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In memory of Mr Khalil Cambron (Eurochild), whose work and dedication greatly contributed to the creation of
this report. Khalil led the early stages of research, bringing valuable insight to the process. He also developed
key methodological tools and contributed to shaping the project’s training content. His commitment to children’s

rights and inclusive policy development remains an inspiration.
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Executive summary

This report presents an in-depth assessment of Poland’s national capacity to support guardians of
unaccompanied migrant children, with a particular focus on children with disabilities. Conducted within
the framework of the GUIDE project, the analysis explores legislative, institutional, and practical
dimensions of guardianship, aiming to identify strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities for systemic
improvement.

Part | = Policy and Legal Frameworks

The report outlines the evolution of Poland’s legal system in response to the arrival of unaccompanied
minors, especially from Ukraine. The adoption of the Act on Assistance to Ukrainian Citizens (2022),
aligned with the EU Temporary Protection Directive, marked a significant shift toward coordinated
humanitarian support. The legislation provides for temporary guardianship, access to core services, and
fast-track procedures. However, there is no formal requirement for guardians to possess disability-
specific knowledge, and children with disabilities often face systemic barriers to specialised care and
education.

Part Il — State of Play of Services

The current landscape of services for both children and guardians is expanding, largely due to the
involvement of NGOs and international partners. Children are entitled to healthcare, education, and
psychological support, but in practice face long delays, inconsistent access to disability assessments, and
cultural or language barriers. For guardians, services include legal and psychological assistance, training
initiatives, and mentoring models — although gaps remain in coordination, professional burnout
prevention, and access to trauma-informed care.

Part lll = Qualitative Assessment
The report identifies major systemic gaps:
® Fragmentation of service provision with weak coordination mechanisms;
e Limited access to tailored training and mental health support for guardians;
® Bureaucratic burdens in guardianship and disability certification procedures;
® Lack of standardized monitoring and data collection, particularly on children with disabilities.

Key lessons include the need for simplified legal pathways, holistic support models, and culturally
responsive services. The report concludes by outlining broad recommendations—such as expanding
linguistic capacity, decentralizing services, strengthening NGO-public partnerships, and aligning with EU
child protection standards—to build a more resilient and inclusive guardianship system in Poland.
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Methodology

This report is an assessment of the capacity of Poland on the types of support provided to guardians of
unaccompanied migrant children, developed by Imago Foundation. The report aims to focus on
unaccompanied children with disabilities and their guardians while assessing the services available for
them. It was produced in the framework of the GUIDE project, a project that develops a transnational
action to strengthen the capacity of national guardianship systems and the support available for,
competencies and visibility of guardians. The project is implemented in 5 countries namely: Bulgaria,
Greece, Slovakia, Italy and Poland.

The report builds on previous research and reports conducted in the framework of the GUIDE project, in
particular, the capacity data analysis, implemented as a needs assessment and situational analysis, which
supported the development and implementation of the training program and workshop for guardians.
The capacity data analysis included an overview of the general context and legislative framework
related to unaccompanied migrant children with disability, of the guardianship of unaccompanied
migrant children with disability in the social sector and an evaluation of future trends and challenges.

This report is based on literature reviews, 10 extensive interviews, and 3 focus group discussions (FGDs)
with multiple stakeholders, particularly children and guardians, as well as guardianship system personnel
from both state and civil society organisations that provide services for unaccompanied children in each
country, with a focus on unaccompanied children with disabilities. It includes an overview of the legal and
policy frameworks related to the guardianship modalities and roles of guardians, a description of the
state of play of services available for guardians and a qualitative analysis of those services.

This report and other project outputs build on a framework document developed at the GUIDE project
inception, which guides partners' work on the project. It shares several components with contemporary
approaches to Early Childhood Interventions, such as Bronfenbrenner's socio-ecological model, an
empowering and participative definition of children and disability, evidence-based support that is early,
holistic, and continuous, and assessments and case management planning through transdisciplinary teams.
It employs a systemic approach using the integrated child protection systems model.

