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1. INTRODUCTION 

The steady migration flow from third countries to Italy and Europe entails a 

major side-effect, that is unaccompanied minors (UAM) coming from third 

countries who are not asylum seekers. 

The presence of UAMs is now a constant factor in the arrivals in Italy; the 

statistics available show how the number of unaccompanied immigrant 

children has steadily grown in the last few years. 

Although the EU Countries have all ratified the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, which lays down rules binding EU Countries to protect all children within 

their own national territories, in reality, the principle of the child’s best 

interests is disobeyed, especially when it comes to UAMs. Migration policies 

are much more aimed at developing measures to control and curb migrants’ 

entries as well as at facilitating repatriation even involving those minors who 

have been obliged to fled their own country. 

The issue is still more serious when considering that these children are alone, 

far from their home country and that, above all, they are a category of persons 

who lack any protection and means of sustenance and are, therefore, the most 

vulnerable category that, for this reason, are quite often victims of organized 
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crime engaged in both human trafficking and child exploitation as their major 

source of profit. 

It must also be stressed that most UAMs arriving in Italy want, indeed, to reach 

other European Countries, which are the final destination of their journey. That 

means that many of the children taken in the care of public authorities, after a 

first more or less long stay, flee the assigned reception facilities in order to 

reach prearranged final destinations. Data gathered show that about 30% of 

UAMs leave first placement facilities within 48 hours, 58% within the first week1. 

These ‘escapes’ imply an obligation for minor’s guardian to file a missing 

persons report with local police forces who, in turn, shall enter missing 

persons’ personal data into both national (SDI) and international (S.I.S. II) 

databases. 

It is just this stage as well as the following ones relating to the search and 

finding of missing children that have highlighted some major critical points, 

which impair the full exercising of both children’s fundamental rights and 

their best interests thus clashing with the general principles ratified in the 

international legislation on UAM. 

In particular, the standard handling of missing children cases has highlighted 

the lack of true and factual continuity within Schengen in the protection 

procedure applied to minors on their arrival, as relates to both information 

exchange between Member States and the possibility to trace back their 

identity with certainty (given to them on their arrival in Europe) once they have 

been detected in any Member State. 

The project ‘VIGILA ET PROTEGE: TO SEARCH AND PROTECT 

UNACCOMPAINED MINORS – FIGHT AGAINST INVISIBILITY’ forms part of the 

shared effort to cope with this problem, to analyse the phenomenon in its 

complexity and suggest some solutions aimed at harmonizing both national 

                                                           
1
  See also the Fifth

th
 Report on UAM in Italy carried out by ANCI (National Association of Italian Municipalities) in 

2012. 
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and international procedures, in line with the general principles set out in the 

European laws issued in this field. 

Nonetheless, identifying and proposing solutions to these problems was no 

easy task since a number of bodies of different nature interact with the child s 

world, in particular with the unaccompanied one’s, that is Judicial Authority, 

for one, not to mention central and local government administrations, Police 

Forces or still the many non-governmental organizations involved in the very 

first stage relating to reception and support of newly arrived minors. 

To this end, dialogue between the different stakeholders has been strongly 

encouraged to analyse all stages of the procedure relating to unaccompanied 

minors, from their arrival in Italy to their disappearance, from the search for  

and finding of them in order to be able to identify the precise stage in which to 

legally intervene, thus solving the highlighted problems.  

When structuring this project all the general principles, issued by European 

legislation since 2001 in the field of unaccompanied children, were duly taken 

into account. Europe, indeed, through a number of initiatives has already 

highlighted specific priorities in this field: 

 To guarantee continuity at European level of the child’s protection2; 

 To give top priority to the child’s best interest throughout the whole 

procedure affecting them3; 

 To optimize the use of means already available to solve relevant 

problems4; 

 To guarantee a reliable statistical analysis of the UAM phenomenon5. 

Specifically for the purpose to implement such principles the Commission, 

in 2012 within the framework of the Intermediate Report6 of the Action Plan 

on UAM, stated the importance of developing strategies in favour of 

minors. 

                                                           
2
  Council Directive 2001/55/EC of 20/07/2001 

3
  Action Plan 2010/2014 EC on Unaccompanied Alien Minors 

4
  European Parliament Resolution of 12/09/2013  

5
  European Parliament Resolution of 12/09/2013 

6
  Intermediate Report EC 02/09/2012 
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It is just on the basis of both these guidelines and the highlighted problems 

that the project ‘VIGILA ET PROTEGE: TO SEARCH AND PROTECT 

UNACCOMPANIED MINORS – FIGHT AGAINST INVISIBILITY’ was structured 

producing the following results: 

 11 study visits to as many European Countries7 aimed at understanding 

implemented reception and protection systems as well as acquiring 

statistics (if available)8; 

 10 national workshops held in as many cities9affected by this 

phenomenon and aimed, through an exchange of experiences with 

workers in this sector10, at both understanding the practical 

implementation of Italy’s reception and protection system involving 

UAM and detecting relevant weak points; 

 1 international workshop11aimed at sharing with other Countries the 

solutions to detected problems highlighted by a project analysis12; 

 Several presentations of this project on many forums and in international 

meetings13. 

The general purposes of this project are: 

 To optimize the use of S.I.S. II with its new functions in both research and 

post-it stages; 

 To select procedures in common with the different Member States by 

proposing amendments to both the S.I.Re.N.E. Manual and the Best 

Practice Catalogues.  

 To enhance information exchange between countries. 

 

                                                           
7
  Poland, Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, France, Lithuania, Latvia, Portugal, Malta, the Czech Republic and Slovakia 

8
  Reliable statistics on UAM are not available in all countries 

9
  Agrigento, Catania, Rome, Florence, Genoa, Milan, Udine, Venice, Bolzano and L’Aquila 

10
 Juvenile Justice Authority, Police Forces, Local Authorities, Non-Governmental Organization, various experts, see, in 
this respect, the lists of participants enclosed 

11
 Held in Rome on 10-11 July 2014 

12
  See lists of participants and documents enclosed 

13
 Eighth European Forum on the Rights of the Child in Bruxelles17-18 December 2013; meeting SIS-SIRENE of 
05/02/2014; meeting SIS-SIRENE of 22/09/2014 
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2. PRESENT SITUATION 

As already said, the phenomenon of UAMs arriving in Italy and, through Italy, in 

all European countries is closely linked to the immigration phenomenon in 

general, which has taken on an ever-growing dimension in the past few years. 

The available data relating to recent years have allowed us to come to the 

conclusion that immigration must be regarded as a top-priority issue not only 

at national but also at European level. 

It is considered appropriate to open a forum on this subject seeing the 

participation of the other European Countries in order to agree on a ‘shared 

reception and protection strategy’, enhancing those means already available 

today and adopting all those measures to tackle immigration appropriately, 

including the adjustment of existing legislation, if necessary. 

 The available statistics14 

show that in 2014 (first 

six-month period) the 

number of arrivals in 

Italy have reached 

considerable levels, 

even worrisome if 

referred to annual 

projection. 

 

 

The chart in figure 1 shows the trend of the immigration flow to Italy in 2013 

and 2014. In 2013 there were 42,925 arrivals, whereas in 2014, with reference to 

just the first six months of this year, there have already been 59,400 arrivals in 

total15. 

                                                           
14

 Statistics by the Ministry of the Interior 
15

 Data updated to September relate to as many as 72,000 arrivals recorded in 2014. 

Figure1: statistics of arrivals by sea in 2013and in the first six-month period of 2014 



 
8 

The arrivals of UAMs are obviously proportionate to the statistics shown. 

According to both national16 and international17 legislation, ‘unaccompanied 

minors’ means third-country nationals or stateless persons below the age of 

18 years who arrive on the territory of the Member States unaccompanied by 

an adult responsible for them whether by law or custom, and for as long as 

they are not effectively taken into the care of such person, or minors who are 

left unaccompanied after they have entered the territory of the Member States. 

This issue, which has 

become a very delicate 

one, is now a top priority to 

national designated bodies, 

especially because of the 

considerable proportions 

this phenomenon has 

taken on over the years. As 

shown in figure 2, there 

have been 6,000 arrivals of 

UAMs in 201418 out of a total 

of 9,300 minors, approximately a thousand more in comparison with2013. 

The reasons for their arrival are rather heterogeneous, though linked to request 

for protection after fleeing conflicts in their origin countries, persecution, 

domestic violence, criminal organizations engaged in crimes such as 

exploitation of minors or human trafficking. Others, on the other hand, may 

also try to migrate just in search for a better future, in order to fulfil their 

education and employment goals or simply to be reunited with their own 

families that are already living in one of Europe’s countries. 

                                                           
16

 DPCM (Decree of the Prime Minister) 535/1999 Art. 1 
17

 Directive 2001/55/EC Article 2 
18

 Data updated to 30/06/2014 

Figura 2 Dati statistici 2013/2014 sui minori e MSNA 
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The origin of these minors is heterogeneous, too, since the geographical 

regions they belong to have also been changing over the years in relation to 

socio-political changes of the international scenarios. Recently there was a 

significant increase in children migrating from Northern Africa in comparison 

with those ones from the Middle East as shown in figures 3 and 4. 

