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1. Background
In 2017, the European network of missing children hotlines celebrated the 10th anniversary of the
EC Decision (2007/116/EC) reserving 116 000 as the hotline number for missing children in Europe.
The dedication of this number for missing children was a major step for Missing Children Europe
and its members, who had been campaigning for the introduction of such a number for several
years.
After 10 years, the missing children hotline is operational in all 28 European Member States as
well as Albania, Serbia and Switzerland and on mobile networks in Ukraine.
This third
experience in case management and general knowledge about missing children which has been
gathered by the organisations running the hotlines since the publication of the first edition in 2011.
The revised guide includes overarching information about child rights and missing children, country
specific examples of policy and practice, as well as knowledge obtained through EU funded
projects involving the entire network of hotlines.
The aim of this guide is to share essential knowledge and procedures within the network, and our
hope is that this guide will serve as a resource for hotline staff members in their daily work, whether
they work as call takers, case managers, general managers, researchers, child protection
specialists, legal officers, trainees, volunteers, or a combination of these roles.
The guide uses the categories of missing children as originally developed in the Childoscope
studies, and later set out in a study done by Ecorys for the European Commission in 20131, even
though there might be national deviations to these labels. These categories are used because
streamlining categories across Europe makes data comparison possible at an aggregate level,
which in turn creates valid evidence to inform policy at European and national levels. However,
since the influx of migrant children into Europe leading to the worrying disappearances of
thousands of children in migration, Missing Children Europe has additionally broadened the scope
unaccompanied missing children.
The definitions of key terminology related to missing children are:
Child
CRC, Article 1
the [victim] is uncertain and there are reasons to believe that the victim is a
child, that person is presumed to be a child in order to receive immediate access to assistance,
-Trafficking Directive (2011/36/EU), Article 13 (2)
Missing children
This include a wide range of situations that span from runaways, to abduction by parents or third
parties and to missing children in migration or otherwise missing, lost and injured children2.

1 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/missing_children_study_2013_en.pdf

EC Study on Missing Children: Mapping data collection and statistics on missing children in the EU, 2013,
p,15
2
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Missing person
Anyone whose whereabouts cannot be established and where the circumstances are out of
character or the context suggests the person may be subject of crime or at risk of harm to
themselves or another.
Runaways (National / International)3
Children who run away from home, from the people responsible for their care or from the institution
where they have been placed (Note: including residence during holidays, etc).
National/International parental abduction
Cases where a child is taken away to, or kept in, a country or place other than that of his/her
normal residence by a parent or person having parental authority against the will of the other
parent or person with parental authority.
Missingchildren in migration4
A child who migrated from their country of origin fleeing conflict or persecution, in search of survival,
security, improved standards of living, education, economic opportunities, protection from
exploitation and abuse, family reunification or a combination of these or other factors, whose
presence became known to authorities or caregivers of the country where the child arrives in and
whose whereabouts cannot be established.
Abduction by a third person
Abductions of children by anyone other than the parents or persons with parental authority.
Lost, injured or otherwise missing children
Disappearances for unknown reasons of children who have got lost (e.g. little children at the
seaside in summer) or who have been injured and cannot be found immediately (e.g. accidents
during sport activities, at youth camps, etc.), as well as children whose reason for disappearing has
not yet been determined.
Before going further into the legal context of the 116 000 hotline for missing children, we will
outline of the general child rights framework, presenting key legal documents which can be
relevant in the work with missing children and their families.

1.1. General child rights framework
1.1.1. The UNCRC and European principles
The work of the 116 000 hotlines takes a right-based approach, embedded in international
obligations in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, General Comment no. 13 on freedom
from all forms of violence, General Comment no. 14 on the Best Interest of the Child, and also

3

Children may in some cases also be forced out of home or care, or consider themselves as having been forced out.
It is important to note that not all children going missing in migration are unaccompanied. Accompanied children are
often targeted and separated from caregivers along the route on purpose by traffickers who seek to exploit them.
both parents, or from their previous legal or customary primary care-giver, but not necessarily from other relatives. These
may, therefore, include children accompanied by other adult family members.
4
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from the 10 principles of integrated child protection systems developed by the European
Commission.
Integrated child protection systems: are systems that place children at the centre, allocating
staff and finance, and putting in place laws and policies, governance, monitoring and data
collection. They are necessary to offer protection and response services, and care management,
to protect children from violence.

8
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1.2. Child safeguarding
Another element of the work of the hotlines is ensuring child safeguarding.
Child safeguarding: is the responsibility that organisations have to make sure their staff,
operations, and programmes do no harm to children, that they do not expose children to the
in
the community in which they work, is reported to the appropriate authorities.
may inadvertently pose as a result of their organisational activities.
Child safeguarding is a broader term than child protection.

practical guide only touches briefly upon child safeguarding in organisations, the
entire toolkit can be found online, and all hotlines are encouraged to use it.
An overall approach to child safeguarding is rooted in understanding the risks to children from the
organisation, (its staff, programmes and operations) and addressing those risks with measures that
create child-safe organisations. Acknowledging risks and implementing measures to address them
s recognised, the more
risks can be prevented. To achieve this an organisation needs to consider:
➢ where, when, and how the organisation impacts children and what risks this presents
➢ what policies and procedures are needed to prevent harm and how to respond to
concerns appropriately
➢ who is the appropriate designated person/s to act as the focal point in an organisation to
receive and manage any safeguarding concerns and subsequent inquiry/investigation
10

➢ what safeguarding induction and training is needed to ensure staff know what the
organisation expects of them and what to do if they have a concern
➢ a clear code of conduct so that all staff understand their professional boundaries when
working with children and what is and is not acceptable behaviour
➢ how to recruit safely.

1.2.1 General Safeguarding Principles and standards
➢ All children have equal rights to protection from harm.
➢ Everybody has a responsibility to support the protection of children.
➢ Organisations have a duty of care to children with whom they work, are in contact with, or
who are affected by their work and operations.
➢ If organisations work with partners, they have a responsibility to help partners meet the
minimum requirements on protection.
➢ All actions on child safeguarding are taken in the best interests of the child, which are
paramount.

The 4 child safeguarding standards are:
•

•

•

•

Standard 1: Policy
The organisation develops a policy that describes how it is committed to preventing,
and responding appropriately to, harm to children
Standard 2: People
The organisation places clear responsibilities and expectations on its staff and
associates and supports them to understand and act in line with these
Standard 3: Procedures
The organisation creates a child-safe environment through implementing child
safeguarding procedures that are applied across the organisation
Standard 4: Accountability
The organisation monitors and reviews its safeguarding measures

1.2.2 Safeguarding for 116 000 hotlines
Organisations running the 116 000 hotlines must have a safeguarding policy or a child protection
policy that should be made readily available for all hotline operators and hotline staff upon
commencement of their role. The policy should be regularly updated and reviewed. A safeguarding
policy for a hotline should include the following areas, and much more:
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

Protocols on recruitment of hotline operators
Guidelines on data protection for cases in accordance with national law
Confidentiality guidelines for cases and protocols in case of confidentiality breaches
Protocols on how to respond to an emergency over the phone
Code of conduct for operators over the phone
Procedures in place to safeguard the well-being of operators

All 116 000 hotline operators should:
➢ Receive training on child safeguarding
11

➢ Receive an up to date child safeguarding or child protection policy from the organisation
➢ Be familiar with all safeguarding protocols to follow and safeguarding contacts within the
organisation/hotline
However, even with the most robust child safeguarding policies and procedures, abuse may still
take place from within an organisation. At that point, it is how the organisation responds that is
crucial for the child and for the organisation.
Furthermore, the Missing Children Europe Membership Handbook has additional child
safeguarding elements, to which members of staff and volunteers working for Missing Children
its member organisations are bound. While these elements are
not hotline specific, they can still serve as a source of inspiration for organisations in the field. The
membership handbook is available on
.
See also the 10 European Barnahus Quality Standards.

12

2. The 116 000 Hotline
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2. The European legal context of the 116 000 hotlines
In Article 2, the EC Decision (2007/116/EC), sets out its general service description of the 116
numbers of social value, which refers to numbers providing a service that meets a common
description. For example, numbers that can be accessed by individuals via a free phone number
or numbers which respond to a specific need. Numbers of social value are particularly beneficial
for visitors from other countries and for the well-being and safety of citizens.
List of numbers reserved for harmonised services of social value
Number
Service for which the number is reserved
116 000
Hotline for missing children
116 006
Helpline for victims of crime
116 111
Child helplines
116 117
Non-emergency medical on-call service
116 123
Emotional support helplines
The 116 000 hotline service is described by the EC as a: "service (that) takes calls reporting missing
children and passes them on to the Police; (b) offers guidance to and supports the persons
responsible for the missing child; (c) supports the investigation." The specific conditions attached to
its right of use according to the decision are: "Service continuously available (i.e. 24 hours a day, 7
days a week, nationThe 116 000 number is operated by competent national organisations specialised in dealing with
in another EU Member State will have access to the support they need via the 116 000 hotlines.
Research shows that the first hours after the disappearance of a child are of vital importance.
Therefore, the use of a European universal number which is easy to remember at the disposal of
parents is a vital link in the immediate involvement of the responsible local authorities

2.1 The European Electronic Communications Code
In 2009, the 116 000 number was included in the revised Universal Services Directive5, Art. 27(a)(4)
make every effort to ensure that citizens have access to a
service operating a hotline to report cases of missing children In 2016 and 2017, the legal
framework for telecoms regulations, called the European Electronics Communication Code was
updated. The European Electronic Communications Code (EECC) is a new directive consolidationg
and reforming the regulation of all electronic communication services and networks across the EEA,
and which all member states must adhere to. The EECC includes the regulations for the running,
awareness of and quality of missing children hotlines and helplines in Europe. However, the EECC
recast does not require national governments to provide adequate funding to support this.
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2.2 Leveraging the EECC to advocate for the 116 000 hotlines
Missing Children Europe will support and equip hotlines to effectively advocate their national
governments to ensure the effective transposition of the EECC into practice nationally. Here under
are recommendations for members running their national hotlines.
•
•
•
•

Put together a briefing on your current funding reality and needs in terms of what would
be required to ensure quality service
Build coalitions with relevant partner organisations such as Child Helpline, Victim Support
organisations, the national body/organisation for children to strengthen advocacy efforts
Adapt, translate, and send out letters drafted by Missing Children Europe to the various
relevant stakeholders (suggestions above) in order to start a conversation and set up
partnerships and relationships
Reach out to Missing Children Europe for support meeting national representatives, for
support and advice on national advocacy issues and challenges

15

3. Organisations that are part of the 116 000 network
In 2019, the 116 000 number was operational in 28 European States as well as in Switzerland,
Serbia, Albania and partly in Ukraine. A total of 22 Member States are also members of Missing
Children Europe. Below you will find a list of all the organisations currently running the 116 000
hotline and their respective countries:
16

➢ Albania: ALO 116, member
➢ Austria: 147 Rat auf Draht, member
➢ Belgium: Child Focus, member
➢ Bulgaria: Nadja Centre Foundation, member
➢ Croatia: Centar za Nestalu, member
➢ Cyprus: Consortium: SPAVO & HFC, member
➢ Czech Republic: Cesta zkrise, z. u, member
➢ Denmark: Borns Vilkar,
➢ Estonia: Estonian Advice Center
➢ Finland: Nödcentralsverket
➢ France: 116 000 enfants disparus

, member

➢ Germany: Vermisste Kinder
➢ Grand-Duchy of Luxembourg:
➢ Greece: The Smile of the Child, member
➢ Hungary: Kék Vonal, member
➢ Ireland: ISPCC (Irish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children), member
➢ Italy: Telefono Azzurro, member
➢ Latvia: The Latvian police force
➢ Lithuania: Missing Persons' Families Support Centre, member
➢ Malta: The Maltese police force
➢ The Netherlands: The International Child Abduction Centre, member
➢ Poland: ITAKA, member
➢ Portugal: Instituto de Apoio à Criança, Associação Portuguesa de Crianças Desaparecidas
➢ Romania: Asociatia Telefonul Copilului
➢ Serbia: ASTRA, member
➢ Slovakia: Linka detskej istoty, member
➢ Slovenia: Zavod 116
➢ Spain: Fundación ANAR, member
➢ Sweden: SOS Alarm
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➢ Switzerland: Missing Children Switzerland, member
➢ United Kingdom: Missing People, member

4. Types of support
In order to safeguard missing children, hotlines offer a range of different types of support to missing
children and their families, relatives and peers. Common to all tools and services is that they take
into account the best interest of the child as required in the UNCRC Article 3. Support is offered
during a missing incident in order to find the child and safeguard him or her as soon as possible,
as well as provide emotional, psychological, legal, administrative and sometimes financial support
to families, and liaise with law enforcement agencies that lead the investigation. Aftercare is also
offered by most hotlines, ensuring a proper follow-up of the missing incident, to prevent further
conflict-escalation or repeated missing incidents. Finally, hotlines are also available for prevention
advice if a caller fears that a child is at risk of going missing or being abducted, or if a child is
thinking about running away.

4.1 Referrals and signposting
Hotline operators should provide signposting information to children and their families where
necessary. This means providing them with information about relevant organisations, support
services, helpline numbers, and local authorities who may be able to offer support. The decision to
signpost and who to signpost to should be made on a case-by-case basis by hotline operators
and based upon the unique needs of individual children and their families.
Hotline operators should also offer to make referrals for children and families who struggle to do
so themselves. Rather than signposting, this means contacting the relevant agencies or
organisations on behalf of the caller and asking for the desired support. It is good practice for
hotlines to have a list of resources, tools, and support services available in their local and national
area available for hotline operators.
Good practice: The term is used to describe any practice that has proved to be efficient in one
country or more, and which may be applicable and adaptable in a different setting. A model of
good practice can also be derived from a model of bad practice.

4.2 Publicity appeals and other support
A growing practice among the network of hotlines is the use of publicity appeals in missing children
cases. When a child goes missing, every action to find and bring him or her to safety matters. The
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longer the child is missing, the higher the risk of harm to the child, or in some extreme cases even
death.
A publicity appeal
targeted at the public in general or a specific audience, containing information about a missing
child, with the aim of obtaining sightings of the missing child as well as information about

A publicity appeal can be made through various channels and using various forms, both online
and offline, such as websites, social media, posters, TV and radio spots, billboards, newspaper ads,
yellow notices are
also a type of publicity appeal used among law enforcement.
Until recently, few attempts had been made to evaluate the effectiveness of publicity campaigns.
Missing Children Europe therefore carried out, in collaboration with the University of Portsmouth
and the University of Abertay, a study to look into this. Please find the research report presenting
the results here. On the basis of this research and others similar to it, a set of guidelines were
created to help hotlines issue publicity appeals in the most effectiveness way and by minimising
the potential consequences on children and their families.
More information on publicity appeals can be found in section X.

