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Executive summary

Italy has a well-established and rights-based legal framework for the protection and guardianship of
unaccompanied foreign minors, largely shaped by Law No. 47 /2017 (the so-called Zampa Law). The
system is built on strong principles, including the best interests of the child, equal treatment with Italian
minors and the central role of volunteer guardianship, within a multi-level structure involving courts,
Ombudspersons, social services and civil society. However, the findings of the national assessment and
the roundtable process point to a persistent gap between this framework and its implementation in
practice. While the system is formally comprehensive, its functioning remains uneven across territories
and often depends on local capacity, coordination and available resources. Recent policy developments
also raise concerns, particularly in relation to reception conditions and the transition to adulthood.

Several key challenges emerge from the analysis. Guardians often operate without structured and
continuous training, supervision and support, which affects their ability to respond to increasingly complex
needs. Minors are not systematically informed about their rights, roles and available services, limiting
their ability to engage meaningfully in their own protection pathways. At the local level, the lack of
stable and integrated support structures results in fragmented access to essential services, including legal,
psychological and intercultural support. Delays in the appointment of guardians, weak communication
between actors and the absence of binding coordination mechanisms continue to undermine the system’s
effectiveness. More broadly, many of its core functions still rely on short-term, project-based funding,
preventing the consolidation of a stable support infrastructure. Important gaps also persist in addressing
intersectional vulnerabilities, particularly in relation to disability, due to limited data, weak identification
mechanisms and the absence of tailored pathways.

In response, this report puts forward a set of targeted recommendations aimed at strengthening the
system in practice. These focus on reinforcing support structures for guardians and minors, improving
coordination between actors and ensuring clearer and more consistent implementation of the existing
legal framework. The report also calls for a shift towards more stable forms of financing and for a
stronger recognition of the role of civil society within a more structured and sustainable system.
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Introduction

This report addresses national policy recommendations concerning the guardianship and protection
system of unaccompanied foreigh minors in ltaly. It was developed by CESIE ETS within the framework
of the GUIDE Project!, drawing on the outcomes of the National Roundtable and building on the findings
emerging from the National Assessment. The National Roundtable in Italy brought together 38
patrticipants on the 3¢ of July 2025 and the 14" of November 2025, creating a space for exchange
between public institutions, civil society organisations, guardians, universities, reception centres and
practitioners directly involved in the system.

The report aims to identify key challenges affecting the current functioning of the guardianship system
and to put forward a set of targeted and operational recommendations to address them. Indeed, the
recommendations presented below are grounded not only in desk research and existing literature, but
also in the direct contributions of stakeholders working at different levels of the system. In this sense, the
report reflects both a national snapshot of current practices and a collective effort to identify areas for
improvement.

The recommendations are organised around a number of macro-areas that reflect the main structural
dimensions of the system, including the sfrengthening of guardianship through training, support and
institutional engagement; the legal and policy reform, institutional strengthening, monitoring and evaluation
system; the functioning of coordination mechanisms across actors; the long-term sustainability of a multi-
level guardianship system; the need for more consistent, intersectionality-informed data collection; and the
broader European dimension of guardianship. Each area is presented through a set of challenges and
related recommendations, to highlight both the main gaps and possible directions for improvement.

The report is also closely connected to the broader logical framework of the GUIDE project and will
feed into its upcoming activities. In particular, the most relevant 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.

T GUIDE’s (Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children) project aim is to raise awareness of available
resources, and support professionals and guardians caring for unaccompanied and separated children arriving in
the EU from various countries and contexts. The project also aims to strengthen the capacity of national
guardianship systems. It specifically focuses on providing support for guardians of children with disabilities
and/or those at risk of developmental delays in five countries: Bulgaria, Greece, Slovakia, Italy, and Poland.
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In terms of dissemination, the report targets both institutional actors and civil society organisations
involved in the guardianship system. The findings and recommendations will be shared through project
events, as well as through the communication channels of the partner organisations, with the aim of
reaching relevant decision-makers while also strengthening coordination and joint advocacy efforts

among civil society actors.
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Part I. Current Legislative framework
and Guardianship system for
unaccompanied migrant children

National procedures for UAMs

In Italy, unaccompanied migrant children, defined as “foreign minors under eighteen who enter or are
present in the national territory without parental care or legal representation” (art. 2, D.Lgs. n.
142/2015 and art. 2, L. n. 47 /2017), are governed by a comprehensive and progressively developing
legal framework. At the core of this framework are provisions in the Testo Unico Immigrazione (Legislative
Decree no. 286/1998) and the Decreto Accoglienza (Legislative Decree no. 142/2015) which transpose,
inter alia, key elements of the EU Reception Conditions Directive and establish specific reception and
identification procedures for minors. Significantly, Law No. 47/2017 (the so-called Zampa Law)
introduced a comprehensive framework of specific safeguards for unaccompanied foreign minors. These
include the explicit prohibition of refusal of entry and pushbacks at the border, the strengthening of
protection and reception measures, the formal establishment of the volunteer guardian system, and
the recognition of equal treatment with Italian minors in access to rights and services. The Zampa
Law indeed affirms that all unaccompanied minors are entitled to the same rights and protections as
Italian and EU member states’ children, as outlined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. The
law also mandated the creation of a national information system (SIM) to monitor unaccompanied minors’
presence, placements and transfers, and permitted different residence permits (such as for minor age or
family reasons) valid until the age of majority. Notably, among the Law’s key innovations is Article 5,
which outlines identification and age assessment procedures, prioritising documentation while also
allowing multidisciplinary evaluations when needed. Minors must be informed, heard and presumed to
be children throughout the whole process, which precludes detention and ensures placement in
appropriate reception facilities.

The reception system itself is divided into two stages: initial care in FAMI (Fondo Asilo, Migrazione e
Integrazione) centres, run by Prefectures, for up to 30 days, followed by longer-term integration support
in SAI (Sistema Accoglienza e Integrazione) centres, managed by local authorities. These second-stage
facilities provide educational, psychological, legal and vocational services to support minors’ autonomy
and social inclusion.