The purpose of this report is to map existing guardianship system components and functions across the
country, map the existing services provided to guardians and carers of unaccompanied migrant children
and assess their availability, accessibility and efficiency. It aims to identify key gaps and challenges and
provides initial recommendations for enhancing the guardianship system, especially in terms of supporting
both guardians and children with disabilities, to ensure sustainable and effective outcomes.

Following the assessment, roundtables will be organised in Poland with stakeholders, public authorities
and guardians, to discuss the findings of the assessment and identify recommendations related to the
gaps, challenges and best practices about national guardianship systems for unaccompanied minors.
Assessment findings will be presented and analysed with the aim to create a list of actionable
recommendations, on safe and appropriate guardianship for children with disabilities.
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The target audience of the report includes project stakeholders, guardians, local organisations, local and
national authorities, and the children for whom we all have a responsibility. It also targets EU project
funders, and the broader community of donors, policymakers, and practitioners related to the subject

matter.
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Part |. Overview of policy and legislative
frameworks related to guardianship for
unaccompanied migrant children

The national procedures for unaccompanied migrant children
coming from other countries

In Poland, the procedures governing the treatment and protection of unaccompanied migrant children
are defined by a combination of domestic legal provisions and supranational instruments, particularly
directives of the European Union (EU). A pivotal response to the mass arrival of minors from Ukraine was
the enactment of the Act on Assistance to Ukrainian Citizens in Connection with the Armed Conflict in that
Country of March 12, 2022. This legislative act functioned in conjunction with the EU Temporary Protection
Directive (2001 /55 /EC), offering a comprehensive framework for managing the legal and social needs
of displaced children.

Unaccompanied minors, as defined under Polish and international law, are individuals under the age of
18 who arrive in the country without the presence or supervision of a parent or a legal guardian. Upon
arrival in Poland, these children are entitled to a range of protections designed to safeguard their rights
and welfare. Among the primary forms of support is the appointment of a temporary guardian by the
guardianship court.

This guardian assumes responsibility for legal representation in matters concerning the child’s residency
status, access to public services, and potential return procedures. The legal basis for this measure can be
found in the Act on Granting Protection to Foreigners, which stipulates that a legal guardian (kurator)
must be designated within three days of the child’s declaration of intent to seek international protection.
While this provision facilitates rapid intervention, the law does not require that such guardians possess
specialised knowledge of disability care, a gap that may significantly impact the adequacy of support
provided to minors with special needs.

In addition to legal representation, the placement of unaccompanied minors in appropriate care settings
is a fundamental component of the protection system. The Act on Supporting the Family and the Foster
Care System regulates the procedures and standards for placing these children either in foster families
or institutional care facilities. The legislation underscores a preference for family-based care as a means
of promoting stability and emotional support. However, in practice, there is a notable scarcity of foster
families with the training or capacity to address the specific needs of children with disabilities. This
shortage creates systemic challenges in delivering care that meets both the legal standards and the
individualised requirements of vulnerable minors.

Further, unaccompanied minors are granted access to healthcare, education, social welfare services, and
7 7 7 ’
psychological assistance. Their cases are registered in a centralised “register of minors,” administered
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by County Family Support Centres (Powiatowe Centra Pomocy Rodzinie), which coordinate the delivery
of essential services. Despite the legal infrastructure supporting these protections, gaps in implementation
persist, particularly in ensuring inclusive care for children with complex needs.

Overall, the legal and administrative measures introduced in response to the arrival of unaccompanied
children, especially from Ukraine, reflect Poland’s alignment with EU directives and international child
protection standards. Nonetheless, practical obstacles, such as insufficient specialist foster care and the
absence of disability-specific safeguards in guardianship assignments, indicate areas in need of further
reform and investment.

The legislative adaptations related to the war in Ukraine

The outbreak of the Russian war in Ukraine brought about substantial changes in the Polish legal
landscape, particularly in the area of migration, social policy, and protection of vulnerable groups. In
response to the unprecedented influx of refugees, including unaccompanied minors and individuals with
disabilities, Polish authorities promptly adopted new legal instruments and amended existing frameworks
to address emerging humanitarian and social needs.