4.3 Other support
Apart from missing children and their families, the hotlines also support the law enforcement
agencies involved in missing children cases. In some countries, hotlines assist law enforcement by
collecting testimonies regarding the whereabouts of the child in support to the investigation. Some
hotlines have volunteers, rescue dogs, search vehicles, drones or other means at the ready to assist
a search for a missing child.
Covering the entire cycle of a missing incident (prevention, response, and aftercare), other
examples of support are: (Pre-)mediation, automated text messages to runaways, peer support,
chat services, support in working with the media etc.

5. Cooperation
Cooperation with relevant agencies is a way to improve the work done by the hotline as a part
of an integrated child protection system at national level. When handling a case of a missing
child, the hotlines may need to cooperate with a wide range of actors who support the cases in
different ways. While the specific entities vary across countries, the below radial chart gives an
illustrative overview of the many contact points hotline staff members can have during a
case. (picture of many circles).
Overview of missing children case supporting organisations and entities:
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5.1 Recommendations for cooperation for 116 000 hotlines
✓ Have an up-to-date resource handbook with information on the agencies that the hotline
is cooperating with.
✓ Strive to have cooperation with law enforcement. Cooperation with law enforcement is
essential in missing children cases, and established procedures of cooperation between
the hotline and law enforcement can improve the services provided by the hotline. This
kind of official cooperation is subject to varying national circumstances, and thus the main
goal is for hotlines to continuously strive for cooperation.
✓ Request an official cooperation protocol agreement between the hotline and any
relevant agency.
✓ Have a policy for cooperation with social services, where applicable following legal
requirements at a national level.
✓ Have a policy for cooperation with data protection authorities, where applicable
following legal requirements at a national level.
✓ Have a policy for cooperation with child alert coordinating agency, where applicable
following legal requirements at a national level.

5.2 Tool: European Model Protocol of Cooperation between Law Enforcement
and Civil Society Organisations in Cases of Missing Children
In certain countries, the hotline for missing children has set up official collaboration structures with
authorities such as law enforcement, Ministry of Justice, and Public Prosecutors. This official
collaboration enables a smoother case management and referral process which can be of vital
importance when a child is missing. The collaboration can be formalized through a Protocol of
Cooperation. At the back of the handbook in the Annex section, you will find a template of the
protocol that might serve as a basis for formalizing your collaboration with national authorities
who deal with missing children.
20

6. Common minimum standards of service quality
Despite the differences characterising each organisation in charge of the hotline, it is of the utmost
importance that the basic service provided by the 116 000 hotline is the same all across Europe.
In particular, missing children and their families should be able to rely on the same minimum quality
service, no matter which European Union country they are in.
Missing Children Europe has developed a set of 69 criteria to be used to accredit or certify the
missing children hotlines. The criteria were developed as part of the accreditation mechanism in

through the Daphne Programme. By 2019, X hotlines had been accredited, and the aim is for more
to go through this evaluation process on an on-going basis.
of the hotline and the organisation supporting the hotline. In other words, accreditation is a tool
to assess the quality of the work performed. The results of this test are assessed by external experts.
A valid and well-designed accreditation system (and accompanying certificate) implies that an
organisation and its activities live up to common and transparently defined standards. These
standards represent the necessary quality criteria enabling high quality services. To become
accredited, a hotline must meet rigorous standards which have been agreed and published.
An accreditation process and resulting certification aim to improve the trust of the public and other
stakeholders in the hotline and the organisation operating it. But accreditation is not only aiming
at a summative assessment to sanction or appraise an organisation. It has formative ambitions too.
it also helps the hotline to engage in an action
plan aiming to improve the quality of the service and the organisation supporting this service. By
assessing and appraising the level to which it reaches the standard, the providers of a service are
urged to reflect upon their activities and improve the working practice.
The 69 criteria for minimum hotline service quality were developed through a collaborative process
with input from academics, hotline staff, key funders of the hotlines, and former missing children
and their families. The criteria are divided into the following 7 thematic clusters which aim to cover
all areas of the work of the hotlines:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Identity
Organisational Structure and Management
Operational Management
Cooperation
Communication
Funding and Audit
Cross border procedures

The full list of criteria can be found in the Accreditation Guidelines here

7. General guidance for hotline operators
The role of a hotline operator is vast and at times challenging. The nature of the calls to the 116
000 hotlines vary and will often require diverse responses and support from the operators. Below
are some guidelines when responding to a call, on recommended training, and on the support
that should be available for operators working for the hotline.
21

7.1 Responding to a call
Please note that this section only provides for a few basic recommendations concerning the
general attitude to adopt when responding to a request for help. It does not represent an
exhaustive list of listening skills, nor is it intended to replace the essential training all operators must
follow in order to be able to deal effectively with any call.
A child or adult contacts the hotline.
➢
➢

➢

➢

➢

Remain calm and patient when speaking to them.
When possible, explain the role of the hotline and the services offered. Be clear about the
limits of the hotline (for example, hotlines do not have the power to investigate a
disappearance).
Obtain as much detailed information as possible about both the caller and the missing
child in question, include other individuals involved in the disappearance when possible.
For more details on what information to collect, please see section 8.1.
Ask open ended questioned to collect as much information as possible on the nature of
the call. Attempt to understand what has happened, what has been done so far with the
disappearance, and in particular whether the disappearance has been reported to the
police.
If a disappearance has not been reported to the police, attempt to understand why (if
there is a risk of harm to an individual, fear of repercussion, mistrust, etc). The disappearance
of a child must always be reported to the police, whether by encouraging the caller to do
so or discussing the situation with your line manager on who is best placed to make the
report.

Provide assistance to the caller.
➢ Risk Assessment: Conduct a professional assessment to evaluate whether there is
immediate harm to anybody involved. If yes, contact the relevant emergency services as
soon as possible. If necessary, remain on the line with the caller.
➢ Support: Actively listen to the caller and offer emotional support if needed. If the caller is a
missing child or a child at risk of going missing, offer practical support in the form of advice,
services available to them, and helping them to identify a trusted adult they can turn to.
Depending on the time of day of the call, ensure the child has a place to sleep.
➢ Signposting: Evaluate, through conversation with the caller or professional judgement, what
support the caller and the missing child require. Offer the support available to the caller,
this may be signposting to relevant agencies or providing practical information on the
services available.
➢ Referral: Offer to contact any relevant support services for the caller, in particular if the
caller is a child who is missing or at risk of going missing.
➢ In situations where possible negligence on behalf of the parent has occurred, always
remain neutral and non-judgemental during the conversation.
Ending the call
➢ Review the information collected and confirm the accuracy of the information requested.
➢ Offer a follow up call to keep the family or those involved informed of what the hotline is
going in relation to the disappearance.
22

➢ Record all information onto your database. Recording of calls should be clear, concise,
and remain objective. Paraphrasing the caller is good practice if possible. Record any
concerns you have and actions that have been taken.
➢ In case of distress after the call, contact your line manager and evaluate the support that
may be beneficial.
When a case is closed
➢ When the child is found, offer help for family reunification through emotional support for
carers and the child, or mediation for those involved.
Mediation: A structured process whereby two or more parties in a dispute attempt voluntarily
to reach an agreement on the settlement of their dispute with the assistance of a mediator.
This process may be initiated by the parties concerned or suggested or ordered by a court or
prescribed by the law. Missing Children Europe promotes the use of mediation in cases of
(international) parental abductions, in view of finding effective and long-term solutions.

7.2 Tool: Testimony Report Template
In cases where the caller is an individual who has seen a missing child, specific questions should
be asked to collect information and obtain a comprehensive picture of the situation. The Testimony
Report Template can be found at the end of the handbook in the Annex section.

7.3 Recommended training for hotline operators
On a general basis, all telephone operators need to be trained to very high standards on how to
receive calls. Below is a list of strongly recommended trainings for hotline operators. It is important
to remember that the list is not exhaustive, and that the areas of training for hotline operators is
vast and may require regular updating.
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

➢
➢

Child Safeguarding training
Child Participation training
Child Rights training
Trauma and Resilience training (trauma-informed care, adverse childhood experiences)
IT and Computer Skills training (additional training on the database used by the
organization to record calls)
Training on: How to provide psychological/emotional support
Training on: Knowledge of legal aspects in missing children cases
Training on: Practical support (roles and services available on a local and national level)
Guidance sheet ands or lists of information used to signpost is recommended for hotline
operators.
Training on: Cooperation with other agencies
Training on: Basic Customer Skills

7.4. Support for hotline operators
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Organizations running the hotline should offer support for hotline operators on a regular basis
and after a challenging call. Support for hotline operators can include:
➢ Regular supervision by a line manager: this space will allow the operator to discuss any
challenging calls, any short or long term emotional impact it has had on them, and what
steps to take to ensure the well-being of the operator. The space will also serve to
exchange good practices and advice on how to manage future calls.
➢ Debrief process: In recognition that operators will be dealing with challenging and at time
emotionally distressing situations, it is important that they have the opportunity to debrief,
both for their own well-being and to ensure they are able to continue to take calls safely.
➢ Counselling: Counselling may be available, whether upon request or voluntarily, for hotline
operators. Counselling with an external professional may allow the hotline operator to
explore any distressing feelings more openly and comfortably than during the supervision
with a line manager. Counselling services may also provide more targeted and effective
psychological support and help build up resilience in hotline operators.

8. Case management
mportance for 1)
the well-being of the child involved 2) providing the correct support to the family as well as offering
long-term support 3) supporting any investigation through information sharing and 4) supporting
research on missing children by comparing and analysing data. In this section you will find
recommended guidelines to follow for effective and quality case management.

8.1 Recording information
Recording as much information as possible about the child, the adults involved, and the
disappearance is crucial. Although it may not always be possible to collect comprehensive data,
for instance if there is immediate danger to someone involved or if the caller is in distress, it is still
good imperative to collect information about the call to a minimum standard. Below you will find
guidelines on some of the basic information to collect.
Information about the caller (if s/he is willing to give it)
-

Name and surname
Contact details (address, phone number, mobile number)
What is your relation to the child? (Person with legal custody, family, third person, etc.)

Information about the missing child
-

Name and surname (and nickname, if any)
Date of birth (if not obtainable, age)
Gender
Origin and nationality
Address, habitually resident with:
Spoken languages
Disabilities (physical or mental), illnesses the child is suffering from, medical treatment
Physical description: age, hair colour and length, eye colour, height, weight, clothes last
seen wearing, special physical traits (i.e. moles, scars, spectacles/glasses etc.)
School, class
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-

Mobile phone number, e-mail address, Facebook, Snapchat, whatsapp or Netlog account,
etc.
Recent picture, if available

Information about the parents
-

Name and surname
Contact details (address, phone number, mobile number, job and working address)
Family status (marriage, cohabitation, legally separated, non-legally separated, divorce,
any quarrel over child custody?)

Information about the disappearance
-

Type of disappearance
Date, hour and place of disappearance (ask very specific information)
When and where was the child last seen and by whom? Was s/he alone then?
How long before the child was located and where was the child found the last time?
Has the child ever gone missing before?
What do you believe could have happened to the child? Where do you think the child
may be? Is there a possibility s/he could be abroad?
Did something special happen before the disappearance?
Did the child disappear alone? If no, with whom could s/he be?
Have you filed a missing child report with the police (number of report, police department
in charge of the case, contact details of police officer in charge of the case)?
Items the child has with her/him: ID, money, mobile phone (ask for the number), clothes,
medicines, valuable items, other objects.

8.2 Reviewing cases
Recording accurate and clear information is crucial for case reviews and for information sharing.
In cases where a child is reported missing more than once, previous cases should be reviewed to
identify any potential trends, risks or resilience factors that could help.

8.3 Case confidentiality
All hotlines should have a confidentiality policy that is kept up to date and shared with hotline
operators. The extent of confidentiality that can be provided to children and their families will
depend on the nature of the call but also on legal requirements and laws on a national level. It Is
important for hotline operators to be familiar with national data protection laws and organisational
confidentiality protocols.
The well-being of the child remains the utmost priority for hotlines and operators working for the
116 000 hotlines should be readily prepared to act in cases of confidentiality breach or cases
where confidentiality should be broken for the safety of an individual.
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9. Examples of good practice among the hotlines
9.1 Risk assessments for worrying disappearances
In Belgium, the hotline operated by Child Focus and competent law enforcement share the following
risk assessment for worrying disappearances.
In many countries hotline staff is trained to sign-post callers to other agencies for support if they
Whether
a disappearance
worrying
can get more
specific help isfrom
them. for the authorities and Child Focus is determined on the basis
of six criteria as stipulated in the Ministerial Directive on the research of missing persons of 20
The specific
agencies
which hotlines
sign-post
to the
varymissing
acrossperson:
countries due to the specific
February
2002.
A disappearance
is worrying
when
national organisational landscapes. Examples of the types of organisations which the hotlines
sign-post
to are:
Helplines,
1.
is younger
thanChild
thirteen
years; organisations offering legal advice if the hotline does not have
that in house, social services, child advocacy specialists, anti-bullying experts, etc.
2. has a mental or physical disability;
Key agencies are discussed in the training of new hotline staff, and some hotlines have cards
3. needs medication;
with key contact details for sign-posting on all call taking stations. Some also have sign-posting
4. has indications of a life-threatening situation
5. has indications that the missing person is in the company of a third party that may threaten his/her
wellbeing or
He/she may be the victim of a crime;
6is displaying contradiction to his/her normal behavior by going missing.
A disappearance is considered worrying when one of the above criteria is met. A disappearance
that does not meet any of these criteria can also be regarded as worrying based on the
circumstances of the disappearance.