When a foreign unaccompanied minor is identified on the ltalian territory, the following procedures
apply:

- Identification and notification: immediately after tracing and identifying the minor, the
Authority of Public Security notifies both the territorially competent Juvenile Court and the
Directorate General of Immigration and Integration Policies at the Ministry of Labour and Social
Policy. Identification is carried out on the basis of identity documents issued by the competent
authorities, where available; in the absence of a passport or equivalent documentation,
identification is conducted by police officers in accordance with applicable procedures.
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- Immediate protection and placement: pending further administrative and judicial measures, the
public authority ensures the minor’s immediate protection by placing them in a safe and
appropriate facility. Responsibility for the minor’s initial care lies with the Municipality in whose
territory the minor is found, without prejudice to the possibility of subsequent relocation to
another local authority.

- First reception: in accordance with national legislation, unaccompanied minors are initially
accommodated in first reception centres managed by the Ministry of the Interior. These facilities
provide essential services, including health screening, psychosocial support and the preparation
for transfer to second-level reception facilities. The duration of first reception should not exceed
30 days.

- Appointment of a guardian: following the formal notification of the presence of an
unaccompanied minor lacking legal representation, the territorially competent Juvenile Court
appoints a guardian, who is responsible for representing the child’s interests and supporting
them throughout administrative and judicial procedures.

- Issuance of a residence permit: the Questore issues a residence permit to the minor. This may
take the form of a permit for minor age or, where applicable, a permit for family reasons,
particularly in cases where foster care arrangements have been established.

More recently, regulatory updates, including a 2023 presidential decree (DPR 231/2023) and a 2024
D.P.C.M,, further organised administrative competences and procedural steps, such as the conduct of
initial interviews upon entry.

However, more recent policy developments raise significant concerns. Notably, the recently approved
Immigration Draft Law adopted by the Council of Ministers on 11 February, which risks undermining the
fundamental rights and inclusion pathways of thousands of children and young people who have arrived
alone in Italy. Among the proposed measures is the reduction to 19 years of age of the so-called
prosieguo amministrativo, which currently allows young people who have just reached adulthood to remain
within the protection system until the age of 21 in order to complete their education, access training,
secure employment and build stable social ties. Limiting this possibility would hinder the autonomy of
young people who are actively building positive life trajectories and would increase their social
vulnerability, exposing them to housing insecurity, labour exploitation, and marginalisation. Serious
concerns also arise from the proposed changes to assisted voluntary return procedures, which would
shift crucial decision-making from the Juvenile Court to the administrative authority, thereby weakening
the safeguards designed to uphold the best interests of the child and potentially conflicting with the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child. In response, civil society organisations, institutions and practitioners
are strengthening coordinated action, working through networks guided by the best interests of the child.
This joint effort has produced common recommendations calling for the withdrawal of provisions that are
incompatible with the full implementation of the Zampa Law.

Furthermore, implementation challenges remain that can affect the operationalisation of international
and European standards. Italian legislation formally provides for specialised reception, age assessment
procedures and the appointment of voluntary guardians for UAMs in a manner intended to safeguard
their rights and best interests, including a structured pathway for access to asylum procedures with legal
representation. In practice, however, monitoring by civil society organisations indicates that key
procedural protections may not be consistently realised. For instance, analysis by Save the Children
highlights ongoing obstacles in age assessment and transitions during and after reception, including
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challenges at the critical threshold of turning 18, where administrative and bureaucratic difficulties can
disrupt continuity of protection and support (Save the Children, Nascosti in Piena Vista, 2024). Data also
point to structural imbalances in reception placement: while a significant share of unaccompanied
minors are accommodated in specialised facilities, a non-negligible portion remain in broader reception
infrastructure, including first reception centres or mainstream accommodations due in part to capacity
limits and systemic constraints (Asylum Information Database, 2024). Finally, although Italian law and
practice recognise the need for guardianship and legal support for UAMs, the realisation of full legal
representation and participation rights depends heavily on local administrative practice and can be
inconsistent, particularly when guardianship appointments are delayed or when procedural steps (such
as asylum applications) are initiated before such supports are fully in place.

National procedures for the guardianship system

Legislative framework

The ltalian guardianship system for unaccompanied migrant children is primarily regulated by Law No.
47/2017 (Zampa Law), which introduced a structured national system of volunteer guardians and
consolidated previously fragmented regional practices. The law affirms that unaccompanied foreign
minors are entitled to the same rights and protections as Italian and EU children and embeds the principle
of the best interests of the child across identification, reception and integration procedures.

Article 11 of Law 47 /2017 institutionalised the volunteer guardianship system, providing for trained
citizens to be appointed by Juvenile Courts as legal guardians. Guardians operate within the framework
of the Italian Civil Code and relevant child protection legislation and are entrusted with representing the
child’s legal, educational and healthcare interests, while monitoring reception conditions and promoting
their integration.

The system aims to ensure that each unaccompanied minor is provided with an individual legal
representative as early as possible after identification.

Institutional architecture
The guardianship system is decentralised and multi-actor. It involves:

e Juvenile Courts (Tribunali per i Minorenni), responsible for appointing guardians and
overseeing guardianship measures;

® Regional Ombudspersons for Children and Adolescents, responsible for selecting, training
and maintaining official lists of volunteer guardians;

® Municipal social services, which contribute to individual care planning and integration
pathways;

® Reception facilities, which collaborate with guardians and social services in ensuring daily care
and access to services;

e Civil society organisations, which provide complementary training, peer support and specialised

assistance.
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While the legal framework is nationally uniform, operational implementation may vary across regions,
particularly regarding coordination mechanisms and support structures.

Appointment procedures

Upon notification of the presence of an unaccompanied minor without legal representation, the
territorially competent Juvenile Court appoints a guardian. The appointment is made from the official
list of trained volunteer guardians maintained at the regional level.

