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Abstract 

Human migration has always taken place looking at history. The causes, patterns and effects of 

these migrations have however differed overtime. The aim of this thesis is to look at the top 5 

countries of origin for unaccompanied children coming to Europe and the response by change 

in migration policy in 3 countries: The United Kingdom, Germany and Sweden meant to control 

the numbers of these minors accessing asylum in each country. The thesis also aims to try and 

establish specific numbers based on gender and age of these unaccompanied children. To fulfil 

the aim there is use of data from Eurostat (2008-2015) and Statistics Sweden (2002-2015) as 

well as review of the changes of the changes in migration policy in the 3 countries under 

scrutiny as well as the effect they have had on the unaccompanied minors. The results show 

that Germany has opened its doors to unaccompanied minors even in the face of the global 

refugees’ crisis, The United Kingdom has stuck to its two tier system of accepting minors 

already in Europe while trying to discourage others in the country of origin by use of counter-

actions. The number of minors granted asylum here has been falling over the period under study 

while in the case of Sweden the liberal policies in favour of children have attracted 40% of all 

unaccompanied minors coming into Europe to come seeking asylum here. The proposed 3-year 

migration policy seeking to control these numbers is however expected to have its toll on the 

unaccompanied minors in future. The establishment of border control checks at points of entry 

into Sweden has led to a fall in the number of unaccompanied minors coming to Sweden for 

instance. These measures in the Swedish context are only short-term though and it remains to 

be seen what line of action will be taken upon the expiry of the 3-year bill. Thus in the end it 

can be seen that though the numbers of unaccompanied minors coming to Europe has grown 

exponentially less countries are willing to bear the burden of playing host to them. 
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Introduction  

‘Migration is a collective action, arising out of social change and affecting the whole society 

in both sending and receiving areas’. (Castles & Miller, 2003).  

Children who have not yet reached 18 years of age and are living outside their country of origin 

without the guardianship of either parent or any other legal/customary caretaker are referred to 

as unaccompanied minors/separated children (Wadensjö, (2015).  The unaccompanied children 

who have been separated from their parents/guardian lack the care of an adult who under the 

law/custom is accountable for them. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees 44% of all refugees under its control are aged under 18 years and 10% are under 5 

years. They are fairly hard to track since they are ‘caught in a web’ within existing refugees and 

children populace. These children numbers are low, nevertheless they face tougher medical and 

legal hurdles than previously imagined. A report by Ilse Derluyn (2009) and colleagues points 

out the vulnerability of unaccompanied minors in Belgium. Within a large sample group of 

migrant children (n=1249) they discovered that 58% were unaccompanied minors that as part 

of a migrant group had significant exposure to traumatic experience, deeper signs of traumatic 

stress and greater levels of peer issues in comparison to a non-migrant Belgian young persons. 

(Huemer, 2009). 

In the year 2015 tens of thousands of unaccompanied kids arrived in Europe as part of those 

that came as asylum seekers and refugees to escape persecution, poverty and conflict from other 

parts of the world namely Africa, Central Asia and the Middle East. The same trend was also 

observed in the United States where the sudden increase in the number of arrivals of 

unaccompanied minors almost hit crises level in 2014. Their arrival in Europe and America 

may mark the end of a rather dangerous journey on one end but it also presents a new set of 

challenges regarding their processing and ways to initiate their integration process even as the 

public rhetoric on the subject changes. These unaccompanied children are obviously physically 

tired but in most cases also need medical and psychological support have come to Europe in 

unprecedented numbers. Sweden and Germany are two nations that are hosting approximately 

50% of all accompanied minors in Europe and each has proportionally by-passed the number 

admitted by the United States in 2014 when they took in their largest number. The number of 

unaccompanied minors coming to Europe since 2011 has gone up eightfold from around 12000 

to 95,000 in 2015. They come primarily from Syria, Afghanistan, Eritrea and Somalia 

(Migration Policy Institute, 2015). 
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 Aim 

The aim of this paper is to depict and analyse the inflow trends of unaccompanied minors into 

Europe with emphasis on Sweden 2002-2014, UK and Germany (2008-2015). Specific 

emphasis will be on the analysis of how the trends of unaccompanied children is related to 

legislation, that is, how legislation in the country of destination affects the movement of these 

minors. To conclusively address this issue a critical review of relevant data source is required 

so as to come up with viable trend charts. 

Questions 

To meet the aim of the paper seeks to answer the following question: 

1. How has the number of unaccompanied minors to Sweden increased compared to other 

European countries? 

2. What are the observed characteristics of the unaccompanied minors in Sweden in terms 

of age, gender, country of origin, etc.? 

3. What if any has been the policy response from the receiving nations in Europe? How 

does the Swedish policy distinguish itself from other European policies? How about that 

of the UK and Germany? 

4. What are the drivers/push factors pushing the minors to Europe and how have their 

number varied over the time under study? Why is Sweden often the preferred destination 

for these minors? 
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Literature Review 

Background to the study 

The perennial political instability in the Middle East and North Africa region due to certain 

factors such as wars, internally generated conflicts and oppressive governments has been a 

regular cause of forced migration en masse (McCarthy, 1995).The first Gulf War and owing to 

Saddam Hussein’s oppressive regime caused about 1.5 million Iraqi citizens to move between 

1990-2002. The invasion of Iraq by the Us-led coalition forces in 2003 resulted in another wave 

of immigration. There has also been concerns about the issue of asylum seekers from and 

migrants from around the Horn of Africa (Somalia, Eritrea, and Ethiopia).  

There has been a huge rise in the number of unaccompanied minors coming to Sweden over the 

last decade. Sweden is the country hosting the largest number of minors in the global north. 

Despite the fact that some move to other countries later on, most choose to stay in Sweden. 

Most of these minors are often young boys below 18 years, though there has been a significant 

rise in the number of incoming minors in the lower age brackets recently. In regards to gender 

composition of the minors it is age dependent with more balance in the lower age groups and a 

huge disparity in older ones. (Wadnesjo, 2015). 

The role of human smugglers and traffickers in the migration industry 

There has been a noticeable trend in the migration industry with the emergence of individuals 

and even groups whose main interest is the smuggling and trafficking of migrants. The ‘Vienna 

Protocols’ that were adopted by the United Nations in the year 2000 help differentiate between 

smuggling and trafficking of migrants. Ann Gallagher (2002) of the UN High Commission for 

Human Rights notes that: smuggled migrants are unlawfully transported so as to earn a profit 

for the smugglers hence they are some sought of unequal partners in a monetary exchange 

system while on the other hand human traffickers use lies and coercion to initiate migrant 

movement so as to exploit them. The trafficker profiteers not from the movement but through 

the sale of sexual services or even labour of those trafficked in the place of destination.  

There is still no way to determine the real number of persons affected by human trafficking and 

smuggling since these activities are not only unlawful but also highly secretive. Smuggling 

gang services are sought not only by economic refugees but even at times by genuine refugees 

that have been denied entry to a potential asylum country by strict border rules (Gibney, 2000).  

By use of bona fide statistics from the government of Turkey, Icduygu, (2004: 302) found out 

that the smuggling industry there is firmly established since as an entry point to the greater 

Europe an estimated 200, 000 migrants access Turkish borders irregularly and with each paying 
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$ 1600 on average for smuggler services this amounts to $ 300 million annually thus a booming 

business.  

Women and young girls more often make easy prey for traffickers and make up to 80% of all 

those affected (minors make up about 50% of all casualties) (USDS, 2007: 8). The figures have 

been confirmed by the UN office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2006: 33).  Due to the effects 

of war, poverty, persecution and even violence migrants are forced to seek opportunities 

elsewhere. They often employ the services of traffickers willingly even though they are duped 

by the promise of jobs so as to accept traffickers.  

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees annual report points out that in 2013 

there were 51.2 million persons displaced by force. 86% of this population are resident in 

developing countries and at the same time minors made up for 50% of this group (UNHCR, 

2014). Children make an integral part of the displaced persons while the numbers of 

unaccompanied minors have been shooting up even though it really difficult to distinguish 

between these unaccompanied minors and other children at most border points. In 2013 and 

2014 Sweden was third when it came to asylum claims within the European Union. At the same 

time Sweden registered the biggest lot of asylum claims by unaccompanied and separated 

minors within this period (Wadnesjo, 2015). 

This is important in this paper because these human smugglers and traffickers have fuelled the 

exodus of unaccompanied children since by helping them get to Europe for a fee they act as the 

major link between the country of origin and Europe. They provide the major catalyst needed 

to convince a family or even an individual minor to make a decision to make the horrendous 

journey by promising to act as guides on the journey. The fact that these trafficking and 

smuggling gangs have grown into a sought of international syndicate makes it harder for 

authorities to pin them down since their large network provides vital information on how to 

avoid detection and even on new routes once old ones become marked by authorities. This 

lucrative yet illegal international trade in vulnerable children has turned out to be one of the 

biggest conundrum facing the international community recently as a growing number of 

unaccompanied minors end up in the hands and mercy of people whose activities are deemed 

by authorities as criminal in nature. 

More children migrating on their own  

In the case of Sweden the minors come in mainly as asylum seekers. Based on this fact and 

bearing in mind about the excellent and quality data sources available here avails a chance to 
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access reliable data for the whole population under this category and to even follow on it 

overtime (Wadensjo, 2015). 

According to Migration Policy Institute, (2015) in the Americas 30000 children were caught in 

2015 by the Border control after a perilous journey across the Atlantic from Guatemala, 

Honduras and El Salvador, this was a slight drop compared to 2014 when an overwhelming 

52000 were impounded at the United States border with Mexico. This was due to increased 

surveillance by Mexico along its southern border that resulted in numerous arrest and 

deportation of minors amid increased claims that pressure from United States led to Mexico 

taking the bold move and in the process the United States is seen as ignorant regarding the right 

of protection it owes these minors. The effect of these unaccompanied minors is experienced 

best at the local level where they are hosted. Munich City was expecting 10000 of them, Berlin 

3000 while in Sweden Malmo was receiving at least 100 on a daily basis.  

