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1 Introduction
During the last few years, the Netherlands have seen a high influx of refugees entering the
country, among them are UAM. In Dutch policy, an UAM is defined as a person “who was
under 18 on arrival in the Netherlands, whose country of origin is outside the European
Union, and who travelled to the Netherlands without a parent or other person exercising
authority of the child” (Government 2016). In accordance with international academic studies,
UAM in the Netherlands are vulnerable (Jakobsen/Demott/Heir 2014; Jensen/Fjermestad/
Granly/Wilhelmsen 2015; Vervliet/Meyer Demott/Jakobsen/Broekaert/Heir/Derluyn 2014).
Some show severe emotional problems such as depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress
(Bean/Eurelings-Bontekoe/Spinhoven 2007a; Bean/Derluyn/Eurelings-Bontekoe/Broekaert/
Spinhoven 2007b; Reijneveld/De Boer/Bean/Korfker 2005). For reasons of their
vulnerability, special care and attention must be paid to protect the development of these
children.
In this contribution, we will give insight into the legal framework and the reception policies
and practices concerning UAM in the Netherlands. First, we present basic data on UAM in
the Netherlands. Second, we describe some major differences between the UAM and Dutch
peers. Third, we inform on the legal framework of UAM who make a request for legal
residence in the Netherlands. Fourth, we give insight in the way UAM are sheltered in the
Netherlands and how they experience the quality of these care facilities. We conclude with a
discussion, including recommendations for practice and research.
2 Basic data on unaccompanied minors in the Netherlands
At the end of 2015, 6,099 UAM were registered in the Netherlands (Nidos, personal
communication, 24 August 2016). The ethnic background of children registered for
guardianship is heterogeneous; they are coming from 85 different countries (Nidos 2016).
During recent years, there has been a large increase of the number of UAM entering the
Netherlands, resulting in the quadrupling of asylum applications of UAM. Following, an
overview is provided of the basic data from 2008 through 2015.
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In 2015, the Netherlands counted 3,855 asylum applications that were lodged by UAM (see
1
table 1). This is 6.6% of the total number of asylum applications in the Netherlands (58,880 )
(Eurostat 2016a). Most children came from the Syrian Arab Republic (hereafter: Syria)
(38%), Eritrea (32%) and Afghanistan (14%). Over the years, the top three countries of origin
slightly changed; from Somalia, Iraq and Afghanistan in 2008 to Syria, Eritrea and
Afghanistan in 2015. Afghan children have been coming during the whole period. From 2013,
an ongoing increase in the number of Eritrean and Syrian children is observed (see table 1).
Table 1 The Netherlands, 2008-2015: Asylum applications considered to be unaccompanied minors by country
of origin (Eurostat, 2016b)2
2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

Syrian Arab Republic

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

5 (1%)

5 (1%)

10(3%)

25 (8%)

155(16%) 1455(38%)

Eritrea

20 (3%)

40 (4%)

25 (4%)

10 (2%)

10 (3%)

35 (11%)

530 (55%) 1240 (32%)

Afghanistan

95 (13%)

320 (31%) 245 (35%) 260 (54%) 145 (38%) 60 (19%)

30 (3%)

535 (14%)

Stateless

5 (1%)

0 (0%)

Iraq

185 (26%) 65 (6%)

Somalia

5 (1%)

5 (1%)

5 (1%)

0 (0%)

50 (5%)

220 (6%)

30 (4%)

25 (5%)

15 (4%)

10(3%)

15 (2%)

135 (4%)

200 (28%) 355 (34%) 120 (17%) 40 (8%)

40 (10%)

10 (3%)

35 (4%)

40 (1%)

Guinee

35 (5%)

45 (4%)

35 (5%)

10 (2%)

40 (10%)

30 (10%)

10 (1%)

25 (1%)

Iran (Islamic Republic of)

5 (1%)

20 (2%)

15 (2%)

10 (2%)

10 (3%)

10(3%)

5 (1%)

25 (1%)

Albania

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

5 (0%)

25 (1%)

Sudan

5 (1%)

10 (1%)

10 (1%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

0 (0%)

20 (1%)

Others

175 (24%) 180 (17%) 210(30%) 115 (24%) 110(29%) 130 (42%) 130 (13%) 135 (4%)

Total

725

1035

700

480

385

310

965

3855

In 2015, most children were sixteen or seventeen years old (59%); however, 450 UAM under
the age of fourteen applied for asylum in the Netherlands. Over the years, most UAM were
sixteen or seventeen years old, followed by fourteen- and fifteen-years old. The smallest age
group represented children younger than fourteen. Table 2 shows that the division between
the age groups remained relatively stable from 2008 until 2015.