In principle, the appointment should occur promptly in order to ensure effective representation during
administrative and judicial procedures, including asylum applications and residence permit issuance. In
practice, however, structural inefficiencies may arise, including delays in formal notification and
appointment, incomplete communication of essential information to appointed guardians, variability in
procedures between courts and reduced use of volunteer guardians for minors close to the age of
majority in certain territories. These issues may thus affect the timeliness and continvity of legal
representation.

Role and modalities of guardianship
Volunteer guardians perform both legal and relational functions. Their responsibilities include:

- representing the minor in administrative and judicial proceedings;
- supporting asylum or residence procedures;

- ensuring access to education and healthcare;

- monitoring reception conditions;

- acting as a stable adult reference figure.

Guardians may be appointed for up to three minors and operate on a voluntary basis. Reimbursement
mechanisms exist for certain expenses, and legal provisions allow for forms of leave or compensation,
although practical implementation may differ across territories.

The guardianship model is conceived as complementary to institutional actors: guardians do not
replace social services or reception staff but are intended to provide personalised representation and
advocacy centred on the child’s best interests. However, coordination between guardians and reception
facilities is not always clearly structured. In some contexts, guardians may be perceived primarily as
supervisory figures rather than as relational and supportive actors, which can limit effective collaboration.

Support services and capacity-building

Initial training is mandatory before inclusion in the official registry of guardians. Training typically covers
legal aspects of guardianship and migration law, child development and psychosocial dimensions,
intercultural mediation and migration dynamics. Nevertheless, continuous professional development
opportunities are not systematically guaranteed at national level. Refresher courses, supervision
mechanisms and burnout prevention services are often limited or project-based. Indeed, guardians
frequently report the need for structured ongoing training on complex vulnerabilities (trauma, mental
health, exploitation risks), stronger institutional recognition, clearer communication channels with courts
and public authorities, and accessible multi-service help desks providing legal, psychological and
intercultural support.
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Peer-support networks have emerged in several regions and contribute positively to the exchange of
practices and mutual assistance. However, such initiatives are not uniformly institutionalised.

Statistical overview

While Italy has developed a broad volunteer guardianship registry, the number of active guardians
does not always match the fluctuating number of unaccompanied minors present on the territory. This
structural imbalance may place additional pressure on the system, particularly in periods of increased
arrivals. Furthermore, regional disparities exist in terms of availability of guardians, training
opportunities and coordination mechanisms.

Approach for unaccompanied migrant children with disabilities

Unaccompanied migrant children with disabilities represent a case of double vulnerability, combining
migration-related risks with disability-related barriers.

Legally, these minors fall under:

the general framework of Law 47/2017;

national disability legislation applicable to all persons with disabilities residing in Italy (including
Law 104/1992 and Law 328/2000);

constitutional guarantees of equality and access to education and healthcare;

the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (ratified by Italy with Law 18/2009).

However, intersectional approaches specifically addressing the needs of unaccompanied minors
with disabilities remain limited. Key challenges include the absence of systematic screening tools for
identifying hidden or trauma-induced disabilities, a lack of structured national training for guardians on
supported decision-making and inclusive practices, insufficient coordination between migration services
and disability services, limited disaggregated data on disability among unaccompanied minors, and
absence of standardised operational protocols tailored to this group. Mental health vulnerabilities are
particularly significant, yet guardians and frontline professionals are not uniformly trained to address
complex psychosocial conditions.

Notably, the recent establishment of the National Authority for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(effective January 2025) may offer opportunities for enhanced oversight and cross-sector coordination,
although its operational role in the migration context remains to be consolidated.

Overall, the ltalian guardianship system represents a progressive and rights-based legislative model
grounded in civic participation and individualised representation. Nevertheless, operational gaps,
uneven territorial implementation, insufficient continuous training and limited disability-sensitive
approaches affect the uniform realisation of safeguards across the country. Strengthening procedural
efficiency, institutional coordination, structured support services and intersectional disability frameworks
would significantly enhance the system’s effectiveness and resilience.

" GUIDE: Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children (101141170). Funded by the European Union.
:* ': Co-funded by Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of
Hara the European Union the European Union or European Commission. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be

held responsible for them.

13



GUIDEF

Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children

Part ll. The guardianship system:
Challenges and Recommendations
system

Strengthening Guardianship through Training, Support, and
Institutional Engagement

Challenges

1. Lack of mandatory continuous training for volunteer guardians

The current system, as defined by the Zampa Law, only requires initial training for appointment. There
is no structured, obligatory framework for continuous professional development, leaving guardians
without ongoing pedagogical and legal updates.

2. Absence of rights-oriented information sessions for unaccompanied minors

Minors are not systematically informed about their rights, responsibilities or available services. This leaves
them unprepared to navigate opportunities during their minor age and particularly vulnerable during
the transition to adulthood after turning 18.

3. No permanent, integrated support structures at the municipal level

Guardians and minors currently lack access to permanent, multi-service support desks. Services such as
legal counselling, psychological and ethno-psychological support, cultural mediation and service
orientation are fragmented or unavailable at the local level.

Recommendations

R1. Establish a structured framework for continuous professional development
> Move beyond the one-time initial training mandated by the Zampa Law by introducing
mandatory, periodic upskilling modules for volunteer guardians.
> |Institutionalise  joint  training initiatives co-designed  with reception centres and
Municipal /Regional Social Services Offices to ensure practical relevance.
> Align training content with the minor’s “project of life”, equipping guardians with concrete tools
to support educational, social and employment pathways.

R2. Empower minors through rights-oriented information sessions and mandate their participation
in all phases of the protection pathway
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> Ensure that the ltalian Authority for Childhood and Adolescence (AGIA), in cooperation with
reception facilities and civil society organisations, develops and delivers mandatory, accessible
information sessions for unaccompanied minors on their rights, responsibilities and available
services. These sessions should cover: the roles of all actors surrounding the minor (guardian,
social worker, educator, cultural mediator, lawyer, judge, etc.); the minor's rights, including the
right to a guardian, the right to be heard, and the right to participate in decisions; the purpose
and function of the guardian and how to contact them; practical guidance on whom to approach
for specific needs or problems; how to raise concerns or complaints about their care or treatment.
It is also suggested that information packages are systemically distributed at all entry points
(reception centres, Police Headquarters, health services, Juvenile Courts, etc.).