The children making the voyage to Europe and America have the same obstacles stuck out 

against them in that they are vulnerable to human trafficking cartels and general abuse. Despite 

the fact that both European Union and the United States have structures in place to handle such 

cases the surge in number of arrivals have overcome the accommodations and even the legal 

and integration procedures. In the United States the legal process stipulates that unaccompanied 

minors be released into the least restrictive setting while awaiting the decision from the 

immigration court, on average 85% are reunited with other family members already in the 

country. Steering around the complex immigration court framework is a big challenge for many, 

since the upsurge in 2014 about 60% of those affected are still awaiting the hearing and 

determination of their cases. Though many have recognisable claim to protection they often 

lack the legal representation which is key to the articulation of their cases, between October 

2013 and August 2015, 90% of those without legal counsel were to undergo deportation as 

opposed to 18% for those with legal counsel (Migration Policy Institute, 2015). 

 

Migration Policy Institute, (2015) asserts that unaccompanied minors to Europe are unlikely to 

hook up with parents and guardians who have taken a different journey. Even though Germany 

and Sweden offer very benevolent benefits to these minors for instance housing, guardians, 

healthcare, language lessons, counselling and some little upkeep fee huge flows have 

overwhelmed the shelter capacity and jeopardized the offer of quality care. Sweden has turned 
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to housing them in sports halls and elderly care home and the shortage of social workers there 

has resulted in delayed guardian appointments.  

Some European cities have adopted a negative opinion on child migrants viewing them as 

potential criminals and social benefit abusers. The upsurge in male youth in Hamburg for 

instance led to heated public debate and was a key focal point in the mayoral elections. In 

Malmo some politicians pointed out that adults were posing as children thus abusing the 

generous Swedish system and noted the rising competition for housing (Migration Policy 

Institute, 2015).  

The unprecedented growth in number of unaccompanied minors making the journey to Europe 

forms a strong basis for the formulation of this paper since this it seems it is yet another 

development in the ever changing nature of the migration industry. It is also interesting to see 

the contrasts in their countries of origin and destination countries especially in social 

development terms for instance democratic institutions and other arms of governance. The fact 

that this wave of young unaccompanied migrants is being witnessed at a time when the world 

is at relative peace compared to other times in history means that there are other underlying 

factors involved which can possibly be studied to shed more knowledge on this phenomenon.  

Changing political discourse in the face of refuge crisis 

Amid the reigning refugee crisis in 2015 contradictions in political rhetoric across the political 

divide in Europe and beyond. As asylum systems are overwhelmed by migrant flows, the 

political climate across Europe is changing with far right groups using sharper language to 

appease a doubting public about their ability to keep the situation under control forcing 

mainstream politicians to adopt their diction so as to counter growing nationalistic and anti-

migrant opposition parties. Tightened asylum laws, stronger language against migrants and 

impulse policies have come into being in some countries overnight. Almost unrelated events 

have such as the Paris attacks have increased fear especially after initial reports stated that a 

Syrian passport had been found at the scene only for police to later establish that all planners 

involved were EU nationals. In that instance Poland withdrew from the EU Relocation 

Programme (Migration Policy Institute, 2015).   

In the United States calls were made for stoppage of the already vetted Syrian refugees and 

even the abolition of plans to admit 10000 more in the next one year. Following a shooting 

incident in San Bernardino, California by an American citizen of Pakistani origin, a leading 

Republican Party presidential candidate (Donald Trump) called for the total ban of all Muslims 
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from accessing American soil. Other nations have tried to strike a balance between welcoming 

refugees and adopting enhanced security measures, for instance president of France announced 

plans to admit 30000 over a two year period even after the Paris attacks in response to the far 

right National Front calls for their stoppage (Migration Policy Policy, 2015).   

Far right groups in most countries have grown leaps and bounds in popularity. Even in the 

Scandinavia where there is a long history of generous humanitarian policies the far right groups’ 

sharp diction has emerged. In Sweden the Sweden Democrats have been openly unwelcoming 

refugees urging them to stay out and even demanding that those already here be sent back 

whence they came from. The party has been growing exponentially in popularity and now ranks 

as the third largest party here (Migration Policy Institute, 2015).   

The growth in stature of right wing groups in France and the Netherlands mainstream politicians 

have resorted to supporting some of their calls through the adoption of measures meant to 

appease the opponent, restore faith in supporters while maintaining credibility on their side. In 

Sweden the eminent signs of the breakdown of the coalition government led to shift in policy 

in regard to refugees such as increased repatriation of unaccepted refugees and granting 

temporary instead of permanent refugee status to some groups. This clearly indicates the 

pressure that these far right groups are exerting on their contemporary governments (Migration 

Policy Institute, 2015).    

Signs of division have emerged in coalition governments elsewhere owing to the crisis. In 

Germany the Angela Merkel led coalition government is undergoing internal revolt from senior 

leaders posing a threat to the administration of German immigration and asylum policy, the far 

right party here is also growing in popularity. In the UK Prime Minister David Cameron is 

taking the heat as he tries to engage in negotiations regarding EU citizen benefit access in an 

attempt to avoid a rift in his party on the basis of EU membership and keep the UK Independent 

Party from gaining political mileage. In Central and Eastern Europe where the nations lack 

experience in diversity and immigration have turned down the offer of burden sharing from the 

EU, clearly stating that non-Christians refugees are not welcome since they are hard to integrate 

there. Mainstream leaders came up with excuses with Czech president saying Muslims would 

try and impose Sharia law whilst in Poland leaders said they fear diseases from the new comers. 

In Slovakia the socialist prime Minister, a leftist has refused to relocate non-Christians asylum 

seekers (Migration Policy Institute, 2015).   
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The study on changing political rhetoric in Europe is an important part of this paper since it 

mirrors the changes in immigration policies and their effect, if any, on the numbers of 

unaccompanied minors seeking asylum in a given country (Sweden, The UK and Germany in 

this case). The subsequent efforts in this paper to tie changes in the numbers and those in 

immigration policies over time will seek to bring to the fore this unfortunate course of action 

that has been widely adopted by nation-states in Europe even as an ever growing number of 

unaccompanied minors strive to find refuge within their borders. 

Governments’ actions to regulate the migrant flows across their borders 

In response to the upsurge in the inflow, European governments have been quick in 

implementing policies to deal with the unfolding scenario. Germany has embarked on a plan to 

ensure more conclusive redistribution of minors across the country through a law coming to 

effect early 2016, stoking fears from rights groups that some may be sent to cities not yet ready 

to host them. The federal government plans to increase budgetary allocation towards care of 

unaccompanied minors by a whopping 350 million euros in 2016. The upsurge in inflows led 

to a humanitarian emergency declaration yet despite tighter asylum laws there is wide legal 

openness towards the protection of minors. When approved as refugees, minors receive 

permanent residency permits with immediate effect while adults are offered temporary right to 

stay hence critics now argue that families sent children so that they can be reunited in future 

(Migration Policy Institute, 2009). 

The USA has raised its reception and processing capabilities, opened new shelters, enhanced 

law enforcements efforts to wade off illegal smuggling networks, increased exchange efforts 

with Central American governments and embarked on media campaigns to demoralize minors 

from embarking on the voyage. There has also been a set-up of a legal framework by the Obama 

administration to enable Central American governments carry out an in country processing 

programme for minors whose parents are already in the USA under some conditions. By 

November 2015 about 5400 applications had been filed though only 6 minors had been allowed 

into the USA due to the long legal process involved. (Migration Policy Institute, 2009). 

 In the face of inflows of thousands of unaccompanied minors to European and American cities 

how to offer support to teachers handling students with basic language skills and lengthy 

periods of interrupted schooling, what psychological lessons to offer traumatised minors fleeing 

war or gang violence and how cities will relieve tensions as unaccompanied minors compete 

for the limited resources with other vulnerable groups remains a conundrum for mayors and 
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school principals who are among the main actors on the integration frontlines (Migration Policy 

Institute, 2009). 

Migration Theories   

Economic Theories of Migration 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

Castles & Miller (2003) assert that the neo-classical economic view has its precursor in one of 

the earliest theory on migration, put forward in the 19th century by Ravenstein, a geographer 

who devised economic laws of migration (Ravenstein, 1885, 1889). Though these were just 

general statements lacking any linkage to any real migratory movement (Cohen 1987; Zolberg, 

Suhrke and Aguao, 1989: 403-5). These ‘general theories’ point out the tendency of people to 

shift from densely populated areas to those more sparsely populated, low to high income areas 

or connect migrations to variations in the business cycle, the approaches often otherwise known 

as ‘push-pull’ theories. They identify the causal factors of migration to lie in a combination of 

‘push factors’ forcing people to move out of their place of origin and ‘pull factors’ that motivate 

them to move to certain countries. ‘Push factors’ are forces such as demographic growth, low 

standards of living, lack of economic opportunities and even political persecution, ‘pull factors’ 

include labour demand, available land, more economic opportunities and more political 

freedoms. This model is individualistic and ahistorical in nature. It highlights the individual 

decision to migrate on the basis of rationally comparing the would be convenience of staying 

where they are or migrating to several alternative places.  

Notable hurdles here such as government restriction on emigration or immigration are treated 

as distortions of the rational market which should be ejected. Its focal point is ‘human capital’: 

that people make a decision to invest in migration just as they would in education or vocational 

training since it increase their human capital and thus bear potential future gains in income. 

People will move to a new destination if the potential rate of return from higher income in the 

destination country outweighs migration costs. This is an assertion by (Chiswick, 2000) as put 

forward by Castles & Miller (2003).   

Borjas brings forward the immigration market model, where according to him neo-classical 

theory assumes that migrants maximize utility whereby one looks out for a country that will 

maximizes their well-being. This search is limited by an individual’s financial situation, 

immigration regulations put in place by competing host nations and emigration regulations in 

the country of origin, thus in the immigration market available, information is shared and a 

variety of options are weighed. The information gotten out of this marketplace results in many 
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individuals coming to a conclusion that it is better to remain in their place of birth, in the 

meantime others come to the conclusion that better odds await them in a new place. This 

immigration market systematically sorts out individual across host nations (Borjas, 1986:461).  

