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INTRODUCTION
Worldwide, over 35 million children are cur-
rently forcibly displaced, of which a consider-
able group is separated from their parent(s) 
or caregiver(s), unaccompanied minors (UMs)2. 
Europe is no exception: in fact, the numbers of 
unaccompanied migrant minors who entered 
the EU doubled between 2013 and 2014, to 
then quadruple by 20153. These figures are now 
also severely impacted by the Ukraine war, as 
children are among the main groups of refu-
gees who left the country4. Due to their minor 
age and the lack of parental presence, this mi-
grant population is highly vulnerable, and it is 
thus subjected to specific protection systems5. 
Yet, regardless of these legal and procedural 
frameworks, young unaccompanied migrants 
moving towards and inside of Europe are de 
facto exposed to severe hardship6.

As reported in the European Pact on Migration 
and Asylum, children constitute an increasing-
ly relevant migrant population with particular 
needs and rights7. Because of the harsh living 
conditions these children are often escaping 
from, and the extremely tough experiences 
they go through while on the move, such mi-
gration considerably impacts UMs’ psycholog-
ical wellbeing. Frequently, this (forced) mobility 
leads to elevated levels of emotional problems. 
The severe consequences of the difficulties 
UMs face before migrating are compound-
ed by the suffering they often experience 
in the countries of transit and destination. 
These stressful events include daily material 
(e.g., limited housing facilities) and daily social 
stressors (e.g., limited social network, experi-
encing racism), or the limited professional sup-
port UMs often receive.

By presenting the main results of the Europe-
an Research Council (ERC) funded ChildMove 
project8 - a longitudinal study of UMs’ migra-
tion trajectories to and in Europe, this report 
provides evidence on UMs’ flight experiences 
outside as well as inside the EU, and the effects 
this mobility has on young migrants’ psycho-
logical wellbeing. In particular, the report dis-
cusses the main outcomes of the study and 
related recommendations for policy makers 
and practitioners. These recommendations are 
structures in distince “policy briefs”, adressing 
the major themes that came out of the entire 
ChildMove study, and that we, as research-
ers, thought to being relevant for the diverse 
stakeholders working with and support these 
young newcomers in the European context. 

This report presents only some of the main 
study findings; for an overview of all study 
findings, we refer the reader to the project’s 
publications and dissemination outlets, which 
can also be found on the ChildMove website 
(www.childmove.eu).   
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STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT

Although UMs’ trajectories are often fragmented and 
multi-directional9, we have organized the diverse 
themes along a somehow ‘linear’ geography which 
follows minors’ journeys from outside to inside the 
EU. As such, we begin by presenting UMs’ experi-
ences in a key transit country, Libya. Next, we con-
centrate on the experiences of violence that UMs go 
through when attempting to cross Europe’s external 
and internal frontiers, as we discuss data related to 
a variety of borderzones located along the so-called 
‘Central and Eastern Mediterranean Routes’10. 

The report goes on by discussing the implications 
of the detention of UMs in Greece. In the next sec-
tion, we expose the living conditions of female mi-
grants trafficked to Italy, and the experiences they 
have both inside and outside formal reception and 
protection systems. Keeping the focus on the Italian 
context, the report continues by providing insights 
on the reasons why many UMs do not stay in the 
first country of arrival in Europe, but rather continue 
their mobility within the EU, the so-called ‘secondary 
movements’. Finally, in the last two briefs, we offer 
first a view on the frequent experience of discrimina-
tion and racism migrant minors face when settling 
in different European countries. Second, the report 
ends by discussing how different reception models 
can impact UMs’ psychological wellbeing; the focus 
of this section is mainly on Belgium. 

Each of the chapter ends with a ‘sketch’, visualizing 
and illustrating the main findings of that policy brief. 
Participants’ stories are then not only narrated in 
words, but also reflected in strong images.

METHODOLOGY

The ChildMove project investigated the impact of 
flight experiences on the mental health of unac-
companied minors moving through and settling 
in Europe. Forced migration is known to drastical-
ly increase symptoms of anxiety, depression and 
post-traumatic stress disorder11. Both stressful life 
events before and during the journey and post-mi-
gration stressors, such as daily material and social 
stressors, and inadequate professional support have 
an impact on UMs’ wellbeing. Yet, little is known 

about the longitudinal psychological effect of UMs’ 
experiences during the flight. 

The overall objective of the ChildMove study was to 
increase the knowledge about the impact of transit 
experiences on the psychological wellbeing of UMs, 
in relation to past stressful life events and current 
daily stressors. 

The following research questions guided the study: 

	a What experiences do unaccompanied refugee 
minors have while fleeing from their home coun-
try to the country of settlement?

	a What is the impact of these flight experiences 
on their psychological wellbeing, with particular 
attention to the impact of experiences of racism 
and the impact of detention/reception conditions 
in transit countries?

	a Can we differentiate the psychological impact of 
flight experiences from the impact of past trau-
matic stressors (home country) and current daily 
stressors (host country)? What is a possible theo-
retical alternative?

	a Which types of care and support systems for 
URMs in both transit and settlement countries 
have a beneficial impact on their psychological 
wellbeing?

STUDY DESIGN

This project used a highly innovative methodology, 
combining different approaches in a mixed-meth-
ods and multi-sited, cross-country and longitudinal 
design. Apart from Libya where research participants 
were approached only once (cross-sectional study), 
data relative to the Italian, Greek and Belgian con-
texts were collected at three different measurement 
moments over a period of two years. Ethical reasons 
– i.e., to avoid becoming an incentive for young mi-
grants to continue a highly dangerous journey – mo-
tivated the decision not to include follow-up inter-
views for the Libyan sample.

This research is thus made up of interlinked studies 
starting from four different countries: Libya, Greece, 
and Italy as key transit countries and main countries 
of entry in the European Union, and Belgium as an 
example of a settlement country for UMs. In each of 
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these countries, diverse settings have been selected 
to to start the study and to select participants to in-
clude in the sample.

292 young people were interviewed on their past, 
present and future experiences, projects and aspi-
rations, and they also completed translated self-re-
ported questionnaires on wellbeing and mental 
health, experienced stressors, coping strategies and 
social support. Research participants were all over 
14 years of age. In the four countries, participants 
were purposively sampled based on age, nationality 
and gender in order to reflect the composition of the 
group of unaccompanied minors in that particular 
country. Additionally, we included an extra sample 
of young, female Nigerian victims of trafficking who 
were selected in Italy and then also followed within 
the same research design.

The UMs that we approached in Europe (i.e., in Italy, 
Greece and Belgium) were asked to take part in a lon-
gitudinal follow-up of two years, wherever they went 
over that period. With these participants, we con-
ducted in total three measurement moments, each 
of which consisted of an interview and the comple-
tion of the self-report questionnaires. When neces-
sary, we relied on interpreters. Contacts with adjust-
ed communication tools – e.g., via email, Facebook 
and phone cards given to the participants – were 
conducted in-between the three meetings, which al-
lowed to keep attrition as low as possible. 

FIGURE 1: Age of the participants at recruitment

 Libya   Greece   Italy 1   Italy 2   Belgium

Note. Italy 1 refers to the sample of unaccompanied minors recruited 
in Italy; Italy 2 refers to the sample of young, female Nigerian victims of 
trafficking recruited in Italy.

FIGURE 3: Nationalities per study country

 Libya   Greece   Italy 1   Italy 2   Belgium

Note. Italy 1 refers to the sample of unaccompanied minors recruited in Italy; Italy 2 refers to the sample of young, female Nigerian victims of 
trafficking recruited in Italy.

FIGURE 2: Gender of the participants

 Male   Female

Note. Italy 1 refers to the sample of unaccompanied minors recruited 
in Italy; Italy 2 refers to the sample of young, female Nigerian victims of 
trafficking recruited in Italy.
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Ethical guidelines were strictly followed during this 
study. Before starting the project, we received Eth-
ical Clearance from the Ethics Committee of the 
Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences of 
Ghent University, Belgium; the Committee of Ethics 
in Research of the University of West Attica, Greece; 
the Hellenic Data Protection Authority, Greece; and 
the Commission for Ethics in Research and Bioeth-
ics in Italy. In addition, we obtained relevant permis-
sion for the study from governmental bodies, such 
as the First Reception Service and Hellenic Police in 
Greece, and the federal agency for the reception of 
asylum applicants in Belgium.

PARTICIPANTS 

In Libya, Greece, Italy and Belgium, we obtained data 
from in-depth interviews, self-report questionnaires 
and participant observations with 292 participants 
who were 16.6 years on average when they started 
participating into the project (see Figure 1). The ma-
jority were boys (82.9%, see Figure 2), and they came 
from various backgrounds: the top five countries of 
origin were Afghanistan, Eritrea, Nigeria, Somalia and 
Pakistan (see Figure 3). As for gender and nationali-
ty, in each country, except for the sample of female 
Nigerian victims of trafficking, the selection of re-
search participants mirrored national figures on the 
UM-populationvictims of trafficking that we inter-
viewed in Italy).

After recruitment and a first interview, we followed 
the youths for a period of approximately two years 
along their trajectories and as they move in and out 
different kinds of reception settings within Europe. 

All measurement moments included semi-struc-
tured interviews and self-report questionnaires 
about the participants’ demographic background, 
their journeys and experiences during their trajecto-
ries, their current living situation and future perspec-
tives, past stressful life events, elements that help 
them to cope with the challenges they encounter 
and overall wellbeing. In-between these three mea-
surement moments, the research team tried to keep 
contact with all participants through phone, social 
media, messages, etc.

PROFILES OF THE PARTICIPANTS

Libya - The cross-sectional multi-sited study in Libya 
was conducted between April and July 2018, by in-
volving 99 UMs (93 males, 6 females) we approached 
in detention facilities located in the surroundings of 
Tripoli. All research participants were detained in fa-
cilities which were managed by the Government of 
National Accord (GNA), facilities that received fund-
ing directly from the EU and single European Mem-
ber States. 

Greece - The Greek study took place between Octo-
ber 2017 and October 2020. While all the initial inter-
views (measurement moment 1) took place in Greece 
(i.e., in Athens, Samos and Thessaloniki), depending 
on the mobility of the participants, follow-up inter-
views were conducted either in Greece or in other 
EU-countries. The first measurement was conducted 
with 42 boys and 2 girls, aged 14 to 18 years old, to re-
flect the distribution of the UMs population present 
in the country12. As for the following measurement 
moments, 25 participants participated in a second 

FIGURE 4: Recruitment and follow-up process

Note. IT/GR/BE = Italy / Greece / Belgium; M1 = first measurement moment; M2 = second measurement moment;  
M3 = third measurement moment.