9.2 Signposting to relevant national services
9.3 Providing emotional aftercare upon return
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Aftercare in the UK, shared by Missing People, the 116 000 hotline in the UK
Aftercare is a service offered to missing people and their families upon point of return from a
missing episode. The returned missing person is able to receive the correct support to address
their reasons for leaving. Additionally, the family receives support to address the anxiety of their
loved one going missing and the range of emotions felt when their loved one returns. Although
the return of a loved one is extremely positive, many families struggle to have the important
conversation of why the person left. Families also worry about their loved one going missing
family unit to pre-empt any further missing episodes. The Aftercare service is a confidential
space for the whole family to receive support individually.
Aftercare can provide a tailor-made care plan to suit the needs of the individual (up to three
months) and offer support whilst sign-posting the individual or family to the correct
organisations. Through Aftercare we ensure that the individual and their family can access vital
on-going support at such a crucial time.
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3. Categories of missing children
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3. Categories of missing children
In this section, practical information on each of the categories of missing children will be presented.
Figure and
Trends on missing children reports, findings from studies carried out by hotlines and other relevant
actors, and practical tools and good practices from the hotlines. For a closer look at the most
updated data on all missing children categories, go here.
3.1 Runaways
There is currently no universally
phenomenon.
o often used to refer to runaway children.
Thrown-aways are children who are forced to leave their home by a parent or carer, whether
through explicit or inexplicit means. Owing to the similar experiences of a runaway and a thrownaway, Missing Children Europe uses an all-inclusive definition that incorporates both groups of

“I ran away to not think about it anymore. I wanted them to leave me alone for a bit. Running
away was on the one hand positive because now I no longer need to go back to my father.
But on the other hand, it created even more problems because now I am locked up”
Margaux, 14 years old5.
Since Missing Children Europe started collecting EU-wide data on missing children, runaways have
made up a consistent majority of between 50% - 68% of the cases reported to the 116 000
hotlines. At least 125 000 children are reported as they run away from home or from care
institutions in the EU each year6.
Running away is often a reaction to adverse conditions, often related to them being victims of
violence, abuse, neglect or sexual exploitation7. While the links between running away and
violence against children as defined in the UNCRC Article 19 have clearly been established, there
is a need to shed further light on the ways in which children can be better safeguarded in situations
of risk, especially when placed away from home.
3.2 Guiding principles when supporting runaway children
.

➢

5

Find the study online in Dutch here: http://childfocus.be/nl/studie-weglopers

6

This number is based on the study mentioned above by Ecorys for the European Commission

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/missing_children_study_2013_en.pdf and Missing Children Europe’s
own data collection which shows that runaways make up at least 50% of missing children reported to the hotlines
each year.
7

See Smeaton 2013: “Running From Hate to What You Think Is Love”, Barnardo’s, p. 18
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This
perception wrongly decreases the perception of risk they find themselves in, leads to
underreporting, and negates their experiences.
➢ Every incident of running should be reported to the police. This remains true for children
who have more than one incident of running away and who run away frequently.
➢ Running away should always primarily be viewed and investigated within a larger context
of adverse experiences.
➢

3.3 Prevention for runaways
Hotline operators may receive calls that focus on the prevention of a runaway child. These calls
could be from:
➢ A child who is thinking about running away
➢ A parent/carer who fears their child might run away
➢ Another child, young person, or adult who knows of a child (at risk of) thinking of running
away
3.3.1 Managing a prevention call
It is not an easy task to prevent a child from running away, however there are steps that a hotline
operator can take to support either a child or an adult calling for prevention support.
➢
➢ Conduct a risk assessment to assess for risk indicators that will allow the operator to better
understand the situation. Explain to the caller, when possible, the importance of spotting
the signs for prevention purposes and the significance of the indicators for running away.
➢ If the caller is a child thinking of running away, help them to understand what the risks of
running away are, what alternatives there may be to running away, and what support they
can turn to for specific individual needs.
➢ Make the caller aware of available support depending on their unique needs:
o Offer practice or community-based resources that can address risk indicators or
support the psychological and health needs of the individuals involved
o Consider mediation to foster positive relationships between the individual involved
➢ Inform the caller that they can call back at any time if the risk of running away returns or
offer a follow-up call.
Information sharing is also a crucial component of successfully preventing an incident of running
away. When possible and where appropriate, hotlines should follow their organizational protocol
to share information either on a local, regional, or national level with relevant authorities.
3.3.2 Screening for indicators of running away
Although there is no validated screening tool to assess whether a child will run away, there are
strong indicators that can point to the likelihood of a child or young person running away. These
broadly fall into two categories which hotline operators should screen for when dealing with a
prevention call for runaways:
➢ Previous episodes of running away
o Has the child run away before? How many times has the child run away? How
frequently do they run away? How long have their previous episodes of running
away been?
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➢ Previous or ongoing adverse childhood experiences
o ACEs include all types of abuse and neglect as well as parental mental illness,
substance use, divorce, incarceration, and domestic violence
A history of running away and the presence of adverse childhood experiences are the two most
common indicators for a potential episode of running away, and should always be taken into
consideration when assessing both the risk of 1) new running away incidents and 2) repeat running
away incidents.
When responding to a prevention call for runaways, it is important to understand the situation in
order to provide the appropriate support that can effectively mitigate the risks of running away.
Hotline operators should try to ask questions that will allow them to assess whether there are
not represent an exhaustive list. The indicators should be explored with the caller and consideration
should be given to the language used according to who the caller is - the child in question, a
carer, or a third person.
Risk indicators for running away:
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

Disengagement or expulsion from school
Excessive online activity
Change in behaviour and/or social group
Confusion around identity and/or sexual orientation
Presence of unhealthy relationships
Symptoms of poor mental health (for either the child or their carers)
Substance or alcohol abuse (for either the child or their carers)
Sudden or recent disruption or changes in the home environment
Presence of violence or abuse in the home environment

3.4 Responding to a runaway call
Although young runaways are not often categorised as a high-risk category of missing children,
runaways are faced with a range of both short term and long-term harm that can impact their
well-being and safety. Runaway related calls to the 116 000 hotlines can come from a child who
has run away, a carer whose child has run away, or a third person (child, young person, adult) who
knows of a child who has run away.
3.4.1 Safety and whereabouts of the child
The priority of any call for a hotline operator is the well-being and safety of the child involved. In
cases where the caller is a child who has run away, the first response for the hotline operator
should be to confirm their safety and well-being. This can often
whereabouts.
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

Is the child outdoors? Are they in a public place?
Is the child indoors? Is the child familiar with the area they are in?
Are there people around them? Does the child know them?
Is the child physically harmed?
Does the child feel safe?
Does the child know how to return home from where they are?
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If the caller is an adult or a carer whose child has gone missing hotline operators should ask
questions about whether the child was physically unwell before running away, and any medical
conditions which
or reduce their safety. Other
recommendations for an adult or carer caller trying to locate a runaway child are:
➢
disappearance and the chi

.

➢
➢

spending

time with.
➢ Visit places and locations where the child frequently spends time.
3.4.2. Critical/fundamental questions for a runaway child or young person
If a child or young person who has run away calls the 116 000 hotline, they are reaching out for
help and for advice, and may be looking for somebody to talk to. This may not always be a simple
step for a child to do, and finding somebody who is empathic, patient, and encouraging on the
other end of the line is crucial. Since running away is frequently a response to a larger problem
and should be viewed in the context of adverse experiences, including violence and abuse, asking
questions
next steps.
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

How are you feeling?
Do you feel safe? Is there anything that is making you feel unsafe?
Is there anything worrying you or concerning you?
Is there something you would you like to happen for things to change in a positive way?
What could we try and do to support you?
Is there somebody we can call or reach out to for you?
Is there information we can provide that may be helpful for you?
Are there things at home that make you worry?
Are the things among your peers/relationships that worry you?

It may take time for the child to be able to respond. It is important for hotline operators to be able
to quickly build up a rapport with the caller, make them feel comfortable, and gain their trust.
Encouraging the child to answer questions about how they are feeling will help establish the
trusting rapport and facilitate the conversation.
3.4.3. Screening for risk factors
In order to be able to support a child who has run away or an adult who has called about a child
who has run away, It is necessary to understand both what the situation currently is and what the
situation was when the child ran away. Conducting a thorough risk assessment will allow for hotline
operators to obtain a more comprehensive and clear picture of what the circumstances are around
, and consequently try to understand why the child has runaway. When
conducting a risk assessment, hotline operators should try to determine:
➢ The level of risk the child is in.
o What are their protective factors?
o How resilient are they?
o Are there symptoms of mental health challenges?
o Are there indicators of substance or alcohol abuse?
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o
o

Are there signs of grooming or exploitation?
Is there a recent history of delinquency?

➢
o Is the child involved in an unhealthy relationship?
o
o Has the child been spending time with older people?
o Has the child been meeting people online?
o Has the child been experiencing problems at school?
➢ Are there are stressors in the family? This could range from violence and abuse to the
death of a loved one or a parental divorce.
o Are there symptoms of mental health challenges within the family?
o Are there indicators of substance or alcohol abuse within the family?
o Is there domestic violence within the home?
o Has the relationship between the child and the carers changed recently?
o Is there a history of police involvement with the family and why?
o Have there been any sudden or recent changes in the family? This could include,
a divorce, a death, a move to a different school or neighbourhood, and so forth.
3.4.4. Violence and abuse
Research findings from the RADAR project indicate that problems within the home, more
specifically related to violence, neglect, or other adverse childhood experiences, are the main
reasons why children and young people run away. Establishing a link between running away
and adverse childhood experiences is, therefore, crucial in responding to a call about a runaway
and offering the appropriate support services.
Abuse is difficult to define because of the vast cultural, religious, social/political, legal and
economic differences that children experience. Any definition of child abuse and neglect
assumes a definition of the child. However, some countries state that children reach adulthood
younger than 18.
Child abuse, sometimes also referred to as child maltreatment, is defined as all forms of
physical and/or emotional ill-treatment, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent treatment or
survival, development or dignity in the context of a relationship of responsibility, trust, or power.
Child abuse is split into four main categories: sexual abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse,
and neglect.
3.4.5. Grooming and exploitation
Grooming:
he act of building a relationship, trust and emotional connection with a
child or young person with the intent to manipulate, exploit and abuse them. Children and
young people can be groomed online, in person or both by a stranger or someone they
know." (NSPCC)
Exploitation shall include, as a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other
forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, including begging, slavery or practices
similar to slavery, servitude, or the exploitation of criminal activities, or the
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beings even if none of the means set forth in paragraph
Sexual exploitation of a child:
Causing or recruiting a child to participate in pornographic performances and/or in
child prostitution, or profiting from or otherwise exploiting a child for such purpose;
Coercing or forcing a child to participate in pornographic performances and/or in child
prostitution or threatening a child for such purposes;
Knowingly attending pornographic performances involving the participation of a child;
Causing or recruiting a child to participate in child prostitution, or profiting from
otherwise exploiting a child for such purposes;
Coercing or forcing a child into child prostitution, or threatening a child for such
purposes;
Engaging in sexual activities with a child, where recourse is made to child prostitution
Lanzarote Convention: The Lanzarote Convention is a 2007 Council of Europe Convention on
the Protection of Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse.
The grooming a child, whether online or offline, can lead to the exploitation of that child either
criminally or sexually. When a child or young person has been groomed, their likelihood of running
away increases, as well as their likelihood of having repeat incidents of running away.
The impact that exploitation has on children and young people is significant and can be long
lasting. These impacts include but are not limited to alcohol and drug abuse, homelessness,
incarceration or a criminal record, and mental health problems. Exploitation also frequently leads
to sexual violence and abuse for both boys and girls.
Children who are being groomed or exploited will frequently shows signs of their experiences and
it is important for young people, carers, and professionals to be familiar with these signs. Below is
a list of indicators related to grooming and exploitation that hotline operators should be able to
recognise if necessary, during a conversation with a runaway child or their carer:
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

Unhealthy or inappropriate relationships and/or sexual behaviour
The frequent use of more than one mobile phone
Sexually transmitted infections
Sharp and sudden changes in mood or behaviour
Spending time with older groups of people or having an older boyfriend/girlfriend
Frequent incidents of going missing
Unexplained absences from school
Spending time in specific locations in the community which be considered hotspots

3.5. After an incident of running away
If a hotline operator is in contact with a runaway child who has been found or who has returned
home, they should offer both the child and the family a follow-up call and make any relevant
referrals or signposting for support. Since runaway children often have more than one episode of
running away, it is important to consider what support provisions could help prevent repeat
episodes and tackle the root causes that lead to running away.
3.5.1 Recommendations to prevent repeat episodes of running away
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When working with young people who have multiple and frequent episodes of running away,
specific attention should be given to investigate the link between running away and serious harm,
for instance gang involvement, exploitation, grooming, and so forth. Good practice when working
with this group of children should be to:
•
•

Review case information regarding their previous episodes of running away.
Ensure that each recurrence of running away should be reported to the police.

Hotline operators seeking to provide effective support to reduce repeat incidents of running away
should focus on offering tertiary prevention support that seeks to prevent abuse and neglect from
re-occurring. This can include but is not limited to:
➢ Rehabilitation programs for parents experiencing substance/alcohol abuse
➢ Tailored therapeutic treatment for children who have experienced abuse or violence
➢ Referrals for mental health support
It is good practice for hotlines to have a list of resources, organizations, and support services
available for callers on both a local and national level.
3.6. Tool: Return Home Interview (after an incident of running away)
The British hotline Missing People have developed a template for carrying out interviews with
missing people upon return. The template identifies a long list of questions to map out what
happened and risk factors that the person was exposed to before, during and after a missing
incident. It also assesses the current risk of the returned person and identifies which follow-up
actions have been planned.
3.7 Good practices: TextSafe
“TextSafe® - Letting people away from home know we’re here and can help”
What is it?
The hotline sends this text message to missing people: Have you run away? Please get in touch for
free 24/7 confidential support. Call 116 000 or text 116 000. www.missingpeople.org.uk
What does it do?
•
•
•
•

Offers missing children and adults the opportunity to contact Missing People and
then explore their options
Text message sent to their mobile phone
Always initiated by police but sent by Missing People Can reach higher risk cases
where child is not comfortable with police involvement
Anonymity preserved

How does it work?
•
•

Police confirm consent from parents/guardian of the missing child
Police send an e-mail to Missing People with specially formatted subject line which

•

Missing People
humans are personally involved

no

What next?
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•

•
•
•

management system, Hermes, identifying it with a service ID
the telephone
number is hidden
Anonymity is preserved unless/until the child wishes to reveal his/her identity (just like
any other case)
Free of charge to police in the UK
It is not a way for police to contact a missing child

“One of the biggest influences [on the large increase in TextSafe messages] is that we worked
with one of the computer software companies that the police use to embed our referral
process into their systems so that police could access our services either automatically or at
the click of a button.
We also put resources into providing awareness raising sessions by dedicating ‘Partnership
Coordinators’ whose roles involved attending regional meetings, presenting to police forces
and sharing best practice”.
Becca Padbury, Development and partnerships manager at Missing People

3.1.