This approach thus results in a clear and even empirically testable categories of a variety of 

immigrant flows that come about due to the ability of an individual to choose their most suitable 

nation of destination (Borjas, 1986:461). Based on this analogy the fact that economic 

disparities exist between different areas is enough to cause migration. On the long-term an 

economic equilibrium should be achieved between the poor and rich regions due to the said 

migration flows. Borjas, (1990) argues that this could result in loss of skilled manpower in 

countries of origin. This assertion has however come under great criticism within the neo-

classical research. Chiswick, (2000) points out that migrants are positively selected since the 

highly skilled have a greater likelihood to move owing to their expected high returns on their 

human capital investment while moving, in the meantime this negatively impacts on the country 

of origin through ‘brain drain’. The value of the neo-classical has been cast into doubt through 

empirical studies for seldom do the poorest class of people from the underdeveloped nations 

move to the developed world but rather it is those of the inter-mediate social status from regions 

experiencing social and economic transformation. In the mean while the push-pull model 

alleges that people move from densely to sparsely populated regions while in fact it is notable 

that some of the countries favoured for immigration like Netherlands and Germany are some of 

the most densely populated nations on the globe. Lastly the push-pull model cannot fully 

account for reasons why some migrant groups prefer some destination countries as opposed to 

others for instance why Algerians moved to France and not Germany while Turks preferred the 

later destination.  

There has been a strong criticism of the Neo-classical theories of migration since they are seen 

as simplistic and unable to explain actual movements or even offer predictions on how the 

future ones will unfold (Sassen, 1988; Boyd, 1989; Portes and Rumbaut, 1996: 271-8). It seems 

inappropriate to view migrants as just individual market players who have all the intelligence 

to choose what best suits their needs. Documented evidence from historians, anthropologists, 

sociologists and geographers proves that migrant behaviour is greatly impacted on by historical 

experiences, family and even community dynamics (Portes and Borocz, 1989). Furthermore 

migrants have limited and often conflicting information and are vulnerable to a myriad of 

challenges rendering them powerless like when faced by employers and governments. Forced 

by circumstances to adapt, migrants thus develop cultural capital (mutual knowledge of the 
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circumstances surrounding them and coping measures) and social capital (the networks that 

arrange migration and even community formation modalities.  

Based on the above arguments it seems necessary to dig deeper into economic research by 

taking into consideration more and wider range of factors. The ‘dual labour market theory’ was 

developed and captured the usefulness of institutional factors and even race and gender in the 

process of market segmentation (Piore, 1979).  

 

The new economics of labour migration theory 

The emergence of a new approach the ‘new economics of labour migration’ in the 1980’s 

(Stark, 1981; Taylor, 1987) adopted a new argument that the markets don’t conform to the 

theory put forward by neo-classicists. Migration thus should be explained by a range of 

determinants such as employment security, ease of access to capital for investment, the 

necessity to manage risks in the long-term and not just income discrepancies between two 

nations. As an example Massey et al. (1987) note that farmers might move from Mexico to the 

U.S. despite possessing huge chunks of arable land due to lack of capital to initiate any 

meaningful development projects on it. Consequently Taylor, (1999) argues that the importance 

of remittances in the migration process is more complex and needs to be studied beyond the 

behaviour of migrants themselves, it is of great importance to understand how remittances 

influence investment, work and social linkages within the community overtime.  

The neo-classical theory views the state as a sought of anomaly that causes interruptions in the 

normal functionality of this market. Borjas even put up a suggestion that the US government to 

‘deregulate the immigration market’ by making visa sales to the highest bidding candidate. 

Borjas, 1990: 225-8) though through the study of the history and even contemporary migrations 

it is clear that nations and mainly the receiving country perform a huge task regarding the 

initiation, shaping and control of mobility. The demand for workers is often the key reason why 

nations permit entrants with the government recruiting labourers on behalf of employers but 

demography and humanitarian needs may also be major determinants. Immigration has been 

key in the process of nation building in new countries like USA, Canada, Brazil, Argentina and 

Australia since national policies on refugee and asylum seekers play a key role in contemporary 

mobility of populations.  

To belief that individual migrants have the luxury of choosing which allows them to ‘maximize 

their well-being’ and results in a sought of balance in the market place (Borjas, 1989: 482) lacks 
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basis according to historical reality thus bears little value regarding such an explanation. It thus 

would be reasonable to study labour migration as the mobility of labourers caused by the drifts 

in the international capitalistic economic setup which consecutively dictates the ‘‘push’’ and 

‘‘pull’’ (Zolberg, Suhrke and Aguao, 1989: 407). The implication here is such that migration is 

a group phenomenon that should be studied as a part of an ever growing political and economic 

system.  

Migration systems theory and the trend to a new interdisciplinary approach 

Due to the heavy criticism of the neo-classical theory of migration, scholars came up with other 

theoretical narratives to try and fully account for the migration phenomenon. One of them, the 

migration systems theory, tries to include more interdisciplinary approaches in an attempt to 

capture all the tenets of migration. From the exchange of migrants between two nations springs 

up a migration system. Scholars here tend to analyse migration networks based on regions for 

instance West Africa or the South Pacific (Kritz et al., 1992) although interlinkages between 

far off territories may exist like the system encompassing the Caribbean, Western Europe and 

North America; or even the link between West Africa, North Africa and France. Through the 

migration systems perspective both margins of the flow are taken into consideration and studies 

of all links between the places undertaken. The links can be classified as nation-to-nation 

relations and comparisons, mass culture associations and family and social networks (Fawcett 

and Arnold, 1987: 456-7).  

The migration systems theory dictates that migration manoeuvres in general spring up from 

there being previous linkage between the nations of origin and destination on the basis of 

colonial links, political influence, trade, investment or cultural ties. Hence the Mexico to the 

USA migration has its origins from the spatial expansion of the USA towards the southwest in 

the 19th century coupled with the desire to recruit Mexican workers by American employers in 

the 20th century (Portes and Rumbaut, 1996: 272-6). The movement from the Dominican 

Republic to the USA began as a consequence of a military occupation by the USA in the 1960s. 

Meanwhile movement by the Korean and Vietnamese nationals to America was as a result of 

lengthy military engagements there (Sassen, 1988: 6-9). Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi 

movements to Great Britain are a direct consequence of the British presence on the Indian sub-

continent during the colonial era. Consequently, there has been a tendency by migrants from 

the Caribbean to immigrate to their former colonising nations for instance from Jamaica to 

Britain and Surinam to the Netherlands. The movement by Algerians to France (and not just 

any other country) is attributed to their colonial association, meanwhile the Turks are to be 
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found in Germany since there was a direct recruitment for labourers from Turkey by German 

employers in the 1960s and early 1970s (Castles & Miller, 2003). 

This migration trend has of late been replaced with the emergent international cartels of human 

smugglers and traffickers who are very active in conflict zones across the globe and even in the 

poorest countries of the world. They dupe unsuspecting would be migrants by promising 

connections to jobs and other opportunities in the country of destination but resort to 

exploitation once the journey begins. The ever growing number of unaccompanied minors 

embarking on the journey especially to Europe and America alone serves as a rich clientele 

base for these gangs. It must however be noted that they still serve as the main connection 

between country of origin and destination, and are often preferred by most of their victims as 

they have knowledge of the trail to be followed. 

This migration systems argumentation is party to a new school of thought that seeks to cover 

more disciplines and provide room for deeper inclusiveness in regards to migration studies, and 

has been adopted as a new dawn of migration theory, beyond the realm of the neo-classical 

theory.  It postulates that any migration network is the end product of interactions between 

macro and micro structures (Castles & Miller, 2009). 

 The macro-structures are related to the bureaucratic forces on a large scale whilst the micro-

structures are in connection with the migrants own networks, practices and beliefs. The bridge 

connecting these two levels is a series of transitional mechanisms referred to as ‘meso-

structures’. The so called macro-structures are inclusive of the political economy of the global 

market, relations between nations and the legal framework, structures and actions adopted by 

the nations of origin and destination so as to check on migration. Migrations that have taken 

place in the past 500 years have been due to the evolvement of the means of production, 

distribution an exchange in an ever-growing world economy in terms of integration. The task 

undertaken through international relations and by the regions of origin and destination in the 

organisation and facilitation of mobility is nonetheless quite important (Dohse, 1981; Bohning, 

1984; Cohen, 1987; Mitchell, 1989; Hollifield, 2000).  

The micro-structures are the coping mechanisms adopted by the migrants through the 

establishment of unofficial social networks to survive through the migration and settlement 

process. The idea of ‘chain migration’ was used in earlier literature in regard to this (Price, 

1963: 108-10). A research on Mexican migrants in the 1970s showed that at least 90% of the 

respondents in a survey had been granted legal residence in the USA by utilising connections 
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by family and employers (Portes and Bach, 1985). Majority of the present day authors point out 

the importance of information and ‘cultural capital’ that is how much one knows about other 

nations, whether one is able to initiate their travel plans, landing employment and are able to 

cope within some new surroundings in the initiation and sustenance of migratory movements. 

Interpersonal relationships, family and household frameworks, friendship and communal 

associations and complementary aid in matters to do with the social and economic dimensions 

comprise the informal networks. These affiliations avail critical resources for groups as well as 

individuals and could be otherwise known as ‘social capital’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 

119). Informal networks act as the glue that keeps migrants and the host society together via an 

intricate web of social duties and communal relationships (Boyd, 1989: 639).  

The role of the family and the community cannot be underestimated when it comes to migration 

networks. Families other than the individual decide on matters to do with migration according 

to research conducted on Asian migration (Hugo, 1994). In instances where change is really 

prompt a decision may be made by the family to have one or more members to work in some 

other area or nation so as to ensure maximum income and survival chances. In most 

undertakings elders and especially the men devise the migration plan and younger persons are 

expected to obey the authority emanating from this patriarchal setup. Young women may be 

sent to the city or even to a foreign since young men here are seen as essential sources of labour 

on the farms. The young women are also viewed as more likely to offer remittances back home 

once they start working in their new destination yet all this comes at a time when female labour 

force is being much more greatly appreciated as servants in factories for precision assembly 

and/or to provide domestic care services thus adding to the growing trend of feminization of 

migration (Castles & Miller, 2009). 