A key element of this legislative response was the adoption of the Act on Assistance to Ukrainian Citizens
of March 12, 2022, which became the primary legal tool implemented in direct reaction to the
humanitarian crisis. This Act laid down a comprehensive framework for the provision of temporary
protection to Ukrainian nationals, encompassing access to public healthcare, education, and social
welfare services. It also introduced legal mechanisms for the representation of unaccompanied minors,
notably through the appointment of temporary guardians, and established fast-track administrative
procedures, including exemptions from certain documentation requirements and fees.

On January 13, 2023, the Act was amended to enhance its effectiveness. The revisions clarified
procedural aspects, addressed existing legal ambiguities, and expanded the scope of protections.
Notably, they included extended support mechanisms for persons with disabilities, as well as provisions
ensuring the continuity of guardianship and broader assistance for children and other vulnerable groups.

For the first time, Poland also implemented the EU Temporary Protection Directive (2001/55/EC),
thereby enabling Ukrainian refugees, including children, to benefit from immediate and harmonised
rights across the EU. These included legal residence, access to employment, education, and social benefits.
The implementation of this directive represented a significant alignment of national migration policy with
EU standards and underscored Poland’s commitment to coordinated international humanitarian responses.

In addition to the adoption of new legal instruments, several existing sectoral laws were reinterpreted
or adjusted to better accommodate the needs of Ukrainian refugees. The Education System Act was
applied in a way that guaranteed access to schooling for all children, irrespective of their legal or
documentation status. Similarly, the Act on Social Assistance and the Act on Supporting Families and the
Foster Care System were used as legal bases for providing both financial and structural support for
care, integration services, and long-term family assistance. Healthcare provisions were also adapted to
ensure that refugees, particularly children and persons with disabilities, could access medical services on
an equal basis with Polish citizens.
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Despite the swift enactment of these legal changes, their practical implementation has faced several
challenges. Among the most significant obstacles are administrative delays, particularly in court
proceedings concerning guardianship appointments; shortages of qualified personnel, especially those
with knowledge of the Ukrainian language and cultural context; and limited awareness among refugee
populations about their rights and available services under the new regulations.

Nonetheless, these legal and policy adjustments constitute a considerable shift in Poland’s approach to
migration and social welfare. They reflect a growing commitment to humanitarian principles, non-
discrimination, and social inclusion — values enshrined both in the Polish Constitution and in Poland’s
international obligations. Taken together, the measures introduced in response to the war in Ukraine not
only addressed immediate needs but also contributed to a broader redefinition of national standards
for the protection of vulnerable populations.

The guardianship system

The guardianship system for unaccompanied minors in Poland is governed primarily by: The Family and
Guardianship Code, The Act on Assistance to Ukrainian Citizens (March 12, 2022), and the Act on
Supporting Families and the Foster Care System (2011). These laws define procedures for appointing
guardians and arranging care for unaccompanied children, including those arriving from countries outside
the EU, such as Ukraine.

When a child arrives in Poland without a legal guardian (i.e., not accompanied by a parent or court-
appointed guardian), the guardianship court (Family and Juvenile Division) initiates the process of
appointing a temporary guardian. The court must act immediately, ideally issuing a decision within 3
days of receiving the request. Guardianship may be established ex officio or upon application (e.g., by
border services, social workers, or NGOs). Candidates are screened to ensure they meet legal criteria
(no criminal record, legal capacity, ability to act in the best interest of the child, etc.).

There are three types (Modalities) of Guardianship in Poland:

1. Temporary Guardianship — introduced specifically for Ukrainian children under the 2022 Act,
intended to ensure rapid legal representation in Poland, especially for matters like healthcare,
education, and residency.

2. Legal Guardianship — more permanent and applies when there is no possibility of returning the
child to parental or institutional care abroad.

3. Foster Care Guardianship —in cases where the child is placed with a foster family, the caregivers
may also function as de facto guardians.

Depending on the child’s situation, they may be placed with relatives or known adults (when possible),
assigned to professional foster families, or placed in institutional care (group homes, residential centres)
— particularly if no other option is available.

The County Family Support Centre plays a role in identifying suitable care options and overseeing
placements.
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Main Responsibilities of Guardians include:
® representing the child before public authorities and courts,
® submitting residency-related documentation,

® enrolling the child in school and ensuring educational access, securing healthcare and mental
health support,

® providing or overseeing suitable living arrangements, ensuring the child's integration, well-being,
and legal protection.

