
 

 

[1]STANDARD 13[PM1]: Unaccompanied and separated 

children 

 
 

[2]Children separated from their parents and families because of conflict, disaster or population 

displacement, or because of economic or social reasons, are at increased risk of violence, abuse, 

exploitation and neglect in an emergency. [3]These children have lost the care and protection of their 

families at the moment when they need them the most.  

[4]Separation can result from a variety of causes, be characterized by different scale and scope, and that 

it can be prevented. [5]It can be accidental or deliberate, pre-date the emergency or be caused by it, 

happen during the emergency (primary separation) and occur again after the emergency (secondary 

separation). [6]Humanitarian response can have a positive or a negative impact on separation, through 

its degree of preparedness and of its measures towards preventing separation and protecting family 

unity through all programmes and programme cycles.  

[7]Separated children are those separated from both parents, or from their previous legal or customary 
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primary caregiver, but not necessarily from other relatives. [8]As a result, this may include children 

accompanied by other adult family members. [9]Unaccompanied children are children who have been 

separated from both parents and other relatives, and who are not being cared for by an adult who, by 

law or custom, is responsible for doing so.   

[10]Until tracing efforts demonstrate otherwise, the assumption should be that a child has someone 

with whom he or she can be reunited. [11]Unaccompanied and separated children should not be 

referred to as “orphans”” of both parents, unless it has been verified, through tracing efforts and not 

solely on the basis of the child’s report, that both parents have deceased 

[12]Standard   
Family separation is prevented and responded to, and unaccompanied and separated children are cared 

for according to their best interests and their participation.  

 

Key actions - identification, documentation, tracing and 

reunification (IDTR) 

PREPAREDNES & PREVENTION 

13.1  [13] Review/map national legal frameworks and community systems related to child protection 

mandates and procedures for working with children who lack appropriate care, and prevention 

and response to family separation. [14]Preparedness plans should involve cross border dimensions 

where appropriate given regional nature of displacement and conflict;  

13.2 [15]Incorporate preparedness and preparation into all stages of the programme cycle. [16] This 

includes measures to reduce vulnerability and to increase resilience to separation at community 

and national level.  

13.3 [17]Inform families on the importance of child birth registration and for children to have copies of 

their identify documents to prevent separation and support reunification; 

13.4 [18]Involve all relevant actors and ensure coordination around preventing family separations, 

including through targeting assistance at especially vulnerable family groups; 

13.5 [19]Agree with the relevant government body and child protection coordination group on the 

basic elements of an information and case management system, including procedures for sharing 

information with respect for confidentiality, informed consent / assent,  data protection-, 

standardized registration forms and draft operating procedures for IDTR as well as geographic and 

functional areas of responsibility (see Standard 15); 

13.6 [20]Ensure Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) that clarify the roles and responsibilities of 

those involved in IDTR and programmes related to UASC and integrate the roles of community 

structures (see standard 16). [21]This should include methods and protocols for referral and 



 

 

information sharing that respect confidentiality and data protection principles, and information 

management system upgraded to simple, user-friendly and modern technology (see Standards 1 

and 5). [22]Where necessary, consider that these tools need be developed across international 

borders; 

13.7 [23]In collaboration with the existing child protection system established case management 

services and review and contextualise the inter-agency forms. [24]Agree on recognized identity 

documents that can be used to prove the child’s identity (including child’s country of origin) and 

the link with individuals claiming relationship status with the child. [25]When necessary, prepare 

forms in appropriate languages (i.e. multi-language forms); 

13.8 [26]Ensure local case workers, social workers, community volunteers, border control and 

immigration staff have the appropriate level of expertise and skills related to the care and 

protection of unaccompanied and separated children, including communicating with and 

interviewing  children in a cultural, gender, age and disability appropriate and safe way, case 

management standards and principles, anti-trafficking measures and on procedures for 

completing and managing the forms in a high standard;  

13.9 [27]Work collaboratively to design accessible and child friendly materials and tools relating to 

prevention of separation (for example, leaflets, stickers, hotlines for missing and found children, 

radio campaigns) and tell children, families, communities, local authorities and humanitarian 

workers to whom they should refer cases (see Standard 3, 15 and 16);  

13.10 [28]Work across agencies (national and international) and government to plan geographic and 

functional divisions of responsibility, ensuring collaboration with the International Committee of 

the Red Cross and the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies responsible for cross border 

FTR (family tracing and reunification), and UNHCR for refugee children. [29]Service providers for 

child protection should ensure they know which actors are coordinating family tracing efforts and 

how to make confidential and timely referrals to them. 