1

2

Includes first asylum applications, repeated asylum applications and family reunifications.
The countries of the top-10 countries of URM-applications in 2015 in the Netherlands are presented.
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Table 2 Asylum applications during 2008-2015 considered to be unaccompanied minors by age (Eurostat,
2016b)
2008
Less than
14 years

35 (5%)

14-15
years

140 (19%)

16-17
years

440 (61%)

Age
unknown

110 (15%)

Total

725

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

50 (5%)

40 (6%)

30 (6%)

35 (9%)

35(11%)

75(8%)

450 (12%)

230 (22%)

175 (25%)

110 (23%)

95 (25%)

65 (21%)

215 (22%)

1060 (27%)

660 (64%)

405 (58%)

285 (59%)

200(52%)

200
(65%)

620 (64%)

2285 (59%)

95 (9%)

80 (11%)

55 (11%)

55 (14%)

10 (3%)

55 (6%)

60 (2%)

1035

700

480

385

310

965

3855

Children who applied for asylum in the Netherlands in 2015 were predominantly male (82%).
The male/female ratio of child applicants was mostly similar throughout the 2008 to 2014
period (see table 3).
Table 3 Asylum applications during 2008-2015 considered to be unaccompanied minors by gender (Eurostat,
2016b)
2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

Male

580 (80%)

860 (83%)

540 (77%)

400 (83%)

285 (74%)

230 (74%)

795 (82%)

3180 (82%)

Female

145 (20%)

175 (17%)

160 (23%)

80 (17%)

100 (26%)

80 (26%)

170 (18%)

675 (18%)

