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Background 
 
 The Unaccompanied Migrant Children interviewed for this report come from various 
regions of the world and very different backgrounds. They moved to Europe for a variety of 
reasons. They each have their own personal story to tell and their own specific needs. Yet these 
young people have much in common: they all bear scars from past traumas, they share similar 
fears for the future, and they are bound by a common goal. 
 
 They come from China, Sri Lanka, Kosovo, Romania, Turkey, Angola, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Sierra Leone, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Somalia, Algeria, Morocco…. They 
have been sent to Europe by parents to get a better education, or to be safe. They are brought in 
by people-smugglers to be used as sex slaves, or domestic servants, or drug dealers. They have 
fled a life of poverty, deprivation or abuse, and have come on their own, or with friends their age. 
Some have been encouraged to come by family or friends at home or in Europe. Others have 
emigrated against their parents’ wishes, or without their knowledge. They have come on foot, by 
lorry, boat or plane, either hidden or in possession of false ID. 
 
 On arrival their fate is rarely in their hands: they may be expelled or detained, they may get 
help from local authorities or become street-children, or they can fall prey to the drug and human 
trafficking underworld.  Many do not speak the language, and some do not know which country 
they are in. A significant number of Unaccompanied Migrant Children do not know their rights, 
and do not know where to go for help. Most are disorientated on arrival, and baffled by what they 
discover. Some are scared of going to the police for help: they fear arrest, brutality and 
deportation. Many of those who ask for asylum or a resident’s permit find the process traumatic 
and incomprehensible. 
 

The Unaccompanied Migrant Children who are put into care experience very different 
scenarios, depending on which local authority or association is looking after them and which 
country they are in. They can either be sent to a foster-family, a hotel, a home for abused and 
difficult children, a centre for UMC, or be offered shared accommodation. They can be sent to 
school, or be given vocational training, or just language lessons. They may be locked in a centre 
with very little to do, while others are offered a whole range of activities. Some are given a 
maintenance grant, others have almost no money.  
 
Methodology 
 
 Sixty Unaccompanied Migrant Children, aged 12 to 20, were interviewed in France, Spain 
and Britain for the purpose of this report. Thirty minors and young adults were also interviewed 
in Morocco: they have either been deported from Europe or are trying to emigrate there. 
Specialised NGOs and local authorities helped establish the initial contacts. None of the 
interviews were carried out in the presence of authorities: most of the interviewees were alone, or 
accompanied by an interpreter. All were promised anonymity. Most accepted to be recorded. 
Nonetheless several, victims of child traffickers, refused. Although now in care, they remain 
fearful that the smugglers they escaped from may find them one day.  
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The purpose of this report was to present what Unaccompanied Migrant Children had to 
say. 
 
 
 
1  What they want 
 
To be treated fairly, with respect and understanding  
 
 Ugandan girl in Britain:  When I went to the home office they asked me so many 
questions that weren’t related to my problem, for example: what did I have to eat on the plane? 
what was the colour of the air hostess’s uniform? what did the pla ne look like? I’d like them to 
ask me why I came here. I was always telling the truth but in court they asked the same questions 
but in a different way, they were treating me like I was lying.  
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain:  The workers at the hostel don’t reassure us, they don’t try 
to understand our problems, they just don’t want to know. We get no affection. 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain:  At the hostel we’re only allowed out once a week. If we do 
something wrong we’re locked up in a room in the basement for 24 hours, and  the men who 
work there are often violent. We’re only given 3 euros a week so some of us steal, others run 
away. 
 
To go to school, get vocational training, earn a living  
 
 Ugandan girl in Britain: I would prefer to work than to be on benefit, but when our 
permit expires the employer can’t give us work anymore. We don’t want to be on benefit and take 
money, and have people say asylum seekers just take money. We want to work and support 
ourselves and study. 
 
All the interviewees expressed the wish to lead active lives  
 
 Congolese boy in France: I wasn’t sent to school for 5 months. I forgot many things. I 
should have at least been able to have French and maths lessons. 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: I wanted to go to school, but I was put in a centre for 6 
months, then another one, and was given a few Spanish lessons, that’s all. 
 
 Ugandan boy in Britain: Being busy helped me so much. I’ve got some psychological 
torture in me, being busy helps me think about the future, not the past. 
 
