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Abstract: 

This article analyzes and highlights the major risk factors answerable for the exposure of 
migrant and refugee children to physical, psychological, and sexual violence and exploitation in the 
context of the ongoing migrant humanitarian crisis. This paper looks specifically at vulnerability 
to trafficking, abuse and exploitation, and the ways that particular migration contexts associated 
with irregular migration across the Western Balkan Route can affect risk and protective factors.

Precisely, we draw attention to the lengthy asylum process, long wait times, inadequate 
accommodation facilities for vulnerable children, inhumane living conditions, lack of security, 
ineffective humanitarian and insufficiently resourced child protection systems. 

Key words: risk factors, migration, vulnerability, children, violence.

1. Introduction

In recent years, the flow of migrants and refugees children into Europe has significantly 
increased. This has primarily involved a dramatic influx of Syrian, Iraqi and Afghani migrants/
refugees who have moved through the Balkans (often referred to as “the Balkan route”12 (Bechev, 

12 The “Balkan route” is the path stretching from the Middle East to the European Union through Turkey and 
South East Europe, via the well-documented and sometimes deadly journeys by sea from Turkey to Greece, 
on to Macedonia and onward to the European Union, either via Serbia and Hungary or Serbia, Croatia and 
Slovenia.
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2016) in their attempt to reach and resettle in northern Europe.  Along the way and at various 
stages of their journeys and flights, many of these migrants and refugees children are exposed 
to different risks, vulnerabilities and exploitation, including, in some cases, human trafficking. 
And yet, to date, there has been limited empirical evidence of when, why and how vulnerability to 
human trafficking arises in mass movements of migrants and refugees and how new patterns of 
vulnerability and exploitation challenge established procedures for identification of and assistance 
to trafficking victims. More knowledge and evidence of these risk and vulnerability factors for 
migrant children are essential to better inform improved policy and programmatic responses in 
the fields of migration, asylum and human trafficking.

2.	 The use of terms and definitions

Migrant and refugee. A refugee is defined in the 1951 United Nations Convention relating 
to the Status of Refugees (and the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees)13 as 
any person who: owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of 
his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of 
that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual 
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. 
(Article 1.A.2)

According to the United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees as amended 
by its 1967 Protocol (the Refugee Convention), a refugee is a person who is: outside their own 
country and has a well-founded fear of persecution due to his/ her race, religion, nationality, 
member of a particular social group or political opinion, and is unable or unwilling to return 
(UNHCR).

There is no universally accepted definition of migrant and disparate descriptions abound. 
Migrants may be defined by foreign birth, by foreign citizenship or by their movement into a new 
country to stay temporarily (sometimes for as little as a year) or to settle for the long-term. In 
addition, migrant is sometimes distinguished from, and sometimes includes, foreign nationals 
who are seeking asylum (Anderson and Blinder, 2017).

Recognising this complexity, in this paper we have used the combination term “migrant/
refugee”, in an attempt to acknowledge and relate to both positions and the importance of 
problematizing these concepts and categories in an evolving social, political and economic context.

13 The Convention entered into force on 22 April 1954 and it has been subject to only one amendment in the 
form of a 1967 Protocol, which removed the geographic and temporal limits of the 1951 Convention. The 
1951 Convention, as a post-Second World War instrument, was originally limited in scope to persons fleeing 
events occurring before 1 January 1951 and within Europe. The 1967 Protocol removed these limitations and 
thus gave the Convention universal coverage.
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The meaning of vulnerability depends heavily on the context in which it is being used, and 
it is an “imprecise and contested concept” (Peroni and Timmer, 2013). For example, “vulnerable 
populations” are often referred to as specific groups, such as immigrants, refugees or the homeless 
(Ruof, 2004).

In the context of migration, IOM defines vulnerability as “the diminished capacity of 
an individual or group to have their rights respected, or to cope with, resist or recover from 
exploitation, or abuse” (IOM, 2016). It is characterized by “the presence or absence of factors or 
circumstances that increase the risk or exposure to, or protect against, exploitation, or abuse.” The 
definition encompasses both individuals and groups, regardless of migration status. Immigration 
status can also have an impact on an individual’s vulnerability or lack thereof, and undocumented 
persons are often found as susceptible to “multiple dimensions” of vulnerability (Hilfinger et al., 
2015). In including the potential absence of risk factors, the definition makes room for the concept 
of protective factors. Just as there are certain factors that can contribute to making an individual 
more vulnerable, there are certain protective factors that can potentially contribute to reducing 
harm, exploitation and abuse. Understanding protective elements is important in order to go 
beyond a disempowering definition of vulnerability that denies an individual’s agency to address 
his/her own vulnerabilities. Furthermore, such an understanding helps elucidate the ways in 
which individuals can be more or less vulnerable regardless of their membership of a particular 
group; women, children or refugees, for example.

