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Context

Following meetings between Her Excellency the President of Malta, in her previous 
capacity as Minister for the Family and Social Solidarity, and the International 
Organisation for Migration’s Director General and the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, a Joint Technical Mission was carried out in Malta in 
April 2014.

The objectives of this Joint Technical Mission were as follows:

• To support Malta in managing the issue of unaccompanied migrant and refugee 
children in the context of mixed migration flows. More specifically, the Joint 
Technical Mission looked at how to support Malta with developing a revised 
framework for identification of unaccompanied and separated migrant children 
and how their needs are assessed and addressed;

• To reach consensus on a consolidated framework that identifies appropriate roles 
of all relevant stakeholders, including through cooperation between IOM, UNHCR 
as well as the Maltese authorities, and as appropriate, with civil society;

• To open avenues for further international cooperation and burden-sharing 
mechanisms to support Malta in dealing with unaccompanied and separated 
children as well as to identify any potential support in the implementation of this 
new framework.

Following the Joint Technical Mission a Summary Report was published outlining 
the main findings of the mission and also including a set of recommendations. These 
recommendations included one overarching general recommendation and seven 
specific recommendations. These emanated from the Joint Technical Mission’s 
mandate to support Malta in assessing its responsibilities relating to reception 
arrangements for unaccompanied and separated children and to identify areas 
where further support maybe provided by IOM and UNHCR.

In October 2015 a follow-up event was organised to review the progress made since 
the launch of the Joint Technical Mission Summary report. The discussion panel 
invited for this event included representatives of UNHCR, IOM, AWAS and JRS. A 
representative from the Migrants-led NGOs Platform, an initiative that was facilitated 
through the work of the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, was 
also invited to share his views on the report and on the wellbeing of the migrant 
community in Malta.

The follow-up event was attended by Her Excellency the President of Malta who 
gave the opening address. Ms. Snezana Smardzic Markovic, Director General of 
Democracy, Council of Europe, was invited to participate as a guest high level 
speaker. The event was very well attended by representatives from NGOs, civil 
society, Commissioners, academics, students, government representatives and 
members of the general public.  

!
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Recommendations made in the Joint Technical Mission Summary Report

The Joint Technical Mission Summary Report included a general recommendation 
and seven specific recommendations as outlined hereunder. The discussion during 
the follow-up event followed these recommendations with the objectives of assessing 
the progress made and determining the way forward. 

General recommendation

Malta should consider establishing a national reception model which includes a 
separate track for the identification, assessment, reception and care of unaccompanied 
migrant and refugee children within the complex migration flows affecting Malta. 

The aim would be to facilitate and capacitate entities in Malta, in line with the best 
interests principle, to provide specialized assistance and identify long term solutions, 
in particular through the strengthening of institutional national coordination to 
maximize the resources of relevant entities, upgrade facilities of care and enhance 
the skills of relevant personnel. The capacities of international organisations and 
NGOs can be considered an inherent part of such a framework. This approach could 
contribute to the implementation of the commitment expressed by the Maltese 
Prime Minister as regards avoiding detention for children arriving in Malta.

RECOMMENDATION 1
Consolidating Institutional Coordination

Ongoing coordination and cooperation is essential to ensure effective planning and 
implementation.

In this context, Malta may consider to establish a permanent inter-ministerial task 
force–potentially to include relevant international organisations (such as IOM and 
UNHCR) and selected NGOs as well as experts on a consultative basis. The task 
force could continually review relevant aspects of migration management and 
asylum issues and propose adjustments to approaches and policies as needed. Such 
an inter-ministerial task force can contribute to:

• Dealing with migratory challenges and emergencies in a holistic and comprehensive 
fashion in line with international and regional standards. 

• Securing effective responses by involving the different sectors of the government 
and institutions as need be.

• Providing technical inputs as needed with tailor-made approaches to different  
scenarios and different groups of migrants and asylum seekers.

• Identifying appropriate national capacities and external support mechanisms in 
response to potential emergencies and operational interventions.

RECOMMENDATION 2
Strengthening Early Identification and First Reception

It is an essential task of any reception system to ensure early identification of 
unaccompanied migrant and asylum seeking children as well as other groups with 
specific needs. The management of initial registration and age assessment are key 
elements in this regard.
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Relevant Guidelines and Tools developed by IOM and UNHCR, as well as by the 
European Asylum Support Office (EASO), offer practical guidance as regards 
general reception management and addressing special needs. On this basis, UNHCR 
and IOM can potentially support Malta with identification of vulnerable migrants and 
addressing protection and solution needs. Such support may take several forms:

• Conducting specialised training provided for relevant categories of staff based 
on agreed objectives.

• Further developing standard operating procedures relevant to various responsible 
agencies in Malta.

• Pursuing ad hoc project activities, specifically developed to address gaps in the 
current response to unaccompanied children, potentially based on EU funding.

• Coordinating and/or sharing staff capacity within a broader framework of the 
reception system, based on a multifunctional approach (eg along the lines of the 
Praesidium framework which coordinates ongoing activities by multiple agencies 
as regards monitoring, information and assistance upon arrival).

• Considering deployment of expert staff by UNHCR and/or IOM, with a specific 
objective to offer time-limited, transitional support.

• Pursuing regional engagement in the context of the Mediterranean and the EU, 
including as regards promoting shared responsibility for solutions.

In order to address the particular needs of unaccompanied children, a new First 
Reception Centre may be considered to be established as a transitional facility for 
both girls and boys who claim minority upon arrival. The infrastructure would have 
to be identified by the Government, potentially in collaboration with the Roman 
Catholic Church. Such a facility would include a profiling mechanism to identify 
needs and special care requirements for migrant and refugee children. It would also 
facilitate other processes such as age assessment, counselling, including information 
on family reunification, tracing and assessments.
 
When appropriate, counselling for AVRR could contribute to the Best Interest 
Assessment and determination processes. Following the Determination phase, 
appropriate structures according to the established care plan of each child could be 
considered in line with a new framework for reception of unaccompanied children.
 
RECOMMENDATION 3
Reinforcing Contingency Planning

UNHCR and IOM are available to provide concrete support to further develop 
existing national contingency plans for managing maritime arrivals. This may include 
consolidating national Standard Operating Procedures (SoPs) for any sudden 
increases in arrivals, in particular as regards assisting vulnerable migrants and asylum 
seekers with an age appropriate, gender specific and diversity sensitive approach 
(i.e. specific needs of children, women including victims of trafficking).

RECOMMENDATION 4
Solutions Support - Family Reunification (Dublin Regulation) and Family Tracing

It is acknowledged that Malta has limited capacity as regards facilitating long term 
solutions for a larger number of people rescued in international waters. IOM and 
UNHCR continues to support Malta with identifying solutions in other countries for 
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some of those granted international Protection, including through resettlement to 
the United States and relocation among other EU Member States.

