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Foreword by Dr. Najat Maalla M’jid

Deprivation of liberty is one of the most harmful violations
of children’s fundamental human rights.

Depriving children of their liberty has devastating and long-
lasting impacts. These result in huge costs for society in the
long term.

That is why we must drastically reduce the number of
children deprived of liberty and ensure alternatives to
deprivation of liberty.

This NGO Panel Roadmap for Action comes at a crucial moment. It provides a clear,
evidence-based stocktaking of progress made to date, while also laying out a forward-
looking and actionable agenda. It rightly emphasises the urgent need to invest in
prevention and to prioritise child rights-based alternatives to children’s deprivation of
liberty in all settings. This Roadmap builds upon commitments made by over 120
countries that participated in the First Global Ministerial Conference to End
Violence against Children held in Bogota in November 2024.

| commend the NGO Panel on Children Deprived of Liberty for its tireless efforts to
prevent and end children’s deprivation of liberty. The NGO Panel's support and
mobilisation of all stakeholders at global, regional and national levels are truly
commendable.

Let this roadmap inspire renewed commitment and collective action to end violence
against children, including in the form of deprivation of liberty by 2030.

| look forward to continuing my Office’s close collaboration with the NGO Panel as it
continues its crucial work.

Qwﬁﬁ\mgti

Dr. Najat Maalla M’jid
Special Representative of the Secretary General on Violence against Children
Chairperson of the UN Task Force for Children Deprived of Liberty
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Roadmap for Action on Children Deprived of Liberty 2025-2030
(4 July 2025)

|. INTRODUCTION &
CONTEXT

Building on the Global Study’s
Foundation

The Roadmap for Action on Children
Deprived of Liberty (2025-2030)
marks a pivotal new chapter in the
global movement to end the
deprivation of liberty for children and to
fully realise their rights. Building on the
momentum and lessons learned from
the 2023-2024 Roadmap for Action,
this new strategy seeks to translate the
findings of the UN Global Study on
Children Deprived of Liberty (2019)
into concrete, transformative action at
national, regional, and global levels.

The previous Roadmap for Action
(2023-2024) mobilised a diverse
coalition of stakeholders, catalysing
efforts to end child immigration
detention, promote non-custodial
alternatives, and strengthen child-
sensitive justice systems. Yet, despite
notable progress, many structural,
legal, and systemic challenges
identified in the Global Study persist.
Around the world, children continue to
be deprived of their liberty—often in
violation of their fundamental rights.
The urgency for coordinated, evidence-
based action is greater than ever,
especially in the face of today’s
“financial and donor crisis” and the rise
of populist governments that exploit
fear and insecurity to justify locking
children behind bars. Such measures
not only fail to solve underlying
problems but also inflict lasting harm,
robbing children of their childhood and
creating new societal challenges.

This new Roadmap for Action is
grounded in the outcomes of the
Global Conference on Justice for
Children Deprived of Liberty, held in
Geneva from 17 to 19 December 2024,
and co-organised by the NGO Panel
on Children Deprived of Liberty and
UNICEF. The conference brought
together 150 participants from over 50
countries—including UN entities,
governments, civil society,
practitioners, academics, and, crucially,
children and young people themselves.
Through high-level plenaries, thematic
workshops, and dynamic side events,
participants took stock of global efforts,
identified persistent gaps, and forged a
shared vision for the future. The clear
consensus: progress must be
collective, concerted, and
multistakeholder to overcome
obstacles and resist regressive
initiatives.

The priorities and strategies outlined in
this Roadmap for Action are further
informed by discussions at other key
fora, such as the 5" World Congress
on Justice With Children (Madrid, 2-4
June 2025). These dialogues have
shaped an expanded focus on
emerging challenges, including the
heightened risks faced by children in
contexts of armed conflict, mass
displacement, and crisis.

Aligned with the 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals—particularly
SDG 16 on peace, justice, and strong
institutions—this new Roadmap for
Action offers a comprehensive,
practical, and forward-looking
framework for implementing the UN
Global Study’s recommendations. It
reaffirms the Study’s core principles:
deprivation of liberty must be a
measure of last resort, used for the
shortest appropriate period; non-
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Roadmap for Action on Children Deprived of Liberty 2025-2030
(4 July 2025)

discrimination, child participation, and
access to child-centred justice must be
guaranteed for every child.

Organised around the thematic
chapters of the Global Study, the
Roadmap for Action provides chapter-
specific implementation strategies,
highlights good and promising
practices, and establishes robust
monitoring and accountability
mechanisms. It also identifies cross-
cutting priorities and emerging areas
demanding urgent attention. A clear
timeline distinguishes immediate
priorities (Year 1), medium-term goals
(Years 2-3), and a long-term vision for
systemic transformation by 2030.

By consolidating commitments and
guiding coordinated action, this
Roadmap for Action is a critical tool for
accelerating progress toward ending
the deprivation of liberty for children
worldwide. It calls on governments,
international and regional
organisations, academia, civil society,
and all stakeholders to renew their
commitment and work together —
ensuring that no child is left behind.
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Roadmap for Action on Children Deprived of Liberty 2025-2030
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[l. CROSS-CUTTING
PRINCIPLES

Reinforcing the Study’s Core
Principles

A. Fundamental Principles from
the Global Study

The Global Study reaffirmed the
foundational obligation of States to
ensure that the deprivation of liberty of
children is used only as a measure of
last resort and for the shortest
appropriate period of time, in
accordance with Article 37(b) of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child.
This principle, embedded across all
thematic areas of the Study, reflects a
core tenet of international human rights
law: that children’s liberty must not be
restricted except in exceptional
circumstances, and only when non-
custodial, child-sensitive alternatives
have been fully considered and
deemed insufficient. Nevertheless,
when deprivation of liberty cannot be
avoided, it is vital to recall that
deprivation of liberty must never
equate to deprivation of other liberties.
Upholding children’s rights to health,
education, protection, participation,
and non-discrimination is essential in
all settings—including in detention—
and these cross-cutting principles must
be fully integrated into every aspect of
policy, programming, and
accountability.

Non-discrimination remains a critical
and cross-cutting obligation, as
underscored throughout the Global
Study. Children from ethnic and racial
minorities, children with disabilities,
children in migration contexts, and

those living in poverty are
disproportionately represented in
detention. Status offences, protective
custody, and vague laws are frequently
enforced in ways that target and
stigmatise already marginalised
children. Addressing the root causes of
such disparities requires dedicated
policy responses, disaggregated data
collection, and meaningful engagement
with affected communities.

The right to health must be fully
upheld for children deprived of liberty.
The Study found consistent evidence
that detention settings have profoundly
negative impacts on children’s physical
and mental health. Overcrowding, poor
sanitation, inadequate nutrition, lack of
access to health services—particularly
sexual and reproductive health and
mental health care—are pervasive
across many detention environments.
The trauma of separation, exposure to
violence, and isolation can have long-
term, intergenerational impacts on
child development. States are under a
binding obligation to ensure access to
child- and gender-sensitive health
services, including psychological
support and rehabilitation.

Closely linked is the situation of
children with disabilities, who are
often institutionalised on the basis of
their disability, rather than supported
through inclusive community-based
services. The Study identified
widespread use of involuntary
placement of children with intellectual,
psychosocial or physical disabilities in
closed institutions, where they are
frequently subjected to neglect,
medicalisation, abuse and social
isolation. This violates both the CRC
and the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities. Legal and
policy frameworks must prohibit
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institutionalisation on the basis of
disability, and ensure full access to
inclusive education, health care and
family support for children with
disabilities.

The right to access to justice and
effective remedies is an essential
cross-cutting element to safeguarding
all other rights. Yet in many
jurisdictions, children deprived of
liberty lack legal representation, face
prolonged pre-trial detention, or are
subjected to procedures that are
neither child-friendly nor rights-based.
Effective access to justice must include
legal aid, age-appropriate complaint
mechanisms, enforcement of judicial
decisions, and robust protections for
procedural rights.

The Study further underscored the
need for gender-responsive
approaches. While boys represent the
majority of the child prison population,
girls are often detained for reasons
rooted in discrimination—such as so-
called moral offences, child marriage,
or survival behaviours stemming from
trauma. Transgender and LGBTI+
children face distinct vulnerabilities to
violence and marginalisation. A rights-
based system must provide safe,
inclusive environments and eliminate
laws and practices that criminalise
children based on gender or perceived
behaviour.

The right to be heard and for
children’s views to be given due weight
in accordance with their age and
maturity remains under-implemented
across systems. Effective child
participation must go beyond tokenism,
ensuring that children are meaningfully
involved in the decisions that affect
them—including those with lived
experience of detention. Participation

also strengthens accountability and
supports more effective, child-informed
solutions.

All public or private institutions
responsible for children must have
effective child protection measures,
independent oversight, and
mechanisms for children to report
violations safely and confidentially. The
Global Study calls for the universal
application of international child
safeguarding standards, particularly in
detention settings that often remain
closed to scrutiny.

B. Emerging Considerations in
Deprivation of Liberty

While the foundational principles of the
Global Study remain as relevant today
as at the time of its publication, the
landscape of children’s deprivation of
liberty continues to evolve, driven by
new forms of systemic risk, digital
transformation, geopolitical upheaval,
and environmental disruption. These
emerging considerations must be
addressed with urgency, foresight and
a firm grounding in a child rights-based
approach and framework.

Digital environments have introduced
new forms of surveillance, profiling,
and control over children’s liberty.
Digital technologies, including
biometric registration, predictive
policing, and Al-based risk profiling,
are increasingly being used in
migration, criminal justice, and counter-
terrorism settings as well as will be in
the other forms of deprivation of liberty.
These practices often lack
transparency and oversight, and in
many cases lead to new forms of
“digital detention”, such as electronic
tagging or confinement under constant
surveillance. These developments
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challenge traditional understandings of
liberty, raise serious concerns about
data protection and due process, and
risk entrenching racial, gender and
migration-related bias. In many cases,
these technologies are developed and
deployed by private sector actors with
minimal transparency, regulation, or
child rights due diligence. The growing
involvement of businesses in digital
justice infrastructure, ranging from data
management systems to outsourced
detention technologies, requires urgent
oversight to ensure alignment with
international child rights standards,
ethical use of data, and the prevention
of discriminatory outcomes. Children
must not become testing grounds for
unregulated innovation in punitive
systems.

The climate crisis is another
accelerating driver of child vulnerability
and emerging forms of deprivation of
liberty. Climate-induced displacement
is increasingly intersecting with
enforcement heavy migration regimes,
exposing children to a double risk: the
loss of home and environment,
followed by criminalisation or detention
when they cross borders. At the same
time, children who speak out or
mobilise in defence of climate justice
are facing growing risks of repression.
In several contexts, peaceful protest or
environmental activism by children has
been met with excessive force,
surveillance, or even detention raising
serious concerns about the erosion of
civic space and children’s right to
freedom of expression and assembly.
Detention systems themselves remain
largely unprepared for the
environmental shocks such as
heatwaves, floods, or infrastructure
failures that directly impact children’s
health, safety and access to services.

These compound risks call for climate-
responsive detention protocols,
prevention strategies, and protections
for children as environmental human
rights defenders.

Increased crisis-driven governance,
whether related to pandemics, conflict,
or national security, has also
contributed to the normalisation of
emergency measures that erode
safeguards. COVID-19 was a critical
case study: the suspension of
procedural protections, family visits,
and access to legal aid during
lockdowns led to increased isolation
and psychological harm for children in
detention. These trends are not
isolated. In contexts of conflict or
repression, children are increasingly
detained for perceived national security
threats, including for association with
armed groups or exercising their civil
and political rights.

The expansion of administrative and
so-called “protective” detention is
another area of concern. Across
sectors, the misuse of protective care
language particularly in migration,
disability and institutional care settings
has obscured real deprivation of liberty.
Shelters, reception centres, or
residential institutions are often framed
as protective spaces, yet impose
severe restrictions on liberty, contact
with family, education, and access to
justice as well as effective remedies.
These trends disproportionately affect
children with disabilities, children from
minority backgrounds, and LGBTI+
children.

The deepening intersectional
vulnerabilities of children deprived of
liberty based on age, gender, ethnicity,
disability, migration status, or
association with armed groups require
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more disaggregated responses.
Detention remains overused for
children living in poverty, street-
connected children, and children with
mental health or intellectual disabilities.
At the same time, these children are
often excluded from programmatic
reforms, overlooked in data collection,
and invisible in policymaking.

In facing these emerging
considerations, the Roadmap for
Action must offer more than reactive
responses. It must anticipate, adapt,
and embed resilience across systems,
ensuring that any new measure,
technology, or policy introduced in the
name of public order, protection, or
efficiency is fully aligned with the
Convention on the Rights of the Child
and its respective general comments.
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[ll. IMPLEMENTATION BY
GLOBAL STUDY CHAPTERS

1. Administration of Justice

The UN Global Study on Children
Deprived of Liberty (2019) estimates
that every year, 410,000 children are
de jure deprived of liberty, while 1,41
million are de facto deprived of liberty
in the administration of justice.
UNICEF estimates that more than
200,000 children are in detention
globally. On the other hand, more than
22,5 million children globally have at
least one imprisoned parent, with an
estimated 19,000 children who live with
a parent or primary caregiver in prison.

The UNCRC stipulates that the
detention of children who are alleged
as, accused of, or recognised as
having infringed the penal law should
be “a measure of last resort and for the
shortest appropriate period of time”.
However, deprivation of liberty is often
used as a measure of first resort. In
addition, the overwhelming majority of
children in detention are first time
offenders and/or are there for minor
offences.

Introduction

Professor Ton Liefaard noted that while
this discussion was taking place,
children in other contexts are suffering
crimes against humanity and genocide,
and their very right to survival is
attacked. We will always have
deprivation of liberty; it would be an

T UN Committee on the Rights of the Child General Comment
No. 24 (2019) on children’s rights in the child justice system
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-comments-and-
recommendations/general-comment-no-24-2019-children’s-

rights-child

illusion to think that it will disappear.
But how can we make sure these
children’s special needs and interests
are respected and they fully enjoy their
human rights?