> Ensure that reception facilities and civil society organisations, with guidance from AGIA, have
the competences and resources to focus on minors’ transition to adulthood, preparing them for
life after 18 to prevent legal and social vulnerability.

>  Amend the implementing provisions of Law 47/2017 to include mandatory child participation
mechanisms at key stages of the protection pathway, including: the initial assessment and
development of the individual life project; regular case review meetings under the Pact of Co-
Responsibility; the evaluation of the guardian-minor relationship and, where appropriate, the
selection of a new guardian; the design and review of local and national guardianship policies
and coordination frameworks.

R3. Maintain municipal one-stop support desks for guardians and minors

> Establish or strengthen permanent support desks at the municipal level offering integrated
services: legal counselling, (ethno-)psychological support, cultural mediation and service
orientation.

> Ensure these desks function as low-threshold, continuous support structures rather than emergency
intervention points.

Best practice: In this context, the Italian model of Poli Sociali Integrati, implemented in several Southern
regions (including Sicily, Calabria, Campania, Puglia and Basilicata), offers a relevant example. These
territorially based hubs operate as low-threshold access points and rely on multidisciplinary teams,
typically including a coordinator, social workers, cultural mediators, social operators, legal experts,
educators and tutors, to provide integrated support, assess individual needs and facilitate access to local
services through coordinated case management.

Legal and Policy Reform, Institutional strengthening, monitoring
and evaluation

Challenges

1. Incomplete implementation of Law 47/2017 (Zampa Law) and regressive reforms
The Zampa Law's incomplete implementation and recent restrictive policy shifts are jointly undermining
protections for unaccompanied minors in Italy. Although the 2017 law provides a robust framework, it
was designed as framework legislation requiring implementing decrees. While decrees exist for health,
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age assessment, reception and family reunification, critical gaps remain, notably in defining guardianship
roles and operationalising the minor's "life project” based on the best interests principle. These gaps are
now compounded by regressive measures in Decree Law 133/2023: extended stays in initial reception
centres (from 30 to 45 days) and permission to house 16-year-olds in adult facilities. These changes risk
exposing minors to inappropriate environments and eroding child-specific safeguards, all against a
backdrop of likely increases in arrivals due to global instability.

2. Weak and under-resourced monitoring system

The current monitoring mechanism, funded under AMIF 2021-2027 and assigned to the National
Ombudsperson for Children’s Rights, remains limited in scope. Monitoring activities focus predominantly
on quantitative data (training, active guardianships, pairings, etc.) rather than on the quality of
guardianship, the minor’s developmental outcomes or systemic bottlenecks. Informal oversight by
reception centres is both insufficient and institutionally unanchored.

3. No structured support for the transition to adulthood

Despite legal provisions allowing for the extension or conversion of residence permits until the age of
21, the transition to adulthood remains a structural rupture, further exacerbated by the reforms proposed
in the latest migration bill mentioned above. The volunteer guardianship relationship ceases at 18,
leaving young adults without institutional support.

4. Preferential use of institutional guardianship over volunteer appointment

In several jurisdictions (notably Palermo, and reportedly others), Juvenile Courts systematically favour
institutional guardians (such as mayors, reception centre managers or lawyers) for minors aged 16 and
above. This practice ultimately deprives older adolescents of dedicated, trained volunteer guardians
during a critical phase for integration and life planning.

Recommendations

R4. Complete the implementation and safeguard the integrity of the Zampa Law framework

> Urgently adopt outstanding implementing decrees to operationalise the Zampa Law in full. These
must include: a clear definition of roles, responsibilities and accountability mechanisms for all
guardianship stakeholders; and operational guidance on the development, monitoring and
evaluation of the minor’s “life project” under the best interests of the child principle

> Introduce dedicated legal provisions and targeted policy measures for unaccompanied minors
with disabilities, victims of trafficking, and other intersectional vulnerabilities. Mandate the
National Ombudsperson for Disability to collect disaggregated data and issue evidence-based
recommendations. Ensure that vulnerability assessments are mandatory, standardised and lead
to tailored support pathways.

> Advocate for the repeal or revision of provisions under Decree Law 133/2023 that weaken
safeguards for unaccompanied minors. Intfroduce a child rights impact assessment obligation for
all future migration and asylum legislation. Strengthen the role of the National Ombudsperson
for Children’s Rights in the legislative scrutiny process.
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R5. Strengthen the monitoring system towards quality assurance and systemic learning

> Expand the mandate and methodology of the current monitoring mechanism beyond quantitative
indicators. Introduce qualitative assessments of guardian-minor relationships, developmental
progress and systemic barriers. Ensure that findings are systematically fed back into policy-
making and training curricula.

Best practice: The institutionalisation of Local Operative Units (UOL) shall be seen as a virtuous example.
Each includes at least a social worker, a psychologist and a mediator in a coordinating role, they organise
interventions and act as a key point of coordination.

Ré6. Institutionalise national provisions for the transition to adulthood

> Ensure the continuation of the voluntary guardianship after the age of 18 to support a smoother
transition to adulthood. This should be institutionalised through clear national provisions,
supported by dedicated funding and formal coordination with local authorities.

Best practice: In this context, the Italian experience of so-called social guardianship (futela sociale),
developed in some local and project-based settings, represents a promising practice to ensure continuity
of support beyond the age of majority. Similarly, the buddy program from Refugees Welcome is an
important channel to provide further support after reaching the age of majority.

R7. Mandate the appointment of volunteer guardians for all minors, including those aged 16+

> Pursuant to the Zampa Law, Issue clear directives to Juvenile Courts prohibiting the routine use
of institutional guardianship as a substitute for trained volunteer guardians. Where institutional
guardianship is exceptionally necessary, require the same training standards as for volunteers.