In parallel, there is a need to establish mechanisms that can facilitate self reliance 
and local integration. During 2014, both UNHCR and IOM have presented research 
and analysis as regards facilitating the integration process in Malta, for refugees as 
well as for third country nationals in general.

While it is expected that the topic of responsibility sharing will remain high on the 
EU agenda in the coming months, it is clear that the existing framework provides 
opportunities to be further explored. In this context, additional assistance is needed 
in the area of reunification of asylum seeking children with close family members as 
regulated by the Dublin Regulation. The amendments entering into force with the 
Dublin III are expanding the possibilities for reunification for a greater number of 
children arriving alone. In fact all EU Member States have an obligation to identify 
and pursue such solutions, in line with Best Interests requirements.

A permanent scheme for pursuing migrant children’s family tracing and transfers as 
required by the EU Regulations may form part of a strengthened regional response 
to the situation in the Central Mediterranean. Such a regional approach has been as 
elaborated by the EU Task Force Mediterranean, which has been complemented by 
comprehensive proposals presented by both UNHCR and IOM.

RECOMMENDATION 5
Cooperation with Third Country Entities

Establish liaison and international cooperation with consulates of third countries 
in Malta, to facilitate processes of information exchange, identification and 
documentation while supporting current projects such as the Cooperation between 
Malta and African Countries to Enhance Migration Dialogue and Development 
(CoMaM phase II) Project. The aim of this project is to enhance cooperation between 
relevant Maltese authorities and their counterparts in Sub-Saharan African countries, 
namely Mali, Nigeria, Ghana and Ivory Coast.

The project works in conjunction with the Restart project, which deals with Assisted 
Voluntary Return (and Reintegration) AVR(R) by effectively contributing to the 
sustainability of returns through strengthening the reintegration component in 
countries of origin.

RECOMMENDATION 6
Capacity Building, Research and Training

It is likely that Malta will continue to be exposed to unpredictable and variable 
numbers of irregular arrivals departing from Libya. This means that Malta also needs 
to continue to develop capacity and expertise to deal with its reception and solutions 
responsibilities, including for unaccompanied children.

In order to ensure consistency in the quality of services, Malta may consider to set up 
permanent training and monitoring mechanisms to ensure quality standards of care 
for migrant and refugee children by psycho-social workers and cultural mediators, 
and maintain standard of care in every facility accommodating unaccompanied 
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children in Malta (addressing migration, asylum status, integration, return and 
reintegration, relocation and resettlement).

RECOMMENDATION 7
Identify External Support and Funding Sources

Given Malta’s exposed position in the Mediterranean Sea, and its limited reception 
and solutions capacities, it is likely that Malta will continue to depend on various 
forms of external support. IOM and UNHCR can contribute by exploring with Malta 
any existing and future EU support and funding instruments aimed at addressing 
complex migration flow and special needs of vulnerable groups.
!
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Ms Snežana Samardžić-Marković,
Distingiuished Guests,
Dear Friends,
 
When we started the process behind the report we are focusing on today the world 
was a different place. Back in 2013, migration was largely seen as a Mediterranean-
centric matter that only affected Malta and a number of close Mediterranean 
neighbours.  Today, when we talk about migration and asylum seekers we tend to 
think of mainland Europe and remember the scenes we saw unfolding in Germany, 
Hungary, Croatia and other European states in recent months.

The collective perspective on migration might have therefore slightly changed, but 
make no mistake - the same grim reality still exists for those trying to secure a 
better life. The disturbing statistics that hundreds of thousands continue to leave 
their homes to face perilous journeys and sometimes death is still a reality afflicting 
many today.

This situation is even more worrying when we think about unaccompanied migrant 
and refugee children. This year thousands of unaccompanied children have reached 
Europe as refugees. Many of these have lost their parents at home whilst others 
became separated or lost their families on the way. The majority of them have little 
or no support networks and most are suffering from psychological issues because 
of their ordeals. 

This is all unacceptable. Let’s remember that children are especially vulnerable and 
as such limited in their capability to address these situations alone. It depends of the 
willingness of the international community to take stock of this reality and to find 
intelligent and realistic ways how the rights of these children can be truly upheld.

Very often, unaccompanied children worldwide find themselves in situations where 
little consideration is given to their vulnerability as children. They often have no 
knowledge of their rights, are held in cells with adults who are strangers, are abused 
and mistreated and are not empowered to seek asylum. Furthermore children held 
in detention often suffer lasting consequences both physically and mentally.

The truth is that detention is a practise that is increasingly being used by governments 
in responding to asylum seekers. Nonetheless, there is a wealth of research confirming 
that this practise has a drastic human impact with heavy implications in terms of 
health and social cost, in addition to human rights violations and other concerns. 

It is therefore time for the international community to reflect about alternatives to 
detention and implement them as soon as possible. Let us remember that it is not 
a crime to seek asylum and therefore detention must be considered as a very last 
resort, if at all, especially in the cases of children.

Earlier this year in May my Foundation on the Wellbeing of Society facilitated the 
launching of a booklet on stories of asylum seekers in Malta. These stories, recounted 
first hand by Somali women, provided a truly shocking insight on what these fellow 
human beings go through. Through the activities of the Foundation I also met 
unaccompanied children in Malta and discussed with them their experiences, their 
situations, their fears and their hopes for the future. 
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One of the lessons that we learnt from that experience was the importance to 
continue empowering these children so that they can have a better life. We need 
to make sure that they have at the very least adequate education, adequate access 
to information, health care and adequate protection of their rights so that they can 
become the future we want. We need to help them address their past traumas so 
they can move on, in health and wellbeing.

These efforts must be undertaken at various levels including locally, regionally and 
globally. Today, here in this room, we are all individuals that can make a difference. 
Local policy makers need to put the rights of those most vulnerable including 
unaccompanied children at the forefront of policy; those of us in international 
organisations need to champion the policies that do away with detention; those of 
us working at grassroots level need to push for change and bring to the fore the 
challenges that need to be addressed.

Only some weeks ago the world adopted the Sustainable Development Goals in a bid 
to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for all. In my intervention 
at the United Nations I urged fellow leaders to do away with practices that further 
the inequalities that exist and instead to base policies on a rights-based approach 
that champion equality and the rights of all. These include the rights of the most 
vulnerable like unaccompanied migrant and refugee children.

I also highlighted the need to collaborate with each other and with all stakeholders, 
essentially walking a shared path to achieve common objectives. Governments are 
not alone in pursuing these goals and the role of civil society is key. 

The process behind this report we are discussing today brought together various 
stakeholders: government entities and line ministries, IOM, UNHCR and a number 
of NGOs and other organisations that worked together to come up with a set of 
recommendations to protect unaccompanied children. 

A number of these proposals have been addressed and this is excellent news! However 
the effort  needs to be sustained and the recommendations need to be implemented 
in their entirety and not only partially. I urge you to follow all the recommendations 
contained in the report and use these as a blueprint to implement the necessary 
changes.

