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This paper presents findings of a research about the systematic solutions to the needs of migrant/ refugee children, who 
were passing through Serbia during the transit period in 2015 and 2016. The aim of the research is to analyze systematic 
solutions to the needs of the children and to define recommendations for improving the protection of unaccompanied 
children during the migrant crisis.
It involved 17 professionals from Centers for Social Work and 18 representatives of governmental and non-governmental 
sector, who shared their experiences by participating in the individual interviews and focus groups. One of the key find-
ings identified is the need to establish mechanisms for enhancing cooperation among stakeholders in relevant systems, 
especially between the social protection system and the non-governmental organizations at the local level. Furthermore, 
a special part of the research is dedicated to official child protection procedures in cases of unaccompanied children 
and children at risk as it was noticed during the research preparation that, in addition to the uncertainty with respect to 
roles and difficulties in communication among various actors, there is a particularly significant challenge in the child 
protection system considering the doubts about the steps in the process of protection of children migrants/refugees in the 
specific circumstances of their passage or prolonged stay in Serbia.
Key words: migrants / unaccompanied refugee children, child protection, systematic solutions to the needs of the protec-
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INTRODUCTION

In 2015, Europe was affected by an immense migrant/
refugee crisis, counting over one million of refugees/
migrants from various areas affected by wars and 
conflicts. Although Serbia is dominantly a country 

of transit, in which migrants/refugees usually remain 
only for a short period of time (in 2015, the average 
retention period was only a couple of days), migra-
tory tendencies in 2015 and in early 2016 unambigu-
ously indicated an increase in the number of migrants/
refugees.
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The circumstances under which migrations take place 
have a remarkable impact on the safety and well-
being of the child. The sudden commencement of an 
emergency, war, violence and family breakdown sig-
nificantly affect the physical and psychological well-
being of refugee/migrant children (Child Protection 
Working Group, 2012). Therefore, migrations de-
mand urgent reactions because they cause extreme 
health and social risks for the child's growth and 
development, as well as for the family functioning. 
In accordance with the internationally accepted 
refugee/migrant protection standards and respect-
ing, to the extent possible, their specific needs and 
interests, the Republic of Serbia provides children 
and their families with the protection and support 
through the application of relevant laws and social 
protection measures.
More than 600,000 refugees and migrants have 
traveled through Serbia, and it has been estimated 
that children represent 25-30% of this population 
(according to the estimates of the Commissariat 
for Refugees and Migration (2016), there have 
been approximately 150,000 children). At the end 
of March 2016, about 2,000 migrants/refugees and 
asylum seekers were present in Serbia, of which 
1,703 were in the governmental accommodation 
units around Belgrade, Preševo and Šid (UNHCR, 
2016). During the research realization period (June 
2016), there were still talks about 2,000 migrants 
living in Serbia, mostly families, women and chil-
dren who were illegally traveling through Serbia, 
hoping that they would still be able to cross the 
border with Hungary and come to the European 
Union. The specificity of this outbreak covered by 
the research is the increased number of underage 
immigrants and the increased risk of smuggling 
and trafficking in human beings, which is a par-
ticularly important warning signal for all systems, 
especially system of social protection. 
Children constitute a delicate part of the migrant 
population that becomes seriously endangered in 
cases of children who are separated from their par-
ents/guardians, as well as unaccompanied children 
(ENOC Taskforce Children on the move, 2016). 
According to the data from the Ministry of Labor, 
Employment, Veterans and Social Affairs “in the 
last year about 230 underage migrants without re-
sponsible adults to accompany them were regis-
tered in Serbia” (RTS, 2016). Centers for Social 
Work in Serbia are responsible for assessing the 

