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Executive Summary 

This report presents EU‑level policy recommendations to strengthen guardianship systems for 

unaccompanied children across the European Union. Developed within the framework of the GUIDE Project, 

it builds on national assessments and multi-stakeholder roundtables conducted in Bulgaria, Greece, Italy, 

Poland and Slovakia and at the international level. Drawing together legal analysis, national practice and 

stakeholder input, the report identifies persistent structural challenges affecting the protection, 

representation and well‑being of unaccompanied children and outlines key recommendations. 

The analysis confirms that guardianship is a central safeguard for unaccompanied children under 

international and EU law, ensuring access to rights, participation in procedures and continuity of care. While 

the EU legal framework establishes clear obligations regarding the prompt appointment of qualified 

guardians, child‑specific procedural guarantees and the primacy of the child’s best interests, implementation 

remains uneven. Country findings highlight distinct national contexts but reveal converging challenges. Across 

all partner countries, delays in guardian appointment, excessive caseloads, insufficient training and limited 

institutional support continue to undermine the effectiveness of guardianship in practice. 

Children with disabilities and other intersecting vulnerabilities emerge as a particularly under-addressed 

group. Guardians frequently lack the training and institutional backing necessary to support children 

requiring specialised healthcare, education or supported decision‑making, increasing the risk of exclusion. 

At the EU level, the report identifies systemic challenges that hinder consistent protection, including 

fragmentation across policy areas, limited harmonisation of guardianship standards, weak data collection 

and the absence of mutual recognition of guardianship decisions across borders. While recent EU reforms 

reinforce child‑specific safeguards, ongoing shifts towards accelerated procedures, detention and 

externalisation of migration control raise concerns about the potential erosion of substantive child‑protection 

guarantees.  

In response, the report sets out thematic recommendations focusing on several interconnected areas: 

sustainable funding and resources for guardianship systems; harmonised training, guidance and professional 

support for guardians and other actors; clearer legal standards and procedural certainty; child‑centred 

and inclusive practices that address intersecting vulnerabilities; awareness raising; and stronger 

coordination, digitalisation and data management at the EU level. Together, these recommendations aim to 

move beyond formal compliance and support the development of guardianship systems that are effective, 

resilient and firmly grounded in the rights and best interests of the child. 

 

 

  

https://easpd.eu/project-detail/guide/
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Introduction 

This report presents EU-level policy recommendations concerning the guardianship and protection of 

unaccompanied children across the European Union. It has been developed within the framework of the 

GUIDE Project, building on the findings of the National Assessments and the outcomes of the Inter- and 

National Roundtables carried out in the partner countries. 

Drawing on these processes, which involved a wide range of stakeholders (including international and 

civil society organisations, guardians, practitioners, public authorities, and academic actors), this report 

brings together key findings emerging from them, thereby building on these inputs to identify recurring 

challenges and cross-cutting issues that affect guardianship systems across the European Union. 

As such, the report aims to put forward a set of targeted recommendations at the EU level. The 

recommendations presented are grounded in desk research and existing legal and policy frameworks, 

as well as the direct contributions of stakeholders working at different levels of the system. In this sense, 

the report reflects both the diversity of national contexts and a shared effort to strengthen the protection 

of unaccompanied children.  

The analysis is structured around a set of key thematic areas that reflect the main dimensions emerging 

from both national findings and the EU-level framework. These include funding and resources; training, 

guidance, and professional development; legal certainty and standards; child-centred and inclusive 

practices; coordination, communication, and cross-border learning; digitalisation and data management; 

and awareness raising. 

The report is also closely connected to the broader logical framework of the GUIDE project and will 

feed into its upcoming activities. In particular, its recommendations will be further discussed and 

disseminated through a series of transnational webinars, each focusing on specific thematic priorities 

identified by project partners. These include the development of a national reference framework and 

coordinated referral pathways in Slovakia; the exploration of less visible challenges affecting guardians 

within the Greek child protection system; the strengthening of guardianship in Italy through integrated 

local support structures and improved stakeholder coordination; the legal, social and psychological 

dimensions of working with unaccompanied minors in Bulgaria, including the implementation of the EU 

Pact on Migration and Asylum; and the interplay between legal and psychosocial aspects of 

guardianship in Poland, with a particular focus on training, support and institutional frameworks. The 

webinars will be followed by national events and a final event at the European level in Brussels, aimed 

at fostering dialogue with institutional stakeholders and promoting the uptake of the recommendations. 

In terms of dissemination, the report targets EU institutions, national authorities and civil society 

organisations involved in the protection of unaccompanied children. The findings and recommendations 

will be shared through project events and the communication channels of partner organisations, with the 

aim of supporting informed decision-making, strengthening coordination across actors and fostering joint 

advocacy efforts at the European level. 

  



 

GUIDE: Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children (101141170). Funded by the European Union. 
Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the European Union or European Commission. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be 
held responsible for them. 

Part I. EU Guardianship Framework for 

Unaccompanied Migrant Children 

In the EU, unaccompanied minors (UAMs) are children under 18 years old who enter or remain in the 

European Union Member States without their parents or legal guardians. The EU and its Member States 

are bound by international and regional human rights instruments to protect these children and act in 

their best interests. UAMs are among the most vulnerable groups in migration contexts. They face risks 

such as exploitation, abuse, neglect, developmental delays, disabilities and limited access to essential 

services. Appointing a guardian or representative supports UAMs in exercising their rights, 

participating in procedures, and receiving care. This paper analyses the evolving EU legal and policy 

framework governing guardianship for unaccompanied minors (UAMs), with particular attention to 

children in vulnerable situations, including those with disabilities.  

The protection of unaccompanied minors within the EU is shaped by a multi-layered legal and policy 

framework that operates across international, EU and national levels. International instruments establish 

the fundamental principles governing the protection of children, including the best interests of the child, 

access to guardianship, and special safeguards for children in migration contexts. At the same time, the 

practical organisation and implementation of guardianship systems remain largely within national 

competence, resulting in diverse institutional arrangements across Member States. Understanding this 

multi-level architecture is therefore essential to analysing how guardianship systems function in practice.  

As the needs of children in migration do not cease to grow at all stages of the processes around 

migration. The right of the child to receive appropriate support is a moral imperative enshrined in 

human rights and EU acquis. The following sections provide an overview of the key international 

standards and the main elements of the EU legal framework that shape guardianship for 

unaccompanied children.  

International standards  

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (link)  

The UNCRC requires that the best interests of the child be a primary consideration in all actions affecting 

children (Article 3) and that children deprived of their family environment be provided with special 

protection and assistance (Article 20). It recognises the child’s right to be listened to in any judicial or 

administrative proceedings (Article 12). The UNCRC also states that States Parties shall take appropriate 

measures to ensure that a child who is receiving refugee status receives appropriate protection and 

humanitarian assistance in the enjoyment of applicable rights set forth in the present Convention (Article 

22).  In particular, children with disabilities have the right to special care, education, healthcare, and 

support so they can live with dignity, participate fully in society, and be supported by their families 

(Article 23). Article 2 further establishes the principle of non-discrimination, requiring states to ensure that 

all rights listed in the Convention apply to every child without distinction (including on the basis of 

disability, nationality, or migration status).  

https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child
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Moreover, Joint General Comment No. 3 (2017) of the Committee on the Protection of the Rights of All 

Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families and No. 22 (2017) of the Committee on the Rights of 

the Child, as well as Joint General Comment No. 4 (2017) of the Committee on the Protection of the 

Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families and No. 23 (2017) of the Committee on 

the Rights of the Child, set out States parties’ obligations regarding the human rights of children in the 

context of international migration. These comments emphasise that States must ensure that the best 

interests of the child are a primary consideration in all migration-related decisions and that children 

affected by migration have effective access to protection, education, healthcare, and other essential 

services. They also call on States to establish independent guardianship systems that ensure the prompt 

appointment of qualified guardians and provide them with adequate resources and support. In addition, 

General Comment No. 6 (2005) of the Committee on the Rights of the Child on unaccompanied and 

separated children recommends that States establish a legal framework to promptly appoint a qualified 

guardian or adviser for every identified unaccompanied or separated child. 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (link) 

The CRPD is an international human rights treaty adopted by the United Nations in 2006 to protect the 

rights and dignity of persons with disabilities. The European Union ratified the UNCRPD in 2010, making 

it the first international human rights treaty ratified by the EU as a regional organisation.  