Total

725

1035

700

480

385

310

965

3855

In what follows from here on, the living circumstances of UAM in terms of health and
education of UAM will be highlighted. Throughout the section, we will compare these
circumstances to those circumstances that Dutch children of the same age live in. We start
with a description of how the guardianship is arranged.
2.1 Guardianship
For every child in the Netherlands, there has to be a person or institution taking custody of the
child. This is either the child’s parent(s) or another type of legal guardian (Civil Code (CC),
Art. 1:245). When parents or caregivers are not available or able to take care of the child, the
family court appoints a guardian (CC, Art. 1: 295). In most cases, someone from the family or
social network of the child may be granted guardianship, otherwise youth care will provide
for a guardian. For UAM from abroad, there is a separate institution – the Nidos Foundation
(Foundation for Protection of Young Refugees; hereafter Nidos) – that is awarded with
temporary child custody (CC, Art. 1:253r). Nidos is the Dutch guardianship institution for
minor refugees, asylum seekers, and undocumented migrants. All guardians have the same
obligations and responsibilities that parents have (CC, Art. 1: 303) (Goeman et al. 2011, pp.
15-18).
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Since UAM flee to the Netherlands without their parents, on arrival they are placed under
guardianship of Nidos until their eighteenth birthday. The central tasks in relation to
guardianship are: to act in the best interests of the child, to create a safe and supportive
environment for the child, and to stimulate the development of a strong social network in the
Netherlands (Goeman et al. 2011; Spinder/Van Hout 2008) to ensure the child’s participation
in every decision that affects the child, to advocate for the rights of the child, to be a bridge
between and focal point for the child and other actors involved, and to ensure the timely
identification and implementation of a durable solution regarding the respective child’s living
environment and future perspective (Goeman et al. 2011). For children younger than sixteen,
and vulnerable children, the guardian is always present during the interviews with the
migration authorities. In other cases, the guardian may seek for other solutions for support
(Nidos, personal communication, 24 August 2016, 3 October 2016). The guardian usually
delegates daily care of the UAM to reception services (see below).
Formally, each guardian has a maximum of 20 UAM under his or her responsibility, but in
practice, with the increased number of UAM in 2015, this has been raised to, on average, 23.5
children per full time working guardian (Nidos, personal communication, 24 August 2016, 3
October 2016). On average, the guardian visits the UAM once every two to three weeks
(Kalverboer/Zijlstra/Van Os/Zevulun/Ten Brummelaar/Beltman 2016).
The future of the child (return to the country of origin or stay in the Netherlands) is an
important element in the support children receive in guardianship. At an early stage, the
guardian will discuss this future perspective with the child and his or her social network
(Nidos 2016).
To ensure the safety and development of the UAM, the guardian makes a plan with the child
about his/her future. Attention is paid to the strengths and developmental tasks, including the
increase of independency of the UAM as they near adulthood (De Ruijter de Wildt et al.
2015; Nidos 2016). This approach is sometimes difficult for the UAM because they are not
used to reflecting on their behavior and to give their opinion about their own life plans
(Goeman/Van Os 2013).
UAM appreciate the personal relationship they have with their guardian: the children indicate
they can share their worries with their guardian, they undertake leisure activities and they
receive practical support. Reasons why UAM are not satisfied with their guardians are related
to a higher need for support, few contacts between the guardian and the child, too much
attention to the possible return, and little understanding about the current uncertain situation
(Kalverboer et al. 2016; Staring/Aarts 2010). Overall, children seem to miss parental support
compared to Dutch same-age peers.
2.2 Health
There is evidence that UAM struggle with more stressful life events, including internalizing
problems and traumatic stress reactions in comparison with accompanied children and Dutch
adolescents (Bean et al. 2007b). Bean et al. (2006) assessed that 57.8% of their sample of
UAM (N=920) were in need of mental health care, whereas only 8.2% of Dutch adolescents
were. It is worrying that almost half of the children in the sample report that they feel that
their needs for mental health care are unmet.
In general, UAM have legal access to (mental) health services, irrespective of their residence
status. In practice, guardians sometimes face difficulties to have their pupil’s mental health
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problems taken seriously by the health service suppliers of the large scaled reception centers
(Nidos, personal communication, 6 October 2016).
UAM can use most services provided in the Youth Act (Art. 1.3, section 1). However, for
undocumented children who have no legal residence status, there are deviations from these
rules. There are more restrictions in the regular Youth Care System for undocumented
children to be placed in family foster care, and the assessment of the need of psychosocial
care has to be renewed every six months, instead of the regular twelve months for Dutch
children (Youth Act Decree [Besluit Jeugdwet], Art. 2.1, section 2 and 3). For UAM under
the guardianship of Nidos who stay in foster families, those restrictions have limited impact.
2.3 Education
In the Netherlands, UAM, irrespective of their residence status, have the right to receive an
education. In consultation with the municipality and school boards, a suitable place – in either
primary, secondary, or vocational education – needs to be found. The municipality where the