While we can take note of regressive
trends in justice and seek to address
pushbacks, the aim of the Roadmap
for Action is to inspire us to do more
and to do better, to respond effectively
and to forge strong partnerships, even
in a context of shrinking space for civil
society.

Measure of last resort and shortest
appropriate period of time (Art
37b)

We have a standard of deprivation of
liberty as a measure of last resort since
1989. This is a Global Study
recommendation, but there is still high
reliance on deprivation of liberty in
administration of justice, police
custody, pre-trial detention and prison.
The UN Committee on the Rights of
the Child made clear in its General
Comment No 24 on children’s rights in
the child justice system?, that
deprivation of liberty counts from the
moment of arrest.?

Talking about alternatives to
deprivation of liberty, we often think of
diversion, but there are alternatives at
three levels:

« Legislation can help to reduce
deprivation of liberty by setting
additional requirements, like time
and age limits (e.g. the Havana
rules)s.

2The UN Task Force on Children Deprived of Liberty is
launching an advocacy brief on deprivation of liberty in the
administration of justice.

3 The United Nations rules for the protection of juveniles
deprived of their liberty (The Havana Rules)
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/criminal_justice/United Nations Rul
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e Introduction of non-custodial
interventions or measures.

o Change mindsets of police, judges,
prosecutors, and probation officers.

Accountability

1. In Uganda, in 2019, Diversion
guidelines* were adopted, but
implementation proved a challenge,
as political buy-in and adequate
resource allocation are needed to
succeed.

2. In ltaly, the judge could suspend
the proceeding at the first hearing
to entrust the child to social
services. The current government
restricted the application of this
measure but several CSOs
appealed to the constitutional court,
which confirmed Italian laws must
comply with international law.

Non-discrimination

1. Better public education and
awareness are needed related to
stigma for children who commit
offences.

2. The University of Leiden 2017
research on pre-trial detention®
showed significant discrimination,
e.g. children from certain ethnic
minorities were much more likely to
be detained than others. For the
next five years, we should look at
differences in the minimum age of
criminal responsibility and compile

es_for_the_Protection_of Juveniles Deprived of their_Liberty.

pdf

42019 Ugandan diversion guidelines
https://lwww.unicef.org/uganda/press-releases/quidelines-
promote-rights-children-conflict-law-are-launched

5 Leiden University research report on pre-trial detention of
juveniles
https://lwww.universiteitleiden.nl/en/news/2017/11/research-
report-on-pre-trial-detention-of-juveniles-published

6 UNICEF Joint Advocacy Brief “Deprivation of Liberty of
Children in the Administration of Justice”, 3 June 2025. See

more reliable data on maximum
sentences.

3. We also need to address the
persistent inequalities embedded in
the judicial systems and in society.

4. More advocacy is needed, to
improve legislation and to ensure
implementation.

Access to justice and effective
remedies

1. Access to legal aid for children
suspected or accused requires
more focus.®

2. Terre des Hommes (TdH) found
that the absence of political will and
of legal aid were major factors.
More than 70% of children detained
were in temporary preventative
detention. If children had legal aid,
the number of children in
preventative detention could be
reduced by half.

3. Prison Reform International and
Terre des Hommes are analysing
virtual hearings, where children’s
procedural rights may be at risk.
One example cited in DCI-
Belgium’s podcasts about
Palestinian children in Israeli
military detention” concerned
soldiers disabling microphones
and/or the volume during hearings.

also here https://lwww.unicef.org/protection/justice-for-children:
Children Deprived of Liberty in the Administration of Justice:
Global and Regional Estimates and Trends; Reimagine Justice
for Children Technical Brief Series; Reimagine Justice 2024
Report Card

7 Defence for Children International Belgium: 2024 podcast
series on Palestinian children in Israeli military detention
https://www.dei-belgique.be/index.php/categories/29-
communique-de-presse/322-sortie-du-podcast-l-intolerable-les-
enfants-palestiniens-en-detention-militaire.html
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From the General Comment No 27
workshop on access to justice and
effective remedies, the following issues
were raised:

1. Justice is about equity, dignity and
collective healing in society. All the
justice-related bodies and services
underpinning access to justice need
to understand their role and be
trained to standards required.

2. Access to justice must prevail
irrespective of emergencies or
other pretexts used to deny children
their rights.

3. Structural requirements and system
deficiencies must be addressed.
For example, judgments must be
enforced.

4. Justice avenues outside of the
formal court proceedings should be
recognised.

5. Ajustice system adapted to
children may need to go hand-in-
hand with a deep-rooted reform of
legal systems to ensure respect for
human rights.

6. Cooperation between government
and civil society must be fostered to
ensure children’s access to
compassionate and trauma-
informed justice.

7. Access to justice must include
protection and prevention, as well
as intersectionality; it must be child-
and gender-sensitive and timely.
The system, its mechanisms and
processes, must be child-centred.

8. All children must be made aware
they are rights-holders and how to
claim them.

9. Reparations and reintegration
systems must be set up and
implemented.

10.Address access to justice where
families and/or systems deter and
prevent claims or even accept
payment to withdraw claims.

11.When a parent or caregiver is the
perpetrator, justice systems must
put children first.

12.The gap between national and
international justice should be
addressed, as well as the issue of
intergovernmental responsibility.
Recourse to international justice is
increasingly important for individual
children and for children
collectively.

Gender-responsive approaches

While two-thirds of offences are
committed by boys, they comprise 94%
of the child prison population.

1. COVID-19 demonstrated that
progress is possible: In West Africa,
departments of justice began
implementing non-custodial
measures to prevent the spread of
COVID-19. Given the lack of
lawyers, foster homes and care
centres, there was a focus on
mediation and community service.

2. The issue of non-custodial
interventions requires a structured
discussion, and it is very difficult to
address it at global level. It would
be useful to start gathering articles,
research and data at country level.

3. The issue of serious crimes must
be addressed, also in connection
with restorative justice.

4. In some countries, like India and
Nepal, children are deprived of
liberty because of romantic
relationships or even child
marriage. Guidance must be
provided to ensure that children
who are meant to be protected by
the law do not end up being
deprived of liberty.

5. Four ingredients for successful non-
custodial interventions:

a) Greater awareness among
legislators. Most texts do
include non-custodial measures,
but they may need
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implementing decrees and
standards.

b) Infrastructure services: they are
very expensive and require a
budget.

c) Measures to pool resources,
etc.

d) Cultural change should ensure
decisionmakers have the right
rationale.

. The introduction of non-custodial

measures should be preceded by a
child rights impact assessment.

. What are the lessons learned in

ensuring diversion and non-

custodial measures are taken to

scale?

a) Be creative on how to hear
children, given their deprivation
of liberty.

b) Make sure that in centres
accommodating children, NHRI
have oversight and listen to
children, and that confidential
grievance mechanisms are
available.

c) Prioritise prevention and early
intervention with child protection
system actors, during
implementation of non-custodial
interventions or diversion, and
provide mental health and
psychosocial support.

d) Invest in child-friendly and
timely legal aid.

e) Develop training packages for
bar associations on legal aid.

f) Set up legal empowerment
training for children and young
people, who often do not know
their rights.

g) Be vigilant in law reform, e.g. on
countries lowering the minimum
age of criminal responsibility.

h) Scrutinise seemingly innocent
laws: e.g. education law
proscribing children from

participating in political
activities.

i) Beware of punitive practices:
children deprived of liberty for
exercising civil and political
rights.

j) Beware of increasing
investment in prisons.

k) Invest in diversion from judicial
proceedings and in non-
custodial interventions.

[) Ensure that restorative justice is
a change in mindset as well as
in practice.

m) Children must be seen as
children first and foremost, and
their rights must not be
suspended.

8. NGO panel members found that the
absence of political will is a major
factor when more than 70% of
children detained are in temporary
preventative detention. To measure
the impact of political will, TdH
analysed laws to protect children: In
Mauritania, measures for protecting
children include non-custodial
interventions and a decree of
application measures. In Mali, a
decree on protection of children
includes four non-custodial
interventions including mediation.

9. States should look at effective
implementation of non-deprivation
measures.

10. Justice adapted to children:
guarantee effective implementation
of all rights. General observations
of UNCRC help States to develop
implementation guidance, decrees,
by-laws or rulings to allow for
alternatives.

Prevention strategies

1. Zero tolerance on crime is NOT a
prevention strategy.
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2.

Importance of community
engagement especially in difficult
times (shrinking space,
independence of judiciary,
pushback on norms achieved).
Legal aid for children.

More focus on prevention and a
stronger push for universal
supports, parenting programmes,
supports for excluded children, etc.
Acknowledgment of children’s
agency and autonomy.

Monitoring mechanisms

Recognising the role of civil society
and involving academia.

A judge who works with civil society
underlined the important role that
civil society organisations can play,
e.g. pressure on governments to
review laws, to develop laws in the
best interests of children, to deliver
appropriate services; claiming
diversion and reintegration of
children, capacity-building for duty-
bearers, cooperation initiatives e.g.
with lawyers, training judges, etc.
Changing the mindset of
professionals working in these
areas, when they do not
understand child psychology and
instead criminalise children.

The UN Committee on the Rights of
the Child and the Sub-Committee
on the Prevention of Torture (SPT)
can only carry out a limited number
of field visits. Local actors (lawyers,
civil society, etc.) need to be much
more active in monitoring
conditions, documenting violations
and advocating for change.

Good and promising practice

When COVID-19 hit in West Africa,
departments of justice started
applying non-custodial interventions
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(NCls) to ensure that COVID-19
would not spread. It is key to
distinguish between diversion
measures and others that are NCls,
so that the judge does not have to
sentence a child. Focus specifically
on mediation. Community can
facilitate implementation.
Efforts to raise awareness among
children and justice professionals
about restorative justice, e.g. via
the Terre des Hommes iRestore
ame.
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2. Children Living in Prison with
Primary Caregivers

“Supporting children in prisons with
parents, balancing or reconciling their
rights”

There is no uniformity in terms of the
rules between and within States to
determine whether children are
permitted to stay with a caregiver,
under what circumstances, up to what
age, and the type of accommodation
and services available to them.
Practices range from complete
separation of mother and child on
committal, provision of mother and
baby units/prison nurseries for the
duration of the breastfeeding period, or
for the duration of parent’s sentence.
Some do not keep records of children
living in the prison at all. Across most
contexts where programmes are
available, they serve only women and
their children, and not men. The lack of
guidelines and unclear practices in
relation to children imprisoned with
their parents results in “institutional
invisibility”.

Introduction

Two years after the Global Forum in
Mauritania, what issues are still
outstanding? The previous Roadmap
identified action points, reviewing law,
policy, and practice with a focus on
adopting a systematic approach to
prevention, and monitoring of
implementation. There was a
Conference in New York in November
2024, hosted by Global Prison Nursery

8 hitps://cicmn.org/prison-nursery-project/global-prison-nursery-
network/

Network® to compare notes on
progress. In 2023 research® mapping
age restrictions and duration of stay for
children living in prison with a primary
caregiver, Marie-Claire Van Hout and
others mentioned the lack of data and
most basic safeguards, and made a
series of recommendations, e.g. on
adopting Article 30 African Charter
components. There is still a broad
range of violations of children’s rights
for babies in prison. While all countries
that have agreed to the UN Standard
Minimum Rules on the Treatment of
Prisoners 2015 (Nelson Mandela
Rules) have an obligation to collect
data on children, as per Rule 7f, this
may not happen. There is, however,
growing awareness on issues such as
access to healthcare, women’s health,
pregnant prisoners, children’s health,
the intersection of personhood and
children’s rights. Children should not
be used as a tool in parents’
rehabilitation. When considering
alternatives to detention, such as
women under house arrest,
alternatives may simply move
vulnerabilities rather than solving them,
where women must continue
caregiving with no supports. The
Aangan Trust'® in India contacted
INCCIP as to the existence of any
standards for babies in prison. They
then created guidance for créche
facilities in prison, and created a
school outside the prison, so that
children could at least be a child
outside. Prison staff asked if their
children could go too. This is an
example of making the best out of a
difficult situation, which garnered

9

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2352464
223001906
10 https://www.aanganindia.org/
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interest, even from an Indian Supreme
Court judge to visit the créche.

In adult criminal courts, judges do not
know about the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child. There is still work
to be done on how children are
perceived: is the créche visited
because the children are cute or
because the children are rights
holders? In an August 2024 Council of
Europe guide on ECtHR case law on
rights of the child', there was only one
cross-reference to cases involving
children living in prison with their
parent. In Scotland, where the UNCRC
has recently been incorporated into
law, the police have commented that
the UNCRC does not count at the time
of a parent’s arrest, and judges have
commented that the voice of the child
has no place in their courtroom. There
are issues re standards on data and
supports for children.

Professor Ton Liefaard noted that
many of the positive examples shared
showed courageous people going
against the stream.

The Global Study on Children Deprived
of Liberty is still missing a toolkit on
children imprisoned with their primary
caregiver, and this toolkit is very much
needed.

UNICEF has been looking at this issue
for many years, considering the
vacuum in the legal framework. For
example, eight States allow for
incarceration of a child with the father.
Non-custodial measures should be the
focus. There are very arbitrary age
thresholds, and children up to age 11
may be incarcerated with their parent.

11 Council of Europe guidance on ECtHR case law on the rights
of the child (updated February 2025):
https://ks.echr.coe.int/documents/d/echr-

ks/quide rights of the child eng

Only Article 30 of the African Charter
on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
is clear on what should be done,
outlining specific provisions for
pregnant women and mothers of young
children who are accused or convicted
of criminal offenses. It mandates that
States prioritise non-custodial
sentences for these individuals and
establish alternatives to detention.