M1
Follow-up in 

IT/GR/BE

M2
Follow-up in 

 IT/GR/BE/other country

M3
Follow-up in 

 IT/GR/BE/other country

6-12 months 18-24 months
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interview, with 23 who completed their participa-
tion in the project by agreeing to a third one. The re-
searcher conducted the initial interviews in different 
contexts which included first reception and identifi-
cation centers, unaccompanied minors’ shelters, and 
pre-removal detention centers. The second and third 
rounds of interviews and questionnaires took place 
in very diverse contexts, since UMs were experienc-
ing different living conditions, e.g., homelessness, 
living in shelters, living with friends/relatives. Inter-
views and questionnaires were complemented with 
participant observations.

Italy – One of the two studies we conducted in Ita-
ly took place between October 2017 and November 
2019. Initial interviews were collected with 39 UMs 
– 35 of which were males. Participants were recruit-
ed in the areas of Palermo, Rome and Ventimiglia, in 
formal and informal reception contexts, such as first 
reception centers for UMs, emergency night shelters 
and transit camps, and self-managed migrants’ set-
tlements supported by volunteer groups. 24 minors 
decided to participate in the second measurement 
moment, and 14 to the third one. These interviews 
and questionnaires were collected in different coun-
tries, across Europe, mostly in reception centers, in 
UMs’ semi-autonomous accommodations, or in the 
premises of local NGOs. The UMs who participated in 
this study originated from Mali, Ivory Coast, Guinea, 
Senegal, Tunisia, Sudan, Somalia, Ethiopia and Er-
itrea. 

The second study in Italy focused on young, female 
Nigerians who were trafficked into Italy through the 
‘Central Mediterranean Route’13. This study started 
in June 2018 and ended in September 2020, with 
a total of 31 female participants at the start of the 
study, 21 young adults and 10 UMs. 22 participated 
in the second measurement moment, and 16 partic-
ipants in the third. Recruitment took place via three 
non-governmental organizations specialized in the 
provision of care and support for adult and teenage 
victims of human trafficking. The researcher also 
carried out participant observations in facilities be-
longing to two of the three involved organizations. 
Interviews and questionnaires took place mainly in 
shelters or in public spaces.

Belgium – For the study conducted in Belgium be-
tween 2017 and 2020, participants were recruited in 
two first phase reception centers. A total of 79 UMs 
participated in the research at the first measurement 
moment – 72 boys and 7 girls, 53 UMs participants in 
the second measurement, and 35 in the third. While 
all the minors present in the centers and willing to 
participate were included in the study, a selection 
was made with regard to their nationality in order to 
represent the population of UMs registered in Bel-
gium at the time of the first measurement. Preced-
ing the interviews, two weeks of participant observa-
tion in the reception centers gave the interviewer the 
opportunity to gather field observations and to build 
rapport with the minors. Follow-up interviews were 
collected in the UMs’ places of residence, one after 
an average of seven months and one after an average 
of 21 months. Most follow-up interviews took place 
in Belgian reception centers, six took place in other 
EU-countries where participants had moved to. 
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1. EXPERIENCES OF 
UNACCOMPANIED 
MINORS IN LIBYA
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The harsh living conditions experienced by unac-
companied minors in Libya have worsened signifi-
cantly over the last years of conflict in the country. 
Regardless of whether UMs find themselves under 
the custody of Libyan authorities or in the hands of 
smugglers or traffickers, they suffer several forms of 
violence and cannot access their most basic material 
and social needs. The extremely though conditions 
UMs face in Libya produce detrimental effects on 
these young migrants’ psychological wellbeing.

CONTEXT

The establishment of partnerships for the transfer 
of migration management capabilities and compe-
tences to non-EU countries is a long-standing strat-
egy utilized by the EU. The strengthening of cooper-
ation on border and migration management covers 
the areas of border control and surveillance, human 
smuggling and trafficking, and search and rescue op-
erations. The aim of such partnership is to prevent 
dangerous journeys and irregular crossings by at the 
same time fulfilling obligations to provide protection 
to those in need.14 These cooperation schemes did 
not end with the Libyan conflicts, which started in 
2011 and keep operating up to these days – as con-
firmed in the recently licked draft of the Migration 
Action Plan for Libya.15

METHOD

Data were generated from semi-structured inter-
views and questionnaires with 99 UMs – 93 males - 
approached in detention facilities located in the sur-
rounding of the Libyan capital, Tripoli. This cross-sec-
tional, multisite study was conducted in 2018.

KEY FINDINGS

Stressful experiences jeopardize mental health
On the self-report questionnaire ‘Stressful Life Events’, 
participants who were all detained for indefinite peri-
ods of time together with adult inmates reported high 
rates of traumatic experiences relative to events that 
happened to them since their arrival in Libya. On av-
erage, at the time of the interviews, they had expe-
rienced four of such traumatic events in Libya. The 
most prevalent of these traumatic occurrences, re-
ported by 89 of our interviewees, was experiencing 
and witnessing physical abuse. This violence is often 
perpetuated by smugglers or traffickers. 

When I entered Libya through the desert, thieves 
took our money against our will, and sometimes 
they kill others in front of us… I saw it with my own 
eyes more than once: one was talking in the car, 
and they shot him, those people died in the des-
ert. (Male minor, Libya)

Yet, research participants confirmed that they ex-
perienced violence and abuses also when under the 
custody of Libyan authorities. As reported by sever-
al interviewees, Libyan police forces and especially 
those working in detention facilities work in coordi-
nation with smuggling networks.

When we were in prison, a policeman came with 
smugglers: we were five, three of us were women 
and two of them were pregnant. They beat and 
raped them, all of them died and only me with an-
other man survived… They asked us to pay 2,000$... 
When we told them that we did not have any mon-
ey, they started beating us. (Male minor, Libya)

Experiencing imprisonment and forced labor is an-
other traumatic event which is significantly frequent 
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in this study. Almost all the interviewed UMs spent 
time in the city of Bani Waled – 180 km South-East 
from Tripoli, where they were kidnapped and forced 
to work as they waited to cross the Mediterranean.

In Bani Waled, we worked against our will… They 
forced us to… We worked in carrying rocks in 
house building… and they did not pay. (Male minor, 

Libya)

UMs also reported high relevance of daily stressors in 
the Libyan detention centers, with 95% of the inter-
viewed UMs reporting on the self-report question-
naire ‘Daily Stressors’ the lack of access to material 
needs, such as insufficient clothing or food. The pres-
ence and work of international organizations, such as 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) or the International Organization for Mi-
gration (IOM), to providing social and healthcare ser-
vices in these detention centers, was insufficient to 
secure the respect of the minimum standards.

We live with not enough food or water and the 
guards beat us every day, and they only care 
about money: I feel like I am still living with smug-
glers, not with the UNHCR. (Male minor, Libya)

Likewise, 80% of the approached minors indicated 
on the same Daily Stressors questionnaire the im-
possibility to fulfil basic social needs, such as mak-
ing new friends or being able to communicate with 
relatives or friends. Such figures are alarming as they 
are dramatically higher to what has been recorded 
in similar studies conducted in open asylum centers 
within Europe.16 As a consequence of these condi-
tions, the levels of reported symptoms of post-trau-
matic stress, anxiety and depression were relatively 
high in the sample. 

Importantly, while more than half of the interviewed 
UMs had already attempted to cross the Mediterra-
nean into Europe at the time of the interview, only 
two interviewees indicated they had changed their 
migratory plans and decided to try to return to their 
countries of origin. The very tough conditions in Lib-
ya thus did not seem to have any effect of halting 
further migration.

RECOMMENDATIONS

	ĥ UMs in Libya are exposed to repeated experienc-
es of physical violence and show high levels of 
mental health problems. As foreseen in interna-
tional law, minors should never be detained, even 
less in a war-torn country.

	ĥ Detention in Libya needs to be ended in order to 
guarantee the safety of UMs and the respect of 
their fundamental rights. The presence and mon-
itoring of international agencies such as UNHCR 
or IOM does not lead to significant improvements 
in UMs’ safety and in their general living condi-
tions.

	ĥ Adequate (preventive) interventions to support 
UMs must consider the impact of the Libyan ex-
perience on these young migrants’ psychological 
wellbeing.

	ĥ While border and migration control policies im-
plemented in Libya severely impact the mental 
health of UMs, these policies do not seem to dis-
courage or deter them from trying to migrate to 
the EU.
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2. BORDER VIOLENCE
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

UMs experience diverse forms of violence during 
their migration to Europe. This is especially the case 
in areas of transit, such as for instance international 
borders or reception centers. There, UMs are partic-
ularly exposed to the violence of border guards and 
other institutional actors involved in the day-to-day 
governance of migration, as well as by smugglers 
and traffickers UMs need to rely on to continue their 
migratory trajectories. As they witness and experi-
ence extreme violence, UMs are exposed to further 
traumatic experiences, which negatively affect their 
mental well-being.

CONTEXT 

Violence, which is multi-dimensional and results 
from the threat or the actual use of force or power 
against oneself, another person, a group or a com-
munity, is increasingly used as a tool for migration 
management. Due to the tightening of migration 
control and the consequent reduction of legal paths 
to migration, UMs depend on smuggling and traffick-
ing networks to travel: this exposes them to diverse 
forms of violence and abuse. Furthermore, UMs also 
experience violence perpetuated on them by a vari-
ety of institutional actors cooperating in the EU gov-
ernance of its borders (e.g., border guards and oth-
er law enforcement officials). As they suffer multiple 
forms of systemic/structural violence, UMs’ trauma 
load upon arrival increases and their path for PTSD 
recovery turns harder. Border violence produces 
both physical suffering and emotional exhaustion, as 
UMs have to bargain their agency and rights and take 
tremendous risks to continue pursue their migratory 
trajectories.

METHOD

Data were generated from in-depth, semi-struc-
tured interviews and participant observations with 
292 participants who were 16.6 years on average as 
we approached them in Libya, Italy, Greece and Bel-
gium. The majority were boys (82.9%), and they came 

from various backgrounds: the top five countries of 
origin were Afghanistan, Eritrea, Nigeria, Somalia and 
Pakistan.

KEY FINDINGS

Both the findings of the self-report questionnaires 
our participants completed and their narratives 
showed huge evidence that the participating UMs 
are exposed to complex forms of violence, which 
include experiences of physical violence, sexual vio-
lence, forced removal and detention, psychological 
violence, racism, neglect and deprivation from basic 
needs. The narratives further showed that external 
and internal EU borders are sites where these com-
plex forms of violence happen with significant fre-
quency and intensity. Participants indicated that 
such violence is often perpetuated by border guards 
and, more broadly, law enforcement officials, next to 

I know that the boat crossing towards England is risky. But I have 
been through so many things. Libya, the militia, the police and life 
in the streets. So I am not afraid anymore. (Male adult, Belgium)
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human traffickers and smugglers. These frequent en-
counters with violence were strongly related to high 
prevalence of mental health problems as reported by 
the participating UMs on the self-report question-
naires. 