Family links provide the conduit through which capital in terms of culture and finance which 

enable migration to be channelled out. Even though migration events are triggered by factors 

beyond an individual or groups control like military conscription or even the fact that in the 

past some often young men embarked on the initial journey.  After this future migration patterns 

seem to be based along the established trails with the backup of friends and relatives in the 

destination area (Stahl, 1993). Social networks act as insurance and help in provision of shelter, 

employment, manoeuvring bureaucratic requirements and personal challenges. These networks 

thus contribute to the safety and ease of management of the migration process for the emigrant 

and their family back home. After the onset of migration procedure they soon become an 

established social process that caters for its needs (Castles & Miller, 2009).  
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In the region destination the settlement procedure and communal setup is based on the migration 

networks. These groups then form their own specific social and economic framework such as 

worship centres, shops, cafes, professionals like doctors and legal practitioners and other 

needed services. Herein lies the link to family reunion since as time goes on, the pioneer 

migrants (maybe workers or even refugees) embark on another chapter in life thus bringing in 

spouse or children that had been left behind or even start new families here. People thus start to 

integrate fully into life in the new destination. This is of great relevance where children are 

concerned since after starting their school life in the new country they learn a new language, 

develop peer group associates and even acquire bicultural or transcultural identities making it 

almost impermissible for their parents to go back to their nation of origin (Castles & Miller, 

2009). 

The transitional ‘meso-structures’ have been a centre of interest for recent research. Some 

individuals, groupings or organizations sometimes adopt the role of mediation regarding 

migrants and political or even economic establishments. Thus a ‘migration industry’ comes into 

being made up of recruitment establishments, legal practitioners, agents, smugglers and other 

interested parties (Harris, 1996: 132-6). These people can be either aides or even abusers of 

migrants. In the case of illegal migration or even in the event that there is overwhelming number 

of would be migrants, the likelihood of exploitation is way too high; migrants have far too often 

lost their savings and valuable assets to these sly cohorts and then been left languishing in a 

foreign nation with no job and/or resources. The emergence of a migration industry that seeks 

to ensure continued migration has almost always been in contradiction with government 

measures to establish control or even negate migrations (Castles & Miller, 2009).  

When it comes to the migration process there is a strong connection between the macro-, meso- 

and micro-structures with a lack of clear-cut line among them. There is no one particular reason 

that fully explains why people make the decision to move to another country, thus it is important 

to make an effort and comprehend all of the migration by addressing them. 

 

 Nation-states efforts’ to control International Migration 

Migration to the developed countries gained momentum following the economic recession of 

early 1970’s. In order to protect their border from illegal migrants many developed countries 

became more concerned with the efforts to control movement across their borders. This 
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initiative involved enhanced action to keep off illegal migrants and ensuring that immigration 

rules are observed to the letter.  

This involved the adoption of various policies for instance employer sanctions, legalization 

programmes, temporary recruitment of foreign workers, policy measures touching on asylum 

seekers and refugees, regional cooperation policies and even efforts to curb human smugglers 

and traffickers. Owing to the ever growing importance of international migration joint efforts 

pertaining to these matters have become a core factor in international politics. Policy touching 

on migration has undergone evolution from exhibiting a case of nation to nation measures which 

were often short-term adopted to meet certain economic and political goals to the employment 

of wider, all-inclusive global organization practices (OECD, 2006; Levinson 2005: 9-10; 

OECD, 2006: 80-81). 

Regions affected by conflict and poverty are the main sources of refugees and most of them are 

still holed in those areas. Ever since the turn of 1980 though Western Europe, North America 

and Australia have been in panic due to asylum seekers. This is because these regions are 

occasionally experiencing unprecedented rise in asylum seekers depending on the global 

political climate, for instance applications increased in these regions from 90, 400 to 323, 050 

between 1983 and 1988, then again rose at the end of the Cold War era in 1992 to 828, 625 

(UNHCR, 1995: 253). Asylum applications then went down drastically to around 480, 000 by 

1995 (OECD, 2001: 280) though this has been hugely attributed to change in refugee legislation 

in Germany and Sweden.  

Loescher, (2001) asserts that forced migration is now a core feature on the global political scene 

which is chiefly captured in the ever changing international refugee regime, a term that reflects 

on some legal acclaims resulting from humanitarian and human rights laws and even some 

organizations that were set up so as to not only help but protect refugees. The 1951 Refugee 

Convention is the main legal basis of this with the UNHCR as the main organization though 

thousands of other intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations such as the 

International Committee of the Red Cross, CARE International, OXFAM, World Food 

Programme and United Nations Children’s Fund play a huge role. 

On the other hand, Afghanistan, a major source of origin for global refugees has taken a 

backward seat when it comes to movement control across its borders. There are no laws or even 

institutions to oversee issues to do with migration and in its official capacity the government 

assumes that all those who move out from the country as refugees. (Christine, 2010). 
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Theoretical contribution to the thesis 

The Neo-classical economic theories of migration have a huge role to play in this paper since 

their assertion that migrants try as much as possible to move to a country that utilises their well-

being is to some extent true when it comes to migration. It is also somewhat true to say that 

economic disparities result in human migration from poor to rich regions. The fact that 

economic ambitions as well as family reunion are stressed out in this case will be an important 

consideration when look at the individual country policies. 

 The fact that some of the minors fleeing to Europe from their home countries is due to poverty 

and a seemingly lack of opportunities to improve their welfare cannot be underestimated in this 

study. It must however be noted that poverty alone may be a strong factor but then all the 5 

countries of origin under study here also have a problem with governance whereby violence 

and persecution are also major features hence all three are intertwined together.  

The new economics of labour migration theory builds on the neo-classical theory by advancing 

this argument through adoption of a larger range of factors that influence migration and 

especially strongly views the state as a strong actor in matters to do with migration as opposed 

to the neo-classical theory that views the state as a deterrent to migration. 

By identifying the nation-state as a major actor in the migration process this theory goes on to 

raise other important issues in relation to migration for instance as the state tightens laws to 

keep immigrants out this in turn gives prominence to smugglers and human traffickers’ 

networks. These networks are now a huge part of the whole migration process and nearly all 

unaccompanied minors in Europe have had an encounter with them in one way or the other. 

The migration systems theory suggests that a migration system springs up owing to prior 

movement of people in the past between any two nation-states or even regions as a result of 

trade, colonialism cultural exchange or even political influence. This theory also points out the 

importance of family and social networks (social capital) in the process of migration as well as 

the role served by the global politics in regards to movement across borders.  

The minors coming to Europe seem to prefer a country where there is a community of people 

from their country though of greater prominence of late is how a specific country treats the 

unaccompanied minors once they are taken in. For instance the treatment of minors by France 

has made it the least likely of destinations for minors while Sweden which offers the friendliest 

treatment has increasingly become a magnet attracting over a third of all asylum applications 

by minors in 2014. 
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The need by countries to regulate the migration flows across their border has given rise to 

enhanced regional integration in an effort to stem off illegal immigrants. This has given rise to 

drastic policy changes in matters migration both at the national and international level as well 

as sparked a rise to prominence of far right political movements as more people become 

conscious of the need to seal their borders in the face of what they deem as a conspiracy by the 

incomers to benefit off their social as well as political welfare. 

Owing to the overwhelming numbers of immigrants seeking for refuge in Europe the response 

from the governments have been drastic to say the least. The European Union has come up with 

policies that are seen as an effort to promote a ‘Fortress Europe’ determined to keep out 

immigrants from other regions through a series of laws. These are often through ambiguous 

policies are left to the discretion of each nation to implement them as they deem best hence 

opening a window of opportunity for individual nation-states to easily disregard them. This has 

created a situation where just a handful of countries are trying to help the often helpless asylum 

seekers (unaccompanied minors as well as adults) while others have found room to play games 

blaming especially religion for their failure to help out. 
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Method  

This section discusses the methods inclusive of the theoretical points used to come up with 

method choice. After the review of theories regarding migration the focus of the analysis here 

is on unaccompanied minors coming into Europe and specifically Sweden and how they have 

been affected by the changing legislation across the European Union touching on immigration 

and what this might mean going into the future. The study focuses on the minors from the big 

5 countries of origin for migrants to European Union according to official statistics since the 

year 1994 to 2014 namely: Afghanistan, Eritrea, Iraq, Somalia and Syria.  

The study does not fully account for the cause of movement from country of origin but points 

out to the fact that Sweden is a major receiver of unaccompanied minors as compared to other 

nation-states within the European Union and even the entire global north. The temporal aspect 

is captured here since it can be seen from the charts that for instance minors from Syria started 

trickling in around the year 2011 when chaos emerged there during the ‘Arab Spring’ while for 

Iraq it’s the same case since it can be seen this began after the Gulf War.  

The trend charts provided in this paper are composed out of data from the Statistics Sweden, 

The Swedish Migration Board as well as the Eurostat which is the official statistics database 

for the European Union regarding the inflows of minors under the age of 17. There is also the 

use of material for instance reports and even statistics from various organisations and institutes 

like the Migration Policy Institute and government agencies combined with research on 

unaccompanied minors in Sweden and even the global north in general.  

To meet the aim and to answer the questions hereby posed in this paper I chose to integrate 

some quantitative data (number of unaccompanied children from statistical databases) with 

qualitative data (immigration policies of the individual nation-states). This combination is not 

fully qualified to be referred to as a mixed method of research though as it may appear at first 

glance since it does not fully meet the criterion of a mixed research methodology since in search 

a method the two should be fully combined in the analysis to enhance communication. On the 

contrary in this paper there is lack of such a lack of flow for instance in the case of Germany 

where immigration policy remains unchanged to a large extent in spite of the variation in 

asylum seeking unaccompanied children numbers.  

This does not however mean a weakness in the methodology but rather points out the need for 

more comprehensive research methodology in order to accommodate and even meet the needs 

of all researchers.  
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To incorporate this method in my paper there will be use of statistics from several sources to 

constitute trend charts as earlier mentioned and then there will be an in-depth analysis of the 

policies concerning unaccompanied minors in three countries within Europe- Germany, Great 

Britain and Sweden. The analysis of these policies will seek to support the information 

presented on the trend charts as well as to give a clearer view of the changes in legislation across 

European countries with the rise in numbers of the unaccompanied minors knocking on 

European doors and begging for accommodation. These policies will be sought from the official 

governments’ websites.  
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Results 

Ever since July, 31 2006 local governments in Sweden took over the responsibility of un-

accompanied minors from the Migration Board.  