Accountability

1. There is a need for more
accountability, namely a move
from a justice-centred to a child-
centred and child-sensitive,
individual approach e.g. child
impact assessment, as
recommended by the UN
Committee on the Rights of the
Child in 2011 on their Day of
General Discussion.'?

2. Amember of the UNCRC
Committee pointed out that when
the Committee is in dialogue with
State parties, the issue of children
in prison with their parents is often
missing, even in civil society input
(if there is no dedicated NGO
dealing with this). The Committee
needs to be better informed so that
children do not share their parent’s
sentence — society cannot resolve
one problem by creating another
(e.g. resorting to
institutionalisation). There is a need
for upstream community-based
solutions. This issue is often
invisible to States too, meaning
they take decisions without due
focus on children.

12 https://www.ohchr.org/en/events/days-general-discussion-
dgd/2011/2011-day-general-discussion-children-incarcerated-

parents
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3. NGOs, even NGOs that are general with their parents. UNODC had

children’s rights NGOs as opposed
to focused on children affected by
parental imprisonment, can play a
strong, or much stronger, role in
monitoring and in advocating for
rights-based solutions.

. There were many strong calls for
clear guidance and clear, global
standards on children affected by
parental imprisonment.

. Among suggestions to have a legal
framework to offer alternatives,
including deferred detention, it is
essential to properly consider
ramifications of all measures, e.g.
house detention for a mother may
leave the parent and children in a
worse situation, with no possibility
to leave the house with the
children, shop, work, take them to
school, etc.

. It was agreed that the best use
possible should be made of the
guidance in the African Charter, the
UNICEF draft paper, some of the
good practices mentioned, by a
partnership of the Global Campus,
UN agencies, individual experts
and expert networks and NGOs, to
develop the proposed toolkit, to
include standards, give guidance
on judicial leadership, and on
practical implementation. It is
important to recognise that even
when an offence is serious, it is still
essential to consider what it means
for the child, for example taking a
family court approach to focus on
what the child needs. As discussed
in Mauritania, the toolkit should also
cover children affected by parental
incarceration, who are not in prison

drafted a concept paper for this
toolkit in 2024, but no funding has
been forthcoming to date from
State parties. As of end April 2025,
there is not yet a timeline for
development of the proposed
toolkit, given the lack of financial
and human resources. The
question of this essential toolkit will
be reviewed again by the Global
Campus and partners in the second
half of 2025.

Good and promising practices

1.

In the UK a toolkit on child impact
assessments when a mother is in
contact with the justice system, has
been co-created together with
children. It looks at the impact on
the child from the point of arrest
through to reintegration. '3

In South Africa, there is a
constitutional law requirement to
consider the best interests of
children when a parent is being
sentenced.™ The landmark S v M
(2007) Constitutional Court case in
South Africa established that a
sentencing court must consider the
best interests of a child when
sentencing a parent, especially if
the parent is a primary caregiver.
This principle is grounded in the
South African Constitution, which
mandates that a child's best
interests are paramount in all
matters concerning them. This case
is significant because it clarifies the
legal duty of sentencing courts to
prioritise children's rights and well-
being when a parent is facing a
criminal sentence.

13 https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/child-impact-assessment- 14 https://www.saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2007/18.html

toolkit/
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3. Even where there are laws,
implementation may be very poor.
However, without any changes to
law, COVID-19 demonstrated that it
is possible to use existing law to
work harder to find individual
solutions. Cultural advocacy work
with judges vyields results.

4. As part of efforts to ensure parents
are not incarcerated in the first
place, Terre des Hommes have had
great results in three African
countries (Burkina Faso, Mali,
Mauritania) where they
implemented mediation by
embedding it at community level. In
practical terms, this means official
justice actors delegating some of
their work to the community.

5. Children of Prisoners Europe
(COPE) has been convening round
table discussions with judges about
parents and compassionate
sentencing.'®

Prevention of parental
incarceration

1. Terre des Hommes: see item 4
above.

2. There is a global trend of
incarcerating more women — this
will increase the number of children
imprisoned with their primary
caregiver. A main recommendation
of Manfred Nowack is to train
judges and prosecutors so that they
can better use non-custodial
interventions.

3. Since the Global Study was
published, the UN has failed to
oblige States to provide data. Data
are still necessary.

15 https://childrenofprisoners.eu/?s=compassionate+sentencing

4. There is still not enough focus on
prevention, rather a focus on being
reactive. There must be a bigger
push for universal supports,
parenting programmes, etc.

Alternative sentencing for
caregivers

The landmark S v M (2007)
Constitutional Court case in South
Africa’® established that a sentencing
court must consider the best interests
of a child when sentencing a parent,
especially if the parent is a primary
caregiver. This principle is grounded in
the South African Constitution, which
mandates that a child's best interests
are paramount in all matters
concerning them. This case is
significant because it clarifies the legal
duty of sentencing courts to prioritise
children's rights and well-being when a
parent is facing a criminal sentence.

Alternative sentences

The court’s decision has led to a
greater focus on finding alternative
sentencing options, such as
correctional supervision, that can
minimise the negative impact on the
child.

Examples of cases in South Africa
Post-S v M:

e State v Mkhize (2016): This case
involved a mother who was
sentenced to imprisonment for an
offense, but the court was sensitive
to the fact that she was a primary
caregiver to a young child. In this
case, the court reduced the severity
of the sentence and imposed
alternative measures, which

16 https://www.saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2007/18.html
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reflected a greater concern for the
child’s welfare.

o State v Maseko (2018): In this
case, the court considered the best
interests of the child when
sentencing a mother who had been
convicted of a non-violent crime.
The court considered the child’s
age and dependency on the
mother, and the sentence was
adjusted accordingly, allowing the
mother to continue to care for her
child while undergoing rehabilitative
programmes.

One implementation challenge is the
lack of resources, where the necessary
infrastructure and supports may not be
available.

In Lebanon, where there is no such law
or regulation, the courts and judges
sometimes take personal initiatives, in
a case where a mother has been
imprisoned, to find the children and
ensure they are taken care of.
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3. Migration-Related Detention

“Ending migration detention whilst
protecting children on the move”

¢ Alternatives to detention
e Family unity

e Age assessment

e Support services

e Return policies

e Cross-border cooperation

Introduction

The deprivation of liberty of children for
migration-related reasons remains one
of the most pressing and preventable
forms of child rights violations and
violence against children globally.
Despite clear international legal
standards, thousands of children
continue to be detained solely due to
their migration status, a practice
recognised by the UN Committee on
the Rights of the Child (CRC
Committee) as never in the best
interests of the child.

Chapter 11 of the UN Global Study on
Children Deprived of Liberty, which
focuses specifically on children in
migration-related detention, outlines
critical findings and priority actions for
States and international stakeholders.
These include:

e Ending the immigration detention of
children in law and practice,
regardless of whether they are
unaccompanied or with their
families.

e Establishing rights-based
alternatives to detention (ATD),
including community-based care
arrangements and individualised
case management.

e Improving and regulating age
assessment procedures, ensuring
they are child-sensitive, non-
invasive, and uphold the benefit of
the doubt principle.

e Protecting the unity of the family
while avoiding detention of families
with children.

e Ensuring access to guardianship,
legal aid, education, psychosocial
support, and basic services for all
children in migration contexts.

e Collecting and sharing
disaggregated data on children in
detention, while ensuring
safeguards and privacy protections.

The Study’s overarching call is
unequivocal: States must end the
practice of immigration detention for
children and adopt community-based,
non-custodial alternatives that respect
children’s rights, dignity, and best
interests.

The growing and generalised use of
immigration detention, including the
detention of children, reflects a trend
toward criminalising human mobility.
These include detaining children in
alternative de facto detention facilities
(e.g., hotels, airport holding rooms, so-
called shelters, etc) with fewer
safeguards than formal detention
centres, the rise of digital surveillance
tools such as electronic ankle monitors
and bracelets, Al profiling as new
forms of “digital detention” and weak or
absent age assessment protocols,
which can result in children being
misclassified as adults and detained
unlawfully. Another concerning trend is
the co-optation by States of ATD
terminology to justify deprivation of
liberty. In many instances, children are
placed in closed-door facilities referred
to as “shelters” or “protective care
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centres”, often framing these settings
as protective measures, when they
effectively operate as places of
detention, imposing significant
restrictions on children’s liberty and
freedom of movement.

These developments contradict
international legal obligations, including
under the Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC), the Global Compact
for Safe, Orderly and Regular
Migration (GCM) (Objective 13)'7, and
the Global Compact on Refugees'®
(paragraph 60), all of which emphasise
that immigration detention is to be
used as a measure of last resort,
alternatives to detention (ATD) as a
first consideration and that children
should not be detained.

The impacts of immigration detention
on children are profound and long-
lasting. Numerous studies, including
those cited in the UN Global Study,
highlight how even short periods of
detention can cause developmental
harm, mental distress, and social
marginalisation. A recent study
conducted by the World Health
Organization’s Regional Office for
Europe, in partnership with the
International Detention Coalition (IDC),
UNICEF, UNHCR, IOM, IFRC, and
other organisations, also affirmed that
immigration detention can cause a
decline in the mental health of
migrants, and that these negative
impacts can be long lasting, even after
release.’® Moreover, the study showed
how the conditions in immigration
detention also place migrants at risk

17 https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/73/195

18 https://globalcompactrefugees.org/sites/default/files/2019-
12/Global%20compact%200n%20refugees%20EN.pdf

9 WHO, IDC and others, Addressing the health challenges in
immigration detention, and alternatives to detention: a country

implementation guide
20 |bid.

from communicable diseases, violence
and traumatic events.? It should also
be noted that the impacts of
immigration detention must be
examined through an intersectional
lens, understanding it has specific
implications for women and girls, as
well as for the LGBTQI+ community.

The ongoing expansion of immigration
enforcement, often funded more
robustly than climate or humanitarian
responses, has led to a system in
which children fleeing crises are not
protected, but criminalised. As affirmed
by the General Comment No. 5 (2021)
on migrants’ rights to liberty and
freedom from arbitrary detention of the
Committee on the Protection of the
Rights of All Migrant Workers and
Members of Their Families, the
detention of children, prohibited under
law, is unnecessary and
disproportionate and never in the best
interests of the child.?" The UN Special
Representative of the Secretary
General on Violence Against Children
has also described child immigration
detention as a child rights violation??
and a form of violence against
children.?®

This Roadmap for Action chapter aims
to offer a comprehensive, child-centred
and rights-based pathway forward. It
outlines practical recommendations
and implementation strategies to end
the use of child immigration detention,
grounded in international law,
supported by promising practices
demonstrated in both the Global Study
Toolkit: Migration and in resources and

21 https://docs.un.org/en/CMW/C/GC/5 para. 39

22
https://violenceagainstchildren.un.org/sites/violenceagainstchild
ren.un.org/files/documents/publications/end_immigration_deten
tion_of children.pdf

2 hitps://www.ohchr.org/en/stories/2024/02/un-experts-
advocate-end-migrant-children-detention
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publications of the International
Detention Coalition (IDC) 24, and
adapted to address emerging global
trends such as climate-induced
displacement, digital enforcement
technologies, and crisis preparedness.

Implementation Strategies
2025-2030

Action Area 1: Prohibition of
migration-related detention in law
and policy

An essential step towards reducing
and ending immigration detention is
ensuring that non-detention and non-
custodial alternatives to detention
(ATD) are enshrined in law or policy.
Challenges remain in the
implementation and advancement of
this action area, including the lack of
specific domestic legislation prohibiting
child immigration detention and the use
of administrative loopholes leading to
de facto detention (e.g., “holding
facilities” or “alternative locations”
treated as non-detention or to the co-
optation of terms such as shelters
which are in reality closed door
centres). Despite these obstacles,
opportunities for progress exist: a
growing number of countries, such as
Belgium?5, Colombia?%, Ecuador?’,
Ireland?8, Malawi?®, Mexico3°, and
Uruguay?®' have adopted laws and/or
regulations explicitly prohibiting child
immigration detention. Other countries
have advanced significantly with law
and policy changes to reduce or end

2 See for example IDC, Gaining Ground and IDC, Immigration
detention and ATDs in Asia and the Pacific

2 https://idcoalition.org/belgium-bans-child-immigration-
detention-amidst-broader-
legislation/#:~:text=Belgium%20has%20enacted%20a%20new,
reunification%20and%20mandatory%20health%20testing.

% |DC, Gaining Ground, p. 27
27 |bid., p.23

child immigration detention, including
Thailand with their ATD MOU and
Indonesia, where children are not
detained any longer for immigration
related reasons. Additionally, regional
human rights bodies, such as the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights, have
also provided guidance reinforcing the
legal obligation to prohibit such
practices.3?

In this regard, States and other
stakeholders should:

e Conduct, support and advocate for
legislative and policy reforms,
amending domestic migration laws
to prohibit child immigration
detention explicitly, regardless of
status or family composition.

e Enshrine decriminalisation clauses
in law, ensuring irregular entry and
stay are not criminalised, and
reaffirming that these are
administrative, not criminal matters.

e Conduct advocacy and invest in
capacity building: immigration
enforcement agents, government
authorities, policy makers,
parliamentarians, judges and
national human rights institutions
(NHRIs) should be trained in
understanding relevant national,
regional and international legal
frameworks surrounding
immigration detention and the
prohibition of child immigration
detention under international law.
The non-detention of children
should be prioritised acknowledging

28

https://violenceagainstchildren.un.org/sites/violenceagainstchild
ren.un.org/files/documents/publications/end_immigration_deten
tion_of children.pdf, p.7

29 |pid., p.30

30 1bid., p.31

31 1bid., p.23

32|DC, Immigration detention and ATDs in Asia and the Pacific,
p.41
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international law, and recognising
that detention is never in a child’s
best interests.33

e Foster multisectoral collaboration
and a whole-of-government and
whole-of-society approach,
establishing national coordination
mechanisms between ministries of
justice, social affairs, health, child
protection and immigration
authorities, and collaboration with
UN agencies and civil society,
ensuring that child protection is
mainstreamed and that it is carried
out in a gender-sensitive manner.

e Adopt a migration management
system based on regularisation and
the availability of regular migration
pathways rather than
criminalisation.