child stays is responsible for the school accommodation (Buisman et al. 2016).
Primary education for children can take place in an asylum-seeking center as well as in a
‘regular’ primary school. Children start in specific language classes where they learn Dutch
and from there they move to regular education. In regular education, attention is also paid to
mastering Dutch and learning about Dutch culture.
Children who on arrival are at the age of secondary education (12 years) will start in an
‘Internationale Schakel Klas’ [International Transition Class] (ISK) where they can stay for a
maximum of two years (Minister and State secretary of Education, Culture and Science
2015). With a large focus on language education (80%) in the ISK, children will be prepared
for regular education (VNG 2016). By mastering a sufficient level of the Dutch language, the
child can attend regular education (LOWAN 2016). There are worries about the quality of
education for asylum-seeking children. For instance, teachers are not always sufficiently
trained to teach illiterate people (Minister and State secretary of Education, Culture and
Science 2015).
3 Legal Framework and Policy
In this section, we provide an overview of the legal framework and policy (based on the:
Aliens Act 2000, Aliens Decree 2000, Aliens Circular 2000, and Aliens Regulation 2000)
concerning UAM who request legal residence in the Netherlands. UAM in the Netherlands
who ask for protection have to apply for asylum at the Immigration and Naturalization
Service (IND), the executive organization that implements Dutch migration law on behalf of
the State Secretary of Security and Justice, who formally takes the decision on applications.
3.1 Arrival procedure
Upon arrival, UAM have to report themselves to the immigration authorities and make a
request for asylum at an application center. If the children have family members residing in
another EU member state, they will, according to the EU’s family reunification directive, be
expelled to that member state where they may continue the asylum procedure, except when
the expulsion would not be in the best interests of the child.
In case the IND cannot establish the minor status, as no proof of age is available, an age
assessment is offered to the child, which is conducted on the basis of a collarbone and wrist xray. Only if the test clearly indicates that the child is of age, he or she will be treated as an
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adult. If the age assessment is refused, this may not have implications for the substantive
assessment of the asylum request (District court, 4 April 2014), other than that consequently
the person will be further treated as an adult.
3.2 Asylum procedure
After the registration process, the child enters a so-called ‘rest and preparation period’ for a
minimum of three weeks. At the moment, this period may take more than a year. During this
period, UAM are paired with a lawyer and may voluntarily participate in a medical
examination to determine if they are mentally and physically fit to be interviewed in the
asylum procedure.
The asylum procedure consists of two possible routes: the general, ‘fast’ asylum procedure
[Algemene Asielprocedure, AA], which takes eight days; and the extended asylum procedure
[Verlengde Asielprocedure, VA], which may take six months but can be extended up to
fifteen months. On average 70% of the cases are dealt with in the AA-procedure. Applications
for asylum are referred to the VA-procedure when the IND needs more time to come to a
decision, for instance if independent medical, forensic or child-related expertise is requested.
Following the application for asylum, the asylum procedure starts with a first interview,
mainly concerning the child's identity, nationality, family members, and the journey to the
Netherlands (day 1). Officers who have had training in interviewing children conduct these
interviews. Children below the age of twelve are interviewed in child-friendly rooms. During
the interview, a lawyer may be present. Subsequently, the report of the interview is discussed
with the lawyer and afterwards the lawyer may submit corrections in the report to the IND
(day 2). The child is then interviewed on the accounts of the flight (day 3), after which, the
child discusses the interview report with the lawyer again, who might submit corrections on
this report as well (day 4). Then, the IND decides to continue the general procedure [AA] or
to refer the case to the extended procedure [VA] (day 5).
If the fast procedure is continued, the IND either decides to grant a residence permit on
asylum grounds or takes a draft (intended) decision [voornemen] to reject the application. The
lawyer has one day to submit a response to the draft decision (day 6). Finally, the IND takes
the final decision, either to grant a residence permit or to reject the application (day 7 or 8).
After the decision, the child's lawyer may file an appeal at the district court. As a last resort,
the district court’s judgment may be appealed at the Council of State. A judge may find that
the decision was not lawfully taken, which leads to the possibility for the IND to make a new
decision or to appeal the judgment at the Council of State.
Substantively, the IND assesses whether an UAM can be considered as a refugee – that is,
whether the child needs to be protected against inhumane or degrading treatment or
indiscriminate violence in situations of armed conflict. The IND’s assessment entails the
credibility of the child's accounts, including the statements on identity, nationality, and
country of origin and reasons of flight. The child must convince the IND of a fear of
persecution or of a real risk of inhumane or degrading treatment or indiscriminate violence in
situations of armed conflict in the country of origin. If that is the case, a residence permit on
asylum grounds may be granted. UAM who receive a residence permit can opt for family
reunification if they have family members in the country of origin or elsewhere. If the IND is
insufficiently convinced of the credibility of the child's accounts or finds that the child can