 

RESPONSE  

13.11 [30]Assess the scope, causes and risks of family separation together with children and 

communities; 

13.12 [31]Identify and prevent family separation in reception and arrival areas, or during planned 

population movements and at hospitals (e.g. ensure that children of all ages admitted wear a 

wrist band with their name and other identifying information);  

13.13 [32]Develop a proactive and systematic strategy to identify unaccompanied and separated 

children, by establishing child protection help desks or screening points and for example by 

mainstreaming identification by non-child protection personnel, communities and volunteers 

likely to come into contact with UASC. [33]This might be at registration points; through visiting 

communities and sites,; during distribution; or by targeting specific locations where UASC are 

identified such as hospitals and orphanages; 

13.14 [34]Avoid public dissemination of information that might unintentionally encourage families to 



 

 

abandon children or falsely present them as being without care (e.g. based on the assumption 

that children without care be given special assistance). [35]Work with other sectors to ensure 

programmes do not cause voluntary or accidental family separation); 

13.15 [36]Develop a surveillance system to identify newly unaccompanied children who may have been 

relinquished in the hope of their receiving assistance, and, assess whether providing specific 

material or food assistance can enable safe reunification;  

13.16 [37]Rapidly set up places where unaccompanied and separated children and parents of missing 

children can register, receive information and access services through various contextualized 

channels – in partnerships with appropriate stakeholders where appropriate;  

13.17 [38]Develop a referral system for UASC and raise awareness in communities and families about 

IDTR services, their locations and how to access them;  

13.18 [39]Assess as soon as possible whether care arrangements for separated children are 

contextually and culturally appropriate, and in their best interests, while tracing continues.  

[40]Ensure regular monitoring of their interim situation, protection and wellbeing;  

13.19 [41]Ensure inclusion and non-discrimination of children with disabilities in alternative care 

arrangements; 

13.20 [42]Establish prioritization criteria for case workers in order to ensure the care and monitoring of 

the most vulnerable children is treated first,; 

13.21 [43]Ensure regular information and updates on their cases, including on tracing, are shared with 

children, families and their caregiver, through appropriate platforms and in safe, accessible, 

child-friendly and sensitive manner.  

13.22 [44]Ensure that UASC, including refugee and migrant children, have safe access to services, that 

they can be prioritized for assistance and protection procedures and that they have equal access 

to schools or learning institutions; 

13.23 [45]Agree within two weeks of the emergency, with the relevant government body and within 

the child protection working group (or similar coordination structure), on the basic elements of 

an information and case-management system (see Standard 15), including a system and 

procedures for sharing information;  

13.24 [46]Where relevant, include protocols for cross-border information sharing and data protection 

in line with protection principles and relevant national/regional/international laws.  

13.25 [47]Coordinate cross-border tracing and reunification of UASC in countries of origin with the ICRC 

and the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and relevant government authorities, as 

well as with and other organisations, as appropriate. [48]For refugee responses, cross-border 

coordination on tracing and reunification efforts must be coordinated with UNCHR and in 

refugee situations the regional coordination mechanism should be based outside of the country 

of origin. 

13.26 [49]Coordinate on harmonized advocacy messaging for the protection of unaccompanied and 

separated refugee and migrant children, focusing on non-discriminatory access to services and 

solutions in the best interests of the child. [50]Special consideration should be given to working 

with, or for cross border mechanisms to facilitate, international family reunifications and to 



 

 

ensure the continuum of care and protection. 

13.27 [51]Set up a common Family Tracing and Reunification (FTR) database (possibly decentralized), 

unless this already exists (see Standard 5); 

13.28 [52]On the basis of an immediate rapid assessment, start tracing and reunification activities 

without delay, and make sure there is sufficient staff and relevant logistic equipment (e.g. 

cameras, computers, printers, locking filing cabinets, transportation, etc.). [53]The collection of 

information and materials of infants and younger children and children with disabilities should 

be prioritized as these tend to be the most complex cases. [54]Tracing should be coordinated 

amongst all involved actors in the context, especially with and between agencies with a specific 

mandate;  

13.29 [55]Develop a care plan (see Standard 15) based on the individual assessment related to case 

management and based on each individual child’s best interests as a primary consideration. 