Let us avoid a situation where the lull in numbers of unaccompanied children and 
migrants results in switching to a passive mode. There will be dire consequences if 
we do not make the necessary changes and adopt the necessary policies now so 
that future influxes of unaccompanied children reaching our shores will be welcomed 
adequately with an approach based on respect for human rights and human dignity.

Let us be prepared for when migrant routes change and again start affecting us 
directly. The forecasts predict that many more hundreds of thousands will try to 
reach Europe in spring and inevitably a significant number will be unaccompanied 
children. We therefore need to be prepared and to do this in a comprehensive 
manner we have to work together as partners.  

I am in fact happy to welcome with us here representatives from a number of migrant-
led NGOs that will surely add value to our collective understanding on the best 
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way forward. Your organisations and communities are a critical link in developing 
comprehensive policies that can protect the interest of all including unaccompanied 
children. Your insights on the wellbeing of the migrant community, also a focus of 
this meeting here today, will surely add value to this event and will also further our 
understanding of this important aspect.

I would also like to thank Ms Samardzic Markovic for having accepted my invitation 
to visit and to participate in this event together with her delegation.  The Council 
of Europe continues to be instrumental in championing human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law for the millions of citizens forming part of its member states and 
beyond. 

In conclusion I wish to make reference to a particularly encouraging development 
and show of solidarity that we saw in recent months during the influx of refugees to 
mainland Europe. During the same time that various leaders were debating strategies 
that mostly address the effects rather than causes of migration, people went out 
in the streets and train stations with blankets and warm clothes to welcome the 
incoming refugees.

During the same time that some political leaders were planning the construction of 
fences and devising strategies to stem the flow of asylum seekers that they were 
bound to protect, people welcomed asylum seekers on borders with compassion, 
help and respect.

I believe these are all changes and signs for political leaders and policy makers that 
the time has come to adopt policies that truly respect fellow humans in search of 
better lives. 

Instead of erecting walls we should now work to build bridges. My hope is that this 
time next year, all proposals under review will have been addressed so that more 
than ever before, we will be in a position to further and protect the rights of all, 
including those of the most vulnerable such as unaccompanied migrant and refugee 
children.

Thank you for your attention.
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Madam President, Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen,

An average of 19,000 children every month sought asylum in the European Union 
in the first half of 2015 alone. This means that one in every four asylum seekers is 
a child. While the situation in Europe makes the headlines, millions of children in 
conflict areas – in Syria, in Somalia, in Sudan, in Afghanistan, in Libya – continue to 
be at risk of losing everything, including their lives.

Your country has been at the forefront of this crisis, but this crisis is no surprise for 
countries like Malta.  For years, the migration wave was seen as a regional problem, 
a problem of the South, a problem of the Mediterranean countries. The calls of 
authorities in Valletta, Rome, Athens, Madrid, went unheard, and the Mediterranean 
Sea became a graveyard for too many. 

The impact of the refugee crisis on children

The lack of foresight of European leaders and policy makers was flagrant and the 
crisis is now hitting everyone. 

Most importantly, it is hitting children, especially those migrating without 
documentation or alone. They are at risk of trafficking, abuse and exploitation, 
and may be victims of discrimination, poverty and social exclusion. Children in this 
crisis are the most vulnerable among the vulnerable. A united European response – 
that includes all Council of Europe’s member States – EU and non-EU – is the only 
possible response. 

While a number of countries in Europe are welcoming thousands of people fleeing 
the conflict zones, others are sadly building new walls in the middle of Europe. We 
have a moral and a legal obligation to provide a better response. We need to be 
welcoming, not rejecting; we need to be integrating, not segregating; we need to 
cherish diversity, not to fear it; we need to show leadership, not fuel ignorance.

I would like to make three main points today.

Children must enjoy their basic rights

The starting point for us is that everyone – and I mean everyone, including children 
– who enters the territory of the 47 Council of Europe member States must enjoy 
the rights and the protection offered by the European Convention on Human Rights. 
They must also enjoy the rights and protection enshrined in the European Social 
Charter and in the other relevant Council of Europe treaties – such as our anti-
trafficking convention – in those countries that have ratified them.

So, in a nutshell - and this is the first point I want to make today - unaccompanied 
minors and refugee children have rights, like anyone else, in our member States. 

But what are these rights? Let me give you just a few examples. They have rights to 
shelter, to health, to education, to the protection of the family and to family reunion 
and the right not to work under the age of 15. They should be accommodated 
in specialised establishments for children and not be held in centres that are ill-
adapted to the presence of children. A guardian should be appointed to act in their 
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best interests, their identity and nationality should be established, and every effort 
should be made to locate their family when that is in their best interest. 

This is not a wish list. These are some – but by no means all – of the rights that 
unaccompanied minors and refugee children are entitled to in our member States. 
They are enshrined in the legal instruments I have already mentioned, that our 
member countries are committed to implementing.  

Refugee children are at risk of trafficking

The second point I would like to make today is that unaccompanied minors and 
refugee children are at a high risk of becoming victims of trafficking. In fact, the 
disappearance of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children from reception facilities 
has been a cause of grave concern in most countries, as highlighted by the reports 
of the Council of Europe’s anti-trafficking monitoring body, known as GRETA. Let 
me draw your attention to the statement issued earlier today by GRETA on the 
occasion of the 9th EU Anti-Trafficking Day concerning “Children at risk: preventing 
and combating child trafficking along migration routes”, which touches very directly 
upon the issues we are discussing today.

The Council of Europe Convention on action against trafficking in human beings 
provides for special measures and procedures for children in the context of 
victim identification. For example, where their age is disputed, and in respect of 
unaccompanied children, who should be appointed a legal guardian. 

In 31 countries, GRETA has urged the authorities to take measures in order to improve 
the identification of and assistance to child victims of trafficking, including by setting 
up a specific identification and referral mechanism which takes into account the 
special circumstances and needs of child victims, involves child specialists, child 
protection services, and specialised police and prosecutors, and ensures that the 
best interests of the child are the primary consideration.

Good practices do exist. In the Netherlands, a pilot project was launched in 2008 
in order to prevent unaccompanied foreign minors disappearing and falling prey to 
trafficking. The project consisted of two protected reception centres with additional 
security measures, located in remote areas, with their addresses kept secret. At 
the time of GRETA’s visit to the Netherlands, there was 24-hour staff supervision, 
cameras and key cards for the doors. Children received special guidance and support 
and were informed of the risks linked to trafficking. Furthermore, they were taken to 
a school outside the shelters where a special programme was organised for them.

Children are a resource for inclusive societies

My third and last point today looks to the future, which starts today. We need to 
make sure that the unaccompanied migrant and refugee children of today become 
the active and fully- integrated citizens of tomorrow. For that to happen, education 
plays a fundamental role. 

The new Council of Europe Action Plan on Building Inclusive Societies paves the way 
for targeted work in this area. These children must have access to education. We 
need to identify existing barriers preventing these children, including undocumented 
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children, from accessing education, and we need to provide and disseminate 
guidelines and good practices to remedy to this. 