Action Area 2: Alternatives to

Detention (ATD): Implementing,
developing and scaling up non-
custodial solutions for children

Many governments have increasingly
relied on immigration detention as a
generalised approach to migration
management, despite the legal
obligations and the evidence showing
that alternatives to detention (ATD) are
effective, promote individuals’ rights
and wellbeing, come at a fraction of the
cost of detention, and enable migrants
and refugees to contribute to their
communities in both the host countries
and countries of origin.3* Early
intervention and holistic case
management focused on case
resolution has been proven through
research, best practice and evidence
to be successful as an alternative to

33 https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-
mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child, para 37
3 See for example IDC, There are Alternatives and IDC,

Gaining Ground

detention. Scaling up non-custodial
and rights-based alternatives to
detention is an essential step towards
ending migration detention whilst
protecting children on the move.

As per the Committee on the
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant
Workers and Members of Their
Families (CMW)’s General Comment
No.4 (2021) on migrants’ rights to
liberty and freedom from arbitrary
detention and their connection with
other human rights, immigration policy
should be based on a presumption of
freedom, where detention is the
exception, the last possible measure
when all others are ruled out.?> While
in recent months some countries and
regions have intensified their use of
detention and other criminalisation
measures as the primary response to
migration, others have taken a different
approach, adopting governance
models that prioritise regular migration
pathways over criminalisation. Such an
approach has led to significant
progress in promoting community-
centred, rights-based alternatives to
detention and substantive advances
towards ending child immigration
detention.3®

Against this background, stakeholders
must:

e Establish a clear legal prohibition of
child immigration detention in
national legislation.

e Create frameworks that require
referral to non-custodial,
community-based programmes
rather than detention. Namely,
adopt a presumption of liberty in the

35 https://docs.un.org/en/CMW/C/GC/5 para. 38
36 See for example IDC, Immigration detention and ATDs in
Asia and the Pacific
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first instance and conduct proper
screening and assessment to tailor
placement and support options.

Tailor programmes that use
individualised support and legal
case resolution pathways. Adopt
case management as a strategy for
the implementation of ATD,
encouraging the engagement of
individuals going through the
process towards case resolution.
Highlight the evidence that case
management can promote informed
decision-making by both the
authorities and individuals and can
also reduce the workload of
frontline officers.

Adopt a whole-of-society approach
to the implementation of ATD,
collaborating with civil society, local
authorities, and child protection
agencies to offer community-based
alternatives. In this regard, holistic
case management must be at the
core of ATD programmes, ensuring
each child receives individualised,
gender-responsive and rights-
based support. Additionally,
encourage the development of
government and CSO partnerships
for ATD implementation.

Strengthen child welfare and family
support systems, including for
unaccompanied children, to ensure

from persons with lived experience,
particularly children and young
people. Within this context,
screening assessment and referral
are essential to identify specific
vulnerabilities of refugees/migrants
and to refer them to the appropriate
placement options or support
services.

Invest in ATD as a measure of
international protection, aiming to
prevent the impacts of immigration
detention regarding the lack of
accessibility of detained children to
international protection
mechanisms.

Build flexible and scalable ATD
systems that can respond to future
displacement flows from crises,
conflict, or climate events. Ensure
regular pathways for migration are
available for all children, especially
in the face of such challenges.

Advocate for earmarked funding to
support the implementation of non-
custodial alternatives, housing,
guardianship systems, and legal
assistance, shifting investment
priorities from immigration
enforcement and detention to
community-based care, climate
adaptation, and access to services
for displaced children.

Action Area 3: Procedural protection
and monitoring mechanisms

safety, engagement and support in
community, linking ATD
programmes to national social
protection systems to aid
integration.

Ensuring access to justice and
effective remedies, including the
possibility of challenging detention, is
an important aspect of implementation
of the Global Study. Procedural
safeguards include the right to be
heard, access to legal representation,
timely and individualised case
assessments, procedural guarantees

Build child-sensitive, gender-
responsive and trauma-informed
procedures for case workers and
community hosts and provide
training to immigration and border
officials on child protection. Ensure
training includes meaningful input
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for alternative care arrangements, and
mechanisms for appealing detention or
removal decisions. However,
significant challenges persist in their
implementation, such as the lack of
child-friendly procedures, limited
access to legal aid, absence of
independent oversight, and insufficient
training for migration and border
officials on child rights standards. In
addition, many countries lack
systematic data collection and case
monitoring, hindering transparency and
accountability. Despite these
obstacles, opportunities exist to
strengthen protections through the
integration of procedural safeguards in
domestic legislation, development of
child-sensitive case management
systems, and the establishment of
independent national or regional
monitoring bodies.

Against this backdrop, strategic ways
of advancing this action area entail:

e Establishing independent oversight
bodies to monitor the use of
detention and the implementation of
ATD, including independent child
rights oversight bodies that are
empowered to monitor and report
on detention practices.

e Creating joint screening and referral
teams made up of migration, child
protection, and legal actors to
coordinate releases from detention
centres.

e Conducting national audits of all
immigration detention centres to
identify and gather reliable data on
children and families in detention.
When data is gathered, it must be
disaggregated by age, gender,
nationality, and family status to
monitor equality and inclusion,

ensuring transparency within the
immigration detention system.

e Developing harmonised indicators
to track child well-being, legal case
progress, cost savings, and
evaluate the effectiveness of ATD
programmes and pilots.

e Institutionalising free, child-
sensitive legal aid throughout all
migration, asylum, return, and
detention-related proceedings.

e Scaling up training to lawyers,
judges and guardians on child
rights, gender-based violence,
trauma-informed care, and cross-
cultural communication.

e Ensuring the child’s right to be
heard and to participate are
guaranteed, through age-
appropriate and gender-sensitive
mechanisms for child participation
in decision-making, providing child-
friendly information in languages
children understand, using visual
and simplified materials and
facilitating access to interpreters
and cultural mediators.

e Ensuring that non-discrimination
principles are embedded in all
procedures, preventing differential
treatment based on migration
status, nationality, gender, or
disability.

e Upholding the principle of non-
refoulement, so that children are
never returned to countries where
they face risks of persecution,
violence, or inhuman treatment.

Action Area 4: Prompt identification
and adequate age assessment

Age assessment is a critical
component in migration and asylum
procedures, particularly in situations
involving unaccompanied or separated
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children. Accurate and fair age
determination can be the gateway to
child-specific rights and protections.
This can mean access to mainstream
services in equal conditions as children
from the country, guardianship,
education, and specialised support
services and appropriate
accommodation. However, inaccurate
or arbitrary age assessments often
result in children being treated as
adults, denied appropriate safeguards,
or placed in immigration detention,
exposing them to serious risks of harm,
trauma, and long-term developmental
impacts.

The UN Global Study on Children
Deprived of Liberty emphasised that
age disputes are among the key
procedural failures leading to the
deprivation of liberty of children in
migration contexts. In this regard,
strategic implementation
recommendations for establishing
rights-based and fair age assessment
procedures include:

e Develop guidelines for judicial and
migration enforcement authorities
to handle family-related migration
cases in a child-sensitive manner.

e Age assessment procedures should
only be applied where there is
genuine doubt about their age.
Adopt a presumption of minority,
acknowledge the authoritative
guidance from the CRC?' that
anyone claiming to be a child
should be treated as one
throughout the whole determination
process.

e Use multi-disciplinary, holistic, and
non-invasive age assessment
methods, consistent with

37 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, Joint General
Comment 3/22, Para 32(h)

international and regional child
rights standards. These methods
should prioritise psychosocial
assessments and counselling,
background interviews, social
investigation and information from
family members and caseworkers,
where available and adequate.

e Ensure that children can challenge
and appeal age determination
decisions with access to legal
assistance at no cost.

e Prohibit the detention of all children
for immigration related reasons,
including during age-assessment
and age-dispute processes.

e Foster the exchange of promising
practices between countries that
have adopted a presumption of
minority, and countries considering
legislative or policy reform.

Action Area 5: Safe return policies

The return of children in migration
contexts, particularly those who have
experienced or are at risk of
immigration detention, raises critical
concerns related to rights, safety,
dignity, informed consent, and whether
this is in the best interests of the child.
International frameworks, including the
Convention on the Rights of the Child
and the Global Compact for Migration
(GCM), affirm that children must never
be detained for migration-related
reasons and that their return must be
governed by robust procedural
safeguards, ensuring that it is safe,
rights-based, and in the best interests
of the child. Chapter 11 of the UN
Global Study emphasises that children
should not be returned unless a
comprehensive and individualised best
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interests determination process (BID)
has been conducted and unless
suitable reception and reintegration
conditions are in place.

Implementing child-sensitive return
procedures that uphold the rights and
dignity of children remains a significant
challenge across various migration
contexts. One of the key challenges is
the lack of established and sustained
best interests determination processes
and standardised protocols specifically
adapted to the unique needs of
children in migration. A second barrier
is the insufficient cooperation between
migration authorities and child
protection actors, often leading to a
lack of coordinated, multidisciplinary
approach to return processes.

Promising practices from States such
as Belgium prohibiting child
immigration detention, even during
return processes, and Costa Rica’s
establishment of child-friendly safe
spaces along the migration route that
goes through the Darién Jungle,
provide concrete examples of child-
sensitive initiatives within return
processes in action.3® Thus,
implementation strategies surrounding
the safe and dignified return of children
within the migration context are:

e To conduct a comprehensive,
multidisciplinary best interests
determination process (BID) before
any return decision is made. This
process should include the child’'s
views, be led by qualified child
protection authorities, and include
guardianship and legal
representation.

38 hitps://www.unicef.org/lac/en/blog/child-friendly-spaces-for-
migrant-children-adolescents-in-costa-rica

e To ensure that return is only carried
out when it is shown to be safe,
appropriate, and durable, and not
when the child’s safety or wellbeing
is at risk.

e Guaranteeing informed consent
and informed decision-making
throughout the process, ensuring
that children and their families
receive clear information, in a
language and manner they
understand, about their rights,
options and the return process.

e Ensuring that return is only carried
out if adequate reception
arrangements in the country of
return are confirmed in advance,
including reunification with family or
primary caregivers, access to
education, healthcare,
documentation, and psychosocial
support. Case management and
monitoring mechanisms must be
established to ensure child safety
and reintegration conditions.

e Strengthening cross-border and
regional cooperation, that
incorporate child-specific
protections and explicitly prohibit
child detention. Moreover,
facilitating and promoting cross-
border case management,
information-sharing, and
coordinated reintegration planning
between countries of origin, transit,
and destination can be a strategic
way of implementing these
agreements.

Action Area 6: Cross-border
cooperation

Effective cross-border cooperation is
essential to ensure that children on the
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move are protected consistently and
comprehensively across migration
journeys. As children often travel
through multiple countries during their
journey, a lack of harmonised
procedures, migration approaches, and
data between States can result in
rights violations, including immigration
detention, forced returns, or prolonged
family separation. The UN Global
Study underscored that regional and
international cooperation must
prioritise child protection over migration
control, especially in contexts of forced
migration or displacement.
Furthermore, instruments like the GCM
and the Global Compact on Refugees
advocate for international solidarity and
responsibility-sharing in ensuring safe,
rights-based mobility pathways. The
GCR is a framework for more
predictable and equitable
responsibility-sharing, which
acknowledges that a sustainable
solution to refugee situations cannot be
achieved without international
cooperation. In a similar manner, in the
GCM, UN Member States recognise
their shared responsibilities to one
another and their overarching
obligation to respect, protect and fulfil
the human rights of all migrants,
aiming to approach the topic of
migration through a lens of solidarity
and of bilateral, regional and
multilateral cooperation.

However, political and operational
fragmentation, divergent legal
standards, and prioritisation of border
security over rights and protection
continue to hinder meaningful
cooperation. Countries often lack
shared mechanisms for best interests
determinations (BID), data sharing, or

39 See for example, the ASEAN Declaration on the Rights of
Children in the Context of Migration and the African Guiding

child-sensitive policies, increasing the
risk of arbitrary detention and unsafe
outcomes for children. Opportunities
for improvement include the growing
number of bilateral and regional
frameworks that support coordinated
migration management and the
emergence of regional human rights
mechanisms that facilitate cross-border
protection standards.3® Promising
practices exist, such as the regional
asylum frameworks in South America
established under the Cartagena+40
process, the ASEAN Declaration on
the Rights of Children in the Context of
Migration, which specifically promotes
work towards developing alternatives
to child immigration detention
(paragraph 9), and the African Guiding
Principles on the Human Rights of All
Migrants, Refugees and Asylum
Seekers.

Within this topic, strategic
implementation recommendations
include that States:

e Establish formal rights based
multilateral agreements to ensure
harmonised, gender-responsive,
and child-sensitive procedures for
case management, age
assessment, and family
reunification, grounded in
international human rights law.

e Uphold International Human Rights
and Humanitarian Law and relevant
international commitments and
implement migration-related
policies with a spirit of solidarity and
upholding the human rights of all
migrants regardless of status,
particularly children.

e Develop interoperable data
systems and cross-border referral

Principles on the Human Rights of All Migrants, Refugees and
Asylum Seekers

Page 30 of 60


https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/4-ASEAN-Declaration-on-the-Rights-of-Children-in-the-Context-of-Migration.pdf
https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/4-ASEAN-Declaration-on-the-Rights-of-Children-in-the-Context-of-Migration.pdf
https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/4-ASEAN-Declaration-on-the-Rights-of-Children-in-the-Context-of-Migration.pdf
https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/4-ASEAN-Declaration-on-the-Rights-of-Children-in-the-Context-of-Migration.pdf

Roadmap for Action on Children Deprived of Liberty 2025-2030
(4 July 2025)

pathways, with safeguards to
ensure children’s privacy and
protection, and to enable effective
continuity of care and case follow-
up across borders.