For major decisions (e.g., surgery, travel abroad), court approval is required.
Guardians receive support from several institutions:

® County Family Support Centres — offer legal, psychological, and organisational assistance; they
supervise guardians and can provide extra staff if the guardian cares for over 15 children.

® Social Welfare Centres (MOPS) — provide material support, benefits, and intervention when
needed.

® NGO:s — offer training, peer support, and often step in when public resources are insufficient.

® Guardianship Court — oversees legal compliance and may provide guidance in complex cases.

In general, while the guardianship system is legally well-defined and supported, challenges include
administrative burden, a lack of Ukrainian-speaking professionals, and a limited number of trained
guardian candidates.

Children with disabilities

Poland’s legal system ensures the protection of the rights of children with disabilities through a variety
of legislative instruments. These include the Constitution, relevant international conventions, national laws
specifically addressing the rights of persons with disabilities, as well as secondary legislation such as
executive regulations and ministerial ordinances.

The overarching aim of these provisions is to offer comprehensive support to unaccompanied children
with disabilities. This support encompasses access to rehabilitation and housing that meet their needs,
appropriate living conditions and nutrition, opportunities for social inclusion, and access to specialised
counselling, therapy, and psychological services.

Poland has established specific protocols and legal frameworks to protect unaccompanied migrant
children, including those with disabilities. While there isn't a standalone protocol exclusively for children
with disabilities, existing systems incorporate provisions to address their unique needs.

Under the Act on Granting Protection to Foreigners, unaccompanied minors are assigned a legal
guardian (kurator) within three days of expressing intent to seek international protection. This guardian
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represents the child in asylum procedures, social assistance, and voluntary return processes. However,
there is no specific requirement for guardians to have expertise in disability care, which may affect the
quality of support for children with disabilities.

Unaccompanied minors are placed in foster families or care institutions. The Act on Supporting Family
and Foster Care System governs these placements. While the law mandates suitable care, there is a
noted shortage of foster families equipped to handle the specific needs of children with disabilities,
leading to challenges in providing appropriate accommodations.

The Border Guard is responsible for identifying vulnerable applicants, including those with disabilities,
during the registration process for international protection. However, the identification process lacks
standardised procedures, and there is no comprehensive data collection on the number of asylum seekers
identified as vulnerable due to disabilities.

In summary, while Poland has legal frameworks and initiatives aimed at protecting unaccompanied
migrant children, including those with disabilities, there is a need for more targeted protocols and
resources to address the specific challenges faced by this vulnerable group.
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Part Il. State of play on services for
guardians of unaccompanied migrant
children

Services for unaccompanied migrant children, with a focus on
those with disabilities

In Poland, the support system for unaccompanied migrant children, especially those with disabilities, is
gradually evolving. Recent legal reforms and increased engagement from civil society actors have
contributed to the expansion of available services. These include access to healthcare, education,
psychological support, and social services. Children are eligible for mainstream, integration, or special
education settings, based on assessments by psychological-pedagogical counselling centres. In some
cases, they can also benefit from respite care and rehabilitation services.

Children with disabilities theoretically have access to a broad range of services, including 24-hour care
and therapeutic support. However, in practice, there are considerable challenges: long waiting times for
medical and psychological services, a lack of Ukrainian-speaking professionals, and inconsistent access
to disability assessments and special education, especially for those with more complex needs or those
arriving from institutional care in Ukraine.

Another key limitation is the lack of specialised care facilities and personnel trained in disability-inclusive
care. Many children are placed in institutional settings that do not meet their developmental, emotional,
or medical needs. While non-governmental organisations (NGOs) help fill some of these gaps by offering
therapy, rehabilitation, interpretation, and integration support, they are often underfunded and operate
without formal coordination with public institutions.

Some NGOs employ Ukrainian-speaking psychologists, educators, and cultural mediators, often drawing
from Ukraine’s former education system. These efforts are crucial for facilitating cultural and linguistic
integration, but coverage remains uneven.

Additionally, the absence of comprehensive national data on unaccompanied minors, especially those
with disabilities, hampers long-term planning and policy evaluation. Without systematic data collection,
institutions struggle to assess needs, identify service gaps, or allocate resources effectively.