 

Figure 3 Table showing UAM’s origin 

 

 

Figure 4 Table of UAM’s trend related to their origin 
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The minors’ age, too, has turned out to be rather diversified, although it is clear from 

the table below, that most minors, when arriving, declare to belong to the 16/17 age 

bracket. 

 

The number of UAMs currently received and cared for in Italy has reached a record 

high in 2014 compared to the previous years. In June 2014, there were 9,337 UAMs 

under protection and care in Italy placed in specialised centres or with foster families. 

This graph illustrates the 

pattern of recent years. 

Once in Italy, under Article 

19 of the Consolidated 

Immigration Law UAMs 

cannot be removed except 

in special cases. Italian 

legislation regarding 

UAMs combines rules 

concerning minors and 



 
11 

rules concerning immigration and is based on a distribution of tasks among central 

and local authorities. 

Owing to such interaction of rules, the incoming UAMs who will not apply for 

asylum will begin a well-defined reception and protection procedure made up 

of the following steps, grounded on the non-removal principle19: 

 arrival and placement in a safe place20, responsibility lies with the local 

authority (town council); 

 identification, age assessment and status assessment; 

 medical examination; 

 enquiries into family background; 

 placement21 with a reception centre with special provisions for minors or 

a family, for social integration; 

 appointment of a legal guardian22, i.e. someone who will represent the 

child’s interests during all the procedures that may affect them. The 

appointed guardian is usually the person in charge of the assistance 

entity or reception centre caring for the child. Guardianship will be also 

relevant at the time of this project’s specific focus, i.e. in case of the 

child’s disappearance/escape; 

 assisted voluntary return23 (if conditions are met) or start of the 

integration process (access to school education, medical assistance24). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
19

 Articles 19 and 31(4)of Law 586/98 
20

 Civil Code Article 403 
21

 Law 184/1983 
22

 Law 184/1983; Civil Code Article 343 and ff. 
23

 Consolidated Immigration Law No. 286/1998 Article 33 
24

 Consolidated Immigration Law No. 286/1998 Article 34 
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3. MANAGEMENT OF UAMs IN ITALY 

As already mentioned, Italian legislation25 forbids the removal of minors below 

the age of 18 years, except in very special cases, as international law does. 

Notably, the ban can only be lifted on grounds of public or national security. 

Therefore, Italian authorities are subject to an obligation to receive and protect 

minors upon their arrival. 

The national procedure includes a number of specific stages, each one with a 

specific purpose, method and stakeholder involved. Such stages  are as follows: 

 First contact (arrival), rescue and first aid 

This stage is initiated immediately after the first contact with UAMs and 

includes any and all activities connected with first aid and fulfilment of 

basic needs by providing food, personal care, clothing, proper first 

accommodation. It then provides the following essential services: 

 First health screening; 

 Identification; 

 Age assessment; 

 UAM status assessment; 

 Information on legislation and what protection procedures can be 

initiated; 

During this stage police forces are usually responsible for rescue and 

identification while representatives of other agencies and entities, either 

public or private, will carry out age assessment and information. 

 First reception and status determination 

During this stage, an available accommodation centres selected by the 

Interior Ministry in cooperation with the Ministry of Labour and Social 

Policies and local authorities (municipalities) and regions. Children are 

therefore placed at one of these centres having special provisions for 

                                                           
25

 Consolidated Immigration Law No. 286/1998, Article 19(2) 
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minors and have the opportunity to apply for protection. They are 

entitled to obtain a residence permit26;  

 Second reception and integration 

After thus outlining the situation and choosing among the legal options 

available (protection, asylum, etc.), the unaccompanied minor is finally 

placed by the Judge at a facility or with a family where the necessary 

integration programmes and processes can begin. 

Under Italian legislation27, all the authorities involved in the management of the 

child (carrying out health or care activity) have a duty to immediately notify the 

Ministry of Labour and Social Policies28 when a UAM is detected entering or 

staying in Italy by mailing in an ad hoc form. 

Such notification must be equally made to the Public Prosecutor’s Office at 

the local Juvenile Court as well as to the Guardianship Judge in view of 

appointing a guardian for the minor. The notification should include all 

available information: name, nationality, health condition, means of support 

and temporary address, any action taken, parents, living conditions and 

education. 

The data collected by the Interior Ministry go into a common database called 

‘S.I.M.’ (Minors Information System) launched by the Ministry of Labour and 

Social Policies and made available to the various stakeholders involved, e.g. the 

Judiciary, local administration (regions and municipalities), Juvenile Courts etc., 

so that they can enter, retrieve and modify data on unaccompanied minors 

they are called upon to handle in conformity with their respective functions 

while performing their respective tasks, from the moment these minors enter 

the country to the one they come of age. 

                                                           
26

 DPR 394/1999 Article 28 
27

 Article 5 of DPCM (Decree of Prime Minister) No. 535/1999 
28

 General Directorate for Immigration and Integration Policies 



 
14 

Such database contains extensive information concerning minors, ranging from 

their life events before reaching Italy to family circumstances and a 

psychological, medical and cultural profile as well as all other information 

gathered during the reception process in Italy such as placement, judicial 

orders etc. The system also shows a real time update of places available at 

reception centres. 

The ‘S.I.M.’ is still under trial in seven Italian provinces (Ancona, Bari, 

Bologna, Crotone, Siracusa, Turin and Venice) and soon due for 

implementation throughout the country. 

In the light of the above, the major steps after first reception are definitely age 

assessment and exact identification of minors. 

These steps should not be regarded as restraints on minors, but as very 

important measures taken in order to ensure them the fairest of protection. 

Exact identification makes it possible to enforce the right support and care 

tools such as appointing a guardian or trying to trace family members through 

diplomatic channels.  

Moreover, exact identification enables to monitor minors throughout their 

integration and protection path, not only in Italy but also in the rest of Europe, 

thus avoiding to create a category of ‘invisibles’ who may easily fall prey to 

organized crime.  

Italian legislation29 allows police forces to carry out identification by means of 

an individual’s distinctive characteristics, i.e. by taking their photographs and 

fingerprints30, when exact identification cannot be obtained by any other 

means. 

                                                           
29

 Article 6(4) of the Consolidated Immigration Law: ‘… when there are grounded reasons to doubt immigrants’ 
identity, they are identified by means of fingerprints and photographs’ 

30
 Specialist legislation (Article 349 of the code of criminal procedure) provides for identification as a consequence of a 
suspected offence. 
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Although there is no complete agreement on this method, no reason seems to 

exist why children below the age of fourteen cannot be taken their fingerprints 

for identification31, either by way of prevention or after committing an offence. 

Concerning age assessment, it should be noted that according to Italian 

legislation32 adult age begins at 18. If no identity document is available to 

provide age evidence and doubts arise on the age declared, this piece of 

information will be verified and established by the competent authorities, 

having full respect for the rights and safeguards that minors are entitled to in 

terms of health and dignity.  

Age assessment should occur mainly by interviews with cultural mediators and 

psychologists who can estimate a person’s age, but medical assessment 

instruments can also be used if necessary. 

After identification, the minor’s photographs and fingerprints are stored into 

the national Automatic Fingerprint Identification System (AFIS) and a single 

identification code is generated (C.U.I.). Minors can now start the integration 

and protection process envisaged for them by Italian legislation until they are 

place out of the process because they have come of age, reunited with their 

families or returned to their country. 

Another circumstance that may place these minors out of this process is if they 

escape or disappear from accommodation centres, special centres for minors 

or foster families. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
31

 Minors up to the age of 14. 
32

 Article 2(1) of the Italian Civil Code 
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4. DISAPPEARANCE OF UAMs 

The event of UAMs disappearing should not by any means be underrated, as 

statistics show that it occurs more and more frequently. 

 

As the graph shows, UAMs who left the centres or families they had been 

entrusted to were 2,155 in the first semester of 2014. Protection for these 

minors must be ensured even after their disappearance in order to prevent 

them from joining an ‘invisible’ army ready to be recruited and exploited by 

transnational criminal organizations engaging in human trafficking or other 

forms of child exploitation. 

On the other hand, the reception and integration tools implemented locally 

upon arrival seem to have encouraged minors to remain in the centres and 

reduced the total number of escapes. The summarizing table33 shows that, 

compared with previous years, the number of minors running away from care 

during its early stages has decreased (from 62% in 2006 to 28.1% in 2014), 

although it remains very high in absolute terms. 

                                                           
33

 Source: Fifth ANCI report on UAMs and National Report on UAMs by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policies.  
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Almost all age groups were involved in escape cases, but mostly the group 

closer to age 18: the next table clearly shows that in 2014 out of 2,155 escapes 

about 75% were among children aged 16 or 17. 

 

YEAR MINORS RECEIVED – IN CARE 
UNTRACEABLE 

VARIATION 
RATE  Total  Number 

2006 7870 
1nd Rec. 6012 3783 62 % 

2nd Rec. 3515 692 20 % 

2008 7213 
1st Rec. 4176 1676 40,1 % 

2ndRec. 3841 896 23,3% 

2010 4588 
1st Rec. 3352 1050 31,3 % 

2nd Rec. 2523 201 8 % 

2012 7575 
1st Rec. 4540 1192 26,6 % 

2nd Rec. 4120 562 13,5 % 

2014 9337 
1st Rec. 5842 1635 28,1 % 

2nd Rec. 4364 520 11,8 % 
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One of the reasons for escaping is that Italy often only represents a transit 

country, the entrance door to reach countries in northern Europe which are the 

real final destinations of the long journey undertaken by many immigrants. 