[56]Consider both the child’s immediate needs of interim care in a first instance, and with views 

to a long term solution (family reunification or eventually alternative care) as quickly as possible 

and in consultation with the child, his or her family and other important people in the child’s life 

(see Standard 15 and refer to strategic Standard on alternative care); 

13.30 [57]After successful tracing results, verify relationships between a child and adults and assess the 

willingness and capacity of the receiving adults to provide appropriate care, as well as the child’s 

wishes and best interests.  [58]Provide the receiving family necessary material assistance to 

permit care at the same level as other children in the family and community. [59]Prepare both 

the child and the caregiver before they are reunited in compliance with standards and case 

management procedures (see Standard 15);  

13.31 [60]Where tracing results are positive but family reunification cannot take place or is determined 

not to be in the best interest of the child, assess and facilitate the child’s communication with 

the family if this supports the child’s wellbeing; 

13.32 [61]Make sure there is timely and periodic follow-up for children who have been reunited to 

make sure they are cared for and protected. [62]Do not assume reunited children will necessarily 

be well cared for, and ensure close monitoring of such children until it is clear that the nature of 

care is adequate; 

13.33 [63]When a child is reunited or placed with a relative, ensure that the adult assuming 

responsibility for care publicly signs a form accepting responsibility for the child, and arrange for 

one or more respected local leaders publicly to sign a form agreeing to monitor the child’s 

wellbeing and report any problems to the body responsible for child protection and care. 

13.34 [64]Implement the appropriate mechanisms to regularly and systematically monitor the safety 

and wellbeing of UASC (see Standard 15); 

13.35 [65]Make no permanent decision about a child’s care arrangement as long as there is a chance of 

tracing family members, before available tracing avenues have been exhausted, and never, in 

any event, within the first year of the beginning of active tracing, unless there are exceptional 

circumstances. [66]Note that BID (best interests of the child determination) guidelines promote 

respecting a timeframe of two years for tracing before opting for alternative solutions. 



 

 

[67]Adoption should not be considered in emergency/humanitarian settings (see Standard 18).  

 

Measurement 

 

Guidance notes [PM2] 

[77]13.1. Background 

[78]Children can accidentally become separated during flight to safety, during an attack or during a 

population movement. [79]They may have been entrusted by a parent to someone else, been separated 

during the provision of services to themselves or their caregiver, picked up by another family or aid 

worker after having been left by a parent looking for survival resources, made a decision to leave to seek 

OUTCOME INDICATOR OUTCOME TARGET 

13.1. [68]Monitoring systems and services are in place to prevent unnecessary separations Yes 

13.2. [69]Percentage of registered UASC for whom tracing activities within a case management 

procedure has been opened, is ongoing or is closed, disaggregated by sex, age and disability. 

80% 

ACTION INDICATOR ACTION TARGET 

13.3 [70]Contextually adapted registration forms, SOPs, information, referral and case-

management systems in place within two weeks of the emergency 

Yes
 

13.4  [71]Case Management system in place that allows for conducting timely and coordinated 

IDTR 

Yes 

13.5 [72] Percentage of registered UASC who are reunited with their caregivers, disaggregated by 

sex, age and disability. 

80%
 

13.6 [73]Percentage of registered UASC for whom IDTR has started and have a case plan developed 

within 2 weeks of being registered , disaggregated by sex, age and disability. 

90% 

13.7 [74]Percentage of children who are part of defining participate in their assessments and best 

interests (in accordance with their age and maturity) 

 

13.8 [75]Percentage of children who have received at least one follow-up visit within one month of 

being reunited with caregivers, disaggregated by sex, age and disability. 