Europe 

 

Figure 1. Unaccompanied minors to Europe 2008-2015. Source: Eurostat 

From Figure 1 above, statistics available from the Eurostat database it is clear that the number 

of unaccompanied minors to the European Union member countries has shot up sharply in the 

period 2014-2015. This means that although unaccompanied children have always found their 

way to Europe there seems to have been a new impetus that drove up their numbers drastically 

in the last one year. This may be attributed to a myriad of factors that could have influenced the 

sudden increased flight of these minors to Europe: increased violence back in their mother 

countries, growing threat of Dahesh movement in parts of Iraq, Syria and Afghanistan, 

increased religious persecution amongst the Sunni and Shia Muslim affiliates especially in Iraq 

and Afghanistan, increasingly repressive government in Eritrea among other reasons. The spike 

up in the number of unaccompanied minors of Afghanistan origin to Europe is however too 

conspicuous. 

The demographic structures of some of these countries are also interesting, for instance the 

young populations of Afghanistan and Somalia with the majority of the population being under 

20 years here. (Malmstrom and Pirttisalo, 2015). 
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Table 1: Unaccompanied minors to the 28 member countries of the European Union Source: 

Eurostat 

 

From a general look at the received asylum applications across the European Union member 

states from unaccompanied minors it clear that there are great variations in the numbers. This 

may be due to the fact that these minors appear to have a decision made on where they want to 

end up once they set upon the journey to Europe. The conspicuous case of Germany as a leading 

receiver of asylum applications in 2015 from unaccompanied minors is notable but more 

important to note is the fact that Sweden was by far the most preferred destination. Germany 

received 16% of all asylum applications by unaccompanied children while Sweden received 

40%. These were the two leading destinations. However, in retrospect, The United Kingdom 

which was the most preferred destination in 2008 has fallen down the pecking order and in 2015 

only received 3.5% of all applications. Sweden seems to have gained popularity amongst this 

group of children overtime during the period under stand with asylum applications growing 5-

fold between 2014 and 2015, Germany saw applications more than triple in the same period 

GEO/TIME 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

European Union (28 countries)11,695 12,190 10,610 11,690 12,540 12,725 23,150 88,245

Belgium 470 705 860 1,385 975 415 470 2,650

Bulgaria 15 10 20 25 60 185 940 1,815

Czech Republic 35 10 5 10 5 0 5 15

Denmark 300 520 410 270 355 350 815 2,125

Germany (until 1990 former territory of the FRG)765 1,305 1,950 2,125 2,095 2,485 4,400 14,440

Estonia 0 0 0 0 0 5 0 0

Ireland 100 55 35 25 25 20 30 35

Greece 295 40 145 60 75 325 440 420

Spain 10 20 15 10 15 10 15 25

France 410 445 610 595 490 365 270 320

Croatia : : : : 70 55 10 5

Italy 575 415 305 825 970 805 2,505 4,070

Cyprus 70 20 35 15 25 55 50 105

Latvia 5 0 5 0 0 5 0 10

Lithuania 0 5 10 10 5 0 5 5

Luxembourg 0 10 20 20 15 45 30 105

Hungary 175 270 150 60 185 380 605 8,805

Malta 20 45 5 25 105 335 55 35

Netherlands 725 1,040 700 485 380 310 960 3,855

Austria 695 1,040 600 1,005 1,375 935 1,975 8,275

Poland 375 360 230 405 245 255 185 150

Portugal 5 0 5 5 10 55 15 50

Romania 55 40 35 55 135 15 95 55

Slovenia 20 25 25 60 50 30 65 40

Slovakia 70 30 5 20 5 5 10 5

Finland 705 535 315 150 165 160 195 2,535

Sweden 1,510 2,250 2,395 2,655 3,575 3,850 7,045 35,250

United Kingdom 4,285 2,990 1,715 1,395 1,125 1,265 1,945 3,045

Iceland 0 0 0 0 5 0 0 5

Liechtenstein 0 15 0 0 0 0 0 5

Norway 1,045 1,820 630 635 705 670 940 5,050

Switzerland 595 415 220 310 495 355 775 2,670

Total 13,335 14,435 11,465 12,630 13,745 13,755 23,150 95,970
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while The United Kingdom only experienced marginal growth. A general conclusion from the 

table is that there has been rising numbers of applications to most countries especially between 

2014 and 2015, most likely due to the global refugee crisis that was experienced around this 

time.  

 

Figure 2. Unaccompanied minors to The UK, Germany and Sweden 2008-2015. Source: 

Eurostat 

Looking at the case study comparing the number of unaccompanied minors involving: The 

United Kingdom, Germany and Sweden, Figure 2 above, it’s clear that Sweden is by far the 

most preferred destination for this group. This is despite the fact that Germany and United 

Kingdom are the two biggest European nation-states economic and population wise.  
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Figure 3. Unaccompanied minors from Afghanstan 2008-2015. Source: Eurostat 

The high number of unaccompanied minors of Afghanistan origin to Europe is noticeable as 

illustrated in Figure 3 above. Just like all other groups of minors from other countries it is also 

statistically clear that they still find Sweden as the most preferable point of destination.  

A couple of reasons have led to the present situation where Afghans are fleeing their country in 

droves. The withdrawal of foreign troops led to a reduction in security in most parts of the 

country. As a result some ethnic groups like the Hazaras who were victims of ethnic persecution 

in the late 1990s are afraid of the recurrence of similar events. With global attention now being 

focused on Iraq and Syria the Afghani Taliban have taken advantage of the situation and 

attacked targets in some provinces for instance Kunduz where they had promised a major 

retaliatory massacre since 1998. The records of asylum seekers fleeing from the Kunduz area 

is going up. The plot thickens upon the realisation that the Islamic State has taken control of 

eastern Afghanistan. All the while neighbouring Pakistan is also under distress and cannot host 

these refugees nor can Afghan itself. The Australian practise of ‘turning the boats back’ has 

also limited options available to these people and in turn opened a booming business for human 

smugglers to Europe. (Michelle & William, 2015). 

Just like in all other migrations children from Afghanistan make the resolve to move based on 

a context and a trigger. The context in this case is identified as chronic poverty (2/3 of Afghans 

live below the poverty line), gloomy economic future, weak government, lack of physical 

security, bleak future in regard to education hence little or no hope for their future (3/4 of all 

afghans aged above 15 are illiterate). There is also a great risk of being kidnapped or conscripted 

into forced labour. They are attracted to Europe by the aspiration for freedom, education and 

work (Christine, 2010). 

The constant conflict in Afghanistan in the last three decades has made Afghans to be the largest 

group of forced migrants until Syrians took the mantle post-2014. Preceding studies show that 

children there are more likely to experience violence due to war, massacres, torture, the loss of 

a loved one and destruction of their place of residence.  These children also experience violence 

even in absence of the military confrontation such as being physically abused, verbal threats 

and/or watching family members being tortured. (Bronstein et al., 2013). 
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The Swedish case 

 

Figure 4. -6 old unaccompanied minors 2002-2015. Source: SCB 

 

Figure 5. 7-17 year old unaccompanied minors to Sweden 2002-2015. Source: SCB 

From the data available on SCB and illustrated in Figure 4 above, the number of arrivals by 

unaccompanied children to Sweden (2002-2015) aged below 6 years has been varying over the 

years from country to country though the numbers have been below 50 kids most of them of 

Somali origin. However from 2012 the case of Syrian children is very conspicuous. They 

accounted for 69% of all asylum applications in this age category in 2014 and a whopping 60% 

in 2015. Their number quickly shot up and was triple those from Afghanistan in 2015. Trouble 

in Syria erupted following a failed bid to topple the government during the 2011 Arab spring 
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protests that toppled a few government in the Arab world. The continued violence up to date in 

Syria seems to be taking a toll even on the youngest of the population. 

Looking at those under the age bracket of 7-17 years, as illustrated in Figure 5 above, Iraq was 

the leading country of origin from 2002 until 2007. The numbers fell drastically from 611 in 

2007 to just 109 in 2009 and continued to fall, in 2014 only 70 sought asylum rising to 1080 in 

2015. By 2009 Somalia though was the leading source, maybe due to a resurgence in violence 

by the Al Qaeda affiliated Al Shabaab group. Their numbers though fell through to 2014. In 

2010 and 2011 Afghanistan led (almost doubling year in, year out) and continued to grow, by 

2014 though Syrian teenagers were by far the largest group of unaccompanied children seeking 

asylum and they tripled in 2015. Afghani teenagers accounted for 73% of all asylum 

applications in 2015 as opposed to 29% in 2014. 

The fact that around the year 2007 still a low number of Iraqi minors were seeking asylum in 

Sweden is surprising bearing in mind that around that period all Iraqi nationals were being 

granted automatic residence permits in Sweden due to the heavy violence that was being 

experienced back in their country or maybe most children came accompanied by relatives and 

guardians. (Lundberg, 2011). 

Unaccompanied minors to Sweden: Country of origin, Gender and Age bracket 

Eritrea 

 

Figure 6. Unaccompanied male children from Eritrea 2008-2015.  Source: Eurostat 

Eritrea is a small nation of about 3 million people that is under a dictator. Before cessation from 

Ethiopia in 1991 it engaged in a civil war with Addis Ababa for 28 years. All the young people 

are forced to join the military as service men in industrial projects upon attaining 18 years of 

age. This service is likened to slave labour. As a result thousands of unaccompanied children 
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escape every year mostly without the knowledge of their parents. They are often led to a trap 

by smugglers who promise free delivery into Europe where they can bring their parents and 

make payments later on but upon embarking on the journey their parents are contacted to pay 

a ransom (the per capita income here is $550 hence nearly all families are poor) or their children 

are left on their own in the sandy African deserts.  In some cases families knowingly send 

children in the hope that upon getting asylum they can come to Europe through re-unification 

programmes. These children have no schooling at all. Due to these facts almost every migrant 

from here wins asylum. To make matters worse the government here considers them criminals 

once they leave the border and hence they can’t return. (Kirkpatrick, 2015).  