Coordination and participation in the guardianship system

Challenges

1. Institutional delays and coordination failures hinder minors’ protection

Juvenile Courts' protracted appointment procedures leave minors without a legally designated guardian
for weeks or months after identification. During this critical period, reception centres must assume de
facto guardianship responsibilities without a formal mandate, creating legal ambiguity and potential
conflicts of interest between their service provider and surrogate decision-maker roles. This delay denies
minors the relational continuity essential for building trust and participating meaningfully in their
protection pathway. Simultaneously, volunteer guardians face significant coordination failures with Police
Headquarters and Prefectures. Essential procedures (issuing identification documents, tax codes and
health cards, etc.) are frequently delayed due to unclear competencies, absent focal points and missing
inter-institutional protocols. These administrative barriers hinder minors' social inclusion, delay access to
rights and services, and complicate responses to particularly vulnerable cases.

2. Fragmented coordination undermines the guardianship system
The relationship between volunteer guardians and reception centres is marked by inconsistent

" GUIDE: Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children (101141170). Funded by the European Union.
:* *: Co-funded by Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of
Hara the European Union the European Union or European Commission. Neither the European Union nor the granting authority can be

held responsible for them.

17



GUIDEF

Supporting Guardians of Unaccompanied Children

communication and mutual role ambiguity. Guardians report being misperceived as supervisors rather

than collaborative partners, creating friction that undermines trust and effectiveness. This fragmentation

is compounded by the absence of any binding mechanism governing coordination between reception

centres, social services and guardians after appointment. Without a formalised framework defining

roles, expectations and decision-making protocols, collaboration depends on individual goodwill rather

than systemic design. Stakeholders across the system, Juvenile Courts, local authorities, health services

and civil society, operate without universally understood responsibilities, leading to duplication, service

gaps and tension over decision-making authority. Most critically, this opacity renders the system

incomprehensible to minors themselves, who receive conflicting signals about whom to trust and cannot

discern who is responsible for addressing their specific needs. When adults disagree or operate in silos,

the minor is left without a coherent support network.

Recommendations

R8. Enhance coordination mechanisms and reduce administrative delays

> Respect the binding maximum time limits for the appointment of volunteer guardians by Juvenile

Courts, establish a monitoring mechanism to track appointment timelines and require that
appointment decrees include complete and accurate contact information for both the guardian
and the reception centre. In order to achieve this, provide dedicated administrative support to
courts with high backlogs or disproportionate recourse to institutional guardianship.

Establish direct, ongoing communication channels between Juvenile Courts and appointed
guardians, including automatic notification of hearings, decisions and case updates.

Develop and nationally mandate the use of a formal Pact of Co-Responsibility, to be signed
jointly by the reception centre, the local social services, and the volunteer guardian upon the
minor's admission to the facility. The Pact shall: clearly define roles, responsibilities, and decision-
making protocols for each actor; establish regular case review meetings with mandatory
participation of the minor in age-appropriate and culturally sensitive formats; include provisions
for the minor's feedback to be systematically sought, documented, and responded to; be
reviewed and updated at defined intervals in consultation with the minor; be presented to the
minor in an accessible format and language they understand; serve as a reference document
for resolving coordination disputes.

Develop and implement binding protocols between Juvenile Courts, guardianship authorities,
Police Headquarters, Prefectures, social services, and health authorities. These protocols shall:
set maximum time limits for administrative procedures involving unaccompanied minors
(identification documents, tax codes, health cards, etc.); designate institutional focal points for
unaccompanied minor cases at each authority; mandate regular inter-institutional coordination
meetings at local level to address bottlenecks; include clear escalation mechanisms for cases of
particular vulnerability or persistent delay.

Best practice: Local, regional and national roundtables ensure continuous space for exchange and debate

aimed at improving systems and coordination.
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R9. Develop and disseminate a national Charter of Roles and Responsibilities

> Elaborate, through a multi-stakeholder consultative process involving Juvenile Courts, Regional
Ombudspersons, social services, reception centres, guardians' associations, civil society, and
unaccompanied minors themselves, a nationally endorsed Charter of Roles and Responsibilities
for all actors in the guardianship system. The Charter shall: be legally recognised and referenced
in implementing decrees of Law 47 /2017; provide clear, accessible descriptions of each actor's
mandate, competencies, and accountability mechanisms; be translated into multiple languages
and adapted into child-friendly formats co-designed with minors; explicitly articulate the minor's
right to information, to be heard, and to participate in decisions affecting them; be systematically
disseminated and used as the basis for induction training across all relevant professions and
institutions.

Sustainability of a multi-level guardianship system

Challenges

The public guardianship system relies heavily on partnerships with civil society and other non-state actors.
However, this dependence on NGOs, civil society organisations, and INGOs risks undermining the system's
long-term sustainability and leads to a fragmented, short-term approach.

1. Chronic dependence on time-limited project funding

The vast majority of support services for guardians (including multi-service help desks, psychological
counselling, cultural mediation, peer support networks, and continuous training programmes) are financed
through short-term EU-funded projects (AMIF, FAMI) or time-bound civil society initiatives. This
fragmentation disrupts continuity of support, creates territorial disparities and prevents the consolidation
of a permanent infrastructure for coordination and child participation within the guardianship system.
While civil society organisations provide essential services and often act as de facto coordination and
participation hubs, their contribution remains insufficiently integrated into the formal guardianship
infrastructure through sustainable funding lines or formal partnership frameworks, limiting scalability,
systemic impact, and the meaningful inclusion of children's voices in governance structures. Organisations
operate in permanent precarity, unable to plan beyond short project cycles (typically 12—24 months),
retain specialised staff on temporary contracts, invest in long-term capacity building, or respond flexibly
to emerging needs. Furthermore, neither Regional Ombudspersons, Juvenile Courts, nor municipal social
services have dedicated, stable funding streams to finance continuous support infrastructure for
guardians. The system operates on the flawed assumption that voluntarism extends not only to the
guardianship role itself but also to the very infrastructure that sustains it. This constitutes not merely a
sustainability failure but a structural injustice: essential public functions are outsourced to the non-profit
sector without corresponding guarantees of continuity or institutional backing.

