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This briefing paper provides an overview of the steps taken in 
Mexico in recent years to develop and implement community-based 
reception and care models for migrant children and adolescents 
that respect their rights, as an alternative to harmful and now 
illegal immigration detention practices. It also provides a look at 
two models of residential care that have shown promising practices 
in this regard, documented between June and September 2022. It 
presents a complementary systematization of lessons learned and 
experiences around the world that IDC has identified.

This document aims to inspire governments, local authorities, 
international organisations, civil society, community actors, and 
other stakeholders to reimagine community reception and care for 
migrant children from a place of freedom.



International Detention Coalition is the world’s leading movement 
dedicated to ending immigration detention.

We are a migrant-led coalition, uniting civil society organisations, 
community groups and individuals behind a clear purpose: to end 
immigration detention and promote alternatives.

There are fairer, cheaper and more effective ways to approach migration 
governance. We believe people should be able to live freely while they 
await the outcome of their immigration case, and we advocate for 
the human rights and dignity of everyone impacted by immigration 
detention.

IDC works on multiple fronts to end immigration detention -we 
strengthen the global movement, generate evidence, work to change 
laws and policies, and promote practical alternatives to detention.

Ultimately, we want to get people out of immigration detention and into a 
life within the community, where they can be with loved ones, contribute 
to society and benefit from education, healthcare, employment and 
more. 
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Promising practices in two shelters for migrant children and 

adolescents in Mexico.  

Lesons learned from other countries regarding reception models 

for migrant children and adolescents. 

Reception Models for migrant children and adolescents

a.  Care model for unaccompanied migrant adolescents. 

b.  Alternative care models for migrant, asylum seeker and  

 refugee children and adolescents in Mexico. 

c.  Comprehensive Care Model for Migrant Children and  

 Adolescents.
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1 For further information, see the Migration Policy, Registration and Personal Identity Unit (UPMRIP) website http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/ 

Introduction

Reforms to the Migration Law (LM), approved at the end of 2020, establish that children, 
both accompanied and those travelling alone, cannot be held in migrant detention 
centres in accordance with the principles of family unity. Instead, immigration authorities 
are required to immediately notify the Child Protection Attorney General, and refer 
children to the corresponding System for Integral Family Development (DIF). Where 
necessary, children can also be taken to public or private Social Assistance Centres 
(CAS) for primary, secondary or third stage reception.

On the other hand, the General Law on the Rights of Children states that decisions 
affecting children should be based on their best interests, and that Child Protection 
Attorneys are responsible for determining this by establishing a Plan for the Restitution 
of Rights and defining the necessary Protection Measures.

Most accompanied and unaccompanied migrant children do not have the option of 
family reception. As such, the protection measures developed by the Child Protection 
Attorneys must include the option of referring children to community or “residential” 
reception, such as a public or private CAS. In its monthly figures, the National Institute 
for Migration (INM) has begun to report the referral of children.1 

Based on its mission to end immigration detention for children, IDC has collaborated 
with various public and private CAS (shelters) to develop or strengthen the intervention 
models of these centres as well as their capacity for temporary residential reception. This 
enables centres to receive children and adolescents, rather than them being detained 
in immigration detention. 
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2 We are aware that at the time of publication of this document, there have been changes in the CAS “Tin Otoch”, regarding the “open door” 

perspective, which is one of the main characteristics that we consider as good practice. We trust that the circumstances that led to the change can 

be modified and continue to be an example of the protection of migrant children and adolescents.

Through this work, we have identified promising practices, which can inform and 
motivate other spaces to develop open-door care models that are sensitive to the 
needs of migrant children. In this document, we highlight two care models: one 
implemented by a public CAS for migrant children2, and a second, by a private CAS 
that has reformulated its care model following the reception of this population. 
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Reception models for
migrant children and adolescents.

According to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), a child temporarily or 
permanently deprived of his or her family environment, or in whose own best interests 
cannot be allowed to remain in that environment, shall be entitled to special protection 
and assistance provided by the State. Placement in institutions may be a provisional 
measure and is a form of alternative care. 

