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Over the past two years, the International Detention 

Coalition (IDC) has heard firsthand the stories of 

children and parents from all over the world who 

have experienced immigration detention.  In total 70 

children were interviewed in Malta, Greece, Hungary, 

Turkey, the United States, El Salvador, Mexico, Israel, 

Egypt, Malaysia and Australia. The children had 

travelled from Afghanistan, Sudan, the Democratic 

Republic of Congo, Somalia, Ethiopia, Honduras, 

Colombia, El Salvador and Guatemala. We also listened 

to the experiences of 16 parents of children who had 

been detained.  Consistent with the Convention on 

the Rights of the Child, this policy document conveys 

the stories of children who have been in immigration 

detention.  Their experiences highlight the need for 

alternative approaches to managing the irregular 

migration of children.

The stories of children and their families are 

complemented by insights drawn from consultations 

with 80 professionals from 54 organizations in 11 

countries.  The IDC has further consulted with 260 

professionals and organizations from 62 countries 

on immigration detention more broadly.  Of these, 

180 people from 56 countries attended IDC regional 

workshops, which explored the problem of detaining 

children for immigration purposes.  Further, the policy 

document is informed by a range of relevant literature, 

and by the expertise of the IDC staff and associates.   

An expert committee of advisors also contributed 

valuable insights.

This policy paper has its genesis in the growing 

concern on the part of IDC members about the 

immigration detention of children.  The IDC is an 

international non-governmental organization with 

258 members in 50 countries. Members provide 

legal, social, medical and other services, carry out 

research and reporting, and undertake advocacy 

and policy work on behalf of refugees, migrants, 

and asylum seekers.  In 2008, the IDC conducted 

a survey of its members, which indicated that the 

detention of children was a key area in which to work.1   

Consequently the organization developed a research 

project to investigate the experiences of children in 

immigration detention.  The research presented here 

forms the evidence base for an international campaign 

to end the detention of children for immigration 

purposes around the world.

Children leave their homelands for a variety of 

reasons.  Some flee because their fundamental human 

rights are threatened.  Some leave in search of a better 

life. Some children leave their homes with their families; 

others travel alone.  Some are separated from their 

families along the way. Some are trafficked for sexual 

or other forms of exploitation.  All children who travel 

without official approval or documentation, regardless 

of whether they are refugees, asylum seekers or 

irregular migrants, are at risk of being detained.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
THIS POLICY DOCUMENT TELLS THE STORIES OF 

CHILDREN WHO HAVE BEEN DETAINED IN IMMIGRATION 

DETENTION AND PROPOSES A MODEL THAT CAN 

PREVENT THE FUTURE DETENTION OF OTHERS.
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States detain children who are refugees, asylum 

seekers, and irregular migrants for a number of 

reasons.  Children are detained for health and security 

screening, to check their identities and to facilitate 

their removal from the particular territory.  There are 

more effective and humane approaches than detention 

to achieve these policy goals.  Sometimes, states 

detain children because it is more convenient to detain 

them than to release them into the community. Further, 

states use detention to deter others refugees, asylum 

seekers and irregular migrants from seeking to make 

the journey.  Such justifications for detaining children 

are unacceptable.

The detention of children is a denial of their 

fundamental right to liberty. Children around the world 

are detained in a range of physical conditions.  Some 

are kept in purpose built facilities, the amenity of which 

is better than what they may have experienced in 

their countries of origin or on their journeys.  Others, 

however, are incarcerated in squalor, placing them at 

risk of illness and disease.  Some are kept in jail cells 

or in circumstances that are hurriedly constructed and 

makeshift.  Some are kept in circumstances that seem 

designed to isolate and humiliate them. Some children 

are kept with their families; in other instances, families 

are separated.  Children are sometimes detained in 

facilities specifically designated for children.  Others, 

however, are detained with unrelated adults. 

Regardless of the conditions in which they are 

kept, detention has a profound and negative impact 

on children.  It undermines their psychological and 

physical health and compromises their development.  