Parental abductions

Parental abductions can be either national or cross-border. In each case, it is necessary to follow
specific steps to ensure the protection of the abducted child. The information on parental
abductions is inspired by the experience and procedures of several hotlines.
“I was all alone in front of the judge. It was very frightening. I, sitting alone in the court room,
with all the empty benches behind me. And then I had to talk about my home situation, that
I didn’t want to go back. And then they said there was nothing they could do about that. And
I started crying. They must have seen that I didn’t want to go back. But I still don’t understand
how they finally managed to keep me in France.”
Boy abducted to South Africa by his mother

3.1.1. National parental abductions
National parental abductions is a category within the official definitions of missing children as
identified by the European Commission8. In 2018, 54% of the cases reported to the 116 000
hotlines were national parental abductions. Not all 116 000 hotlines had cases in this category
and laws and processes on these types of cases are quite often based on national laws.

3.1.2. International child abductions
On average, 19-29% of the children reported to missing children hotlines are abducted by a
parent. These types of cases are also referred to as international child abduction cases when the
abduction happens across borders.

8

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/missing_children_study_2013_en.pdf
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According to private international law, an international child abduction is a wrongful removal or
retention of a child in another country than the one of their habitual residence.
The removal or retention of this child is considered wrongful when:
• it is in breach of the custody rights attributed to a person, an institution or any other body and
• at the time of removal or retention, those rights were actually exercised (either jointly or alone).
In some countries, an international child abduction is also a criminal offense. The understanding of
this offense will be based on the national legislation in the individual countries. Hotlines can contact
each other to obtain additional information on this topic in the other country of the conflict.

a. Prevention of an international child abduction
Evaluation of the situation
In some cases parents may contact a hotline because they fear an abduction of the child by the
other parent to another country. The cause of this fear can be diverse, but in most cases an

Hotlines can help parents by understanding the basis of their concerns and by suggesting
measures to avoid a wrongful removal.
he hotlines act in accordance
with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC), in particular article 3 on the best
interests of the child and Article 9 on the right of the child to have contact with both parents.
UN CRC article 9, para. 1-3:
1. States Parties shall ensure that a child shall not be separated from his or her parents
against their will, except when competent authorities subject to judicial review determine, in
accordance with applicable law and procedures, that such separation is necessary for the
best interests of the child. Such determination may be necessary in a particular case such as
one involving abuse or neglect of the child by the parents, or one where the parents are
living separately and a decision must be made as to the child's place of residence.
2. In any proceedings pursuant to paragraph 1 of the present article, all interested parties
shall be given an opportunity to participate in the proceedings and make their views known.
3. States Parties shall respect the right of the child who is separated from one or both parents
to maintain personal relations and direct contact with both parents on a regular basis,
except if it is contrary to the child's best interests.

Legal situation of the family
When clarifying the legal situation of the family, hotlines must not replace a parent s legal
representative or lawyer. This would jeopardise the neutral situation between both parents.
However, before advising parents on possible measures to avoid an international child abduction,
it is necessary to have a clear view on their legal situation and more specifically on the
•

recognition of fatherhood (by marriage, by law, by (court) decision);
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•

parental authority and visitation rights (by law or settled by (court) decision).
Representative (sometimes referred to as legal representative):
person or organisation appointed by the competent bodies in order to assist and represent an
unaccompanied [child] in [international protection] procedures with a view to ensuring the best
interests of the child and exercising le
Reception
Conditions Directive (2013/33/EU), Article 2 (j)

Representatives or legal representatives differ from the qualified lawyer or other legal
professional who provides legal assistance, speaks on behalf of the child and legally represents
him or her in written statements and in person before administrative and judicial authorities in
criminal, asylum or other legal proceedings as provided in national law.
Guardian: A guardian is an independent person (or an organisation represented by an
-being, and
complements the limited legal capacity of the child. The guardian acts as a statutory
representative of the child in all proceedings in the same way that a parent represents his or
her child. UN Committee on the Rights of the Child General Comment No. 6 CRC/GC/2005/6 and the
UN Alternative care guidelines A/HRC/11/L.13

Guardianship authority:
tion or organisation or other
legal entity that has the responsibility for recruitment, appointment, monitoring, supervision and
training of guardians. The role of the guardianship authority or organisation should be laid down
in the law. UN Alternative care guidelines, A/HRC/11/L.
Risk factors for abduction
Research9 has shown that parents who fear an abduction are often not confronted with a real
it
coming.
In other words, there is a genuine difference between the fear for and the actual risk of abduction.
Therefore, it is necessary to assess the risk for abduction before taking measures to react upon a
fear for abduction.
Practical measures for prevention
The measures described in this chapter can help to prevent an abduction without unnecessarily
limiting the rights of the parents involved.
Some measures, however, may cause a limitation to the fundamental rights and freedoms of (one
of) the parents. On the other hand, they can create an environment that prevents international
child abduction and contributes to the right of the child to maintain contact with both parents. The
choice of the most appropriate preventive measure in each individual case must be the result of a
balanced assessment of both rights.
Amicable agreement and mediation
Supporting parents in finding an amicable agreement when they decide to split up or divorce or
when they reconsider the habitual residence and visitation rights of their children is - in itself - a
9

Kruger Thalia, International child abductions, the inadequacies of law. Hart Publishing, 2011, 292pg.
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useful preventive measure. When both parents are able to find an agreement, they will also be
more willing to comply with this agreement than when a decision is imposed on them. Mediation
can be of use in any phase of the conflict - from prevention (being the best moment) to enforcement
of a decision.
Therefore, it is advisable to discuss the possibility of an amicable agreement before introducing
more intrusive preventive measures.
This will - in many cases - not be an evident choice for the left behind or concerned parent. In most
cases, parents find themselves in a highly conflictual situation and often there is a lack of trust
between them. They may feel that they are in a position where communication is no longer
possible. Therefore, it might be useful to recommend the help of a family mediator to come to an
amicable agreement.
When a family conflict crosses borders, it is useful to seek the help of an international family
mediator. These specialised and trained mediators can be found in the Cross-Border Family
Mediator network hosted by Missing Children Europe: (www.crossbordermediator.eu).

The Crossnetwork brings together over 193 family mediators
from all continents of the world, trained to deal with cross-border family conflicts. All members
received at least 50 hours of training in international family mediation based on a bi-cultural,
bi-national mediation model.. The mediation model used by the network includes a team of
co-mediators, a man and a woman, one from each of the countries that is relevant to both
parents, one with a legal and the other with a psychosocial or educational background.
make-up as well as the complexities of the legal situation, the parents feel innately understood
and are more likely to come to a joint solution. A further requirement in abduction proceedings
to another city or country.

The CBFM network offers information about the possibilities and limitations of mediation in
individual cases of cross-border family conflicts. All members of the network have received
additional training on international family mediation and work with the same mediation model.
The mediators are neutral and work equally for both parties. They ensure that both parties make
informed decisions and are the guardians of balance between both parties. The mediation process
is voluntary and confidential.
When a parent considers the use of mediation to resolve his/her conflict, different working methods
can be used:
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•
•

the parent can contact the other parent to suggest the use of mediation. Via the website
www.crossbordermediator.eu, they can then contact (a) mediator(s) of their choice.
sometimes the relationship between the parents is already disrupted. The parent who
contacts the hotline may be reluctant to call the other parent, even though he/she is willing
to settle the dispute through mediation. In that case, a case manager could contact the
other parent to explain the possibility of mediation. When the other parent agrees to the
mediation process, the case manager can get in touch with a mediator and provide an
active referral.

Legal advice
It is important for a hotline, to remain neutral between both parents and to work exclusively in the
interest of the child. Therefore, it is not possible for a case manager to become the legal advisor
of one of the parents.
To avoid or remedy an international child abduction, international private law and international
conventions may be used. It is a specific area of expertise that not all family lawyers are familiar
with. Hotlines may benefit from putting together a list of specialised lawyers in their country and
putting this list at the disposal of the parents that contact the hotline. Hotlines may find it helpful to
look at the LEPCA network established by the Dutch hotline Centrum IKO.
The LEPCA network
The LEPCA network is a network of lawyers specialised in parental child abductions. In some
countries, LEPCA members have set up their own networks of specialised lawyers.
Find more information here: http://www.lepca.eu/
In any case, case managers must be in a position to inform parents about the legal possibilities to
avoid an abduction in a neutral way. Therefore, this chapter contains a brief summary of the legal
possibilities parents have to avoid an abduction. It can give them an idea of possible future steps
they might consider taking, with the help of their lawyer or legal representative.
During the first contact, it may be useful for the calling parent, to receive information on the
legislation related to parental authority, habitual residence and visitation rights. They might also
want information on how an enforceable decision on these issues can be obtained. It is also useful
to give information on how a former agreement - if there is any - can be made legally binding
and enforceable.
Secondly, it will be important for the calling parent to receive information on how a relocation
order may be obtained in their country.
Apart from this information, parents should be informed on the preventive measures available in
their country to prevent an international child abduction. These measures vary from country to
country, but it might be useful for a hotline to create a brochure listing the preventive measures
available nationally. These measures may include: a prohibition to leave the country, a withdrawal
of passports or other travel documents, recognition of a court decision in the other country,
preventive alerts, limited visitation rights, etc.
It is always useful to advise a parent who fears an abduction to stay in touch with the other parent
and keep him-herself informed of the whereabouts of the other parent at all times. If an abduction
takes place despite all the efforts to prevent it, it will be easier to locate the child when the left
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behind parent is well-informed about the life, family and friends of the other parent. It is also
advisable to provide the people who take care of the children (school, day care, grandparents
with a copy of the court decision.

b. Responding to international child abduction
a. Localisation
In the first instance, it is important to know where the child was abducted to. In some cases, the left
behind parent has no information on the country that the child could be in. However, this situation
is rather exceptional. In most cases, parents know at least the country the child has been taken to,
and in many cases, they will know more or less where the child is living. It is rare that a parent will
move to a country that he/she has absolutely no connection with. A parent may return to his/her
country of origin, to family or loved ones. He/she may leave for a new partner, a new job, etc. In
most cases, the relocation is the result of a process that the left behind parent is aware of.
b. When there is no location
First, the case manager should gather all elements that may contribute to finding the location of
the child: can the abducting parent be reached, can the child be reached, can the family provide
additional information? If not by phone, perhaps through social media or Skype?
Sometimes, it may be useful to encourage the left behind parent to actively brainstorm for ideas
that can help in locating the child. In some cases, the left behind parent has gradually reduced
contact with the other parent and his/her family/friends/relatives. It may be a big step for the left
behind parent to get back in touch to get the necessary information to find the child. However, it
is an essential part of the resolution of a parental abduction case to locate the abducted child(ren).
. They have additional
possibilities to obtain this information by checking bank accounts, telephone conversations, cell
phone usage etc..
However, this means that an official statement will have to be made and in some countries, where
parental child abduction is a criminal offense, it might jeopardise the future relationship between
the parents. Therefore, it is advisable to think carefully before advising parents to contact the police
in cases of international child abduction.
When the police is contacted, the case will be treated as a disappearance case. However,given
the international nature of these cases, some search possibilities might not be possible, or request
additional efforts to be put in place (e.g. poster campaign in another country will request a strong
collaboration between member oganisations).
Via Missing Children Europe, hotlines are encouraged to contact a national hotline/organisation
in another country to start a poster campaign. The other member might also help you to set up
contact with the national television or radio stations.
It might also be possible to seek collaboration with the embassy of your country in the other country,
for instance through this website: http://www.embassyworld.org/.
and/or child protection.
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c. If/when the child is located
As soon as the child is located, two options are possible:
- the child is still in the country;
- the child has moved to another country.
The case can only be considered as an international child abduction if the child has been taken
to another country. In that case, several steps can be taken by the parent. The case manager can
help parents in finding the most suitable solution for their problem.
Hotline case managers always work in the interest of the child and in line with the UN Convention
on the rights of the child. Therefore, they can never be the representative of one of the parents.
d. Amicable agreement
Try to find out whether the calling parent is open to finding an amicable agreement. It is important
for a case manager to take the time to listen to the parent, to evaluate the situation and to look
for possibilities to restart the communication between both parents.
When a calling parent is open to consider an amicable agreement, international family mediation
may be a useful tool to work towards this agreement.
Presumable, it will be more difficult for the left behind parent to consider mediation in this phase.
They might still find themselves in a crisis situation, following the sudden and unexpected
disappearance of their child(ren). They may feel treated unjustly and feel victimized. Perhaps, they
want to be proven right and maybe they are even looking for revenge.
Although it is not within the tasks of a hotline to help parents with those feelings, it will be necessary
to acknowledge them and to enable parents to own those feelings before moving on and focusing
on the best interest of their children. It is obvious that this process might take some time.
Active search for an amicable agreement, with or without the help of a mediator, requires a huge
effort for both parents. They need to focus on the interests of their children, and let go of their own
concern
desires, and they need to be willing and creative to look for solutions that are acceptable for all
parties, including the children.
Therefore, it is likely that parents will not immediately accept mediation and will need more time
to consider and accept this dispute resolution method. Try to support parents in this process, give
them time and try to work with them towards a situation where they can disconnect their role as
parents from their role as (ex-)partners.
Setting up an international family mediation is a time-consuming process. Hotlines can support
parents and mediators in this process.
e. International family mediation
When parents decide to consider mediation to settle the dispute that led to an international child
abduction, it is advisable to choose a mediator with experience in international family mediation.
As mentioned, a list of specialized mediators can be found on www.crossbordermediator.eu
Setting up an international family mediation requires thorough preparation. The following steps
have to be considered:
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- Contact with parents: Before parents decide to enter into a mediation process, they must fully
understand the principles and working methods of mediation. Case managers can explain what
mediation is and how it works in an international context to both parents.
- Contact with mediators: In an international setting, it is highly advisable to work in a co-mediation
setting (2 mediators working together for both parties). This has many advantages: firstly, it will
guarantee a better service for the clients, given the fact that mediation in child abduction cases is
conducted in a very conflictual situation and underhigh time pressure (the Hague Child Abduction
Convention uses strict timeframes). This makes these mediation cases extremely stressful, even for
the mediators. Ideally, there is one mediator from each country, one mediator per gender of the
parent, one with a legal and one with a psycho-social background.
When a mediation is organised after a return procedure under the Hague Child Abduction
Convention has begun, mediators will need to take into account the strict timeframes of this
procedure. Therefore, cross-border family mediators work with a mediation model based on a
three-day mediation. To make this mediation possible, preparation is of the essence. Case
managers can provide practical and organisational help to the mediators in the set up phase of
the mediation.
- Contact with the judge: When a child abduction case falls under the scope of the 1980 Hague
Child Abduction Convention (see chapter 3.4. for more information), the Convention stipulates that
an immediate return can be ordered by the judge in the country to where the child has been
abducted. In many cases, these return proceedings will be started immediately, even when a
mediation starts. Therefore, it is essential that the competent court is being informed of the
mediation attempt. Hotlines may contact the court directly or can get in touch with the competent
court via the Central Authority.
- Contact with lawyers: It is important that the lawyers of both parties are not only fully aware of
the mediation attempt but also support and provide an active support during this mediation. In a
mediation session, the mediators have a neutral position towards both parties. The lawyers will
during the entire mediation process- have to support their clients with legal advice. In this way, the
mediators can assure that the parents give their informed consent to the mediation agreement.
Therefore, it is essential that lawyers are not only informed of the mediation process but that they
are consultable during the mediation.
- Contact with Central Authority and other professionals: In many cases other professionals will
be involved in a child abduction case. This is in first instance the Central Authority who is responsible
for the application of the Hague Child Abduction Convention of 1980. But there might also be
ese services
are informed about the fact that a mediation effort is taking place.
- Practical organisation: The mediation will require the physical presence of both parties but also
of both mediators. Therefore, practical arrangements must be made and financial efforts will be
necessary to cover costs. In most cases, the mediation will be organised in the country where the
child is currently living. This has several advantages: mediation can be organised close to a court
hearing date, so that both can be combined within one visit and perhaps the mediation can also
be combined with a visit from the left behind parent to the child. In many cases, this will be the first
contact between the left behind parent and his/her child since the abduction. However, it is not
essential that the mediation is organised in the country where the child resides. It may, for practical
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reason, make more sense to organise the mediation in another country. Case managers can
discuss these options with the parents.