“Growing up in a safe family environment is essential for children to 
accomplish the various developmental tasks related to their psychological, 
cognitive and physical development. In the best case, alternative care is 
only required as an interim measure whilst family tracing is carried out and 
until the time when children can be reunited with family members. The 
views of girls and boys in need of alternative care should be considered in 
identifying care arrangements that are in their best interests”. (Office of 
the High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2014).”
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3 See:

Sin Fronteras IAP. (2011). Perspectiva jurídica y social de la detención de migrantes en Iztapalapa, Distrito Federal y Tenosique, Tabasco. Sin Fronteras 

IAP. Recuperado en junio de 2022, de https://sinfronteras.org.mx/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Perspectiva-jur%C3%ADdica-y-social-de-la-

detenci%C3%B3n-de-migrantes-en-Iztapalapa-Distrito-Federal-y-Tenosique-Tabasco.-Marzo-2011.-1.pdf

Sin Fronteras IAP. (2013). La ruta del encierro. Situación de las personas en detención en estaciones migratorias y estancias provisionales. Recuperado 

en junio de 2022, de https://sinfronteras.org.mx/docs/inf/inf-ruta-encierro.pdf

Consejo Ciudadano del Instituto Nacional de Migración. (2017). Personas en detención migratoria en México Misión de Monitoreo de Estaciones 

Migratorias y Estancias Provisionales del Instituto Nacional de Migración. Recuperado en junio de 2022, de

https://www.corteidh.or.cr/tablas/33328.pdf

ONE OF THE FIRST STEPS OF THIS 

PROGRAMME WAS THE DEVELOPMENT 

OF IDC´S COMMUNITY RECEPTION AND 

PLACEMENT MODEL FOR UNACCOMPANIED 

MIGRANT CHILDREN IN MEXICO.

According to the guidelines on alternative care models for children, residential care 
is that provided in any non-family-based group setting, such as places of safety for 
emergency care, transit centres in emergency situations, and all other short- and 
long-term residential care facilities, including group homes.

In Mexico, for almost two decades, the majority of migrant children and adolescents 
have been held in detention centres and provisional accommodation, or in places set 
up as detention centres, where they have been deprived of their freedom. This has 
been widely documented in the country.3 

In 2011, with the adoption of the Migration Law, IDC launched its Mexico programme 
aimed at shifting the existing paradigm towards ending the detention of migrant 
children and adolescents in the region. 
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This model seeks to guarantee that the use of detention is avoided for migrant, asylum 
seeker and refugee children and adolescents who are travelling without their parents 
or guardians (unaccompanied children). 

 The model is based on the principles of non-discrimination, participation, best interests 
of the child, the basic right of survival and healthy child development within the 
migration context. 

 The Model comprises five components: 1. Prevention; 2. Assessment and referral; 3. Case 
management and processing; 4. Reviewing and Safeguarding; and 5. Case Resolution. 
These are based on the Child-Sensitive Community Assessment and Placement 
(CCAP) Model and adapted to Mexico’s migrant, institutional, social, and legal context. 
They consist of the necessary actions for developing and implementing alternatives to 
immigration detention for unaccompanied children and adolescents in Mexico. 

This Model was the basis for IDC to promote and coordinate a process of development 
and implementation of the first pilot program in a joint effort between immigration 
authorities and civil society organizations. This pioneering exercise in Mexico of the 
practical application of the Model saw the release of an initial group of 20 children 
from the detention center, who were channeled to SOS Children’s Villages Mexico and 
Casa Alianza, both of which have shelter and care spaces in Mexico City. The results 
and benefits of this initiative paved the way for the country to take steps to move away 
from reliance on immigration detention towards greater interest in and applicability 
of alternative community-based models that could prevent the detention of migrant 

“The model provides a framework that authorities 
and other decision-makers can draw upon in 
order to develop and implement mechanisms that 
enable effective care and case management for 
unaccompanied children, preserving at all times 
the best interests of the child and their right to 
liberty”

(Coria, Bonnici & Martínez, 2015).
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PLAN DE 
RESTITUCIÓN 
DE DERECHOS

Representación legal
    - Procuradurías de Protección de Niñas, Niños y Adolescentes.
    - Organizaciones de la Sociedad Civil 

Documentación migratoria/Retorno asistido
    - Instituto Nacional de Migración

Protección Internacional
    - Comisión Mexicana de Ayuda a Refugiados

Identidad
    - Consulados
    - Registros civiles 

Atención médica
    - Secretaría de Salud

Educación
    - Secretaría de Educación

Albergue/Ayuda humanitaria/Gestión de casos
    - Organizaciones de la Sociedad Civil

Datos generales 
(nombre, nacionalidad, 

edad, etc.)

EL AVISO A LAS 
PROCURADURÍAS
DEBE SER INMEDIATO!