When they arrive with qualifications, we need to make sure they are properly 
recognized: there is a Council of Europe Convention, the “Lisbon Recognition 
Convention”, which contains a specific provision to this effect. But again, we need to 
look at its effective implementation. An evaluation process is ongoing, and proposals 
will be made on the basis of the results. 

Furthermore, language programmes for migrants should be implemented across 
member states, drawing upon the extensive guidelines and instruments developed 
by the Council of Europe.

Ladies and gentlemen, I conclude.

Many years ago, the Council of Europe launched a youth campaign with the slogan  
“all equal, all different”. It was a call for equality in diversity, a call for diversity to be 
welcomed,  cherished and nurtured. 

Today, this slogan is more relevant than ever. Diversity – whether in the real or virtual 
world – is today a fact of life that we need to manage for the benefit of all. 

We must respond to the refugee and migration crisis by embracing diversity, by 
embracing the mosaic of nationalities, cultures, beliefs and languages that make up 
Europe today and that will continue to define Europe in the future. 

Above all, we must protect the vulnerable and unaccompanied migrant and refugee 
children arriving on our continent, because they will help determine the shape and 
colour of the European mosaic in the years to come.

Thank you.
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Introductory note

The original report included a general recommendation and seven specific 
recommendations. The discussion during the follow-up event touched upon each of 
these recommendations, focusing on one specific recommendation at a time. 

The panel at the follow-up event was composed of Dr. Roberta Buhagiar (UNHCR), 
Dr. Martine Cassar (IOM), Ms Christina Zammit (JRS) and Mr Alex Tortell (AWAS). 
Participants in the discussion also included representatives from the Platform of 
Human Rights Organisations in Malta (PHROM), and a representative from the 
migrant-led NGO platform. 

This report is an overview of the discussions that happened during the follow-up 
event held at Verdala Palace on the 16 October 2015. It seeks to outline the progress 
made in relation to the Joint Technical Mission report and to capture comments and 
reactions by participants at the said event.

RECOMMENDATION NUMBER 1
Consolidating Institutional Coordination
 
UNHCR and IOM proposed the establishment of a permanent inter-ministerial task 
force that includes relevant international organisations and selected NGOs, and 
experts on a consultative basis. The purpose of the task force is to continually review 
relevant aspects of migration management and asylum issues, and to propose 
adjustments to approaches and polices as needed.

RECOMMENDATION NUMBER 2
Strengthening early identification and first reception

UNHCR commented on the importance of identification of vulnerable migrants 
and addressing their protection and solution needs. IOM pointed out that since 
the Joint Technical Mission had taken place, there was the establishment of a new 
First Reception Centre, as a transitional facility for both girls and boys who claim 
minority upon arrival, was mentioned as a way of addressing the particular needs of 
unaccompanied children. The facility identifies needs and special care requirements 
for migrant and refugee children, and facilitates other processes such as age 
assessment and counselling.

IOM highlighted that it is able to provide family assessment in cases of family 
reunification in order to support to help children reunite with their families. IOM 
noted that it has already been providing this service on a case-by-case basis and it 
would welcome a more formal setup of how the request would be made. 

AWAS informed those present that the initial reception centre was launched 
approximately 3 weeks prior to the follow-up event and emphasized that being ready 
and prepared and having the system in place is very important. During this past 
year AWAS has set up the IRC which is the structure to implement Government’s 
policy to not detain minors. Upon arrival, service users would undergo primarily age 
assessment and medical clearance. AWAS added that the provision of information 
is a strong feature of the service. Residents have 24/7 access to UNHCR, which is 
present in the IRC. 
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JRS stressed on their focus on psychosocial support. They spoke about the 
importance of a care plan – not just while they’re in custody but also when in 
transition. It is important to strengthen the care during the transition (after care). 
It is also important to work with the children and provide the necessary support 
as they are very vulnerable to negative influence. JRS noted that they are seeing 
repercussions of this. 

JRS also commented on the situation on the ground; that it has changed and that 
a closer look at emerging trends is needed. They added that after care needs to be 
provided to unaccompanied minors and that activities can be organized so that 
young people don’t feel alone. In this respect they suggested having specific activity 
programmes for youth.

RECOMMENDATION NUMBER 3
Reinforcing contingency planning

IOM and UNHCR said that it is providing concrete support to further develop existing 
national contingency plans for managing maritime arrivals.

IOM noted that to date, there aren’t any solid contingency plans in place, but 
meetings have been held between organisations and with the responsible Minister. 
Discussions have been held about what can be done in cases of emergency and on 
the way forward. IOM also informed those present that the Red Cross are involved 
in this matter.

AWAS made proposals to revamp the guardianship law.

RECOMMENDATION NUMBER 4
Solutions support – family reunification (Dublin Regulation) and family tracing

UNHCR spoke about the establishment of mechanisms that can facilitate self-
reliance and local integration for refugee and third country nationals in general. They 
also spoke about the provision of additional assistance in the area of reunification 
of asylum seeking children with close family members as regulated by the Dublin 
Regulation.

Family tracing - AWAS noted that there is an established procedure in collaboration 
with IOM and UNHCR with regards to family tracing.

RECOMMENDATION NUMBER 5
Cooperation with third country entities

IOM spoke about the importance of establishing international cooperation with 
consulates of third countries in Malta, so to facilitate processes of information 
exchange, identification and documentation. It is also important to support initiative 
such as the Cooperation between Malta and African countries to enhance migration 
and dialogue development, which aims to enhance cooperation between relevant 
Maltese authorities and their counterparts in Sub-Saharan African countries, namely 
Mali, Nigeria, Ghana, and Ivory Coast.
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IOM noted that Nigeria, Mali and Gambia were identified as countries that more 
cooperation could be established with. They informed that some meetings were already 
held and that there was the possibility of visiting the Netherlands to look at procedures 
there and thus understanding better what is the best way forward. 

RECOMMENDATION NUMBER 6
Capacity building, research and training

UNHCR emphasized the need for continuous development of capacity and expertise 
to deal with Malta's reception and solutions responsibilities, including those for 
unaccompanied children. It was noted that training and monitoring mechanisms are 
needed to ensure quality standards of care for migrant and refugee children by psycho-
social workers and cultural mediators, and to maintain standards of care in every facility 
accommodating unaccompanied children in Malta.

IOM made recommendations to AWAS with regards to providing psycho-social support 
and that they hope to see these recommendations come to fruition in the very near 
future. IOM also spoke about the need for capacity building, research and training.

AWAS gave details about a number of short-term projects they are currently working 
on, including: PiMM – people in migration management and psychological training of 
AWAS personnel present in the initial reception centre (led by UNHCR). AWAS noted 
that they hope that EU funding will make this possible. 

RECOMMENDATION NUMBER 7
Identify external support and funding sources

IOM and UNHCR said that they are currently exploring existing and future EU support 
and funding instruments aimed at addressing complex migration flow and special 
needs of vulnerable groups especially considering that Malta has limited reception and 
solutions capacities.