What type of violence and where?
UMs’ exposure to complex violent interactions with 
institutional and non-institutional actors occurred 
before and after entering the EU. Each leg of their 
journeys can be layered with several types of violent 
experiences:

Physical harm, such as stabbing, torture and beating 
or near drowning experiences. This often occurred 
in transit spaces (e.g., Libyan borders or EU internal 
borders) and, to a smaller extent, in reception and 
detention facilities. Several UMs reported conflicts 
with other refugees and staff members present in 
reception centers, while almost the totality of our 
interviewees who travelled through this route wit-
nessed death during their crossing of the Sahara 
Desert and while in Libya.

When we arrived in Sabratha, [the smugglers] 
put us in a small room. [After they took us to the 
sea, the] boat started shrinking. […] They took us 
back to the same room and started beating us.  
(Male minor, Libya)

[I] was injured in [my] eyes and nose… because the 
French police caused an accident. [At] that time, 
the police came to take [our] clothes, […] tents, all 
[our] stuff. [I] left with [my] friends, but a police-
man shot [me] in the eye and in the nose with […] 
flash balls. (Male minor, France)

Sexual violence, which often goes together with 
other physical, psychological and verbal forms of vi-
olence, was frequently reported, by both male and 
female minors and youths, especially in relation to 
their transit in Libya, Sudan and Egypt.

In Libya too, […] people just beat you anyhow. 
Once they see you are black and if they hear that 
you are from Nigeria, it is even worse! They will 
beat you, rape you, shoot the boys and nothing 
will happen. (Female minor, Italy)

The testimonies we collected also revealed expe-
riences of sexual abuse perpetuated by civilians in 
European host countries and, although luckily only 
to a limited extent, by staff members of reception 
centers. 

Customers beat me, some guys [Italian] would 
drive by and throw rubbish on me and the other 
girls, spit on us and even try to force them inside 
the car. I was raped by some guys who pretended 
to be customers and sometimes they won’t even 
use a condom. I am just thankful that I am alive. 
(Female minor, Italy)

Detention occurred repeatedly along UMs migratory 
trajectory and under different forms. UMs experi-
enced long periods of being stuck in smugglers and 
traffickers’ safe houses. Besides detention centers 
in Libya, UMs’ mobility was also constrained in other 
facilities present within the European territory – one 
example being that of the Greek and Italian hotspots. 
Moreover, UMs also reported short periods of deten-
tion within Greek police cells when intercepted in lo-
cal border areas.

I stayed 25 days in the cell. We were about 40, 
then 45, then 50 people… children and adults, all 
together… Then they [moved] me [to] five [differ-
ent] prisons and then they brought me in Amyg-
daleza. (Male minor, Greece)

Push backs, which consisted of forcing partici-
pants’ return to the other side of the border by 
law enforcement officers without (appropriate) as-
sessment of the child’s entitlement for protection, 
were narrated by our participants both at external 
and internal EU borders (e.g., in Niger, Iran, Libya, 
Bulgaria, Greece, Italy and France). Those minors 
pushed back by the Libyan coastguard reported 
the frequent experience of being kidnapped, beat-
en and tortured as a consequence of their intercep-
tion. Likewise, UMs detected at Europe’s external 
and internal land borders reported the use of police 
dogs to chase and deter them from attempting the 
crossing. Some of the UMs wrongly assessed as un-
documented adult migrants were deported, or they 
were sent back to the country of entry under the 
Dublin mechanism.
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We were caught three hours after we went at sea 
[with] traffickers themselves. [Then] they sent us 
back, [and] they started to beat us in the room 
[where they put us to hide]. Then the police heard 
the sounds and they [went to free us] from the 
traffickers [and] they brought us to [the detention 
center of] Gharyan [where I was for] a month and 
a year. (Male minor, Libya)

We tried a lot to cross the border of Bulgaria. 
[Then] we tried a lot to cross the border [with Cro-
atia], but always when we were trying, they were 
catching us. [The police] will send you back, they 
will just cross the border back if you are… If they 
catch you in Bulgaria, so then they will send you 
to Turkey; if they catch you in Hungary, so they 
will send you to Serbia. (Male minor, Greece)

Neglect and deprivation from basic daily needs are 
experienced by UMs when in the hands of smugglers 
and human traffickers, and more generally at multi-
ple moments and longer periods during the migra-
tion process, especially when being undocumented. 
Yet, these forms of violence also occur in institution-
al (reception) settings, such as reception centers, 
hotspots and other identification centers.

In Sudan, we didn’t have food, just boiled pas-
ta and water, but it wasn’t enough. The lorry was 
crowded, small children and babies were there. 
The heat and the lack of food were very difficult 
[to deal with.] On the way to Libya, […] we had to 
drink water mixed with diesel, oil. (Male minor, Italy)

One day in Samos, people came and told us that 
[they were] from UNHCR… We told them that 
where we are staying the situation is really bad, 
in the container that where […] there was no light, 
there was no bathroom. When it was raining, the 
roof was dripping, the wind was going through 
the tent, no window, no light. (Male minor, Greece)

Feelings of not belonging to the community, as a 
form of violence experienced through, amongst oth-
er events, push-backs or forced removal, experiences 
of racism and dehumanization, and lengthy, complex 
and uncertain legal procedures were strongly pres-
ent in UMs’ stories. All these experiences produced 
feelings of anxiety and powerlessness, as well as 
physical and psychological exhaustion. 

Yeah, in Libya [I felt I was treated differently be-
cause I am Nigerian]! It is normal, they said, we are 
black, we are Africans. […] They say [that] Nigerians 
are bad. So, that is how they treated us. […] They 
treat us different, [they] beat us in Libya. (Female mi-

nor, Italy)

All of […] guys [here have] like psychological prob-
lems. All of them. Like they stand, they sit, they cut 
themselves, one took too many pills to kill himself, 
one is jumping […] the fence, one has put his head 
in the window to cut his head. (Male minor, Greece)

Mental health impact of the experiences of violence 
Prevalence rates of potentially traumatic experienc-
es ranged from 29.5 to 91.9% (Figure 2.1). Pre-mi-

FIGURE 2.1: Reported stressful life events

Drastic changes in family

Forced seperation from family

War or armed military conflict

Forced to work

Experienced physical violence

Witnessed physical violence

Experienced sexual violence

Detention or imprisonment

Other very stressful life event with great danger

Other very stressful life event with someone else in great danger

79.5%

48.9%

65.1%

59.0%

84.9%

91.9%

29.5%

78.0%

91.2%

83.0%
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gration experiences had a significant impact on 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
especially when daily stressors prevented recovery. 
Even though PTSD scores decreased over time, they 
remained high until the last measurement moment, 
causing long-term psychological distress.

RECOMMENDATIONS

	ĥ All types of violence against UMs on the move 
must end, also in border areas.

	ĥ Unaccompanied minors, also while still being in 
transit, need to receive the protection they are le-
gally entitled to and which is adapted to minors’ 
individual needs.

	ĥ Unaccompanied minors’ intra-EU mobility need 
to be facilitated in order to re-join their family 
networks and as such to effectively prioritize/en-
force their protection.

	ĥ An anonymous complaint mechanism for unac-
companied minors, regardless of their migratory 
status, need to be established to enable them 
to report instances of violence along migratory 
routes and upon EU entry.

	ĥ Actions aimed at reinforcing the child protection 
system ensuring safety, medical and psychologi-
cal support along all migratory routes and espe-
cially in borderzones must be strengthened.
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3. DETENTION OF 
UNACCOMPANIED 
MINORS IN GREECE
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In November 2020, Greece committed to end the 
detention of UMs. Nevertheless, monthly dash-
boards published by the National Center for Social 
Solidarity (EKKA Greece) still show that many UMs 
remain in so-called ‘protective custody’. This chapter 
reports on findings from the ChildMove project on 
UMs’ experiences during detention and the mental 
health impact of detention in Greece.

CONTEXT

In Greece, the detention of UMs is a longstanding 
policy which is systematically used for periods rang-
ing from a couple of days to several months. UMs 
can be detained in detention centers, pre-removal 
centers or even, among adults, in police cells. The 
minors are mostly detained under the term of “pro-
tective custody”.

METHOD

Data were generated from in-depth interviews with 
44 UMs, 14 to 18 years of age when we recruited them 
in Greece. The majority were boys (95.4%), and the 
top countries of origin were Pakistan, Afghanistan 
and Syria. After recruitment and a first interview in 
Greece, we followed UMs for a period of approximate-
ly two years with a total of three measurement mo-
ments. 12 out of 44 UMs were detained at the time of 
the initial interview, while of the remaining 32 UMs, 17 
had experienced at least one form of detention over 
the course of the three measurement moments.

KEY FINDINGS

When we visited Amygdaleza in July 2018, the offi-
cial capacity at the minors’ section was 32 children. 

Yet, the actual number of UMs was 54. There were 
no outdoor activities nor schooling offered to these 
young migrants, and the gate of their section was al-
ways locked and guarded. There was one social work-
er and one psychologist responsible for the whole 
population of the camp where more than 500 people 
were staying at that time. 

Additionally to this detention in Amygdaleza, in gen-
eral, a significant number of our study participants 
experienced detention in police cells. According to 
our findings, minors were detained in overcrowded 
cells that they shared with adults.

They put me in prison. I couldn’t stay in prison. I 
had a lot of stress… I got sick and I couldn’t stay 
there. I started to get dizzy. I couldn’t stand on 
my feet. They were old, old people there. Some of 
them were selling cigarettes, others were selling 
drugs. They were 10 people there. This is where 
they took me. (Male minor, Greece)

While staying in these police cells, UMs were often 
victims of violence perpetuated by inmates or/and 
police officers. 

The policemen did that very often. For example, if 
someone was coming and asking for something 
or if they were asking for anything from the prison, 
they took them out and they were hitting them. 
When we were going to ask, they were pushing us 
away and they were telling us ‘Go away’. (Male minor, 

Greece)

None of the minors we interviewed in Amgydaleza 
were assigned a guardian during their detention, nor 
given any legal assistance. This despite the fact that 
detained UMs show long-term and high-level men-
tal health problems, related to both past stressful 
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life events and their current living conditions - see 
Figure 3.1 on how detained UMs reacted to past 
stressful events, and Figure 3.2. which outlines these 
young migrants’ psychological distress.

RECOMMENDATIONS

	ĥ As the detention of unaccompanied minors is il-
legal according to both European and Greek na-
tional legislations, and the mental health impact 
of detention is very high, this practice needs to be 
ended immediately. 