2. Insufficient recognition, valuation and support for the guardian role
The voluntary nature of guardianship becomes a sustainability liability when unaccompanied by
adequate recognition, material support, and institutional valuation. Key gaps include: inconsistent
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application of Interministerial Decree No. 229/2022 on expense reimbursement and paid leave by
Juvenile Courts, leaving many guardians without the material support they need to sustain their role; no
systematic provision of burn-out prevention, mental health support, or peer supervision for guardians,
despite the emotionally demanding nature of the role; a pervasive sense among guardians of being
undervalued and institutionally abandoned, leading to decreased motivation, attrition, and requests for
removal from the registry; the framing of guardianship as purely charitable rather than as a civic
profession requiring continuous investment, recruitment, and retention strategies.

3. Underutilisation of foster care as a sustainable alternative to residential care

Law 47/2017 explicitly promotes foster care as a priority over placement in residential facilities.
However, foster care remains dramatically underutilised for unaccompanied minors. The absence of
sustained, well-resourced awareness-raising campaigns at local level, combined with insufficient
preparation and support for foster families, means that most minors remain in reception centres
throughout their minority. This is not only a missed opportunity for tailored, family-based care but also
a sustainability failure: residential care is significantly more expensive and places continuous strain on
the reception system.

4. Decentralisation without coordination or adequate resources

Juvenile Courts cover increasingly large territorial jurisdictions, often spanning multiple provinces. While
decentralisation — bringing court services closer to guardians and minors — is widely recognised as
beneficial, the current distribution of competencies is not matched by adequate coordination mechanisms
between courts and local actors, investment in accessibility and user-friendly procedures and resources
to ensure consistent service quality across jurisdictions. Moreover, guardians frequently report difficulty
in accessing court services, obtaining information, and maintaining communication with judicial authorities,
undermining the sustainability of the guardian-court relationship.

Recommendations

R10. Move from project-based funding to structural public financing

> Establish a dedicated, multi-annual national fund for the guardianship system, housed within the
Ministry of Labour and Social Policies in coordination with the National Ombudsperson for
Children and Adolescents (AGIA). This fund shall: finance core guardianship support functions as
ordinary public expenditure, not time-limited projects; provide stable, predictable funding lines
for continuous training, multi-service help desks, psychological support, cultural mediation, and
peer supervision; be distributed to Regional Ombudspersons and accredited civil society
organisations through multi-annual framework agreements (3—5 years minimum); include ring-
fenced allocations for southern regions to address territorial disparities and fully activate the
potential of the Poli Sociali Integrati; be reviewed and adjusted annually based on
demonstrated need and monitoring data.

> Create a comprehensive and sustainable infrastructure for coordination and child participation
through:

- Permanent multi-stakeholder coordination tables: Mandate the creation of territorial

coordination tables at the provincial or municipal level, bringing together Juvenile

Courts, local authorities, reception centres, social services, guardianship associations, and
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civil society organisations. These tables shall: meet at regular, pre-defined intervals;
address systemic bottlenecks and casework coordination challenges: facilitate the
exchange of good practices and the resolution of inter-institutional friction; Include
mechanisms for the direct or representative participation of minors in agenda-setting
and deliberation on issues affecting them; report annually on the state of guardianship
coordination and child participation in the territory; be adequately resourced and their
recommendations given formal consideration by competent authorities.

- Integration of civil society into formal infrastructure: Establish formal partnership
frameworks between public guardianship authorities and qualified civil society
organisations providing coordination-support services (multi-service help desks, peer
support networks, cultural mediation, child participation initiatives). These frameworks
shall: define minimum quality standards for civil society services; provide sustainable,
multi-annual funding lines beyond project-based cycles; create mechanisms for
systematic exchange of good practices and systemic feedback from frontline to policy-
makers; explicitly recognise and resource the role of civil society in facilitating child
participation.

- Institutionalisation and scaling of peer support and help desk models: Recognise the
essential functions performed by peer support networks (e.g., Tutori in Rete) and multi-
service help desks by: providing stable public funding for their core operations;
integrating them into the formal guardianship infrastructure as permanent structures;
mandating their availability in every province, with particular attention to southern
regions; establishing quality standards and monitoring mechanisms; requiring accessible
mechanisms for minors to seek information, express concerns, and provide feedback.

- National observatory on child participation: Create, under the coordination of the
National Ombudsperson for Children and Adolescents (AGIA), a permanent observatory
on child participation in the guardianship system, with the mandate to: monitor and
evaluate the quality and extent of child participation across Italian regions; collect and
disseminate good practices in age-appropriate, culturally sensitive participation;
develop guidelines and training materials for professionals; issue annual
recommendations to policy-makers and Juvenile Courts; ensure that the voices of
unaccompanied minors are systematically included in national policy debates.

> Fully activate and integrate the Poli Sociali Integrati into the guardianship infrastructure: issue a

formal directive from the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Labour and Social Policies
mandating that the Poli Sociali Integrati in each southern province function as permanent, multi-
service support desks for guardians and minors as part of their ordinary mandate; receive
dedicated, stable funding beyond the current FAMI programming cycle; be systematically
connected to Regional Ombudspersons, Juvenile Courts, and local guardian networks; collect
and report data on guardian support needs and service gaps to inform national policy
development: serve as models for similar integrated support structures to be established in
central and northern regions.

Adopt a national strategic framework for guardianship system sustainability: task the National
Ombudsperson for Children and Adolescents (AGIA), in consultation with Regional
Ombudspersons, Juvenile Courts, the Tutori in Rete network and relevant ministries, with
developing and publishing a five-year National Strategy for the Sustainability of the
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Guardianship System, to include: multi-annual projections of guardian needs based on arrival
trends, active registry data, and attrition rates; a comprehensive costing model for core
guardianship support functions, distinguishing between one-time investments and recurring costs;
succession planning and guardian recruitment targets, with specific attention to younger
guardians and diverse backgrounds; indicators and monitoring mechanisms for financial,
institutional, and political sustainability; a clear roadmap for reducing dependence on short-
term project funding and transitioning to structural public financing by a specified date; an
explicit commitment to depoliticise child protection and insulate the guardianship system from
regressive policy shifts.