100% 

13.9 [76]Children and youth, families, caregivers, adults and communities, as well as local 

authorities and humanitarian workers receive information on prevention related strategies and 

services regarding the risk of separation 

yes 



 

 

economic opportunities, been abandoned, trafficked, abducted, or orphaned. [80]Or they may have run 

away or been sent away by their families. [81]These may also be children in an institution that has been 

abandoned at the outset of an emergency, who can often be children with disabilities who tend to be 

overrepresented in institutions in many countries at risk of emergencies. [82]Indeed, younger children 

and children with disabilities are at greater risk of becoming separated during flight or conflict. [83] 

Understanding the causes of separation in different contexts is paramount to ensure better 

preparedness and more relevant prevention and response measures. [84]Indeed, locating separation in 

context has essential implications on programming as a lack of differentiated vulnerability can lead to 

inefficiency in the management of cases of unaccompanied and separated children.  

 

[85]13.2. First days: 

[86]It is vital to assess the situation for UASC and to initiate co-ordinated responses in the first 24-48 

hours following a sudden onset emergency – also in order not to lose crucial information to allow family 

tracing. [87]Steps should be taken to help reunite families as quickly as possible, starting with the most 

vulnerable cases such as infants, young children and disabled children, and to organize immediate, 

interim care if this is realistic (see strategy standards). [88]Humanitarians should support relevant 

governmental bodies and communities to carry out appropriate roles, building on existing child 

protection systems, and identify focal points and contacts for emergency referrals. [89]Where possible 

and appropriate, key messages can be widely disseminated through mass media, urging caregivers to 

stay with their children and to continue to care for children who have lost their families, as well as 

registering these children with child protection focal points. [90]The messages should be formulated in 

such a way that it does not give incentives for further separations. 

[91]13.3 Preventing separation in organizations and communities: 

[92]From the start of an emergency, and building on community assessments on causes of separations as 

well as existing community structures and efforts to prevent and respond to separations, communities 

should be supported in practical measures to avoid ‘losing their children,’ such as attaching 

identification tags to babies and young children, and teaching children vital information about their 

family identity, home and the location of emergency meeting points. [93]Families may be encouraged to 

prepare wrist bracelets for children who may have difficulties to remember or communicate their 

identifying information; for example, infants, young children and children with auditory, speech, 

developmental, or cognitive disabilities. [94]Taking adapted measures to prevent separation is of special 

importance in non-camp or urban contexts where communities may disperse. [95]Humanitarian workers 

and relevant authorities should be trained in how to ensure that children are protected and family unity 

preserved in delivering humanitarian aid and during exercises to relocate populations. [96]Where 

required, the definition of UASC should be contextualized, based on the dynamics of customary care and 

of family relationships. [97]Actors should always ensure the concept UASC is understood in local 

language and within cultural norms. [98]Provision of support to interim caregivers by child protection 

agencies should be carried out in a way that it does not create incentives for other children to register as 



 

 

separated, and which does not undermine the sustainability of the care arrangement (See strategic 

standard on alternative care). [99]Work with agencies involved in medical and security evacuations, and 

ensure that family unity is promoted and maintained within evacuation procedures. [100]Ensure UASC 

have copies of their own identity documents and/or tags that match their legal identity documentation.   

[101]13.4. Coordination: 

[102]Strong coordination is essential to promote effective and protective programme responses that 

consider the best interests of each unaccompanied and separated child (see also St 1). [103]Coordination 

should build on existing child protection coordination mechanisms, involving all relevant government 

organizations and local, national and international organizations and agencies. [104]This group should 

coordinate work on assessment, registration criteria, adapting forms, defining roles and responsibilities, 

and developing standard operating procedures for working with UASC. [105]ICRC and National Red Cross 

and Red Crescent Societies have the mandate to provide Restoring Family Links services in the context 

of armed conflicts or across international borders. [106]Family reunification across international borders 

of refugee children must be undertaken in close coordination with UNHCR, and in accordance with the 

best interests procedure. [107]For refugee children returning to their country of origin, specific 

procedures and considerations apply.  