risk and vulnerability of children and young peo-
ple, for following the procedural and methodologi-
cal steps in the cooperation with other organiza-
tions from the state and non-governmental sector 
in order to protect the most vulnerable children 
and, if necessary, to provide immediate interven-
tion. The retention of migrant/refugee children has 
also caused the need for an adequate, permanent 
care of children, for which institutions, such as 
asylum centers and accommodation facilities from 
the social protection system (foster care centers, 
childcare facilities, reception units of the institu-
tions for education), are responsible. In addition to 
the housing facilities, the non-governmental sector 
represents a significant resource in times of cri-
sis since their services are aimed at providing im-
mediate support to migrants/refugees in fulfilling 
their basic needs. Moreover, there are international 
organizations that provide resources, coordination, 
training and support both at national and at the lo-
cal level.
The research, “Protection of Child migrants - expe-
riences and recommendations," was prompted by 
the fact that during the migration crisis there were 
many actors in the field who provided support to 
or were in some way responsible for the migrant/
refugee children, leading to various disagreements 
and barriers in finding ways to provide effective 
support as a result of the lack of experience. Given 
that the countries in the region have experienced 
similar challenges, the aim of the research is to 
understand the factors that lead to problems, as 
well as to create recommendations for overcom-
ing them and improving the mechanisms for the 
adequate response of the system to the complex 
needs of child migrants/refugees.

Instruments for the protection of child migrants/
refugees

The issue of unaccompanied and separated children 
poses a complex problem requiring government 
agencies to find new ways of working together in 
innovative constellations and with new partners as 
well to operationalize the principles of relevant in-
ternational instruments as well as national regula-
tions.The most recognized international instrument for 
the protection of children in emergencies is the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, which defines the 
protection of children as a key legal instrument. 
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Furthermore, many international documents related 
to the protection of children in the emergency situa-
tions are based on The Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (UNICEF & UNHCR, 2014), as well as the 
procedures for the protection of the children within 
the system of child social protection in the Republic 
of Serbia. The four key principles of the Convention 
related to the protection of child migrants/refugees 
are: The Right to protection of the best interest (Ar-
ticle 3), The Right to non-discrimination (Article 2), 
The Right to life, survival and development (Arti-
cle 6), The Right to Participation (Article 12). Ap-
plying these principles when protecting children on 
the move means that the best interests of the child 
should be essential in making the decisions and in 
the implementation of activities involving children. 
Assistants working with children are expected to 
provide help regardless of the sex, age, disability, 
social class, ethnicity, religion, language, political 
conviction or sexual orientation. Moreover, they are 
obliged at all times to show respect for all differ-
ences that a child might possess. All actors involved 
in providing support to children on the move have 
a responsibility to provide to children all require-
ments neccesary for their development. Securing the 
right to participation is of a particular importance for 
children on move, as they are encountered with the 
need to make numerous decisions that significantly 
affect their lives. In addition to these four principles, 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child prescribes 
other basic rights, such as, inter alia, the need to be 
protected against all forms of violence, exploitation 
and neglect, as well as the right to the physical and 
intellectual development of a child. The Convention 
underlines the importance of family in children’s 
lives, but also devotes special attention to the needs 
of children without parental care and asylum seekers 
or refugee/migrant children (UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, 1990).
Relevant national regulations for the protection of 
children refugees/migrants are based on the follow-
ing laws, regulations and protocols of the Repub-
lic of Serbia: Family law: regulates custody of the 
child, parental rights and the child's administrative 
capacity (Family Law, 2005); The Law on the So-
cial Protection: defines the basic regulations for en-
suring the child care in the social protection system 
(The Law on Social Protection, 2011); Rulebook on 
the organization of the Center for Social Work: de-
fines the basic professional procedures and manners 
of exercising the public authority of the Center for 

Social Work as a guardianship implementation body 
(Rulebook on organization, norms and standards of 
work of the Center for Social Work, 2012); General 
and special protocols for the protection of children 
against abuse and neglect: cite criteria for differen-
tiating child abuse and neglect and clearly link the 
institutions of the system to the protection of abused 
and neglected children (Milanović, Perišić i Milić, 
2016). Finaly, in order to enable the equal engage-
ment of all social welfare institutions in providing 
assistance and support to refugees, the Ministry of 
Labor, Employment, Veteran and Social Affaires has 
issued an Instruction about the conduct of Centers 
for Social Work and Social Protection Residential 
Institutions in providing protection and accommoda-
tion of unaccompanied minors (MoLEVSA, 2015) 
as well as the Action Plan for providing protection 
and accommodation of the unaccompanied underage 
migrants.