Several UNCRPD provisions are particularly important for unaccompanied children with disabilities: 

Article 7 – Children with disabilities: States must ensure that children with disabilities enjoy all human 

rights and fundamental freedoms on an equal basis with other children, and that the best interests of the 

child are a primary consideration; Article 11 – Situations of risk and humanitarian emergencies: States 

must protect persons with disabilities in situations of risk, including armed conflict, humanitarian 

emergencies, natural disasters, displacement or migration contexts; Article 12 – Equal recognition before 

the law: Children with disabilities must not be deprived of legal capacity and should receive appropriate 

support to exercise their rights, including representation or guardianship if needed; Article 13 – Access 

to justice: States must ensure effective access to justice, including procedural accommodations (e.g., 

interpreters, accessible information, disability-sensitive procedures); Article 24 – Education: Children with 

disabilities must have inclusive education, even in migration or asylum settings; Articles 25 & 26 – Health 

and re/habilitation: States must provide accessible healthcare and rehabilitation services, which is often 

a major challenge in reception centres for migrant children. 

1996 Hague Child Protection Convention (link)  

The 27 EU countries have all ratified the 1996 Hague Child Protection Convention.1 This convention 

establishes rules for cross-border recognition of measures concerning the protection of children. Under 

Article 23, guardianship (Article 3) or similar measures taken by authorities in one contracting state must 

be recognised in other states but can be refused for a series of reasons. However, the Convention applies 

only between states that have ratified it, meaning that guardians appointed in countries that have not 

ratified the Convention are not automatically recognised under its framework.   

  

 
1 Hague Conference on Private International Law (HCCH), HCCH Members, available at: 
https://www.hcch.net/en/states/hcch-members    

https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
https://www.hcch.net/en/instruments/conventions/full-text/?cid=70
https://www.hcch.net/en/instruments/conventions/full-text/?cid=70
https://www.hcch.net/en/instruments/conventions/full-text/?cid=70
https://www.hcch.net/en/states/hcch-members
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Overview of EU Legislation  

Article 24 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights (link) 

This article establishes that every child has the right to protection and care necessary for their well-being 

and to freely express their views, which should be considered according to their age and maturity. In all 

matters concerning children, whether by public authorities or private institutions, their best interests must 

be a primary consideration. Additionally, children have the right to maintain regular personal 

relationships and direct contact with both parents, unless doing so would be contrary to their best 

interests. 

EU Migration and Asylum Pact (link)  

Proposed by the European Commission in 2020, it was adopted in 2024 after long and intense 

negotiations. The Pact consists of a set of reforms concerning migration management, external border 

procedures, solidarity between Member States and the EU’s common asylum system. It is essentially a political 

and legislative framework tying together all recent regulations in the field of migration and asylum. The Pact 

includes several provisions relevant to children, including unaccompanied minors, reaffirming that the best 

interests of the child must be a primary consideration and that unaccompanied minors should be represented 

in asylum procedures. It also foresees child‑specific procedural guarantees and safeguards. 

Reception Conditions Directive (Directive (EU) 2024/1346) (link) 

The recast (meaning it updates and replaces earlier legislation) Reception Conditions Directive (Directive 

(EU) 2024/1346) strengthens safeguards for unaccompanied children by requiring Member States to 

ensure early representation and assistance by a qualified representative. From a guardianship 

perspective, it links representation to reception conditions, including accommodation, healthcare, 

education and protection from violence. It also underlines the need for appropriate expertise, 

independence, resources and manageable caseloads, confirming guardianship as a key child-protection 

safeguard rather than a purely administrative role. 

Asylum Procedures Regulation (APR) – Regulation 2024/1348 (link)  

The Asylum Procedures Regulation, adopted in 2024, overhauls procedural rules and introduces detailed 

guardianship measures for children seeking asylum. Article 23 mandates that competent authorities 

assign a provisional guardian with the necessary skills to assist the child from the initial contact and 

appoint a qualified representative within 15 working days of the asylum application.  The guardian must 

meet the child, prepare them for interviews, and communicate their views. They must have suitable 

qualifications and training and cannot have criminal records related to child offences. Each guardian 

should handle no more than 30 cases, increasing to 50 only in exceptional circumstances. 

Asylum and Migration Management Regulation (AMMR) – Regulation 2024/1351 (link)  

The AMMR is one of the key elements of the EU's new Migrant and Asylum Pact (read more about it in 

this section below). Article 23 states that in all procedures, the child's best interests must be a primary 

consideration. UAMs must be represented and supported by a qualified, resourceful, and independent 

representative; Member States must promptly appoint a provisional person and, within a maximum of 

https://fra.europa.eu/en/eu-charter/article/24-rights-child
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:85ff8b4f-ff13-11ea-b44f-01aa75ed71a1.0002.02/DOC_3&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2024/1346/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1348/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1351/oj/eng
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15 working days after the application, appoint a full representative, with a possible 10-day extension 

in exceptional cases.   

Screening Regulation (Regulation 2024/1357) (link)  

The Screening Regulation mandates pre-entry screening for third-country nationals. According to Article 

13, member states must designate a guardian or representative as soon as possible, but no specific 

deadline is provided. They may also appoint a "trained person", someone qualified to protect the minor's 

best interests and overall well-being, to act as a provisional guardian.   

Regulation (EU) No 604/2013 (Dublin III regulation) (link) 

The European Parliament and Council regulation of 2013 (recast) sets out the criteria and mechanisms 

for determining which Member State is responsible for examining an application for international 

protection submitted by a third-country national or a stateless person. Known as the Dublin III Regulation, 

it includes specific provisions for children, establishing dedicated safeguards for their protection and 

particular criteria for identifying the responsible Member State. 

Temporary Protection Directive  (Council Directive 2001/55/EC) (link) 

The EU activated the Temporary Protection Directive (TPD) for the first time at the start of the full-scale 

invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Under the TPD, beneficiaries are entitled to residence, healthcare, 

education and legal guardianship. The European Commission emphasised that under temporary 

protection, UAMs are entitled to legal guardianship and safe placement. A Solidarity Platform and child-

protection subgroup coordinated EU support and issued a comprehensive FAQ for Member States. The 

Commission’s FAQ defines “unaccompanied children” as those arriving without a person who, by law or 

practice, has parental responsibility and “separated children” as those accompanied by relatives or 

another adult. The document identifies gaps in registration and guardianship recognition: many UAMs 

were registered only for temporary protection, not with national child-protection authorities, delaying 

guardian appointment. Thus, Member States were urged to register UAMs with child-protection services 

“as soon as possible” and to begin guardianship procedures immediately. Recognising guardians 

appointed in Ukraine under the Hague Convention is essential but often delayed.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, international conventions such as the UNCRC, UNCRPD, and the Hague Child Protection 

Convention establish that unaccompanied and separated children, including those with disabilities or 

seeking asylum, must be provided with guardianship, protection, education, healthcare, and access to 

justice, with their best interests as a primary consideration. EU legislation, including the Reception 

Conditions Directive, the Asylum Procedures Regulation, the Asylum and Migration Management 

Regulation, and the Screening Regulation, operationalises these principles by requiring the prompt 

appointment of qualified guardians, procedural safeguards, and cross-border recognition of protective 

measures.  