 

[108]13.5. Identification: 

[109]In contexts where displaced populations are registered, databases such as UNHCR’s proGres may 

contain useful information on UASC, children living outside of parental care, and child-headed 

households. [110]It must be considered in context and balanced against the quality of identification at 

registration, including criteria of who should be registered. [111]Some children may not easily be 

identified during registration and therefore may be underrepresented, whereas others may choose to 

register as individual households even when they are not separated due to perceived benefits. [112]If 

separation is identified as an issue during assessments, define contextual criteria to decide which 

children should be registered. [113]Depending on the scale of the emergency and capacities of the 

agencies involved, it may be necessary to focus initially on the most vulnerable ones such as 

unaccompanied children, deferring the identification and documentation of children who are separated 

but in the care of an adult known to them. [114]An inter-agency identification and referral mechanism 

should be developed as the first step in setting up standard operating procedures. [115]Established good 

practices that support comprehensive and accurate UASC identification include training for registration 

officers on identification and ensuring child protection ‘help desks’ or screening points. Identify and 

train key actors who can identify UASC at key locations, such as entry or registration points in camps or 

formal / informal settlements, medical facilities, feeding centres, market areas in urban contexts, 

residential care centres, and detention facilities. [116]Work with camp management and distribution 

registration personnel to identify UASC by making sure that the ages of all household members are 

recorded, and that unrelated children, households where the oldest member is a child, and children on 

their own are all identified. [117]Ensure that the community is informed of the importance and purpose 

of identifying separated children, to avoid creating pull factors or fear in the communities that these 



 

 

children are going to be taken away. 

[118]13.6. Registration and documentation: 

[119]In the context of child protection case management, children’ s personal data should only be used 

for child protection purposes, with strict enforcement of appropriate rules on collection, use and 

retention of, and access to, data. [120]Registration involves recording a child’s basic data. [121]During the 

registration process, children should be explained what their data will be used for, including the fact that 

these data might be shared with other humanitarian actors, and be asked for their informed consent or 

assent. [122]Staff carrying out the registration should confirm that children are genuinely separated by 

seeking information from the children and community members. [123]Documentation is also an integral 

part of case management to complement the assessment including recording all the information needed 

to carry out tracing, defining a child’s care and protection needs, and developing a case-management 

plan in accordance with Case Management standards and principles (see Standard 15). [124]Assessments 

can be conducted rapid or in-depth. [125]The Inter-agency Task Force on Unaccompanied and Separated 

Children (IATF-UASC) and the Case Management Task Force (CMTF) agree on common forms for 

registering UASC, assessing the child’s individual situation and protection needs, and documenting 

family tracing needs. [126]These forms can be adapted by the UASC coordination mechanism in country. 

[127]Registration and documentation should be carried out by trained staff (See Standard 15), in a way 

that avoids causing children unnecessary distress or lead to further separations. [128]Infants and young 

children should be prioritized for full and specific documentation adapted for children under five years 

of age, ensuring that anyone who brings a very young child for care, or accompanying children, are 

immediately interviewed to avoid losing important information. [129]Missing children should be 

registered and documented on behalf of family members who are looking for them. [130]Registration 

and documentation may take place at the same time, or documentation may involve further interviews 

with the child as well as home visits. [131]Make clear in registration and documentation forms whether 

children are in the care of an adult whom they know and trust, and whether siblings are also present. 

[132]Registration and documentation shall be verified against the child’s available identity documents to 

ensure accuracy of information.  

[133]13.7. Child Protection Information Management System: 

[134]Information management systems (IMS) are used to support case management in emergencies. 

[135]Organizations may have their own IMS systems, however the CP IMS+ is a standard database 

developed and used at an inter-agency level to support case management in emergencies. [136]Inter-

agency forms specific to capturing and managing UASC cases are included within the database, as well 

as procedures on information sharing and data protection (see Standards 5 and 15). [137]In refugee 

situations, UNHCR proGres may also be available as a tool for data cross-checking for tracing. [138]The 

IMS support activities to trace families by: 

• Recording information on individual UASC 

• Sorting action lists by caseworker or location 



 

 

• Tracking actions taken on cases 

• Flagging overdue actions 

• Allowing UASC and registered missing children to be matched 

• Helping to share case information between areas and agencies. 

[139]It also provides monitoring and evaluation on how effective programmes are, and analysis of child 

protection trends. [140]Using IMS requires the need for dedicated data officers within each agency, and 

necessitate the continued capacity building of caseworkers and data officers.  