The number of male migrants had been steady for a time as shown in figure 6 above, but seems 

to have shot up in 2012 with those between 16-17 years going up quickly as well as those above 

14-15 years. The number of under 14 year olds began to rise post-2013. The sly smugglers may 

be more willing to go with older children as they can withstand difficult situations during the 

journey while even the knowledge of eminent conscription into the military may tempt older 

children to run away. 

 

Figure 7. Unaccompanied female minors from Eritrea to Sweden 2008-2015. Source: Eurostat 

As captured in Figure 7 above, female children running from Eritrea appears to be led by older 

girls above 16 years with a few below 14 years of age. The number of 16-17 year olds appears 

to have risen steadily from 2010 and sharply by 2013 (50), sextupling to 300 only two years 

later even though those between 14-15 years also rose sharply and marginally for below 14 year 
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olds. The recent surge in smuggler activities operating across the northern part of Africa after 

the collapse of the Libyan and government has been a key catalyst in this case. 

Somalia 

 

Figure 8. unaccompanied male children from Somali to Sweden 200-2015. Source: Eurostat 

Somalia has not had a government ever since the fall of Dictator Mohamed Siad Barre in 1991. 

This gave way to governance by clannism and hence rise of militias seeking to control the now 

lawless nation. Even with the rise in the waves of violence the number of unaccompanied 

children over the years coming to Europe has been marginal. The fact that most parts of Somalia 

are peaceful (Somaliland and Jubaland are semi-autonomous states within greater Somalia with 

functional regional governments). This could be a major reason why not so many youths sought 

refuge in Sweden despite it liberal policies overtime. The coastline of Somalia is however under 

control of militant groups that use it to export charcoal and import weaponry et al., Mogadishu 

and large swathes of the south near the Kenyan border remain under tight militant control).  

The male arrivals went up significantly in 2009 only to fall a year later as captured in Figure 8 

above. A sharp rise has however been witnessed post-2014 though this could be attributed to 

the rise in the number of smuggler networks within the sub-Saharan Africa especially with the 

fall of the Libyan government thereby creating an access route to the Mediterranean Sea and 

hence shores of nearby Italy a common entry point into Europe for African immigrants. 

(Kirkpatrick, 2015). 

Another notable attribute of the unaccompanied youths coming from Somalia is that the 14-15 

year old males seem to make the biggest part of the asylum seekers. This could be due to the 
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fact age plays a key role when it comes to granting asylum. Age determines the reception 

procedure as well as access to education and health in most European countries and even 

chances of family reunification. (Hjern, Brendler-Lindqvist & Norredam, 2012). With a great 

social network from the thousands of Somalis who came to Europe before and the rise in 

restrictions on asylum for older children especially with the rising cases of age cheating by 

asylum seekers there is a possibility that word has gotten to Somalia that the younger you are 

the greater your chances of asylum. Bearing in mind the perils of the journey into Europe this 

particular group appears most suited by the current circumstances. 

 

Figure 9. unaccompanied female hildren from Somalia to Sweden 2008-2015. Source: Eurostat 

There was a notable rise in the number of young females leaving Somalia for asylum in Europe 

in 2009 across all age groups for the minors as illustrated in Figure 9 above. This went down in 

2010 through 2013, though in 2014 the numbers quickly went up again. As earlier noted with 

their male counter parts the new wave of immigrants appears to have hugely involved 14-15 

year old as opposed to earlier movements where the 16-17 year olds dominated. As mentioned 

above this could be a consequence of a few interlinked factors. 
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Afghanistan 

 

Figure 10. Unaccompanied male minors from Afghanistan to Sweden 2008-2015. Source: 

Eurostat 

The special case of Afghan minors moving abroad in their droves to seek refuge was addressed 

earlier. Even though available statistics suggest that their numbers were much lower earlier, the 

number of male asylum seekers shot up sharply (from 605 in 2014 to 8, 870 for 14-15 year olds) 

and 655 in 2014 to 11, 170 in 2015 for 16-17 year olds) as illustrated in the Figure 10 above. 

Even those under 14 rose critically. With all challenges identified in Afghanistan these numbers 

may rise going into the future. 

The huge number of Afghans in Europe and Asia means diverse opportunities and larger 

support base for younger Afghans who desire to unite with their siblings abroad. The ‘hawala’ 

system of payment which utilises personal contacts to send money around the globe enables 

remittances to circulate successfully among Afghan nationals globally without any reliance on 

a formal banking organization. There is thus great ease regarding family members organising, 

funding and paying for relatives to move across from one continent to another. (Christine, 

2010). 
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Figure 11 Source. Unaccompanied female children from Afghanistan 2008-2015. Eurostat 

In contrast to their male counterparts very few Afghan female children have sought asylum in 

Sweden over the years under study as shown in Figure 11 above. A clear even though minute 

rise in numbers in 2012 quickly fell in 2013, began to pick in 2014 but interestingly 2015 saw 

all three age groups cross the 100 mark for the first time. A number of intertwined reasons 

possibly led to this outcome. 

Iraq  

 

Figure 12. Unaccompanied male minors from Iraq to Sweden 2008-2015. Source: Eurostat 

Iraq has had a troubled past best summed up by the two Gulf Wars (1991 and the invasion by 

allied forces in 2003 following the September 11 attacks in New York). In between the two 
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wars a crude dictatorial regime with religious affiliation between the Shia and Sunni factions 

of Islam always resulted in bloody regime raids. After the invasion in 2003 the government 

quickly fell and with the toppling of the Saddam Hussein led government a chaotic political 

environment set in as militias fought foreign troops as well as between themselves. In 2008 and 

prior to the 31st January 2009 elections the number of male asylum seekers in Sweden was up 

(maybe due to expected skirmishes post-elections) though it fell in subsequent years and rose 

sharply in 2015 as the global refugee crisis went out of control. The 16-17 year olds were the 

biggest in numbers to take flight in 2008 and 2015 as illustrated in Figure 12 above, maybe due 

to fact that male teenagers are the most endangered group in regions of armed conflict. 

 

Figure 13. Unaccompanied female minors from Iraqi to Sweden 200-2015. Source: Eurostat 

The female unaccompanied minors of Iraqi origin seeking asylum in Sweden have been few 

compared to other countries to say the least though the numbers varied slightly within the period 

under study as shown in Figure 13 above. It is notable that in 2008 all 3 age groups hit ten 

persons, though this went down only to triple for all age groups in 2015. The number of those 

under 14 years seeking asylum in Sweden appears to have steadily been high compared to other 

groups overtime spiking up in 2015. 
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Syria  

 

Figure 14. Unaccompanied male minors from Syria to Sweden 2008-2015. Source: Eurostat 

According to available statistics, Syrian nationals rarely sought asylum in Europe generally 

before the failed 2011 Arab Spring demonstrations that failed to topple the regime but instead 

marked the beginning of a bloody civil war that has now turned into a proxy war with different 

global powers taking sides and arming the opposing sides hence worsening the situation. Caught 

amidst this complex maze has been the average Syrian citizen. A conflicted that has lasted for 

five years now is also the leading generator of global refugees, churning out thousands on a 

daily basis. Syria is now by far the leading source of asylum seekers. 

Though the number of male Syrian asylum seekers in Sweden has been rising across all age 

groups from 2011 through to 2015 it remains relatively low, as shown in Figure 14 above 

bearing in mind that all Syrian nationals receive a residence permit in Sweden automatically 

owing to the violence back in their home country, alternatively the majority of minors arrive in 

the company of a guardian due to the guarantee of a resident permit. 
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Figure 15. Unaccompanied female minors from Syria to Sweden 2008-2015. Source: Eurostat 

Just like the Syrian boys the number of unaccompanied girls from Syria seeking asylum in 

Sweden has been growing across all age groups ever since the onset of violence in that country 

back in 2011 as shown in Figure 15 above. Of importance to note here is that the number of 

those below 14 years of age shot from below 50 in 2013, tripling to 150 in 2014 and then 

doubling to 300 in 2015.  

 

Policy issues 

Age assessment for unaccompanied minors 

The European Union provides general recommendations on how an unaccompanied minors 

seeking asylum in a country is to be handled. These include how to conduct age assessments. 

It is then up to each country to decide how best to adopt these guidelines into policies and laws. 

(European Union, 2016). 

Owing to the fact that governments across Europe incur huge costs when catering for the needs 

of these unaccompanied minors so great efforts are made to ensure that any cheating on the 

basis of age by those that maybe otherwise over 18 years is detected. The fact that most come 

from war torn countries like Afghanistan where a birth certificate maybe some sought of a 

luxury document to possess while for others these documents either got lost along the way or 

they just run for dear life leaving them behind. Different procedures are employed by these 

countries to achieve their goal and some are very controversial (Khan-Ruf & McClenaghan, 

2016). 
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In France, Denmark and Italy minors are subjected to x-rays on their teeth or wrists to gauge 

age through bone density. This is despite the fact that many scientific bodies in Europe for 

instance France’s Haut Conseil de la Santé Publique (department of public health) have refuted 

this practise since it is an unreliable process. In Austria and Germany in some extra-ordinary 

instances examined the minors’ genitals to determine age though this practice is not applicable 

now. Sweden and The UK though subject minors to a series of questions. An effort to have 

minors’ subjected to medical tests in Sweden was rejected by doctors since they consider it 

unreliable and unethical. Some minors however request such medical tests in-order to back up 

their asylum claims, though a proposed change in Sweden to the asylum policy later in the year 

will subject these children to more frequent medical tests (Khan-Ruf & McClenaghan, 2016). 

Sweden is considered a better place for unaccompanied minors seeking asylum since its liberal 

policies do not allow for subjection of minors to medical tests to determine their age. The minors 

are also guaranteed of free schooling and free medical care. In the last one year Sweden has 

received a third of the total asylum applications within Europe by unaccompanied children. The 

number rose from 7, 049 in 2014 to a whopping 35, 369 applications in 2015 marking a 402% 

increase. An astounding 66% (23, 480) of these minors came from Afghanistan. In line with 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the child, minors have automatic rights to 

family re-unification enabling them to link up and bring over younger siblings and their parents. 

(Wilkens, 2016). 