	ĥ Migration policies need to become more 
child-sensitive, since, at all stages of their migra-
tion, UMs are vulnerable to different forms of vi-
olence, abuse and exploitation – including, if not 
especially, when in detention. In line with the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the best 
interest of each child should be prioritized. 

	ĥ Qualified and well-trained guardians are high-
ly important to protect UMs against violation of 
their fundamental rights – especially in detention 
– so guardians’ roles need to be implemented 
and valorized.

Amygdaleza detention centre 2018, former section of minors

FIGURE 3.1: Reactions to stress related to stressful life events – Amygdaleza Detention Centre
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Poor appetite

Feeling restless, can’t sit still

Worrying too much about things
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92%

83%
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75%

75%

75%
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	ĥ Legal assistance should be provided to UMs 
during their asylum procedure, also during deten-
tion. 

	ĥ Efforts should be made to improve the standard 
of UMs’ reception and protection systems in 
countries of entry, such as Greece – e.g., increase 
the number of available shelters equipped with 
trained and sufficient personnel and make those 
accessible for all UMs, with no restriction of their 
liberty. 

RELATED PUBLICATIONS

Orsini, G., Rota, M., Uzureau, O., Behrendt, M., Adey-
inka, S., Lietaert, I., & Derluyn, I. (2022). Loops of Vi-
olence(s) within Europe’s Governance of Migration 
in Libya, Italy, Greece and Belgium. Politics & Gover-
nance, 10(2), 256-266.

Rota, M., Uzureau, O., Behrendt, M., Adeyinka, S., 
Lietaert I., & Derluyn, I. (2023). Grasping at Straws: 

Social Work in Reception and Identification Centres 
(RIC) in Greece. In: E.J. Gómez-Ciriano, E. Cabiati & S. 
Dedotsi (eds.), Migration and Social Work. Approach-
es, Visions and Challenges. Bristol University Press.

Rota, M., Lietaert, I., & Derluyn, I. (2023). EU Border 
Migration Policy and Unaccompanied Refugee Mi-
nors in Greece: The Example of Lesvos and Samos 
Hotspots. In: E.J. Gómez-Ciriano, E. Cabiati & S. De-
dotsi (eds.), Migration and Social Work. Approaches, 
Visions and Challenges. Bristol University Press.

Rota, M., Uzureau, O., Lietaert, I., & Derluyn, I. (2022). 
Unaccompanied young refugees in the European 
Union: a perennial limbo situation studied in a longi-
tudinal perspective. European Journal of Social Work, 
25(6),1030-1044.

FIGURE 3.2: Most reported mental health symptoms – Amygdaleza Detention Centre, July 2018
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4. UNACCOMPANIED 
MINORS’ MOBILITY  
IN EUROPE
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

As for UMs, their patterns of onward mobility after 
arrival in Europe - also known as ‘secondary move-
ment’, are very heterogeneous and highly complex, 
determined by a range of motives, including the 
ability to secure a residence permit, reception con-
ditions, the presence of relatives and community 
networks, language abilities and educational oppor-
tunities.

CONTEXT

According to the EASO’s 2018 annual report on the 
situation of asylum in Europe, more than 20,000 
UMs lodged applications for international protection 
in the EU. UMs are often in highly vulnerable situa-
tions as they must adapt to stressful life experiences 
and rapidly change their living environments with-
out parental guidance or protection. Upon arrival in 
Europe, UMs might decide to seek protection in the 

first entry country or continue their journey further 
to meet family members in another EU country, 
search for quality care, or escape from lengthy and 
complex administrative procedures. 

METHODS

Data were generated from in-depth interviews col-
lected between October 2017 and November 2019 
with 39 UMs - 35 of which were males – who we first 
encountered in Italy. Their ages varied from 14 till 
17.5-year-old. 24 of them participated in the second 
round of interviews, and 14 to the third one. Research 
participants originated from West African countries, 
such as Mali, Ivory Coast, Guinea and Senegal, but 
also from Tunisia, Sudan, Somalia and Eritrea.

KEY FINDINGS

The trajectories of our participants after arrival in Eu-
rope showed that their mobility is often a complex 

FIGURE 4.1: The entire trajectories of our participants  
before and during the study

 Greece   Italy   Belgium

FIGURE 4.2: The complex trajectories of our participants 
within Europe.

 Greece   Italy   Belgium
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process, impacted by a range of different motives, ei-
ther to stay (temporarily) in a particular country or to 
move further (see Figure 4.1 and 4.2). In what follows, 
we discuss these different motives impacting their 
trajectories (see Figure 4.3).

Reception conditions and legal procedures 
The factors leading to mobility upon arrival were di-
verse and influenced by UMs’ migration goals and 
the reception conditions upon arrival. Some contin-
ued their journey until reaching their final destina-
tion and/or their family members who were already 
settled in another EU-country. Hereby, the poor re-
ception conditions faced in collective reception cen-
ters and the lack of formal care and support motivat-
ed UMs’ decisions to travel further. 

For other participants, the constraints of the nation-
al legal framework and its implementation after ar-
rival (e.g., denial of international or child protection, 
lengthy and complex legal proceedings) pushed them 
to search for another place to obtain legal recognition. 

For some participants, we observed that new mobili-
ty occurred months and sometimes even years after 
their arrival in the EU, due to the experienced limited 
educational and employment opportunities or their 
inability to secure a residence permit in the current 
country after turning 18.

The social workers don’t want to talk with you, 
but they don’t have the choice, they are obliged 
to. […] They just do their work and when they are 
done, they leave. (Male minor, Italy)

The first few months you are here, you look at how 
things work, then you will think “Well, if I stay here 
for a long time, will I have any advantage?” […] you 
know? (Male minor, France)

In contrast, another part of our participating UMs 
remained relatively ‘settled’ during the whole study. 
Most of these participants had secured a temporary 
residence permit, rapidly engaged in educational and 
social activities or benefitted from a thick support 
network composed of formal care workers and local 
NGOs.

Family networks and re-routing on the move 
Family members back home and/or who had settled 
in Europe also influenced UMs’ trajectories after ar-
rival in the EU, such as through advising UMs regard-
ing their final destination. 

What more, UMs sometimes re-routed because their 
relatives already settled in the EU refused or were 
unable to host them and to support them during 
their settlement process. 

FIGURE 4.3: Motives in UMs’ trajectories

Factors mentioned 
by UMs:

Family  
& friends 
elsewhere

Destination 
elsewhere

Quality of care 
and support

Lengthy 
processes

Denial of 
protection 
(international or 
child protection)

Entry in Italy 6 months 12 months
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I have family members in Germany and in Spain. 
My uncle in Germany refused to help me and I 
received no answer from my uncle in Spain. (Male  

minor, Italy)

My mum told me to go to my aunt’s house. 
[There], her children treated me as if I am their 
employee. They don’t do anything. In the morn-
ing, because I don’t go to school, […] I have to 
clean the house, […] I have to do the housework 
and everything. I said “No”, then I called my moth-
er that I can’t stay here. (Male minor, France)

RECOMMENDATIONS

Reception processes
	ĥ First reception and emergency centers for minors 

should provide adequate material support and 
psychosocial services to meet the specific needs 
of newly arrived minors. 

	ĥ Care workers should rapidly establish trusting 
rapport with newly arrived minors to help them 
restore trusting relationships in their designated 
adults. 

	ĥ Practitioners need to provide information on 
reception systems and legal procedures in a 
child-friendly and accessible manner.

	ĥ Appropriately trained cultural mediators are key 
actors to help build trust relationships. 

Legal routes and resettlement programmes 
	ĥ Relocations of UMs from sending to receiving 

EU-countries need to be implemented quick-
ly as to reduce waiting periods in the sending 
EU-country.

	ĥ In case of a relocation or the reunification with 
family members, appropriate administrative and 
legal support should be provided to family mem-
bers acting as the child’s legal representative.

Protection and support for UMs  
while being on the move 

	ĥ Protection must be granted to all children in 
need, regardless of their legal status. The specific 
vulnerability of minors in transit calls for a coor-
dinated response from local child protection ser-
vices and humanitarian organizations. 

	ĥ Emergency transit facilities, separated from adult 
migrants, where the identification of the minors 

does not imply their official registration, are nec-
essary spaces for UMs to reflect on their situa-
tion, to recover, and to obtain information about 
available legal options.

	ĥ Multidisciplinary trained professionals in child mi-
gration and displacement themes should address 
UMs’ holistic needs.

	ĥ Practitioners must be trained to understand UMs’ 
complex drivers for onwards mobility, including 
on how to include UMs’ family members in their 
(care) trajectories.  

	ĥ Physical and mental healthcare should be un-
conditionally accessible to UMs on the move and 
need to respond to their specific needs (e.g., psy-
chological needs, disabilities, motherhood). 

RELATED PUBLICATIONS

Orsini, G., Uzureau, O., Rota, M., Behrendt, M., Ad-
eyinka, S., Lietaert, I., & Derluyn, I. (2022). The EU 
governance of unauthorized migration as a game 
of “chutes and ladders”. Evidences from Libya, Italy, 
Greece and Belgium. In: I. van Liempt, J. Schapen-
donk & A. Campos-Delagdo, Research Handbook on 
Irregular Migration. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Pub-
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Uzureau, O., Lietaert, I., Senovilla Hernandez, D., & 
Derluyn, I. (2022). ‘No One Is Responsible for Me’: Mi-
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timiglia Border Space. Politics & Governance, 10(2), 
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Uzureau, O., Lietaert, I., Senovilla Hernandez, D., & 
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5. VICTIMS OF 
TRAFFICKING IN ITALY
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Victims of trafficking often experience violence and 
other forms of physical and sexual brutality at the 
hands of traffickers. Yet, there are other actors in-
volved in their trajectories who may also exploit or 
abuse them in different ways. To effectively support 
victims in their recovery, a thorough evaluation and 
assessment of the existing identification and pro-
tection mechanisms must be done, and a more vic-
tim-centered approach must be implemented.

CONTEXT

Research shows that human trafficking is a multi-bil-
lion-dollar industry estimated to be worth over $150 
billion, with up to four million adults and children 
being trafficked yearly17. Nigerians constitute a large 
percentage of irregular migrants arriving in Europe, 
and Nigeria remains in the top five of non-EU coun-
tries of origin of victims of trafficking in the EU. While 
policies are in place to tackle human trafficking and 
prosecute traffickers, victims of trafficking, including 
unaccompanied minors, still experience a range of 
violent and highly difficult experiences.