AWAS reflected on new trends and a changing local scenario with 1100 asylum 
applications in 6 months. AWAS commented that boat arrivals might be less, but that 
doesn’t mean that applications are - adding that there are new institutional, legal and 
logistical challenges. AWAS is working with stakeholders to respond to them and that 
a lot of initiatives have been taken to meet with Ministries and the Attorney General in 
this respect.

Comments by a Representative of the Migrants-led NGOs Platform 

The Representative spoke about the importance of having a Migrants-led NGOs Platform 
given that it is not easy for migrants to voice their concerns and to be given the support 
they need. They need support to be able to have a voice. He expressed his hope that 
with this conversation migrants can be given a voice and their issues are heard so that 
solutions can be found. 

The Representative spoke about the psychological difficulties faced by migrants 
that are awarded a temporary protection status mainly because there is no long 



30 31

term stability with this status.  This status has to be renewed every year and that it is 
hard to get the papers approved. He noted that it can take up to 7 months (possibly 
more) to get some kind of status (ID card, passport, ETC – work permit) and that 
there are expenses incurred in the process.  

The Representative noted that sometimes local people think that migrants live off 
their taxes. He explained that migrants pay national insurance like everybody else 
and that they do not live off the taxes locals pay. He expressed their need to be 
considered as human, even by contributing to society through taxes. 

The Representative shared his wish that people understand that they are able and 
they need to be given the opportunity to make use of their abilities. He noted that 
migrants do not always feel human because they do not have the opportunity to 
do what others can. He added that migrants pay taxes but they do not enjoy such 
things as sick leave like others do.  He also added that it wasn’t fair that children 
cannot attend school because their parents don’t have status. It was unfair on the 
parents themselves, as they want their children to get an education.

He insisted that the law needs to fulfil their needs. He also suggested that there 
should be some sort of monitoring process to see that nobody is cheating the system 
and that regulations are respected. 

The Representative emphasized that migrants cannot live without any hope and 
that they have dreams that they cannot achieve. He added that everybody wants to 
be someone but they needed to be given the opportunity to do so especially if they 
are contributing to society.
 
Audience Reactions

One of the interventions asked about psychosocial training to be provided to the 
armed forces of Malta, the police and teachers. AWAS noted that the plan is to target 
all these sectors. IOM commented that one of the projects earlier this year looked 
at the educational sector so to see what tools can be provided to teachers to deal 
with crisis situations arising in the classroom. They hope to run similar projects in the 
future catering for more diverse situations.

A representative from the Migrant Women Association Malta spoke about the 
concept of vulnerability and how can this be used to solve the migrant issue. UNHCR 
noted that they have a project with JRS on this theme. It oversees cases and offers 
legal and psychosocial support as required. JRS agreed with the representative from 
the Migrant Women Association about the concept of vulnerability. JRS noted that 
they are not talking about people being vulnerable. They are vulnerable because 
of the situation they are in. They are trying to overcome this by working with the 
migrants themselves (active participation) as nobody knows what they need more 
than they do. IOM added that when assessing a situation they look at the migrants’ 
needs and vulnerabilities so to change these vulnerabilities and try to turn them into 
abilities.

One of the participants asked about the draft integration policy. IOM said there 
are challenges because there isn’t a clear path that is already laid out that can be 
followed. IOM added that there are statistics that can be analysed and that the 
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policy itself is undoubtedly the best way forward nonetheless it is best to comment 
about it when it’s done. 

IOM commented that in their activities they are trying to expose the concept of 
integration from a very young age so to foster the understanding that there aren’t 
core differences. IOM is also working on integration in education. They want to help 
facilitators and teachers in schools to tackle such issues. This is still at the very early 
stages but it’s a follow up from a project that already exists.

The Refugee Commissioner, Mr. Mario Friggieri, noted that all children in Malta have 
the right to go to school. If they are not nationals/citizens they have to pay, but if 
parents can’t afford to pay for schooling, then they can still attend (the education 
department offers exemption support and considers all requests for free schooling 
when parents cannot afford to pay). With reference to the statement that children 
of persons with rejected status cannot be sent to school he added that this could be 
due to lack of information.

The Commissioner for Children Ms Helen D'Amato acknowledged that the issues 
that the Representative of the Migrants-led NGOs Platform mentioned need to be 
addressed. Hurdles like problems with uniforms can be overcome. She asked to bring 
such issues to the attention of the Commissioner’s office so that they can subsequently 
involve the Education Division. The Commissioner noted that sometimes it’s an issue 
of payment because children with parents without status are not always admitted 
free of charge to schools. However, there is a board that looks at humanitarian cases 
where fees can be waivered if they cannot pay to attend school.

The Representative of the Migrants-led NGOs Platform replied by saying that there 
is a lack of information. He added that it is important that information is provided 
and that the right information is shared.  

One of the participants asked to what extent is space provided by organisation for 
migrants to be who they are rather than who they are perceived to be specifically 
when considering education, children, maintenance of language, literacy, and general 
cultural identity.

The Representative of the Migrants-led NGOs Platform commented that there are 
many integration projects, but they do not tackle issues properly. He said that people 
talk to each other, and by talking to each other, people learn from each other. He 
added that these opportunities need to provide the opportunity for people to talk 
to each other and suggested that when there are projects for integration, people 
should be given the chance to mix together so that they’ll understand each other. 

The representative from the Migrant Women Association said that the biggest 
challenge is to instil a culture of integration between migrants and Maltese 
organizations. She informed those present that the main objective of her organization 
is to provide information to the migrants. She also added that it is not easy for 
migrants to access information.   

The Representative of the Migrants-led NGOs Platform noted that it is not good to 
just complain. He said that migrants want to help Maltese come up with solutions 
and thus the importance of having a platform.
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Concluding Remarks 

In her concluding remarks Dr Ruth Farrugia, Director General of the President’s 
Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, explained the importance of a Migrants-led 
NGOs Platform to empower migrants. She added that Migrants’ issues need to be 
mainstreamed like disability and gender issues. She noted that the Foundation aims 
to establish the platform and to get it going. Dr Farrugia highlighted the point that 
we may take things for granted because we know they exist and they work - but this 
does not mean that everybody knows about them. With reference to the migrants’ 
situation, she added that if there is not enough information about a particular service 
then it makes it even more difficult for migrants to access it.  
!
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UPDATES FROM UNHCR 

The following is an update on activities conducted by UNHCR in the area of reception 
of asylum-seekers. Progress made vis-à-vis the 2014 summary report.

Direct engagement with the Initial Reception Centre (IRC) 

In February and March 2016, UNHCR provided information and counselling to 
asylum seekers who were detained at the Initial Reception Centre following their 
relocation to Malta from Italy and Greece. So far, no minors were accommodated as 
part of this relocation exercise. During 2015, UNHCR engaged in discussions with the 
Agency for the Welfare of Asylum Seekers (AWAS) with regards to UNHCR’s input 
and contribution to the activities that will be carried out at the IRC when the new 
system will be put to use for families with children and unaccompanied/separated 
children. It was that UNHCR will provide information to new arrivals and make a first 
assessment as regards family links relevant for the Dublin transfer system. 