Unlike most other countries Sweden grants residence permits that are binding hence no 

deportation upon turning 18. These friendly policies seem to have an effect on the general 

demographics of asylum seekers, for instance among the Afghan group 10,000 claimed to be 

16 years upon arrival as opposed to 1400 who admitted to being 18 years of age. In contrast 

Syrians who are granted asylum upon arrival age notwithstanding, there were 1,400 year olds 

and only 1,300 16year olds. The rise in numbers of unaccompanied minors has also had a 

notable effect on the Swedish demographic structure, around 20% of all 16 year old males in 

Sweden are now unaccompanied minors’ majority from Afghanistan making the gender ratio 

123 boys for every 100 girls within the 16 years old bracket. The reception system here is also 

quite well set out making it easy for minors to quickly get accepted.  (Wilkens, 2016; Mark & 

Pirttsalo, 2015). 

This ever rising number of new asylum seeking arrivals on Swedish has led the government to 

seek to implement changes to policies regarding migration.  The commencement of frequent 

border control with identity checks appears to be bearing results as the number of 
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unaccompanied minors turning up at the border has gone down significantly in early 2016. 

Further expected changes in policy will see successful asylum seekers granted one or three year 

timelines instead of the current permanent residence. Rules touching on family reunifications 

are also being tightened. 

Sweden’s changing political landscape 

On August 16, 2014 then Prime Minister Fredrik Reinfeldt called on the nation to receive 

immigrants with open arms as their numbers to Sweden swelled up and the response seemed 

positive. Barely a month later his party lost the elections and the Social Democrats came into 

power. The Swedish Democrats took about 10% of his conservative party voters. This is a party 

that thrives on anti-Muslim rhetoric and with growing numbers of asylum seekers their support 

inside Sweden has been growing. At the same time those in power seem to have adopted a 

similar mantra of keeping anybody without proper documentation outside the Swedish borders 

thereby joining ‘the race to the bottom’ which seeks to maintain a fortress Europe in a world 

reeling under bloody conflicts. With their push for ways to regulate migration to Sweden the 

new government has experienced growing domestic support. (Wilkens, 2016). 

The government in Sweden on Thursday April 28, 2015 brought forward a bill seeking to 

temporarily align the country’s asylum policies with those of the minimum level in the 

European Union law and international conventions. The government wanted the law changed 

for some time to enable it cope with the current refugee crisis towards the end of 2015. The 

proposals are that Sweden introduces a temporary residence permit, down scale on family 

member immigration rights and make it harder to get maintenance requirements. This act is to 

be effective for three years.  

To ensure that the temporary changes to law do not interfere with the delivery of other crucial 

public systems and services the government working on propositions by referral bodies: 

extension of some residence permits for 13 months to ensure they are covered by Swedish social 

insurance, people aged below 25 who can support themselves will attain permanent residence 

permit on the condition that they have achieved higher secondary education status or the 

equivalent and that in particular cases family reunification will be allowed and children will 

receive permanent residence permit. (Swedish Government Website, 2016). 

In broad terms the proposal states that (Swedish Government Website, 2016):  

A short term act 
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The active will be applicable for a period of 3 years and will affect decisions on residence 

permits offered over this period. This act will however not weigh in on decisions concerning 

residence permits applied for by children or families with children on or before 24 November 

2015. This act is expected to be effective from 20 July 2016.  

Interim residence permits  

All persons termed as refugees or qualified for protection in Sweden will get residence permit 

on the short term in contrast to current affairs whre permanent permits are issued. Upon the 

initial examination of a refugee case a 3 year residence permit will be granted. At the same time 

those qualified for subsidiary protection will get a 13 month residence permit. This will only be 

extended if there still exists genuine reasons for continued protection.  

Permanent residence permit based on financial status 

Upon the expiry of an interim residence permit there will be possibility of granting permanent 

residence as long as the concerned person can fully cater for their living expenses in the long 

term. Those yet to achieve 25 years of age will be required to have acquired a higher secondary 

education or an equivalent.  

Quota refugees 

The quota refugees will continually be offered permanent residence permits (Migrationsverket, 

2016).  

Permanent residence permits for children in particular cases 

Children may get permanent residence permit in some instances based on their health status. 

Stricter rules regarding family reunification  

Family unification will not be possible for asylum seekers who had not sought asylum by 20th 

November 2015. This will however be applicable as long as there is no contravention of a 

Swedish commitment under a convention. Asylum seekers that get the interim residence permit 

will still be still have the right to family unification for their spouses, cohabiting partners and 

non-adult children (below 18 years). Immigration for spouses and cohabiting partners is 

applicable for both same-sex as well straight partners. Refugee children have the right to 

unification with their parents.  

Tighter restrictions for maintenance  
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For family unification there will be an added financial obligation whereby the sponsor will have 

to support their family members. At the moment a sponsor only needs to be able to cater for 

their maintenance needs and not those of immediate family members. An exception in this case 

applies if the sponsor is a refugee or qualifies for eligibility for subsidiary protection and the 

relative applies for immigration within the first 3 months after the one under protection is 

granted a resident permit. This exception is also valid in case the sponsor is a minor or whereby 

the relative had applied for a residence permit before the act comes into effect. The end result 

here is that the maintenance exceptions in effect today exempting family member reunification 

for a citizen of Sweden, citizens of EEA countries or Switzerland and even for those that have 

resided in Sweden for at least 4 years will be abolished.  

Residence permits based upon peculiar or even specific situations 

Residence permits based on will only be issued only when by not granting or by expelling such 

a person such act would be in contravention of a Swedish commitment under a convention.  

Likelihood of family reunification if denial of this chance would contravene Swedish 

commitment under convention 

In the event that denying a family member a resident permit would be against Swedish 

commitment under a convention.  

People that need protection 

People who need protection will not be granted a residence permit. 

The UK’s asylum policy system 

Mougne, 2010, asserts that The United Kingdom continues to be a preferred destination of many 

unaccompanied seekers especially Pushtun Afghans. This may be attributed to the fact that 

there exists a large community of Pushtuns here and that it’s an English speaking country. There 

is also the notion that the UK offers good education and generous social welfare though this 

maybe a matter of debate. The fact that the UK is a huge, yet diverse labour market also enables 

migrants to thrive in the informal labour market.  

In 1997 a new Labour government came to power in the UK and drastically embarked on 

changing the migration policy. It advocated for ‘selective openness’ with focus on economic 

migration on one part whilst implementing a rigorous security and control scheme. The call for 

change in economic migration was accepted across the political divide thus tighter controls are 

now an implicit part of UK migration concerning migration. The September 11, 2001 attacks 
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in New York enhanced the need to control illegal immigration and this was pushed for through 

several avenues but chiefly increased visa controls (Migration Policy Institute, 2009).  

The Labour government simultaneously promoted the integration of segregated communities 

through a number of policies dependent on ‘community cohesion’. Since 2002 the government 

identified economic migration as a key issue and even allowed skilled labour-force into the UK 

solely based on their skills even without job offers. They even introduced new labour market 

programs resulting in a Points-Based-System. Through the replacement of the Immigration and 

Nationality Directorate with a new yet more powerful UK Borders Agency (handles visa 

responsibilities from Home Office and detection capacity from Customs) was a hallmark of 

institutional empowerment in this case (Migration Policy Institute, 2009).  

There has been cumulative development regarding policy on illegal migration by the UK 

government since 2002. On top of external efforts like tougher visa laws the government has 

consequently effected internal measures that can generally be classified into 4: managing 

identities, increased employers complying with the law, greater compliance in the public service 

and conformity. As a security measure the introduction of mandatory biometric identification 

data for all migrants staying over 6 months was adopted. The issuance of ‘Biometric identity 

cards’ to universities’ students from some nations began 2008 and by 2009 this covered a few 

more visa categories and was expected to cover all non-EU migrants in 2011 (Migration Policy 

Institute, 2011).  

Though these laws have some adverse effects on human rights the government maintains that 

they help discourage illegal entry and will stave off some would be criminals. This plan is being 

backed up by increased penalties on those found employing illegal immigrants. The public 

service practitioners are also required to decline offering health service not unless it is an 

emergency case and even though children in the UK have a right to education those illegally 

resident there are to be reported to the authorities.  

The UK government on 4th May 2016 announced that unaccompanied minors seeking asylum 

would be resettled here from Italy, Greece and France after negotiations with Save the Children. 

This comes a month after another pledge to resettle 3,000 vulnerable minors and family 

members directly from the Middle East and North Africa. On top of this is a resettlement 

scheme for 20, 000 Syrian refugees that commenced in 2014 (Government of United Kingdom, 

2016).  
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The UK government has always employed a two-tier system that seeks to help those in dire 

need while at the same time discouraging new immigrants. The government will carry on with 

that arrangement by not granting resettlement rights to minors registered before the European 

Union and Turkey agreed on a migration deal on 20th March 2016. The plan here is to erode the 

desire of family to handover children to traffickers in a bid to get to Europe and will help the 

UK fully employ its resources to aid minors already in Europe while keeping out future would 

be unaccompanied child immigrants. The pan will be executed inconjuction with UNHCR and 

NGO’s but it’s different from any European Union led resettlement projects. The in danger of 

traffickers and exploitation will be prioritised. The government is not putting caps on the 

number to be settled but instead seeks to consult local authorities who will be the chief 

determinants of how many the UK can handle (Government of United kingdom, 2016).  

German asylum and refugee policy 

Through Article 16a of the 1949 German Basic Law gives victims of political persecution a 

right to asylum. German constitution recognizes the right of asylum as a fundamental right, the 

only right that applies only to non-German nationals. The asylum process seeking is 

administered through the Asylum Procedure Act. After admission across the border into 

Germany by border guards or upon being found bearing no residence permit one is taken to the 

nearest reception centre (Federal Ministry of the Interior, 2016).  

The asylum seeker then is granted a certificate of permission to reside which legalizes their stay 

as their asylum application is reviewed. Upon acceptance an asylum seeker is given a short-

term residence permit and assumes status as all Germans hence access to social insurance 

system. They can enjoy social welfare, child benefits, child-raising benefits, integration 

allowances, language tutorage and other related benefits. In case asylum is rejected the person 

is expected to leave the country.  

Asylum summarily given to unmarried children under age 16 if they had not applied for asylum 

themselves by the time a guardian did (Federal Ministry of the Interior, 2016). 