Institutionalise joint capacity-
building initiatives for migration,
asylum, and child protection
authorities in neighbouring
countries, fostering mutual
understanding of child protection
principles, gender-sensitive
approaches and best interests
procedures.

Ensure that cross-border
cooperation mechanisms are
embedded in regional strategies for
displacement and migration, such
as regional protection and solutions
frameworks that are rights-based,
with a special focus on ending child
detention.

Support civil society organisations
operating across borders,
facilitating their role in family tracing
and maintaining family unity,
providing essential services,
including health (encompassing
mental health assessments and
gender-based violence support)
and legal assistance, and the
monitoring of detention or return
practices involving children.

Facilitate or participate in peer
learning exchanges between
countries that have prohibited
immigration detention of children
and those considering reform,
fostering dialogue between and
among regions and the exchange
of promising practices. Prioritise
input from persons of lived
experience, particularly children
and young people.

Action Area 7: Family unity

Family unity is a fundamental principle
under international law, particularly
enshrined in the Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC), which
recognises the right of children to be
cared for by their parents and
emphasises that the best interests of
the child must be a primary
consideration in all decisions affecting
them (Articles 3 and 9). Despite this,
many States continue to either detain
children for migration-related reasons,
separating them from their families, or
to detain the whole family under the
justification of family unity. Some
States may also release the child and
the mother while detaining the father,
separating the family, nonetheless.
However, as highlighted in the UN
Global Study, detaining children with
their families is not a justifiable
alternative to child immigration
detention, as it still constitutes a
deprivation of liberty with serious,
documented harm to the physical and
mental health of both children and
parents. In addition, as mentioned
above, the detention of children is
never in their best interests, regardless
of whether they are separated or
alongside their family. In this regard,
maintaining family unity should never
come at the cost of depriving children
of their liberty. For this reason,
opportunities for improvement involve
the establishment of community-based
ATD that enable families, including
children, to remain united in non-
custodial environments in the
community.

Strategic implementation
recommendations for advancement in
this topic are:
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e Prohibiting the detention of children
and their families in national
legislation and policies, ensuring
that family unity is preserved
through non-custodial solutions.

e Implement community-based
programmes, allowing families to
remain together, while immigration
procedures are ongoing. Prioritise
family and community placement
models, including foster care,
supervised independent living, and
reception and accommodation
centres where liberty is not
restricted.

e Develop and invest in family- and
community-based ATD programmes
that uphold the rights of both
parents and children, including
holistic case management and
access to housing, legal aid, and
psychosocial support.

e Provide family-based, non-custodial
accommodation in the community
and support to prevent family
separation and ensure the child’s
best interests. In the exceptional
cases when separation is
necessary for protection reasons,
prioritise appropriate guardianship
and child welfare—led care
arrangements.

e Embed family unity as a central
principle in migration governance
frameworks, aligning domestic
policy with international standards
such as those in the Global
Compact for Migration (Objective
13) and Global Compact on
Refugees.

e Ensure that immigration authorities
collaborate with child protection
systems to make decisions in

40 https://idcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Captured-
Childhood-FINAL-June-2012.pdf

accordance with established best
interest procedures and avoid
arbitrary separation or joint
detention.

e Invest in capacity building of
frontline officials and caseworkers
on the importance of preserving
family unity without resorting to
detention, emphasising trauma-
informed and child-sensitive
approaches.

e Monitor and evaluate family-based
ATD models, drawing from
promising practices already in use
to ensure scalability and
effectiveness.

Action Area 8: Prioritising child-
sensitive community assessment
and placement models

As a strategy that brings together all of
the elements mentioned in Action
areas 1 to 7, States should invest and
prioritise child-sensitive community
assessment and placement models.
They are effective ways of
implementing international
commitments towards ending child
immigration detention and ensuring
that every child on the move is able to
access child-sensitive, gender-
responsive and rights-based
individualised vulnerability screening,
assessment and appropriate
placement options. For more
information on this model, refer to IDC,
Captured Childhood.*
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Based on this model, States and other
implementing stakeholders should:

e Adopt a presumption of liberty
rather than detention of children, as
per Action area 1.

e Implement vulnerability screening
and assessment, starting with the
screening of the individual to
determine their age (as per the
standards mentioned in Action Area
4), the assignment of a guardian to
unaccompanied or separated
children, the allocation of a case
manager to all children, and
conducting an intake assessment.
Implement and support alternatives
to detention (ATD), namely the
placement of the child or family into
a community setting or
accommodation, as described in
Action areas 2, 3 and 7.

e Adopt case management
processing, including an exploration
of the migration options available to
the children and families in
question, ensuring there is a best
interests determination procedure,
gender-responsive approaches,
and an assessment of the
protection needs of children and/or
their families, according to Action
areas 2,3 and 7.

e Conduct regular, accessible
periodic legal review of the various
decisions taken regarding children
and their families, ensuring
transparency and accountability of
the immigration procedure.

e Lastly, invest in safe and regular
pathways for migration and in
regularisation policies as strategies
towards ending child immigration
detention, and the realisation of the
burden-sharing principle enshrined
in international law.
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4. Institutions: Accountability as
a Key to Reforming Children’s
Alternative Care

Introduction

“The health impact of family separation
is lifelong.”

(The Lancet Child and Adolescent Health
Editorial, June 2025%")

Institutional care for children is harmful
by definition and violates children’s
human rights. Ending institutional care
has been a key item on the
international agenda for several
decades, profiled in the Global Study
on Children Deprived of Liberty and
elsewhere.*? Much has become known
about the lifelong harms of institutional
care*?, more recently revealed through
compelling testimonies of victims and
survivors of institutional care which
have been the driving force behind
effective movements advocating for
change, bravely holding governments
and children’s service agencies to
account.** The possibilities and scale
of the systems change efforts to reform
children’s alternative care is
increasingly better understood, through
examples of positive reforms underway
globally.

Key UN resolutions on children out of
parental care*®*® assert clear and
detailed guidance on children’s human
rights in the context of alternative care,
which in turn reinforce and
complement the Global Study, not least

41 The Lancet Editorial, June 2025. See:
https://lwww.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-
4642(25)00137-3/fulltext See also Lancet Psychiatry 2020; 7:
703-20

42 The Global Study on Children Deprived of Liberty (2020).
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3813850?In=en&v=pdf

43 Allen, S. et al (2020). Institutionalisation and
deinstitutionalisation of children. The Lancet Child & Adolescent
Health, Volume 4, Issue 11, e40

by clarifying the expectations on States
to end institutionalisation of children in
care. This UN guidance emphasises
the importance of pursuing a human
rights-based approach to children’s
care, applied not solely to a single care
setting of institutions, but across the
whole of an alternative care
ecosystem. This chapter recognises
this whole system approach that is
required for change. Ending the
institutionalisation of children for care
purposes demands a de-
institutionalisation of the whole system.

Thus, this effort must incorporate:

e Preventing family separation,

e Promoting family-based care,

e Promoting family reunification for
children in institutions, alongside

e Concerted and sustained efforts to
reduce reliance and eventually
eliminate institutional forms of care
for children globally.

Importantly, human-rights-based
approaches are founded on
accountability as a mechanism to
protect, to compel change and to
accelerate and sustain reform efforts.
The role of accountability for children’s
rights and more specifically children’s
access to justice is an essential - and
to date underestimated - lever for
sustained change, not least in the drive
for children’s care reform to end to
institutional care of children.

Drawing on the panel and discussions
at the Global Study’s Global

4 The Justice Initiative: European Response to Child Abuse
Cases. Re violations and maltreatment especially in institutions.
https://justice-initiative.eu/

45 UN General Assembly resolution (A/RES/64/142) - The
Guidelines on the Alternative Care of Children

46 UN Resolution on the Rights of the Child on children without
parental care (A/RES/74/133)
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Conference on Justice for Children
Deprived of Liberty 2024 Geneva
event, this chapter outlines key
elements required for de-
institutionalisation for effective
children’s care reforms that are
accountable to children. It proposes a
two-pronged approach of systems
change reforms reinforced by
accountability mechanisms to achieve
this for children in institutions
specifically for care purposes. It
outlines critical components of systems
transformation approaches and
outlines approaches to achieve
accountability for children’s rights to
pursue and secure crucial human-
rights-based changes. It concludes by
offering a set of Roadmap accelerator
actions to advance the pace of change,
framed within active global policy
contexts and opportunities.

Children living in institutions for
care purposes

We do not want better
institutions — we want no
institutions. The money
invested in institutions is
much better used to assist
families.4”

Of the over 7 million children de facto
deprived of liberty addressed by the
UN Global Study,*® an estimated 5 to 6
million children worldwide are
separated from their families and living
in residential care rather than in family

47 Mauritania Global Forum on Justice for Children Deprived of
Liberty (2022) — Prof. Manfred Nowak

48 UN Resolution on the Rights of the Child on children without
parental care (A/RES/74/133)

49 Desmond C, Watt K, Saha A, Huang J, Lu C. Prevalence and
number of children living in institutional care: global, regional,
and country estimates. Lancet Child Adolesc Health. 2020
May;4(5):370-377. doi: 10.1016/S2352-4642(20)30022-5. Epub
2020 Mar 6. PMID:32151317
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32151317;

care.*® Children in institutions for care
purposes form the largest number of
children worldwide who are deprived of
liberty.

The UN Global Study indicates that
children are at risk of deprivation of
liberty when they are in “institutions”
where residents are isolated from their
broader community; compelled to live
together; do not have sufficient control
over their lives and decisions; and the
care is not individualised but instead
requirements of the organisation take
precedence.®

The focus is to eliminate
all forms of care that can
in its very nature carry
characteristics that are
harmful to children and
where children are at risk
of deprivation of liberty
due to the organisational
and functioning
characteristics of care.%’

Although institutionalisation may not
aim to abuse children, the effects of
child separation and institutionalisation
are grave and last a lifetime. Being
largely invisible, children in these
circumstances are vulnerable to
violence, neglect, and abuse. The
family is the fundamental group of
society and should receive assistance
for the care and education of
children.5?

“...Children in care feel that
institutions are carrying out their

% Global Study Toolkit: Ending Deprivation of Liberty of
Children: A Review of Promising Practices (Institutions)
https://repository.gchumanrights.org/items/eb836e7d-3¢c9d-
4068-8807-284a65544298

51 See: Global Study Toolkit: Ending Deprivation of Liberty of
Children: A Review of Promising Practices (Institutions)
https://repository.gchumanrights.org/items/eb836e7d-3¢c9d-
4068-8807-284a65544298

52 Mauritania Global Forum on Justice for Children Deprived of
Liberty (2022) — panel on institutions Manu Krishnan, moderator
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own agenda and that children in
care are made powerless. ...”
(Kira Dinh, Child Rights Advocate with special
interest in international relations, and co-

moderator, Global Study Global Conference in
December 2024)

Children at the heart of Agenda
2030

In setting out the ambitious vision for
Sustainable Development, the United
Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development®3 pledges not only to
leave no one behind, but to also
address the furthest behind first.>
Leaving no one behind involves
“‘identifying inequalities in care
outcomes and opportunities, and
patterns of discrimination in law,
policies and practices. Reaching the
furthest behind first, ... further obliges
State actors to not only make the
invisible visible and support the hard-
to-reach, but to make this a priority”.5°
As such, children in institutions are
amongst those at the very heart of the
Sustainable Development agenda.

In particular, Goal 16 of Agenda 2030
commits States to ending violence
against children, alongside growing

53 The Sustainable Development Goals are a universal call to
action to end poverty, protect the planet and improve the lives
and prospects of everyone, everywhere. The 17 Goals were
adopted by all United Nations Member States in 2015, as part
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development which set out
a 15-year plan to achieve the Goals.
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda

54 “As we embark on this great collective journey, we pledge
that no one will be left behind. Recognizing that the dignity of
the human person is fundamental, we wish to see the goals and
targets met for all nations and peoples and for all segments of
society. And we will endeavour to reach the furthest behind
first.” Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingou

rworld/publication AND “We reaffirm our commitment to
implement the 2030 Agenda in its entirety. We will undertake
every effort to leave no one behind and to reach the furthest
behind first.” Ministerial Declaration of the 2020 United Nations
High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (June
2020).

attention to ensure children form an
essential part of the global movement
for people-centred justice.5®

Accountability as a critical
dimension of children’s care reform

Child-centred justice ensures children
are empowered and supported to
prevent the emergence of justice
problems and to resolve problems that
arise through an age-appropriate,
inclusive, and accessible
environment®’. This accountability
dimension can sometimes be
underplayed in a systems
transformation approach and is
included here to strengthen the
effectiveness of Global Study
recommendations implementation and
children’s human rights in relation to
alternative care. Among many
international instruments, the UNCRC
General Comment No. 278 (GC27)
currently in preparation will guide
States to enable children in, and at risk
of, institutional care to access justice,
effective remedies and safeguard their
rights.

% See UN System policy paper - “Transforming Care Systems
in the Context of the Sustainable Development Goals and Our
Common Agenda” https://unsdg.un.org/resources/transforming-
care-systems-un-system-policy-paper (page 9)

% A growing global movement for people-centred justice is
proving to be wide-reaching and socially transformative by
prioritising people and their experiences as the starting point for
justice responses, institutions, and reforms. Placing children at
the heart of this people-centred justice movement and involving
them meaningfully in this process, is essential to secure the
SDG 16+ ambition of equal access to justice for all by 2030.
Without justice for children, there can be no justice for all. See:
Working Group on SDG 16+ Justice for Children
https://www.sdg16.plus/justice-in-action/justice-for-children/

57 Declaration on Advancing Child-Centred Justice, Madrid,
Spain, 4 June 2025

% See: https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-
comments-and-recommendations/draft-general-comment-no-
27-childrens-rights-access
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Systems transformation approach

Reduce reliance on and
eventually eliminate
institutional forms of care,
while promoting the
preservation of families and
the development of family-
based alternative care.®

This chapter asserts that the
elimination of institutions for children’s
care must be considered through two
lenses — the first is a systems
transformation approach to ensure
children safely remain within their
families in communities (the second is
accountability — see later).

