks to a decision of the
Council of State. Today, a political moratorium is
the only obstacle to the detention of these children
and its definitive legal ban is still awaited.
For decades, DCI-Belgium has been taking legal
action and strongly advocating for the legal
abolition of the detention of children for migrationrelated reasons. In partnership with other human
rights organisations, the association repeats: "We
don't lock up a child. Period."
A thousand and one battles remain to be waged so
that children on the move can fully enjoy their
fundamental rights. DCI-Belgium leads several of
them, always adopting an approach based on
fundamental rights by mobilising the public
authorities so that they comply with their
obligations, by strengthening the capacities of
professionals, and by placing the participation of
children at the heart of the action. 🦋

¹ The Become Safe project is funded by the Law, Equality Citizenship
program of the European Commission. More information on the project:
https://dei-belgique.be/index.php/projets/en-cours/become-safe.html.
The BRIDGE project was funded by the Rights, Equality and Citizenship
Program of the European Union (2014-2020). More information on the
project: https://dei-belgique.be/index.php/projets/acheves /bridge.html.
² The Child friendly Justice in Action! project was funded by the Erasmus+
program of the European Commission. More information on the project:
https://dei-belgique.be/index.php/projets/en-cours/child-friendly-justicein-action.html

Author: Eva Gangneux
Eva Gangneux joined the DCI-Belgium team in 2018 after
completing her Masters in Human Rights at the University of
Lyon. She holds a law degree from l’Université Lyon 2 and a
political science degree which she completed in France and
Colombia.
Ms. Gangneux is currently an
Advocacy Officer and Project
Manager in child justice for
DCI-Belgium. Notably, she is
in charge of the LA Child and
CLEARrights projects.
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A LOOK TO THE MIGRATION AND REFUGEE
SITUATION IN CENTRAL AMERICA

©Getty Images

By Virginia Murillo, Executive President
DCI - Costa Rica
An overview of a complex territory
Though occupying only seven countries and 2.7%
of the Latin American landmass,¹ Central America
encompasses 7.2% of the Latin American
population. In recent reports, The State of the
Region² explains how Costa Rica is at the forefront
of a demographic shift: an aging population.
Without policies to combat this trend, Costa Rican
social security systems and pensions are
threatened. May 2021 data from SICA³ show that
Costa Rica has 5.1 million inhabitants. The State of
the Region stated that close to four million Central
American families are in social exclusion
conditions.
Central America is a diverse region, rich in culture
and natural biodiversity. However, the region also
faces many structural challenges to wellbeing and
adequate human development. It has serious
difficulties promoting competitive economic
development that guarantees stability and decent
employment.