However, several elements of the EU legislative framework, particularly those introduced under the 

recently adopted EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, reflect a broader policy shift that places increased 

emphasis on migration management, border control and security considerations. While these reforms 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1356/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32013R0604&qid=1673428683347
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32001L0055
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/FAQs%20UAMs%20and%20separated%20children%20TPD_en_1.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/FAQs%20UAMs%20and%20separated%20children%20TPD_en_1.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/FAQs%20UAMs%20and%20separated%20children%20TPD_en_1.pdf


 

GUIDE: Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children (101141170). Funded by the European Union. 
Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the European Union or European Commission. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be 
held responsible for them. 

reaffirm certain safeguards for children, concerns have been raised that accelerated procedures, 

expanded border screening and return mechanisms may create risks for the effective protection of 

children’s rights. Moreover, several of these instruments are only beginning to be implemented by 

Member States, meaning that their full impact on guardianship systems and the protection of 

unaccompanied children remains to be seen.  

Together, these international and European frameworks provide an important legal basis for the 

protection of vulnerable children, but their effectiveness will ultimately depend on how they are applied 

in practice and whether child-protection objectives remain central within broader migration governance. 
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Part II. Challenges Facing National 

Guardianship Systems and the European 

Union 

Challenges identified in the project countries 

Challenges in the provision of support for unaccompanied minors  

Bulgaria   

Unaccompanied children applying for international protection in Bulgaria are directed to so-called Safe 

Zones within the Centres for Registration and Reception of Refugees, where social workers are expected 

to provide support. After the procedure ends, children may be referred to social services under the Child 

Protection Act, including foster care or residential centres. Despite this framework, significant challenges 

persist.   

Coordination between institutions is weak, and the State Agency for Refugees relies heavily on project-

based funding, limiting sustainability. Safe Zones offer limited structured educational, therapeutic, sports, 

and recreational activities, which can result in children having considerable unstructured time. 

Additionally, material and hygiene conditions could be further improved, with some challenges related 

to space, maintenance, and overall living conditions. Traceability is also a major concern: many children 

leave Safe Zones with no effective mechanisms to prevent disappearance. On the positive side, Bulgaria 

has recently introduced protected housing services providing accommodation and meals, language 

classes, and legal, social, and psychological support, as an alternative to Safe Zones. The number of this 

type of protected housing is, however, still limited.   

Access to healthcare and education remains inconsistent, particularly for children over 16. Social isolation 

and discrimination also remain significant barriers to integration, with refugee children often facing 

cultural stereotypes and a lack of language support. Many municipalities are reluctant to accept UAMs 

due to language barriers and limited resources for interpreters, while some children avoid schooling due 

to illiteracy in their own language and the inability of the Bulgarian educational system to respond to 

the complex needs of such children.  

Support for unaccompanied minors with disabilities remains particularly fragmented. There are no 

integration protocols or structured plans for these children and their guardians. Each case is handled on 

a case-by-case basis without a standardised approach. There are no services specifically oriented 

towards unaccompanied children with disabilities or special needs.   

Greece  

The Greek state, in cooperation with civil society organisations such as METAdrasi and international 

partners including UNICEF and IOM, has developed a structured and increasingly institutionalised system 
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of protection for unaccompanied children. This system covers the full protection pathway, from 

identification at entry points to placement in emergency accommodation, long-term care facilities, foster 

care programmes and Supervised Independent Living (SIL) schemes for older adolescents. In recent years, 

important progress has been achieved, including the strengthening of the national guardianship 

framework and the gradual shift towards a child-protection-based approach. 

Despite these developments, significant challenges remain at the level of implementation. Coordination 

between public authorities and civil society actors is not yet fully systematised and often depends on 

informal practices, which may lead to gaps in service continuity. Transitions between emergency and 

long-term accommodation are not always seamless, while structured planning for the transition to 

adulthood remains limited, leaving many young people without consistent support after the age of 18. 

Guardianship, although significantly strengthened at the institutional level, continues to face operational 

constraints. High caseloads and uneven availability of support mechanisms may affect the frequency and 

quality of contact between guardians and children, limiting the ability to provide individualised and 

consistent support. 

Access to appropriate accommodation and services has improved overall, yet disparities persist across 

regions and phases of the protection pathway. Delays in access to education, language barriers and 

challenges in social integration continue to affect children’s inclusion, particularly in contexts where 

Greece is perceived as a transit country rather than a destination. 

For children with disabilities or developmental delays, these systemic gaps have a disproportionate 

impact. While the national framework recognises the need for specialised support, early identification 

and access to tailored services remain uneven. Training opportunities for guardians and professionals 

exist but are not yet fully standardised or mandatory, particularly in relation to disability-informed care. 

As a result, children with complex needs may experience delays in referral and limited access to 

appropriate services, increasing their vulnerability within the system. 

Italy   

In Italy, unaccompanied minors are first placed in reception centres for identification and immediate 

protection before moving to second-level facilities offering longer-term support and integration services. 

A legal guardian is also appointed within 48 hours, responsible for representing the minor’s best interests 

and ensuring that their rights are protected.   

Despite this structured system, significant challenges remain. Many minors struggle to understand the 

complex network of actors involved in their care (guardians, social workers, NGOs, etc.), often leaving 

them confused about roles and responsibilities. Interviews revealed that minors are frequently unaware 

of their rights and entitlements, which fosters feelings of isolation and mistrust. Coordination between 

volunteer guardians and professionals is a recurring issue, as the supervisory role of the guardian can 

lead to tension or misunderstandings with professionals directly involved in the daily care of the UAMs.  

Cultural and linguistic differences and the scarcity of intercultural mediators also frequently hinder 

effective communication between minors and those responsible for their education and life pathway. The 

transition to adulthood is also reported as particularly critical, with many young people left without 

institutional support, risking homelessness, unemployment, and exploitation once they turn 18.    
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Professionals and volunteers working with unaccompanied migrant children are not systematically trained 

to address the complex vulnerabilities of minors with disabilities. While some local initiatives and EU-

funded projects offer targeted training, these opportunities are fragmented and optional. There is no 

national framework or mandatory capacity-building programme specifically designed for this group.  

Poland  

In Poland, the support system for unaccompanied migrant children has expanded through recent legal 

reforms and civil society involvement, offering access to healthcare, education, psychological support, 

and social services. Children may attend mainstream schools, inclusive (integration) classes within 

mainstream schools, or special education settings based on assessments issued by psychological-

pedagogical counselling centres, and some benefit from respite care or rehabilitation.  

The child is also appointed a guardian. In practice, several forms of care and legal representation may 

apply. These include temporary guardianship (introduced to ensure rapid legal representation, 

particularly for unaccompanied Ukrainian children), court-appointed legal guardianship (established by 

family courts when parental care is absent or cannot be exercised), and foster care arrangements, in 

which foster families provide day-to-day care and may, in some cases, also act as legal representatives 

depending on court decisions. These arrangements do not constitute a single unified system of clearly 

separated legal categories, and responsibilities may overlap.  