Most want to be able to talk to someone about the past, present and future  
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: I need to talk to people because there are lots of things 
inside me that I haven’t said, but no-one wants to listen. 
 



 5 

They all want to be allowed to stay permanently, and say they’ll remain in Europe whether 
they are  given permission to stay or not  
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain:  If I’m not given residency status I’ll go to another country 
in Europe, and if I have to I’ll steal or sell drugs. But I’d prefer to stay here and work. 
 
 
 
 
Nearly all of them miss their families, and want to go home to visit them 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain:  I haven’t seen my mother and my brothers and sisters for 4 
years. As soon as I get my residency permit I will go and see them. 
 
 
2  What they say about their status 
 
 Boy from Kosovo in Britain: I’m always branded as a refugee if I say where I’m from, so 
when people ask me now, I say I’m from Sweden. 
 
 Ugandan girl in Britain:  One day I heard someone say “fuck asylum-seekers” so 
now I don’t say who I am anym ore. You’re looked at differently if you’re a refugee. Being a 
refugee is the lowest class. 
 
 Ugandan girl in Britain: I don’t tell anyone I’m an asylum-seeker because I would be 
isolated. If I say I’m British they’ll like me more. If they think I’m an asylum-seeker they’ll think 
I’m poor, dirty, that I’ve come here to eat benefit, that I’m useless in society. 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: Were not treated like other people. We Moroccans are all 
put in a centre together and we don’t even get to meet Spanish people our age. 
 
 
3  What they fear 
 
Being deported  
 
 Ugandan girl in Britain: I’m scared that if I’m sent back to my country then the old 
man who I was forced to marry and who beat me will find me. 
 
 Sierra Leonean boy in France: I know where the man who killed my father lives. If I’m sent 
back to my country will I have to kill him?. 
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:   I lost my life two years ago when I had to flee the violence 
at home. When I came here I got it back. I don’t want to loose it again. 
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 Guinean boy in Britain: Deporting us is like killing us indirectly, it’s like giving us a 
slow poison. 
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:  Sending me back would be like dumping me in the fire. 
 
Not being able to finish their course of study before deportation 
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:  A friend of mine was detained just before he was due to take 
his school exams, so he couldn’t take them. I’m afraid this could happen to me. 
 
 Congolese boy in France: I’m scared of what will happen to me when I’m 18, because 
I started a two-year vocational training programme aged 17, and I don’t know if I’ll be allowed 
to finish it. 
 
 
Feeling alienated in their home country if they are deported  
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:  We’ve got used to the culture here, back home we’ve no 
family, no friends. 
 
Being forced into crime or prostitution in case they have to go underground 
 
 Algerian boy in France : I don’t want to steal, but what choice do I have? 
 
 Moroccan boy in France: If I’m not allowed to work here I’ll go to Italy where I know 
someone but I’m worried that I’ll have to deal in drugs there and I don’t want to. 
 
 Algerian boy in France : I don’t want to live on the streets. 
 
 
4  Their traumas 
 
 Congolese boy in France: I’ve seen war like you see it in films. 
 
 Chinese boy in France:  I’m scared that the man who locked me in his flat will find 
me one day. 
 
 Somali girl in Britain:  When I arrived I was very scared, I couldn’t speak English, I 
had no-one to talk to. I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, I didn’t dare go out. I was ashamed of my 
clothes, I felt people were looking at me. I was scared of getting arrested, scared of having 
nightmares about being attacked.  
 
 Liberian boy in Britain: My parents were killed in fighting in our village. When I 
came here I had no idea what would happen to me, and I was forced to trust people I didn’t 
know. 
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 Ugandan boy in Britain: I thought I was going to be put in prison here because back 
home I was captured by rebels and forced to kill people. 
 
 Congolese boy in France: My father is a political prisoner, I don’t know what’s 
happened to him. My mother sent me here to be safe and I don’t know where she is now. 
 

Kurdish boy in France:  I’m embarrassed because of my level at school, so I don’t 
want other kids to see me do my homework. 
 