Another reason for escaping is dissatisfaction with the reception and 

accommodation system for immigrants, which may appear inadequate. 

It should be added that our overall system is often slow and dysfunctional, 

although more because of the large numbers it has to deal with than because 

of intrinsic shortcomings. The complexity in the procedures (first and second 

reception, etc.) and a long waiting time before decisions are taken (e.g. issue of 

a residence permit) often make UAMs prefer to leave and seek for a prospect of 

better life elsewhere. 

Confirmation of the above circumstances has come during the national 

workshops conducted during the project in some Italian areas highly affected 

by immigrant landings (Agrigento and Catania). 

Debate among professionals in this field has revealed that UAMs arriving in 

Italy usually leave our border areas within 48 hours and travel on to central and 

northern Europe (particularly Sweden, Norway, Germany and Switzerland) 

where their families are already firmly settled. Most of them therefore arrive in 

Italy with an already well-defined migration project to settle in northern 

European countries in search of a better future than they can have in their 

countries of origin due to the serious and sometimes dramatic situations they 

are forced to flee from. 

However, the application or interpretation of European legislation often makes 

it impossible for children being cared for in Italy to continue their journey to 

their final destinations and obtain protection from those countries. For this 

reason they often refuse identification and try to escape as soon as possible. 
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A clear example was the case of 38 UAMs (survivors of the shipwreck of 11 

October 2013) transferred to specialised facilities. Although immediate action 

was taken to allow their reunification with parents or relatives in Europe, 

unfortunately most of them ran away before procedures came to an end, 

convinced as they were that such procedures would take too long and their 

outcome was uncertain. 

In other cases, real criminal organizations will ‘take care’ of these UAMs 

facilitating their transfer to other countries. In particular, the main routes from 

Sicily go through Milan or Rome and then on to the north, by private car or 

train, to Germany and then Sweden and Norway, or through Paris to Holland or 

Great Britain.  

It should be noted that an agreement was recently34 signed between the 

Ministry of Interior, Ministry of Labour and Social Policies, Ministry of Economy, 

local authorities (regions and provinces) and other organizations to shape a 

reception system capable of quickly and respectfully responding to the arrival 

of migrants in general and unaccompanied minors in particular.  

The national action plan aims at improving cooperation between institutions at 

various levels, speeding up the process of identification, access to protection 

and the issuing of residence permits, strengthening and improving the 

reception of unaccompanied minors while providing stay conditions that 

reduce the number of escapes. 

In particular, highly-specialised governmental first reception facilities for 

minors are going to be established, ensuring adequate support upon first 

detection or contact. They are expected to guarantee that identification, age 

assessment (according to the principles set out above) and UAM status 

assessment are implemented, so that reunification with relatives living in other 

EU countries takes place expeditely. 

                                                           
34

 On 9 July 2014 – see enclosure 
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However, critical issues still remain such as the difficulty in identifying minors, 

one of the major obstacles to effectively taking responsibility for them 

according to the judges and magistrates attending the national workshops; 

other critical issues are a lack of reception facilities and specific services, the 

difficulty in designing and implementing assisted voluntary returns, and the 

difficulty in finding foster families and providing foster care in general. Finally, 

the main problem encountered is undoubtedly a lack of economic resources. 

 

5. COMPARISON WITH OTHER EUROPEAN SITUATIONS 

As already mentioned, during the project one study visit was carried out in each 

of the 11 participating European countries35 which were chosen either because 

of the peculiar challenges they faced when handling cases involving minors or 

the greater commitment required of them in this sensitive area or simply 

because of their readiness to welcome and interface with our delegations. 

It must be said here straight away that we do not intend to make value 

judgments on the different procedures we observed during our visits. We will 

simply try to describe and compare in a single report the different ways in 

which similar situations are tackled with no other purpose than to demonstrate 

that important or significant issues are sometimes addressed differently across 

Europe. 

Visits were conducted by different people who used a questionnaire with a 

summary of the basic information to be collected. After each visit a report was 

drawn up to be used for final comparison.  

Though acknowledging the typical features and peculiarities of the various 

solutions encountered during our visits, we would like to make a few general 

remarks before we get into a detailed comparison. 

The analysed countries have in fact transposed into domestic law the European 

directives dealing with, among other things, the handling of UAMs, including 

                                                           
35

 Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Portugal, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Poland, France, Romania, Bulgaria and Malta 
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those seeking international protection, but the procedures for applying these 

directives are still very divergent. An initial comparative analysis has shown that 

some countries use a different approach to tackle the issue of UAMs, especially 

in some basic, key areas such as: 

 identification,  

 record-keeping (databases),  

 age assessment,  

 handling of the missing-child phase,  

 handling of the ‘post-hit’ phase; 

 statistics. 

As regards the question of statistics, it should be emphasized that available 

data are not always reliable, sources are sometimes different and most 

countries were unable to provide reliable information on the numbers of 

received, detected, handled or returned UAMs. A little more data were available 

on the overall situation of minors, but it is self-evident that these data have no 

relevance for the purposes of this project. 

This confirms what had already been established in 2013 by the European 

Parliament Resolution36 which underlined the need to make the best use of the 

tools already available in order to be able to provide reliable statistical data 

and, as a consequence, to be aware of the extent of the child migration 

phenomenon. 

 

Identification 

Identification is an essential step to ensure full, continuing and adequate protection 

to UAMs arriving in the Schengen area. Making sure that newly arrived children have 

an exact and reliable identification prevents them from moving around in Europe 

under other identities, thus swelling the ranks of the ‘invisibles’ who easily fall prey 

to criminal organizations engaging in all forms of child exploitation. 

                                                           
36

 European Parliament Resolution of 12 Sept. 2013 
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The importance of this procedure is also confirmed by the European Parliament in a 

resolution of 201337 where he was recognized as a specific responsibility of States to 

identify unaccompanied minors arriving.  

It also wants to emphasize that the identification procedure should not be considered 

as a mere police activities and, therefore, as such taxing. Instead, it must be 

considered an activity that took place for the protection of the minor, aimed at the 

realization of its interests and its migration project whatever it is.  

Moreover, the fundamental general principle enshrined in all international standards 

on children states that every action put in place by the competent bodies in the 

management of the child must be guided, aimed, reaching out exclusively to the 

interests of the minor.  

The reliable identification of incoming MSNA is the key link of the whole chain of acts 

and procedures that apply to the boy even in the later stage of acceptance.  

It is for this reason that harmonize the rules for the implementation of the 

identification and ensure the subsequent storage of the information acquired is an 

integral part of a healthy and complete protection of the child.  

What is suggested, therefore, is to draw up a document aimed at identifying 

standardization of procedures, as required in the aforementioned resolution of 2012 

by the European Parliament and in the Action Plan 2010-2014, in which are fixed three 

fundamental principles:  

• obligation to fingerprint capture for MSNA incoming or otherwise found in the 

Schengen trying to reduce as much as possible the age limit for fingerprinting. The 

ideal would be to take the fingerprints of all38 because the more you go down with 

                                                           
3737

 Ris. 12/09/2013 on the UAMs situation in UE (2012/2263(INI)) 
38 During  the project were interviewed experts in the field of fingerprints of both the State Police of the 

Carabinieri who confirmed that fingerprints are "usefully" be acquired immediately after birth. In fact, the 

formation of the final design that will accompany the person throughout the course of life is made even 

already in the process of gestation. 
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age and the greater the likelihood that they hide behind the disappearances illegal 

behaviors such as abduction, trafficking or exploitation;  

• compulsory acquisition of the photos for all children coming;  

• interviews with experts able to assess the actual origin of the child or belonging to 

specific ethnic groups in relation to the subsequent possibility of eventual 

repatriation to the country of origin  

Currently there is no common approach to the identification both theoretical and 

operational. 

Visits conducted in the areas mostly affected by immigration in Italy and interviews 

with workers in this field have revealed that an accurate and effective identification 

procedure is a rather difficult process to carry out due to a number of challenges 

arising, on the one hand, from the large number of daily arrivals in our country, and, 

on the other, from the organizational and logistical difficulties inherent in the system 

itself. The result is that immigrants, including minors, often manage to distance 

themselves from reception facilities before they can be identified.  

However, although this is one of the major problems, the number of immigrants 

avoiding identification has gone down thanks to Italy’s ‘Mare Nostrum’ 

operation which envisages that migrants picked up at sea are identified directly on 

board the rescue ship. 

According to the results of national workshops an exact identification procedure 

should include the following steps: 

- photo and fingerprinting, i.e. taking pictures and fingerprint data of each 

minor; 

- entry of acquired data into a database that can be accessed not only 

nationally but also by other Schengen countries. An ideal solution would be to 

enter data into national AFIS systems. 

By contrast, the project visits have shown significant variations in the way in which this 

sensitive procedure is carried out in the examined European countries. 
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First of all, while broadly similar legislation is in place in the various countries which 

allows competent authorities to carry out photo and fingerprinting procedures, there 

are differences in the lower minimum age for taking these identification data. Some 

countries have set the age limit at 12 years39, some at 14 years40 and for other 

countries no age limit could be determined41.  