However, implementation faces serious obstacles. Waiting times for medical and psychological services 

are long, and the shortage of Ukrainian-speaking professionals hampers effective communication and 

tailored support. Guardianship arrangements are fragmented across family courts, municipal social 

welfare centres, and non-governmental organisations, creating a lack of coherent coordination. As a 

result, guardians often navigate the system without clear guidance or structural support, leaving gaps in 

representation and continuity of care. These issues are further exacerbated by language barriers and 

cultural differences, which hinder effective communication and service delivery. In addition, data related 

to guardianship are often incomplete or inconsistently reported, undermining the ability to evaluate and 

improve care provision.   

Access to disability assessments and specialised education is inconsistent, particularly for children with 

complex needs or those arriving from institutional care settings in Ukraine. While Poland’s system is 

generally oriented toward community-based care and inclusion, shortages of specialised services and 

disability-trained personnel mean that some children may be placed in environments that are not fully 

equipped to meet their developmental, emotional, and medical needs. Guardians also often lack 

sufficient practical knowledge regarding disability-specific care, leaving many underprepared to 

provide adequate support.  

Slovakia   

In Slovakia, guardianship for unaccompanied minors is implemented exclusively through a state system, 

primarily by the Office of Labour, Social Affairs and Family (OLSaF). Unlike other countries, alternative 

modalities such as specialised individual guardians, community-supported arrangements or NGO-

supported guardianship are not formally developed. This creates a rigid model with limited flexibility, 

particularly during periods of increased demand, such as the displacement from Ukraine. 
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Although Slovak legislation provides for the appointment of a guardian, delays and inconsistencies 

remain common in practice, especially in districts with high caseloads, leaving some children without 

effective representation during critical early stages. In addition, separated children from Ukraine are 

not always treated in practice as unaccompanied minors if they arrive with an accompanying adult, such 

as an extended relative or a person acting under a power of attorney, even where effective parental 

care is absent. This creates important protection gaps. Slovakia also lacks a sufficiently developed system 

for regular monitoring, quality assurance, and review of guardianship practice, which weakens 

accountability and continuity of protection. 

These weaknesses are particularly serious for children with disabilities and other intersecting 

vulnerabilities. Disability-related needs are not systematically identified, recorded, or linked to standard 

referral pathways, and guardians do not receive sufficiently institutionalised training in supported 

decision-making, inclusive education, or access to health and rehabilitation services. As a result, children 

with disabilities may remain formally within the system while still lacking timely and appropriate 

specialised support. 

Challenges in the provision of support for guardians  

Before examining the challenges in providing support to guardians across countries, it is important to 

clarify the understanding of the term “guardian”. This paper adopts a functional approach, focusing on 

the role performed rather than the title, which can vary across legal and administrative contexts. A 

guardian is considered an independent individual tasked with safeguarding the child’s best interests and 

overall well-being, complementing the child’s limited legal capacity in a manner similar to parental 

responsibility.   

Guardians play a crucial role in ensuring access to essential services, representing the child in legal and 

administrative matters, and guiding them through the integration process. However, fulfilling these 

responsibilities effectively depends on adequate training, resources, and institutional support – areas 

where significant gaps remain across different national systems.  

Bulgaria  

In Bulgaria, UAMs seeking international protection are assigned a legal representative from the National 

Bureau of Legal Aid under the Council of Ministers, who assists in initiating procedures and prepares the 

child for interviews with the State Agency for Refugees. The appointment of lawyers as representatives 

is a step forward in the provision of care to UAMs compared to before, where guardians were municipal 

employees who had no training and specialisation and were responsible for approximately 200-300 

children each.  

The guardians represent children in asylum-related proceedings, help secure social benefits and health 

insurance, support school enrolment, contribute to socialisation and emotional well‑being, and prevent 

retraumatisation.   

However, several challenges persist regarding the support available for those guardians. For instance, 

after a brief introductory training, there are no periodic upskilling or peer exchange activities for them, 

with the exception of trainings provided by NGOs and international agencies such as UNHCR and 

UNICEF. Roles and responsibilities of legal guardians also lack clear specification and delineation, 
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particularly at the interface with social services. Practical barriers such as remoteness of the Safe Zones, 

travel time and insufficient financial support also undermine sustained engagement. Finally, there is no 

nationwide programme to prevent burnout among guardians, despite high caseloads.  

Greece   

Greece has transitioned from a previous system in which public prosecutors held formal guardianship 

responsibilities to a more structured and professional model based on trained guardians operating within 

a dedicated national framework. This shift represents a significant institutional development, 

strengthening the role of guardians in representing the best interests of unaccompanied children and 

facilitating their access to legal, social, health and educational services. 

Guardians receive core training covering children’s rights, asylum procedures and intercultural 

communication. However, despite these advances, important operational challenges persist. The overall 

number of trained guardians remains insufficient in relation to existing needs, resulting in high caseloads 

that may limit the capacity for regular, individualised engagement with children. 

In addition, structured systems for continuous professional development, supervision and psychological 

support are not yet consistently embedded across the system. While some training and support initiatives 

have been developed, they remain uneven and not fully institutionalised. This is particularly relevant in 

cases involving children with complex and intersecting needs, including trauma, mental health conditions 

and disabilities, where specialised knowledge and sustained support are required. 

As a result, guardians often operate under significant workload pressures, managing complex cases with 

limited systemic support. This may affect both the quality and continuity of care, as well as the well-

being and sustainability of the guardianship workforce. 

Italy  

In Italy, guardianship for unaccompanied foreign minors is governed by the Zampa Law (Law No. 

47/2017), which introduced a volunteer guardianship system under Article 11. Citizens trained through 

an official programme and appointed by Regional Ombudspersons may act as guardians for up to three 

minors, representing them in legal, educational, and healthcare matters while promoting their rights and 

monitoring reception conditions.   

Despite this progressive framework, several challenges persist. Communication with institutions such as 

Juvenile Courts, social services, and reception facilities is often fragmented, with delays in notifications 

about hearings or appointments hindering guardians’ ability to act effectively. Collaboration with 

reception centres can be strained due to misconceptions of guardians as mere compliance monitors rather 

than advocates for the child’s best interests.  

The voluntary nature of guardianship limits the capacity of guardians to balance these responsibilities 

alongside their professional and personal lives, and while recent reforms introduced reimbursements and 

paid leave, implementation remains uneven. Continuous training opportunities are scarce, leaving 

guardians not well equipped to address complex issues like trauma. Finally, the absence of a structured 

support network fosters isolation. The few existing initiatives remain project-based and short-term, 

despite their value in sharing best practices and strengthening solidarity.   
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Poland  

Poland operates three guardianship modalities for unaccompanied minors: temporary guardianship, 

introduced under the 2022 Act for Ukrainian children to ensure rapid legal representation; legal 

guardianship, a more permanent arrangement when return to parental care is impossible; and foster 

care guardianship, where foster families act as de facto guardians. Guardians are responsible for 

representing the child before authorities, securing residency documentation, ensuring access to education 

and healthcare, and overseeing living arrangements.   

Despite this framework, significant challenges persist. Legal procedures for appointing temporary 

guardians are highly formalised, complex, and time-consuming, discouraging potential guardians and 

leaving some children without timely representation. The system is fragmented across courts, municipal 

welfare centres, and NGOs, with no coherent coordination or centralised information, forcing guardians, 

especially temporary or informal ones, to navigate without adequate guidance.  