RUTA DE ATENCIÓN Y CANALIZACIÓN 
PARA NIÑEZ Y ADOLESCENCIA 
MIGRANTE EN MÉXICO
 #NiñezMigrante | #AdolescenciaMigrante | #ProteccionNNA

ES NECESARIA UNA 
EVALUACIÓN CONSTANTE, 
POR PARTE DE LAS
PROCURADURÍAS DE 
PROTECCIÓN DE NIÑAS, 
NIÑOS Y ADOLESCENTES, 
PARA VERIFICAR LA 
VIGENCIA DE LAS MEDIDAS 
DICTADAS.

 

IDENTIFICACIÓN EVALUACIÓN

Equipo Multidisciplinario
Psicología  
Trabajo Social  
Jurídico

CANALIZACIÓN A
PROCURADURÍAS DE 
PROTECCIÓN DE NIÑAS, 
NIÑOS Y ADOLESCENTES

(por parte del Instituto Nacional de Migración, la Comisión 
Mexicana de Ayuda a Refugiados, las Organizaciones de 
la Sociedad Civil, o cualquier persona)

Colocación temporal en 
entornos comunitarios. 
(Centros de Asistencia Social (CAS), 
Familias de acogida, etc.)

Se emitieron Planes de 
Restitución de Derechos, 
y se han cubierto 
todas las necesidades 
contenidas en éste. 

SEGUIMIENTO
Y CUMPLIMIENTO  

!

Si es Niña, Niño 
o Adolescente.

Si está Acompañado 
o No Acompañado.

Necesidades
inmediatas/urgentes.

Determinación de procedimientos, 
prevaleciendo el Interés Superior 
de la Niñez y su participación en
la toma de desiciones.

Necesidades básicas
Situaciones de riesgo.
Reunificación familiar.
Colocación en entornos 
comunitarios a mediano o largo plazo.
Necesidades de protección 
internacional.

 

* Código Civil Federal. 

Acompañadxs
Relación de parentesco 
por consanguineidad, 
afinidad o costumbre*.

No acompñadxs
- Tutora o Tutor

- Representante legal

children and adolescents (International Detention Coalition [IDC], Child Detention 
Campaign, and Aldeas Infantiles SOS Mexico, n.d.).

With the socialization of this Model, an analytical and relevant tool was available that 
could be adapted and applied as a practical solution to the harms of detention and 
deportation. It implied a significant step to advance the discussion between government 
agencies and civil society organizations towards a reception and reception of children 
and adolescents in mobility according to their rights and respecting their best interests. 
With the establishment of the child protection system in Mexico, the foundations of 
the Model were key for the development of future protocols and critical routes in child 
protection.
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4Sistema Nacional DIF. Modelo tipo de atención y protección integral de centros de asistencia social para niñas, niños y adolescentes. Published on 

11 April 2018. Consulted in: : https://www.gob.mx/difnacional/documentos/modelo-tipo-de-atencion-y-proteccion-integral-de-centros-de-asistencia-

social-para-ninas-ninos-y-adolescentes
5Sistema Nacional DIF. Modelo de Reglamento Interno para Centros de Asistencia Social. Published on 14 March 2017. Can be consulted at: https://

www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/199577/Modelo_de_Reglamento_Interno_para_CAS_13-03-17.pdf

In 2017, the National System for Integral Family Development (SNDIF) initiated the 
formulation of a care model (Model for the Care and Integral Protection for Child and 
Adolescent Social Assistance Centres4), as well as internal guidelines for the CAS5. 

The prototype of the Model proposed by the SNDIF contains the legal framework for 
protection of the rights of children and adolescents, with a description of the importance 
of a care model. The model is presented as a basic, achievable, measurable, and 
purposeful tool that orients and guides performance and development, and recognizes 
various care procedures of the centres, considering their interdisciplinary, multipurpose, 
and diverse nature. 

Furthermore, it describes the nature of services that should be offered in the CAS, in 
order to ensure that the activities, procedures, actions of personnel, and interventions 
incorporate a focus on the protection of rights, the pro homine principle, equality and 
non-discrimination of children and adolescents, as well as a series of guiding principles. 
The suggested model also proposes steps to guide the process of support: admission, 
care and restitution, stay, release, and follow-up.  

Based on this prototype, at least three care models have been developed for migrant 
children and adolescents. These have been driven by both the government and UNICEF, 
to strengthen the capacity of teams operating the CAS, and to guarantee the effective 
enjoyment of child rights. 

