
Unaccompanied refugee minors and the
impact of experiences before, during and

after flight on their psychological well-being

15 October 2019

National Consultancy, Brussels, Belgium

Marina Rota

Center for the Social Study of Refugees and Migration 
(CESSMIR) Childmove 

Project
Greece



Overview
1. Starting the project

2. Context information about unaccompanied minors in Greece 

3. Places of recruitment of the minors, field visits/timing of field work

4. Overview of the sample (numbers, nationalities, gender, age)

5. Challenges encountered

6. Initial outcomes



Starting the project
vRegional Consultancy with all actors involved,  Athens – 3/7/2017

vVisits shelters Athens

vClearance from Data Protection Authority

vEthical Clearance from Athens School of Social Work 

vCommunication with Authorities & NGOs running the places of interest

vCommunication with interpreters

vRecruitment of participants

vStarting date: 16/10/2017





Locations
Athens – The Home Project, 
MedIN, Iliaktida

Hellenic Police: Directorate of 
Migration Management, 
Amygdaleza pre-removal centre

Samos – First Reception Service -
Vathi Centre for reception and 
identification, MSF, MedIn, 
PRAKSIS

Thessaloniki – Oraiokastro, ARSIS

Patras–PRAKSIS’ Day Centre,  
Port.





Initial interviews
45 Minors

Afganistan; 13; 28%

Pakistan; 21; 46%

Iraq; 3; 7%

Syria; 6; 13%

Sierra Leone; 1; 2%
Guinea; 1; 2% Morocco; 1; 2%

COUNTRIES

Afganistan Pakistan Iraq Syria Sierra Leone Guinea Morocco

Girls; 2; 4%

Boys; 43; 96%

GENDER

Girls Boys

14; 2; 
4% 15; 7;

16%

16; 16; 
36%

17; 18; 40%

18; 2; 4%

AGE

14 15 16 17 18



Challenges
• Access to the shelters/camps. Acquire 

permission for formal settings, and 
safe passage to informal ones, 
securing privacy for the interviews

• Language barriers, access to skilled 
interpreters/cultural mediators

• Limitations as to the level of support 
we can provide to the participants. 

• Frustration, feeling of powerlessness 
on our part as well as on children’s 
and their caretakers’

• Distance – lack of regular contact with 
the minors

• Dropping out – children changing their 
mind on doing an interview, or 
disappearing from our view



Initial observations
• The situation at the border camps and informal 

settings is desperate, even dangerous: living 
conditions are hard and there is no protection for 
minors.

• Working conditions for staff are poor leading to 
burnout and dropping out.

• Child protection policies theoretically in place but not 
always implemented in practice. These often clash 
with –and are rendered useless by- migration control 
policies e.g. “protective custody” 

• Lack of information and high level of uncertainty. 
Children feel like they are in a perennial limbo, a 
“temporary” situation with no way to go forward or 
backward. This exacerbates feelings of resignation 
and depression.

• Age assessment procedures and the consequences of 
turning 18 are a source of further anxiety.

• Family reunification procedures are long and often 
lead to the children reuniting after turned 18.

Photo: M. Rota, Vathi, Samos 2017
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106 UaMs in “Protective Custody”

Photo: MSF Greece; Fyllakio detention center
Photo: M. Rota, Amygdaleza detention centre, 2018



Best interest of each child

• Physical contact (a hug, a pat on the back) plays 
significant role for many kids. 

• Being normal – go on excursions, on Fun Parks or just 
for street food makes kids feel like normal people.

• Need of rules and boundaries. 
• Feeling that someone is looking after them.
• Being treated as individuals and not as part of the 

pack.
• Need of attention. 
• Making staff proud of them.
• Feeling of belonging.