3.2.3. International conventions
a. 1980 Hague Child Abduction Convention
Hague Convention on the Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction, the, or Hague
Abduction Convention is a multilateral treaty developed by the Hague Conference on Private
International Law (HCCH) that provides an expeditious method to return a child internationally
abducted by a parent from one member country to another
When an abducted child is located abroad, it is important to know whether this removal or
retention is considered unlawful. This is to identify if the removal or retention is in breach of rights
of custody attributed to a person, an institution or any other body, either jointly or alone, under the
law of the State in which the child was habitually residing immediately before the removal or
retention; and if at the time of removal or retention those rights were actually exercised, either
jointly or alone.
The country to which the child was taken must also be a signatory state to the 1980 Hague Child
Abduction Convention. A list of signatory countries and acceptances of accessions can be found
here: https://www.hcch.net/en/publications-and-studies/details4/?pid=3282&dtid=36
When this is the case, a request for return can be sent via the Central Authority of the state in which
the child was habitually residing immediately prior to the removal or retention. Contact details of
all
Central
Authorities
can
be
found
here:
https://www.hcch.net/en/instruments/conventions/authorities1/?cid=24
The aim of the convention is to assure the immediate return of children who are wrongfully removed
or retained.
This means that the court will not decide on issues of parental authority, habitual residence or
visitation rights. The Convention only stipulates that the child has to return to the country of
his/her/their habitual residence. The competent court in that country is then best placed to decide
on the merits of the case.
The return can only be asked by the parent who has the right of custody over the child prior to its
abduction. Therefore, it might not be necessary that a court decision exists in the country of origin,
to enable the parent to request a return. This will depend on the legal situation in the country of
habitual residence.
The following conditions must be met for a request for return:
•
•
•

The child must be under 16 years old;
The right of custody must be actually exercised immediately prior to the abduction;
The request must be made no longer than 1 year after the wrongful removal or retention.
However, even after one year a request can be made. In that case, it will be up to the
judge to decide whether the child meanwhile integrated in his/her new environment. A
request after one year may for instance be accepted when the taking parent took the child
into hiding and the localization took so long
be made earlier.
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A return can only be refused in very exceptional cases:
Art 12: the request was made more than 1 year after the removal or retention and the child is
meanwhile integrated in his/her new environment;
ould expose him/her to physical or
psychological harm or otherwise place the child in an intolerable situation.
Or when the child objects to being returned and has attained an age and degree of maturity at
which it is appropriate to take their views into account.
The Hague Child Abduction Convention of 1980 can also be used to organise or protect visitation
rights. So even when a case manager is confronted with a request from a parent who has no
custody rights over his/her children, the Hague Child Abduction Convention can be used. In these
cases, the lawful removal by one parent results in a non-respect for the visitation rights of the other
parent. In these cases, the left behind parent can use Art 21 of the Hague Child Abduction
Convention to make arrangements for organising or securing the effective exercise of rights of
access. Like a request for return, this request may be presented to the Central Authorities of the
Contracting States in the same way as an application for the return of a child. However, be aawre
that how visitation rights will be protected under the 1980 Child Abduction Convention is not
clearly described. According to Art 21, Central Authorities are bound by the obligations of cooperation to promote the peaceful enjoyment of access rights and the fulfilment of any conditions
to which the exercising of those rights may be subject. The Central Authorities shall take steps to
remove, as far as possible, all obstacles to the exercising of such rights. The Central Authorities,
either directly or through intermediaries, may initiate or assist in the institution of proceedings with
a view to organising or protecting these rights and securing respect for the conditions to which the
exercising of these rights may be subject.

b. The European Regulation (EG) 2201/2003 (for all EU countries except
Denmark) – “Brussels IIa”
Brussels II bis: (EC) No 2201/2003,[1] also called Brussels IIA or II bis is a European Union
Regulation on conflict of law issues in family law between member states; in particular those
related to divorce, child custody and international child abduction. It replaces Convention
Council Regulation (EC) No 1347/2000 of 29 May 2000 on the jurisdiction, recognition and
enforcement of judgments in matrimonial matters and in matters of parental responsibility for
joint children.

This Regulation foresees uniform rules concerning the jurisdiction and the recognition and
enforcement of judgments in matrimonial matters and the matters of parental responsibility. This
means that a court decision in one Member State, will be automatically recognised in another
member state. Sometimes a decision will still need to be declared enforceable.
The Regulation has the aim to avoid that by a wrongful removal or retention to another member
state, the competence of the court will be shifted to that other state.
When a child legally moves to another state the court of the original member state will remain
competent for another 3 months to decide on matters related to custody and visitation rights.
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When the child is removed wrongfully, the courts of the member state of habitual residence prior
to the removal or retention, remain competent.

c. Visitation rights
There is an automatic recognition and enforceability of all court decisions related to visitation rights,
when the decision has an Article 42 certificate 42. This certificate is a form delivered by the judge
at the moment of the court decision. This form makes the decision enforceable when the visitation
right has a cross-border character. The certificate enables the court decision to be immediately
enforceable in other member states (except Denmark). When the cross-border element appears
only later after a decision was taken- the certificate can be requested at any time by one of the
parties. A translation of the certificate is necessary, a translation of the court decision is not
necessary.

d. International child abduction
When an international child abduction occurs, the Brussels IIa Regulation can also be used. In
those cases, the Regulation refers back to the Hague Child Abduction Convention and
complements it.
This must assure a better guarantee for return with the EU (except Denmark).
The most important additions are:
•
•

•
•

the child must be given the opportunity to be heard;
the exception rule of Art 13b of the Hague Child Abduction Convention can not be used
to refuse return when adequate measures have been taken in the country of habitual
residence to protect the child upon his/her return;
when a return is refused on the basis of Art 13b, the judge must provide a judgment that
takes into account the reasons for and evidence underlying the decision on non-return.
when a return is refused, the file is sent back to the country of habitual residence prior to
the wrongful removal or retention. Parties will then have the chance to request the court in
that state of origin to decide on the merits of the case. This is an important difference with
the Hague Child Abduction Convention, under which the competence switches to the new
country of habitual residence when a return is refused.

e. Bilateral agreements
Some countries have apart from these international conventions
bilateral agreements on
international child abduction cases with other countries. These bilateral agreements may include
specific rules or collaboration mechanisms.
A case manager can contact his/her Central Authority to receive additional information on the
existence of these bilateral agreements with a specific country.

3.2.4. The role of the case manager
Once a parent decided to use a specific international instrument to obtain the return of his/her
child(ren), the case manager must, as soon as possible inform the Central Authority about this new
case.
When the calling parent is assisted by a lawyer (this is highly preferable) the lawyer can send the
request directly to the Central Authority.
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A parent and/or lawyer may also decide to make a request immediately to the competent court
in the country to which the child is abducted to. In some cases, this may be easier. For instance
when the left behind parent also has ties with that other country or speaks the language. The case
manager can discuss this option further with the calling parent and/or his/her lawyer.
Once the Central Authority receives a request, it will translate it and send it to the Central Authority
in the country to which the child has been abducted. This Central Authority will send it through to
the competent court. After that, the judge has 6 weeks to come to a decision. The case manager
can follow up on the case, together with the parent(s) and provide support where necessary. The
case manager must also ensure that parents are fully informed of their case at any given moment.
It might be good to create standard forms to communicate with partners (e.g. the Central Authority)
on specific cases on a day-to-day basis.
Additionally, the case manager has an important task to provide psychological support to the
parent(s) during this period. A return procedure takes - in comparison with a disappearance case
- a long time before a solution is found and this can be specifically stressful for the parents. In a
first phase, there is a lot to be done for a left behind parent but after a while, the only thing to do
is to wait for news, a court hearing or a decision. In those moments, it is essential to remain present
and to take the time to listen to the parent and to his/her grief.
If serious psychological or medical issues arise, the case manager can refer the parent to more
specialised psychological or medical services.

3.2.5. Abduction to a non - convention state
When a child is abducted to a country that is not party to the Hague Child Abduction Convention,
the case manager can contact the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Via its network of Embassies and
Consulates, this Ministry can support parents to restore contact with their children.
When no convention applies, legal possibilities to obtain the return of the children are limited.
In cases where a court decision was made regarding the parental responsibility and habitual
residence prior to the abduction, the left behind parent can try to obtain an exequatur of that
decision in the country to which the child is taken. In cases where no court decision on parental
responsibility and habitual residence, prior to the removal or retention, the left behind parent will
be obliged to start a court procedure in the country to which the child was taken.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs can, via its Embassy/Consulate play a negotiating role. It can get in
) as well as on
the intention of the taking parent. The Ministry can also advise parents on the judicial procedures
they can start, help them to find a lawyer in the other country and in some cases, be present with
the parent at the court hearings. Some Ministries have funds to intervene in the organisation of the
return of the child or of a visit from the left behind parent to the child.
In exceptional cases, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs may consider a diplomatic intervention.
However, this will only be considered in very rare cases, when all other possibilities have failed and
when the political possibility occurs.
In practice every Ministry of Foreign Affairs has different procedures for handling these cases and
supporting nationals in foreign countries. Therefore, it is advisable for a hotline to make
arrangements for collaboration in these cases.
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The case manager can be the contact person between the Ministry and the parent. This would
ensure active follow up of the case and that the parents remain fully informed. Additionally, the
case manager provides psychological support during the time of the abduction. This period can
become very long - especially with non-convention states - and is stressful for the parents.

3.2.6. Criminal proceedings
When all the above mentioned measures do not help in finding a solution for an international
child abduction, there is in some countries - the possibility to make a complaint for international
child abduction.
It is clear that this must remain the ultimate solution.
Criminalising the other parent will damage the future relationship between the parents and
therefore, also the relationship between the child and his/her parents.
It might also be the case that parents start criminal and civil proceedings simultaneously. In those
cases, it is important that all stakeholders remain fully informed of what the others are undertaking
at all moments. The case manager must remain fully informed of all procedures and inform the
parents. A good collaboration will be essential. In such cases, it might be advisable to set up
regular coordination meetings between all the professionals involved.

3.2.7. Practical and financial support
In many cases, an international child abduction also comes with many practical and financial
concerns. Case managers can provide support for these practical questions and problems:
•
•

•

•

•

Financial support: some hotlines have funding available for parents who are unable to pay for
the return of the abducted children or to travel to the country of abduction for court hearings.
Passports: sometimes children have no travel documents when they return after an international
child abduction. With the help of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Embassy, emergency
travel documents can be obtained in such cases. The case manager can assist parents in
obtaining the necessary travel documents to ensure a smooth return.
Child support: in some countries child support can only be paid to the parent who is effectively
taking care of the children. This means that, in case of an international abduction the abducting
parent will receive child support. Some countries have adapted their legislation to this specific
problem and make sure that child support is paid to the left behind parent and not to the
abducting parent. Hotlines should be aware of the legislation in their country and case
managers must advise parents on how they can continue receiving child support in cases of
international child abduction.
Organisation of the return: case managers can be requested to provide support in the
practical organisation of the return. In some cases, they may assist parents and provide
psychological support during the return.
Press contacts: some cases are highly mediatized. For parents, this can be especially stressful.
Case managers can support parents in their contacts with the press and take over when press
attention is undesired.

3.3. Missing children in migration
“The only choice we have is between life and death. I could have died of starvation, lack of
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sanitation or have been killed. I was afraid but turning back was never an option because the
traffickers force you to risk your life and to keep going.”
Dilal, who arrived in Europe from Bangladesh
at age 17
Missing children in migration are a group of missing children who have increased in number
immensely in recent years. The percentage of missing (unaccompanied) children in migration
reported to the hotlines has risen from just 1% of reported cases in 2014 to 4% in 2018.
Missing children in migration: Definition
third country national children who migrate from their
country of origin fleeing conflict or persecution, insearch of survival, security, improved standards of
living, education, economic opportunities, protection from exploitation and abuse, family
reunification or a combination of these or other factors. They may travel with their family or
independently or with an extended family member or a non-family member..