 

Open places refer to those in which the large majority of a child’s 
activities take place outside of the alternative care home or placement 
facility; and semi-open places refer to those in which some of 
the child’s activities take place outside of the placement facility. 
(Coria, Bonnici y Martínez, 2015).
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A review of the three proposals reveals an effort to update knowledge and tools 
according to the context of the country. As such, the first care model is directed 
mainly at unaccompanied children and adolescents, with a focus on the Administrative 
Immigration Procedure; the second model responds to conditions following the mass 
movements that arrived in the country; and the third models aimed to strengthen 
the role of the CAS following the prohibition on holding children and adolescents in 
detention centres. 

a. Care model for unaccompanied migrant adolescents

The care model for unaccompanied migrant adolescents 
(SNDIF, 2018) includes proposals from the prototype 
model by incorporating the Protocol for Action to Ensure 
the Respect of the Principles and the Protection of the 
Rights of Children and Adolescents in Administrative 
Immigration Procedures, as well as applicable principles. 

b. Alternative care models for migrant, asylum seeker 
and refugee children and adolescents in Mexico 

In 2019, the Migrant Child Protection Protocol was created 
by the National Comprehensive Child Protection System 
(SIPINNA, 2019).

In the same year, the SNDIF, in collaboration with UNICEF, 
published the Alternative Care Model for Migrant, Asylum 
Seeker and Refugee Children and Adolescents in Mexico, 
(SNDIF, UNICEF, 2019) with the aim of contributing to 
the development of a guiding policy on this matter, for 
children and adolescents in the country, and in particular, 
for migrants, asylum seekers and refugees. 

Modelo de cuidados alternativos
para niñas, niños y adolescentes migrantes, 
solicitantes de asilo y refugiados en México: 
guía para su implementación
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This model is based on a child’s rights perspective, as well as the principles of non-
refoulement, and non-detention in contexts of migration. 

This model also established four stages of care, emphasising identification, primary 
reception, secondary reception, and release (familial reintegration or support towards 
an independent life).

The model includes a novel Interdisciplinary Board, a collegiate body within the 
centres that participates in the assessment, diagnosis, preparation, and execution 
of individualised plans, as well as in care and decision-making that support medical, 
psychological, social, cultural, and educational development. (UNICEF, 2022). 

It also incorporates Indicators for the monitoring and evaluation of the Comprehensive 
Care Model, together with Indicators for alternative action: Right to a family, Networks 
of Institutional support, and professionalisation of staff. 

Finally, it is important to highlight that any model used must consider the Plan for the 
Protection and Restitution of Rights issued by the relevant Child Protection Attorney 
that contains all the protection measures to be implemented for the restitution of rights 
in all cases.

Modelo de Atención Integral
para la Niñez y Adolescencia
en Situación de Movilidad

Fotografía: Archivo SNDIF

c. Comprehensive Care Model for Migrant Children 
and Adolescents

In June 2022, UNICEF and the SNDIF presented a 
Comprehensive Care Model for Migrant Children and 
Adolescents, comprising four rubrics of action that 
guarantee the protection and development of the 
strengths of each child and adolescent: a) Comprehensive 
care of children and adolescents; b) Right to family and 
alternative care; c) Networks of institutional support; d) 
Professionalization of staff. 
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Lessons learned from other countries 
regarding reception models for 
migrant children and adolescents

Through our work in networks around the world, IDC has identified important care 
models and experiences of alternative care for migrant children and adolescents.

These have been recently documented in a series of studies published by the 
organisation:6

6 International Detention Coalition. Prácticas prometedoras en alternativas a la Detención Para Niños y sus familias: Ideas para fortalecer 

Protección para niños y sus familias. The original English text can be consulted at. https://idcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/IDC-

Research-Promising-Practices-In-Alternatives-To-Detention-ATD-For-Children-And-Their-Families.pdf

 - International Detention Coalition. Ganando Terreno- Anexo 2022. The original English text can be consulted Gaining - 

Ground- Annex 2022  at: https://idcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Gaining-Ground-Annex-2022.pdf

THAILAND

IRELAND

In accordance with the Memorandum of Understanding on the Determination of Measures and Approaches 
Alternatives to Detention of Children in Immigration Detention Centres, children are identified rapidly, 
registered, screened, assessed, and protected for as long as necessary, until better solutions can be found. 

In each case, decisions should consider the interests of the children and adolescents, and they should be 
immediately referred to the protection and integration authorities of the National Child Welfare System. 

Immigration agents refer unaccompanied children and adolescents or those separated from their families to 
the Tulsa Child and Family Agency care services, who evaluate risks and needs and incorporate them into 
the national child welfare system. 

Children over the age of 12 are placed in one of three residential units in Dublin with caretakers available 24 
hours a day. Following the evaluation, children are placed in other options. 