Children are at risk of suffering depression and 

anxiety, as well as from symptoms such as insomnia, 

nightmares and bed-wetting.  Feelings of hopelessness 

and frustration can manifest as acts of violence against 

the self or others.  Further, detention erodes the 

functioning of families, meaning that children can lose 

the support and protection of their parents, or take 

on roles beyond their level of maturity.  The detention 

environment can itself place children’s physical and 

psychological integrity at risk. 

    RECOMMENDATIONS

THE IDC BELIEVES THAT REFUGEE; 

ASYLUM SEEKER AND IRREGULAR 

MIGRANT CHILDREN SHOULD NEVER BE 

DETAINED.  THIS DOCUMENT PROVIDES 

THE EVIDENCE FOR THE IDC’S POSITION.  

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ALL STATES 

INCLUDE:

  As it is never in the best interests of a child 

to be detained for immigration purposes, 

States should ensure that a minimum level 

of protection and support for children is in 

place in the community.

   States should articulate in their legislation 

and policies that:

Children who are refugees, asylum 

seekers and irregular migrants are, first and 

foremost, children.

The best interests of the child must be the 

primary consideration in any action taken in 

relation to the child.

The liberty of the child is a fundamental 

human right.

  States should develop legislation, policies 

and practices to ensure that refugee, asylum 

seeker and irregular migrant children are 

free to reside in the community during the 

resolution of their immigration status.



- Step 1 – 

Is a presumption against the detention of children. It applies prior to the arrival at a 

state’s territory of any children who are refugees, asylum seekers or irregular migrants.

- Step 2 - 

Takes place within hours of a child being discovered at the border of, or within, a state’s 

territory.  It includes screening the individual to determine age, the assignment of a 

guardian to unaccompanied or separated children, the allocation of a caseworker to 

children who are travelling with their families, an intake assessment and the placement 

of the child or family into a community setting.  

- Step 3 - 

Is the substantive component of the child-sensitive assessment and placement model.  

It involves ‘case management,’ including an exploration of the migration options 

available to children and families, a best interest determination, and an assessment of 

the protection needs of children and/or their families.

- Step 4 - 

Involves ensuring that the rights of children and their best interests are safeguarded.  

It includes legal review of various decisions taken regarding children and their families 

– including decisions about where they are accommodated and about their legal 

status.  It also includes an opportunity on the part of states to review the conditions 

accompanying the child or family’s placement in the community following a final 

immigration status decision.

- Step 5 -

Is the realisation of sustainable migration solutions.

8

WHILE STATES DETAIN CHILDREN IN IMMIGRATION DETENTION FOR A HOST OF 

REASONS, THERE ARE MORE EFFECTIVE AND LESS HARMFUL WAYS TO MANAGE 

THE IRREGULAR MIGRATION OF CHILDREN AND THEIR FAMILIES. 

THE MODEL, PRESENTED IN THIS DOCUMENT TO ENSURE THAT CHILDREN ARE 

NOT DETAINED FOR IMMIGRATION PURPOSES, INVOLVES THE FOLLOWING 

FIVE STEPS:
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5 CASE RESOLUTION

* The asterisks in the diagram abowe represent places within the model where the voice of the child should be heard.

PERIODIC REVIEW*

PRE-DEPARTURE RISK ASSESSMENT*

4 REVIEWING & SAFEGUARDING

CASE MANAGEMENT*

BEST INTEREST DETERMINATION*

PROTECTION NEEDS*

3 MANAGEMENT & PROCESSING

LEGAL BASIS TO REMAIN*

NO LEGAL BASIS TO REMAIN*

CHILD-SENSITIVE CAP MODEL
THE CHILD-SENSITIVE COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT AND PLACEMENT (CCAP) MODEL 

A 5-step process to avoid the detention of refugee, asylum seeker and irregular migrant children.

Unaccompanied/
Separated minor Child within family

SCREENING & 
ASSESSMENT 

Voice of the child
should be heard.

GUARDIAN

PLACEMENT*

CASE MANAGER

INTAKE*

  2 ASSESSMENT & REFERRAL

Not a child

1  PREVENTION