Unaccompanied children
the Member States unaccompanied by an adult responsible for him or her whether by law or
by the practice of the Member State concerned, and for as long as he or she is not effectively
taken into the care of such a person; it includes a [child] who is left unaccompanied after he or
Qualification Directive (2011/95/EU), Article 2 (l)
Separated child:
from their previous legal or customary primary caregiver, but not necessarily from other relatives.
These may, therefore, include children accompanied by other adult family members. UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child General Comment No. 6 CRC/GC/2005/6 and the UN Guidelines
for the Alternative Care of Children (UN Alternative care guidelines) A/HRC/11/L.13), paragraph 8

When an child in migration goes missing or is at risk of going missing from care, it creates a cross
frequently aggravates the risks of disappearances, as the child is often in a precarious situation. It
also means the responses to the disappearance need to be tailored to this specific context. Child
protection principles, migration and asylum laws, and specific responses to disappearances including law enforcement investigation - need to come together to prevent and respond to the
disappearance of an unaccompanied child. In addition, challenges related to human smuggling
and trafficking, including labour and sexual exploitation have to be taken into account. The often
very complex situation of a missing child in migration requires a multi-disciplinary approach in order
for the risks confronted by the child to be mitigated, and his or her rights and needs to be met.
Trafficking
including the exchange or transfer of control over those persons, by means of the threat or use
of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power
or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve
the consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation.
Victim of trafficking:
human beings as defined in Article 2 of the EU Anti-Trafficking Directive (2011/36/EU).
49

Trafficking of children for sexual exploitation: The recruitment, transportation, transfer,
harbouring or receipt of children, by means of:
The threat or use of force or other forms of coercion,
Abduction, fraud, deception, abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability; or
The giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person
having control over another person, for the purpose of sexual exploitation of children.
Smuggling: is a crime involving the "procurement, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a
financial or other material benefit, of the illegal entry of a person into a State Party of which the
person is not a national or a permanent resident." UN Convention against Transnational Organized
Crime, Smuggling of Migrants Protocol, Article 3.

To prevent and respond to an unaccompanied child going missing, practitioners with different
backgrounds are required to work together in a coordinated and efficient way. These actors
include law enforcement professionals, social workers, reception professionals, guardians,
employees of 116 000 hotlines and others.
Practical guidance on preventing and
responding to unaccompanied children going missing developed in the framework of the EU cofunded project SUMMIT - Safeguarding Unaccompanied Migrant Minors from going Missing by
Identifying Best Practices and Training Actors on Interagency Cooperation.
Below we identify five key principles that should guide the practical actions of policy makers and
practitioners in relation to disappearances, with examples of EU and international instruments that
are relevant to fulfilling these principles.

3.3.1. Guiding Principles for Preventing & Responding to Disappearances of
(Unaccompanied) children in migration
1. An unaccompanied child from a third country is first and foremost a child, regardless of their
nationality, migration or residence status. Member States must ensure that they benefit from all
of their rights as children, without discrimination. (UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.)
The fact that they are not a citizen child, or the fact that they may intend to travel to another
country, in no way relieves the State of its responsibility to prevent and properly respond to
disappearances which may put children at risk of abuse, violence, neglect or exploitation.
2. All responsible actors should fully respect the obligations of reception, assistance and
finding durable solutions for unaccompanied children in their care10, including the right to
information, representation and access to proper procedures, including family reunification. This
10

For more information, see “Best Practice in Determining and Implementing Durable Solutions for Separated
Children in Europe: A Multidisciplinary Approach”, available at http://www.irishrefugeecouncil.ie/wpcontent/uploads/2014/03/toolkit.pdf.
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includes an individual needs assessment and reception arrangements that are in their best
interests.
This holi
into their own hands and moving on, or from surrendering themselves into the hands of those that
would exploit them.
3. Basic information on the child’s circumstances should be gathered and be immediately
available to help the right actors properly respond to a disappearance of the child. Such
information includes
Opportunities to gather and centralise a file of personal information may arise during the course
of fulfilling a number of EU obligations. This includes registration at first encounter (for example at
hotspots in Greece and Italy), personal information on applications for asylum (including Eurodac
information) or personal information obtained during individual needs screening when the child is
received into care (e.g provisions in the Asylum Reception Directive and the Anti-Trafficking
Directive). It may include information on the family where there have been efforts to support the
child in tracing family in the EU.
Hotspots
he European Asylum Support
Office (EASO), EU Border Agency (Frontex) EU Police Cooperation Agency (Europol) and EU
Judicial Cooperation Agency (Eurojust) work with the authorities of the frontline Member State
to help to fulfil their obligations under EU law and swiftly identify, register and fingerprint incoming
migrants.
Eurodac is an EU asylum fingerprint database. When someone applies for asylum, no matter
where they are in the EU, their fingerprints are transmitted to the EURODAC central system.
EURODAC has been operating since 2003.

4. Actors should work together towards a multi-disciplinary and interagency approach to the
situation of the child. This will allow the specific roles, powers and specialised skills of different
actors to be combined to address disappearances comprehensively. Such cooperation should
concern work both at individual case level and at general level (for example, in terms of building
knowledge on general risks of trafficking or migration routes).
5. Actors should work together towards better cross border cooperation on disappearances
of unaccompanied children, involving child protection actors alongside law enforcement and
migration control authorities.
transnational and cross-border mechanisms in place. In view of the increasing prevalence of
children in cross-border situations in need of child protection measures, efforts are stepped up by:
clarifying roles and responsibilities, keeping abreast of country of origin information, ensuring a
national
focal
point
for
cross-border
child
protection
matters,
adopting
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This includes work involving Europol, the Schengen Information System concerning missing persons
alerts, the Dublin Regulation which covers rules on the jurisdiction for asylum applications of
individuals who have moved from one EU country to another, the recent EU relocation schemes for
asylum seekers, the Brussels II A Regulation, which concerns jurisdiction and recognition and
enforcement of judgements in cross border cases concerning parental responsibility and the crossborder cooperation in cases of missing children provided by the European network of hotlines for
missing children
Schengen Information System (SIS) / Schengen Information System II: A large-scale
information system that supports external border control and law enforcement cooperation in
the Schengen States. The SIS enables competent authorities, such as police and border guards,
to enter and consult alerts
- Article 32 of Council Decision 2007/533/JHA) and objects. A SIS alert contains information
about a particular person or object as well as instructions on what to do when the person or
object has been found. Specialised national SIRENE Bureaux serve as single points of contact
for any supplementary information exchange and coordination of activities related to SIS alerts.
The SIS is in operation in all EU Member States and Associated Countries that are part of the
Schengen Area.
Dublin Regulation: The Dublin Regulation (Regulation 2003/343/EC; sometimes the Dublin II
Regulation; previously the Dublin Convention) is a European Union (EU) law that determines the
EU Member State responsible to examine an application for asylum seekers seeking
international protection under the Geneva Convention and the EU Qualification Directive,
within the European Union.

The following recommendations come from the IOM and B.M.I. Resource Book for Law Enforcement
Officers on Good Practices in Combating Child Trafficking11 and should be an inspiration for
cooperation at national level between civil society and law enforcement as well in cases of missing
unaccompanied migrant children:
➔ Law enforcement authorities and the judiciary should recognise the need to be assisted by
and work together with experts including social service providers in relation to the sector
of exploitation.
➔ Cooperation should be based on the mutual commitment of law enforcement authorities
➔ In view of institutionalising cooperation, protocols and agreements on cooperation
between the law enforcement authorities and NGOs/social service providers should be
developed, stating the role of each party, their responsibilities and the type of cooperation.
➔ Focal points for trafficking issues should be established at a national and international level,
which should be known and used by all actors within and outside the country.
➔ A permanent communication strategy of multi-agency teams on child trafficking issues
should be elaborated. This could be reached through periodic meetings, a network of
contact persons in each organisation involved, newsletters as well as common training.
Multi-agency intelligence enriches police data and improves operational and strategic
police analysis.

11

See the document here: http://www.unhcr.org/4d94852b9.pdf

52

➔ Integrated training seminars should be organised with people in charge from national
agencies on a regular basis and ocassionally with responsible officers from concerned
countries (origin, transit and destination) in order to share information and good practices
and strengthen dialogue among all actors involved.

3.3.2. Summary template on ownership, complementarity and coordination
between different agencies involved
The following overview provides suggestions for possible roles in prevention, response and
aftercare for missing unaccompanied children. It foresees a list of actions, including some that could
be taken jointly between two actors, and for which the lead is to be defined by the stakeholders
involved. How roles are defined will eventually depend on the specific situation at national level.
The template can serve as a basis for discussion around how to build a process responding to the
national realities and needs of children. It is recommended that the cooperation established be
formalized in a formal cooperation agreement, and be reviewed periodically. It is also suggested
that actors would be trained jointly to fulfill their respective roles. The template does not aim to
provide a comprehensive and exhaustive list of the roles and actions needed for the protection
and care of the child.
A. Prevention
Reception centre
Guardian
-

-

Build trust with the child and
respond
to
immediate
needs, including
the provision of
adequate
housing

Hotline
for
missing Law enforcement
persons
Safeguard the - Train carers and guardians on identifying risks and
responding to disappearance
interest
Promote
the

and well being
as well as his /
her
participation
- Act as link
between the
child
and
others
Collect information on the child > see template for collection of information
on an unaccompanied child

-

Assess risk of missing > see checklist

-

-

Provide information on procedures in age and gender appropriate and
culturally sensitive ways > see checklist:
information
to
unaccompanied
children as means to prevent
disappearance

Provide child friendly information on services
available across the
116 000 network
Inform guardians and
carers of the role of
hotlines
and
functioning of the
European network
Work
with
law
enforcement to make
sure general missing
children responses are
also provided in cases
of
missing
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Inform
partners
of
known risks / specific
target groups related to
trafficking / smuggling
rights operating in the
country

-

-

Support the child in maintaining family
links
Discuss
alternatives
to
unsafe
migration, including the proposal to
discuss risks for unsafe migration with

unaccompanied
children

Highlight that other children have
gone through similar experiences and
establish the contact

-

Assist
in
identifying
a
durable
solution in the

interest
Foresee
provision
of
healthcare,
education and
training
Take action in case of identified risk > see template of actions in case of obvious concern
-

-

Specific care in preparing the child to
pass from childhood to adulthood

B . Respond
Reception centre

Guardian

-

Immediately alert law enforcement and provide
information on the child > see template for
reporting a disappearance

-

Request that the case is entered in SIS II and if
applicable Interpol yellow notice if the child is
suspected to have left the country

-

Inform hotline for missing children 116000

Hotline
for
missing Law enforcement
persons
- Provide legal and - Identify who is missing,
administrative support
what is the profile of the
to reception centre
missing
child,
operators
and
circumstances of the
guardians
disappearance
-

-
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Act as contact point between carers who
reported
the
disappearance and
agencies involved in
case, such as police,
social
services
&
prosecutors
Provide
actors expertise
on
procedures related to

Assess the extent to
which
the
disappearance should
be
considered
as
worrying

Assess
investigative
procedures
to
be
triggered, including the
need for SIS II art 32

alerts, Interpol Yellow
-

Consider
informing members of the ENGI
network in countries
concerned by the case
of the child if child is
assumed to have left
the country
-

-

-

C. Aftercare
Reception centre
-

-

cases
Activate the network of - Initiate search actions
hotlines for missing
children (if appropriate
/ relevant) > see Crossborder
cooperation
template
Collect data for further
analysis
Collect testimonies (if appropriate / relevant)
Manage public appeals (if appropriate / relevant)
Support
efforts
in - Periodically
inform
family
tracing
/
partners of development
matching
for
of the investigation
separated children, in
cooperation with ICRC
Provide
emotional,
psychological support
to families in cases of
separated children
where possible in
coordination with SCEP
member active in the
country
Monitor advancement
of investigation and
use of rules and
procedures for missing
children in specific
case

Guardian

protection and care and inform hotline

Identify who was responsible for the child previously and
inform them of the situation
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Hotline for missing Law enforcement
persons
- In case the child is - Share
relevant
found in another
information with
country;
maintain
guardians
and
open
line
/
carers in charge
exchange
of
of the case, to
information on the
make
sure
elements of risks
hotlines from other
receive
due
country concerned
consideration in
new
care
arrangements
- See to it that a return interview is conducted
within 72h
- See to it that - In
necessary,
relevant information
undertake

-

Contribute to providing
appropriate follow-up, to
prevent the
disappearance (back to
beginning: prevention of
disappearance)

on the child is
shared with those in
charge of his / her
care

investigative
action regarding
trafficking
/
smuggling

Please see the SUMMIT handbook itself for further details on the prevention and response to cases
of missing unaccompanied migrant children.
Furthermore, Missing Children Europe is implementing a project called AMINA which addresses
the issues facing missing children in migration from a number of different angles.
3.3.3 Tool: Miniila, app for children in migration
One of the elements of the project is an app which is specifically tailored to the needs of
unaccompanied children on the move, with a focus on facilitating access to understandable
information about their rights, specific procedures and dedicated services such as shelter, food,
legal assistance or health services in the area they are in. The app will be rolled out in 8 countries
including Greece, Italy, Bulgaria, UK, France, Belgium, Sweden and Germany and might be
extended to more after 2020. If you would like to know more, to be part of it or promote it to your
partners, have a look at the handbook and the app website.
You can find more information about the app here: http://miniila.com/

3.4 Criminal abductions
“Living in the US has not stopped me raising awareness for my son. I support families in similar
situations. I help highlight cases that have not had much publicity for a while. I’m just a mum
trying to turn this nightmare into something meaningful.”
Valerie, mother of Damien who went missing 22 years ago
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The Right to be Forgotten
The problem of publicity appeals for missing children leaving lasting digital footprints about their
missing episode ties into the so-called ‘Right to be Forgotten’, which is a ruling by the European
Court of Justice (C-131/12)1.
In 2010 a Spanish citizen lodged a complaint against a Spanish newspaper with the national
Data Protection Agency and against Google Spain and Google Inc. The citizen complained
that an auction notice of his repossessed home on Google’s search results infringed his privacy
rights because the proceedings concerning him had been fully resolved for a number of years
and hence the reference to these was entirely irrelevant. He requested, first, that the newspaper
be required either to remove or alter the pages in question so that the personal data relating
to him no longer appeared; and second, that Google Spain or Google Inc. be required to
remove the personal data relating to him, so that it no longer appeared in the search results.
In 2014 the Court ruled on several issues in the case, but of relevance here is the part on the
‘Right to be forgotten’. The Court ruled that individuals have the right - under certain conditions
- to ask search engines to remove links with personal information about them. This applies where
the information is inaccurate, inadequate, irrelevant or excessive for the purposes of the data
processing (para 93 of the ruling). The court found that in this particular case the interference
with a person’s right to data protection could not be justified merely by the economic interest of
the search engine. At the same time, the Court explicitly clarified that the right to be forgotten is
not absolute but will always need to be balanced against other fundamental rights, such as the
freedom of expression and of the media (para 85 of the ruling). A case-by-case assessment is
needed considering the type of information in question, its sensitivity for the individual’s private
life and the interest of the public in having access to that information. The role the person
requesting the deletion plays in public life might also be relevant.