Another difference lies in the identification data taken in each Member State. 

Fingerprinting of children does not cover the same set of data in all countries. The 

table below shows the parameters used in each country. 

Country 
Acquired data 

Photo Fingerprints Interview 

GREECE YES YES YES (if >12 yrs) 

FRANCE YES YES NO 

BULGARIA YES NO YES 

LATVIA YES YES YES 

LITHUANIA YES YES N.A. 

ROMANIA YES YES YES 

CZECH REPUBLIC42 N.A. N.A. N.A. 

POLAND YES YES YES 

SLOVAKIA YES YES YES 

MALTA YES YES YES 

PORTUGAL NO NO YES 

N.A.: Not Available 

These operational differences produce major consequences for children because it is 

impossible to guarantee them real visibility and access to a long-term protection 

system throughout the Schengen area given the impossibility for some countries to 

get an accurate fix on the child’s identity. 
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Greece and Latvia 
40

 Bulgaria, Lithuania, Romania, Poland, Malta and Slovakia 
41

 France, the Czech Republic and Portugal 
42

 This information was not provided 
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Database 

An exact identification procedure, possibly uniform and homogeneous across all 

Schengen countries, would in fact be useless if these data were not entered into a 

database to be shared or made available.  

Create a national platform on which to place the data from all the MSNA incoming as 

well as requires, inter alia, the above-mentioned international law, would not have 

effects only on the floor of a greater capacity for statistical computing and therefore 

knowledge of the phenomenon, but also and especially would ensure the continuity 

of protection that must be the basis of every activity on MSNA also allowing the 

exchange of accurate and reliable data. 

Legislation in Italy allows us to enter the data of identified UAMs into the AFIS 

database so that they can be compared at any time. In addition to that, as already 

mentioned43, the Ministry of Labour has launched an information system called S.I.M. 

– currently in its experimental stage – which is fed with a large quantity of data on 

arriving minors. 

Unfortunately, similar situations were not found in the visited countries where the lack 

of an information system does not always allow them to conclusively establish the 

identity of minors. Even in those countries where such databases are in use, they differ 

in their organization, stored data and access privileges. 

Generally speaking, what has emerged is that the reference database is EURODAC44, 

but few countries have started a specific database for UAMs or other integrated 

databases for collecting data on unaccompanied minors. 

In Latvia, for example, the MPSIS45 is in place, an information system aimed at 

collecting data on minors in critical situations and at improving information exchange 

between authorities in charge of handling minors. This database holds all relevant 

information regarding the child’s life, their history, health data, details of access to 

care and integration services and of their criminal past, if any. In order to increase 
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 See page14 
44

 Greece, Romania, Poland, France and Slovakia 
45

 Minor Persons Support Information System 
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data completeness, the system is integrated with other databases from which it 

acquires relevant information. Access to the system is restricted to authorities with 

specific jurisdiction in this area. 

In other countries, data on minors are processed in the same way as other 

immigrants. This is the case, for example, in Slovakia where a system called MIGRA, 

operated within the Bureau of Border and Alien Police to record asylum seekers, is 

also used to enter data on minors in the event that they claim asylum so that MIGRA 

is integrated with EURODAC. No specific recording system is in place for UAMs who 

do not claim asylum. 

In Portugal, UAMs identified by the judicial police are recorded in a database only if 

and when they disappear, while no specific database is in place for UAMs entering the 

country. 

In France, despite on-going debates on the passing of ad-hoc legislation, no specific 

database is currently available on UAMs. 

Automated fingerprint files and fingerprint identification systems (AFIS) as well as the 

computerized national DNA register can only be fed with data concerning 

perpetrators of crimes or offences who are liable to criminal prosecution, which 

excludes UAMs as such.  

Moreover, the national register of wanted persons (Fichier des Personnes 

Recherchées or FPR) can contain pictures of missing children, but it is not automated. 

An automated use of personal data by the Administration for unaccompanied foreign 

minors was introduced by a decree of 6 Sept. 2013 in order to facilitate the 

distribution of UAMs decided by the judicial authority among departmental child 

welfare services.  

This database contains the minor‘s full data, their recognition as UAMs and their 

placement in a child welfare centre. 

The system can be accessed directly by officials who are members of the 

‘unaccompanied minors’ unit within the Judicial Youth Protection Directorate 

(Ministry of Justice).  

Data contained in the system can be processed by: 
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 presidents of the general councils or officials appointed by them, solely for 

minors falling under the jurisdiction of their department; 

 public prosecutors responsible for the place where the UAM has been placed; 

 area directors of youth judicial protection within their powers as coordinators 

of juvenile justice bodies. 

SIRENE France has therefore no access to this database. 

In the other countries we visited46 during the project, no specific steps were taken to 

record UAMs. 

 

It goes without saying that data stored in the various national databases mentioned 

above are also different. Some countries enter only photos and fingerprints, other 

countries (those where specific databases are in use) also enter additional 

information, such as the child’s history, their cultural background as well as medical 

and health information. 

 

Absence of a uniform system for recording UAMs who have entered the Schengen 

area leads first and foremost to the impossibility of compiling reliable statistics on this 

specific topic and, consequently, of monitoring, understanding and possibly 

combating the phenomenon. 

All countries should be given the opportunity to readily access and compare at least 

the main identification data47 of UAMs so as to prevent children who have entered 

the Schengen area freely absconding and changing their identity in each Member 

State or – in a worst case scenario – remaining invisible and being approached by 

criminal organizations who are engaged in child exploitation crimes or consider 

children as precious ‘recruits’ for committing certain types of crimes. 
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 The Czech Republic, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Malta, Greece and Poland 
47

 Photographs and especially fingerprints 
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Age Assessment 

In order to provide adequate protection to those who enter the Schengen area and 

state that they are under-age, but who do not appear so, it is absolutely necessary to 

estimate the child’s age with reasonable accuracy so that they can be steered 

towards the envisaged protection procedure. 

In fact, this procedure is not within the ordinary competence of the police force, 

however, it was considered in the context of having to enter the project as it can be 

considered as a tool for improvement of the identification procedure which, as noted, 

is designed, by definition, the identification of the exact generality of a person and 

therefore also their age. 

In order to properly evaluate the different approaches of the countries belonging to 

the procedure in question you first need to fix what are the general principles laid 

down by the international regulations in this regard.  

Well, the Resolution of 2013, mentioned several times, so inescapable recognizes the 

inadequacy and the intrusive nature of the medical techniques used to assess the age 

in some Member States, which can cause trauma, and the controversial nature and 

the large margins of error some methods based on the maturity of the bone or tooth 

mineralization.  

It also calls on the Commission to include in the strategic guidelines common 

standards based on best practices, regarding the method of age assessment, which 

should consist of a multidisciplinary and multidimensional assessment, to be carried 

out in a scientific manner, in a child-, gender-sensitive and fair, with particular 

attention to girls, and performed only by professionals and experts and independent.  

The same intervention of Parliament recalls that the age assessment must be made in 

respect of the rights of the child, physical integrity and human dignity, and that 

minors should always be given the benefit of the doubt.  

But the most important principle enshrined in the Resolution and concrete is the one 

stating that medical examinations should be performed only when other methods of 
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age assessment have been exhausted and that it should be possible to appeal against 

the results of that assessment. 

The approach to age determination in Italy is based on multidisciplinarity. This means 

that we first use non invasive methods developed by psychological disciplines. Talks 

and interviews are the first step when approaching a person whose age is to be 

assessed at the end of a multidisciplinary process taking into account opinions and 

reports by experts. Medical assessments such as dental X-rays (orthopantogram), 

bone X-rays and a general physical examination will be undertaken only in cases of 

doubt or under particular circumstances.  

The situation in the remaining Member States we visited was rather different in this 

area, too. We identified countries48 where age assessment is based only on medical 

examinations, i.e. bone or dental X-rays or other examinations such as 

anthropometric measurements etc., but we also witnessed more complex and 

composite procedures which were more similar to the Italian experience. 

In Malta, for per example, the age assessment procedure is a fairly composite process 

based on the principles set out by EASO49. 

A humane approach and the use of psychological tools, like interviews conducted by 

experts, prevail. At the end of the process, a decision is made within ten days and 

communicated to the person concerned who may challenge it before the relevant 

judicial authority.  

The ten-day time limit cannot obviously be complied with when a more in-depth 

evaluation by means of medical examinations is needed to supplement the initial 

assessment stage in which the child‘s age could not be determined. 

                                                           
48

 France, Lithuania, Poland and the Czech Republic although the latter is about to introduce multi-disciplinary 
methods. 

49
 The European Asylum Support Office is a European Union agency playing a key role in the practical development of 
a common European asylum system. It was established in order to strengthen operational cooperation on asylum 
and to help Member States in complying with their European and international obligations to provide protection to 
persons in need. EASO acts as a centre of expertise on asylum. It also supports Member States subject to particular 
pressure on their asylum and reception systems. 
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All absolutely in line with what is stipulated in Resolution 2013 seconds which the 

work of the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) on age assessment, which 

should be extended to all children. 