The panel emphasised the importance
of building a continuum of care
services for the child and the family as
part of a child protection systemic
approach, with a focus on preventing
unnecessary family separation and
improving the quality and effectiveness
of family-based alternative care
services. As the fragility and existence
of these ‘systems’ will vary widely
across the globe, this chapter takes as
its starting point the importance of
beginning with the system-as-is, and
strengthening this through a child-
centred lens.

Implementation of alternative care
reforms

The panel identified the following
aspects of care system reforms as
essential. These echo international
guidance, and contributors highlighted
the following five key focal points:

5 Global Study Toolkit: Ending Deprivation of Liberty of
Children: A Review of Promising Practices (Institutions)

e Preserve family relations, prevent
family separation, prioritise kin and
prevent all unnecessary care.

e Enable effective gatekeeping and
transparent decision-making.

e Ensure a care setting that is
appropriate for each child.

e Pay extra attention to support care
leavers.

¢ Invest in the social services
workforce.

The following key implementation
actions were highlighted by the panel —
which included young people with
recent experience of care institutions —
to inform implementation of children’s
care reforms, reinforcing international
guidance:

Preserve family relations, prevent
family separation, prioritise kin and
prevent all unnecessary care

» Gather data to understand, and
address root causes. Discrimination
and poverty must never be a
reason to separate children from
their families.

» Promote the use of a child’s right to
identity and family relations. Ensure
States strengthen support to
extended families, so children
remain with their families wherever
possible, and to drive de-
institutionalisation of the care
system as a whole.

» Enable families to care for their
children, and ensure a child
guarantee: give children effective
access to a set of key services
including free early childhood
education and care/free education,

https://repository.gchumanrights.org/items/eb836e7d-3¢9d-
4068-8807-284a65544298
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including healthy nutrition and
adequate housing.

» Prioritise families, provide family
support services.

» Strengthen primary and secondary >
prevention services — which include
first-level services provided locally
and prevent crises from escalating >
as well as targeted specialist
services to address children at risk
of separation — in order to reduce >
reliance on residential care and
ensure that high-need residential
services are reserved for those who
truly need them.

Enable effective gatekeeping and
transparent decision-making

» Make sure decision-making is
factual and based on best practices
and evidence, not on opinions or
the assessment of one worker. >

» Establish a solid gatekeeping
mechanism. Develop and enforce
clear gatekeeping procedures to
prevent the unnecessary placement
of children into institutional care.
Require decisions on child
placements to involve a
multidisciplinary team of >
professionals, rather than a single
worker, ensuring objectivity and the
child’s best interests. Introduce
mandatory, professional
assessments of children’s needs
and wishes before any decision on
alternative care, prioritising family-
and community-based care options.

Where care is absolutely necessary,
ensure care that is appropriate for
each child.

» Ensure that placements are
temporary, with the aim of
reunifying the family: this means,
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for example, that visits - including
their frequency and timing - should
be organised with the parents and
siblings.

Keep siblings together. Siblings not
living together should be solely on
an exceptional basis.

Family-based care should be
ensured for all children in the
community.

Diversify, professionalise and scale
up foster care in particular for
children with complex needs,
establishing procedures for
assessment, registration, training
and monitoring of foster care and
compensation.

Ensure inclusive education is linked
to deinstitutionalisation efforts.
Boarding schools should not
replace family care.

Restrict small-scale residential care
to exceptional cases where it is
genuinely in the best interests of
children who require more intensive
and/or specialist support, and/or
when family-based options are not
possible — never as an “easy fix”
for closing large institutions.

Ensure every child has an
individual care plan with clear goals
and pathways toward family
reunification, long-term foster care,
adoption or, for older children,
(semi-) independent living.

Close all large residential
institutions progressively but
expeditiously, based on a
predetermined strategy foreseeing
the availability of substitute care
responses and individual
assessments and plans for each
child in keeping with their best
interests.
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» Pay particular attention to children
who are frequently left behind in
deinstitutionalisation efforts, such
as children with disabilities and
children with “difficult behaviour”.
Note that “States must ensure that
support and care systems fully
observe their obligations under
international human rights law,
including the Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities
and its principles of dignity and
autonomy.” (para 8, AIHRC/55/3450)

Pay extra attention to support care
leavers

» Support children when they age out
of care, so that they are prepared
and will feel they can integrate with
peers.

» Ensure that whilst in care,
autonomy is fostered, and the child
is prepared for participation and
transition into society once they are
18 (or age of leaving care).

» Preserve relationships that are
important to children after leaving
care.

» De-stigmatise care leaving.

Invest in the social services
workforce

» Social service workforce is the
backbone of any effective child
protection system.

» Ensure integrated case
management systems are in place.

» Make sure social workers who have
responsibility to care for the child
do not have a conflict of interest,
and have the confidence, skills and

60 See https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-
reports/ahrc5534-good-practices-support-systems-enabling-

community-inclusion

supervisory support to monitor
foster care while upholding the
interests of all involved.

» Ensure the screening and capacity
building of professionals and foster
parents: safeguarding is key, check
people’s background and review
child safeguarding measures
consistently and regularly (at least
every year).

» Ensure that all professionals
working in the care system are
trauma sensitive.

It is important to note that alternatives
to establishing new institutions should
be found, including when needs are
immediate and/or of a significant scale
due to situations of conflict, or other
circumstances for instance in cases of
natural disasters.

Accountability for children’s rights

The reform of children’s care systems
will not happen in the short term, and
sustained, transparent, and
accountable efforts are important for
successful transformation to a human
rights-based approach.

Accountability is the second — and
essential — lens to end children’s
deprivation of liberty. Given the
complex and often competing
demands of social services delivery,
focusing solely on systems
transformation may have serious
limitations in both effectiveness and
longer term sustainability. Applying an
accountability lens helps to provide a
deeper understanding of how children
in alternative care, civil society, and
others affected by or at risk of entering
alternative care can actively hold
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States and public services accountable
for their decisions — for themselves and
future generations. Accountability
centred on children’s rights aims to
secure and sustain change.

Child-centred to justice ensures
children are empowered and supported
to prevent the emergence of justice
problems and to resolve problems that
arise in an age-appropriate, inclusive,
and accessible environment. Effective
judicial and non-judicial avenues can
support children to meaningfully
participate, claim their rights, enter
complaints about the violation of their
rights, and seek appropriate redress
and remedies. While non-judicial
avenues may be more accessible or
preferable to children, States are
reminded of their fundamental
responsibility to respect children’s
rights and facilitate their access to
justice. This definition of child-centred
justice forms the basis of accountability
for children’s rights outlined in this
chapter.

Mechanisms for accountability

“ ..Children in care should be
seen as autonomous bearers
of rights.

We must see and treat
children as right holders! ...

”

(Jayden Habibi, Law student and keynote
presenter, Global Study Conference 2024)

The Human Rights Council resolution
on Centrality of care and support from
a human rights perspective
(A/JHRC/RES/54/6) emphasises that:

Accountability mechanisms are
essential to any system to
ensure that human rights are
respected, protected and
fulfilled. They include

mechanisms for monitoring
progress and violations and
abuses of human rights, and for
providing access to justice and
effective remedies in cases of
rights violations. Persons who
face rights violations ... in care
institutions ... are particularly
vulnerable; thus, accountability
mechanisms should be
accessible and responsive to
them. (Para 26)

The panel outlined a series of
mechanisms necessary as integral to
care reform efforts, rooted in
accountability for children’s human
rights, which are intended to reinforce
and sustain care reform. In addition,
these enable children and care-
experienced adults to hold States and
others to account, to acknowledge
abuses and provide effective remedies.
These accountability mechanisms
included:

=  Support, and ensure meaningful
participation of, children and
families

= Strengthen access to justice
= |ndependent advocacy

= Systems oversight

= Systems monitoring

The following key implementation
actions were reinforced:

Support and ensure meaningful
participation of children and
families

> Listen to children and survivors:
they are part of the solution.

> Make sure that children and their
families are involved in the decision
making.
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» Embed cycles of service
improvement that are systemically
informed by children. Integrate and
maintain platforms for systematic
(and not only ad hoc)
intergenerational dialogues
between children with experience of
care systems, with systems leaders
/ policymakers, for an ongoing cycle
of improvement and child-centred
service delivery.®

» Invite children to regularly give
feedback on monitoring social
workers. Involve them in
recruitment.

» Support the amplification of the
voices of people with experience —
including especially survivors of
abuse in institutional care — as
powerful contributors to drive
systems change. Ensure
acknowledgment and reparations.

For example, on 26 January 2024, the
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council
of Europe (PACE) took a historic step
by calling for the recognition of abuse
in institutions across Europe
(Resolution 2533). This decision
emphasises the need for
comprehensive reparation for all forms
of violence against children, including
sexual abuse, physical violence, and
mistreatment in public, private, and
religious institutions. Drawing on the
example of good practice in
Switzerland, PACE called for “full
reparation for all violence committed
against children” that truly reflects the
seriousness of and is proportionate to
the harm done.5?

Strengthening access to justice

61 See for example the Bright Spots programme:
https://coramvoice.org.uk/bright-spots-programme/

» Do not use algorithms and profiling
tools to target social groups or force
care.

» Ensure a fair child protection
hearing before the judge: for
example, children should be heard
prior to the hearing before the judge
and have the right to be assisted or
represented by a lawyer, and both
the children and the parents should
have the right to be accompanied to
the hearing by a support person.

» Review child protection files, their
content, accessibility and function
so that they provide a record of the
family’s life; this would include, for
example, the timely sharing of the
file with the parents before they are
summoned to appear before the
court, and allowing the child and
the parents to each prepare their
own account, with support if
requested.

Independent advocacy

» Give children a specialised
advocate, someone for every child
in care that can stand up for their
rights and does not serve
conflicting interests of
adults/caregivers but the interests
of that child exclusively.

» Provide information to children and
their parents about children’s rights.
Without knowledge about children’s
rights, children are unable to
access justice.

» Activate a full range of advocacy
tools: Strengthen the use of
advocacy tools including the use of
strategic litigation to deliver rights-
based systems change.

62 See the 2024 Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of
Europe resolution https:/pace.coe.int/en/files/33368
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Systems oversight

» Use a child rights lens in
government budgeting.

» Data collection is key to knowing
how many children are in
institutions. It is unacceptable that
States do not know how many
children are in care. Pay attention
to data inconsistency and
transparency and avoid data
selection or manipulation by States.

» Data, mapping, the definition of
institutions, and the different types
all need mapping of the scale and
to raise awareness at the same
time®3,

» Protect care systems from
motivations that are not child-
centred by ensuring child protection
and care is not a profit-making
business. Commercial forces can
undermine a child-centred service
through conflicts of interests.

» Separate the roles of social workers
responsible for casework and
decision-making to ensure
independent oversight and
transparency.

Systems monitoring

» Set up an independent monitoring
structure.

» Ensure systems and institutions are
transparent in their decision-
making.

» Ensure periodic review of the
placement in care.

63 Mauritania Global Forum on Justice for Children Deprived of
Liberty (2022) — Benoit van Keirsbilck, UNCRC member.

64 hitps://www.sos-childrensvillages.org/getmedia/4a613fc0-
48e7-4f4e-b1ff-1ecb064 1b760/joint-letter-count-all-children-
SDGs.pdf

85 Desmond C, Watt K, Saha A, Huang J, Lu C. Prevalence and
number of children living in institutional care: global, regional,
and country estimates. Lancet Child Adolesc Health. 2020
May;4(5):370-377. doi: 10.1016/S2352-4642(20)30022-5. Epub

> Establish a children’s
commissioner.

Accelerating actions

1. Improve accuracy of estimates of
the numbers of children living in
institutions for care purposes.®
To do so, “standardise the definition
of institutional care and improve
data collection, particularly in
countries with large child
populations”.6%

2. Take action to implement
sustainable child care reforms:
prevent unnecessary family
separation; expand family-based
alternative care options; and ensure
the closure of institutions through
effective gatekeeping mechanisms
for new placements, reintegration of
children with their families where
possible, and investment in family-
based alternative care.

3. ldentify family stressors early
and provide supports. “Greater
societal and political action is
needed to invest in early
identification of family stressors and
remove barriers to family stability
well before children are put at risk
of harm”.%6

4. Promote governments’
implementation of the
forthcoming Global Charter on
Children’s Care Reform.®’
Maintain this high-level multilateral
governmental focus to drive
sustained change with and for

2020 Mar 6. PMID:32151317
https://[pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/32151317

66 The Lancet Editorial, June 2025. See:
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/P11S2352-
4642(25)00137-3/fulltext

67 See: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/childrens-care-
reform-an-international-priority-on-foreign-secretary-and-barry-
keoghan-visit-to-bulgaria
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children. Underpin the
implementation of the Global
Charter with data and evidence
informing the dual lenses of both
reform and accountability; centre
this meaningful research into
children’s experiences of their
human rights in alternative care;%®
reinforce cross-national learning on
innovations; strengthen technical
partnerships at local levels for
sustained delivery.

5. Exchange promising practices
and enable policy transfer across
different countries and contexts
including those that ensure
community-based alternatives to
children’s deprivation of liberty for
care purposes. Ensure these are
contextualised and adequately
adapted to local needs.?® Good
practices of support and care
systems will include a disability
rights-based approach which call
for transformations of care systems
to “embrace age, disability and
gender-responsive and rights-
based models.””®

6. Strengthen accountability centred
on children’s human rights in care
reform efforts, including enabling
children’s effective and meaningful
participation in decisions affecting
their lives, including in their day-to-
day care experiences.