RESEARCH METHOD

For the purpose of the research, qualitative method-
ology of interviews and focus groups has been used. 
Focus groups allow observing the ways in which 
respondents engage in planning, and how they un-
derstand their participation, as well as the concerns, 
expectations, fears and challenges, together with the 
sources of support that are available to them dur-
ing the migration crisis processes. Moreover, focus 
groups are based on dialogue and action dynamics, 
thus, they enable describing the phenomenon and 
understanding its quality through a dialogue (Đurić, 
2005).
The research includes a sample of 17 professional 
workers from the Centers for Social Work and 18 
representatives of the governmental and non-gov-
ernmental sector that participated in individual in-
terviews and focus groups in order to share their ex-
periences. Interviews with employees from 6 CSW 
who had experience in working with migrants dur-
ing the migrant crisis represent the basis of the re-
search. Interviews were conducted with managers, 
supervisors, case managers, field workers engaged 
in the migration crisis and their coordinators2.
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2All interviews have been transcribed and encrypted so each re-
spondent received the code: R-respondent, gender (m or f), a let-
ter that indicates his/her position in the Center for Social Work 
(f-field worker, CS-case manager and C-coordinator ), and the 
number that the respondent has.
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Furthermore, three focus groups were completed with 
representatives of governmental, non-governmental 
and international organizations, as well as with rep-
resentatives of institutions for the accommodation of 
children during the migration crisis, which included 
18 associates, 13 women and 5 men3.
Data from focus groups was processed qualitatively, 
by the means of a thematic analysis. The thematic 
analysis took place at two levels: semantic and latent. 
Semantic analysis was concerned with the categoriza-
tion of topics on the basis of the explicit content that 
respondents reported, while latent content refers to 
the meanings related to the interpretation of responses 
provided by both respondents and researchers (Žižak 
et al., 2012). Qualitative analysis of the focus groups 
included the following phases: reading the complete 
focus group transcripts, determining the coding unit, 
defining codes for each participant, creating catego-
ries at the sub-sample level, interpreting the results 
obtained for each sub-sample of participants together 
with supporting the categories with the literal quotes 
of the focus group participants.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results of the research are presented in several the-
matic parts, following the structure of the interviews 
and focus groups, but also in line with subthemes 
identified during data analysis which are described 
and illustrated by the corresponding quotations. The-
matic parts are presented as following: cooperation 
among relevant actors, challenges encountered in 
protecting child migrants/refugees, resources to meet 
the needs of child migrants/refugees, child protection 
procedures during the migrant crisis, with the focus 
on the Center for Social Work since it is an institu-
tion accountable for identification and protection of 
vulnerable children migrants/refugees and children at 
risk, characteristics of case management in specific 
circumstances of migrant crisis, overall capacities of 
the Center for Social Work to respond to the needs 
of child migrants/refugees and the quality of the nor-
mative framework concerning regulations and guide-
lines governing the response of the social protection 
system and the cooperation among different actors in 
the protection of child migrants/refugees.

3The results have also been encrypted through a code for re-
spondent, gender, and a number, like in the interviews, but with 
the FG index in order to create a difference with respect to the 
material obtained through the interviews.