Migrants highlighting conflict as a reason for moving and migrants who have departed from 
a country in conflict according to an international classification are more likely to be vulnerable to 
human trafficking and exploitation during their journey (Galos at all, 2017)

Migrants can be vulnerable to violence, exploitation and trafficking, by virtue of moving 
through situations where these types of practices are prevalent. The prevalence, in turn, being 
explained by the fact that there are not sufficient protective factors on the journey to ensure 
migrants’ safety and that pre-existing risk factors may become more important.

3.	 Profile of vulnerability

In 2017, over 171,300 people, including some 32,000 children and at least 17,500 
unaccompanied and separated children (UASC)14, arrived in Europe through the Mediterranean 
Sea. This is almost two thirds less than in 2016, mainly as a result of reinforced border control 
and agreements between Libya and European countries aimed at stemming human smuggling 
and dangerous migrant crossings, particularly on the Central Mediterranean Route. Following the 
pattern from 2016, the majority of children arriving on the Eastern Mediterranean Route primarily 
to Greece were from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan, while those on the move through the Central 

14 Children, as defined in Article 1 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, who have been separated 
from both parents and other relatives and are not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is 
responsible for doing so.
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Mediterranean were mainly from West Africa (Guinea, Ivory Coast, The Gambia, Nigeria, Eritrea 
and Bangladesh) (UNICEF, 2018).

Migrant children travel in a range of configurations. They may accompany family members, 
they may travel completely alone (so called “unaccompanied”15 child migrants) or they may be in 
the company of unrelated adults (so called “separated”16 child migrants). Some children embark 
on their migration accompanied but become unaccompanied or separated in the course of the 
journey.

Unaccompanied migrant children travelling towards Europe are reported to have reached 
an unprecedented number in 2016. Protection issues related to children on the migration routes 
or in reception and detention centres in the Balkans and Europe are increasingly reported by 
media and humanitarian organizations (see for example the recent: UNHCR, UNICEF and IOM, 
2017).

The majority of recorded child migrant arrivals originate from three countries, Syria (27%), 
Afghanistan (27%), and Pakistan (24%). The remaining 22 percent come from Iraq, Bangladesh, 
Algeria, Morocco, Iran, Palestine, and several other countries (EKKA, 2016). Actual figures of 
unaccompanied child migrant arrivals are likely to be considerably higher than those reported, as 
many unaccompanied children present themselves as adults or as accompanied during registration 
in order to avoid delaying their onward journey (Bhabha et al, 2016).

The time spent on the journey is a strong predictor of the probability to respond positively: 
the longer the journey, the more vulnerable to human trafficking and exploitation a child becomes. 
Moreover, children travelling alone are more likely than those travelling with a group of non-family 
people to report incidents.

Having a family member in the intended country of destination appears to be a protective 
factor for migrant children who travel without their families. 

The findings related to the initial reasons for moving and to the level of conflict in the 
departure country are mixed. Results show that children are more vulnerable to human trafficking 
or exploitation on their journey if they left their countries of origin because of conflict/war or 
natural disasters. On the other hand, children who departed from a country in conflict according 
the UCPD/Prio classification, and travelling without family members, appear less vulnerable than 
children who left more stable countries.

The most vulnerable children travelling without their family members in terms of nationality 
follow the same pattern observed for the combined sample, with one important difference: Afghan 
children appear more vulnerable to human trafficking/exploitation than the rest of Afghans 
interviewed. Differences between children of different nationalities might be due to unobserved 
characteristics that relate to the environment of origin or other circumstances prior to departure, 

15 Adapted from the General Comment No. 6: Treatment of Unaccompanied and Separated Children Outside 
Their Country of Origin.
16 Note: In the context of migration, children separated from both parents and other caregivers are generally 
referred to as unaccompanied and separated children.
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which are captured by the estimated country-level effects. Differences may also be due to how 
well children of certain nationalities are perceived and treated by host communities, communities 
they encounter in transit, as well as smugglers and those facilitating the journey (Eliza Galos at 
all, 2017).