Training opportunities largely target professional guardians, leaving informal carers unprepared. Access 

to psychological support for guardians is minimal, though peer mentoring initiatives, particularly among 

Ukrainian guardians, have shown promise in providing emotional support and practical advice.   

Slovakia   

In Slovakia, guardianship is carried out by the Office of Labour, Social Affairs and Family (OLSaF) under 

a state-administered model that places responsibility on public authorities but provides limited 

operational support. Guardians are often responsible for 50–60 children, making meaningful individual 

contact, monitoring, and active advocacy for the child’s best interests extremely difficult. In practice, 

guardianship may therefore function more as a formal administrative and legal role than as a continuous 

child-protection function. 

There are some major gaps in professional support, such as no fully institutionalised system of mandatory 

initial training, continuous professional development, structured mentoring, and supervision specifically 

designed for the guardianship of migrant children. Where training exists, it is often project-based or ad 

hoc rather than embedded as a funded and mandatory component of the system. This is especially 

problematic in cases involving trauma, disability-related needs, language barriers, and complex 

administrative procedures. NGOs provide important complementary support, but this assistance remains 

fragmented, geographically uneven, and dependent on short-term funding. 

Common challenges for unaccompanied minors and guardians across 

the project countries 

● Delays in guardian appointment: Despite legal obligations to appoint guardians “as soon as 

possible” (often within 15 working days), delays persist in practice, particularly during initial 

screening or registration phases, leaving children without effective representation at critical early 

stages.  

● Insufficient capacity and resources: Requirements for qualified, trained, and independent 

guardians, along with caseload limits, are challenging to meet in practice due to staff shortages, 

high numbers of arrivals, and limited funding.  
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● Caseload pressures and quality of care: Although the Asylum Procedures Regulation introduces 

maximum caseloads (30–50 cases per guardian), high demand risks exceeding these limits, 

undermining meaningful contact, child participation, and individualised best-interest assessments.   

● Gaps during emergency responses: The response to the high influx of unaccompanied minors 

reveals weaknesses in registration systems, delayed referrals to child protection authorities, and slow 

recognition of guardianship decisions taken in the country of transit or origin.   

● Unclear role of provisional or “trained” persons: The use of provisional guardians or “trained 

persons,” particularly during screening, risks weakening safeguards if roles, qualifications, and 

supervision are not clearly defined.  

● Ensuring child participation in practice: While the child’s right to be heard is strongly protected in 

law, meaningful participation depends on timely guardian appointment, trust-building, and 

adequate training, which are not always guaranteed.  

Challenges on the EU level 

Children, and specifically unaccompanied minors, represent a significant proportion of those arriving on 

EU territory, particularly via dangerous routes such as the Central Mediterranean, where it is estimated 

that one child dies each day attempting the crossing2. According to Eurostat, in 2025, 21,125 

unaccompanied minors applied for asylum for the first time in the EU3. EU policies regarding 

unaccompanied minors have been particularly reshaped in the past ten years due to the two "refugee 

crises" that the region has faced since the 2010s. 

The significant migration waves that began in 2013–2014 were largely driven by the aftermath of the 

so-called Arab Spring, as well as migratory movements and forced displacements from countries such as 

Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Iraq, and Syria. The crisis reached its peak in 2015, with unprecedented numbers 

of arrivals, including many unaccompanied children, placing immense pressure on EU asylum and 

reception systems. Many of these children arrived in the EU without parents or legal guardians, making 

them particularly vulnerable to exploitation, trafficking, and abuse. The scale of the crisis exposed 

significant gaps in the EU’s asylum and reception systems, particularly in how unaccompanied minors 

were identified, protected, and integrated.  

This period marked a turning point in the European Union’s approach to managing the arrival of 

unaccompanied minors and other vulnerable migrants. EU institutions and agencies have developed 

guidance and standards emphasising the central role of guardianship, and many Member States have 

introduced legal reforms and targeted programmes. While these efforts have led to positive 

developments in some contexts, implementation remains uneven, and substantive change has been limited 

in scope, revealing persisting EU‑level challenges that continue to undermine consistent and effective 

protection. Furthermore, recent policies at the EU level have also raised concerns regarding the effective 

protection of unaccompanied minors. 

 
2 UNICEF, Protecting children affected by migration, available at: Protecting children affected by migration | UNICEF Europe 
and Central Asia  
3 Eurostat, Asylum applications – annual statistics, European Commission, available at: Asylum applications - annual statistics - 
Statistics Explained - Eurostat  

https://www.unicef.org/eca/programme/protecting-children-affected-migration
https://www.unicef.org/eca/programme/protecting-children-affected-migration
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Asylum_applications_-_annual_statistics
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Asylum_applications_-_annual_statistics
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In addition, the consequences of the Russian full-scale war against Ukraine, launched in February 2022, 

have further exposed structural weaknesses, with several Member States, especially those bordering 

Ukraine, such as Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Hungary. While the EU activated the Temporary 

Protection Directive for the first time and, contrary to previous refugee crises, fairly quickly granted 

Ukrainians immediate rights to stay and access services, the implementation has been uneven and has 

shown the limits of the current EU system. The section below summarises the EU-level challenges of the 

migration and asylum system for UAMs: 

● Fragmentation across EU policy areas and insufficient attention to vulnerability: Different EU 

regulations (Reception Conditions Directive, Asylum Procedures Regulation, Asylum and 

Migration Management Regulation, and Screening Regulation) apply at different stages of the 

migration process and set varying requirements and deadlines, creating gaps, overlaps, and 

uncertainty in guardianship provision. Responsibility for UAMs is also spread across multiple 

domains (migration, asylum, child protection, disability rights, education, and health), resulting in 

weak policy coherence and gaps in accountability. Furthermore, EU legal frameworks and 

international instruments acknowledge vulnerability but do not comprehensively address 

disability or other intersecting needs. For instance, the EU Asylum Pact remains limited in its 

disability‑sensitive safeguards. EU funding instruments do not sufficiently incentivise specialised, 

inclusive guardianship models, contributing to the structural invisibility of UAMs with disabilities 

in EU‑level data and policy design. This lack of coordination and sensitivity hinders the provision 

of specialised care for children with complex needs. 

● Uneven implementation of EU legislation: While EU standards set out obligations regarding 

reception conditions, guardianship appointment timelines, standards on caseload limits, and best 

interests assessments, their application varies widely between Member States, reflecting the 

broad discretion allowed under key directives. Monitoring mechanisms at the EU level focus 

primarily on formal compliance rather than the quality or effectiveness of protection, with no 

dedicated framework to assess guardianship performance. Existing EU tools developed by 

agencies such as the EUAA and FRA provide guidance but lack enforcement power. These gaps 

contribute to unequal levels of protection, resources, and guardian availability across the Union.4 

● Lack of comprehensive and reliable data: There is no global or EU‑wide figure accurately 

capturing the number of unaccompanied and separated children who migrate, are displaced, 

or seek international protection, with existing estimates falling far short of the real scale of 

movement. Arrivals are particularly difficult to track, as movements remain largely 

undocumented; where data are collected, they are rarely disaggregated by age, gender, 

nationality, or disability. At the EU level, available statistics, such as Eurostat data on asylum 

applications by children, are limited to those who formally enter asylum procedures5. This 

fragmented data landscape obscures protection gaps, masks unregistered children, and 

weakens the EU’s capacity to design targeted, child‑centred responses.  