Best practice: The former Sicilian Ombudsperson for Children and Adolescents organised a follow-up

system with the NGOs operating in the guardianship system to promote a more sustainable and

structured cooperation on the territory.

R11. Strengthen recognition, support and continuity of the guardian role

> Issue a binding circular from the Ministry of Justice to all Juvenile Courts mandating: the

automatic, non-discretionary application of Interministerial Decree No. 229/2022 on expense
reimbursement and paid leave for volunteer guardians; the establishment of a simplified,
transparent claims procedure with maximum processing times (e.g., 30 days); the publication of
annual court-level data on reimbursement applications, approvals, and denials; the designation
of a dedicated contact person in each Juvenile Court to assist guardians with reimbursement and
leave requests.

Establish a monitoring mechanism, under the oversight of AGIA, to track implementation and
address non-compliance through formal corrective measures.

Recognise guardian sustainability as inseparable from guardian well-being by: establishing
regional guardian support and supervision services, offering individual and group peer
supervision, burn-out prevention, and psychological counselling; mandating that all multi-service
help desks include dedicated guardian well-being support as a core function; developing, in
partnership with Tutori in Rete, a national guardian retention and succession strategy, addressing
the aging guardian population and the need for intergenerational renewal through targeted
recruitment campaigns; formally recognising guardian experience and training in relevant
professional contexts (social work, education, legal professions) to create pathways between
voluntary guardianship and related careers; conducting regular surveys of guardian satisfaction,
motivation, and challenges to inform continuous improvement of support measures.

R12. Launch a sustained national campaign to promote foster care for unaccompanied minors

> Develop, fund and implement a multi-year national awareness-raising and capacity-building

strategy on foster care for unaccompanied minors, led by AGIA in partnership with Regional
Ombudspersons and qualified civil society organisations. The strategy shall include: nationally
coordinated media campaigns at local and regional levels, highlighting successful foster care
stories and addressing cultural barriers; dedicated training and continuous support programmes
for foster families, including financial support and professional guidance; simplified
administrative procedures for foster care approval and matching, with maximum time limits;
systematic monitoring and publication of foster care placement data, with disaggregation by
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region; recognition that foster care is not only qualitatively superior but also more sustainable
than residential care.

R13. Strengthen the territorial accessibility and coordination capacity of Juvenile Courts

> Ensure that decentralised services are adequately resourced and effectively coordinated
through: the establishment of dedicated guardianship liaison offices within each Juvenile Court,
serving as single points of contact for guardians and providing administrative support; the
digitalisation of appointment procedures, nofifications, and case updates, with mandatory
automatic notification to guardians of all hearings and decisions; the creation of inter-court
coordination protocols to ensure consistent practices across territorial jurisdictions; regular
training for judicial personnel on the role of volunteer guardians, the importance of timely
communication, and the principles of child participation; adequate resourcing of courts to
manage increasing caseloads without compromising accessibility or quality.

Intersectionality-informed data collection

Challenges

op

1. Statistical Invisibility and lack of disaggregated data

Italy has been criticised by the UN for failing to collect disaggregated data on children with disabilities,
a gap particularly acute for unaccompanied minors. The SIM information system tracks presence and
basic data but lacks qualitative detail on disability types, severity, support needs, service access, or
outcomes. No national, standardised protocol exists for disability classification, leading to inconsistent
identification and incomparable data across territories. This is compounded by the absence of systematic
screening upon arrival, the difficulty of identifying invisible or trauma-induced disabilities, and
cultural/linguistic barriers in assessment. Consequently, policymakers operate in an evidence vacuum,
unable to design targeted services or allocate resources effectively.

2. Absence of an intersectional policy framework

ltaly lacks a dedicated legislative framework addressing the specific needs of unaccompanied minors
with disabilities, failing to recognise the compounded discrimination at the intersection of migration, age,
and disability. There is no mandate for reasonable accommodation in reception, education, or
healthcare, nor guidance for guardians and service providers. Furthermore, under Law 104/1992,
volunteer guardians are excluded from disability-related assistance benefits granted to parents, limiting
resources available for the minor's support and placing guardians at a structural disadvantage.
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3. Failure to capture intersectional vulnerabilities

Beyond disability, data systems fail to systematically capture other intersecting vulnerabilities such as
human trafficking, juvenile justice involvement, trauma, LGBTQ+ status, or serious mental health
conditions. This prevents the development of targeted safeguards. The current guardianship monitoring
system, assigned to the National Ombudsperson, does not track the number of minors with disabilities,
guardian preparedness, or availability of disability-competent services. The newly established National
Authority for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities remains underutilised, with no defined role regarding
this population or cooperation with migration authorities.

4. Inadequate data infrastructure for growing complexities

FAMI reports indicate an increasing presence of vulnerable individuals in migratory flows, but the data
infrastructure has not kept pace. The lack of an integrated, open-access platform prevents the
aggregation of data from SIM, SAl, and health authorities, hindering analysis by researchers and
policymakers. Furthermore, there is an absence of qualitative data collected directly from minors with
disabilities about their experiences, and Italian systems are not aligned with emerging European and
international standards (e.g., European Child Guarantee, Eurostat).

Recommendations

R14. Enrich data systems and standardise identification protocols

Amend the SIM data-transfer procedure to include mandatory, standardised fields on disability type
(using ICF classifications), support needs, reasonable accommodations, and intersection with other
vulnerabilities (trafficking, trauma, justice involvement). Develop and mandate a national protocol for
disability identification that is age-appropriate, culturally sensitive, and trauma-informed, including
provisions for cultural mediators and specialists. Establish systematic, multi-disciplinary screening for all
minors upon entry into the reception system, with documented follow-up assessments that feed into SIM.
Regularly publish disaggregated data in six-monthly reports with dedicated sections on minors with
disabilities.