METHOD

Data were generated from in-depth interviews and 
questionnaires conducted with young female Nigeri-
ans trafficked into Italy between June 2018 and Sep-
tember 2020. A total of 31 participants, 21 adults and 
10 UMs, were recruited via three non-governmental 
organizations specialized in the provision of care and 
support for adult and teenage victims of human traf-
ficking. Observations were also carried out in facilities 
belonging to two of the three involved organizations.

KEY FINDINGS

Research shows that a considerable part of the mi-
grants who embark on their irregular journeys with 

smugglers end up as victims of trafficking. Our study 
showed that all our participants in this sample of 
victims of trafficking first embarked on the journey 
to Europe as ‘migrants’, but became victims of traf-
ficking and were forced into prostitution throughout 
their trajectory. They left Nigeria with the hopes of 
working overseas to provide for themselves and their 
families, but ended up being forced into prostitution 
with large debts that had to be repaid.

Physical and sexual violence occurs in different 
phases of the journey 
Victims of trafficking who travelled irregularly from 
Nigeria to Italy experienced non-sexual physical 
brutality – which was reported by 100% of the par-
ticipants – and sexual violence along the way, as re-
ported by 90% of all participants. These experiences 
made a deep impression on them, and, in some cas-
es, physically harmed them before arrival in Europe. 

FIGURE 5.1: The trajectories of the Nigerian participants  
recruited in Italy
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We jumped on the Hilux that took us to Agadez 
and the desert. That was the first time they forced 
me to have sex, the guys at the desert check-
point, it was very, very bad. I don’t want to talk 
about it. (Female minor, Italy) 

In the desert, I was beaten and stripped by the Ni-
ger guys who wear turbans that they wrap around 
their head and face. The men put their hands on 
my body and inside it claiming to look for money 
and hidden things. I was touched anyhow and hu-
miliated. (Female adult, Italy) 

The participants also experienced violence while 
being forced by traffickers to work in prostitution 
after arrival in Italy. The violence happened on the 
streets, but also continued off the streets.

Street work is hell oh, the things I saw in that 
place. Customers beat me, some [Italian] guys 
would drive by and throw rubbish on me and the 
other girls, spit on us and even try to force them 
inside the car. I was raped [gangraped] by some 
guys who pretended to be customers and some-
times they won’t even use a condom. I am just 
thankful that I am alive. (Female minor, Italy)

Escaping from traffickers does not automatically 
end violence 
Leaving or escaping from traffickers who often use 
violence to force the women and girls to find more 
clients and earn more money did not mean that they 
no longer experienced violence. For some partici-
pants, the violence even continued after they had 
been recognized as victims of trafficking and placed 
in the care of non-governmental organisations.

The new camp is ok; they have adults and minors 
there and the people working there are nice. One 
of the staff there tried to have sex with me, but I 
refused, and I warned him that if he tries again, I 
will break his head. (Female minor, Italy) 

Experiences of labelling and stigma, especially 
sexual stigma 
Stereotypes that are perpetuated by the society and 
media as well as racism lead the women and girls be-
ing labelled as all working in prostitution and being 
repeatedly stigmatized.

People always say bad things about Nigerians 
here [Italy], it is mostly about prostitution when 
you are a girl, and if you a Nigerian boy here, then 
you are a criminal. (Female minor, Italy)

Italo people [Italians] can discriminate against you 
when you are black. […] If you are Nigerian, it is even 
worse. Sometimes if they see you coming near 
them, they will just move as if you want to rob them 
or close their nose as if you smell. (Female minor, Italy)

Lack of sexual and reproductive health education
The participants who were victims of trafficking rare-
ly had places to go with their questions and this led 
them finding alternative means to preventing preg-
nancies, and in the case of one young woman in the 
center, performing abortion on herself.

One of the most challenging things for me was 
seeing the aborted baby of my friend. She aborted 
her baby in the shelter and then the placenta got 
stuck, so we had to call the ambulance, and we saw 
them taking the dead baby. (Female minor, Italy)

RECOMMENDATIONS

In alignment with the framework of the EU Strategy 
on victims’ rights 2020-2025 and the EU Strategy 
on Combatting Trafficking in Human Beings 2021-
2025, we recommend:

	ĥ Awareness needs to be created about human 
trafficking and about the negative impact of rac-
ism through media and other outlets. Equally, 
involving local initiatives would be helpful in edu-
cating society about the dangers of stigma, label-
ling and racism.

	ĥ Victims’ rights in legal proceedings need to be 
recognized and protected, as also indicated in the 
renewed EU action plan against migrant smug-
gling (2021-2025). This would ensure that victims 
are treated accordingly, and their status will not 
be determined based on their willingness to co-
operate with law enforcement for example.

	ĥ Since recognized victims of trafficking are under 
the protection of the state, a thorough vetting of 
staff members should be done when hiring staff 
to work in centers with victims to prevent them 
from being re-exploited or abused.
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	ĥ Adequate training provision for caregivers (e.g., 
NGO staff, host families, etc.) of victims of traffick-
ing and ensuring the availability of needed ser-
vices/skills is crucial.

	ĥ Providing consistent mental health services is vi-
tal, given that many women and girls arrive with 
severe trauma from the physical and sexual vio-
lence they experienced. 

	ĥ The allocation of significant resources to caregiv-
ers and responsible actors for after care - espe-
cially sexual and mental health support is highly 
needed. Moreover, the provision of sexual and 
maternal education services in languages new-
comers understand is of great importance and 
much needed for these women and girls, so that 
they better understand how to care for their own 
sexual health and for their (unborn) child(ren).

	ĥ The development of outreach programs on sexual 
and reproductive health is highly needed, especial-
ly for those who are victims of trafficking. Providing 
services that are easily accessible and tailored to 
the specific local context would ensure that those 
who need these services, receive them.
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6. STIGMA AND 
DISCRIMINATION
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Stigma and discrimination have a major impact on 
the mental health of UMs and young migrants more 
generally, and our study showed that our partici-
pants were no exception. The stigma and discrimi-
nation that they encountered happened in different 
phases of their migration trajectories. Equally, so-
cial networks have a protective role for UMs’ mental 
health.

CONTEXT

Research shows that the impact of stigmatization 
leads to devastating consequences for victims’ well-
being, thoughts and behavior: Newly arrived migrants 
and refugees may encounter certain types of discrimi-
nation and be treated poorly based on their ‘presumed 
illegality’. Therefore, when understood in a context of 
migration and settlement in a new country, migrants’ 
social interactions with host communities could be 
damaged by stigma and discrimination.

METHOD

Data were generated from in-depth interviews we 
collected from 189 research participants, 16.6 years 
old on average at the time of recruitment. The ma-
jority were boys (78.5%), and they came from various 
backgrounds, the top five countries of origin being 
Afghanistan, Nigeria, Eritrea, Pakistan and Guinea. 
After recruitment and a first interview in Greece, It-
aly or Belgium, we followed the youth for a period of 

approximately two years with a total of three mea-
surement moments along their trajectories through 
different kinds of reception settings in Europe.

KEY FINDINGS

Experiencing stigma and discrimination
UMs experienced frequent (intersectional) stigma 
and discrimination based on their nationality, race, 
gender, age and their material living conditions (e.g., 
living in a camp) or legal status (e.g., victim of traf-
ficking). Suffering from discrimination and stigma 
happened at all stages of UMs’ migratory trajecto-
ries, inside or outside institutional settings, such as 
reception and care facilities, border posts, housing 
or labor market, etc. These experiences had a strong 
negative mental health impact, also in the long run.

When I first arrived in the camp after working on 
the streets for seven months, the woman I stayed 
with [the one assigned as her host] did not like 
me at all, because she believed that I would steal 
her husband, so I felt like I had no choice but to 
leave. (Female minor, Italy)

And that is racism. I experienced this in the 
neighboring center where we play soccer. And 
then our center reacted, “if this continues, we 
won’t go there anymore.” That’s in soccer, but also 
in school or in stores like that, it happens. (Male mi-

nor, Belgium)

The impact of stigma and discrimination
The self-reported experiences of racism and discrimi-
nation on the Daily Stressors questionnaire increased 
over the three measurement moments, so as the UMs 
we interviewed moved along their migratory trajecto-
ries. These experiences led to a significantly height-
ened level of depression and this effect became stron-
ger over time. Along with other daily stressors, experi-
ences of discrimination also had a significant effect on 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress in UMs.
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After this experience with the police, I was so 
scared that I wanted to return to Ethiopia. They 
just called me and took me to the police station 
where they found sixty euros in my pocket. They 
said, “This is counterfeit money. You have a ma-
chine at home that prints counterfeit money.” So, 
it was terrible. They came and took everything 
from the house. They made me naked and checked 
everything, if I had tattoos. They took away my cell 
phone for three months. (Male adult, Belgium)

Social and familial support
When confronted with difficult experiences, related 
to traumatic experiences, multiple losses, current 
daily stressors or the experiences of stigma and dis-
crimination, UMs benefitted enormously from the 
support of their family, peers and ethnic communi-
ties, as well as the support from professional care-
givers. On average, those participants who were in 
touch with their parents were significantly less de-
pressed.

They’re all the same like me. If they are alone, they 
have the same thing and the same thoughts. So, 
we know each other and we know ourselves so 
that’s why we all hang out together, sit together, 
talk to each other. (Male minor, Belgium)

RECOMMENDATIONS

Formal support
	ĥ Programs to educate and sensitize all stakehold-

ers working with young refugees on the impact of 
stigma, discrimination and social support need 
to be expanded or initiated (e.g., teacher trainings 
need to include modules on implicit bias). 

	ĥ Policies need to promote inclusive and safe spac-
es for UMs (e.g., by obliging professionals to call 
out racism and discrimination, across different 
settings).

	ĥ UMs and other young migrants suffering of stig-
ma will benefit from the expansion and promo-
tion of low-threshold, needs-based complaint 
and counselling services. Mechanisms to anony-
mously report instances of discrimination must 
respect and guarantee the privacy and anonymity 
of the person who is reporting.

Informal support
	ĥ Policies need to consider the positive impact of 

co-ethnic groups by taking a positive approach 
towards other religions and languages (e.g., ac-
knowledging the significance of mosques for 
Muslim communities).

	ĥ Civil society structures need to be strengthened, 
especially migrant youth self-organizations.

	ĥ Social support from local communities is equally 
significant to establish bonds in the new country. 

	ĥ Policies should provide UMs with spaces to en-
gage with local peers and communities, includ-
ing volunteers, for example through community 
sport and buddy or befriending programs, pro-
moting horizontal connections and social inclu-
sion.
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7. RECEPTION AND 
CARE STRUCTURES
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Reception and care structures have a major impact 
on the mental health of unaccompanied minors 
(UMs). Next to stressful life events, material and so-
cial stressors in the host country cause high levels of 
anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress. Con-
tinuous support from family, friends, volunteers and 
professional caregivers is recommended to facilitate 
a healthy development and integration.