Training for Government Counterparts 

In February 2015, UNHCR provided training on its Safe and Sound report to AWAS 
staff and NGOs, through the UNHCR Bureau for Europe PLUS (Policy and Legal 
Support Unit). The report and training session focused on what States can do to 
ensure respect for the best interests of unaccompanied and separated children in 
Europe. The report aims to support States in the EU and EFTA in applying the best 
interest principle as a primary consideration when dealing with unaccompanied and 
separated children in their territory.

In July 2015, UNHCR provided training to asylum determination officers from the 
Office of the Refugee Commissioner, on the topic of credibility assessment in child 
asylum claims, which was based on its 2014 report, The Heart of The Matter. UNHCR 
Malta invited one of the co-authors of the report to Malta to lead the training. 

Safe and Sound report link http://www.refworld.org/docid/5423da264.html

Comments and feedback on draft reception legislation

On 25 February 2016, UNHCR issued a report1 on the Maltese government’s 
revisions to the legislation and policy framework governing the reception system. 
These revisions included the passing of Act No. XXXVI of 2015, the Immigration Act 
(Amendment) Act on 5 December 2015 and of Legal Notice 417 of 2015, Reception 
of Asylum Seekers (Minimum Standards) (Amendment) Regulations on 11 December 
2015. The Ministry of Home Affairs and National Security also issued a new policy 
document entitled Strategy for the Reception of Asylum Seekers and Irregular 
Migrants on 30 December 2015 following a public consultation to which UNHCR 
submitted comments.



34 35

UNHCR’s comments on these revisions welcome that the revised legislation no 
longer supports the automatic and mandatory detention of asylum seekers, who 
have entered Malta in an irregular manner. UNHCR welcomes that the legislation 
now provides for legal grounds for detention, free legal assistance, the possibility 
to challenge detention orders, and establishes the automatic review of detention 
orders. However, the UNHCR remains concerned at the interpretation of the legal 
grounds for detention, lack of clarity on the applicability of alternatives to detention, 
and the need to establish safeguards to ensure that detention is always used in 
proportion to a legitimate purpose. UNHCR considers that some of the guidelines 
for immigration authorities contained in the new policy document are not fully in 
line with well-established international human rights and refugee law standards, and 
could lead to situations of arbitrary and unlawful detention.2 

Several aspects of these revisions concern unaccompanied and separated children. 
UNHCR notes the establishment of a general principle regarding vulnerable persons 
in the new legislation, and welcomes the inclusion of specific provisions stating that 
children shall not be detained, except as a measure of last resort.3  

However, UNHCR is concerned that children may be detained at the Initial Reception 
Centre. While the establishment of an IRC for families and minors is a significant 
improvement over reception of families and minors in the past, the IRC is still a 
form of detention as it involves the deprivation of liberty. Indeed, the new policy 
document states that “reception standards in the facility shall be equivalent to those 
provided in Detention facilities,” and UNHCR has observed in its visits to the IRC that 
it is a closed environment staffed by personnel from the Detention Services.4   

UNHCR notes that the revised Legal Notice 417 has not amended the definition 
of “unaccompanied minors” in the Reception Regulations to bring it in line with 
the definition in the EU Reception Conditions Directive. UNHCR is concerned that 
the definition in this legislation does not cover those children who are separated 
from their parents but are accompanied by an adult (who may or may not be their 
relative). UNHCR has observed several such cases in recent months and while in 
many of these cases there does not seem to be an apparent risk, one cannot exclude 
that some children could be exposed to unnecessary harm. UNHCR considers that 
children who find themselves without parental protection are dependent on States 
to uphold their rights. Malta is encouraged to uphold children’s rights by assessing 
what would be in the best interests of the individual child. In this context, UNHCR 
recognises the full applicability of the principle of the best interests of the child in 
terms of the Convention of the Rights of the Child.5  

UNHCR remained constantly engaged throughout 2015 and during the drafting 
process, following an invitation by the Ministry for Home Affairs and National Security 
to provide comments and feedback on the draft Bill amending the Immigration 
Act and the draft regulations transposing the EU Reception Conditions 2013 which 
include safeguards for children.

1 The report can be found by visiting http://www.unhcr.org.mt/images/stories/UNHCR_Observations_on_the_
Revised_Reception_System_5bfor_RefWorld5d.pdf
2 http://www.unhcr.org.mt/news-and-views/press-releases/810-unhcr-welcomes-new-reception-policy-important-
improvements-but-concerns-remain-
3 Report Paragraph 84 at Page 31
4 Report Page 25-26
s Report Page 13-14
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UNHCR’s global strategy on detention: Beyond Detention

Malta is one of 12 focus countries under UNHCR’s Global Strategy. UNHCR will work 
with governments, international and national non-governmental organizations to:

1. End the detention of children;
2. Ensure that alternatives to detention are available in law and implemented in 

practice;
3. and in case of detention, ensure that conditions meet minimum standards.

Link: http://www.unhcr.org/pages/53aa90d86.html

Child protection expert available

UNHCR has the possibility of calling for the deployment of a child protection expert 
to work within the Maltese reception framework should the situation require an 
increase in capacity. The child protection expert may be deployed to work within 
the UNHCR Malta office, or with AWAS at the request of the authorities.

Facilitating Dublin transfer cases

In 2015, UNHCR has provided support to the authorities for Dublin transfer cases, 
including those where unaccompanied and separated children were involved. UNHCR 
has facilitated the reunification of unaccompanied and separated children with their 
parent/s  (where possible) through the collection of data and documents relating to 
the specific case, and by providing guidance to authorities as regards the relevant 
articles in the Dublin Regulation which are applicable to the case.

In-depth study on the Dublin transfer system 

UNHCR conducted in-depth studies in several European countries on the Dublin 
transfer system and related procedures in 2015 – 2016. Malta was one of the 
countries included in the research, and from October 2015 to January 2016 a UNHCR 
consultant carried out interviews with relevant authorities, stakeholders and persons 
of concern. The report will be published later on this year.  

Support in cases of survivors of human trafficking

In November 2015, an expert in the field of human trafficking came to Malta on 
a mission organized by UNHCR and KOPIN. She conducted capacity-building for 
officials at Agenzija Appogg who deal with survivor of human trafficking in their 
work, and provided in-depth support on the case of a young woman who arrived 
in Malta as an unaccompanied minor and a survivor of human trafficking. UNHCR 
continues its collaboration with KOPIN to provide in-depth practical support to 
Appogg and AWAS on specific cases. 