Cooperation among relevant actors

The research has covered issues about the number 
and understanding of the migratory movements at the 
territory of Serbia, with all actors giving different es-
timations (from seven to 200-300 migrants) relative 
to the region they come from. Different estimations 
are understandable considering that the survey was 
carried out in the period of evident changes due to 
the longer retention of migrants/refugees and reduced 
legal flows of people. Registration of unaccompanied 
children is further hampered by the difficulty of de-
termining the age of children and illegal smuggling 
after the closing of the Balkan route. IFG1: Docu-
mentation of cases was lacking (...) Those who were 
not identified as the most urgent were not document-
ed, there were many failures.
Participants in the research have identified a large 
number of actors working in the field with migrants 
and showed clear understanding of their activities, 
responsibilities and inherence within the protection 
of child migrants. The cooperation between the gov-
ernmental and the civil sector has been described as 
good, positive and improved with respect to the be-
ginning of the refugee crisis. Representatives of the 
state and international institutions emphasized the 
importance of cooperation between the state and the 
civil sector in situations such as migrant crisis that 
exceeds the capacity of the state to respond to the 
needs of protection, thus the existence of the civil 
sector is significant. However, at the beginning of 
the migration crisis, there were numerous challenges 
in cooperation due to the communication problems 
among different actors, as well as the lack of under-
standing of roles between different actors as well as 
boundaries between their responsibilities and inher-
ence. Representatives of all sectors have disclosed 
cases where representatives of non-governmental or-
ganizations took over the role of the Center for Social 
Work (CSW) in determining the vulnerability of the 
child, assessed and made decisions which are out of 
their jurisdiction; as well as the cases in which they 
expressed dissatisfaction with the way in which CSW 
determined the level of risk. IWVS1: It sometimes 
happens that those NGO stakeholders are not satis-
fied with our assessment. (...) It often happens that 
those calls are completely unnecessary (...) they say 
that they have an unaccompanied minor. When we 
arrive to the field, it turns out that somewhere around 
there is his/her father, mother, uncle ... so there was 
no need to call us at all. 
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Considering the cooperation with governmental insti-
tutions, primarily with the Centers for Social Work, 
representatives of the non-governmental sector also 
note that there has been a great progress compared 
to the beginning when they had the impression that 
representatives of the state did not listen to them and 
that there was a huge gap between them. Addition-
ally, they openly raise doubts about the accuracy of 
some Center for Social Work’ decisions, because they 
believe that the social protection system included new 
people (field workers) in the process of protection 
without necessary preparation, in order to respond to 
the needs of migrants as fast as possible. However, 
those people usually have neither experience, nor the 
necessary knowledge and skills. IFGM1: The system 
is generally messed up in a way that many inexperi-
enced people have been put in to deal with refugees, 
and refugees are a very serious thing. Those people 
often have a good will to help but they lack experi-
ence.

Challenges in the protection of child migrants/refu-
gees

Regardless of the period of the migration crisis, all 
participants have agreed that one of the greatest diffi-
culties in protecting the child migrants is the challenge 
of identifying the age of child migrants/ refugees. 
Children and young people often do not communi-
cate their age for various reasons and they don’t have 
any documents. Since no method for determination of 
someone’s age is currently available the identification 
of the age is limited to accepting their testimonies. 
There are suggestions for introducing some methods, 
such as training for determining the age by bone de-
velopment and size, but for now they are not being 
used. IFG5: The problem in assessing the age occurs 
when children are between 15 and 18 years old, meth-
ods for determining age are expensive and that is an 
obstacle.
The problem of smuggling is recognized as a major 
challenge in assessing the vulnerability of children. 
As all children are accompanied by an adult, it is 
very difficult to distinguish a responsible adult from 
a smuggler. Furthermore, it is difficult to determine 
whether the adults they travel with are really their 
relatives, as well as whether they have the capacity 
to take care of those children. IFGM4: We had many 
groups of children that consisted of one 17-year old 
and for example 5 or 6 boys who were around 8 or 

9 years old. I think that the focus should be on the 
leader of the group ... Whether he can take care of 
them and what is his interest.
All representatives of the governmental sector stressed 
problems that arose due to the lack of an interpreter. 
They emphasized that child refugees have the same 
treatment as children without parental care only on 
paper. In situations without an interpreter, who would 
enable the understanding of a language, culture and 
civilization context from which they come from, these 
children are provided only with elementary needs: ba-
sic security, food, clothes and "roof over the head”. 
IFGM1: "It's not real, we have no interpreter, we 
cannot provide the same treatment.” Representatives 
of the Centers for Social Work claim that not under-
standing the language in assessing the vulnerability of 
a child creates many problems. At the practical level, 
it slows down the process at the moment the child is 
identified. On the other side it affects the quality of 
care because the language barrier interferes with cre-
ating rapport with the child and therefore presents an 
obstacle for adequate assessment of the situation and 
needs. The lack of translators imposed another barrier 
to better protection of the children that came from the 
inability of the same translator to "follow" the entire 
procedure related to one child. IFGM3: When a child 
is placed somewhere, the first contact he has is with 
an interpreter, and then he loses that contact. Chil-
dren, especially younger, ask us: "Will I see you to-
morrow?”.