Best practice: The Information System for Unaccompanied Foreign Minors (SIM), as established by
Article 9 of Law 47/2017, within the Directorate General for Immigration and Integration Policies,
through which the presence of unaccompanied minors on national territory is registered and monitored.
The system represents a standardised multi-stakeholder data collection system in ltaly, although it still
needs to improve the quality of data.

R15. Adopt a dedicated framework and ensure guardian access to benefits

Develop a specific policy framework, building on the Zampa Law and the UN CRPD, that explicitly
recognises the double vulnerability of this group, defines their rights, and mandates reasonable
accommodation across all services. Clarify the responsibilities of all actors involved. Crucially, amend
relevant legislation to ensure that legal guardians of unaccompanied minors with disabilities have access
to the same support and benefits as parents under disability laws (e.g., Law 104/1992), reflecting their
in loco parentis role.
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R16. Integrate oversight and expand monitoring indicators

Formalise the role of the National Authority for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities through a
memorandum of understanding with the National Ombudsperson, mandating joint data collection,
monitoring visits, and reporting. Expand the guardianship monitoring framework to include indicators on
the number of minors with disabilities, guardian training, accessibility of services, implemented
reasonable accommodations, and comparative outcomes. Establish a permanent national observatory on
intersectionality to monitor trends, publish annual reports, and promote good practices.

R17. Build an integrated platform and align with European standards

Create an open-access platform, led by the National Ombudsperson and the National Authority, to
aggregate intersectional data from all relevant sources, allowing for disaggregation by multiple
variables with robust privacy safeguards. Develop methodologies to collect data directly from minors
with disabilities, using accessible formats and ethical protocols. Ensure alignment with European and
international standards (UN CRPD, Eurostat, Washington Group) to enable cross-country comparisons.
Commission a targeted research to fill understanding gaps on prevalence, barriers, and longitudinal
outcomes for minors with intersectional vulnerabilities.
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Conclusions: Roadmap to implementation

This report has sought, among other things, to give due prominence to the extensive work carried out at
the local level in relation to voluntary guardianship. The recommendations presented here are not only
grounded in continuously updated desk research, but also — and crucially — on ongoing dialogue and
collaboration with institutions and local stakeholders, aimed at understanding and, where possible,
strengthening the functioning of the system. The underlying assumption is that the more its different
components are placed in meaningful dialogue with one another, the more effectively the voluntary
guardianship system can operate, ensuring the protection and full realisation of the rights of
unaccompanied foreign minors that enter ltalian territory.

Above, a range of proposals has been presented, designed to be as concrete and targeted as possible.
In our view, if taken into consideration and implemented (without claiming to be exhaustive), these would
contribute to improving the functioning of the guardianship system. While all are important, we here
highlight those we consider most urgent, in order to help guide decision-makers in identifying priority
actions.

First and foremost, we recommend that municipal and regional authorities establish and /or strengthen
permanent one-stop support desks at the local level. These should provide integrated services (including
legal counselling, ethno-psychological support, cultural mediation and service orientation) and act as
continuous, low-threshold points of reference for both guardians and minors. Ensuring stable, territorially
rooted structures of this kind indeed proves pivotal to improving coordination, supporting case
management and enabling more consistent access to services. In this regard, existing experiences such
as the Poli Sociali Integrati, implemented in several Southern regions, show how multidisciplinary teams
can effectively respond to complex needs within a structured local framework.

Secondly, we suggest that municipal and regional social services organise and institutionalise regular
training and refresher courses addressed both to guardians and to minors. Guardians are often
required to navigate evolving legal frameworks, as well as changes in the functioning of the guardianship
system and related administrative procedures, while also being expected to rely on appropriate tools
to support minors’ educational and socio-emotional pathways. At the same time, minors themselves
frequently experience difficulties in understanding not only the guardianship system, but also their rights
and duties as unaccompanied foreign minors in the ltalian context.

Third, we urge Juvenile Courts, with the support of national and regional authorities, to strengthen
coordination mechanisms and reduce administrative delays in the guardianship system. In particular,
ensuring compliance with time limits for the appointment of volunteer guardians is essential, as delays at
this stage directly affect minors’ protection pathways. This should be accompanied by adequate
administrative support to courts facing backlogs, more structured communication with appointed
guardians (including automatic updates on hearings and decisions), and clearer coordination with other
actors involved. In this regard, formalised tools and protocols should be more systematically adopted,
including shared mechanisms such as a Pact of Co-Responsibility and binding inter-institutional procedures
involving courts, social services, reception centres and other relevant authorities. This would meaningfully
contribute to reducing fragmentation and improving how different actors work together in practice.
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Fourth, we call for a more consistent and forward-looking implementation of the existing legal and policy
framework. This requires, first, completing the implementation of the Zampa Law through the adoption
of the outstanding decrees, ensuring clearer roles, responsibilities and accountability across all actors, as
well as more structured guidance on the development and monitoring of each minor’s life project. At the
same time, greater attention should be given to how the system accompanies minors beyond the age
of 18, a phase that remains one of the most fragile and least supported. In this sense, the continuation
of voluntary guardianship after the age of majority should be formally recognised and supported
through dedicated national provisions and funding, in order to ensure continuity in relationships, guidance
and access to services. Existing practices, such as forms of social guardianship (tutela sociale) or local
support initiatives, already show that this can work in practice and should therefore be more
systematically supported and integrated into the system.

Finally, a shift is needed from project-based funding to more stable, structural public financing of the
guardianship system. As long as core functions continue to rely on short-term funding cycles, continuity,
coordination and the overall quality of support provided to both guardians and minors remain difficult
to sustain. Moving towards dedicated, multi-annual funding would allow essential services, such as
training, help desks, cultural mediation and peer support, to be maintained over time, rather than
repeatedly rebuilt. It would also make it easier to recognise and integrate the role of civil society actors,
while ensuring more consistent opportunities for child participation. We therefore urge the adoption of
a national strategic framework for the guardianship system, led at the national level, that can provide
clear direction, ensure sustainable financing and consolidate existing practices within a more coherent
and long-term structure.
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