CONTEXT

According to EASO’s 2018 annual report on the sit-
uation of asylum in Europe, more than 20,000 UMs 
lodged applications for international protection in 
the EU. UMs are a highly vulnerable population due 
to the lack of parental support, their young age and 
stressful experiences related to forced migration. 
In this context, the manner in which reception and 
care is organized strongly impacts the well-being of 
UMs who pass through or are excluded from these 
systems. Current policies fail to provide the neces-
sary protection. The creation of favorable living con-
ditions can prevent mental health problems such as 
post-traumatic stress, and may promote the healthy 
development of UMs and as such facilitate their inte-
gration processes.

METHOD

Data were generated from in-depth interviews we 
collected from 189 research participants, 16.6 years 
old on average at the time of recruitment. The ma-
jority were boys (78.5%), and they came from various 
backgrounds, the top five countries of origin being 
Afghanistan, Nigeria, Eritrea, Pakistan and Guinea. 
After recruitment and a first interview in Greece, It-
aly or Belgium, we followed the youth for a period of 
approximately two years with a total of three mea-
surement moments along their trajectories through 
different kinds of reception settings in Europe.

KEY FINDINGS

Stressful experiences and daily stressors  
jeopardize mental health
UMs show long-term and high-level mental health 
problems, related to both past stressful life events 
and current daily stressors (see Figure 7.1). 

Stressful life events, such as experiencing violence – 
which was reported by 84.9% of all participants at some 
point during their journey – were significantly related 
to high levels of post-traumatic stress. Simultaneously, 
scarcity of resources and material stressors led to high 
levels of anxiety symptoms, whereas experiences of 
discrimination had an increasingly strong negative im-
pact on symptoms of depression (see Figure 7.2).

The most reported daily stressors at the first measure-
ment moment were not having enough money, worries 
about the family at home, the language barrier, feeling 
bored and feeling uncertain about the future (see Fig-
ure 7.3).

It’s a bit difficult because in the morning when I 
leave the center like this, there were youngsters 
at the tram stop to go to school and they say 
‘what’s this one doing here, look he’s an illegal’. 
(Male minor, Belgium)

Who supports unaccompanied minors?
Family and peer support was of high importance 
for UMs. Contact with family, especially in the host 
country, had a strong positive impact on their mental 
health and alleviated symptoms of depression. Minors 
remained connected with (and concerned about) the 
wellbeing of family members, as well as their friends 
and the wider local community back home.

Family and friends help me a lot with advice, to 
find the right way, so when I’m about to do bad 
things, I think about it and I pull myself together. 
(Male minor, Belgium) 
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FIGURE 7.1: Stressful experiences and their impact on mental health
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FIGURE 7.2: Associations between different predictors and UMs’ mental health.

Note. M1= first measurement moment 1; M2 = second measurement moment; M3 = third measurement moment.

FIGURE 7.3: Reported daily material and social stressors
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Civil society organizations and volunteers were an-
other important source of support for UMs and sim-
ple acts of friendship and support fostered feelings 
of belonging and social inclusion. Disruptions in the 
young people’s social networks (related to organiza-
tion of care, procedures or reaching the age of ma-
jority) impeded provision of adequate care and were 
detrimental to UMs’ mental health. Formal profes-
sional support, including from social workers, psy-
chologists, guardians and teachers, was pivotal for 
UMs’ mental health, but was sometimes limited.

To speak the truth, if I say I am not getting any as-
sistance, it’s not an exaggeration. (Male adult, Belgium)

The role of reception and care structures
Transfers between reception centers often caused 
disruptions in UMs’ social networks. In Figure 7.4, we 
visualized the changes in the amount and the quality 
of social support a participant from Guinea experi-
enced during his migration trajectory. 

Further, reception facilities sometimes exposed minors 
to different types of violence (physical, verbal, sexual), 
from other residents or staff members. Insecurity about 
legal documents and lengthy procedures (or the wait-
ing period preceding procedures) had a strong negative 
impact on UMs’ mental health and coping ability.

The most difficult experience is to live like an asy-
lum-seeker, to live through those moments be-
fore the outcome and to integrate at the same 
time. (Male adult, Belgium).

Sufficient privacy and information on care services in 
their language can help UMs achieve a sense of safe-
ty, control and belonging.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Formal care structures
	ĥ The allocation of resources for reception facilities 

and the quality of services must be reconsidered 
to address fundamental material needs and to 
prioritize high quality service provision, including 
sufficient privacy and attention for specific needs 
(e.g., disability, motherhood, psychological needs).

	ĥ Close, emotional bonds are key. Young people 
value outreaching and engaged social workers or 
guardians who make them feel valued and appreci-
ated. Given the fact that UMs’ trust in authorities is 
often damaged, providing them material support 
may be an appropriate gateway to build rapport.

	ĥ Practitioners need to provide information on 
the reception system and procedures in a 
child-friendly and accessible manner (i.e., using 
visual means adjusted to the child’s developmen-
tal age and with attention for language barriers).

	ĥ The access to and use of digital media can facili-
tate social support from different sources.

	ĥ Disparities in the quality of care indicate that a 
closer monitoring and better support of service 
providers (e.g., guardians) is needed.

	ĥ Next to education in trauma-informed care, prac-
titioners need to develop culture-competency, as 
well as structure-competency (i.e., they need to 
be sensitized for structural causes of distress).

FIGURE 7.4: The changes in the social support of one participant during his migration trajectory.18 
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	ĥ To support the work of professional caregivers, 
investments in cultural mediators and their train-
ing are needed.

Continuity of support
	ĥ Regular or disciplinary transfers between recep-

tion centers should be reduced to a minimum 
and if possible limited to the same region.

	ĥ In order to facilitate a smooth transition into 
adulthood and adaptation to life in the new coun-
try, long-term care should be offered to minors 
after they turn 18, or when they move into inde-
pendent housing. Professionals need to assess 
who is eligible and for how long, based on minors’ 
individual needs and strengths.

Informal networks (including family, friends and 
volunteers)

	ĥ Existing networks should be recognized as a fun-
damental source of resilience (e.g., contact with 
the family can drastically improve UMs’ well-be-
ing, same as their co-ethnic peers and communi-
ty). Professionals need to support these contacts 
and incorporate existing coping resources and 
social support networks in their interventions. 
Care needs to be conceptualized more broadly. 
The fast processing of applications for family re-
unification must be prioritized to facilitate UMs’ 
access to such support.

	ĥ Policies need to consider the positive impact of 
informal networks, for instance by taking a posi-
tive approach towards minority religions and lan-
guages (e.g., acknowledging the significance of 
mosques for Muslim communities).

Social inclusion
	ĥ Reception structures need to be designed and 

located strategically (e.g., UMs need to be ac-
commodated in areas where they can easily make 
contact with local peers and communities).

	ĥ Democratic spaces that facilitate constructive 
encounters between locals and newcomers need 
to be created. 

	ĥ In order to improve collaboration and cohesion 
between professionals and volunteers and to im-
prove the quality of humanitarian assistance, vol-
unteers should be included in reception policies, 
delineating their mandates and facilitating ap-
propriate support for them.

	ĥ Policies need to promote inclusive and safe spaces 
across different settings (e.g., by obliging teachers 
to call out racism and discrimination in classrooms).

Mental health care
	ĥ In the spirit of a stepped care approach, we rec-

ommend the creation of favorable living condi-
tions and the provision of adequate care and psy-
chosocial interventions at an early stage in order 
to prevent the need for therapeutic treatment or 
admission to psychiatric services on the longer 
term. Comprehensive access to individual and 
adequate mental health care is needed. Early de-
tection of UMs who do need specialized mental 
health treatment is key.

	ĥ Mental health services and psychological support 
need to be available and accessible for all UMs, 
regardless of their documents, language abilities, 
financial means, housing situation or location. 

	ĥ Considering the transcultural context, mental 
health interventions should be sensitive to cul-
tural concepts of healing, making them accessi-
ble and acceptable for the young people.
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8. CONCLUSIONS
The protection of children, even more when unaccom-
panied, is a priority and a legal obligation within the 
EU. However, as shown in this report which discuss-
es the data generated within the ChildMove project, 
unaccompanied youngster moving into and through 
Europe are exposed to extreme dangers and the fre-
quent violations of their most fundamental rights.

This is the case at multiple points throughout UMs’ 
often convoluted and multidirectional trajectories. 
In a country which collaborate closely with the EU 
in the governance of migration and asylum, such as 
Libya, UMs are exposed to extreme forms of violence. 
These are perpetuated by smugglers and/or traffick-
ers, but also by the police forces and other law en-
forcement agents. In general, when crossing borders 
located outside or inside of the EU, UMs are exposed 
to several typologies of physical, but also psycholog-
ical, sexual and verbal violence. 

Yet, once they finally reach Europe, suffering does 
not stop. On the contrary, it might even intensify. 
The case of Greece is extremely significant, since 
minors being found in the country are frequently de-
tained in detention centers or police stations. Living 
conditions in detention were described as extremely 
poor, dangerous and stressful.

Things do not change much in another country of 
entrance for many UMs moving into Europe, Italy. 
Data concerning female victims of trafficking unveils 
the dangers these girls experience in and out of shel-
ters. Due to stigma and extremely precarious living 
conditions, young women trafficked into the coun-
try face countless and harsh abuses both from their 
traffickers, the wider local community and the per-
sonnel of the reception facilities.

Likewise, long, uncertain, often unsuccessful and ex-
tenuating legal procedures to access protection and/
or family reunification within the EU, produce signifi-
cant strains on UMs. Importantly, these extenuating 
legal and bureaucratic procedures often cause UMs 
to exit from protection schemes and to proceed with 
further mobility within the EU.

The combination of the multiple traumatic experi-
ences and daily stressors that UMs experience all 
over their migratory trajectories produces a variety 
of effects on their mental health, including a high 
prevalence of symptoms of anxiety, post-traumat-
ic stress and depression. While policies and regula-
tions, as well as infrastructures are in place to assist 
and protect these UMs once in Europe, frequently 
they seem insufficiently or inadequately implement-
ed. What more, when good protection schemes are 
in place, other migration-governance related dy-
namics hinder UMs’ effective access to protection. 
For instance, guardianship programs are very lim-
ited and insufficient to respond to UMs’ needs in 
countries such as Italy and Greece. Due to the lack of 
proper emotional but also material support, UMs of-
ten decide to leave national protection systems and 
continue their mobility within Europe. As they disap-
pear from the radars, they frequently end out facing 
further dangers in their attempts to move elsewhere 
and reach family members and/or friends residing 
elsewhere within the EU.