 
4 European Migration Network (2021), Children in migration – Report on the state of implementation in 2019 of the 2017 
Communication on the protection of children in migration, Brussels, European Migration Network.  
5 Eurostat, Asylum applicants considered to be unaccompanied minors – annual data, Eurostat Database, available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/MIGR_ASYUNAA__custom_5283349/bookmark/table?lang=en&bookma
rkId=6e3eaa7f-14ef-4930-bdeb-5eb966e1544c&c=1678436101550  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/MIGR_ASYUNAA__custom_5283349/bookmark/table?lang=en&bookmarkId=6e3eaa7f-14ef-4930-bdeb-5eb966e1544c&c=1678436101550
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/MIGR_ASYUNAA__custom_5283349/bookmark/table?lang=en&bookmarkId=6e3eaa7f-14ef-4930-bdeb-5eb966e1544c&c=1678436101550


 

GUIDE: Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children (101141170). Funded by the European Union. 
Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the European Union or European Commission. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be 
held responsible for them. 

● Lack of harmonisation of guardianship systems and insufficient support for guardians: 

Although the principle of non‑discrimination requires equal safeguards for all children, 

guardianship provisions and services vary widely both between and within countries. EU law 

recognises the need for guardianship but does not define its content, functions, or scope6. In 

addition, there is no mutual recognition of guardianship decisions across borders, meaning 

guardians often lose legal standing during transfers, relocations, or family reunification 

procedures. Moreover, the absence of EU‑wide training (including trauma‑ and 

disability‑informed approaches), remuneration, and burnout prevention further weakens the 

coherence and effectiveness of guardianship systems across the Union. 

● Lack of continuity of protection across borders: While mobility is a structural feature of 

children’s migration trajectories, protection systems remain territorially siloed and poorly 

coordinated. The Dublin system prioritises the allocation of responsibility between states rather 

than the continuity of care for the child, often resulting in procedural fragmentation. 

Guardianship arrangements, care plans, health records, and best interests assessments are not 

transferable across borders and are restarted when a child enters a new Member State. In 

addition, there is no mutual recognition of guardianship decisions across borders, meaning 

guardians often lose legal standing during transfers, relocations, or family reunification 

procedures. 

● EU funding instruments: Support for UAMs relies heavily on short‑term, project‑based funding 

under programmes such as AMIF and ESF+, most often delivered by NGOs. While these 

initiatives generate valuable pilots and innovative practices, successful models are rarely 

mainstreamed into national protection systems, leaving services dependent on fluctuating project 

cycles and organisational capacity. Access to EU funds remains uneven across Member States 

and regions, exacerbating territorial disparities in protection. Moreover, limited funding is 

earmarked specifically for guardianship systems, constraining long‑term planning and 

professionalisation.  

● Regression due to tightening of EU migration law: In the last ten years, the EU's approach to 

migration has increasingly prioritised control, returns, and containment, including through 

cooperation with third countries considered as “safe place”, often at the expense of child 

protection considerations and fundamental rights. The 2024 Migration and Asylum Pact risks 

normalising the arbitrary use of immigration detention, including for children and families, and 

increasing racial profiling. By invoking “crisis” procedures to justify pushbacks and returning 

individuals to so-called “safe third countries” where they might face risks of violence, torture, 

and arbitrary imprisonment, the Pact could perpetuate discrimination and human rights 

violations. Such practices may entrench injustices rather than protect the rights and well-being of 

migrant children. Furthermore, EU migration agreements with non-EU countries such as Libya have 

contributed to externalising border control to regimes with well-documented records of abuse. 

These arrangements, often lacking transparency and oversight, shift responsibility away from 

the EU while reinforcing discriminatory systems that deny children their rights and dignity. 

 
6 European Migration Network (EMN), Guardianship of Unaccompanied Minors, EMN Inform, April 2024, available at: EMN-
Luxembourg-Inform_Guardianship-of-unaccompanied-minors.pdf  

https://eurochild.org/uploads/2025/06/Breaking-the-silence-on-racial-discrimination-in-childhood_Eurochild-contribution-to-the-anti-racism-strategy.pdf
https://www.emncz.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/EMN-Luxembourg-Inform_Guardianship-of-unaccompanied-minors.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.emncz.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/EMN-Luxembourg-Inform_Guardianship-of-unaccompanied-minors.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Notably, the recent European Commission proposal for a new EU return law on the 

externalisation of return through the use of a “safe return hub” in third countries raises concerns.7 

The proposed law does not ensure sufficient and robust safeguards to ensure the “best interest 

of the child", which implies that before a return decision is made, authorities must evaluate the 

child's specific situation, family situation, and reception conditions. Notably, the prolongation of 

detention from 18 to 24 months, including for unaccompanied minors, raises concerns regarding 

the safety and fulfilment of the fundamental rights of the child. This political prioritisation of 

border management and return, coupled with divisive and polarising narratives promoted at 

the political level, represents a high risk for UAMs' fundamental rights under the UN CRC, the 

ECHR, and UNCRPD, particularly for the most vulnerable children.8  

 

 

  

 
7 Eurochild, The Return Regulation risks normalising child detention, unsafe returns and rights violations, available at: 
https://eurochild.org/news/the-return-regulation-risks-normalising-child-detention-unsafe-returns-and-rights-violations/  
8 Eurochild, Eurochild condemns the instrumentalisation of children and women in the European Parliament’s migration debate, 
available at: https://eurochild.org/news/eurochild-condemns-the-instrumentalisation-of-children-and-women-in-the-european-
parliaments-migration-debate/. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20260324IPR38908/returns-regulation-meps-ready-to-start-negotiations
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20260324IPR38908/returns-regulation-meps-ready-to-start-negotiations
https://eurochild.org/news/the-return-regulation-risks-normalising-child-detention-unsafe-returns-and-rights-violations/
https://eurochild.org/news/the-return-regulation-risks-normalising-child-detention-unsafe-returns-and-rights-violations/
https://eurochild.org/news/the-return-regulation-risks-normalising-child-detention-unsafe-returns-and-rights-violations/
https://eurochild.org/news/eurochild-condemns-the-instrumentalisation-of-children-and-women-in-the-european-parliaments-migration-debate/
https://eurochild.org/news/eurochild-condemns-the-instrumentalisation-of-children-and-women-in-the-european-parliaments-migration-debate/
https://eurochild.org/news/eurochild-condemns-the-instrumentalisation-of-children-and-women-in-the-european-parliaments-migration-debate/
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Part III. Recommendations to Strengthen 

the EU Guardianship System 

Building on the analysis of international and European legal frameworks and the findings from the GUIDE 

national assessments, this section presents a set of EU-level recommendations aimed at strengthening 

guardianship systems for unaccompanied and separated children across Member States. The 

recommendations were further informed by stakeholder consultations conducted during the EU-level 

roundtable organised by the GUIDE project on 20 October 2025 in Turin, Italy, within the international 

EASPD conference “Empowering Families, Enabling Self-Determination: Rethinking Support at Every Life 

Stage”. The roundtable brought together representatives of civil society organisations, EU-level networks, 

research institutions, and practitioners working in guardianship, migration, disability inclusion, and child 

protection. Through interactive discussions, participants identified key priorities for improving 

guardianship systems, including stronger professional support for guardians, better coordination 

between actors, sustainable funding structures, inclusive approaches for children with disabilities, and 

improved data collection. These insights, together with the project’s research findings, form the basis for 

the recommendations outlined below.  

Funding and resources  

1. Ensure that the next Multiannual Financial Framework allocates funding for migrant children, 

including through the European Child Guarantee, guardianship projects, technical assistance, and 

training.  

2. Support civil society by ensuring adequate resources for organisations supporting 

unaccompanied children.  

3. Fund initiatives that strengthen coordination between public authorities, service providers, and 

civil society.  