Criminal abductions, or abductions by a third person, are fortunately very rare, and they make up
less than 1% of the missing children cases reported to the hotlines each year. These cases, however,
often receive very high volumes of media interest, and publicity appeals are often launched for
children suspected of being abducted by a third person. These kind of high profile media cases
carry a number of risks concerning the impact of the images and information being disseminated
publicly, while the child is missing, but also after the child has been found. This is because
information which has been shared digitally can be very difficult to remove.
Clever Never Goes!
Clever Never Goes gives parents and teachers a tried and tested replacement for
than hurt a
child. And the people that do want to hurt children are often not strangers. Find the guide at
clevernevergoes.org

Publicity appeals
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There are several issues to take into account when the decision to publish a publicity appeal is
being made for a missing child such as:
•

•
•
•

wishes: A
consent. Yet, once found, the child must live with the consequences of their image being in
the public domain. This illustrates the potential negative long term impact of launching a
publicity appeal.
Ownership: Once the images are in the public domain, the child does not seem to have
the legal right to control the use of those images. This denies a child, the right to be
forgotten and potentially further traumatises him/her.
Removal of images: Once a name and image of a child are made public there is a real
challenge to remove pictures and articles that were published online.
Role of media: It also highlights the role of the press in making it hard to move on after a
missing incident and raises the question about how the ruling by the European Court about
resume their anonymity and protect their identity.

Missing Children Europe conducted a scoping research in order to understand the
effectiveness and impact of publicity appeals which provides a summary of both the challenges
in understanding the true effectiveness of a publicity appeal and the positive and negative
impacts of publicity appeals on children and adults. Find the full research here.
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Furthermore a set of practical guidelines on improving the effectiveness and mitigating the negative
impact of publicity appeals has been drafted and can be found here.

How to create better publicity appeals: A handy guide
1. If available, use multiple images of the missing child, more specifically 3 images, in the appeal12
2. Try to limit the number of different missing children appeals shown at a given time. An increase in the
number of missing children appeals required to be observed significantly reduces the identification
accuracy during a line-up task13.
3. Publicity appeals shared on twitter have a higher engagement rate (in terms of retweets) than
facebook posts (in terms of shares)
4. Try appealing directly to the missing child especially if it is a runaway case
5. Release publicity appeals in a timely manner
6. If you are able to use multiple photos of a child in an appeal, try to use high variability photos i.e.
from different angles, background, situations and display them together on the same frame or in
presentation form i.e one after the other
7. Remember that different types of photos may work better on different publicity appeal channels
8. Colour photographs are generally better than black and white photos
9. Try to use the most latest photos of missing children, especially in long term disappearance cases as
the features may change a lot upon reaching adulthood
10. Dedicate one number to be used for all telephone communications from the public.
11. Use text or chat to facilitate cheap and quick communication with members of the public,

either as a database or forwarding it to the investigative team.

The Twitter Sweet Spot: Increasing retweet rates for missing children appeals on Twitter
1. Include urls/links in your tweet
2. Tweets that relay more positive sentiment i.e of hope, concern, togetherness are better to get retweets
than tweets which make readers feel hopeless
3. Lengthier tweets are better
4.
children appeal retweets
5. Tweets with multiple images of the child get more retweets
6. Ask to be retweeted such as by specifying RT in your tweet
7. Using original/unique phrasing related to the child rather than the same generic text used for each
case
8. Clearly specifying a call to action such as RT etc. has higher retweets
9. Tweets that containing useful info about the child like location, circumstances of disappearance get
more retweets
10. Tweets that used a lot of *** such as ***missing*** had fewer retweets

12

The effect of presenting multiple images on prospective and retrospective person memory for missing children

13

Missing person alerts: does repeated exposure decrease their effectiveness?
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3.4.1 Child Alert information
A child alert, Amber Alert or Child Rescue Alert is understood by Missing Children Europe as a tool
used to alert the public in cases of worrying/life threatening cases of child disappearances. The
alert is only disseminated following the decision of a mandated law enforcement agency or
organisation with official status regarding abducted children that is able to provide services in
cases of child abduction14. These systems aim at quickly disseminating relevant information about
a very worrying child disappearance to the general public through a variety of channels, thus
increasing the chances of finding the child. The origins of Amber Alert type systems go back to the
USA where 9-year old Amber Hagerman was abducted and murdered on 13 January 1996.
Several of the hotlines in the 116 000 network have these systems in place. For an overview of
countries and services, please see this document.

European Commission staff working document ”Best practice for launching a cross-border child
abduction alert” SEC(2008)2912 final p. 3.
14
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ChildRescue
The first hours after a disappearance are vital in the investigation of missing children cases. Yet
investigation processes and tools vary greatly across Europe and inefficient or difficult
cooperation between law enforcement and NGOs or other stakeholders causes delays or
duplication of efforts.
Missing children alerts patterned after the Amber Alert System have been implemented in many
European countries, aiming to quickly disseminate critical information to the general public.
However, many other key-challenges still remain such as: Insufficient capture and diffusion of
information which could derail the investigation, lack of a mechanism that makes use of and
environment, social media accounts, routes of transportation used, etc, lack of location focused
distribution of missing children alerts, that could activate people in relevant areas of proximity,
difficulty in cross-referencing and determining the status of children discovered or registered
with authorities, and lack of cross-border cooperation between care institutions, law
enforcement agencies and networks for missing children when it comes to responding to
disappearances of unaccompanied children in migration.
Aiming to deal with these challenges in a unified and effective way, the ChildRescue consortium
was created, covering in the most representative way the spectrum of stakeholders and experts
required.
Through an innovative approach on the missing children investigation cycle, ChildRescue will
be instrumental in leveraging the collective awareness, resourcefulness and action for a
humanitarian cause: to expedite more rapid and effective resolution of missing children cases.
The project will also take special care to support the identification of missing unaccompanied
children in migration, who represent a very vulnerable and often ignored group of children.
ChildRescue will be piloted in Greece (Smile of the Child and Hellenic Red Cross and Belgium
(Child Focus) in 2020. Once ready, the technology will be made available to all 116 000
hotlines and missing children organisations in Europe.

3.5 Lost, injured and otherwise missing
“At one point it gets dark and that’s when the panic sets in. He still isn’t back. They say that
time heals all wounds, but that’s not true. It’s something you can never come to terms with”
Father of 2 year old boy who disappeared from his grandparents’ house 20 years ago
in which children go missing. It can be a child that gets lost on the beach or during a family holiday;
a child t
category makes up around 10% of the cases reported to the hotlines each year.
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3.5.1 Tool: Holiday safety tips
Missing Children Europe has also developed a set of holiday safety tips for parents. This information
can be found on our website here.
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4. Cross-Border Cooperation
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4.

Cross-border cooperation

Each year, between 14-25% of the missing children cases reported to the hotlines are of a crossborder nature. Parental abductions made up majority of cross-border cases reported to hotlines
in 2018.
Thanks to the network of 116 000 hotlines which exists in all EU Member States as well as Albania,
Serbia, Switzerland, and partially in Ukraine, it is now easy for hotline staff members in one country
to contact their counterparts in another country if they are faced with a cross-border case. Missing
Children Europe has developed and maintains a Contact Booklet for Hotline Operators which is
shared with the network to facilitate inter-hotline communication. This booklet is updated regularly
the general secretariat.

4.1.

Basic communication requirements

a. Debrief colleagues on main information and actions points discussed during Missing
Children Europe or other international meetings
Knowing about the work of Missing Children Europe as a Federation as well as about other
national members of Missing Children Europe / the 116 000 network is a major prerequisite for
cross- border cooperation. Today, activity regarding Missing Children Europe is often dealt with by
the senior management of the national organisations, while frontline operators and case
managers remain unaware of the work of Missing Children Europe and its members. In order to
ensure well-functioning international cooperation, a good communication policy within every
organisation has to be implemented: information on Missing Children Europe has to be shared
along both a top-down and a bottom-up perspective.
b. Inform counterparts abroad about a case of a missing child
> When to inform?
There is no need to keep all 116 000 hotlines informed about every case of missing children
you are dealing with. However, 116 000 hotlines are requested to share information about a
case in the following circumstances:
i.
ii.

If the case involves a national from another country (in this case: contact the organisation
operating the 116 000 hotline in the country concerned);
When there is clear indication that there is an added value in informing counterparts
abroad15.

15

Examples of circumstances in which there is a clear added value in informing counterparts abroad may be, inter alia, the
following: when the child disappears close to (up to 100 km) a border within the Schengen area; when one of the parents of
the missing child has a different nationality; when there are well established contacts of the family with another EU country;
etc.
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In both cases, the information will be passed on after consultation with and approval from
competent national authorities, in accordance to your cooperation agreement.
> Who to inform?
In the majority of the cases you will need to contact and inform the organisations operating
the 116 000 hotlines from neighbouring countries. However, there might be cases with clear
indications that the child has gone beyond the area of bordering states (e. g. a parental
abduction from a national or a third non-bordering country). You will find the contact details
from all the 116 000 hotlines in the Missing Children Europe contact booklet.
> How to inform?
Any information exchange should occur in a systematic and standardised way, according to a
well-defined and clear procedure. In this way, information will be better understood, and the
cooperation among organisations will be easier and more effective. Use the cross-border
cooperation template included below.
Inform Missing Children Europe members when a Child Alert is launched
If a Child Alert System is in place in your country, it is of the utmost importance that you inform 116
000 hotlines and Missing Children Europe members when an alert is launched. Whether you inform
all members or only organisations operating in the neighbouring countries, depends on the scope
of the case.

Child alert system: A child alert, Amber Alert or Child Rescue Alert is a tool used to alert the
public in cases of worrying/life threatening disappearances of children. The alert is only
disseminated following the decision of a mandated law enforcement agency or organisation
with official status regarding missing children who is able to provide services in cases of worrying
child disappearances, including abductions. These systems aim at quickly disseminating relevant
information about a very worrying child disappearance to the general public at large, through
a variety of channels, thus increasing the chances of finding the child.

4.2.

Steps for effective cooperation

Sometimes it might be sufficient to inform your counterparts abroad about a case of a missing
child. However, it may occur that you need the active cooperation of other NGOs, for instance
when you have to establish a contact with the national police in a foreign country, when the
parent(s) of a child who has disappeared in your country are nationals of a foreign EU Member
State, or when the child is likely to be in another Member State. In these cases, the person
responsible for the case should contact her/his colleagues abroad through the details provided in
the Missing Children Europe contact booklet.. In order to avoid confusion and duplication of work,
it is vital to respect the rule of appointing one person per organisation as single contact point for
each case.
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Upon appropriate contact by another 116 000 organisation, all 116 000 organisations agree
to undertake appropriate and timely support actions, in line with the services offered by the
organisation and in cooperation with the relevant national authorities, and to proactively
communicate these actions with other relevant 116 000 organisations.
> How to proceed?
chilFor the cooperation among 116 000 hotlines to be as smooth and as effective as possible,
Missing Children Europe developed a template for cross-border cooperation (p. 71-72).
1. If you merely want to inform your counterpart of on-going action: fill-in the information
exchange box in the Missing Children Europe cross-border cooperation template
2. If you need your counterpart to undertake action: fill-in the request for action box in the Missing
Children Europe cross-border cooperation template
3. In the latter case, always make sure to establish a telephone contact and go over the following
check-list of actions:
a) Discuss the situation and come to a common understanding and common action plan;
b) Agree on responsibilities: who does what?
c) Keep each other regularly informed on the progress of the case to ensure you are on the
same line. Agree on how to remain in contact;
d) Organise a feedback session after a case is closed. Also, in this case, it is essential that
this phase of cooperation is dealt with in a systematic and standardised manner. Use the
template for feedback given in this guide.
Ife)your request is not being answered, contact the Missing Children Europe Secretariat
who will function as intermediary.

4.3.

Tool: Cross-border cooperation template

This document is the tool you will use in case of a cross-border disappearance to send key
information about the missing child to another NGO running the hotline in a foreign country, and
if necessary ask for action.
Requesting organisation:

To - contacted organisation:

Country:
Date:

Country:
Date:

Contact details responsible case manager:
Name:
Direct phone:
E-mail address:

Purpose of contact:
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Information exchange (please tick the relevant box):
the case involves a national from the country of the contacted organisation
there is a clear indication for added value in informing the counterpart abroad16
following the launch of a Child Alert
other, please specify
You are submitting this information after consultation with and approval from competent national
authorities
yes
no
You are submitting this information after consultation with and approval from person with
parental authority
yes
no
Request for action (several options are possible):
establish a contact with national police
establish a contact with other relevant authorities
establish a contact with parent/family of the child living in the country
help with translation/interpretation
other, please specify

Information about the child:
Name and surname of the child:

Name and surname
representatives17 :

Nickname (if any):
Nationality:

Mother:
Father:

Passport number:
Date of birth:

parents/legal

Phone n°:
Phone n°:

Address of residence:

Description (height, weight, eye colour, hair
colour, particular signs etc):
Need for medical treatment:

of

Mother:
Father:

Information regarding the disappearance:
Date and place:

Type:

Disappearance reported to the police in requesting
yes

Case reference number:
Contact police officer in charge:

Runaways
Parental abduction
Criminal abduction
Lost, injured or otherwise missing

Examples of circumstances in which there is a clear added value in informing counterparts abroad may be, inter alia,
the following: when the child disappears close to (up to 100 km) a border within the Schengen area; when one of the
parents of the missing child has a different nationality; when there are well established contacts of the family with another
EU country; etc.
17
Please provide details about the child’s legal situation if legal rights are not belonging to the natural parents (e.g. the
child is placed under a relative’s care, in foster care or in an institution). Please specify if the child has been adopted.
16
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Missing unaccompanied migrant
minors
Not clear

no
Dossier forwarded to Interpol by the police:
yes
no
not known

Description of the situation:

in order to give specific information about the disappearance (the guide contains different
examples for each kind of disappearance).