 
5  Pressure from parents 
 
 Chinese boy in France:  My father sent me here to find work and send money home to 
the family. I daren’t tell him that I’ve had an accident and am severely handicapped. 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: Every time I call my parents they ask me: Are you working? 
Why aren’t you sending us money?  
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: My parents tell me that I mustn’t forget my younger brothers 
and sisters because they  need my help. 
 
 Moroccan boy in France: I want to help my parents build a house and I want them to 
be able to eat properly, I don’t think about me but about them. 
 
 Algerian boy in France : I must earn some money so that I can go home and take 
presents to my parents. 
 
 Boy in Morocco:  When I was 15 my mother suggested I go to Spain, she said 
look at our neighbours who’ve left, they’ve got nice things. She said if I am still here when they 
return for the holidays they’ll make fun of me. 
 
 
6  What they say about their home country 
 
 Algerian boy in France : Here, if you go to school and work well you’ll be alright but 
in Algeria it’s not possible to have a future. 
 
 Boy in Morocco:  Even if I went to school all my life here I still wouldn’t find a 
job. 
 
 Chinese boy in France:  Maybe I’d like to return to China when I’ve finished my 
studies but I don’t know where my parents are. 
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:  A country can be in peace but not for a particular 
individual. 
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 Ugandan girl in Britain: In my country I would never have had the operation I’ve had 
here and I’d never have got better. 
 
 Ugandan girl in Britain: Back home you never go to the police for help, but to the 
church. 
 
 Boy in Morocco:  When the police catch you trying to leave for Europe they hit 
you with handcuffs, a stick and with shoes, they put you in a cell for the night then they let you 
go. 
 
 Kurdish boy in France:  Where I come from, there’s no future. The kids are 
psychopaths. They don’t want to work, they become criminals. 
 
 Boy in Morocco:  I will always be exploited back home, I’ll never have a 
chance to set up my own business, or to have a house or a family. 
 
 Moroccan boy in France: Back home you’re discriminated against and you’re 
exploited. 
 
 Boy in Morocco:   At school there’s only one topic of conversation: emigrating 
to Europe. After the summer holidays there are always a few kids missing: they’re the ones 
who’ve gone to Europe. 
 
 
 
7  What they say about their host country 
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:   Here you have rights. Back home it’s the people who carry 
weapons who have rights, that’s how it is in Africa. If we had rights in Africa then maybe I 
wouldn’t be here. 
 
 Guinean boy in France : People of very different ethnic origins live in France, I like 
that. 
 
 Ivorian boy in France:  What you see about France on television is not the truth. 
 
 Guinean boy in Britain: Here children can talk about everything with their parents, 
and parents can admit to being wrong. But children also shout at their parents, and that’s not 
right. 
 
 Somali girl in France:  I used to wear a veil, but here it’s not allowed in school. 
 
 Somali girl in France:  People here kiss  in the streets, and I’m also shocked by the 
way women dress. 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: I thought I’d have a great life here, but I was wrong. 
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 Sierra Leonean boy in Britain: I was given money to go and buy food, but I’d never seen a 
shop before. In my country you buy food in the streets. 
 
 Ethiopian girl in Britain: Back home there are over 100 children in each classroom, 
and if you talked in class, the teacher hit you. Here you’re encouraged to participate, to speak. 
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:  In my country the classroom was so quiet it was like a 
crematorium. 
 
 Ugandan boy in Britain: Children have too much power here, they shouldn’t be 
allowed to behave like they do. They don’t respect teachers, and teachers don’t seem able to 
cope.  
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:  Children here are rude, they don’t show adults any respect. 
In Africa you can’t call an adult by their first name or say “you” to them, you have to say aunt, 
sister, sir… 
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:  I offered to help an old man carry his bags but he thought I 
wanted to steal them. 
 
 Algerian boy in France : A man can get a woman pregnant then leave her. 
 
 Algerian boy in France : People shouldn’t sleep on the streets here. 
 
 
 
8  What they are happy about 
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:  Since I’ve known I can stay and continue my studies I’m 
more motivated. 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: After my mother died my father remarried, and my step-
mother treated me like a slave, so I run away. I went home to see them last year and my step-
mother treated me very well because I now live in a rich country and am earning money. 
 
 Guinean boy in Britain: The police are sociable, they listen to you. 
 