In Greece, too, a diversified approach is followed and account is taken not only of 

medical assessments, but also of the person’s maturity and behaviour. An interview 

is conducted by qualified staff working alongside with medical professionals, 

psychologists and social workers operating at first reception or detention centres. 

In Slovakia third-country nationals who claim to be UAMs are obliged to undergo a 

medical examination to determine their actual age, unless there are no doubts about 

it. If the individual refuses, he or she shall be considered to be of age. Age 

determination is based on the assessment by qualified medical professionals and on 

expert opinion. If the medical examinations cannot determine the person’s age, he 

or she shall be considered a minor. 

The table below gives an overview of the age assessment methods in use in the 

countries visited. 

 

Country 
Age Assessment Method 

Authority in charge X-rays Medical Interview 

GREECE Judicial Authority YES YES YES 

FRANCE Law Enforcement Agencies YES YES NO 

BULGARIA Reception Centre YES YES YES 

LATVIA Law Enforcement Agencies YES YES YES 

LITHUANIA Immigration Dept. YES YES NO 

ROMANIA Dept. for Imm. and Child Prot. YES YES YES 

CZECH REP. Law Enforcement Agencies YES YES NO 

POLONIA Border Guards YES YES NO 

SLOVAKIA Law Enforcement Agencies YES YES NO 

MALTA AWAS Agency YES YES YES 

PORTUGAL Law Enforcement Agencies YES YES YES 
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Disappearance of UAMs 

The phenomenon of disappearance of UAMs is no doubt of particular interest for the 

purposes of this project because this is the stage from which law enforcement in 

general, and international cooperation services in particular, take on specific powers.  

Moreover, the project aims to combat such phenomena as the '"invisibility" of the 

child, it is therefore assumed that the time of death, that of the complaint and what 

the next consequent inclusion in the database SIS II constitutes the essential steps 

which will be focused on the 'attention.  

In particular, the entry in SIS II appears to be important both as a means of better use 

of the European database as a tool already exists (and therefore in line with what is 

required by the Resolution of the European Parliament 12.09.2013) and to identify the 

SIS II as a single channel for transmission and exchange of information on the missing 

child. 

Visits in the various countries have only highlighted minor differences in this area 

because when a child is reported missing more or less the same procedure is 

activated in most of the Member States. 

According to this procedure, the manager (or staff) of the reception centre hosting 

the child must report their disappearance to the local police station. The child’s data 

supplemented by additional information are entered into national and international 

databases, although not all countries issue an INTERPOL alert, and the actual search 

for the child begins. 

Differences regard the time frames for filing a report: the child’s disappearance is 

usually reported immediately (in most countries), but elsewhere, for example in 

Lithuania, there is a waiting period of 24 hours before a missing child alert is issued. 

Other differences have to do with the course of action to be taken in the event that 

the child is detected abroad and specified when completing a Schengen alert. Many 

countries request that the child be returned to the reception centre from which he or 

she has absconded or sent back to his/her country of origin50, while others accept 
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 Greece, Latvia, Portugal, Lithuania, Poland, the Czech Republic and Romania 
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that the child might remain in the country where he or she is detected and only 

children detected inland are repatriated51. 

Others, like Italy – or even France and Malta – provide both for the child to be 

returned to their national territory or for him/her to remain in the tracing country and 

continue to receive protection there. All they require is to be informed on the child’s 

whereabouts. 

Synoptic table 

Country 

Disappearance 

Report SIS II 

Alert 

Course of Action 

When Who Whereabouts Return at once 

GREECE at once Legal Repr. YES NO YES 

FRANCE at once Legal Repr. YES YES YES 

BULGARIA at once Legal Repr. YES NO YES 

LATVIA at once Legal Repr. YES NO YES 

LITHUANIA 24 ore Legal Repr. YES NO YES 

ROMANIA at once Legal Repr. YES NO YES 

CZECH REP. at once Legal Repr. YES NO YES 

POLAND at once Legal Repr. YES NO YES 

SLOVAKIA at once Legal Repr. YES YES NO 

MALTA at once Legal Repr. YES YES YES 

PORTUGAL at once Legal Repr. YES NO YES 

 

During our visits we also identified good practices. In France, for example, a missing 

child report can be made by sending a standard form to the dedicated e-mail address 

of the Child Protection Unit (National Police). 

In Latvia, too, when a UAM, or any child at all, goes missing, a search plan is initiated 

with present times for action and the possibility of involving local police or other 

organizations including even the army in search operations. Moreover, Latvia has 

agreements in place for immediate exchange of information with neighbouring 

countries. 
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Post Hit Procedure 

When a minor is detected in a Schengen area country it is very important to enable 

the country of recovery to continue the child protection process until it is decided to 

return him/her to the country of entry or, on the contrary, to continue protection in 

the execution country . 

After all, the European legislation establishes that the interest of the minor is the 

leading element of any actions; it is then appropriate that the minor who escapes 

from Italy and is found in another country is not returned to the country he or she 

flew from, in which he or she is clearly not interested to stay, but continues the 

process in the country of recovery, obviously as long as it is proved that he or she is 

not a victim of trafficking in human beings and, therefore, transferred from one part 

of Europe to another unwillingly. 

To guarantee this continuity means starting an information exchange between both 

States so that all the information accrued by the country of entry and of preliminary 

reception during their relationship to the UAM may effectively and rapidly be 

conveyed to the country of recovery. 

The analysis of the post-hit procedure used in the countries visited showed some 

significant differences, a lack of uniformity concerning the quantity and quality  of the 

information being exchanged and that turn out to be insufficient to guide the 

eventual discovery of the country, about the actions to be taken in order to give 

continuity to the protection and facilitate the child in the realization of his 

immigration plan. 

The information referred to is not the one routinely sent through the M form 

provided for in the paragraph 5.5 of the SIRENE manual, but, for instance, the one 

concerning the history of the minor, his/her cultural and familiar background, health 

history, etc. 
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The problem arises from the fact that this information is sometimes not available for 

individual countries, since there is not a specific UAM database and, hence, these data 

are scattered among the various agencies and authorities that are in charge of the 

management of minors and become unachievable to the Police and SIRENE offices. 

Another, even worse reason lies in the fact that these data are sometimes not 

collected during the preliminary reception stage because minors are likely to 

disappear before the information is acquired.  

This shows how important it is to speed up the procedures to learn about the 

migration project of the child and to link the many actors involved in the 

management of the various stages of acceptance, assignment and protection. 

 

Statistics 

Also with regard to statistics on the performance of the UAMS study visits had 

revealed that the extreme variability of the systems and procedures used in different 

countries also determines an absolute statistical differences in the approach to the 

phenomenon of unaccompanied minors.  

They are in fact found in countries where no type of statistical data was available, the 

other in which they are made available only those related to children in general and 

not to the MSNA and others where even a basic data collection is done instead.  

However, thanks to the international workshop held in Rome in July of 2014 there was 

a chance to get some data in even more countries not directly visited. As is 

summarized in the following table: 
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As is evident, as is indicated where 0 means that no data were available, the statistical 

data obtained from the countries surveyed during the various phases of the project 

are wholly insufficient to draw a reliable picture of the situation on the phenomenon 

of MSNA.  

This confirms the need to establish a method, a system in order to allow Member 

States to always be able to provide at least the statistical calculation of 

unaccompanied minors arriving, those missing and those found. 

 

6. ORIGIN OF THE ‘VIGILA ET PROTEGE’ PROJECT 

The complexity of the UAM issue, the huge variety of organizations and agencies 

involved and, finally, the numerous regulations governing the management of 

minors, as already mentioned, make the identification of the procedure stage in 

which it is legally possible to intervene extremely difficult. However, discussions with 

the various authorities, also during the national workshops, clearly showed that the 

project could usefully be involved in the management of the post disappearance and 

recovery stages filling the gaps identified, thus ensuring an overall and above all 

continuous protection to the minor which is therefore not interrupted at the national 

borders leaving the minor recovered in any of the Schengen Countries unattended. 

Actually, the critical aspects of the UAM management system once the minor 

disappears, besides the ones previously highlighted and referred to the whole 

reception and protection system, may be due to the following: 
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 not all Member States guarantee the regular entry of disappeared UAM 

in the S.I.S.II. ; 

 in the SIS II system (Article 32 Dec.) it is not possible to specify that a 

certain minor falls within the UAM category. Consequently, there is 

complete lack of statistical data relevant to this category of minors as it is 

instead required by the European bodies52; 

 even though entered in SIS II, it is not always possible to ensure the 

continuity of protection to the minor recovered in another country 

because they very often give different personal data upon recovery, 

making it impossible for the country of recovery to go back to the SIS II 

alert entered by the country from which the minor has disappeared;  

 even in case of SIS II hit, the later exchange of information should be 

enhanced both in qualitative terms and with regard to the quantity of 

information exchanged (S.I.RE.N.E. Manual, paragraph 5.5); 

 in case of  SIS II hit repatriation/non repatriation in the country of entry 

(from which the UAM has disappeared) is often cause of long discussions 

among the Member States to establish the destiny of the disappeared 

minor forgetting about his/her general interest. 