Training, guidance, and professional development  

4. Develop EU-wide core training modules, adaptable to national contexts, covering disability and 

child-specific needs, as well as the specific needs of children with a migrant background, 

including how to support those who have experienced trauma and violence.   

5. Provide continuous specialised training to strengthen professional skills and inter-agency 

coordination, alongside accessible psychological support to promote wellbeing and prevent 

burnout.  

6. Support continuous professional development via networks, mentoring, peer support, and 

innovation forums.  

7. Train other professionals working with children to understand and respect guardians’ roles and 

ensure integrated child protection systems.   
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8. Fund internships or traineeships for recent graduates in law, social work, or psychology to assist 

guardians with case preparation, communication, and follow-up. This support helps manage the 

administrative workload and allows monitoring of guardians’ caseload pressures while ensuring 

effective child protection. 

Legal certainty and standards  

9. Establish clear EU standards for guardians’ roles, responsibilities, and data-sharing practices.  

10. Promote harmonisation across Member States while allowing flexibility for national contexts.  

Child-centred and inclusive practices  

11. Ensure migrant children are included in EU social policies, especially the European Child 

Guarantee, anti-poverty measures and anti-racism strategies. 

12. Engage children in decision-making and policy design to ensure their rights and that their needs 

and preferences guide practice.  

13. Promote disability awareness, inclusive practices, and accessible services at all stages of the 

migration path, from assessment to case management, continuity of care, and return policies, 

including translation and sign language resources.  

14. Promote the adoption of evidence-based, supportive approaches and best practices.  

15. Support partnerships between schools and educational institutions to foster integration, 

mentorship, and peer support for unaccompanied minors.  

Coordination, communication, and cross-border learning  

16. Strengthen partnerships with authorities at the national, local and European level, NGOs, 

organisations of persons with disabilities (OPDs), and service providers.  

17. Facilitate EU-level forums, platforms, and cross-country exchange to share lessons and improve 

policies.  

18. Establish structured platforms or databases for exchanging guardianship models, training 

materials, and case management approaches.  

Digitalisation and data management  

19. Establish a central EU coordination unit for digital guardianship tools, such as secure digital 

healthcare files for minors.  

20. Ensure up-to-date and disaggregated data, including statistics on unaccompanied minors’ 

profiles, including their disability status. 
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21. Enhance existing datasets (e.g., EUAA Data Analysis on Unaccompanied Minors) to guide policy 

and practice effectively.  

Awareness raising 

22. Enhance awareness of children’s rights, in particular the rights of UAMs, across Europe through 

targeted information campaigns, professional outreach, and the promotion of positive and 

evidence‑based practices and experiences. 

23. Reaffirm the European Union’s core values and binding commitments to fundamental rights, ensuring 

that policies on migration, asylum, border management and return are consistently designed and 

implemented in full compliance with children’s rights, disability status, including the best‑interests 

principle and the prohibition of practices that may undermine the protection of unaccompanied 

minors. 
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Conclusions: Roadmap to Implementation 

The analysis from this report confirms that, while the EU has developed a dense and increasingly 

sophisticated legal framework recognising the rights of unaccompanied minors and the central role of 

guardianship, significant gaps persist between legal standards and their implementation in practice. 

These gaps continue to undermine the effective protection of some of the most vulnerable children arriving 

in or moving within the EU, including those facing multiple and intersecting vulnerabilities, such as 

disability, trauma, or displacement. 

At the normative level, international and European instruments, including the UN Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the EU Charter of Fundamental 

Rights and the recent reforms under the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, affirm that the best interests 

of the child must be a primary consideration at all stages of migration and asylum procedures. 

Guardianship is repeatedly identified as a key safeguard to ensure access to rights, representation, 

participation, and continuity of care. However, the findings from Bulgaria, Greece, Italy, Poland and 

Slovakia illustrate that these obligations are unevenly realised. Delays in guardian appointment, 

excessive caseloads, insufficient training and support, fragmented institutional responsibilities and the 

lack of sustainable funding are recurring challenges across all systems examined. This, in turn, continues 

to create significant disparities in the level of protection that children receive across Member States. 

Guardians frequently operate within structurally constrained environments that limit their capacity to act 

as effective, independent advocates for children. In several contexts, guardianship risks becoming a 

formal or administrative function rather than a meaningful child-protection mechanism rooted in trust, 

continuity and active engagement with the child. This is compounded by weak coordination between 

migration authorities, child-protection services, health and education systems, and by the absence of 

consistent quality assurance and monitoring mechanisms. As a result, children may formally have a 

guardian while still lacking timely access to healthcare, education, or psychosocial support.  

Children with disabilities and other intersecting vulnerabilities are particularly affected by these systemic 

weaknesses. The analysis shows that disability-related needs are often insufficiently identified, 

documented or addressed within guardianship systems. Guardians frequently lack the training, guidance 

and referral pathways needed to support children with complex needs. This is aggravated by the 

absence of disability-inclusive procedures, specialised services, and systematic data collection, which 

further limits the ability of systems to respond effectively to these children. 

At EU level, the report identifies structural challenges that go beyond national implementation. 

Fragmentation across policy areas, the weak harmonisation of guardianship standards, limited mutual 

recognition of guardianship decisions across borders, and persistent data gaps all weaken the Union’s 

ability to ensure equal protection for UAMs irrespective of the Member State in which they live, as well 

as hinder the development of a coherent European guardianship approach capable of responding to 

children’s cross-border protection needs. 

While the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum theoretically reaffirms important child-specific guarantees, 

recent policy developments raise serious concerns about a shift towards border control priorities that risk 

diluting child-protection safeguards if not carefully and consistently implemented in line with fundamental 

rights obligations (including the rights of children with disabilities to equal protection, accessibility of 



 

GUIDE: Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children (101141170). Funded by the European Union. 
Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of 
the European Union or European Commission. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be 
held responsible for them. 

services, and individualised support as required under the UNCRPD). In this context, guardianship remains 

a critical line of protection that must not be eroded. 

Overall, the findings of this report point to a clear conclusion: strengthening guardianship systems is not 

merely a technical or administrative task but a fundamental requirement for upholding the rights and 

dignity of unaccompanied children in the European Union. Effective guardianship requires investment in 

people, systems and coordination, as well as political commitment to placing the child’s best interests at 

the centre of migration and asylum governance while ensuring that disability inclusion and intersectional 

vulnerabilities are systematically addressed. While national contexts and models will necessarily differ, 

a shared European responsibility exists to ensure that no child is left without meaningful protection, 

representation and care because of structural gaps, institutional fragmentation or policy priorities that 

overlook their specific needs, including the specific needs of children with disabilities and other forms of 

heightened vulnerability. 

Table of recommendations 

The table below presents a consolidated overview of the EU-level recommendations presented in this 

paper and deriving from the analysis, inter-/national assessments, and stakeholder consultations 

conducted within the GUIDE project. 