The region struggles with environmental
protection as well as prevention of and response
to natural disasters. Many forms of violence, drug
trafficking, and citizen insecurity persist, yet they
are met with weak government responses. Urgent
actions and investments are needed to guarantee
human rights and tackle deficient systems of
education and health, as well as to
comprehensively
protect
children
and
adolescents. Various indicators show a poor
region with a lack of opportunities for children and
adolescents. The widening inequality gap means
that only some can get ahead, while others are
excluded and marginalised. Central America is a
region with very fragile democracies —
democracies like Nicaragua or El Salvador,
historically held in the hands of authoritarian
governments and weakened by totalitarian control,
corruption,
repression,
and
fear.
Recent
presidential elections in Honduras have given way
to chronic violence, corruption, and impunity.
Many inhabitants of these countries live in
deteriorated situations of extreme poverty and are
distrustful of their governments. Extremist rightwing and religious groups have formed alliances
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across the region, ushering in a new era of
xenophobia, hate, and an anti-rights approaches to
governance. Violence in all its forms most strongly
impacts women and children. Drug trafficking has
torn apart communities. Public cooperation is
limited and there are no solutions to critical
structual problems. Neoliberalism, tax reforms,
improvements in public finances, and free trade
agreements have impoverished the population.
Inequities and inequalities have deepened and the
concentration of economic power has remained
centered on a few, with impunity prevailing.
Migratory flows in Central America
Media coverage in recent years has focused on
Central American migration. Groups of children
(often dubbed “human caravans” by Western
media) flee deteriorated and violent living
situations in Central America, hoping for a better
life in the United States of America. However, this
imaginary “American dream” is often warped and
distorted when these migrants arrive: they are
frequently met with policies of repression, express
return, family separation and incarceration.
Despite pushback from government agencies,
human
movements
continue
individually,
collectively, and in "caravans" (the latter being
used today to move in groups for security against
organised crime). Central America is a region of
transit and migratory flows between the American
continents and beyond. Costa Rica is a country
that receives many migrants, but this reception
policy has strained the country’s economy and
society for over a decade.
The flow of migrants is increasing and evolving, as
pointed out by expert Dr. Abelardo Morales,
researcher and academic at the National University
of Costa Rica. Migration is a complex
phenomenon, shaped by violence, individual crime,
state corruption, social inequality, exclusion, the
climate crisis, and environmental factors. Of these
migrants, many are children and adolescents.
When migrants attempt to cross borders and are
detained or deported, they wind up trapped along
the Mesoamerican corridor (Honduras, El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Mexico) — a place that Dr. Morales
says "has become the most dangerous in the
world." There are gaps in protection, violations of
human rights, and the presence of organized
crime. Many of these migrants (sometimes entire
families) do not qualify as refugee applicants.
Morales points out that "this is the extreme
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expression of social exclusion." It also shows "the
absence of global, regional and local policies,
because the management carried out by the State
Parties and civil society do not address the needs
that exacerbate the situation of these populations,
due to the lack of commitment; this is where
organised crime of human trafficking, sexual
abuse and forced labour of children and
adolescents appear."
DCI-Costa Rica and its work with migrant and
refugee children and adolescents and asylum
seekers
Since 1994, DCI has been working with migrant
populations to navigate the complicated refugee
application process. In the last 28 years, DCI has
witnessed the evolution of an ever-complex
migration system. Together with the UNHCR
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees),
DCI has been involved in projects targeting
displaced persons in Central America. These
projects foster tolerance of migrants, such as a
benefit concert and collaborations with the
General Directorate of Migration and Foreigners
(DGME). Working in areas with high adolescent
and migrant populations, these efforts created a
framework for eliminating sexual commercial
exploitation of migrant children and for protecting
and promoting children’s rights in Costa Rica.
Elsewhere in Central America, Nicaraguan groups
dedicated to research on family separation have
provided legal support for cross-cutting migratory
issues of documentation, child abuse, and child
labour. In the northern part of the country, the
Girasol Center for migrants served these
populations in need.
Beginning in 2019, DCI worked alongside UNHCR
to fund the project "Protection of refugee children
and adolescents and refugee applicants in Costa
Rica." The initiative aims to generate strategies to
promote the enjoyment and exercise of human
rights, protection and welfare of refugee children
and adolescents or those requesting this status in
Costa Rican communities.
Additionally, DCI has conducted research and
consultations in the Central American region. Of
note, they analysed child participation among
refugees and asylum seekers, conducted surveys
of refugee children to assess their experiences in
social isolation and confinement, and compiled
research on the impact of COVID-19 on these
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children. DCI-Costa Rica has also developed
videos and manuals to train migrant children on
their rights. DCI-Costa Rica also has been
promoting Article 15 of the Convention on the
Rights of the Child, supporting the implementation
of the Children and Adolescents Network. Among
other groups, DCI has formed networks across
Costa Rica to support refugee adolescents. These
networks are called: Red de Jóvenes Refugiados:
!Nuestros derechos sí importan! ("Networks of
young refugees: our rights count!") Most recently,
DCI-Costa Rica (with the support of the
Interagency Community Outreach Fund and
Communication on Protection from Sexual
Exploitation and Abuse – PSEA), developed a
participatory
process
to
prevent
sexual
exploitation and abuse of children and adolescents
by humanitarian agents. This process serves as a
guide to community stakeholders.
In recent years, due to the context of socio-political
crisis that has worsened in some countries of the
region, there has been a significant increase in
refugee applications in Costa Rica. While in 2016,
4,470 refugee applications were registered, by
2020, the country had welcomed 121,983 persons
of interest, of which 9,613 were refugees and
89,770 were refugee applicants pending
resolution. The needs of migrants and refugees
are many, and immediate attention must be given
not only to secure their basic needs, but also to
regularise their integration processes, schooling,
health, food, and housing.
Gender-based violence
As mentioned above, girls and women are a
particularly vulnerable subset of migrants and
refugees. Their unique challenges, such as genderbased violence, are pressing.
DCI-Costa Rica has learned that adolescent girls
and women in refugee status in Costa Rica face
several challenges:
Normalisation of violence and inappropriate
relationships. Poverty and unemployment
make them dependent on their partners.
Cultural patterns prevail that normalise life
under systems of violence, whether economic,
psychological, or physical.
Social isolation and lack of safe spaces to
participate, be heard and trained about their
rights. Many refugee families live in vulnerable
and insecure communities, which limits
community
integration,
especially
for
adolescent girls and women.