The vulnerability associated with travelling completely alone and with travelling along the 
Western Balkan route clearly points to serious protection concerns for the increasing number of 
migrant children that arrived in Europe in 2016.

UNICEF RESULTS WITH PARTNERS (EX-
TRACTS)

UNICEF and Partners Response
Targets 2017 Total Results 2017

of at-risk children (incl. UASC) identified 
through screening by outreach teams and 
child protection support centres*

10,350 17,917

of children aged 6-17 including adolescents 
participating in structured education activi-
ties**

11,850 10,152

of frontline workers trained on child protec-
tion standards/child protection in emergen-
cies***

3,975 6,353

*Combines results in Turkey, Greece, Bulgaria, Macedonia, Serbia and Italy
** Combines results in Greece, Italy, Bulgaria, Serbia and Macedonia
*** Combines results for Bulgaria, Croatia, Germany, Greece, Italy, Serbia and Macedonia

In 2017, a total of 280 children, including 85 unaccompanied and separated children, 
benefitted from psychosocial support and referral in UNICEF-supported Child and Family Support 
Hubs (Blue Dots) in Gevgelija and Tabanovce. In addition, 207 school-age children attended 
UNICEF-supported structured non-formal education activities and 305 young children and their 
mothers received early and young child feeding assistance in UNICEF mother-and-baby corners. 
A total of 541 children in the transit and asylum centres, as well as children on the move, received 
season-appropriate clothes and other essential items. UNICEF also trained 164 social workers 
on topics related to child protection and work with adolescents in emergencies, thus ensuring 
preparedness and sustainability of services for similar future situations. 

To address the pressing mental health issues experienced by refugee and migrant children 
and families stranded for extended periods of time in the Transit Centres, UNICEF prioritised 
mental health in its programming in 2017. For the most vulnerable cases this translated into 
early interventions, conducted by experienced psychologists identified in collaboration with the 
Macedonian Chamber of Psychologists. A first of its kind national manual for promoting the 
mental health of children, which can be adapted to all emergency settings, was also developed 
(UNICEF, 2018).
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The visibility (and invisibility) of trafficking vulnerability is also influenced by the capacity 
as well as perceptions, assumptions and biases of those frontline responders who are responsible 
for victim identification. Unaccompanied minors are, in theory, a visible group with obvious risks 
and vulnerability to exploitation due to their age/maturity and unaccompanied status. But, as one 
service provider noted of her work with vulnerable children, some older children and youth may 
not be easily recognizable as children and their vulnerabilities and risk of trafficking exploitation 
may be overlooked. By virtue of what they have endured as migrants/refugees, they may appear 
older than they are and perceived as adults, rendering invisible their vulnerability and the many 
risks they have and may encounter. This is but one example of trafficking risk that may currently 
be invisible and more attention is needed as to how to make visible the range of trafficking 
vulnerabilities within this migrant/refugee population.

4.	 Risk factors

Specific risk factors increasing migrant children’s vulnerability were identified in the 
studied geographic areas. These factors directly and detrimentally impact the physical and 
psychological well-being of migrant children by disrupting their habitual protective environments 
and by generating challenging new family dynamics (Save the Children).

 
The paper highlights the following major risk factors:

Lack of capacity/Insufficient number of specialized facilities for children

The circumstances faced by migrant children largely depend on the facility where they are 
housed. However, although third-line facilities are the most suitable and beneficial settings for 
migrant children, these facilities have a severely limited capacity. Consequently, many migrant 
children are held in prolonged detention or among a larger adult migrant population, in contexts 
that aggravate their exposure to perilous living conditions and violence.. Lack of proper shelter, 
poor protection standards and limited reception capacity remain critical issues, particularly 
in Italy, Greece and Spain, where both accompanied and unaccompanied children are kept for 
extensively long periods in hotspots and first reception centres, often in detention-like conditions. 
(UNICEF, 2018).

While accompanied children, traveling under the protection of caregivers, may appear to 
be at a lower risk for becoming victims of violence in the camps, the hardships created by the 
deplorable living conditions can increase their levels of risk (ECPAT, 2006).