Likewise, even when guardianship programs func-
tions, due to the inability to access a legal status or 
to navigate never-ending and extremely frustrating 
bureaucratic procedures, UMs often end out of any 
protection scheme. In contrast, and with large po-
tential, allowing UMs’ continuous support from fami-
ly, friends, volunteers and professional caregivers is a 
pivotal protective factor to facilitating UMs’ wellbe-
ing. As such ChildMove’s recommendations, based 
on a unique and strong evidence base, thus provide 
important avenues to decrease stressors and in-
crease protective factors for UMs’ wellbeing and bet-
ter mental health. 
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A STORY
My name is Ali and this is my story1. 

I was born in 1380, in a country where the years are 
calculated by the sun and time does not really mat-
ter. I am the second child in the family. When I was 
14 my father was killed in the big explosion in Kabul. 
My older sister was already married and had her own 
family. She and her husband were already thinking 
of leaving the country. They wanted their children 
to grow up free, to go to school, to not be afraid. Af-
ter my father’s death they decided it was time. My 
younger brother and I would go with them. I do not 
remember much from the day we left. My mother 
took us to my sister’s house. It was hot and she was 
holding my brother by the hand. When we arrived, 
she kissed us all and left. This is what I remember 
most from that day. My mother walking away and me 
thinking that it’s the last time I see her. 

We left with the smuggler that night. We drove to the 
border with Iran and then continued on foot following 
a mountain trail. We were about 20 people, including 
a family with a 1-month old baby and a little girl about 
3 years old. We walked at nights and stayed hidden in 
caves during the day. It took us 2 weeks to go down 
the mountain. There were cars waiting there for us 
and they took us to the smuggler’s house in Tehran. 
We stayed there for a week, 20 of us in two rooms. 
That’s where the baby died. He just closed his eyes 
and his life was gone. I remember his mother crying 
and her husband trying to take the baby’s body from 
her arms. And when he got it, he gave it to the smug-
glers while all the women ran to comfort the mother. 
I remember holding my brother and niece in my arms 
and crying, crying for the baby who was gone, for his 
mourning mom and for my own mom who was alone 
and I would never see her again. 

Then they separated us. We were taken to Tabriz and 
from there we went to Turkey inside a truck. I remem-
ber that it was night, the truck stopped and they took 
us all down. A smuggler drove us in a small boat. We 
were all hungry and exhausted but I remember think-
ing “so this is the sea, how big it is”. I did not know then 

that the seemingly endless stretch of water in front of 
me was just a lake, and that the time to cross the sea 
had not come yet. I do not know how long it took us to 
cross the lake by boat. I remember falling asleep, and 
then suddenly my sister shaking me to wake up. They 
took us out of the boat and put us in another truck. At 
dawn we arrived at one of the smugglers’ houses. We 
stayed there again for about a week and then arrived 
in Izmir. It has taken us almost 1.5 months since we 
left Kabul, but it seemed like years. 

We didn’t stay there for long, maybe 2 or 3 days. They 
loaded us in cars again, I can’t even remember how 
many cars I had been in since Kabul. They’d load 10 
or 20 of us in a car and told us to be really quiet. Then 
they drove away real fast while we prayed. 

So that night they divided us between 4 cars. My sis-
ter’s family was in one of them, me and my brother in 
another. After a long drive we reached the shore, and 
I saw the sea for the first time. They brought us to a 
plastic boat and told us to get inside. We were 14 peo-
ple, men, women, and children. We were all looking at 
each other and no one wanted to go in. Some men 
told the smugglers that they had paid for a normal 
boat. I told them I was waiting for my sister. I think we 
were all just trying to avoid getting inside. Then one of 
the smugglers pulled a gun and stuck it to the head of 
a small child. “Get in now, and leave” he shouted. We 
went in one by one. Go where? And how? 

A smuggler got in and started the engine. Then he 
pointed to a young man and said to him: keep driv-
ing towards the lights on the opposite side. That’s 
it. The only thing I remember from this trip is being 
seasick, having my eyes closed, holding my brother 
in my arms, and praying while other people next to 
me were crying. And then the engine turned off and 
I felt water on my feet. I thought “this is it, now we 
will drown”. I heard someone shout: we have arrived. 
I opened my eyes and saw the shore in front of me. 
Some said: “we are back in Turkey” while others said 
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“no we are in Europe, in Greece”. We got out of the 
boat and into the water up to our waist. I took my 
brother on my shoulders and walked to the shore. 
The first thing I did when I reached the ground was to 
fall at my feet and thank Allah. After a while the police 
came and told us that we were on the island of Sa-
mos, and we were all happy. I was thinking, “now I’ve 
arrived in Europe, our problems are over.” 

The police picked us up and took us to town. There 
they gave us warm clothes and tea. A family that was 
with us since the beginning of the trip told us not to 
say that we are alone because they will separate us. 
So we declared that we were their children too. They 
took us to the camp and gave us blankets to sleep 
on. We were all exhausted and all we cared about was 
closing our eyes a little and feeling safe. I was look-
ing around to find my sister because her phone was 
off. “Do not worry, they will bring her here tomorrow 
at the latest,” the woman of the family we lived with 
told me. That night I slept under the stars and woke 
up from a deep sleep without dreams with the first 
light of day. The first thing I did was look for my sister. 
I got up and started walking inside the camp and as I 
walked I wondered if this was really Europe. When af-
ter a while I returned to the place where we had slept, 
the people who were with me said that we need to 
go and register to get a paper and leave for Athens. 
But I did not want to leave without my sister. We all 
went to the camp together and applied for the paper. 
We were told to return after a few days to get it. 

As the day progressed and the camp woke up, I could 
not believe my eyes. Thousands of people, men, 
women, young children, some living in containers, 
others in tents, others in the forest. No toilet, no 
bathroom. We stood in the queue for lunch for 1,5 
hours. The day was hot and the sun was burning. 
They gave us a bottle of water, which I drank almost 
immediately. A woman next to me said, “That was 
all your water for today. I hope you have the money 
to buy more.” My brother and I sat in the woods and 
ate in shock. So this was Europe? I thought about 
my house and my mom, my clean clothes and the 
food she made for us every day and I felt a sob go 
up my throat. We spent the next few days in a tent 
with the other family. We only went out to get food 
and to go to “the toilet”. We kept hearing noise from 
the camp. At night we heard voices and cries from 

all around. On the third day at the camp, my sister 
called me. She was in Athens, and they would leave in 
a few days for the border. The smuggler had asked for 
more money because the border was closed and the 
crossing more difficult. She said the money was not 
enough for everyone. 

My brother and I were now safe in Europe, and we 
had to be patient. As soon as they arrived in Ger-
many, she would send us money to go find them. I 
listened to her without speaking and I felt my whole 
body trembling. We were both crying when we hung 
up the phone. I looked around, thinking about where 
I was, how insecure I felt in Europe, and how much I 
missed my mom. I had never been so scared in my 
life. Not in the mountains in Iran, not in Turkey, not 
even at sea. My brother was standing next to me and 
had heard it all. He hugged me and cried.  

My brother and I stayed at the camp in Samos for 
about 2 months. Those were the worst months of my 
life. The family that was with us had left. One day a 
social worker saw us and realized that we were alone. 
They took us from the tent in the forest, and put us 
in a container inside the camp. The container had no 
door, no windows. It had four beds, but 8 -10 peo-
ple slept inside, some of us in the beds, others on 
the floor. At night, people would get drunk and bang 
on the containers to scare us. I was afraid to sleep, 
afraid that they would come in and hurt me and my 
brother. He slept at night, and I slept a few hours in 
the morning. I remember that some days I was very 
sick, I had a fever and no water to drink. My brother 
was crying and begging me not to die and leave him 
alone. I think that this was the reason I got better. If I 
was alone, I would have left myself to die, but I could 
not leave him there alone. 

One day, some other children from the camp told 
us that they would sneak into the boat at night and 
leave for Athens. My brother wanted us to go with 
them. Our sister had arrived in Austria where she and 
her family had been put in a camp. At the moment 
she could not do anything to help us, it was up to 
us to get out of there. We left the camp in the after-
noon and went down to the city. The other kids had 
some money, and got cookies and water from the 
supermarket to take with us. As soon as it got dark, 
we went down to the port. Large trucks were waiting 
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there to get on the boat, so we hid underneath the 
tracks. From there we saw the big blue boat coming, 
and as soon as it arrived at the port we got hooked 
under the trucks and got into the boat this way. We 
had to stay there until the boat left, and the parking 
dock was empty of people. I do not know how we did 
it. My heart was beating so hard that I thought they 
would hear it and find us. I remember sitting in the 
parking dock together, handing out cookies and wa-
ter and laughing, thinking about what we had done. 
As soon as we arrived at the Athens port we just 
mingled with the people coming out of the boat and 
left. One of the children knew someone in Athens 
and all 5 of us went together. I remember crossing 
a bridge to take the train, the sea behind us, and the 
clear blue sky. I was thinking “everything will be fine”. 

We stayed in Athens for a few months, just to make 
some money so that we could continue our jour-
ney. I was selling cigarettes at night in the city cen-
ter, that’s how I started smoking. Others did worse 
things, drugs or sex with old men, but I had my 
brother with me and I had to be careful. When we had 
made some money, we left for Patras. The goal was 
to board the boat to Italy from there. 

In Patras we lived in an abandoned factory. It was 
not so nice there. When the boats to Italy came to 
the port, if you had money you could pay someone 
to smuggle you inside a truck. If, like us, you did not 
have money, you tried to get inside or under the 
waiting trucks - like we did in Samos. But in Patras 
they had police patrols chasing us and beating us. 
One day they stabbed a child in the foot to prevent 
him from getting into the truck. Rough times. 

We stayed in Patras for 3 months. We worked in the 
fields sometimes, we ate and bathed in an orga-
nization’s facility in the city, but otherwise we lived 
in the factory. It was already winter, and it was cold 
and raining constantly. We had some blankets, you 
would lay down to sleep and then wake up because 
the blankets were too wet to bear. We had already 
tried to leave 5-6 times without success. One night 
that we waited by the fence behind the port, we saw 
the police searching under and inside the trucks with 
flashlights. As soon as they passed in front of us, my 
brother and two of our friends ran and got under the 
first truck. The other two of us were waiting for them 

to finish searching the next truck so that we could do 
the same, but we were spotted. They started shout-
ing and chasing us, while we started running in the 
opposite direction, and suddenly I fell. I do not know 
how and why that happened, I am generally very 
good at running. But at that moment I fell and I was 
caught. I remember getting beaten on the back and 
legs with a crowbar and then being handcuffed and 
lifted up. My friends had managed to leave. They put 
me in a police truck with others. The last thing I saw 
when the door closed, was the truck with my brother 
underneath it getting on the boat to Italy. 