Photo: M. Rota, February 2018



• Not enough money
• Not enough food
• Not enough clothes
• Lack of information on procedures
• Difficulties in obtaining legal 

documents
• Feeling uncertain about the future
• Feeling bored
• Not enough education
• Difficulties to communicate with 

others due to the foreign language.
• Medical care
• Lack of guardian

Daily stressors



“Our container has no door, no windows. 
In the night drunk men are coming to 
the minors section and they hit the 

containers with sticks to scare us. I’m 
always afraid to sleep”…

Boy 17 y/o

“I wish my mom was here even for one 
day…”

Boy 16 y/o 

“I’m at the train platform and I wish 
someone could push me at the railway 

because I don’t have the courage to kill 
my self…”
Girl 17 y/o 

“I miss my mom…”
Boy 17 y/o 

“I came to meet my family in the 
Netherlands. Instead of that I found 
my self in a camp, separated from my 
brother. The first night I wanted to 

kill my self. My aunt was waiting for me 
at the airport. She had brought me 

flowers and the flowers died…”   
Girl 18 y/o

“I managed to reach Slovenia. Then the 
police found me. They beat me so hard 
and then they send me back to Bosnia. 
Here is very bad. I just wait for my 
body to heal and I will try again…”

Boy 16 y/o

“A child cannot build his own future…”
Boy 16 y/e

”When the police found me in Patra I 
told them that I’m a minor. They put 

me in a cell and they took my phone and 
my money. In the cell we were kids and 

adults together. It was small so the 
kids have to sleep on the floor. If you 

were asking about food or anything 
they were taken you out of the cell and 

beat you…”…
Boy 16 y/o

“I want to take my passport and then I 
will come to the Netherlands. Then I 
will throw away the passport and take 
the boat to Canada. Greece hates us, 

Europe hates us, our own country hates 
us. Where is the place where we will 

call home?”…
Boy 16 y/o

“During this week…I was hit a couple of 
times while queuing for food. I’ve never 

said anything, but it’s not the first 
time. I’ve been hit before during food. 
Life here at the camp is difficult for a 

minor”…
Boy 16 y/o

“This is prison here. It doesn’t matter 
if you are in jail or in a house. You are 
here with no future. I am here for 2 

years, waiting my decision to see what 
I will do in my life. My life has frozen 

when I entered Greece. All I do is wait 
and try not to kill myself”…

Boy 16 y/o

If you have your asylum and you turn 
18 they through you out at the street. 
I don’t understand why. Even dogs and 
cats they keep them in the house but 

nobody cares for us.  
Boy 18 y/o



On the move…

Photo: M.Rota, “The flying girl”, 2018



Measurement moment 2 – Initial observations
FOLLOW UP 25/32, PENDING 2 MISSING 5

•Children feeling stranded in Greece are growing more 
restless or despaired
•Others are busy integrating in Greek society while 
waiting for their documents
•Lack of guardians, even for children who initially had 
ones
•Children become adults but caregivers are reluctant to 
let them go as they are still in vulnerable situations
•Caregivers feel powerless because they cannot meet the 
children’s daily needs. Lack of funding. 
•Difficulties in obtaining documents for children who 
have reached their destinations in other EU countries
•Many experience homesickness

Photo: M.Rota, PRAKSIS Day Centre, March  2018
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“I want to become a policewoman, to help 
people…”

Girl, 17 y/o

“I want to become a doctor…”
Boy 15 y/o

“I want to become an IT expert…”
Boy 18 y/o

“I want to become a footballer…”
Boy 17 y/o

“I want to play professional cricket …”
Boy 16 y/o

“I want to become an engineer…”
Boy 16 y/o

“I want to be a professional boxer…”
Boy 16 y/o

“I want to become a film maker…”
Boy 16 y/o

“I want to become a biologist …”
Boy 17 y/o

“I want to become a chef…”
Boy 16 y/o

“I want to become a teacher…”
Boy 16 y/o

“I want to be the next
president of my country…”

Boy 17 y/o



“Human beings are 
members of a whole
In creation of one essence 
and soul
If one member is afflicted 
with pain
Other members uneasy will 
remain
If you have no sympathy for 
human pain
The name of human you 
cannot retain”

Saadi, یدعس ناتسلگ

Photo: M. Rota, ARSIS’ shelter for UaM, Thessaloniki, November 2017



THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION
Merci de votre attention

Bedankt voor uw aandacht 

Marina Rota
Researcher

Department of Social Work and Social Pedagogy
Center for the Social Study of Refugees and Migration (CESSMIR)

e-mail: marina.rota@ugent.be
mobile: +32 478 923 864

www.facebook.com/childmove “The world will not be destroyed 
by those who do evil, but by those 

who watch them without doing 
anything.”

Albert Einstein
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