Resources for meeting the needs of child migrants/
refugees

Representatives of the Centers for Social Work state 
that the systemic response to the essential need of 
children at risk, a need for accommodation, has been 
largely answered for the time being, although the ac-
commodation units of the social protection system 
have occasionally been unable to respond adequately. 
The main difficulty in the work of accommodation 
providers lies in the lack of a clearer procedure and 
alternative accommodation in cases of children stay-
ing longer than planned. The services of the reception 
centers and accommodation facilities are intended for 
the transit period and provide basic needs in the form 
of food, clothing and information, while longer child 
retention requires the provision of structured activi-
ties in accordance with their development develop-
mental needs. 
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An additional problem is the situation, in which chil-
dren neither have the possibility to legally cross bor-
ders, nor they desire to seek asylum in Serbia. These 
children are in a state of waiting and uncertainty, 
which is another difficulty for both them and the 
professionals who cannot plan for long-term nor can 
they apply a structured approach. Izkk1: There are no 
structured activities. There are, for example, those 
non-governmental organizations' mobile teams; there 
is this corner for children, but... 
Only one Center for Social Work has developed the 
practice of placing children in foster families during 
the migration crisis, and this is stated as a very posi-
tive experience. All respondents agree that family ac-
commodation is a resource that needs to be further 
empowered, through mobilizing and motivating fos-
ter families, so they can meet the specific needs of 
younger child migrants/refugees. 
Moreover, all focus group participants agreed on the 
importance of ensuring the availability of education 
for all children, and even for children in the migration 
process, but with the remark that this issue should 
be approached with caution. The participation of the 
education system in this context has been recognized 
as necessary, through the creation of programs tai-
lored to child migrants and the creation of non-formal 
education, as well as the sensitization of the local 
community. IFGM1: Never send children to school 
without serious preparation because it is a source of 
traumatization.

Child protection procedures during the migrant cri-
sis – the role of the center for social work 

In accordance with their competencies Centers for 
Social Work are engaged in situations when, upon the 
notice from the police or non-governmental organi-
zation, they discover that there is a minor at risk or 
unaccompanied (Rulebook on organization, norms 
and standards of work of the Center for Social Work, 
2012). The representative of the Center for Social 
Work (case manager or field worker that is specially 
employed during the migration crisis4) comes to the 
field and, together with the minor, goes to the police 
for registration. 

4The specific characteristic of the work of field workers is that 
they have a limited mandate, that is, they can assess the risk and 
make a decision that the child should be urgently separated from 
the group in which he is located and arrange for accommodation, 
but they cannot be guardians, which is an option only for profes-
sional workers of the Center- case managers 

An assessment of the degree of vulnerability is car-
ried out, and if it is established that the minor is at 
risk or without accompanying responsible adult, the 
Center appoints the guardian. IMVS9: The police in-
form us about everything. We have a mandatory 24-
hour on call duty. From the first moment when it is 
registered that a child is unaccompanied, his tempo-
rary guardian is appointed (orally).
In a methodological sense, the procedure for iden-
tifying children at risk by the CSW involves steps 
similar to those when working with a regular popula-
tion in situations of immediate interventions. First, 
an assessment of the condition of the child is carried 
out and the urgent needs related to safety, nutrition, 
personal hygiene and clothing are met. At the same 
time, information is gathered about the child, what is 
his/her age, when did he/she come to Serbia and who 
he/she is traveling with, where are the parents and 
whether there are any trustworthy adults around. The 
risk assessment can lead to the conclusion that the 
child is not endangered and that he/she can continue 
his/her stay or the journey with the group he/she is 
with, then the Center for Social Work stops the pro-
cedure. The other conclusion may be that the child is 
at risk, that he needs to be relocated and taken care 
of, in which case the accommodation for the minor 
is being organized in one of the institutions for that 
purpose.
The key dilemma for the representatives of the Cent-
er for Social Work in determining the best interests 
of the child is whether to separate the child from the 
group he/she is traveling/staying with or not, espe-
cially in situations where in that group there are no 
parents or close relatives of the child. Experiences in 
resolving this issue are different and vary on a case-
by-case basis, mostly depending on the available in-
formation about the child and about members of the 
group he/she is traveling with. However, among the 
representatives of Centers the belief predominantly 
represented is that the child should not be separated 
from the group she/he travels with, even if there are 
no relatives or close people in the group, mostly be-
cause it is considered much safer for a child to be 
in the group with the people he/she knows. IMVS9: 
Most of these migrants are from a totally different 
cultural environment (...) For example, we think that 
the Syrian child is travelling alone, while he is trav-
elling with the tribal head of the village, who, in our 
point of view, is not related to him, whereas accord-
ing to their tradition he is more important to the child 
than the uncle or any other relative. 
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Other big dilemma is related to those situations in 
which children clearly express the desire to con-
tinue the journey, despite the opinion of the profes-
sionals that that is not in the child’s best interests. 
IFGm4: There are many minors around 12 years 
old, who are overly concerned with the idea that 
they need to arrive somewhere and earn some mon-
ey”. Participants agreed that in those situations, 
it is important to enable the children to continue 
their journey legally and to arrive to the destination 
where their needs will be met in accordance with 
their age. IFG6: The boy who was with us went to 
Sweden legally with an idea to work there. He is 
now in the boarding school and he does not work, 
but the only way to save those kids is to enable 
them to legally go somewhere and to be accepted 
there with legal documents.