7. Enable access to justice and

effective remedies for children
living in, at risk of being, and those

68 Hall, H., Davidson, J.C. & Gale, C. How do Concepts and
Measures of Children’s Well-being Outcomes Align with
Perspectives of Care-Experienced Children? A Scoping
Review. Child Ind Res (2025). https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-
025-10251-9. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12187-
025-10251-9

69 Ulybina, O. (2024) Who shapes global out-of-home
childcare? Transnational public and hybrid public-private
agency for child (de-)institutionalization. Children and Youth
Services Review, 164,107825.

leaving alterative care, as a critical
driver, to securing children’s full
range of human rights, as outlined
in the forthcoming UNCRC General
Comment No. 27 (‘GC27’).”" Build
better access to justice pathways
and effective, imaginative,
responsive remedies for children
through extensive dissemination
and multilateral partnerships to
ensure clear understanding and
implementation of GC27 with and
by children. Promote promising
strategies and practices supporting
the implementation of accountable
child-centred justice and children’s
human rights related to alternative
care.

8. Implement accountability
mechanisms for “monitoring
progress and violations and abuses
of human rights, and for providing
access to justice and effective
remedies in cases of rights
violations” as outlined in the Human
Rights Council resolution on
centrality of care and support from
a human rights perspective.’?

9. States should coordinate
“across levels and sectors of
government, taking a whole-of-
government [and whole-of-society]
approach in order to foster
coherent, effective and integrated
approaches to care.”’3

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/lS0190740924
003979

70 See A/HRC/52/52

™ hitps://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-comments-and-
recommendations/draft-general-comment-no-27-childrens-right-
access

72 AIHRC/RES/54/6

73 As outlined in the guiding principles of the ILO Resolution
ILC.112/Resolution V (para 29)
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5. Children in Armed Conflict
and National Security Contexts

In 2019, the Global Study estimated
that a minimum of 35,000 children
were deprived of liberty in the context
of armed conflict, of whom 29,000
were detained in Syria. As of 2025, the
number of children held in Syria has
reduced to 25,500 according to UN
figures,”* but five years on from the
Global Study this context still accounts
for the vast majority of known children
deprived of their liberty in the context
of armed conflict. Moreover, many of
those who were children at the time
they were captured and moved to
camps and places of detention, have
crossed the threshold to adulthood in
the meantime. Around 63 countries
had nationals within camps in
Northeast Syria and of these at least
36 countries have secured the return of
some of their nationals under the age
of 18, mostly with their mothers, but
progress is very varied.” A few States
have repatriated young adults who
were children when they came to the
conflict zone, but overall, when
children turn 18, the likelihood of their
repatriation drops drastically. Few
States have included non-national
children in repatriations of national
families.

The Study’s recommendations were
clear and unambiguous, calling for
significant global change to protect
children’s rights in the context of armed
conflict. Children detained for alleged
association with armed groups are first
and foremost victims of grave human
rights abuses, they should not be

™ OHCHR, UN experts urge end to ISIL-related arbitrary
detention in North-East Syria and accountability for international
crimes, 7 April 2025

detained, prosecuted or punished
solely for their association with armed
groups. Handover protocols are
essential to ensure children are
removed from military custody and
appropriate child protection agencies
are engaged. Rehabilitation and
reintegration measures were identified
as in need of significant reform.
Criminal justice reform was identified
as vital to ensure that in the context of
armed conflict, international and child
justice standards apply as established
by international law.

Since 2019, there has been sporadic
progress to achieve these
recommendations but regrettably, in
some settings, there has been a
serious deterioration in the protection
of children’s rights during armed
conflict. The 2024 Conference at which
the development of this Roadmap for
Action began, took place as the regime
of Bashar al-Assad fell in Syria,
creating more uncertainty and
instability for the children detained in
camps in the Northeast of the country,
and the most serious children’s rights
violations continued unabated in Gaza
and Sudan among other places. In light
of this, the Conference identified
practical priorities to push forward the
implementation of the Global Study.

Policies and legal framework

National, regional and international
legal and policy frameworks require
substantial reform to give effect to the
recommendations of the Global Study.

e Reform existing national
frameworks to abolish exceptional
regimes for counterterrorism and

75 Rights and Security International, Global Repatriations
Tracker, 2024
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national security offences that
weaken the protection of children’s
rights within justice systems. Where
counter-terror legislation is in place,
it should include provisions
applying international juvenile
justice law and standards.

Ensure that military detention law,
doctrine and policies reflect
international law and standards
regarding the detention of children
in armed conflict.

Strengthen administrative systems
for registering births to ensure that
children can be identified as such in
armed conflict contexts to secure
the full protection to which children
are entitled.

Strengthen services for mental
health and psychological support to
children who were detained and
who were victims of other abuses in
detention, including torture and
sexual violence.

Review, revise and limit existing UN
counter-terrorism architecture
which undermines compliance with
human rights, including children’s
rights as well as definitions of
extremism, violent extremism and
terrorism which are
instrumentalised to create
exceptional regimes that undermine
compliance with children’s rights.

Ensure meaningful child
participation in policymaking related
to children’s rights and armed
conflict.

Encourage militaries to adopt
standard operating procedures for
the rapid handover of children

captured and detained in armed
conflict to relevant civilian child
protection actors.

Ensure that children are not
prosecuted for their mere
association with armed groups,
including groups designated as
“terrorist”.

Accountability

Impunity persists for violations of
children’s rights in the context of armed
conflict. While the willingness of States
to meet their obligations under
international humanitarian and human
rights law is essential to ensure
accountability, technical reforms are
also needed to implement the Global
Study.

At the international level

76 https://www.unicef.org/media/113611/file/UNI-

Paris-Principles-and-Commitments-Explanatory-
21.pdf
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Strengthen child rights and child
protection expertise in UN-
mandated investigation
mechanisms, such as Commissions
of Inquiry, in line with the UNSG’s
guidance on child rights
mainstreaming.

Promote a sustained focus in ICL
investigations and prosecutions on
the violation of child rights for core
crimes.

Accede, if not already done, to the
Rome Statute of the International
Criminal Court.

Endorse and implement higher
international standards, including
the Paris Commitments and
Principles on Children Associated
with Armed Forces or Armed

Groups.’®
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At the national level

e Strengthen national justice
systems, including national criminal
courts, to prosecute crimes against
children in armed conflict, including
detention and related children’s
rights violations, in line with
international obligations.

e Persistent gaps remain between
States’ international commitments
on child recruitment and their
domestic law: States should adopt
legislation stating that the
compulsory recruitment of children
under the age of 18, and their
participation in hostilities, are
criminal offences.”” Parties to the
Optional Protocol to the CRC on
Children in Armed Conflict must
take all feasible measures to
prevent the recruitment or use in
hostilities of children under the age
of 18 by armed groups that are
distinct from the armed forces of
the State, and must adopt the legal
measures needed to prohibit and
criminalise such practices. "8

e Implement national obligations
under the grave breaches regime of
the four Geneva Conventions of
1949 and assert universal
jurisdiction over all war crimes.”®

e Ensure that such violations justified
on national security grounds are not
normalised and made acceptable
as part of national security and
counter-terrorism justifications.

Data collection and research

e Improved data protection was a
central recommendation of the
Global Study, but five years on

T OPAC, Article 6(1) in relation to Arts 1 and 2.
78 OPAC, Article 4(2).

there remain gaps in how it is
collected, analysed and shared.

e Break down silos to enable sharing
of data between monitoring and
reporting mechanisms, including to
assist criminal prosecutions of
perpetrators of children’s rights
violations.

e Strengthen research used as
evidence for advocacy based on
methodologies involving
governments actors, including
armed forces and national security
sector, to identify with them issues
leading to the detention of children
and related children’s rights
violations.

e Strategic and human rights
compliant use of new technologies,
including social media, artificial
intelligence, the establishment of
dedicated platforms for victims and
their families, more systematic use
of video telecommunication with
victims and witnesses, for the
collection, analysis and reporting of
data on cases of child detention
and related child rights violations.

Technical assistance and capacity
building

Increased technical capacities among
actors within the context of armed
conflict remain necessary to ensure the
implementation of the Global Study’s
recommendations:

e Development of a joined-up
response across all relevant
services to ensure children formerly
associated with armed forces or
groups are provided the assistance
and support they require, including

9 See ICRC, Universal jurisdiction over war crimes —
Factsheet, ICRC: Geneva, 2021.
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engaging the health and psycho-
social support, the education sector
and other relevant rehabilitative
services.

Training on children’s rights and
child protection for armed and
security forces, including those
operating in the national security
context.

Training on the implementation of
child justice standards for
professionals operating within the
justice system in the context of
armed conflict.
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V. EMERGING PRIORITIES
IN DETENTION CONTEXTS

The deprivation of liberty of children is
not static. It evolves in response to
global crises, technological
developments, environmental
degradation, and shifting political
landscapes. The next implementation
period must not only consolidate the
Global Study’s core recommendations
but also anticipate and respond to
emerging priorities that directly impact
the rights, safety, and visibility of
children in detention. These include the
compounded effects of armed conflict,
climate change, digitalisation, and the
need for crisis-resilient protection
systems.

1. Armed Conflict and Mass
Displacement

Children affected by armed conflict and
large-scale displacement face
heightened risks of arbitrary and
prolonged detention, including under
national security provisions or
migration enforcement authorities. The
use of detention as a response to
perceived affiliation with armed groups
or in the context of refugee flows has
continued, often without procedural
guarantees or access to legal
recourse.

In such settings, rapid and context-
specific protection mechanisms are
essential. These include:

« Emergency child protection
protocols tailored to conflict-
affected areas.

e Cross-border coordination
mechanisms to ensure continuity of

care and legal protections for
displaced children.

« Digital tools for tracking and family
reunification, where consistent with
child rights and data privacy
standards.

e Trauma-informed emergency care
protocols, including mobile
response teams trained in
psychosocial support and legal
protection.

e And the deployment of mobile child
protection and support units that
can reach displaced children in
unstable or remote settings.

These measures must be coordinated
with humanitarian actors and national
authorities to ensure that children are
never detained for reasons of status,
association, or displacement. Even
where the detention of children is
lawful (i.e. in accordance with national
law), non-observance of international
child justice standards such as the use
of detention as a last resort and for the
shortest appropriate period of time, a
minimum age of criminal responsibility
lower than 14 years, non-prosecution
for the mere association with an armed
group, or the prohibition of the death
penalty for offenses committed under
the age of 18, continue to be a
concern, as do flawed age assessment
procedures.

2. Digital Considerations and
Emerging Technologies

As detention systems adopt new
technologies for case management,
surveillance, or service delivery,
children’s rights must remain central to
the design and deployment process.
The use of digital tools must enhance
not harm children’s dignity, privacy, and
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access to family and justice. Digital
tools should not be used to substitute
services which are possible and more
meaningful in-person, such as family
contact and education, however they
may offer a pragmatic solution when
these in-person services are not
available.

Emerging priorities in this area include:

o Guaranteeing virtual family contact
rights, particularly where physical
visitation is restricted.

e Ensuring access to online
education, especially in long-term
or remote detention settings.

« Implementing digital case
management systems that facilitate
procedural safeguards, reduce
delays, and support inter-agency
coordination; and

e Enacting robust privacy protections,
particularly in relation to biometric
data, surveillance tools, and Al
decision-making in detention
contexts.

Oversight frameworks must hold
private sector actors accountable when
involved in these systems and ensure
that digitalisation does not introduce
new layers of inequality or control.

3. Environmental Impact

The climate crisis is increasingly
intersecting with child protection.
Children deprived of liberty face acute
risks from environmental shocks,
including heatwaves, flooding, and
structural failures within facilities
unequipped to withstand extreme
weather.

Priorities for this implementation cycle
include:

e Whilst reducing the number
deprived of liberty and detention
facilities by implementing non-
custodial alternatives, there is a
need to invest in sustainable and
climate-resilient detention
infrastructure, including ventilation,
cooling, and water/sanitation
systems.

e Protocols for health protection and
emergency evacuation during
environmental disasters; and

« Integration of displacement and
environmental vulnerability
considerations into justice and
protection systems to prevent
secondary detention of climate-
displaced children.

These responses must be framed
within a broader recognition of climate
justice and the rights of children as
environmental human rights defenders.

4. Crisis Preparedness

The COVID-19 pandemic revealed the
absence of basic emergency protocols
in many detention settings and
underscored the urgency of ensuring
institutional resilience in times of crisis.
Detained children were often left
without access to family, education, or
health care, and safeguards were
routinely suspended under emergency
orders.

In situations of urban warfare — such
as air strikes and shifting front lines
children are exposed to physical and
mental harm owing to their inability to
physically protect themselves and
because they do not know what has
become of their loved ones. In such
situations, supply chains for provision
of essential services at a place of
detention may be disrupted, causing
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water and food shortages that lead to
malnutrition or loss of access to health
services. This can have rapid and
direct consequences, particularly for
children’s health, well-being and
development. Furthermore,
mechanisms for transferring children
captured by armed actors to
appropriate civilian actors — usually in
effect during hostilities — may not be
established or implemented.&°

As part of the measures they take to
prepare for emergencies, States
should develop and implement plans to
protect children, and reduce the risks
to them. Children require special
consideration in relation to detention.®!