Risky living conditions
Since the onset of the humanitarian crisis, migrant living conditions have been 

characterized as deficient and precarious, failing to meet minimum health and safety standards 
and subjecting migrants to inhumane treatment (Carvalho and Pierigh, 2016). Some camps offer 
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protected living areas for families; however, since space is severely constrained, many families are 
forced to live in tents among the general adult population without any protection or separation. 
Inside the protected areas, families are forced to share their living space with unfamiliar families. 
Other camps offer unaccompanied children separate living areas with more protective tents or 
structures. However, according to an NGO worker in Athens, “These places are open and accessible 
to everyone, especially during the night.” According to another NGO worker, “Some camps have 
‘Safe Spaces’ for children that are supervised 24 hours a day by members of NGOs (Digidiki, 
Bhabha, 2017). However, it depends on the camp you are in. Some children are lucky and some 
are not.” Structural factors, such as a lack of night lighting in camps, increase the risk of violence 
against women and children (Emmanouilidou, et al, 2017). However, despite recent efforts to 
improve living conditions and to provide fundamental services, camps continue to struggle to 
meet migrants’ basic needs.

Weak and insufficiently resourced child protection systems
Frequently migrants are unaware of their rights, opportunities and legal options, and 

are left to fend for themselves in centres without information or legal support. This has led 
to serious threats to their mental health, increased likelihood of absconding from the formal 
reception system, and risky behaviours and negative coping strategies (including transactional 
sex). Access to services such as education, health, and other social services remain challenging in 
many locations, thus hampering children’s development and delaying their social inclusion. This is 
particularly true for children with or without families in first reception facilities, children from so 
called ‘safe third countries’ (e.g. in the Western Balkans) or countries with low asylum recognition 
rate. (UNICEF, 2018).

This has become starkly relevant in the context of the massive migration and refugee 
flow that has unfolded in the Balkan region over the past two years (Brunovskis and Rebecca 
Surtees, 2017). And in these emergent and specific circumstances, human trafficking does not 
necessarily follow the same patterns as it has previously, nor even follow commonly understood 
vulnerabilities in general trafficking discourse. Vulnerability and risk take different forms and 
mean different things for people who are on the move and indeed in flight as compared with 
people who are vulnerable within their own communities and in countries where they have legal 
status and access to rights and protections. Human trafficking within a context of the massive 
and rapid movement of migrants and refugees and widespread human smuggling may not be 
easily recognisable as human trafficking. This is both because it may “look” different from “typical” 
forms of trafficking and because the circumstances of mass migration/flight (i.e. swift passage 
through a country, mixed nationalities, lack of a common language, lack of trust in authorities) 
make it difficult for frontline responders to gain an immediate and thorough knowledge of each 
individual’s circumstances and vulnerabilities, including when these rise to the level of human 
trafficking. 

Furthermore, the boundaries between human trafficking and human smuggling are already 
challenging to implement in practice on the frontlines of identification and intervention (Skilbrei 
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& Tveit, 2008) and may become less clear in cases where migrants/refugees have been subjected 
to violence and/or extortion by smugglers, which may or may not meet the criteria for trafficking.

Exposure to violence
The forced cohabitation of hundreds of migrants of different cultural backgrounds, genders, 

and ages in inhumane conditions while facing an uncertain future and potential deportation has 
predictably generated anger, frustration, and hostility—sentiments that often spill over into acts 
of violence. Because of inadequate protective systems, women and children, who make up almost 
a half of the migrant population, face a particularly high risk of such violence.

Delays in the asylum and relocation process-trigger for physical violence
Young children and adolescents witness these acts of violence or, when caught in the 

crossfire, become its victims; some imitate violent acts themselves by participating in the riots. 
These incidents of violence have a severe psychological impact on children, reviving in them 
adverse experiences of violence from their past. This has an immediate impact on their physical 
and mental health,” reports a psychologist working in one of the camps (Digidiki, Bhabha, 2017).

Children with disabilities and children who have experienced trauma and abuse often lack 
vital specialised services. Unaccompanied and separated children, who are close to adulthood, also 
face numerous barriers and challenges in accessing education (language and vocation training) 
and protection due to their adolescent age, slow asylum procedures or overstretched social welfare 
and guardianship systems. Return and repatriation of refugees and migrants is also high on the 
European political agenda, and it is the responsibility of governments to adopt and/or improve 
safeguards for children and carry out a full best interest’s determination during the assessment 
of decisions to return children to their country of origin. (UNICEF, 2018).