Characteristics of case management during the 
migrant crisis

Considering the case management, the representa-
tives of Centers for Social Work have had differ-
ent opinions, but in their statements, regardless of 
their position in the Center, there is a common un-
derstanding that a key obstacle to the realization 
of the case management is the short retention of 
migrants and children in Serbia. They consider the 
regular procedure, involving implementation of all 
phases of the case management (Žegarac, 2015) in 
the context of migrants passing through Serbia too 
complicated and useless, since it prescribes a lot 
of steps in a situation on a field that, however, re-
quires fast decision-making and urgent reactions. 
The situation after the closure of the Balkan route, 
when a part of the refugees/migrants remained in 
Serbia, opened more room for, as said by one of 
the interviewees” a more serious level of work”. 
IMVS5: Experience and case management are de-
termined by the nature of their stay in Serbia which 
is transitory. There are, also, those children who 
are stuck here for some specific reason. Again, the 
case is being raised to a more serious level due 
to the length of the stay and the type of services 
that need to be provided. Respondents were trying 
to apply the principles of case management (Child 
Protection Working Group, 2014), but this attempt 
was hampered by the lack of data, language bar-
riers, "the abduction of children from their natu-
ral context" and the like. It is important to point 
out that on the questions on terminology and the 

principles of the case management the majority of 
professionals did not respond to or answered in and 
unclear and undetermined way. The impression is 
that a large part of the migrant protection practice 
was based on the current improvisation and the 
search for alternatives in a completely new situa-
tion for which there was no preparation, and there 
was certainly no specific experience from the past 
that could be applied. 

Capacity of Centres for Social Work to respond to 
migrant crisis

All Centers for Social Work that participated in 
the research had on-call duty organized 24 hours 
a day. Furthermore, Centers that have employed 
field workers were satisfied with the work organi-
zation, stating that without the support of field 
workers they would not be able to provide that 
level of availability of professional workers on the 
field. On the other hand, in Centers that did not 
have hired field workers, the 24 hours responsive-
ness has often caused fatigue within the workforce, 
and sometimes even difficulties performing regular 
tasks. IMS11: It is difficult to organize work when 
two workers are on on-call duty for a month. Often 
during the night, one takes care of the accommoda-
tion and then in the morning he/she comes to work. 
Besides the problem regarding human resources, 
majority of Centers in transit areas also had diffi-
culties in organizing transportation due to the lack 
of vehicles, but also other material and technical 
conditions. IMS6: We, as a Center, do not have the 
resources (...) unless we have additional financial 
or project support. Unless we have someone to fi-
nance it, we cannot support 24 hours duty.
All representatives of the Centers report about the 
case overload and stress to which they have been 
continuously exposed, as well as about very high 
expectations of other systems and stakeholders, 
and in some situations, the feeling of powerless-
ness and emotional fatigue. Nevertheless, during 
the migration crisis, no Center paid special atten-
tion to the need for the adaptation of supervision 
to the extraordinary circumstances. IMT4: Working 
on the field is exhausting, stressful and very unpre-
dictable. There should be some activities aimed at 
preventing burnout syndrome, more inter-organ-
izational sessions for exchanging the experience 
and capacity building for the further work, as well 
as more individual supervisions.