 Ugandan boy in Britain: When police came to arrest me here I was so scared, I 
thought they’d be like they are in my country, but in fact they were very nice, they called a 
solicitor, they gave me my belongings back. Where I’m from the police would have stolen 
everything. 
 
 Liberian boy in Britain: I asked a policewoman my way, and she took me to the place 
I was looking for, I was so surprised, so since then I often ask the police something, it’s like a 
game to help me improve my English. 
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 Boy from Kosovo in Britain: Only 4 days after arriving I started an intensive course in 
English 
 
 Ethiopian girl in Britain: It was very helpful to have a “mentor” (volunteer) to help 
me get accustomed to life here. 
 
 Boy from Kosovo in Britain: I’ve thrown out my dictionary. 
 
 Guinean boy in Britain:  I was given a fridge. 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: In Morocco I was earning 30 euros a week, here I’m earning 
30 euros a day. 
 
 Ugandan boy in Britain: Here I have doctors and psychiatrists. 
 
 Moroccan boy in France: There are lots of people from all over Africa who live here. 
 
 Algerian boy in France : Here I’ve a chance to make a career in the music business. 
Back home I had no chance at all, my parents wouldn’t let me. 
 
 Algerian boy in France : There are associations here that help us – I didn’t know 
about them until I arrived. 
 
 
 
9  Their suggestions 
 
 Ivorian boy in Britain:  Once we come to this country they should tell us how many 
years we can spend here and then we can finish university, by then we’ll be helpful for other 
people. They could then send us to Africa to help there, because we’ll be qualified, but we’ll also 
be safe by then. And then we’ll be able to pay back the money they spent on us. Also, once we 
finish our studies, the authorities can decide if we’ll be helpful, if we can stay or if we’ll not be 
good for the country. 
 
 Ugandan girl in Britain: They say you should be deported, but we should be given a 
chance to recover from what has happened to us first, we’re still feeling unsafe, we’re 
psychologically unhealed. At least if we’re given a few years so that we can heal psychologically, 
and study, and work, then when we’re  sent back to our country we can look for a job, we can do 
something because we’ll have saved some money. We don’t intend to stay in our host country 
permanently unless we are needed here. Some of us come here because our parents have been 
killed or are dead, but as soon as we turn 18 we’re sent back, but turning 18 doesn’t change 
anything, we don’t have anything, we’re still orphans, we’re still uneducated and we’re still 
people who are psychologically unhealed, so if we are given a chance to improve ourselves it 
would be better. 
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 Ugandan girl in Britain: The G8 summit has just met and they were talking about 
helping Africa, their point was they can’t help Africa because of the corrupt leaders, the people 
won’t get the money, so why can’t they help the Africans who are here, because if they help us to 
study and work and get money then they can be sure that we’re really getting the help, and if they 
educate us now we’re the people who’ll go back to Africa and help the people or we’ll save 
money here and help Africa, because we have the hearts to cry for Africa. If they help us then we 
can help Africa directly, but to send people back to poverty who are crying here, how can that 
help Africa?  
 
 Ugandan boy in Britain: Once they’ve started encouraging people to be in society 
then they should continue, because I’ve started adapting, I’ve made friends, I’m getting on well 
at college, I’ve had good doctors and counsellors, so if they send me back now it’ll be a further 
disaster.  
 
 Ugandan girl in Britain: When we ask for asylum the room where we go is not 
private, the person who is interviewing you and the interpreter sit at the other side of the glass, 
and you sit the other side in a hall, everyone is there, and you’re expected to say everything 
about you, but how can you say things that have happened to you, that are shameful, that really 
traumatised you, when people are listening. In the end you leave the important information 
behind because you don’t feel comfortable, but everything you say at that point is used to judge 
you for your asylum request. If you were given a private room where you can explain to someone 
and they listen properly, it would be better instead of judging you from just a few things you’ve 
said. 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: If Spain says it’s a country that respects children’s rights 
then it should help until the last minute, meaning until we get work and find accommodation. 
 
 Ethiopian girl in Britain: We should see a lawyer more often, so that we can 
understand what happens in court. For me it’s the first time in my life that I’ll be going to court, 
and I don’t know what it’s like. 
 
 Moroccan boy in Spain: If the authorities don’t help those who arrive, then they’ll 
become criminals. 
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