Using the information and data collected in the course of its activities53, the 

project has tried to analyse the context and to identify solution proposals 

for each of these critical issues, by providing, from time to time as necessary, 

for changes to the SIRENE Manual and to the catalogue of the best practices 

both of Sirene and Police Cooperation and by creating technical solutions to 

facilitate and ensure completeness of the information transferred in case of 

hit about a UAM. 
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 European Parliament Resolution of 12 September 2013 
53

 Study visits, national and international workshops 
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7. PROPOSED  SOLUTIONS 

a. UAM’s Categorization within SIS II 

Children, and UAMs in particular, deserve special protection from police 

authorities throughout Schengen with all means available, being 

particularly vulnerable and representing potential victims of illegal 

activities by criminal organizations. Indeed both international54 and 

European law55 give top priority to ensuring children protection and 

safeguards that can be extended Schengen-wide. The first basic 

requirement to achieve that priority is, no doubt, that all member 

countries of the Schengen area register UAMs into SIS II in the event of 

disappearance. Only their systematic registration into SIS II will prevent a 

number of missing children becoming ‘invisible’ and moving 

throughout Europe, remaining untraced. It is therefore suggested that 

member countries be urged to perform registration into SIS II of all cases 

of disappearance, especially when it comes to UAMs, who are known to 

have an intrinsic tendency to move to other countries. 

We therefore propose to amend the new version of the ‘Schengen 

Catalogue 2014 – Recommendations and Best Practices – S.I.S.II and 

SIRENE’ by inserting the following sentence at paragraph 11 Alerts – 

processes of alert creation’ subparagraph ‘Alerts on missing persons’: 

Insertion of the alerts according with the Art. 32 Dec. is always strongly 

recommended mainly when the case involves minors and especially 

unaccompanied minors’. 
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 The 1989 New York Convention on the Rights of the Child and the two Hague Conventions of 1961 and 1970 
55

 Council Resolution of 26 June 1997 on unaccompanied minors who are nationals of third countries; Action Plan on 
UAMs for 2010/2014; Mid-term report on the implementation of the Action Plan on Unaccompanied Minors; 
European Parliament resolution of 12 September 2013; Council of Europe Recommendation (2007) ‘Life Projects for 
Unaccompanied Minors’. 



 
38 

Alongside this best practice, which all Schengen countries should apply, 

we should also create the possibility of singling out UAMs by providing 

specific alerts for them.  

To this end, following the Greek proposal of 3 February 2014 Doc. No. 

6015/14 SIRIS 9 COMIX 77, we feel the need to amend the code tables so 

as to create the possibility of entering missing persons alerts according 

to Article 32 Dec. SIS II specifying 04-missing minor with the possibility 

of indicating a sub-category for UAMs. 

Regardless of our request to amend code tables, we propose to amend 

paragraph 5.5. of the S.I.Re.N.E. Manual56 by rewriting the second 

paragraph as follows: 

“Para 5.5: Provision of descriptive detail on missing minors and other 

persons assessed as being at risk. 

  OMISSIS… 

                                                           

56  5.5 Provision of descriptive detail on missing minors and other persons assessed 

as being at risk 

SIRENE Bureaux shall have ready access to all relevant supplementary information at national level 

regarding missing person alerts in order for the SIRENE Bureaux to be able to play a full role in reaching a 

successful outcome to cases, facilitating identification of the person and providing supplementary 

information promptly on matters linked to the case. Relevant supplementary information may cover, in 

particular, national decisions on the custody of a child or vulnerable person or requests for the use of ‘Child 

Alert’ mechanisms. 

In the case of a high-risk missing person, field 311 of the M form shall begin with the word ‘URGENT’ and 

an explanation of the reason for the urgency. This urgency may be reinforced by a telephone call 

highlighting the importance of the M form and its urgent nature. 

 

A common method for entering structured supplementary information in an agreed order on a high-risk 

missing person shall be used.56  This shall be entered in field 083 of the M form. 
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In the case of a high-risk missing persons, field 311 of the M form shall 

begin with the word ‘URGENT’ and an explanation of the reason for 

the urgency (when the missing minor is unaccompanied, the 

explanatory word ‘UAM’ shall be indicated). This urgency may be 

reinforced by a telephone call highlighting the importance of the M form 

and its urgent nature. 

OMISSIS…’ 

These simple amendments will allow us to: 

 monitor the phenomenon of UAMs by compiling reliable statistics; 

 ensure that minors receive an initial form of protection at 

Schengen level by being entered into SIS II; 

 enable police officers to understand immediately the operational 

approach they have to follow. 

 

b. Information exchange improvement: S.I.Re.N.E. Manual modification  

Other critical issues in the system for handling cases of missing UAMs 

are: 

 complete exchange of information on the child between the 

country of disappearance and the other Member States; 

 easy completion of the M form provided for by paragraph 5.5 of 

the SIRENE Manual;  

 integration of information contained in the alerts with additional 

relevant information on the UAM. 

In order to improve this critical issue, during the project we started a 

procedure which allows us to enter missing UAM alerts in SIS II and to 

automatically generate the M form that must be sent to Member States 

with a whole range of information taken from those entered by the 

police officer.  
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The procedure currently implemented in Italy for cases of UAMs going 

missing envisages that when police authorities receive a missing child 

report they enter an alert in the national database and in SIS II by 

completing all the fields of the provided form with all data known to 

them (here below is the information sheet that a police officer must 

complete when receiving a missing person report). 

 

 

 

Then the system will automatically generate an additional sheet directly 

connected with the previous one and the police officer can complete it 

with additional supplementary information on the case at hand (here 

below the current version of the additional sheet in use). 

It should be noted that the appearance of new data from the project 

should be identified in the possibility for the operator to fill the police, at 
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the time of acquisition of the missing persons report, a series of fields 

that allow you to instantly recognize the type of case in discussion.  

Among these is the innovative element in the inclusion of the new field 

"STATUS OF THE CHILD" in which we select only one of the following 

conditions:  

• Accompanied Minor;  

• Unaccompanied Children;  

• Less subtracted  

The information related to "STATUS OF THE CHILD" will then be shown 

automatically with the procedure described below, in 083 form with the 

words "CONCERNING... ." 

 

After the additional sheet has been completed, the officer will enter the 

alert which will automatically be sent to SIRENE.  

When SIRENE receives a missing person alert with the additional 

information sheet, the operating system in use automatically creates the 
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M form (Article 5.5. of the SIRENE Manual) and acquires the necessary 

information from the sheets sent by the police officer. 

The fields to be filled are, in particular, those regarding the minor’s 

identity, the message priority level and finally field 083 of the M form will 

be filled automatically with all data specified in para. 5.5. of the Manual.  

The technical aspects of the IT procedure for the automatic generation of 

the M forms were studied during the project by the same IT experts who 

prepared the enclosed technical report.  

 

 

The information contained in field 083 of the automatically generated M 

form will be acquired by the police officer and, if necessary, by the SIRENE 
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officer by accessing a number of available databases including a database 

of the Ministry of Labour called S.I.M. (Information System on Minors). 

The S.I.M. is a database launched by the Ministry of Labour and shared with 

other stakeholders involved, e.g. the Judiciary, Police Forces, local 

administrations (regions and municipalities), Courts, etc., so that they can 

enter, retrieve and modify data on unaccompanied minors they are called 

upon to handle in conformity with their respective powers while performing 

their respective tasks from the moment these minors enter the country to 

when they come of age. 

This database contains extensive information regarding minors, ranging 

from their history before reaching Italy to family circumstances and a 

psychological, medical and cultural profile as well as any other information 

gathered during the reception process in Italy such as placement, judicial 

orders, etc. The system also shows a real time update of places available at 

reception centres. 

The S.I.M. is currently under trial in seven Italian provinces (Ancona, Bari, 

Bologna, Crotone, Siracusa, Turin and Venice), but it will soon be 

implemented throughout the country. 

The project ‘VIGILA ET PROTEGE’ has also led to the signing of a 

Memorandum of Understanding with the Ministry of Labour and Social 

Policies (enclosed herewith). This Memorandum allows police forces and in 

particular the International Police Cooperation Service to access the 

information contained in the S.I.M. database. The aim is to have the largest 

possible information source so as to ensure a fast and complete exchange 

of information with other Schengen countries. 

When completing the M form, we noticed that some information is already 

contained in the ordinary alert, for example the information in points e) 
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(skin colour), f) (hair colour and style), g) (eye colour) and h) (other physical 

details: piercing, malformations, tattoos, distinctive marks, scars).  

We therefore propose to make the following additional amendment to 

paragraph 3 of article 5.5. of the SIRENE Manual: 

 

‘OMISSIS…. 

A common method for entering structured supplementary information in 

an agreed order on a high-risk missing person shall be used.  This shall be 

entered in field 083 of the M form. As far as possible data listed in points 

e) f) g) and h) should be included in the SIS II alert. 

OMISSIS …’ 

The solutions described, which are currently implemented in Italy, ensure 

greater completeness and speed in the information exchange and could be 

implemented in other Member States to harmonise the procedures and 

methods in use. 

 

c. Fingerprints finding procedure in case of UAM discovery 

Another concern detected during the project development is that 

insertion in the SIS II of the missing UAMs represents a first extended  

protection measure, but it is not in itself a guarantee of a global 

protection system.It has been established that the UAMs detected in 

different States very often provide other personal data than those given 

upon their first entry into the Schengen Area. 