Looking ahead, systems must be
equipped with:

e Rights-based emergency
preparedness protocols that
prevent unnecessary detention and
preserve procedural guarantees;

e Clear screening procedures with
objective criteria; in relation to
children, this includes age-
assessment procedures that are
known and followed by military and
other relevant personnel, with the
principle of presumption of minority
applied; ensuring that children
remain in the care of a parent or
other trusted caregiver at all times
and that siblings are not separated;
for children who are or were
associated with an armed force or
group, the setup and/or
implementation of handover
protocols and other procedures for
children’s referral to the appropriate
child protection services;

80 See ICRC Report, “Childhood in Rubble: The Humanitarian
Consequences of Urban Warfare for Children”, 2023,
shop.icrc.org/childhood-in-rubble-the-humanitarian-
consequences-of-urban-warfare-for-children-pdf-en.html

81 Further recommendations around precautionary and
preparedness measures for States and weapon bearers to work

identification and referral of
unaccompanied children; prevention
of gender-based harm and
procedures for immediate follow-up
of victims/survivors of sexual
violence.®

e Minimum health and hygiene
standards adapted to emergency
conditions.

« Scalable models of mental health
and psychosocial support for
children in detention; and

e Measures to guarantee continuity of
family connection, including contact
with caregivers and support
networks during crisis scenarios.

towards, are outlined in the ICRC's "Childhood in Rubble”
Report, 2023.

82 See pages 59 to 63 of ICRC, “Reducing Civilian Harm in
Urban Warfare: A Commander’s Handbook”, 2021:
https://shop.icrc.org/reducing-civilian-harm-in-urban-warfare-a-
commander-s-handbook.html
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V. STRENGTHENED
IMPLEMENTATION

Delivering on the ambitious goals of
the Global Study requires not only
clear commitments but also the
mobilisation of a broad, coordinated,
and sustained effort by all
stakeholders. Implementation must be
grounded in shared responsibility,
adequately resourced, and informed by
evidence and innovation. The
effectiveness of the Roadmap for
Action hinges on the strength of
cooperation, investment in national
capacity, and the integration of learning
into reform processes.

1. Multi-stakeholder
Cooperation

The scale and complexity of
deprivation of liberty demand a multi-
stakeholder approach anchored in
accountability, inclusion, and
coordination.

UN inter-agency coordination and
support remain critical to sustaining
momentum and coherence across
international frameworks. Existing
platforms, including the UN Task Force
on Children Deprived of Liberty, must
continue to harmonise policy guidance,
support technical capacity, and monitor
progress in implementation.

State-level implementation is the
cornerstone of change and
governments must lead legislative
reform, develop institutional
safeguards, and invest in rights-
respecting justice and care systems.
National action plans should be aligned
with this Roadmap for Action and

include specific benchmarks for
reducing deprivation of liberty.

The continuous work of the NGO
panel and civil society engagement
is essential for service delivery,
monitoring, community education, and
advocacy. Local and international
organisations bring proximity,
independence, and trust, especially in
reaching marginalised children.

Academia, academic networks and
research institutions are essential
partners in sustaining the evidence
base, supporting independent
evaluation, and fostering innovation in
law, policy, and practice. Their
contributions are key to training the
next generation of child rights
professionals, informing legal reform,
and deepening understanding of
emerging forms of deprivation of
liberty. Academic networks should be
supported to collaborate across
disciplines and borders, particularly
through rights-based, participatory
research with children.

Child participation and safeguarding
mechanisms must be continued to be
embedded in all phases of
implementation. Children, particularly
those with lived experience of
detention, must have accessible, safe
and meaningful opportunities to shape
policy, programmes and monitoring.

2. Resource Allocation

Progress cannot be sustained without
adequate and predictable resourcing.
The underfunding of child protection
and justice systems continues to
undermine reform efforts and
perpetuate harmful practices.
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e Sustainable funding must be
secured through national budgets
and supported by international
development partners. Allocations
should prioritise prevention, non-
custodial alternatives, and
reintegration services.

e Capacity development and
technical assistance are needed to
equip justice, care, and oversight
actors with the tools, knowledge,
and values required to uphold child
rights in practice. This includes
training for judges, police, social
workers, and staff in detention
facilities.

o Knowledge sharing across
countries and regions can support
replication of effective models,
reduce duplication of efforts, and
foster collaborative problem-
solving.

3. Research and Innovation

Strengthening implementation also
requires a commitment to continuous
learning and innovation. Systems must
adapt to new challenges with
evidence-based, child-centred
responses.

e Data collection improvements are
urgently needed to make visible the
scale and impact of deprivation of
liberty. National governments
should invest in disaggregated data
systems and ensure transparency
and accessibility for oversight
bodies and civil society.

e Promoting evidence-based
practices requires evaluation of
existing interventions, drawing on
both qualitative and quantitative
data—including children’s lived
experiences.

e Reform and solution development
must be grounded in real-time
feedback and operational lessons.
Promising practices should be
piloted, refined, and scaled with the
participation of affected
communities.

e Regular impact assessments
should be built into implementation
strategies to assess both intended
and unintended consequences of
reforms, and to ensure that all
actions reduce harm and uphold
children’s rights.

Academic partners are also uniquely
placed to support longitudinal studies,
comparative legal research, and the
development of child rights indicators
for national and regional monitoring
frameworks. Interdisciplinary academic
networks can help translate global
norms into context-specific strategies
and generate independent, rights-
based analysis to guide reform. Their
engagement is essential to embedding
child rights in legal, criminology, public
health, education, and social work
training, thereby strengthening the
long-term capacity of professionals
who shape justice and protection
systems.
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VI. MONITORING AND
ACCOUNTABILITY

Monitoring must be comprehensive,
transparent, and participatory, serving
both as a diagnostic tool and as a
mechanism to prevent rights violations
and support the improvement of the
systems.

1. Data Collection Systems

Reliable and disaggregated data is
essential for accountability. Yet, the
Global Study revealed significant data
gaps in all regions, including the
absence of comprehensive statistics
on children in detention and the lack of
systems to track outcomes or
violations.

Moving forward, States and partners
must continue to support the
strengthening of:

e Deprivation of liberty statistics,
including by age, gender, disability,
ethnicity, and reason for deprivation
of liberty, across all sectors (justice,
migration, institutions, national
security).

¢ Implementation progress tracking,
through baseline assessments,
benchmarks, and time-bound
targets aligned with national action
plans.

e Documentation of rights violations,
including through anonymised case
data, complaint mechanisms, and
independent oversight bodies.

¢ And the identification and sharing of
good and promising practices, to
enable replication, adaptation, and
innovation across contexts.

All data systems must be rights-based,
privacy-compliant, and accessible to
oversight institutions, civil society, and
children themselves.

2. Review Mechanisms

Institutionalised review mechanisms
must be reinforced at national,
regional, and international levels to
track progress and hold duty-bearers
accountable.

e National and regional reporting
frameworks including SDG16.2 and
CRC periodic reporting should be
adapted to include dedicated
indicators on child deprivation of
liberty.

¢ Independent monitoring bodies,
including National Human Rights
Institutions and National Preventive
Mechanisms under OPCAT, must
be adequately resourced and
mandated to inspect all facilities
where children may be deprived of
liberty.

e Systematised child involvement in
review processes is essential.
Children must be supported to
participate safely and meaningfully
in the design, implementation and
evaluation of monitoring and
accountability systems.

e Adaptation protocols should be
established to ensure monitoring
frameworks remain responsive to
emerging risks, such as digital
surveillance or environmental
crises.

Review mechanisms should be
iterative, inclusive, and oriented
towards rights realisation and harm
reduction.
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3. Accountability mechanisms

In addition to monitoring and reporting,
clear accountability pathways must be
available when rights are violated.
Children and their advocates must be
able to challenge unlawful detention,
ill-treatment, and systemic neglect.

e Strategic litigation should be
pursued at national and regional
levels to challenge discriminatory
laws, inhumane conditions, or
unlawful detention practices.

e Court cases brought on behalf of
children deprived of liberty can
serve both individual justice and
structural change, particularly
where judgments mandate policy
reform or institutional closure.

e The Third Optional Protocol to the
CRC (OP3) provides an
international mechanism for
individual complaints when
domestic remedies have been
exhausted. Cases brought under
OP3 can reinforce the normative
standards of the Global Study and
set legal precedent.

¢ International and regional treaty
bodies, special procedures, and
complaint mechanisms should
continue to prioritise deprivation of
liberty as a continued child rights
concern, requiring urgent response
and remediation.
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VII. ACTION TIMELINES

While the Global Study sets forth
comprehensive recommendations, the
current global context demands an
implementation strategy that is both
principled and pragmatic. The 2025-
2030 Roadmap for Action recognises
the compounding impact of conflict,
pandemics, displacement, shrinking
civic space, digital risks, and economic
strain. In response, this phased
strategy balances urgency with
realism, focusing on protective
minimums, system resilience, and
progressive realisation of child rights.

1. Immediate Priorities (Year 1)

In light of existing violations and
systemic gaps, the first year focuses
on life-saving, liberty-preserving and
risk-reducing measures, especially in
high-risk settings.

Priorities include:

e Within the administration of justice
there is a need to first end child
detention for minor and status
offences and the establishment of
emergency release mechanisms in
overcrowded or unsafe facilities.

e For migration-related detention,
there is a need for the immediate
prohibition of the detention of
children for migration-related
reasons, in line with international
legal standards; alongside the
urgent rollout of non-custodial,
community-based reception
models, particularly in humanitarian
and cross-border contexts.

¢ Regarding children in institutions
create immediate moratoriums on
new admissions in large-scale
institutions.

o Prioritise emergency case
reviews for children with
disabilities or under age 3.

¢ In armed conflict and national
security, require deployment of
mobile child protection units and
community-based support for
reintegration of children formerly
associated with armed groups.

e For safeguarding and
accountability, establish and/or
strengthen independent child
complaint mechanisms in at
least pilot jurisdictions.

e Continue or begin mapping of
high-risk detention environments;
mobilisation of core partners;
targeted funding appeals for
critical protection gaps.

2. Medium-Term Goals
(Years 2-5)

This phase focuses on resilience-
building, legal alignment, and
measurable progress despite external
constraints. It aims to create a stronger
foundation for systemic change while
adapting to fluid geopolitical and fiscal
environments.

e Legal and policy reform via
prioritised reforms in countries
where political space permits
focusing on minimum age of
criminal responsibility, ending child
migration detention, and prohibiting
placement based on disability.

e Data and monitoring systems to
support as many countries to
establish low-cost, disaggregated
data collection on children in
detention, through partnerships with
academia and civil society.
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e Capacity development and the
emphasis on scaling child-sensitive
practices within existing systems
rather than creating parallel ones
(e.g. adapting police protocols,
judicial training, and care planning).

e Provide comprehensive and
ongoing training: Capacity
development efforts should include
both initial training for newcomers
and continuous professional
development to reinforce and
update skills over time.83

e Focus beyond knowledge transfer:
Effective training should not be
limited to imparting theoretical
knowledge; it must also cultivate
practical skills, critical thinking, and
key personal attributes such as
empathy, and integrity.84

¢ Include all levels of personnel:
Training programmes should target
not only new recruits but also their
supervisors and managers,
ensuring a consistent
understanding of best practices and
fostering a supportive and informed
leadership structure.

e Embed training within broader
institutional change: For capacity
development to be sustainable,
training must be aligned with
institutional policies, accountability
mechanisms, and organisational
culture, encouraging long-term
transformation.

e Broaden the scope of target
audiences: Training should not be
limited to justice personnel such as

83 Personnel working with children deprived of liberty
https://www.ibcr.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/12/Competences_clefs_enfants_prives_d
e_liberte_EN_web_planches-1.pdf

84 Core Child Rights Competencies https://www.ibcr.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/12/Referentiel_competences_clefs_2021
_En.pdf

police officers, judges, and lawyers.
It must also include social workers
and other professionals involved in
the child’s reintegration process, to
ensure a holistic and coordinated
approach to rehabilitation and
support.8

¢ Climate and digital risks i.e.
integration of minimum standards
for environmental safety and data
privacy in detention and residential
care systems.

e Participation and safeguarding:
institutionalisation of child
participation in monitoring and
oversight, at least in priority
countries or sectors.

e Resource mobilisation by
development of national investment
cases for alternatives to detention
and community-based care models;
strengthening multilateral and
philanthropic partnerships.

3. Long-Term Vision

The Roadmap for Action remains
committed to the Global Study’s
transformative goals while
acknowledging that systemic change
will require longer timeframes in many
contexts, especially in light of ongoing
and emerging challenges—including
under-resourced systems, armed
conflict, displacement, digital
surveillance, shrinking civic space, and
the accelerating impacts of climate
change, among others.

85 Competency Based Approach for Developing Child
Protection Occupations and Service Units
https://issuu.com/ibcr/docs/en_guide approche par competen
ces_web_pages?fr=sOGFiYTQ50DkON|Q
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The long-term vision includes:

Progressive elimination of child
deprivation of liberty across five of
the six identified contexts—
administration of justice,
institutions, armed conflict, national
security, and children living in
prisons with caregivers—through
national reform plans, the scaling of
non-custodial and community-
based alternatives, and safeguards
against regressive or punitive policy
shifts; and the immediate and
complete prohibition of child
immigration detention, in law and
practice, recognising that such
detention is never in the best
interests of the child and constitutes
a violation of Article 37b of the
Convention on the Rights of the
Child.

Sustainable, community-based
child protection systems, designed
to withstand crisis conditions, with
embedded support for families,
inclusion of children with
disabilities, and access to trauma-
informed mental health and
psychosocial services.

Crisis-resilient legal and
administrative frameworks, capable
of upholding child rights in contexts
of armed conflict, forced
displacement, environmental
disruption, and public health
emergencies that are ensuring
emergency responses never default
to detention.

Protection from digital and civic
threats, with safeguards in place to
prevent misuse of surveillance
technologies, algorithmic profiling,
or the suppression of child
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participation and activism,
particularly in politically sensitive or
insecure settings.

Mainstreaming of child rights
principles into national development
strategies, justice and protection
system budgets, and emergency
preparedness planning that is
anchored in stable domestic
financing, long-term accountability,
and inclusive governance.
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