Germany regulates migration across its borders so as to keep out illegal immigrants. The fight 

is interlinked to illegal employment since this gives the motivation for people to infiltrate the 

border in the hope of landing jobs. Since illegal immigration has effects on crime, the social 

insurance system and the labour market, Germany established ‘The Joint Centre for Illegal 

Migration and Policy’, in May 2006 which is a consortium of government authorities and 

administrative offices dealing with migration. They are tasked with the responsibility to gather, 
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carry out analysis and information evaluations regarding general and even organized crime, 

especially smuggling, illegal employment and misuse of social benefits by illegal migrants 

(Federal Ministry of the Interior, 2016). 

Repercussions of changes in Immigration Policy 

Immigration has brought about the about change in policies in at least two of the three case 

studies in this paper. While the United Kingdom seems to have been reviewing its immigration 

policy overtime the case of Sweden is different. The 2014 refugee crisis brought a change of 

heart in the newly elected government that proposed tighter controls in the short term. Though 

only a part of those reforms has been implemented in Sweden so far, the effect is already there 

has there has been less unaccompanied minors coming to Sweden in the early months of 2016 

a few months after the start of Swedish police border control exercise.  

The laws once fully effected might also bring down the number of child migrants sent by 

families in the hope of family re-unification though this might be a difficult task owing to the 

fact that Swedish law is generally lenient on minors. The fact that Sweden still chooses to retain 

people upon expiry of short term residence permits so long as they can meet their financial 

needs shows that the government has opted for a safer more cost-effective way of offering 

permanent residence (financially stable people will spend but not earn from the state as 

currently is the case), this is a move that clearly denies the poor asylum seekers a chance of 

long term residence in Sweden. 

The conspicuous case of Afghan minors coming to Europe and especially to Sweden is another 

special case. The growth in smuggler cartels with connections to Europe could be a major 

contributory factor though it remains to be seen how this group counters tighter immigration 

laws in Sweden. 

The United Kingdom has been over protective on its immigration policies. This has however 

not kept out Afghan and Somali minors from its borders. This has always been attributed to the 

fact that there are many of them already residing here, so they have formed a strong network 

that keeps in place. Even with the adoption of electronic registration the challenge of illegal 

immigration still persists. Their two-tier immigration system has however kept some 

unaccompanied minors away, most preferring Sweden that has been too liberal regarding 

unaccompanied children. 

Despite the fact that the 2014 refuge crisis brought a lot of political heat across Western Europe 

forcing governments to adopt stricter laws to stave off illegal immigration, Germany instead 
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chose to welcome the refugees. The government soon faced growing discontent among some 

groups but still the borders remained open. Germany, whose constitution identifies protection 

of the vulnerable as a fundamental right, has however less enticing policies regarding 

unaccompanied minors and this has kept the number lower compared to Sweden.  

 

Push/pull factors for accompanied minors according to the European Union 

The European Union has identified some key reasons why unaccompanied children usually end 

up knocking on the doors of Europe seeking to be let in. The most notable reasons are flight 

from war torn and conflict ridden zones, as a way to escape the vicious circle of poverty, 

displacement due to natural disasters, to avoid discrimination, persecution or serious harm 

especially by being forced to serve in local militias as child soldiers for boys or as sex slaves 

for the fighters in the case of girls.  Other minors still end up on European territory attracted by 

aspirations of better economic opportunities, education and other social benefits hence they 

dream of a better life and more freedoms in Europe. The desire to join family members who 

have already made it across is also a major boost in some cases why for the more unfortunate 

minors they end up here as victims of human trafficking often destined for exploitation sexually 

and/or meant to be used as labour slaves. (Mougne, 2010; European Union, 2016). 
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Conclusion  

 Broadly speaking, the enhanced migration trends have been attributed to the rapid processes 

of economic, demographic, social, political, cultural and environmental changes that are 

brought by decolonization, modernisation and varying growth. All pointers are that these 

processes are due to undergo accelerated growth going into the future resulting in expanded 

dislocations and changed societies thus greater migrations. The ensuing entry of developing 

countries in to the international migration chain may be due to increased interconnectedness of 

those areas into the global economy, international relations and interchangeable cultures.  

Looking at the ability of countries to control migration across international borders is apparently 

not only crucial but also a hard task to accomplish. The nation-states in the west are putting far 

more effort to regulate this phenomenon now more than ever in the past. In an effort to achieve 

this objective a number of measures are employed: imposing sanctions on employers to mitigate 

against the employment of alien residents, pursuit of temporary foreign workers’ admission 

policies that suit their labour needs, legalizing the presence of unregistered foreigners to mark 

a new phase, engagement in the global fight against human trafficking and issues touching on 

refugees and asylum seekers. At the same time the migration industry evolved and consequently 

did the constant political bickering on what best measures can help regulate it. The issue of 

regional integration had a huge influence on the success of these measures and this spurred of 

regional integration in Europe and North America. Recent measures on how to manage 

migration have been called for adoption on a global scale though developing nations maybe 

unwilling to fully engage.  

A closer examination clearly reveals that consistent illegal immigration in the world today 

should not be perceived as a resultant failure by nation-states to guard their borders.  

 

The UK received 3000 asylum applications by unaccompanied minors in 2015, an increase of 

56% from 2014. There were 700 recorded cases of applications by under 16s, an high since 

2009. Temporary leave was granted to 54% of the cases in 2015 even though asylum grants 

dropped significantly from 42% in 2014 to a mere 23% in 2015. Those under temporary leave 

get state provided care until they turn 18 at which point they must seek asylum as adults. 

Consequently as the numbers of application spiked up and so did the cases of suspected age 

cheats, 318 to 766, a 141% increase. Deportation of minors by the UK government in the last 9 

years has been chiefly to Afghanistan where the governance crisis makes them more vulnerable. 
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Though at one point this practise was abandoned due to legal arguments about the security of 

those affected, it has since been resumed. The Afghani national government has even officially 

sought to have its citizens in the UK spared since there is no guarantee of security back home. 

(Migration Policy Institute, 2016). 

It is notable that even though Sweden is third in Europe regarding general asylum after 

Germany and Hungary it’s by far the leader in applications by unaccompanied minors 

(Migration Policy Institute, 2009). 

The Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit reckons that majority of the larger portion of 

these immigrant minors is aged between 13 and 17 years. The event of teenage boys fleeing 

Afghanistan and seeking sanctuary overseas has been witnessed ever since the rise of the 

Taliban in late 1990s.  Women and young children make up for the majority fleeing from natural 

disasters. Due to research conducted lately it has been discovered that military formations pose 

a great danger to young men of military age since they are seen as the most likely to carry on 

with the identity of those under attack. They are more likely to also be forcibly recruited into a 

militia and used on the war front as human shields. For instance it is notable that during the 

1995 Srebrenica massacre of Muslims in the Bosnian war those of teenage age were highly 

targeted. (Migration Policy Institute, 2015).  

The high numbers of unaccompanied minors from Afghanistan is quite outstanding in Sweden. 

In spite of all other benefits though it is likely that after about 30 years of asylum seeking the 

news of family unification in Sweden for underage citizens might have trickled back to 

Afghanistan through earlier immigrants therefore encouraging more families to send out their 

young ones to Sweden.  

Border control against immigration seemingly has now become a fundamental tenet on the part 

of most government policymakers in the Global North. This seemingly has been the case with 

the United Kingdom whereby they seem to prefer skilled manpower thereby easing migration 

rules on this category of migrants but have very strict laws touching on the more vulnerable 

groups for instance unaccompanied minors.  

Germany remains open to unaccompanied minors yet it is intriguing to note that most of them 

and especially those of Afghani origin prefer Sweden instead. The fact that Sweden gives a 

permanent resident permit to unaccompanied minors plays a huge attraction role in this case. 

The short-term immigration bill set to be in place for the next three years in Sweden might serve 

to maybe reverse this tendency but it yet remains to be seen what the implications will be. 
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There is a notably huge difference in the number of unaccompanied girls coming to Europe in 

contrast to the boys. There are way too few girls making the daunting journey, yet in some 

countries like Afghanistan women cruelty is almost a norm. According to a recent Al Jazeera 

report (Al Jazeera, 2016) women in this country are subjected to a lot of brutality. The fact that 

too few of them are seeking asylum in Europe raises eyebrows in this context.  

Another twist here is the case of Syrian unaccompanied minors seeking asylum in Sweden. It 

should be noted that Syrian nationals receive a permanent permit of residence due to the 

ongoing civil war there. Sweden is among the few countries in the world that have such an 

arrangement in place, whereby citizens from war torn countries where the conflict is too bloody 

are accorded Swedish citizenship. 

By and large the issue of unaccompanied children in migration is going up abruptly and thus 

there is need for more to be done other than just the passage of migration laws that are 

detrimental to their case.  
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Discussion  

There were more refugee arrivals in Europe in the first six weeks of 2016 than those witnessed 

in the first 4 months of 2015. However with the changing refugee narrative that seems to be 

reverberating all across Europe it’s a big shame to see that most countries are defying their 

moral if not at least legal expectation to help out the rest of humanity even as more countries 

fall into the complex web of conflict with each passing day. 

Save the Children an NGO reports that there are currently an estimated 60 million people 

escaping war and conflict, a number higher than that of World War 2 at any one time. A recent 

agreement between the EU and Turkey though proves a point, governments in Europe have 

chosen to seal their borders even as the rest of the world faces increasing conflict. 

(SavetheChildren, 2016). 

The fact that Germany still remains open to unaccompanied minors and refugees at large can 

be proof that Europe can host a whole lot more refugees. Unfortunately this is not currently the 

case and going by current trends huge efforts are being made by most European nation-states 

to actually keep off more of these not only needy but ultimately vulnerable groups of people. 

It is interesting to note that the United Kingdom is not very welcoming to unaccompanied 

minors even those from Iraq and Afghanistan where they were involved in a war there after the 

September 11, 2001 attacks in New York City. 

There is need for the rich nation-states to come up with a more comprehensive framework on 

how to handle the ever growing numbers of asylum seekers. Putting up walls and fences won’t 

help much on this. 

The fact that currently the world is relatively peaceful than has been the case in a long time is 

ironical bearing in mind the fact that the refuge seekers have grown in number and are among 

the highest ever recorded in recent history.  
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