Consequently, it is impossible for the State where the minor has been 

detected to match that minor to the SIS II (missing persons) alert issued 

by the country of first admission. This means that the procedure for 

granting national protection to the minor is restarted and the same 

actions implemented by the first admission State are repeated: 
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identification, health screening, collection of information regarding the 

minor’s family, psychgological profile, reconstruction of the minor’s 

background and of his/her journey. Repetition of these activities means 

a misuse of  time and represents an unnecessary waste of human and 

financial resources. 

Therefore, in this case  it is essential  to check if the minor detected has 

already been identified in another State to ensure continuity of 

protection in the different Schengen Member States. 

Pending the activation of the European AFIS which will enable an 

immediate identity comparison, it has been proposed to implement the 

following procedure, which has been discussed during the development 

of the ‘VIGILA ET PROTEGE’ project within one of the workshops 

held57. 

In case a UAM is detected on the territory of a Member State and there is 

no alert inserted in SIS II, the same country could avoid repeating the 

same actions on the minor and ensuring continuity in protection only in 

the best interests of the minor by asking other Member States  if they 

have already identified the detected UAM, of whom they shall transmit 

photos and fingerprints (taking of fingerprints and photos shall be 

carried out according to national legislation). 

The Member States shall answer to the applying State, after having 

carried out a check in their own databases  e.g. AFIS, EURODAC  and 

others that may be available . 

In case of a negative answer the country of detection shall begin its own 

protection procedure in compliance with the international legislation on 

the rights of minors,  collect all the relevant information and carry out all 

the appropriate checks. In case of a hit, the State where the UAM has 

                                                           
57

 International workshop held in Rome on 10-11 July 2014 
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been  identified shall inform the country of detection and transmit the 

alert data inserted in the SIS II. 

In the event that the State  

 is interested in the return of the child, it shall apply according to 

the standard SIRENE  procedure for the return of thechild; 

 is not interested in the return of the UAM, it shall transmit to the 

applying country (of detection) all information regarding the 

UAM as provided for by paragraph 5.6 of the SIRENE Manual and 

any other information collected during the protection and 

safeguard procedure started when the child receivedcare and 

protection for the first time, i.e. 

o health information; 

o information regarding his/her family 

o psychological profile 

o migration route 

o other useful information 

This ‘set of data’ will be important for the detection country to 

immediately start the most appropriate form of protection for the 

UAM, without repeating  actions and analyses, some of which are 

invasive for the child58.   

The procedure will develop as follow in the chart below 
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 Think, for ex., of the age assessment procedure where it is necessary to carry out medical examinations (X-rays) 
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With regard to the general procedure described, it is necessary to explain 

some relevant technical elements, which have been examined during the 

above mentioned workshop held within the framework of the projectin 

Rome last July. 

With respect to the procedure described, it is necessary to define some 

matters : 

 legal basis of the request; 

 transmission channel 

 file transmission format 

 

and to asses  others: 

 

 impact on the office in charge of dealing with the requests 

 the time necessary to the Member States to carry out control in the 

national AFIS 

 what to do with the detectedUAM pending a reply from the Member 

States. 

 

With regard to the first issues – transmission channel and legal basis – 

the debate within the workshop held in Rom on 10 July 2014 highlighted 

some solutions. The most appropriate solutions for an effective 

implementation of the above described procedure are those provided 

for by Article 39 of CISA59 which enables the police authorities to share 

information in order to prevent criminal offences. In so far the sharing of 

                                                           
59

 Convention Implementing the Schengen Agreement of 1990 
Article 39  
1. The Contracting Parties undertake to ensure that their police authorities shall, in compliance with national law and 
within the scope of their powers, assist each other for the purposes of preventing and detecting criminal offences, in 
so far as national law does not stipulate that the request has to be made and channelled via the judicial authorities 
and provided that the request or the implementation thereof does not involve the application of measures of 
constraint by the requested Contracting Party. Where the requested police authorities do not have the power to deal 
with a request, they shall forward it to the competent authorities. 
2. Written information provided by the requested Contracting Party under paragraph 1 may not be used by the 
requesting Contracting Party as evidence of the offence charged other than with the consent of the competent judicial 
authorities of the requested Contracting Party. 
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fingerprints and their comparison on national databases to detect a 

probable identity match should have the purpose of preventing 

criminal offences against the UAMs who, without an appropriate 

protection, could be victims of criminal organizations engaged in all 

forms of exploitation. In this case Article 39 of CISA could be applied as 

a legal basis to share information. 

In relation to the communication channel, it was determined, within the 

discussion held during the workshop in Rome60, that the most 

appropriate channel to transmit the above mentioned request is the I-

24/7 (INTERPOL) System. 

From a technical point of view, the e-format for file transmission 

regarding the fingerprints should be the standard NIST format, accepted 

by most national AFIS systems and fully compatible with Prüm and with a 

future SIS II-AFIS system. 

With regard to the impact that the above mentioned procedure could 

have on the international cooperation offices, it must be said that the 

statistics collected61 both during study visits and during the workshop in 

Rome raise no concerns as the number of UAMs found yearly in different 

countries is not very high. This means that the number of requests sent 

and received from different countries should not represent an overload 

of work for the competent offices. 

As for the response time, it must be underlined that everything depends 

on the time needed by the different national AFIS to carry out the 

comparison. Comparisons made during the project showed that 48 

hours from the transmission of a request are surely a sufficient period of 

time to receive an answer from any of the Member States (even taking 

into consideration week-ends and public holidays). 

                                                           
60

 Almost all countries agreed with the choice of the transmission channel. 
61

 Statistics provided so far: Switzerland detected 151 minors (in general not only UAMs) in 2013; Bulgaria detected 53 
UAMs in 2013 and 32 in 2014 
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Pending the procedure of fingerprints comparison (48 hours), the 

detected minor shall be hosted in an appropriate facility, as provided for 

by the protection procedures for detected minors. 

 

d. Post Hit phase: action to be taken whereabouts or repatriation 

Long quarrels about the destiny of a detected UAM having a SIS II hit are 

another important weak point of the search and detection system of 

minors. The involved countries – that of insertion and that of detection – 

often begin a long dispute about the final destiny of the minor, whether 

he or she should be returned to the inserting country or remain and be 

protected by the detection country. 

The core of the international legislation is the protection system for 

minors, particularly for UAMs, their best interests and the safeguard of 

their rights. For this reason it should be possible, under particular 

circumstances, for a minor staying on the territory of a State to be 

transferred in another state where his/her presence is considered 

necessary under the law of that State. This would be the case, for 

example, in order to continue a special social integration program or 

when minors are subject to protection or re-educational measures 

limiting their freedom of movement as a consequence of administrative, 

civil or criminal proceedings. 

If it is not strictly necessary, a UAM should not be returned to the 

inserting State he has left since the minor is evidently not interested in 

remaining in that state and he or she clearly wants to move to other 

states. 

For these reasons and according to the general principles established by 

international legislation, starting from 29 January 2014 Italy enabled 

those police officers62 who enter missing minor alerts in SIS II to specify 

                                                           
62

 S.D.I. Bullettin No. 292 dated 29 January 
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whether the return of the minor is required or if simple detection of the 

place of residence is sufficient.  

In particular, the implemented measure provides that the police officers 

shall proceed as follows on receiving the missing report: 

-  in the event that a minor has disappeared and has later been 

detected abroad, if the Authorities who have ordered that the minor 

be placed in a specialised facility have not entered ‘return’ (or 

have specifically expressed the intention not to have him/her 

returned),  when entering the alert in their national database, they 

shall choose the specification ‘disappearance from the foster 

home/surveillance abroad’ which in the Schengen Information 

System will correspond to the wording ‘according to national 

legislation, please locate the place of residence or domicile of the 

person. Please contact the National SIRENE Bureau’; 

 

 

-  in the event that a minor has disappeared and has later been 

detected abroad, if the Authorities who have ordered that the minor 

be placed in a specialised facility have entered ‘return’, when 

entering the alert in their national database they shall choose the 

specification ’disappearance from the foster home/to be returned 

to Italy’ which in the Schengen Information System will correspond 
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to the wording ‘according to national legislation please take all 

the necessary measures to protect the minor and, if necessary, to 

bring him/her before the relevant authority. Please contact the 

national SIRENE Bureau’. 

This will enable the State of detection to immediately understand if 

Italy is interested in the return of that minor due to specific reasons 

or, on the contrary, if Italy simply wants to know where the UAM has 

been placed in order to continue the protection procedure and it is 

ready to give to the detection State all the available information on 

the minor in the forms and with the methods described in the 

previous paragraphs63. 

 

8. SUMMARY OF THE SOLUTIONS FOUND WITHIN THE PROJECT 

CHALLENGES PROJECT OBJECTIVES TOOL PROPOSAL 

Not all the Member 

States ensure ‘insertion in 

SIS II’ of missing UAMs 

Ensuring the systematic 

insertion of missing UAMs 

who have left their first place 

of accommodation. This to 

prevent minors from 

becoming invisible and 

moving throughout Europe, 

thus becoming  an easy prey 

for criminal organizations 

Amendment to  ‘Schengen 

Catalogue 2014 – 

Recommendations and 

Best Practices – S.I.S.II 

and SIRENE’ 

Insert the following sentence 

at paragraph 11 ‘Alerts – 

processes of alert creation’ 

subparagraph ‘Alerts on 

missing persons’: 

‘Insertion of the alerts 

according to the Art.32 Dec. 

is always strongly 

recommended mainly when 

the case involves minors 

and especially 

unaccompanied minors’. 