Attached:
Picture of the child
Proof of police acknowledgement18
Court order
Other, please specify:

4.4.

yes
yes
yes

no
no
no

Tool: Feedback template for closed cross-border case

To establish increasingly effective cross-border cooperation, it is essential to follow up a case with
a feedback session, in order to understand whether the cooperation was good, what worked and
what did not, whether there are aspects that can be improved. Here is a document to fill in (the
first part is different for the requesting or the contacted organisation) and to exchange between
counterparts every time a cross-border case is closed. Ideally, if you are confronted with a case
lasting longer, you should have regular feedback and evaluation sessions with the counterpart
throughout the running of the case.
Summary of the case:
Please provide a short summary of the case.

Evaluation of overall cooperation:
Please elaborate on the following points, highlighting the positive & negative aspects of your
cooperation

18

A document proving that the case is a real case of disappearance, and that the police are aware of the information
exchange.
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Requesting organisation (please fill this box in if you initiated the contact);
What was the purpose of the contact?
Were you satisfied with the way the contacted organisation responded to your contact?
yes
no
if not, please specify:
Did you encounter any problem in:
1.
yes

no

if yes, please specify:

2. Carrying out the communication
yes
no
if yes, please specify:
3. The response/reaction you got from the contacted organisation
yes
no
if yes, please specify:
If you encountered any major problem/obstacle, please explain what did you expect
instead/how you would have liked the cooperation to proceed:
What worked well/what are the positive elements of this episode of cross-border cooperation?
Any other remark:

Contacted organisation (please fill this box in if you were contacted by another organisation):
What was the purpose of the contact?
If you were contacted only to be informed about a case, do you think it was relevant to inform
you?
yes
no
if not, please specify:
Did you encounter any problem in:
1.
yes

no

if yes, please specify:

2. The way the communication on the case was carried out
yes
no
if yes, please specify:
3. The response/action you were asked to undertake
yes
no
if yes, please specify:
Were you contacted on time, did you have enough time to achieve the request?
yes
no
if not, please specify:
Do you think that you needed further information on the case?
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yes

no

if yes, please specify:

Were you asked to do something that you could not do?
yes
no
if yes, please specify:
If you encountered any major problem/obstacle, please explain what did you expect
instead/how you would have liked the cooperation to proceed:
What worked well/what are the positive elements of this episode of cross-border cooperation?
Any other remark:

4.4.1. Protocols of cooperation
It is important to formalise roles and procedures in a multiagency protocol of cooperation or
Memorandum of Understanding. The MoU could be a general text to be applied to all cases of
children disappearing from alternative care, or could be specifically dedicated to the response of
missing children in migration cases. The MoU should be agreed among all actors involved in the
ffice
and shelters.
➔ Hotlines for missing children can be a key player in bringing together all the stakeholders
that could have a role in providing appropriate response to the disappearance of an
migrant child. Knowledge of the details related to the disappearance, the already
established cooperation with law enforcement agencies and other actors (e.g. magistrates,
social services) and the experience in development of multilateral protocols are particularly
useful.
➔ Periodical review of the cooperation agreement is recommended.
Checklists of elements to be included in a MoU related to responding to a disappearance
To which authority does the disappearance need to be reported
To which authority the missing case is assigned
Which authority is responsible for collecting information related to the disappearance
What are the tasks of each service after the disappearance of a child
If there are special procedures to be triggered in specific cases, what are the criteria to
trigger these procedures and who are the authorities in charge
✓ Who needs to be informed about the results of the investigation
✓ Authorities and other actors in charge of monitoring the application of this section of the
MoU
✓ Practical information and contact details of the relevant services
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

Periodic multi-agency meetings to analyse data collected and intelligence developed, monitor the
application of procedures and protocols and, if necessary, review them, is advised.
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➔ Some countries have experimented with
the creation of multi-agency hubs
services, migration services and antitrafficking experts to support the work of
grassroots professionals, to improve
cooperation
between
services,
especially in terms of information
sharing, data collection and research.

In the UK, Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) is
a core group of professionals who work
collaboratively. The core group tends to include the
police and children’s services safeguarding leads,
alongside representatives from probation and the
youth offending service, and in many cases health
and mental health practitioners. The core group
usually has access to many other services and
agencies that might be able to paint a more detailed
picture of the child’s criminal, social and family history.
Sometimes specialist workers may be brought in to
tackle an area of concern for a case.
Source: UK Home Office, Multi Agency Working and
Information Sharing Project Final report, 2014

4.4.2. Cross-border cooperation for children in migration
Cross-border cooperation in missing children in migration cases is very important, as many of these
children are expected to move or be moved across countries.
It is important that all the actors are aware of the tools and procedures available in case a missing
child in migration is suspected to have crossed the border.
➔ As mentioned above, in these cases it is important that the carer demands to insert an
alert in the Schengen Information System (SIS II) and the publication of an Interpol yellow
notice
Interpol Yellow Notices are a law enforcement tool aimed at increasing the chances of a
missing person being located, particularly if there is a possibility that the person might travel, or
be taken, abroad. A Yellow Notice serves a global alert to help locate missing persons, or to
identify persons who are unable to identify themselves. While some Yellow Notices are restricted
to law enforcement use only, many are available publicly. For a yellow notice to be issued, a
local police authority should get in touch with their INTERPOL National Central Bureau.

Apart from The European network of 116 000 hotlines for missing children, several networks of
professionals and expert organisations have been developed to support the work of authorities in
the protection of children in migration across borders.
➔ The Separated Children in Europe Programme (SCEP) seeks to improve the situation of
separated children through research, policy analysis and advocacy at the national and
regional levels. SCEP developed a European NGO network, comprising of at least one
NGO member from each country, aiming at becoming a key platform in the protection
and promotion of the rights of separated children. The network enables the exchange of
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information, expertise and good practices and supports grassroots professionals working
with children19.
➔ The European Network of Guardianship Institutions (ENGI) is a network that aims to improve
services for unaccompanied children in the member states of the European Union through
guardianship development and assistance to practitioners and their organisations. Among
other activities, ENGI has worked towards the improvement of the service of guardians in
Dublin procedures, in particular family reunification. A helpdesk was created to assist
guardians on several elements of the reunification under Dublin20:
o Making the best interests of the child concrete;
o Help with getting insights into the factors that are important in a reunification
process;
o Providing contact details;
o Information about the process in any EU country;
o Positioning of the guardian in the legal Dublin procedures.

4.5.

Tool: Overview of hotlines’ membership of other networks and their areas
of expertise

In 2016, Missing Children Europe put together the first overview of the hotlines
divided by operational activities, research, advocacy and awareness raising. It also lists which other
networks the hotlines are members of. The overview will be updated regularly ad can be found in
are looking for partners to collaborate with in new projects, or if they are looking for training in a
specific area of interest.

19

For more information, see http://www.scepnetwork.org/

20

For more information, see http://engi.eu/projects/dublin-support-for-guardians/
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5. Missing Children Europe
5.1. Mission, vision, principles
Missing Children Europe is the European federation for missing and sexually exploited children.
We represent a network of 30 NGOs in 29 countries in Europe21. All Missing Children Europe
members deal with cases of missing and/or sexually exploited children at grass-roots level, and
work in the field of prevention and support for victims and their families. For more information,
please visit the website: www.missingchildreneurope.eu.
Missing Children Europe vision is that all children should be able to rely on effective and holistic
systems of child protection, where all measures are taken to empower and protect them from any
situation of harm.
The mission of Missing Children Europe is to enable the development of effective and holistic child
protection systems to:
prevent children from going missing,
protect children from any risk of violence and abuse that may lead to or result from going
missing.
Principles
We believe that the best use is made of our resources if we enhance the specificity of our work, by
focusing on the problem of missing, including high quality responses to upstream and downstream
causes and effects of the problem.

5.2.

Governance
ivities.

You can fi

strategy 2018-2022 here.

See the team profiles on the website here.
The secretariat is available for its members and the 116 000 hotline network for any questions or
support they might need.
The work of the Secretariat is monitored by the Board of Directors which consists of members with
Board is to review and guide the activities of the organisation as a whole to help ensure that the
mission and vision become reality.
Since Missing Children Europe is a member based organisation, we are governed by our annual
General Assemblies where all members have a seat with voting rights. Issues of importance for
the organisation are decided according to the democratic principles set out in the bylaws.

21

Situation in the year 2017
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5.3.

Services (what we do for our members)

As a member based organisation, the
of the work done by Missing Children Europe
is the services provided to support our members. Our support covers a wide range of activities
from projects to build capacity and the sharing of best practices among hotlines, to communication,
advocacy, and training. You can find the Membership strategy here which details the many ways
we work on supporting our members.
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5.3.1. Projects: 116 000
Since the EC decision in 2007 reserving the number 116 000 for the use as a missing children
hotline, Missing Children Europe has carried out four projects which focused on developing the
services and capacities of the hotline network.
2008-2009: Implementation and communication of 116 000: the European telephone
number for missing children
Objectives

Results

1. Identifying and sharing of best practices to
facilitate implementation

1. Best Practice guide
2. Communication campaign

2. Developing & launching of the European
information campaign on 116 000

2009-2011: The European 116 000 network: towards a high quality service and effective
cross-border cooperation
Objectives
Result
1. Define common minimum quality Practical Guide for Hotline Operators, first
standards for 116 000 hotlines
edition
2. Set out basic rules for an effective
cross-border cooperation
2012-2014: Harmonised case management and data collection for 116 000 hotlines for
missing children
Objectives
Results
1.Enable the 116 000 hotlines to deal with Harmonised CRM system first version
calls and case management in an
efficient and harmonised way
2. Cooperate more efficiently in cross-border
disappearances
3. Enhance data collection on the
phenomenon of missing children at national
and EU level
2014-2016: Minimising violence through quality control: Monitoring & Evaluating 116 000
hotlines to prevent, support and protect missing children
Objectives
1. Set up an accreditation mechanism based
on monitoring and evaluating the 116 000
hotlines
2. Evaluate all operational hotlines against the
defined mechanism
3. Define an action plan with each hotline to
improve their services

Results
1. Identification of a set of 69 standards and
indicators for service quality
2. An updated Practical Guide for Hotline
Operators
3. An accreditation guidelines booklet
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4. First round of accreditation visits,
assessments and action plans
19 hotlines
accredited

5.3.2. Communication and branding tools
Brand identity, recognition and consistency is an important aspect of awareness raising and
establishing credibility of a brand or activity. The original purpose of setting up a single social
hotline number for cases of missing children across Europe was the ability of potential hotline
callers to be able to recognize and identify the number in all countries of the EU as the same
hotline for the protection of missing children. The idea is to reassure families that it is the same
number that provides the same support for missing children and their families. Therefore, having
memory of a brand to its purpose especially when they are not in a familiar environment. With this
in mind, a special 116 000 logo was designed for all organisations operating the 116 000 hotline.
One of the key challenges reported consistently by hotlines for missing children is the lack of
awareness of the hotline amongst the public. Having an established and consistent brand
throughout Europe could help in resolving this issue.

1. 116 000 hotline logo
Find the 116 000 logo here. All communication and marketing material that talk about or refer to
the 116 000 hotline or children who have or are being supported through the hotline should
ideally display this logo which serves to reinforce the memory of the number as well as its purpose.
The logo can be used together with other logos but should not be modified or altered in any way
including the colour, orientation etc. It should also always have some white space around the logo
if being placed along with other logos or design elements.
2. Videos
Several videos have been created to communicate about the hotline and the different categories
of missing children that the hotlines support. Find a list of videos created by Missing Children Europe
that could be used to raise awareness below:
•

•

Futures: A colourful, positive video that talks about how the hotline saves children and their
futures. The video serves to be an awareness raising video for the 116 000 hotline towards
the public and potential callers and is encouraged to be used and shared by members
and hotlines. The length of the full video is 2:33 mins but also exists in a shorter version of
30 seconds that can be used routinely on social media and youtube advertising. The video
is available in 17 EU languages. All videos can be found on our youtube page here:
https://www.youtube.com/user/EFMSEChildren
o Full English version: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=76fbvCULwrQ
o 30 second English version: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aQHg0CLpdic
Why is accreditation for hotline important: A practical video with short interviews of various
stakeholders including the European Commission, Missing Children Europe, and academia
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•

made to explain why the monitoring and accreditation of hotlines is important and how it
enables better protection of children and support for families. The video is especially
relevant for the 19 member organisations that have gone through the accreditation
process with Missing Children Europe and want to showcase the quality of their services
towards the public, partners or funders.
o Full
general
English
version
with
19
hotline
logos:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zACxQ6Qdb_8
o Individually customised videos have been created and shared with the relevant
hotlines in the relevant languages.
Find a Cross-Border Family Mediator: A short 30 second video that explains how mediation
can help resolve family conflict as well as parental abductions.
o Short
30
second
version
ideal
for
social
media
advertising:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cAsm63Craik
o The complete video of 2:38 mins (also available in German, French and Spanish):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3REL8zwnoXE&t=2s

•
404 Error pages with posters of missing children from that country. The app is available in
7 countries (Belgium, Greece, France, Cyprus, Italy, Spain and the UK) and the video is
available
in
6
languages
on
our
youtube
channel:
https://www.youtube.com/user/EFMSEChildren
o The English video is available: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h3tlzdEfvYA

5.3.3. Advocacy
At the European level, Missing Children Europe carries out monitoring of legislation relevant to the
field of missing children and child rights in general. We cooperate with the European institutions
regularly and give input to the political process based on the evidence collected each year in the
annual data survey. In this survey, we collect data on missing children from all the national hotlines.
This is the only data report of its kind published in Europe, and it is as such a valuable source of
knowledge and evidence for policy makers at the European level.
Please see the annual Figure and Trends on missing children for 2018 here.
Through the continuous work done by Missing Children Europe, the rights of missing children and
their families, as well as the work done by the hotlines, have been promoted and linked to relevant
current legislative developments and key political documents in the European Parliament, the
European Commission, the European Council, and in international organisations such as the
Council of Europe.

5.3.4. Training
Missing Children Europe has put together a training programme for members on the basis of the
Membership strategy and the needs assessment that was filled in by members.
This training programme includes member to member and expert webinars, member hubs, a
buddy system, advocacy modules, workshops, study visits and much more. For a full list of
opportunities available to members, please check the Membership strategy or the services
mentioned above in 5.3. All members have the opportunity to benefit from this training for free.
The list of topics and themes concerned have been shortlisted from the needs assessment survey.
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