Families with children requesting asylum are initially referred to a reception centre, before being transferred 
to state shelters, known as “Direct Provision”, that provide accommodation, food, medical attention, and a 
weekly payment. 
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GERMANY

The Dutch Ministry for Justice and Security, and the Central Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers 
(COA) in partnership with the Nidos Foundation (the national guardianship institution for unaccompanied 
and separated children in the Netherlands), have a reception model for children and adolescents. Children 
under the age of 15 or those older but considered particularly vulnerable, are placed with foster families with 
similar migration backgrounds.  

For the first 3 months, and up to the first 2 years after arriving in the Netherlands, children attend special 
transitional classes where they focus on learning Dutch and Dutch culture, before entering the regular 
education system. All unaccompanied and separated children are appointed guardians who visit them once 
a month.

Responsibility for the reception and integration of unaccompanied children is shared by the 290 local 
municipalities, who are in turn, responsible for ensuring accommodation, health and social services, and 
family tracing/reunification.

After placement in temporary accommodation, the Swedish Migration Agency assigns each unaccompanied 
child to a municipality that appoints a guardian to investigate the child’s needs and decide where the child 
should be placed.

Unaccompanied adolescents can convert their temporary residence status to permanent status, but only if 
they are able to show that they are self-supporting through employment-related income.

Protocol 149 establishes the bases for coordinated action by the government and society to guarantee 
rights and the determination of the best interests of children and adolescents, and includes the prohibition 
of detention for this population. 

The Ministry of the Interior conducts a preliminary interview to identify protection needs and refers the 
children and adolescents, and their families if they are accompanied, to the Ministry of Economic and Social 
Inclusion. In the event of an application for asylum, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Human Mobility 
initiates the process. Unaccompanied children are immediately referred to the Public Prosecutor, who is 
responsible for determining their protection needs and guaranteeing their incorporation into the national 
care system. 

SWEDEN

ECUADOR

Unaccompanied children are incorporated into the national youth welfare systems. They are first placed in 
a reception centre for a maximum of 6 months and are transferred as soon as possible to foster families or 
specialised facilities.  

An allocation procedure exists that distributes the unaccompanied children evenly across states and 
municipalities, using a quota system. 

The German government is required to collaborate with and financially support organisations whenever 
and wherever possible to provide social services such as the provision of shelter, language training, and job 
placement opportunities.

THE NETHERLANDS
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EGYPT

JORDAN

MALAWI

GREECE

UNICEF and the National Council for Childhood and Motherhood have a protocol that includes case 
management and provision of services, rather than detention. 

Identification and referral procedures are in effect, based on which, law enforcement officers immediately 
refer children and adolescents to the child welfare authorities. These identify asylum seekers, refugees, 
and victims of trafficking, respond timeously to the risks they face and provide immediate assistance and 
protection. 

Following the referral, the authorities are responsible for assessing the situation of the child within 24 
hours, guaranteeing medical attention, and coordinating actions with organisations, including registration 
and placement, community accommodation supported by international organisations, civil societies, and 
community organisations. 

The National Mechanism for the Tracing and Protection of Unaccompanied Children ensures material 
and psycho-social support, interpretations, information, and support when children are outside their 
accommodation. 

Specialised services and additional support are also provided until the children and adolescents are 
transferred to long-term accommodation, based on a formal evaluation of their needs and background, and 
available options in Greece. 

The Mechanism includes a direct telephone line available 24 hours a day, seven days a week to identify and 
locate children who need help. It is available in six languages and provides orientation to unaccompanied 
children, and citizens, and to the local and public authorities who support the process and actions that need 
to be taken from the moment that an unaccompanied child is identified, to their placement in emergency 
accommodation. 

One example of alternative care is the family reception programme for unaccompanied children that arose 
out of informal practices within refugee camps. 

More recently, non-governmental organisations have begun to link children with families from an established 
group of interested and qualified people. UNHCR supervises the care arrangements.  

Malawian law establishes that no child will be imprisoned for any crime, nor will they be held in pre-trial 
detentions except under very limited circumstances. It also includes migrant children in the general child 
welfare system.  

Unaccompanied migrant children are considered children needing care and protection and fall under 
the responsibility of the Ministry of Gender, Children, Disability and Social Well-Being, that has Offices 
of Social Well-Being on a district level. Local authorities are responsible for providing accommodation, 
however given the lack of shelters administered by the government, children and adolescents are often 
placed in accommodation administered by non-governmental organizations.
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MALAYSIA

PHILIPPINES

SUKA Society is a non-governmental organisation working for children’s rights in Malaysia, that has 
implemented a programme of alternatives to detention for unaccompanied or separated children. The 
Community Placement and Case Management Programme (CPCM) is independent of the government 
and uses a holistic focus of case management for child well-being, safety, permanency and stability, and 
resolution of cases. 