Services for guardians and/or carers, with a focus on those caring
for children with disabilities

Services for guardians and carers of unaccompanied migrant children are similarly developing, with
several promising initiatives underway. One of the leading actors is the Association for Legal Intervention
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(SIP), which has implemented multiple projects aimed at increasing both the number and qualifications of
legal guardians. These include training programs covering legal procedures, international protection
standards, and the psychological aspects of working with foreign children. SIP has also helped establish
regional support networks, including databases of trained guardians and platforms for collaboration
among foster care institutions.

International partnerships, such as with the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), have
facilitated targeted training for foster care professionals and families, with a particular focus on
unaccompanied and separated children’s rights and vulnerabilities.

Despite these efforts, structural challenges persist. One of the most pressing issues is the shortage of
trained guardians. According to data from 2023, there were only 11 legal representatives available
for 217 unaccompanied children in need of guardianship (AIDA Country Report: Poland — 2023 Update,
ECRE, February 2024).

Furthermore, there is no formal requirement for guardians to complete certified training in supported
decision-making or disability-inclusive care. Available training opportunities, while increasing, are often
delivered on an ad hoc basis by NGOs or local institutions. Some modules include trauma-informed care
and disability-specific challenges, but coverage is inconsistent.

The well-being of guardians themselves is another emerging concern. Poland does not yet have a national
strategy to address burnout or emotional strain among carers. However, initiatives like the “Workers’
Well-being in Times of Migration” conference in Krakéw have helped raise awareness. The event
featured workshops on stress management, self-regulation, and building supportive environments for
professionals working with migrant children, including those with disabilities.

The legal process for appointing guardians is defined by the Act of March 12, 2022, which mandates
that family courts issue guardianship decisions within three days of receiving a referral. If a suitable
candidate is not immediately available, social welfare institutions must propose one within 48 hours.
County Family Support Centres (PCPR) and Municipal Social Welfare Centres (MOPS) offer
psychological, legal, and logistical support to guardians and coordinate support groups. Monitoring is
conducted through PCPR registries that track minors’ guardianship status and accommodation.

Nonetheless, implementation challenges remain. Staff shortages, bureaucratic delays, and regional
disparities affect service quality. Language barriers also hinder effective communication between
institutions and both children and their guardians. While NGOs play a vital role in bridging these gaps,
their resources are often stretched.

Poland has made meaningful progress in developing services for guardians and carers of
unaccompanied children with disabilities. However, further efforts are needed to formalise training,
enhance coordination, and ensure sustainable support for those in caregiving roles.

Poland has made meaningful progress in developing its guardianship and support systems for
unaccompanied migrant children, particularly those with disabilities. Nonetheless, persistent gaps, such
as inadequate training requirements, lack of specialised services, and weak data infrastructure, continue
to hamper the system’s effectiveness. Importantly, initiatives underway have begun to raise awareness
and enhance professional competencies.
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Projects such as GUIDE have contributed significantly to building the knowledge and capacity of
guardians, fostering a more inclusive and informed approach to care for unaccompanied children with
disabilities.
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Part I1l. Assessment: Qualitative analysis
of the state of play

Key challenges and systemic gaps

The current support infrastructure for guardians of unaccompanied migrant children in Poland remains
fragmented and insufficiently equipped to address the complex realities faced by caregivers,
particularly those responsible for children with disabilities.

Fragmentation of services

The guardianship support system is dispersed across various institutions, including family courts, municipal
and county social welfare centres, and non-governmental organisations. This institutional dispersion results
in a lack of coherent coordination mechanisms. As a consequence, guardians, especially those acting in a
temporary or informal capacity, often navigate the system without adequate guidance or structural
support.

Limited access to targeted training and guidance

Although some formal training opportunities exist, these are typically geared toward professional
guardians. Informal or temporary guardians, who constitute the majority of those caring for Ukrainian
children, rarely receive sufficient preparation or mentorship. Moreover, available training often lacks
practical modules that address the specific needs of children with disabilities, leaving many guardians
underprepared to provide adequate care.