receive protection in the country of origin or in a third country, the application is rejected.
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Before or during an asylum procedure, it may come to light that the child is a victim of or
witness to human trafficking or victim of child abduction. The Netherlands has special policy
regulations regarding this group of migrants who may, under specific conditions, receive a
temporary residence permit on these grounds (apart from a possible asylum claim).
If the IND rejects the application, a return decision will be taken. In this decision, the IND
demands the child to leave the Netherlands within 28 days.
3.3 Return or ‘no fault of your own’ procedure
Until June 2013, UAM who were rejected could receive a temporary residence permit,
specifically meant for UAM, which was valid up to the age of eighteen. This permission was
only available for children for whom no suitable accommodation and care could be found in
the country of origin. This policy was abolished in 2013 because the State Secretary found
that with the residence permit, the UAM got the idea that they could stay in the Netherlands
permanently, although they only received a temporary residence permit until they became of
age (Parliamentary paper of the Lower House 2011-2012, 27062, no. 75, p. 1).
In case the request for a residence permit is rejected and after exhaustion of all legal means,
the child's stay in the Netherlands becomes irregular. If those irregularly staying children are
willing to return voluntarily to the country of origin, they must cooperate with the Dutch
Repatriation and Departure Service (DT&V). Voluntary return of UAM takes place only on a
small scale (Nidos, personal communication, 24 August 2016). From 1 June 2013 to 1 August
2016, 72 UAM returned voluntarily (DT&V, personal communication, 13 October 2016).
After the expiration of the departure deadline of 28 days, and in cases of unwillingness to
cooperate on voluntary return, the DT&V may decide to force the child to return to the
country of origin. In that case, they may be placed in a detention facility to prevent them from
leaving for parts unknown. Since October 2014, a more child-friendly closed reception
facility has opened, which, at first sight, should look less like a prison than the previous
detention facilities (Parliamentary paper of the Lower House, 2014-2015, 19 637, no. 1896).
In terms of its administrative practice, however, it appears that the DT&V rarely initiates the
forced return of children (Nidos, personal communication, 24 August 2016). From 1 June
2013 to 1 August 2016, a total of 19 UAM were deported by force (DT&V, personal
communication, 13 October 2016).
Return to the country of origin for UAM can only be realized if suitable accommodation and
care is available. According to the national and EU-wide policy regulations, the suitability of
accommodation and care is available when a family member to the fourth degree can be
traced. If family members cannot be traced, suitable accommodation and care is also
considered to be available if there is a children’s home in the country of origin that complies
with the local standards of shelter, nutrition, hygiene, education, and medical care.
UAM who were below the age of fifteen upon arrival, whose identity was undoubted, and
who fully cooperated with the authorities to organize their return to the home country, but
who were not able to realize this after a maximum period of three years, may be eligible for a
so-called ‘no fault of your own’ permit. To date, this permit has not been granted (Appendix
to the Proceedings of the Lower House of Parliament 2015-2015, no. 3430). The conditions to
be eligible for this permit are hard to meet, as everything that can reasonably be done to
enable the return has to be initiated by the respective child – supported by his/her guardian
and lawyer – and proven to be unsuccessful to the IND. Until recently, in practice, those
return activities were not undertaken and therefore there are no children who can state that
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they are still in the Netherlands beyond their will and intentions. Consequently, applications
for the 'no fault of your own' permit were considered to be doomed to fail (Nidos, personal
communication, 20 September and 5 October 2016).
3.4 Best Interests of the Child principle in Dutch Migration Law
The IND primarily executes the Dutch migration law framework, which is deemed to be in
compliance with the existing binding rules of European and international law. However,
Article 3 of the CRC, which stresses that the best interests of the child are a primary
consideration in every decision that affects children, is not implemented in Dutch migration
law as it should be (Beltman/Kalverboer/Zijlstra/Van Os/Zevulun 2016). The Council of State
ruled on the one hand that this provision must be expressed in decisions concerning children
but on the other hand did not verify whether the IND assessed and weighed the best interests
of the child in their decision-making process (Council of State, 7 February 2012). The
conclusion is that the principle of the best interests of the child is only formally included in
decisions (Beltman/Zijlstra 2013).
4 Unaccompanied minors in care arrangements
In the Netherlands, there are various care arrangements for UAM. Most UAM stay with foster
families, some stay in small care facilities or in large reception centers. Sometimes children
are sheltered at asylum-seeking centers for adults. This happens for various reasons (staying
with an acquaintance, waiting for family reunification, or shortage of placements due to the
high influx). A small fraction of all UAM stays in protected shelters for victims of human
trafficking (De Ruijter de Wildt et al. 2015; Nidos 2016). The distribution of UAM in the
different care facilities is presented in table 4.
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Table 4 Distribution of unaccompanied minors in care facilities on 16 August 2016 (Interview Nidos, 2016)
Care arrangement