Children are placed in secure and stable homes, in community family foster care. SUKA offers a range 
of services to support children and adolescents, aimed at reaching a lasting solution or case resolution, 
resettlement in a third country, and an independent life for those becoming adults, or wanting to voluntarily 
return to their places of origins, assuming that it is safe and possible to do so. 

Legislation includes provisions for the arrest and detention of migrants in irregular situations. Detentions 
may be for a “specified period of time” to allow authorities to determine whether a person may legally 
remain in the country (for example, if they request asylum). 

The Department of Justice stipulates that refugees or stateless person should generally not be detained 
because of their status. In addition, children are usually not detained and are referred to the Department of 
Social Welfare and Development, that assumes the role of legal guardian and is responsible for providing 
housing, medical attention and other support services. 

Coordination mechanisms have been established between the Department of Social Welfare and 
Development, local social welfare officials, and other relevant government agencies that also ensure the 
protection of children. 
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Promising practices in two shelters for
migrant children and adolescents in Mexico

When the best interests of migrant children and adolescents require alternative 
residential care, it is essential that spaces available guarantee the protection of rights 
and foster participation. As such, a review of existing care models in Mexico, as well as 
of experiences in other countries, is valuable. 

This section describes two care models considered to be promising practices, as they 
fulfil fundamental principles: the restitution of rights, protection of the best interests of 
migrant children and adolescents, and a human and child rights focus. They are also 
examples of open-door spaces, or at least, do not resemble detention centres. 

The documentation of these experiences has proved valuable as it has allowed us to 
identify the main components of care models for migrant children and adolescents in 
the country. The experiences also contribute to identifying the challenges facing other 
centres and thus to strengthening their capacity by offering practical recommendations.

Promising practices were identified through interviews in the 
“Tin Otoch” public Social Assistance Centre in Hermosillo, 
Sonora, as well as the private SOS Children’s Village CAS in 
Comitán, Chiapas. Both these centres are located in states 
characterised by a significant flow of both accompanied and 
unaccompanied children and adolescents. 

Aldeas Infantiles Comitán, Chiapas, Mexico. Photograph: Armando Rendón 

García
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The following is a description of the general characteristics of the Social Assistance 
Centers, retrieved from documentary information prior to conducting the interviews.

The CAS “Tin Otoch” was inaugurated in 2018 in the state of Sonora, as reported by 
the state DIF to the Senate, this “Center comes to expand the coverage of the ‘Camino 
a Casa’ program for the care of foreign migrant children and adolescents in Sonora”. 
It refers as its main objective “to carry out measures for the protection and restitution 
of rights of unaccompanied repatriated children and adolescents at risk who enter 
the border ports of the state of Sonora of national or foreign origin” (Sistema DIF del 
Estado de Sonora [DIFSON], 2019).

The same report states that being a temporary shelter, this reception space where 
unaccompanied or separated migrant children who are channeled by the INM or other 
competent authorities are received, offer food services, medical and psychological care. 
The children and adolescents who are in this shelter remain there until their situation 
is resolved by the competent authority, always responding to the best interests of the 

Interviews were conducted with an open-
ended questionnaire (Appendix 1) that 
dealt with and provided information on 
the following:

Context. History of the CAS and its 
position in the community.

Understanding their intervention 
model, with particular focus on 
the stages involved. These were 
common across the reviewed models 
(admission, care, stay and release). 

Identifying elements of the IDC 
Community Reception and Placement 
Model in both CAS, regarding the 
importance of open-doors and the 
role of Case Management.

Obtaining an understanding of the 
promising practices, challenges, and 
lessons learned in caring for migrant 
children and adolescents. 

Tin Otoch, Sonora, Mexico. Photograph: Diana Martínez Medrano

A.

B.

C.

D.
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child (the protection attorneys are the only ones in charge of this determination).

“Tin Otoch carries out an occupational program based on best practice models and 
success stories, with 6 interactive workshops and 1 more offered by the psychology area 
of the Office of the Attorney General for the Protection of Children and Adolescents, 
providing tools, skills and knowledge during their stay that give the children and 
adolescents the opportunity to put them into practice once they return to their place 
of origin, such as:

Values (rights of children and adolescents, risks of migration, geographic 
situation, etc.).

Handicrafts (making bracelets, piñatas, painting, etc.).

Music “guitar” (with the support of the Sonoran Institute of Culture).

Sports (with the support of CODESON).

Gardens and care of the environment (with the support of CEDES).

Art Therapy (working on emotions through art).