Lack of reliable statistics 

on UAMs 

Ensuring the issuing of regular 

and reliable statistics on the 

phenomenon of UAMs arriving 

in the Schengen area and on 

the missing UAMs 

Following the Greek 

proposal of 3 February 

2014 Doc. No. 6015/14, 

we suggest the creation 

of a sub-category 

regarding UAMs within 

art. 32 Dec.SIS II 

It is necessary to amend the 

code tables in order to 

insert alerts according 

toArticle 32 Dec. SISII 

missing persons, specifying 

04 – Missing minor with the 

possibility of indicating the 

sub-category UAMs 
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 See page 17 lett. b) 
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Amendment of the 

SIRENE Manual paragraph 

5.5 

Rewrite as follows ‘Para. 

5.5: Provision of 

descriptive detail on 

missing minors and 

other persons assessed 

as being at risk. 

  OMISSIS… 

In the case of a high-risk 

missing person, field 311 of 

the M form shall begin with the 

word ‘URGENT’ and an 

explanation of the reason for 

the urgency (when the 

missing minor is 

unaccompanied, the 

explanatory word ‘UAM’ 

shall be indicated). This 

urgency may be reinforced 

by a telephone call 

highlighting the importance 

of the M form and its urgent 

nature. 

OMISSIS…’ 

 

Lack of completeness 

and speed in 

information exchange 

regarding UAMs, once 

they have been detected 

It is necessary to provide the 

detection state with extensive, 

detailed  information on the 

minor  

Automatic creation of M 

FORM provided for by 

paragraph 5.5 of the 

SIRENE Manual 

Technical-IT solution already 

implemented in Italy. See 

technical Annex 

Creation of a National 

database on UAMs, 

accessed by Police 

Cooperation Offices to 

acquire information 

A S.I.M. (sistema informativo 

sui minori – Information 

System on Minors) database 

managed by the  Ministry of 

Labour and Social Policies 

has been created (see 

enclosed S.I.M. detail sheet. 

See also the draft of the 

Memorandum of 

Understanding enabling the 
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International Police 

Cooperation Service to have 

access to the S.I.M. database 

 Some information in the M 

Form provided for by 

paragraph 5.5 of SIRENE 

Manual are already included in 

the alert according to Article 

32 Dec. SIS II 

Amendment of the 

SIRENE Manual 

We propose to amend as 

follows Article 5.5.(3) of the 

SIRENE Manual: 

 

‘OMISSIS…. 

A common method for 

entering structured 

supplementary information in 

an agreed order on a high-

risk missing person shall be 

used.  This shall be entered in 

field 083 of the M form. As 

far as possible data listed in 

points e) f) g) and h) should 

be included in the SIS II alert. 

OMISSIS…’ 

Lack of continuity at 

European level in the 

protection system 

granted to UAMs 

It is necessary to link the 

detection of a UAM to a SIS II 

alert (in case the minor has 

already been identified by 

another State) 

Amendment of the 

‘Schengen Catalogue  – 

Recommendations and 

Best Practices – Police 

Cooperation’ 

Implementation of the 

request procedure for AFIS 

comparison in case of 

detection of a UAM 

Following a hit on a 

UAM, there have been 

long quarrels on his/her 

destiny. The involved 

States, that of insertion 

and that of detection, 

often pick a long quarrel 

about the final destiny 

of the minor, whether 

he/she should be 

returned to the inserting 

State or remain and 

continue to be cared for 

in the detection State. 

It is necessary to avoid 

discussions following the 

general principle of national 

legislation that the best 

interest of the UAM shall be 

given priority 

The national procedure 

has been implemented in 

order to immediately 

inform the detection 

State, should Italy be 

interested in the return of 

the detected UAM 

See procedure described in  

paragraph 4(d) 
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9. GENERAL CONCLUSION 

The complexity, delicacy, and the various implications that the issue raises, require 

to emphasize that the project described in the preceding pages does not pretend 

to solve every aspect of the field of MSNA, but looking from one side to highlight 

an issue that spent up to now is been underestimated, and also to improve the 

procedural activities and efficiency in the management of certain phases of the 

overall process of management and protection of the child.  

As analyzed up to now and, more importantly, what emerged during the study 

visits showed conclusively that the countries belonging to the Schengen area do 

not address the issue in the same way and in fact show an extreme fragmentation 

of the rules and procedures of unaccompanied minors.  

Many regulations and international guidelines mentioned in the document 

should have been shown as the last period was introduced a new vision of the 

topic, or considered not so much, at least, not only from the point of view of 

immigration intended as a significant phenomenon in the level of public safety 

and public order, but also and above all as a human phenomenon.  

As such it must be in the care and protection of the minor's the only guiding 

principle of every activity and every order issued by the various bodies involved in 

the complex system of the host.  

The results of the studies done and visits made, comparisons and discussions with 

industry professionals, experts, authorities lead us to believe requires the 

preparation of specific document to be submitted to the competent European 

bodies, through which stimulate the Participating Countries to identify: 

 practices and procedures (some of which are described in this document have 

already been implemented in Italy with good results), 

  better use of cooperation tools  already available 
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  to address the sensitive issue of unaccompanied minors with the same 

approach.  

We need common and binding strategic and operational modalities on all 

Member States, which should follow the example of existing good practices 

already in place. It should detail every step of the reception process from the 

moment of first contact with the authorities of the place of arrival for the sole 

purpose of ensuring adequate protection and ensure the child that his 

immigration plan will be realized.  

Here then is that through this document, but also through subsequent processing 

which will be brought in the relevant tables, identify the following stages such as 

those of greater interest to an intervention in the context of which it is proposed:  

  Identification  

• it is necessary that Member countries, as well as clearly stated by 

international standards, are aware of the fact that MSNA is identify their 

precise responsibilities;  

•   It would be appropriate that the identification of the child can be carried 

out in all countries in respect of all MSNA input without any age limit. This 

item it may seem particularly taxing or not in line with the rights of the 

child is, in fact, the exact opposite. This is because it is in the age group 

ranging from 0 to 14 years that the probability of being in front of 

instances of exploitation, human trafficking or abduction is extremely high 

when these children were to disappear from the centers of the first or 

second reception or by families who have been delegated.  

•   identification arises, therefore, as a primary tool to reduce, if not prevent 

altogether, these types of crimes by putting police in the best conditions 

in order  to tackle these phenomena.  
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• It is necessary to carry out the identification with the same methodology for 

all member countries foreseeing the acquisition of child’s  pictures and  

fingerprints;  

• It is necessary, pending the European AFIS in the SIS II, that the data 

acquired in the course of identification are inserted and made available on 

a platform accessible (preferably national AFIS) and other data sources on 

which it is possible to make my comparison of fingerprints at the request of 

Member Countries;  

  Data Base  

It is necessary to raise awareness among the member countries to the 

creation of a special database on UAM, even along the lines of the positive 

experiences of Latvia with the MPSIS and Italy with the SIM.  

This would have positive effects both in terms of completeness of the 

information exchanged between countries in case of disappearance and the 

discovery of a MSNA, both in statistical terms, allowing a collection 

disaggregated and reliable and, therefore, a thorough understanding of the 

phenomenon MSNA.  

 Disappearance  

It seems necessary to sensitize Member States so proceed without hesitation to 

the inclusion in the SIS II all MSNA disappeared. In this regard, see the proposal 

drawn up to amend the Schengen Catalogue SIS SIRENE 2014 will need to be 

entered into the system all the information needed for effective search of minor 

appropriately exploiting all the SIS II new functionalities.  

The aim is to improve the quality of information exchange (see in this respect 

the procedure and already enabled in Italy on the acquisition and automatic 

creation of the Form M according to Art. 5.5 of the SIRENE  Manual). 
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  Finding and possible HIT Post  

It seems necessary to sensitize member countries so that, in case of finding a 

UAMS:  

• If you have a HIT on SIS II has started the procedure for the exchange of 

information, but you will not have to proceed to the return of the child to 

the country of entry. This should mean not take into account the best 

interests of the child and not realize its migration project. If the expulsion 

from a country is voluntary, the interest is not to return.  

• If you do not have a hit on SIS II with the identity provided, ask for feedback 

to other countries to determine if the child is found not already been 

identified in some other country (Refer to the proposed procedure as 

described above)  

 Statistics  

In order to be able to collect reliable statistics, it is necessary to provide for a 

sub-categorization within Article 32 Dec. SIS II so that they can be distinguished 

cases of disappearance of MSNA than those of adults and other children.  

To this end, in waiting to be able to provide final solutions by legislation 

change, for the immediate, the above mentioned Italian solution concerning 

the indication of the status of unaccompanied minors in one of the fields of the 

alert, could be implemented. 

It also appears necessary to raise awareness among Member countries in order 

to provide adequate statistics on the phenomenon of unaccompanied minors 

through the creation of the needed database. 
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