Number unaccompanied minors

Family care

1809 (33%)

Small care facilities

1696 (31%)

Small living group

548

Small living unit

1051

Small living facilities

97

Large reception centres

1292 (24%)

Process and Reception Location

386

Campus

106
3

Asylum seeking centre

800

Protected shelter

45 (1%)

Other

581 (11%)

Total

5423 (100%)

The reception of UAM is related to the phases and outcomes of the residence procedure.
When arriving in the Netherlands, UAM under fifteen years and extra vulnerable children are
placed in foster families. Children who are fifteen through eighteen years old stay in a
registration and application center for a couple of days. After finishing the process of
registration, they are placed temporarily in a large-scale care facility, the POL. The children
are placed in long-term facilities (foster families, small care facilities, or large reception
centers) after the decision of the IND regarding their asylum application or the decision to
handle the request in the extended procedure [VA].
Since 1 January 2016, a new reception model came into force. One change in the new model
is that children above fifteen years old are housed separately, depending on their migration
status. Nidos is responsible for the housing of children with a residence permit (small care
facilities) and for all children placed in foster families. Nidos is also responsible for the
recruitment, screening, preparation, and supervision of the foster families. The housing of
children without a residence permit or pending the extended asylum procedure is the
responsibility of the Central Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers (COA). Children
without a residence permit live in the large reception facilities or small care facilities. The
small care facilities are sometimes outsourced by COA and Nidos to a youth care organization
(COA, 2016; Nidos, 2016; VNG, 2016). Another change in the new reception model is that
the large care reception facility (campus) is no longer part of the reception model. Because

3

Inclusive registration and application centre
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this change is deferred until January 2017 (Annual Report Children's Rights 2016; COA
2016), we will include this care facility in the description of the care arrangements. In this
section, the care arrangements and the child's experiences of the quality of these facilities will
be discussed.
4.1 Care arrangements
This section describes the different care arrangements which are available for UAM in
Netherlands, depending on their age, the phase and outcome of their asylum procedure, their
needs and vulnerability.
Foster families
About one third of the UAM staying in the Netherlands are placed in foster families with the
same cultural background to provide suitable reception and safety for the children. Some
children have family members or other relatives in the Netherlands who can take care of
them. If they have not, the child is placed with a foster family of no relation (De Ruijter de
Wildt et al. 2015). If possible, siblings are placed together. There is no shortage of foster
families for the reception of UAM. Since the high influx of refugees (mainly coming from
Eritrea and Syria), the recruitment of foster families with the same background as the Eritrean
and Syrian children has been successful (De Ruijter de Wildt et al. 2015; Inspectorate Youth
Care 2014; Nidos 2016).
In 2015 the Nidos foundation developed a new care arrangement for UAM in foster families.
A group of four children are placed together in one family. Children and care givers share
their cultural background and language. This type of care arrangement replicates, to a certain
degree, what children were used to when they lived in an extended family in their country of
origin (De Ruijter de Wildt et al. 2015).