Resilience Workshop (with the support of PPNN.4)”.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

Tin Otoch, Sonora, Mexico. Photograph: Diana Martínez 
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“We have an open-door model of care that receives children and adolescents 
in mobility, with or without company, we provide services that guarantee their 
physical and emotional well-being, we seek reintegration to their place of origin, 
job training options and, most importantly, the restitution and absolute respect for 
their rights” (Despierta Sonora, 2021) Segment of interview conducted with former 
Attorney General Wenceslao Cota Amador.

“Since its opening, more than 500 girls, boys and adolescents, accompanied and 
unaccompanied, predominantly from Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador, have 
been attended, based on manuals and protocols generated with a human rights 
approach, ensuring specialized multidisciplinary care and determining the best 
interests of children with family reunifications and, if necessary, the request for 
refuge; this through the work of the teams of the Attorney General’s Office for 
the Protection of Children and Adolescents of the State.

Making effective compliance with the principle of non-detention in immigration 
stations during administrative processes is our vision and approach, which 
has allowed us to move from a stage in which interviews were conducted in 
immigration offices and today they are carried out in the “Tin Otoch” center by 
multidisciplinary teams, guaranteeing that the opinions of children and young 
people, who freely express their emotions, fears and expectations within a 
framework of protection, are listened to. With this we identified that 53% of them 
have primary schooling; 29% secondary school; 9% high school; 1% truncated 
career; and 10% have no schooling”. Words taken from Lic. Wenceslao Cota Amador, 
then Procurador de Protección de Niñas, Niños y Adolescentes del Estado de Sonora, 
March 4, 2021 (IDC, 2021).
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7 For more information about the background of the villages, please consult Aldeas Infantiles SOS Mexico (n.d.). Retrieved June 2022, from: https://

www.aldeasinfantiles.org.mx/migracion

The Aldeas Infantiles model is more than 60 years old, it is an open-door center with 
a family model based on 4 principles: each child 1) needs a mother and 2) grows in the 
most natural way with brothers and sisters, 3) in his or her own home, 4) in a supportive 
village environment. Although the Aldeas model is intended for groups of brothers and 
sisters, more than 6 years ago they began to open their doors to migrant children and 
adolescents.

Aldeas Infantiles Mexico has set up houses to accommodate families in a situation of 
mobility, which are led by women and integrated by children and adolescents, so that 
they can temporarily live in a safe space where their rights are guaranteed and they 
have legal advice to resolve their legal situation7.

Both CASs indicated as positive practices, 
the implementation of the following 
elements in their daily work:

Taking into account the best interests 
of the children and adolescents in 
their care.

Working from a rights-based 
approach.

Focusing on the care needs of 
children and adolescents.

Have a case manager.

Be open-door spaces.

.

Aldeas Infantiles Comitán, Chiapas, Mexico. Photograph: Armando Rendón 
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In addition to ensuring the following:

The voice of children and adolescents must always and at all times be 
considered. 

Children and adolescents must be informed about their immigration 
procedure, its status and the steps to follow, and their voice and 
considerations must be heard.

Each case deserves a differentiated and specialized attention and this 
can only be achieved with a multidisciplinary team that accompanies 
them inside and outside the CAS.

Children and adolescents must have information about their own 
procedures that allow them to make decisions and build their life projects 
together with the team that follows up on their cases.

Open-door spaces that favor the autonomy and psychoemotional 
development of children and adolescents in a progressive manner are 
necessary.

Physical spaces must be pleasant, in good hygienic and sanitary 
conditions, which help both children and staff to have decent spaces 
that contribute to mental health.

Within the CAS there should always be psycho-emotional care to 
accompany children and adolescents throughout the process, as well 
as case managers to help resolve their migratory situation, in addition 
to youth companions who can support them in the development of 
other areas of life, such as health, education, cultural, sports, community, 
livelihood and other necessary aspects.

Training and permanent sensitization is required for the entire operational 
team of the CAS, in addition to fostering mental health care for the teams 
and spaces that favor motivation in their work.

The exchange of knowledge and experiences with other civil society 
organizations, shelters and international organizations helps to 
strengthen the teams’ capacities.
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“It is a physically colorful space, a pleasant space, with beautiful colors, the staff 
has to make them feel that they are at home, ‘Tin Otoch’ is a Mayan word that 
means ‘My Home’. We try to make sure that the staff provides warm attention”. Tin 
Otoch

“It is important to take into account that this process is not immediate, it takes time, 
the child gradually provides more information as he/she trusts us, information that 
is decisive for the restitution of rights, we must be patient”. Tin Otoch

“It is not the same to say I want to return in a migratory station, as it is to say it in 
a space with open doors”. AISOS Comitán

A summary of the results of the interviews can be found in Annex 2.