[141]13.8. Tracing: 

[142]Tracing is the process of searching for a child’s primary legal or usual caregivers, or other close 

family members. [143]The aim of tracing is to find a long-term solution that is in the child’s best interests, 

which usually means reuniting the child with their parents or other close relatives. [144]It also refers to 

the search for children whose parents are looking for them. [145]Tracing can be carried out differently, 

but should always be done in consideration of confidentiality and data protection principles, linked to 

community networks (such as extended family systems and religious groups) and based on analyzing 

risks to UASC. [146]Mass tracing can be carried out using different tools and technologies, such as radio 

broadcasts, internet, during community meetings, using posters, or through photo. [147]Case-by-case 

tracing involves active searching by caseworkers for family members in places of origin or separation. 

[148]Information on individual family members can also be found using civil registries and other 

population registration databases. [149]In refugee and IDP contexts it should be coordinated with UNHCR 

and IOM, as appropriate. 

[150]13.9. Verification: 

[151]Verification is the process of checking whether a claimed relationship is real, and confirming the 

willingness of the child and the family member to be reunited. [152]It is essential to assess the conditions 

for reuniting children, and to ensure that the child is not handed over to the wrong person. 

[153]Verifying a relationship is usually done by matching information from both parties without bringing 

them into contact, and asking verifying questions. [154] Considerations should be made on establishing 

agreements with national civil registries to assist in identity verification, where appropriate and when in 

the best interest of the child. [155]More in-depth checks may be needed for infants, young children, and 

children who have difficulty communicating. [156]It is essential to carry out a best interest assessment or 

determination in all complex cases. [157]It is also necessary to ensure that an action plan has been 

developed to support the child’s move back into the family. [158]Depending on the child’s history in the 

family or the cause of the separation, it may be necessary and appropriate to mediate between the child 

and family member. [159]Some time may be required for this, or to determine whether reunification 

with parents or adult siblings or placement with a relative is in the child’s best interests. 

[160]13.10. Family reunification and reintegration: 

[161]Reuniting families is the process of bringing together the child and family or previous caregiver to 

establish or re-establish long-term care. [162]The child, family and community should be prepared for 



 

 

the return of the child (see Standard 15). [163]Reuniting children with families should be carried out in 

line with the legal framework of the country. [164]Support should take a community-based and 

coordinated approach. [165]Follow-up visits after reunification are paramount and different approaches 

(given language, developmental skills), should be taken in assessing the child wellbeing depending on 

the age of the child. [166]Reuniting families across borders should be carried out in coordination with 

ICRC and National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and UNHCR in the case of refugees, relevant 

government bodies and other actors working on cross border FTR according to the contexts and who do 

so in coordination with the above mentioned. [167]The reunification and reintegration of children is a 

process and not an event, and involves more than the simple physical placement of an unaccompanied 

or separated child back within his or her family or primary caregiver. [168]Actors are expected to provide 

safe and effective reintegration. [169]In this regard, careful decisions need to be made about the speed 

of reintegration, with some children requiring longer-term support. In preparing families, approaches 

that aim to build on existing strengths to address the root causes of separation have proven to be 

valuable. [170]Coordinating responses with a wide range of community actors is a key part of the 

reintegration process. [171]In consideration of the evolving capacities, children have a right to participate 

in all decisions that affect them, and decisions regarding their reintegration should be made with their 

best interests as a primary consideration.  

 
[172]13.11. Follow-up: 

[173]Long-term separation or changes in a family’s circumstances caused by conflict or chronic poverty 

can lead to difficulties in the reintegration process. [174]Ongoing follow-up should be carried out, 

supplemented by community-based monitoring. [175]The amount and type of follow-up needed will 

depend on an evaluation of the needs of each child and careful monitoring is necessary (see Standard 

15). 

[176]13.12. Preserving family unity: 

[177]Not having enough food, shelter, education or livelihood opportunities or parents not knowing how 

to care for a child with a disability can prompt children to leave their families or cause caregivers to 

abandon children in the hope that they will receive better care. [178]Children may find themselves at risk 

of recruitment into armed forces or groups, abandonment, being trafficked or in exploitative labour. 

[179]Child protection actors should work with other sectors to make sure that families at risk of being 

separated receive access to basic services, parental training, social protection or support to protect their 

livelihoods so that they can stay together. [180]Residential care facilities can serve as a pull factor leading 

to family separation and should only be considered as an alternative care option for the shortest 

possible time, while family or community based alternative care being the preferred options for interim 

care (see strategy standards). 
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