Insufficient psychological support for guardians

The emotional burden on guardians is significant, particularly for those caring for children who have
experienced trauma or who live with severe disabilities. However, access to psychological support for
guardians themselves remains limited and is frequently overlooked within existing service frameworks.

Administrative complexity and bureaucratic burdens

The legal procedures for appointing temporary guardians are highly formalised and can be both
complex and time-consuming. These procedural challenges act as a deterrent, discouraging potential
guardians from formally engaging with the system and leaving some children without appropriate legal
representation.

Lack of standardised monitoring and data collection

While social welfare centres are responsible for monitoring guardianship arrangements, oversight
practices lack standardised methodologies and assessment tools. Moreover, data related to
guardianship, especially in cases involving children with disabilities, are often incomplete or inconsistently
reported, undermining the ability to evaluate and improve care provision.
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Barriers to service access

Guardians commonly encounter prolonged waiting times for specialist services, delays in obtaining
disability certification, and difficulty accessing tailored support. These issues are further exacerbated by
language barriers and cultural differences, which inhibit effective communication and service delivery.

Lessons learned

Effectiveness of mentorship models

Peer mentoring initiatives, particularly those involving Ukrainian guardians supporting their counterparts,
have proven to be effective. Such models foster trust and enhance service uptake by facilitating the
exchange of experience-based knowledge and emotional support.

Benefits of simplified and centralised procedures

Systems perform more efficiently when administrative procedures are streamlined and when essential
information is centralised and accessible. The availability of materials and support in the guardians’
native language significantly enhances engagement and comprehension.

Necessity of holistic support

Guardians require multifaceted support that goes beyond legal or procedural assistance.
Comprehensive frameworks should include emotional, psychological, and informational resources,
especially when guardians are caring for children with complex needs or disabilities. Addressing these
dimensions is crucial to ensuring both the well-being of the children and the sustainability of the
guardianship model.

Expected trends

Greater EU alignment: Poland is expected to continue aligning its legal and policy frameworks with EU
standards, especially in areas of child protection, disability rights, and inclusive education.

Digitalisation of services: The introduction of digital platforms for case management and service access
(e.g., online therapy, PESEL registrations - Polish national identification number) is anticipated to
streamline processes and improve coordination.

Increased international cooperation: More structured collaboration with international agencies like
UNICEF and WHO is expected, bringing in best practices, funding, and logistical support for refugee
children with disabilities.

Recognition of foreign disability documentation: There is growing advocacy for temporary recognition
of Ukrainian disability certificates, which would significantly ease access to services and benefits.
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Expanded role of NGOs: Non-governmental organisations will likely continue to play a critical role,
possibly formalised through public-private partnerships, to cover gaps in state service provision.

Rising focus on inclusion and integration: There is a policy shift toward deinstitutionalisation and inclusive
education, aiming to integrate children with disabilities into community-based settings rather than
segregated institutions.

Improved data collection and evaluation: Efforts are underway to build better data systems, including
launching a national registry of unaccompanied minors and children with special needs, which would
enhance monitoring and policy planning.

These trends point toward a more structured, inclusive, and responsive support environment, though
significant implementation challenges remain.
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Conclusions

Poland’s guardianship framework offers a structured legal foundation for protecting unaccompanied
migrant children, including those with disabilities. The introduction of temporary guardianship in 2022
enabled a rapid response to urgent care needs. While legal access to healthcare, education, and social

support is guaranteed, implementation gaps persist.
Key strengths
® Fast-track procedures for appointing guardians;
® Legal access to core public services;
® Active involvement of NGOs providing flexible, person-centred support.
Key challenges
® Shortage of Ukrainian-speaking professionals and trained guardians;
® Delays in specialized care and inconsistent disability assessments;
® Complex administrative procedures;
e Limited coordination between service providers and fragmented monitoring systems.
Way forward
To build a more effective and inclusive guardianship system, Poland should prioritize:
® Expanded linguistic and psychological support;
e Simplified legal and certification processes;
® Holistic, trauma-informed training for guardians;

® Stronger data systems and EU policy alignment.

These steps will contribute to a child-centred, coordinated, and sustainable model of care, meeting the

complex needs of both children and those who care for them.
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