Aldeas Infantiles Comitán, Chiapas, Mexico. Photograph: Armando Rendón 

“Sometimes, report that you will be accompanied 
to buy clothes, accompanied by a family, during the 
whole time you will be here.” AISOS Comitán

“We try to live with the community all the time, 
this allows the villages themselves to be part of the 
community.” AISOS Comitán

“I share with you that you will be in this space 
temporarily, Aldeas Infantiles is a family model 
where you will live with a caregiver, you will have a 
house, you will be with other girls, boys, adolescents, 
it is a space with open doors.” AISOS Comitán
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“The children should take time to process, meditate, breathe and make the best 
decision; family contact has a great influence. AISOS Comitán

“At the moment of the arrival of children and adolescents: the tour, the treatment 
they are given, the adequate space designed for them opens the confidence 
to communicate. There is a reason for the tour, it is important that they feel a 
moment of tranquility, which is decisive at the time of the interview, especially for 
adolescent boys”. Tin Otoch

“For example, the space had a blackboard where girls, boys and adolescents could 
post their comments on the care received and during their stay, which were a 
motivation for the teams”. Tin Otoch

“The importance of having the support of the community and the creation of 
networks beyond the Villages. Example: every Wednesday we have soccer games, 
we go to other municipalities and so we can interact in open leagues, where they 
have access to a community space, interact, have friends, this gives them security 
beyond the CAS space, we allow friendships, for security we also know them when 
they come to visit them in the Villages”. AISOS Comitán

Taking up the experiences shared by the two CASs in the interviews, the importance 
of continuing to work with the authorities to follow up on compliance with the rights 
restitution plan was identified, and the challenges are described as follows:

Excerpts from CAS interviews

The state and municipal Attorney General’s Offices, together with key 
actors such as civil society, should be strengthened to adequately carry 
out the evaluation and determination of Best Interest and develop plans 
for the restitution of rights that respond to the needs of each case.

The National Migration Institute should limit its participation in the care of 
children and adolescents in a situation of mobility to what is established 
in the protection measures, while the Attorney General’s Offices and the 
DIF Systems should assume a leading role.
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The Mexican Commission for Refugee Aid should expedite the procedures 
for the recognition of refugee status involving children and adolescents. 
Both the legislative and executive branches should promote actions to 
strengthen the budget, regulations and capacities of COMAR so that it 
can fully comply with its mandate.

The authorities, especially SNDIF and the CAS must work hand in 
hand with the Ministry of Public Education at all levels, mainly in the 
municipalities where the CAS are located, to achieve access to education. 
It is worrying that, despite the reforms achieved in 2016 in the General 
Education Law, the issue of documentation is still a limiting factor for 
children and adolescents to access education.

Local authorities must work together with the communities to raise 
awareness on the issue and become a welcoming space where children 
and adolescents in mobility contexts can socially and materially access 
their rights without any distinction.

The corresponding authorities of the three levels of government should 
encourage CASs to have more resources to cover economic, material, 
infrastructure and personnel needs.

Last but not least, the CAS should function as temporary open-door spaces for 
children and adolescents in mobility contexts for a maximum period of 8 weeks, where 
everything will lead them to be reunited with their family, or if this is not possible, to 
other suitable alternative care modalities.

Aldeas Infantiles Comitán, Chiapas, Mexico. Photograph: Armando Rendón Tin Otoch, Sonora, Mexico. Photograph: Diana Martínez 
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Conclusions

From the documentary review and the interviews conducted with two 
models of care for children and adolescents, the following conclusions 
can be drawn:

The experience of other countries speaks of different models to care 
for children in contexts of mobility, which are similar to second home 
spaces where the temporary family, and society in general takes a shared 
responsibility. Thus, it is evident the importance of working on training 
the families that at some point will provide the necessary support and 
sufficient resources to allow the effective implementation of the plan 
for the restitution of rights of children and adolescents, guaranteeing 
access to housing, education, health, work and family rights for their 
integration into society.

As documented, in Mexico, to generate open-door CAS models that 
respect the rights of migrant children are possible; such models of care 
are strengthened with the participation of authorities, international 
agencies and civil society organizations that can contribute in different 
ways to the care and protection of children and adolescents in contexts 
of mobility.

Finally, collaboration and coordination between Social Assistance 
Centers and Procurator’s Offices for Protection can make a difference 
in the efficient achievement of plans for the restitution of rights and the 
prompt resolution of cases of children and adolescents in the context 
of mobility.
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