Publication of the My Diversity report

UNHCR, in collaboration with the Integra Foundation and the Organization for 
Friendship in Diversity (OFD), has published a report (not yet launched officially) 
documenting a research project conducted in 2013-2014 and focusing on age, 
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gender and diversity issues within the Maltese reception and asylum system. The 
methodology for this research project involved the active participation of persons of 
concern of various ages, genders, with diverse needs and circumstances. The project 
explored issues relating to sexual orientation and/or gender identity, disability, and 
the engagement of youth through sports.

March 2016
UNHCR
!
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UPDATES FROM IOM
Introduction

The publication of the IOM-UNHCR Joint Technical Report on Unaccompanied 
Minor Asylum Seekers has contributed to the development of national policies and 
to the enhancement of cooperation among the pertinent stakeholders, leading to 
substantial improvements in the reception and detention system of children. The 
establishment of the IRC concept and of the first temporary facility at Hal-Far, the 
new age assessment procedures, the revised legislation and the possibility of training 
of staff (AWAS) are clear signs of progress in dealing with refugee and migrant 
children in the Maltese context.

During this process, the IOM Mission in Malta has been active and effective. It has 
contributed to open discussions among the range of stakeholders and it provided its 
experience and offered its assistance in the newly established mechanisms. Perhaps 
most importantly, it assumed a crucial role in family reunification procedures, the 
PRUMA project being the apt evidence of the joint effort to strengthen and facilitate 
the reunification of children with their family members through the Dublin framework.

In relation to each recommendation made in the Joint Technical Report, the activities 
and progress made to date from an IOM perspective are:

RECOMMENDATION 1
Consolidating Institutional Coordination

Although there is still no permanent coordination mechanism, IOM engaged in 
consultations with various stakeholders, namely the relevant authorities, the civil 
society and other IOs (UNHCR), to enhance cooperation and collaboration regarding 
the reception and integration system.

• IOM took part in the second of the two sessions regarding unaccompanied minors 
organized by AWAS, which served as an opportunity for dialogue and training 
(FORUMAS). The Director for the Coordinating Office for the Mediterranean and 
Chief of Mission, Mr. Federico Soda, presented an update on the situation of 
UMASs and provided information on the actions which were taking place.

RECOMMENDATION 2
Strengthening Early Identification and First Reception

The main outcome of the IOM-UNHCR Joint Technical Report has been the 
establishment of the initial reception system and infrastructure, as well as the 
development of a mechanism for age assessment, early identification of family links 
and family reunification. However, its practical implementation remains to be tested 
due to the very low number of boat arrivals in 2015 and the first quarter of 2016.

• IOM has provided its support to the IRC, by offering to carry out family assessment 
in cases where there is a claim for family reunification.
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RECOMMENDATION 3
Reinforcing Contingency Planning

The lack of a comprehensive contingency plan and the pressing needs of the current 
refugee and migration movements in Europe led to discussions among all stakeholders 
on the possible arrival scenarios, the capacities of the concerned agencies and 
possible mechanisms for outside support which were further analyzed and planned.

• IOM met with the Malta Red Cross in order to set up a contingency plan, together 
also with UNHCR in the event of large inflows into Malta.

RECOMMENDATION 4
Solutions Support - Family Reunification (Dublin Regulation) and Family Tracing

IOM has played an important role in the family reunification process.

• Development of the PRUMA project.

The purpose of this project was that of addressing family reunification of UMASs, 
and consequently the implementation of the relevant provisions contained in the 
Dublin Regulation, with a practical and operational approach, with the objective of 
identifying concrete and correct ways to implement Dublin Regulation in an effective 
and timely manner, while upholding the principle of the best interest of the child 
enshrined in the Regulation. To this end, national authorities in charge of the different 
activities that are comprised in the reunification process, along with NGOs and 
child-rights experts, were invited to meet and to identify together the best way to 
implement Dublin Regulation’s provisions, taking into account the specificities of the 
national context.

Although the SOPs have not yet been implemented in Malta, examples may be given 
for Greece, Italy and Germany which did implement the SOPs drafted for this project.

• In the context of the IRC concept and with the aim of planning for an earliest 
possible identification process of potential Dublin transfer cases, IOM’s role would 
be to carry out family assessment in the best interest of the child and provide a 
written report to AWAS.

RECOMMENDATION 5
Cooperation with Third Country Entities

Notwithstanding the limited interest regarding the voluntary repatriation scheme and 
the lack of cooperation from the part of certain countries of origin, some progress 
has been made to date in establishing liaisons with third countries.

• ‘Enhanced Cooperation between Malta and Migrants’ Countries of Origin. Lessons 
Learned and Sharing of Experience with Other European Countries’ (IOM, in 
partnership with MHAS and MFA).
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This project aimed at increasing mutual understanding between participating EU 
Member States (Malta and the Netherlands) and sub-Saharan countries (Nigeria, 
Mali and Gambia) on the management of AVRR; identifying cooperation avenues in 
the field of AVRR between relevant stakeholders; improving capacity of processing 
AVRR requests, thus facilitating voluntary return and reintegration of migrants to their 
home countries; increasing sustainability of reintegration schemes, thus enhancing 
positive effects on the communities of return; and increasing capacities to address 
returnees’ requests for information on their countries of origin. During the project 
timeframe, a number of activities were successfully implemented, including bilateral 
meetings between government officials from Malta and their counterparts from 
Nigeria and Mali; study visit to the Netherlands by government officials from Malta, 
Nigeria, and Mali; development and dissemination of Country of Origin information 
sheets; and final international conference.

RECOMMENDATION 6
Capacity Building, Research and Training

As a prerequisite for high quality health and psychological support to UMASs, 
research, training and capacity building remain an indispensable part of national 
policies regarding reception conditions.

IOM Malta had proposed the possibility of psycho-social training to members of the 
staff of AWAS. Although this was not possible at the time due to funding constraints, 
it was confirmed during the meeting which took place in October 2015 that AWAS 
will look into the possibility of having such training should funds be made available.

Conclusion 

The Maltese authorities have undoubtedly taken positive actions which have 
ameliorated the situation of UAMs in Malta. However, the remaining gaps and 
challenges are not to be forgotten. More comprehensive and concrete actions 
need to be taken, especially in the light of the ongoing emergency situation in 
Europe, in which high numbers of children are reported to be arriving or to be 
left unaccompanied. In particular, the establishment of a permanent mechanism 
for institutional coordination, the further enhancement of the legislation and the 
facilitation of long-term settlement and integration of children and their families in 
Malta should be considered as top priorities.

IOM affirms its motivation and continuous engagement to foster further progress. In 
collaboration with all the relevant agencies, it shares the responsibility to promote 
and implement strategies which will strengthen the Maltese framework and adapt it 
to the current and future needs.