“Violent episodes were triggered when migrants learned that their asylum claims had been 
rejected. Their despair led many immigrants to try and hurt themselves; some hit their heads 
against the walls or tried to rip their hair out or cut their veins. They exhibit violent behavior 
towards their children also by pushing them and kicking them when they’re on the floor” (EEDD, 
2016).

Sexual violence
Weak or non-existent protective and legal structures inside camps exacerbate the risk 

of violence among migrants. Children’s inherent vulnerability and dependency on others, places 
them at a heightened risk for sexual violence. Unaccompanied children are at a heightened risk, as 
they can be victimized by adults and, for those held in detention facilities, by other unaccompanied 
children. The coexistence of dozens of children of various ages from different cultures and ethnic 
and socioeconomic backgrounds creates significant power differentials. Research on sexual 
violence has shown that violence is a commonly used method to assert power and dominance in a 
social setting (Warburton, 2016).



Security
dialogues

55

Having endured the risks of sexual violence or having experienced sexual violence during 
their journey, migrant children suffer from the fear of sexual abuse in a place that should have 
guaranteed them safety and protection. This fear generates mistrust in the protection systems 
and legal paths to migration and may eventually force migrants to seek new and dangerous paths 
to a safer destination (UNICEF, 2016).

Psychological violence
Physical and sexual violence are often accompanied by psychological violence. Many 

participants noted that migrant children routinely fall victim to the influence of migrants engaged 
in criminal activities and gangs. “They [mafia gangs] take humiliating photos of children and then 
threaten the children with sending the photos to their families back home. This could be even 
worse than a violent act itself. Even if children survive physical or sexual abuse at their hands, 
the prospect of having their families know about this is even more devastating,” notes a research 
participant working in a camp. Another psychologist highlights the fact that blackmail is very 
common inside the camps, affecting both adult and child migrant populations. “They try to accept 
the situation and hide it from their families and then someone threatens to humiliate them back 
home, in one or another way. How can they overcome this threat? They have to obey them [the 
perpetrators] to reduce the risk of blackmail. But this never stops. It is a vicious cycle.” This kind 
of violence damages the already fragile mental health of children, turning them into easy prey for 
further physical and sexual violence and exploitation (Digidiki, Bhabha, 2017).

5.	 Reflections

Risks are increasingly complex and interrelated. Failure to understand these linkages can 
deepen and widen humanitarian crises as well as ensure that development remains unsustainable.

The 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) reflect a growing international awareness 
of the impact and importance of current global migratory movements, and mark the first inclusion 
of migration in the global development framework. The goals reflect a consensus regarding 
the need to pay more attention to the risks encountered by all types of migrants moving along 
dangerous routes, often irregularly, and to the measures needed to manage these movements. 
The 2016 World Humanitarian Summit in Turkey also reflected this growing global awareness 
of the dynamics between migration, displacement and crisis situations. The need to address 
displacement and the vulnerabilities of migrants formed part of its five core responsibilities (WHS, 
2016), and the SDGs also recognize the negative impact of forced displacement and humanitarian 
emergencies on the development of countries and their citizens.

Along with the focus on “safe migrationˮ and “well-managed migration policies”, three 
other goals potentially relate to “unsafe migration”, particularly with regard to trafficking in 
persons (TiP), exploitation and abuse of migrants:

SDG 5.2: Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public and private 
spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of exploitation.
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SDG 8.7: Take immediate and effective measures to eradicate forced labour, end modern 
slavery and human trafficking and secure the prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of 
child labour, including recruitment and use of child soldiers, and by 2025 end child labour in all 
its forms.

SDG 16.2: End abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against and torture 
of children.

Our findings complement earlier research on sexual violence and exploitation during 
humanitarian crises. 

We disclose the durable impact of exploitation and abuse on the psychological health of 
migrant children, and show how these result in a cascade of socio-psychological symptoms with 
profoundly deleterious impacts on children’s resilience, self-esteem and long-term well-being. 

As the migrant and refugee situation in the Balkans carry on to develop, vulnerability and 
risk possibly will modificate and evolve, converting into another forms of human trafficking. The 
dynamic nature of forced and voluntary migration requires that reactions to vulnerability and 
need amongst migrants and refugees must be flexible and rapidly adjust to new and changing 
circumstances, including as they relate to other dynamic issues like human trafficking.
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