I. BRANKOVIĆ, CHILD PROTECTION OF CHILDREN... HUMAN, Volume 8, Issue 1, 2018
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Normative framework – advantages and disadvan-
tages 

All participants in the research have identified a large 
number of regulations that were useful to them while 
working with unaccompanied refugee children in the 
area of social protection and family law, as well as 
asylum and migrations management law. They also 
asserted that in all areas it is necessary to revise regu-
lations based on experience from the previous period 
in order to make them more adequately correspond 
to the reality. IFgm4: Our Asylum Law was written 
in 2008 when there were dozens of migrants. The 
complexity of the matter, and its changing nature, is 
shown by the fact that the State still cannot pass the 
new Asylum Law. 
In addition to the regulations that specifically regulate 
the work of their institutions, all actors were familiar 
with the Instruction on the conduct of the Center for 
Social Work and of Social Protection Institutions for 
accommodation of beneficiaries in providing protec-
tion and accommodation for unaccompanied minors 
(Instruction). Moreover, CSW representatives in-
dicated that the Instruction provides a good enough 
framework for action and serves as a guideline due to 
the lack of specific internal procedures for working 
with migrant children. Some of them agree with their 
colleagues working on accommodation services, that 
there is a room for improvement of this document, 
especially with respect to the alternative ways of ac-
commodating children and using foster care as a re-
source for taking care of the children. In relation to 
the institute of a temporary guardian, representatives 
of NGOs have pointed out the disadvantages of cur-
rent practice based on the procedure that in each new 
environment a child is placed in a new temporary 
guardian is appointed for him/her, whereas after the 
child is transferred from one municipality to anoth-
er they no longer have any form of communication. 
Furthermore, some CSW representatives have point-
ed out to a systemic problem stemming from the fact 
that the appointed guardian for a child needs to be 
a citizen of the Republic of Serbia and they believe 
that the procedure would be significantly facilitated 
if the appointed guardian could be one of the people 
travelling with a child, and who may not even be a 
direct relative but can better decide on the interests 
of the child than the CSW representative. IMK3: The 
disadvantage is that the guardian traveling with the 
child, a person considered trustworthy by child’s par-
ents, has reduced power in Serbia and that creates a 