The economic crisis and unemployment
caused by COVID-19 have affected the most
vulnerable families, making it difficult for them
to cover their basic needs for food and housing
rent.
Despite starting this school year with a mixed
modality (in-person and virtual), the challenge
for girl and young women students to access
quality education prevails due to the lack of
internet access and adequate technology for
virtual classes, as well as access to
educational materials or activities.
The increase of COVID-19 cases threatens the
educational system to return to 100% online —
and with this, greater repercussions on the
performance of students, as well as their
mental health.
What happens to child and adolescent asylum
seekers?
Often, these children accompany their families and
are not considered in the family’s decision to
emigrate. As one 17-year old Venezuelan migrant
explains, “people do not know the situation behind
each person, each family. Not everybody leaves for
the same reasons ... whatever the situation is, it is
not a decision that one makes because one wants
to do it, it is something that one must do, it is like
an obligation.” 🦋
¹https://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/AGRO
_Noticias/docs/CentroAm%C3%A9ricaEnCifras.pdf
²https://estadonacion.or.cr/informe/?id=332ae9fcd7c0-4886-a8cd-b67ea5f0ac38
³https://www.sica.int/download/?127336
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ZAINABU'S JOURNEY: THE HARSH
REALITIES FACING A CHILD ON THE MOVE
Content note: the following article details sensitive issues including rape, abortion, forced labour, trafficking,
and drug abuse.
By Zainabu, a young refugee from Sierra
Leone
Introduction
I am a young woman that has experienced
suffering of all forms: rape, teenage motherhood,
stigmatisation, trauma, trafficking, and more. My
story is one experienced not only by me, but by
most children and young women in my country,
Sierra Leone.
I was born in Sierra Leone, which has some of the
highest rates of female genital mutilation (FGM) in
the world. Because of FGM, also called bondo in
Sierra Leone, I left my country and became a child
on the move. I journeyed to Libya. My time in Libya
was difficult, and I fled across the Mediterranean
Sea to seek refuge in Europe. Now, I live in France
with my two young children. Despite the relative
stability of my life in France, I still struggle with the
bureaucracy and difficulties of applying for asylum,
finding education for myself and my children, and
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the lasting trauma of my experiences as a child on
the move.
Why are children on the move? What are their
rights?
There are lots of reasons why children are on the
move, especially children from Africa. Some of
these reasons are harmful cultural practices, lack
of parental care, forced marriage, hunger, war and
conflict, flooding, and more. When I moved out of
my country, I came across lots of children that are
on the move just like me. Some were
accompanied, while some of us were alone.
Children on the move need protection. These
children are in danger, dying, and some are
mothers that have children who don't even know
who their fathers are.
According to Sierra Leone's Child Rights Act, a
child is a person aged 0-18 years, and every child
has the right to stay with his or her parents.
Articles 13 and 14 of the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child also clearly state that every
child has the right to express their opinions and
views on matters that affect their well being.
However, my experiences as a child on the move
have shown that children's rights are not respected
in many places. My own rights were violated, both
in my home country of Sierra Leone and in Libya.

"While in Libya, I understood the
true meaning of slavery."
Conflict and human rights abuses in Libya
While in Libya, I understood the true meaning of
slavery. There, I experienced pain and I saw other
children in pain too. Most children on the move in
Libya suffered from rape. Sometimes, women and
young girls were raped to death or locked in
undisclosed prisons where it will take only the
grace of God to survive.
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Most of the children that are victims of rape and
prostitution opt for abortion if they become
pregnant. As a result, many of them lose their lives
and others face serious medical challenges. The
abortions are often done by quack doctors and
nurses.

because of pain, lack of medical care, and
inadequate food.

Children on the move in Libya are also faced with
the risk of becoming prostitutes. Why? Because
they find it difficult to feed themselves. Children
and young women will work at so-called
"connection houses" and have sex with different
men in order to have a plate of food. As a result of
this, children on the move are exposed to all forms
of sexually transmitted diseases and lots of them
die in the process.
In January 2017, there was a war in Tripoli, Libya
where hundreds of people lost their lives. Children
were asked to kill their parents, and parents were
asked to kill their children. People hid for their lives
in mosques, houses and restaurants, but even
those places were not safe — people threw bombs
into these places, killing and injuring children.
During the conflicts in Libya, armed groups would
kidnap people, including children, and demand
ransom from their families.

"We were voiceless — we could
not express our views, especially
on matters that were harmful to
us."
In Libya, young boys and girls became drug
addicts. I would see children under 10 years old
taking hard drugs, smoking, and drinking alcohol.
The thing that hurts me the most is that these
children were sometimes forced to do this. We
were voiceless — we could not express our views,
especially on matters that were harmful to us. In
Libya, the suffering was so deep that some people
thought that taking hard drugs was the only
solution. So many children lost their lives, and
some people became mad because the drugs were
so hard for them.
Children on the move were forced to do jobs that
affected their wellbeing — jobs that hinder their
growth. We worked as if we were robots. We were
not allowed to say we were tired until the job for
the day was done. I personally worked at a
construction site. I became a brick layer just to
survive. Other children and young women died
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From Libya to Europe
When I left Libya, I crossed the Mediterranean Sea
as a refugee. I spent one week on that death sea
with no food or water. I saw refugee boats sink
with people trying to reach the shores of Italy.
Children, men, and women all died during the
dangerous passage.
Over the past few years, I have lived in Europe with
two of my children. I currently live in France, and
the complexities of the asylum application process
have made our lives difficult.
Children on the move face grave dangers as they
cross borders and seek safety. My story is not an
exception. I have endured great struggles, and my
hope is that no child on the move will have their
human rights violated nor face the trauma I did. 🦋
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Together, we can support children
to become actors for justice and
advocates for their rights
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