May 2016
International Organization for Migration, Malta
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Updates from AWAS

A service provider’s perspective…

In 2013, just of over 25% of boat persons arriving in Malta claimed to be unaccompanied 
minor asylum seekers (UMAS). Those 500 plus cases overwhelmed service provision 
accustomed to less than half that number. My colleagues and I recall directing each 
and every resource we had to the reception of minors. With hindsight, the positive 
outcome of that difficult time for people on the ground was that the world outside the 
inner migration circles of government agencies and NGOs woke up to the decade-old 
reality of UMAS in Malta, and of which the Agency for the Welfare of Asylum Seekers 
(AWAS) was a key player, but which reality was perhaps under-acknowledged. The 
events of 2013 therefore led to important developments, and this report undoubtedly 
has its place if a list were to be drawn up.

In my view, the most important development was Government’s decision early in 2014 
to completely abolish the detention of minors. This decision was undoubtedly heavily 
influenced by the visibility, perhaps for the first time ever, of sheer numbers of minors 
arriving in Malta, as well as by the tragedy off Lampedusa in October 2013 which 
shocked the nation and which resulted in many of us accompanying for several weeks 
survivors who lost their children or who were temporarily separated from them until 
the reunification processes were completed.

In order to implement Government policy, as is our job to do, AWAS had to start thinking 
how to restructure its operations in such a way as to cater for the immediate reception 
of persons claiming to be UMAS or else for accompanied minor children. Of course, 
this process was not merely internal, and a number of ministries and other entities were 
crucial in putting the new structures in place. The new structure was named the Initial 
Reception Centre for Minors (IRCM), and its main function was to completely bypass 
the detention stage, meaning that age assessment and medical clearance, plus family 
verification procedures in the case of accompanied children, were to be carried out 
as rapidly as possible, in order to move people on to the next stage of the reception 
process, in close collaboration with the Principal Immigration Officer.

The first test of this new procedure was carried out in late August 2014 in premises which 
were not yet the current location of the IRCM, when we handled a boat arrival carrying 
a significant number of alleged UMAS and accompanied minors. This operation proved 
to be an incredibly important learning experience and test run of our preparedness, and 
was crucial in our assessment of potential sites and drawing up of detailed protocols. 
The current location and set-up was finalised in February of this year.

Our years-long close cooperation with both the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and with the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) was another important aspect of the mission in Malta convened by Her 
Excellency the President, and subsequent implementation. In fact, AWAS is cooperating 
with both international organizations in the context of the IRCM in several ways. First, 
we have established with both a procedure regarding family tracing. Second, UNHCR 
has been given space at the IRCM to operate from that base whenever the reception 
centre is operating. Third, AWAS and IOM are in the planning stages of a project to 
deliver psychosocial training to IRCM staff.
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Another area where further progress was registered concerns legislation. AWAS 
submitted input to the Ministry for the Family and Social Solidarity during the revision 
processes of the draft Children’s Act. Specifically, we made a detailed proposal on 
how we envisage guardianship to function in the coming years. This input was based 
on experience and extensive study of a number of key reports on the topic and 
best practices all over the world. Of course as a service provider we are very well 
aware that each and every service provided requires optimum resources if it is to be 
delivered at the high standard which service users have a right to expect, and we 
know that resources are not unlimited.

During 2015, AWAS also set up FORUMAS, which is a space for stakeholders to 
meet three or four times a year for the purposes of specific discussions, training, or 
to design initiatives. This year, with the assistance of UNHCR, Ms Andrea Vonkeman 
presented Safe and Sound: what States can do to ensure respect for the best 
interests of unaccompanied and separated children in Europe, a UNHCR/UNICEF 
publication which she co-authored. In May 2015, in collaboration with the President’s 
Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, we organized a discussion at San Anton 
Palace on the status of implementation of the IOM-UNHCR report on UMAS. No 
further proof is required as to how earnestly we embraced Her Excellency’s initiative 
and have actively sought to keep alive her noble and timely initiative.

In a certain sense the report has been overtaken by events, for two reasons, one of 
which I have already laid out. As I see it, the main thrust of the report as I see it was 
to support the elimination of detention for children. This is now 100% implemented 
and consolidated. The second reason is more interesting and complex. Although 
“out there” it may be perceived that since boat arrivals have trickled to very small 
numbers then one should conclude that the flow of asylum seekers to Malta has 
stopped, the reality is very different. This year there have already been over 1000 
asylum claims lodged, and AWAS is experiencing a new trend of UMAS coming to us 
through modalities completely different from the boat arrivals we are so accustomed 
to. This is creating new legal, policy and operational scenarios, which we obviously 
have to address so as to resolve problems.

In conclusion. First, once again a word of deep appreciation to Her Excellency the 
President for her leadership throughout the process. Second, just as hard work 
close cooperation between local and international partners has made it possible to 
overcome seemingly impossible problems and obstacles, I augur that this same spirit 
will empower all concerned to endeavour relentlessly to identify and implement the 
best interests of children and minors in their reception. 

Alexander Tortell
Operations Director - Agency for the Welfare of Asylum Seekers

Ministry for Home Affairs and National Security
October 28, 2015

!
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Concluding remarks by Dr Ruth Farrugia, Director General of the President’s 
Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society

The establishment of the Initial Reception Centre for Minors has been a landmark 
achievement towards upholding the rights of unaccompanied migrant and refugee 
children arriving in Malta. By doing away with detention, these children are now 
welcomed in facilities that are adequate and are run with the support of reputable 
international organisations thus ensuring a high level of standards and specialised 
assistance.

The need for such a facility was identified during the IOM-UNHCR Joint Technical 
Mission that happened in 2014. It was also the overarching general recommendation 
in the Summary Report that emanated from that technical mission. The government’s 
initiative to take on board this recommendation is indeed commendable and is in line 
with its international obligations to uphold the rights of children.

The Joint Technical Mission Summary Report also includes another seven specific 
recommendations. It is essential that these recommendations are also taken on 
board and fully implemented so that a more holistic approach is adopted as soon as 
possible. The availability of the IOM and UNHCR to assist with their expertise is indeed 
invaluable and indispensable. 

Since 2014 the migration landscape has undoubtedly changed. Nonetheless, as the 
Mediterranean routes seem to increasingly become again the preferred option of 
people traffickers, the situation witnessed in previous years can quickly materialise 
again. The preparation for such an eventuality, in line with the recommendations made 
following the Joint Technical Mission, thus continues to be important and urgent.

The aims of the follow-up event in October 2015 and of this booklet are to examine 
the progress made and to keep in view the recommendations and corresponding 
preparations that are still pending. Through the discussions during the follow-up event, 
it is evident that there still remains much to be done and that the changing landscape 
will require new approaches and possibly new strategies to be adequate in response.

Much is at stake. The wellbeing of unaccompanied migrant and refugee children 
arriving in Malta and their families can be seriously compromised if the measures 
proposed in the pending recommendations are not implemented comprehensively 
and as soon as possible.

The President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, with the vision of Her 
Excellency the President of Malta, will continue providing the space where stakeholders 
can come together and act decisively on the way forward, with the ultimate objectives 
of identifying, nurturing and promoting the wellbeing of all.

Dr Ruth Farrugia
President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society

June 2016
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