problem. He can, for example, take care of the child, 
of his important needs, health, safety, and so on, but 
he cannot represent him when he is out of his country.
Representatives of the accommodation services 
pointed out to the another systematic disadvantage, 
which refers to the absence of services that depend 
on the status of the child. Namely, children who have 
the status of asylum seekers have the same rights as 
citizens of the Republic of Serbia and they have all 
the services of health, social and other protection 
available, which is not the case with child migrants. 
IFG7: What we did not manage is to overcome the 
difference between the child migrant and the asylum 
seeking child. We take children to see the doctor but 
she cannot write a prescription. She writes on the pa-
per and then we call NGOs to provide us with the 
medicine.
As an opportunity to overcome the barrier between 
responsibilities and competencies of state and non-
governmental organizations, representatives of state 
organizations have acknowledged the newly draft-
ed Standard Operational Procedures (SOPs), which 
regulate the competencies of all involved actors. On 
the other hand, representatives of the NGO sector ex-
pressed their concerns regarding this document, not-
ing that due to its complexity, a thorough training of 
field workers for its preparation is necessary.
Despite stating that the cooperation among all rel-
evant actors in responding to the crises has become 
very good, all respondents believe that it would be 
necessary to institutionalize this cooperation, that is, 
to make general instructions, based on this experi-
ence, for working under extraordinary circumstances 
that will be binding on all, and not just for the social 
protection system. IMVS8: The only thing missing is 
the exact identification of a procedure that will oblige 
all participants and show them how to behave. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Research results show that the protection system re-
sponded in a timely manner including many relevant 
stakeholders in the process, but since there was no 
previous experience various obstacles and barriers 
were encountered. All participants report on lack of 
coordination in the field and difficulties in achieving 
mutual understanding during risk assessment between 
sectors, lack of material and technical resources in 
the government sector and need for improvement of 
skills for working with migrant children and informa-
tion sharing among all relevant stakeholders. 
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Having this in mind the main recommendation for 
improving the response system to the challenges of 
the migrant crisis is related to the enhancement of 
cooperation among the relative stakeholders.  This 
area could be improved by the strategic planning of 
the country's response to the migrant flows, includ-
ing activities regarding the integration of migrants 
to whom Serbia is the final destination. The strate-
gic plan should define the right path for establishing 
a regional communication network and for improving 
communication and coordination among different ac-
tors in Serbia, but also for regulating the normative 
framework. The new normative framework should 
enable identifying a systematic solution for the im-
provement and adjustment of the role of a temporary 
guardian, determined for unaccompanied migrant 
children, as well as for ensuring the access to services 
to all children, both minors and asylum seekers in the 
same manner. Thus, it is necessary to create and adopt 
the universal instruction that will be binding on rep-
resentatives of all relevant systems (social protection, 
police, health, education …), and whose part could in-
clude the standard operating procedures for the social 
protection system and all other crucial actors. Moreo-
ver, the development of improved guidelines for the 
cooperation among all relevant actors would support 
the practitioners and enable greater availability of ser-
vices dedicated to migrants through the creation of 
the list of contacts of both professionals and service 
providers with clearly defined areas of expertise and 
support options. 
Another important area is the improvement of the 
child protection system for children migrants/refu-
gees, through the following activities: introduction 
of the modern methodology for age determination 
and through the education of professionals assessing 
the vulnerability of the child for its implementation; 
improving the assessment of child’s vulnerability by 
focusing more attention on the ability of the group 
leader, with whom the child is currently living/trave-
ling, to take care of the child; organizing trainings for 
members of all sectors who have direct contact with 
a minor for age and developmental needs appropri-
ate interviewing; improving the process of document-
ing cases with a special focus on migrant children. In 
response to the need for long-term accommodation, 
it is necessary to improve the normative framework 
of conduct in order for it to provide clear directions 
of financing and define effective procedures. For the 
accommodation of small children, it is necessary to 
facilitate resources in the form of foster families and 

for older children to create alternative accommoda-
tion options.
Furthermore, in order to ensure the strengthening of 
capacities of all actors on the field, it is necessary, 
above all, to enhance CSW both materially and tech-
nically with greater access to resources for financ-
ing services provided to migrants. For the purpose 
of more efficient organization of work, centers and 
institutions for social protection should be supported 
in the creation of internal procedures for emergen-
cy response and for the formation of special teams 
with the engagement of field workers, who would be 
only working on the protection of child migrants and 
therefore, possess relevant qualifications and skills. 
Empowering Centers' employees should be 
based on providing information and education for the 
development of culturally competent practice, and 
in particular for the development of skills needed to 
conduct interviews with migrant children via an in-
terpreter. Advancement of competencies is needed for 
provision of tailored supervisory support to the staff 
engaged in direct work with migrants in order to pre-
vent professional burnout. Additionally, all actors on 
the field need to have access to trainings for enhance-
ment of skills necessary for provision of psychologi-
cal first aid, as well as with a continuous education 
for determining the vulnerability and best interest of 
the child.
In order to activate resources and utilize the poten-
tial of the community, it is necessary to prepare and 
inform the local population in environments where 
children are expected to stay longer, as to facilitate 
better integration of children into the local commu-
nity. Moreover, it is necessary to create services for 
the preservation of migrant/refugee families in the 
community that would be available to them while 
they are on the territory of Serbia and to engage the 
resources of the non-governmental sector in creating 
and providing services on the field where the child 
migrants/refugees are located in order to enable them 
as much structure and development as possible during 
the migratory movement. It is also important to create 
conditions for meeting the educational needs of child 
migrants/refugees in a way that is appropriate to their 
specific situation and context. 
Finally, in order to improve direct work with children 
and raise the quality of services provided, systematic 
planning of child protection in needed, taking into 
account the need for continuity in working with the 
child and avoiding exposure of a child to a large num-
ber of professionals who will assess and provide care. 
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In addition, accommodation services providers should 
be educated on the ways of communication, cultural 
and other specificities, and all activities with children 
should be planned in respect of cultural differences, 
especially the gender issues with the emphasis on the 
specific needs of girls from the migrant population.
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