 

Key 

dimension 

Challenges Recommendations Key stakeholders 

Funding and 

resources 

 

EU funding 

instruments 

1. Ensure that the next MFF 

allocates funding for migrant 

children, including via the 

European Child Guarantee, 

guardianship projects, 

technical assistance, & training 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST, DG EMPL) 

- European Parliament (LIBE, 

FEMM, EMPL committees) 

- Council of the EU / MS’ ministries 

EU funding 

instruments 

2. Support civil society by 

ensuring adequate resources 

for organisations supporting 

unaccompanied children 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST, DG EMPL) 

- MS’ ministries 

- Managing authorities of AMIF, 

ESF+ and future MFF funds 

- Civil society organisations (CSOs) 

Training, 

guidance, 

and 

professional 

development  

 

 

 

 

 

 

EU funding 

instruments 

3. Fund initiatives that 

strengthen coordination 

between public authorities, 

service providers, & civil 

society 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST, DG EMPL) 

- MS’ ministries 

- Managing authorities of AMIF, 

ESF+ and future MFF funds 

- CSOs 

Insufficient 

attention to 

vulnerability 

4. Develop EU-wide core 

training modules, adaptable 

to national contexts, covering 

disability, child-specific & 

migrant-related needs, 

including how to support those 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST, DG EMPL) 

- EUAA 

- FRA 

- National child‑protection 

authorities 
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experiencing trauma & 

violence 

- Guardianship & coordination 

bodies 

- Social work, legal & 

psychological associations 

- CSOs 

Insufficient 

support for 

guardians  

 

5. Provide continuous training 

to strengthen professional skills 

and inter-agency coordination, 

as well as psychological 

support for wellbeing & 

burnout prevention  

 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST, DG EMPL) 

- EUAA 

- FRA 

- National child‑protection 

authorities 

- Guardianship & coordination 

bodies 

- Social work, legal & 

psychological associations 

- CSOs 

Insufficient 

support for 

guardians  

 

6. Support continuous 

professional development via 

networks, mentoring, peer 

support, and innovation forums 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST, DG EMPL) 

- EUAA 

- FRA 

- National child‑protection 

authorities 

- Guardianship & coordination 

bodies 

- Social work, legal & 

psychological associations 

- CSOs 

Insufficient 

support for 

guardians  

 

7. Train other professionals 

working with children to 

understand and respect 

guardians’ roles & ensure 

integrated child protection 

systems   

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST, DG EMPL) 

- EUAA 

- FRA 

- National child‑protection 

authorities 

- Guardianship & coordination 

bodies 

- Social work, legal & 

psychological associations 

- CSOs 

Insufficient 

support for 

guardians  

 

8. Fund internships or 

traineeships to support 

guardians in managing 

administrative workload and 

caseload pressures, while 

ensuring effective child 

protection 

 

- Guardianship & coordination 

bodies 

- Social work, legal & 

psychological associations 

- CSOs 

Legal 

certainty 

Lack of 

harmonisation of 

9. Establish clear EU standards 

for guardians’ roles, 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST) 
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and 

standards 

guardianship 

systems 

 

responsibilities, and data-

sharing practices 

- European Parliament 

- Council of the EU / MS’ ministries 

 

Lack of 

harmonisation of 

guardianship 

systems 

 

10. Promote harmonisation 

across Member States, while 

allowing flexibility for national 

contexts 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST) 

- European Parliament 

- Council of the EU / MS’ ministries 

Child-

centred and 

inclusive 

practices 

Insufficient 

attention to 

vulnerability 

11. Ensure migrant children 

are included in EU social 

policies, anti-poverty measures 

and anti-racism strategies 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST) 

- European Parliament 

- Council of the EU / MS’ ministries 

Insufficient 

attention to 

vulnerability 

12. Engage children in 

decision-making and policy 

design to ensure their rights 

are respected 

 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST) 

- MS’ ministries 

- National child‑protection 

authorities 

- Guardians & guardianship 

services 

- Education authorities & schools 

- Healthcare & psychosocial 

services 

- Local authorities  

- CSOs working with children 

Insufficient 

attention to 

vulnerability 

  

13. Promote disability 

awareness, inclusive practices, 

and accessible services at all 

stages of migration path 

- Disability services & 

organisations of persons with 

disabilities (OPDs) 

- Guardians & guardianship 

services 

- National child‑protection 

authorities 

- Education authorities & schools 

- Healthcare & psychosocial 

services 

- Local authorities 

- CSOs working with children 

Insufficient 

support for 

guardians  

14. Promote the adoption of 

evidence-based, supportive 

approaches and best practices 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG JUST) 

- MS’ ministries 

- National child‑protection 

authorities 

- Guardians & guardianship 

services 

- Local authorities 

- CSOs working with children 

EU funding 

instruments 

15. Support partnerships 

between schools and 

- Guardians & guardianship 

services  
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educational institutions to 

foster integration, mentorship, 

and peer-support for 

unaccompanied minors 

- National child‑protection 

authorities 

- Education authorities & schools 

- Healthcare & psychosocial 

services 

- Local authorities 

- CSOs working with children 

- OPDs 

Coordination

, 

communicati

on, and 

cross-border 

learning 

Lack of 

harmonisation of 

guardianship 

systems  

 

16. Strengthen partnerships 

with authorities at the national, 

local and EU levels, NGOs, 

organisations of persons with 

disabilities (OPDs), and service 

providers 

- European Commission 

- EU agencies (EUAA, FRA, Eurojust 

where relevant) 

- MS’ ministries 

- National child‑protection 

authorities 

- Local authorities 

- Disability services & OPDs 

- Guardians & guardianship 

services 

Lack of 

harmonisation of 

guardianship 

systems  

17. Facilitate EU-level forums, 

platforms, and cross-country 

exchange to share lessons and 

improve policies 

- European Commission 

- EU agencies (EUAA, FRA, Eurojust 

where relevant) 

- MS’ ministries 

Lack of 

harmonisation of 

guardianship 

systems  

18. Establish structured 

platforms or databases for 

exchanging guardianship 

models, training materials, and 

case management approaches 

- European Commission 

- EU agencies (EUAA, FRA, Eurojust 

where relevant) 

- MS’ ministries 

- Local authorities 

- Guardians & guardianship 

services 

- CSOs 

Digitalisatio

n and data 

management  

 

Lack of 

comprehensive 

and reliable 

data 

19. Establish a central EU 

coordination unit for digital 

guardianship tools, such as 

secure digital healthcare files 

for minors 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG DIGIT) 

- EU agencies (EUAA, FRA) 

- Data protection authorities 

- IT services 

Lack of 

comprehensive 

and reliable 

data 

20. Ensure up-to-date and 

disaggregated data on 

unaccompanied minors’ 

profiles (including on disability 

status) 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG DIGIT, Eurostat) 

- EU agencies (EUAA, FRA) 

- National statistical offices 

- National child‑protection & 

guardianship authorities 

Lack of 

comprehensive 

and reliable 

data 

 

21. Enhance existing datasets 

(e.g., EUAA Data Analysis on 

Unaccompanied Minors) to 

guide policy & practice 

effectively 

- European Commission (DG 

HOME, DG DIGIT, Eurostat) 

- EU agencies (EUAA, FRA) 

- National statistical offices 

- National child‑protection & 

guardianship authorities 
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Awareness 

raising 

Risk of 

regression due 

to tightening of 

EU migration 

law 

22. Enhance awareness of the 

UAMs’ rights through targeted 

information campaigns, and 

the promotion of positive and 

evidence‑based practices  

- European Commission and EU 

institutions 

- National governments & public 

authorities 

- CSOs & advocacy networks 

- Media & public communication 

bodies 

- Academic & research institutions 

Risk of 

regression due 

to tightening of 

EU migration 

law 

23. Reaffirm the EU’s core 

values & binding commitments 

to fundamental rights by 

ensuring that policies on UAMs 

are consistently designed and 

implemented in full compliance 

with children’s rights and ensure 

the protection of minors 

- EU institutions 

- National governments & public 

authorities 

- CSOs & advocacy networks 

- Media & public communication 

bodies 

- Academic & research institutions 

 