Process Reception Location (POL)
The POL is a large reception center with a 24-hour supervision. Every UAM is linked to a
mentor. During their stay, the UAM have contact with various authorities, such as the IND
and their lawyer. During their stay at the POL (on average three months), it will be
determined which care facility meets the needs of the UAM considering their age, level of
autonomy, and vulnerability. The decision about the next reception facility also depends on
the outcomes of the asylum procedure (Nidos 2016).
Small care facilities
Fourteen- through sixteen-year-olds, who are more self-reliant, are placed in small care
facilities. There are three types of small care facilities. The first is a small living group which
accommodates twelve to twenty children (with a residence permit) and provides 24-hour
supervision. The small living group is situated in the neighborhood of a village or city. The
supervision is aimed at increasing the self-reliance of UAM so they can move on to the small
living unit (type two). In a small living unit children with a residence permit, live together
with three or four young persons. Supervision is available for a few hours a day (28.5 hours a
week) and young persons can stay there until they are eighteen. The supervisors prepare them
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for independent living. A small living unit is situated in the neighborhood of a village or city
(Child Rights Monitor 2015; Nidos 2016).
Children without a residence permit, are staying in small living facilities (type three) which
houses a maximum of twenty children. These small living facilities are situated at asylumseeking centers or in the neighborhood. There is a 24-hours supervision, which focuses on the
children’s preparation for their future. That is that the supervisor will prepare with the
respective child for his/her integration in the Netherlands or his/her return to the country of
origin (COA 2016).
Campus
For a long time, children who are sixteen through eighteen years old were placed in large
reception centers (campuses) on their arrival in the Netherlands. Most of these campuses have
been closed, but not all. The campuses are situated at the regular asylum seekers’ centers and
each campus accommodates an average of 100 UAM. The assumption is that those
adolescents have a high level of self-reliance and autonomy, and that they can take care of
themselves. At the campus, there is little supervision to increase self-reliance. In order to
support children to become independent, activities such as cooking classes are organized.
UAM share their bedrooms, their living room and the facility’s kitchen with each other. The
children are responsible for cleaning their facilities (Nidos 2016).
Protected shelter for victims of human trafficking
Since 2008, UAM who possibly are victims of human trafficking are placed separately in a
protected, small care facility because of an assumed risk of disappearances and abductions.
By sheltering these children separately, the aim is to detach them from the influence of their
human trafficker, to provide safety, and to increase the UAM’s awareness of their own
autonomy. Most of the times, children stay for nine months in the protected shelter. From the
protected shelter, children can be placed in regular care facilities for UAM (National
rapporteur on human trafficking and sexual violence against children 2015; Child rights
monitor 2015).
4.2 How do unaccompanied minors experience these care arrangements?
Several Dutch studies show that children who stay in more restrictive and large reception
centers have higher rates of mental health problems compared to children staying in other care
arrangements (Bean et al. 2007; Kalverboer et al. 2016; Reijneveld et al. 2005). UAM living
in foster families are most satisfied about their living environment, and UAM housed in large
receptions centers are least satisfied (Inspectorate Youth Care 2012a; 2012b; Kalverboer et al.
2016).
UAM staying in foster families mostly have affectional bonds with their caregivers, they feel
more integrated in Dutch society, visit regular Dutch schools, and have more Dutch friends
compared to the UAM in other care facilities. UAM housed in campuses have to take care of
themselves, do not have sufficient resources to buy the food they prefer, and lack the love and
support of their parents. Supervisors are insufficiently available (Kalverboer, et al. 2016).
Children experience the atmosphere in campuses as negative and indicate the misuse of
alcohol and drugs (Annual Report Children's Rights 2016). Campuses are sparingly furnished,
small, grubby, and noisy (Inspectorate Youth Care 2012a). Children often feel lonely and sad
(Kalverboer et al. 2016). Sources of support which help them to forget their problems for a
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moment include: education, friends, guardians, teachers, sport (football) coaches, and leisure
time activities like sports, music, and playing computer games. Children want to live a normal
life, prefer to attend Dutch schools, and to realize their future plans. It seems that the
reception and living in foster families meet those wishes best (Kalverboer et al. 2016). The
negative experiences of children at campuses have led to a policy change to close the
campuses (Annual Report Children's Rights 2016).
Alarming is that in 2015, 160 children disappeared from care facilities with an unknown
destination (Annual Report Children's Rights 2016). There is little inside information of the
reasons of these disappearances and where children ended up. Some children disappeared just
before their eighteenth birthday, and some children who had stayed in a protected shelter may
probably be under the influence of their human trafficker again (Annual Report Children's
Rights 2016; Inspectorate Youth Care & Inspectorate Security and Justice 2016; Kromhout et
al. 2010; National rapporteur on human trafficking and sexual violence against children
2015).
4.3 Unaccompanied minors turning eighteen
For UAM, turning eighteen means that they have to leave the reception centers for children. If
they are still waiting for the outcome in the asylum procedure, they are transferred to facilities
for adults and receive a minimum of social benefits. If the application is rejected and all legal
remedies are exhausted, UAM have to leave the care facility and must take care of
themselves. From then on, they are seen as irregular migrants who have to arrange their
‘voluntarily’ return to the country of origin or otherwise they can be forced to leave the
Netherlands.
There are several initiatives in the Netherlands to support unaccompanied youth after their
eighteenth birthday. The support focuses on primary living conditions, legal procedures, and
education, on creating a positive future perspective, integration in the Netherlands and/or the
young person’s return to his/her country of origin. Some unaccompanied young adults leave
for an unknown destination in other countries or live irregularly in the Netherlands
(Staring/Aarts 2010).
UAM with a residence permit who turn eighteen are entitled to the same facilities as Dutch
people; they can work, rent their own housing, and if they want to study they can make a
request for a student grant or other social benefits (Child Rights Monitor 2015; Nidos 2016).
UAM without a residence permit in the Netherlands experience a difficult transition as soon
as they have turned eighteen, going along with a lot of fear and uncertainty (Kalverboer et al.
2016). They feel alone in the world and their eighteenth birthday is a sad day in their lives
(Goeman/Van Os 2013). Staring and Aarts (2010) studied the circumstances of formerly
UAM, who had to return to their country of origin but stayed in the Netherlands irregularly.
They concluded that it seems difficult for these formerly UAM to find housing and some of
them keep wandering around. They obviously have very limited possibilities to get an
education, and their access to medical health services is poor. They are financially dependent
on charity organizations or friends, while their social networks are small and the fear of
getting caught by the police is huge (Staring/Aarts 2010).
5 Conclusion and discussion
In recent years, those UAM arriving in the Netherlands mainly came from Syria, Eritrea, and
Afghanistan: war torn countries. These children have experienced a high number of stressful
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life events such as separation from and loss of close family members and exposure to violence
before and during their migration (Jensen et al. 2015). Upon arrival, refugee children show a