They took us to the police station. I told them that I 
was a minor and showed them the paper I had from 
Samos. I was told to sit on a bench with others and 
wait. After about two hours they came and told me 
to take off my shoes. Then they put me in a cell. There 
were a lot of people in there. Young, old, foreigners, 
Greeks. I spent 25 days in this cell. Very bad things 
happened there every day and we, the younger ones, 
always suffered the most. They shouted at us, beat 
us, and made us sleep on the floor. There were two 
cells, a big one and a smaller one. You would sleep 
in a cell with 40 or 50 people there, and when you 
woke up there were maybe 12 more of them. Some-
times they gave us food, other times they did not. 
When you asked for clean water, most of the time 
they did not give it to you. When there was no food, 
they would give us 4 euros to buy food from the po-
lice station canteen, but there was nothing to eat 
at that price. You had to save money for two days to 
get something to eat. If you asked for anything, the 
police would take you out of the cell and beat you. I 
was kicked a couple of times, two or three kicks. On 
the first day they took our cell phones, but after a few 
days they gave them back to us to keep us quiet.

Then I learned that my brother had arrived in Italy. 
They had managed to get out of the boat and were 
continuing on foot. I wrote to him that I was fine and 
that he should go on and try to find our sister, and 
that I would join them soon. I remember he sent 
me photos from the train station in Milan, dirty and 
distressed but smiling. Eventually he failed to go to 
Austria. He and the other children travelling with 
him crossed the Italian-French border and arrived in 
Paris, where the brother of one of the children lived. 
He took them to an organization, and they settled 
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them in a house. It took him 2 months to get to Par-
is. During all this time I was taken from one prison 
to another. You never knew what would happen. They 
would get you out of the cell, and then load you on a 
truck and take you away. I was so scared. I changed 5 
prisons. One was in Patras, 10 minutes from where 
they kept me for the first 25 days. The next two, I 
didn’t know where I was. The last one was the For-
eigners’ Division in Athens. They kept us in a cell, 
young and old together, for 10 days and finally all 
the minors went sent to Amygdaleza. There I stayed 
in a container with 12-14 people. Some slept in the 
beds, others on the floor. At first they told me that 
they would take me back to Samos because that was 
what my papers said, and that I should have nev-
er left. Finally, they took me to a camp in Ioannina. 
When I arrived in Ioannina my brother was already in 
Paris. 

I stayed at the camp in Ioannina for about 6 months. 
I was so tired that for the first few weeks all I did was 
sleep. Then I started making plans. My sister was in 
Austria, living in a camp with her family. My brother 
was in Paris, and because he was very young, he lived 
with a foster family. At first, I thought of staying in 
Greece. The camp was good and my lawyer told me 
I could get asylum. There I met two children from Af-
ghanistan and one from Iraq. They were good com-
pany, we went for walks in the city, we went to school, 
we felt normal. The child from Iraq had been granted 
asylum and was waiting for his passport. I remem-
ber that when he became 18, he took us out on the 
city and bought us food. Then after a week he left 
the camp. Apparently when you get asylum, after you 
turn 18 they throw you on the street. Nobody cares 
what you become. I never understood that. They 
keep cats and dogs in their houses, and they throw 
us on the street. Then I decided that there was no 
reason to wait for asylum in Greece. My friends and I 
decided to leave. 

We started one Sunday morning. We took the bus 
to Thessaloniki, and from there we jumped on the 
train to North Macedonia. It was a cargo train, it did 
not carry people. We stood at the junctions between 
wagons, and that way we reached the border. We 
were very scared but we thought that there is noth-
ing for us to go back to, so we continued. It was about 
10 o’clock at night when we arrived at the border and 

we thought that if we pass now the darkness will hide 
us. Unfortunately we did not know that there are 
German police there and they have special glasses 
that they can see at night. They started shooting at 
us and we stopped. They caught us and took us to 
a North Macedonian border station. There the police 
beat us, took our fingerprints and deported us back 
to Greece. 

We slept at the Greek side of the border, and the next 
day we entered North Macedonia again from another 
crossing point. When we started our journey we had 
100 - 150 euros each. We bought nuts and water, and 
we all had a sleeping bag each. We slept during the 
day in the forest behind bushes, and as soon as it got 
dark, we walked. We had a map and we were trying 
to find our way with it. We all had cell phones, but we 
kept them turned off to save battery. Every few hours, 
we’d turn a cell phone on to make sure we were go-
ing in the right direction. It took us 10 days to reach 
Serbia. The moment we crossed the border we saw a 
police car. We were so scared. We thought that they 
would send us back, and that we would have to do 
this whole trip again. We had nothing, the food was 
over, our clothes were lousy, and we were exhausted. 
But the car just passed in front of us and continued 
on its way. At that moment I thought “maybe we can 
do it”. 

We walked for a long time until we reached a village. 
There we went to a tavern and bought as much food 
as we could afford with what little money we had. We 
asked where the nearest refugee camp was. It was 
two hours away, but a man who heard us asked, “How 
old are you?” and when we told him he said “you are 
just kids, I will take you to the camp myself”. They 
let us sleep inside the tavern and the next day this 
man came to take us to the camp. We got there very 
early the next morning, and had to wait outside for 
the people working there to arrive. We told them we 
were minors, and showed them photos of our birth 
certificates on our cell phones, and they let us in. We 
stayed there for a month to recover from the trip. 
They gave us a room, we could wash and clean our 
clothes. Our stomachs were not well after so many 
days of only eating nuts, but after a few days we got 
better. We had very little money left, but one of our 
friends contacted his uncle in Italy who sent him 
money. We used that money to buy travel supplies 
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and got ready to start our journey again. We knew 
that there was a river, which was the only passage. 
All other places were well guarded. From the camp to 
the river we travelled by bus. It was a big river, but 
our friend’s uncle had arranged with a smuggler to 
cross us. I found myself inside a plastic boat again, 
but fortunately for a short journey, just to cross the 
river. We continued on foot from there, and after 4-5 
days we reached a village in Bosnia. The locals gave 
us food, water and clothes, and told us that in order 
to get to the camp we had to take the bus from the 
city. We went to the city by taxi. The taxi driver re-
fused to take any money, and even paid for our bus 
tickets. Everyone in this village was very helpful, I will 
never forget them. The bus ride was about an hour 
and then we had to change buses. We arrived in Sa-
rajevo and we stayed at a camp there for about ten 
days. Because we all had photos of our birth certifi-
cates on our cell phones and they saw that we were 
minors, they let us stay. 

10 days later we left for the Croatian border by bus. 
Just before  arriving to the city, the police stopped 
the bus and took all foreigners out. They put us in 
their cars. It was very scary, they had guns and wore 
hoods and uniforms, and they took us to a big camp. 
There we said we were minors and they made us 
sleep in a tent in front of the place where they were 
distributing the food. This camp is the worst place I 
have ever seen in my life. Thousands of people living 
like animals, one on top of the other. 

My friend called his uncle, who told him to stay there 
for a few days until he finds a smuggler to get us out. 
But after about 10 days we decided that we could 
not wait any longer in this place. So we left on foot, 
and after 12 days we arrived in Croatia. The moment 
we crossed the border, the Croatian police caught us. 
They took our phones, power banks and our shoes. 
They left us only the clothes we were wearing. They 
took us to the police building and there they asked 
us if we had proof that we were minors. When we 
showed them the cards from the Bosnian camp, they 
took some scissors and cut them in pieces. Then 
they gave us some papers to sign that said that we 
were adults. When we refused, they told us they had 
other ways to get us to sign and started wielding 
their batons. As soon as we signed, they prepared us 
for deportation. 

They make you walk in twos, one in front of the oth-
er. While you walk, they hit you with their clubs. They 
do not even care where they hit you, they just hit you 
anywhere. This way, they crossed us over to the Bos-
nian side again. At night we stayed at the border, and 
then we started walking back to the Bosnian camp. 
It was 30 km away, but we had nothing to continue 
our journey with. When we arrived, we were in a bad 
state, our feet were injured from walking without 
shoes, and we were sick for many days. We decided 
to wait for our friend’s uncle to find a smuggler, after 
all. We stayed at the camp for about a month. Just 
trying to survive until it was time to leave. 

My brother in Paris was doing well, he had started 
going to school, while my sister and her family were 
also safe in Austria. I just had to hang on until I could 
join them. When my friend’s uncle notified us, we 
went to a place outside the city where the camp was. 
A taxi came and picked us up. After 3 hours we ar-
rived at a house, where we stopped to change cars. 
For the crossing of the border he put us in the trunk 
of the car. Because I was the smallest, he put me in 
the place of the reserve tire. Then he put the cover 
on top of me, and my friends on top of the cover. He 
had removed the plastic divider between the trunk 
and the back seat, so that we could breathe. We 
travelled like that for 6 or 7 hours. Then he stopped, 
and took us out of the trunk. “This is Austria,” he said. 
“You have to call your uncle to tell him we are here, 
and he will send the rest of the money so that I can 
take you to Italy.” At first I thought I misheard. I asked 
my friend “Is this really Austria?” He understood, he 
hugged me and said: inshallah, we will meet again. 
I waited with them until they got back in the car to 
continue for Italy. 

Then, I started walking in the direction that the 
smuggler showed me. I was alone but I knew I was 
getting close to my family. I walked for many hours, 
about 20 kilometers until I reached the nearest vil-
lage. When I arrived, it was early in the morning. The 
whole village was sleeping, the only place open was a 
bakery. I approached a man who was loading some-
thing in a van. He looked at me and said something 
I did not understand. Then he made a sign with his 
hand, meaning “Are you hungry?” I nodded yes, and 
took all the money I had out of my pocket - it was 11 
euros. He laughed, went back to the bakery and re-
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turned with a warm loaf of bread and a cup of hot cof-
fee. When I tried to give him the money, he refused 
and showed me a bench next to him. I sat down to 
eat while he continued working. I sat there eating 
bread and drinking large sips of coffee, and felt my 
eyes fill with tears.  

The same man helped me find my sister. Now I have 
been in Austria for 2 years already. I have applied for 
asylum and I am waiting for an answer. My sister’s 
asylum application was rejected, but she is still here, 
making one objection after another. I go to school, 
learn the language, working part time at a bakery 
(not the one with the good guy, but it’s great here 
too) and wait. I will soon be 18, and I hope to get asy-
lum status and be able to continue my life. 

I have not seen my brother since that time in Patras, 
but we have spoken with the family that he lives with, 
on viber. He already speaks French well, and they 
want to adopt him. I am not sure how to feel about 
this. I do not know what my mom would think. For 
her own safety, we have not spoken again since we 
left Kabul. She does not know where we are. Every 
time my phone rings I think it might be her, even 
though she doesn’t have my number. 
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