disproportionally high level of psychological problems, like anxiety disorders, trauma-related
stress, and depression (Van Os et al. 2016). This knowledge about their vulnerability should
be taken into consideration in decisions made in the asylum procedure and in decisions on the
most appropriate care facilities.
Unaccompanied refugee children in the Netherlands develop best by placement in foster
families compared to children in reception centers (Kalverboer et al. 2016). For Dutch
children who live in out-of-home-care these differences are also known (Leloux-Opmeer et al.
2016). The choice for a family environment above residential care is encouraged by article 20
of the CRC and the UN guidelines for Alternative Care of Children (United Nations, 2009,
para. 21). The right of the child to live in a family-like environment is based on knowledge in
behavioral and social sciences, which show that every child needs caregivers who provide the
child with an affective atmosphere in which bonds of attachment can be established and
continued (Zijlstra 2012, pp. 25-26). For that reason, it is worrying that children – from the
age of fifteen – who do not have a residence permit have limited access to foster family care.
This form of discrimination on the grounds of residence status is contrary to the nondiscrimination principle laid down in article 2 of the CRC.
5.1 Main challenges
In the asylum procedure, the migration authorities as well as the judges do not fulfill the
obligation derived from article 3 of the CRC to assess and determine the child’s best interests
(Beltman et al. 2016). This may lead to severe violations of children’s rights in the
Netherlands, as some children will not receive the protection they need.
Although it has been indicated in this article that living in foster families offers the best
rearing environment for UAM, a majority still lives in groups or even large reception centers.
It is of great concern that so many children lack the stability and love of a family-like
environment. Moreover, due to the frequent removals of asylum seekers in the Netherlands,
those children also have to adjust again and again to new social workers at the reception
centers. While children in foster families – beside the bonds with the caregivers – do also
profit from stability at school and relationships with peers, the ones at the reception centers
have to build a new life with each removal. In general, a high number of relocations of
asylum-seeking children is a risk factor for their mental health (Nielsen et al. 2008). Despite
the fact that policy provides that children of fifteen years or younger and the most vulnerable
children are sheltered in foster families, the current reception model of UAM is still based on
stages and outcomes of the asylum procedure. For the Netherlands, it is a challenge to
develop a reception model fully built on the needs of the UAM and children's rights as a
guiding principle.
Turning eighteen means for many UAM to face the threat of deportation to their country of
origin. Despite the intentions of Nidos and DT&V to cooperate on return, for many young
persons for whom voluntary return cannot be arranged and who seem not to be forcibly
expelled by the DT&V, their transition to adulthood means that they will be forcibly expelled
to their country of origin without guarantees concerning suitable accommodation and care. In
contrast, in Dutch Youth Care supplying Dutch Citizens with services, young people are taken
care of until the age of twenty-three (Youth Act, Art. 1.1). This provides them with a more
gradual transition to adulthood.
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The social and political climate has become worse for foreigners in general and arriving
asylum seekers in particular. The United Nations stated in a report about the Netherlands that
there is: “… [concern] about the situation of asylum-seekers in the State party, including the
increase in hostility towards refugees and asylum-seekers among the population and
opposition to the opening of new reception centres” (United Nations 2015, para. 33).
Reaching safety in a hostile atmosphere is an added risk factor for refugee children’s mental
health (Montgomery, 2008). Moreover, the feeling of belonging to the new society by
experiencing social support is an important factor that could enhance the resilience of UAM
(Sleijpen/Boeije/Kleber/Mooren 2016). For adolescents, the negative social and political
climate against refugees might also harm them in terms of their (mental) health development,
since social comparison and the perception of others are of growing importance during this
period of their lives (Zijlstra 2012, pp. 42-43).
5.2 Recommendations
With regard to the asylum procedure, the role and duties of guardians should be taken more
seriously by the decision makers in migration procedures and recognized in asylum law. The
guardians have the legal obligation to guarantee the well-being of UAM. Their views on the
best interests should be leading the migration decisions (Arnold/Goeman/Fournier 2014).
Besides the need for (better) best interests of the child assessments in the asylum procedures,
the asylum legislation needs improvement. Pobjoy (2015) therefore suggests to provide the
possibility to grant children protection on the grounds of their best interests based on the
CRC, although they do not fulfill the criteria for a refugee status according to the 1951
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees.
Regarding the reception, Bandura (1971) advises to place all children in foster families,
except when a placement in other forms of out-of-home-care would be in the best interests of
the child. Large reception facilities should be closed. This might prevent the worsening of
mental health problems of UAM. Sheltering UAM with mental health problems together in
one place creates the risk that children will copy destructive behavior exhibited by other
children (Bandura 1971).
If an UAM has to return to the country of origin, a multidisciplinary team should be involved
to compose, realize, and monitor a return plan that protects the safety, development, and wellbeing of the child (Goeman/Walst 2016).
Social workers in the care arrangements and other professionals should identify concerns
regarding serious mental health complaints and ensure access to health care (Bean 2006).
When UAM arriving in a care facility it is necessary to spent time with them to build up trust
and to get information about their mental health, the quality of the rearing environment in
their home country, their experiences during their flight, and their wishes about the future.
Therefore, the use of diagnostic assessment tools is recommended, The Best Interests of the
Child Methodology, which is in line with the guidelines of the UN Committee on the Rights
of the Child (Kalverboer 2014, p. 15), could be useful tool to meet these elements (Van
Os/Zijlstra/Knorth/Post/Kalverboer 2017). Besides that, it is important that social workers
support UAM in having a ‘normal’, regular, and stable life. Facilitating contact with peers and
other resources in the social network and facilitating adequate education will enlarge the
resilience of the children and assist them to regain control over their lives (Sleijpen et al.
2016).

Social Work & Society, Volume 15, Issue 2, 2017
ISSN 1613-8953 ▪▪▪ http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:464-sws-1288

14

Social Work & Society ▪▪▪ E. Zijlstra, J. Rip, D. Beltman, C. van Os, E. J. Knorth & M. Kalverboer:
Unaccompanied minors in the Netherlands: Legislation, policy, and care

5.3 Further research
Further research is needed to gain in-depth insight into the factors that contribute to a
successful stay of the UAM in a foster family. In the Netherlands, Nidos tries to find as many
'cultural foster families' as possible because children seem to profit from contacts with people
from same ethnic background. On the other hand, UAM might more easily find their place in
Dutch society with the support of a family of Dutch origin. So, what are the pros and cons of
cultural matching between the children and the families?
Research on UAM who have returned to their home countries hardly exists (Zevulun et al.
2015, 2016). UAM who have returned to their home country are not monitored in the
Netherlands and the Dutch government does not consider this as their responsibility. Besides
the difficult traceability of returned UAM, such a research is intensive, expansive and a real
challenge but absolutely necessary to gain insight into the risk and protective factors for a
sustainable return of UAM to the country of origin.
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