
  

 

Migrant children and youth  
 

While children are usually referred to as under 18 years old, youth is defined by the United Nations as 

individuals between 15 and 24 years old. On this basis, there were more than 56 million migrant children 

and youth in 2019, accounting for nearly 21% of the total number of international migrants worldwide. 

31 million of children were displaced globally at the end of 2018.   

While the vulnerability of children and youth generally depends on their age and other factors, migrant 

children may particularly be in a situation of double vulnerability as children and as migrants. Unaccom-

panied and separated migrant children are in an even more vulnerable situation as they do not have the 

protection and care of their parents.   

COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #17: Impacts on migrant children 
and youth  

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on education 

As of 17 April, over 1.5 billion pupils and students from pre-primary to tertiary education were 
affected worldwide by localized or country-wide school closures, representing 91.3% of all learn-
ers worldwide. 

While school closures affect all children and youth, 

distance learning during the pandemic is exacer-

bating existing inequalities. Less than 25% of low-

income countries provide the possibility of remote 

learning. Even in countries that do so, children and 

youth from marginalized and poorer households, 

such as migrants, may not have access to the nec-

essary digital technologies. Migrant children and 

youth being out of school during the pandemic al-

so risks of dropping school or lagging behind in 

terms of language learning. They may also not ben-

efit from the support of their parents who may 

themselves still be adapting to the receiving coun-

try of may be working during the pandemic. 

These COVID-19 Analytical Snapshots are designed to capture the latest information and analysis in a  
fast-moving environment.  Topics will be repeated from time to time as analysis develops.  

If you have an item to include, please email us at research@iom.int. 

Click on the photo for detailed data from UNESCO  
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https://publications.iom.int/books/international-migration-law-ndeg34-glossary-migration
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates19.asp
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates19.asp
https://www.unicef.org/children-uprooted
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G17/343/59/PDF/G1734359.pdf?OpenElement
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(20)30116-9/fulltext
https://www.brookings.edu/research/school-closures-government-responses-and-learning-inequality-around-the-world-during-covid-19/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/school-closures-government-responses-and-learning-inequality-around-the-world-during-covid-19/
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2020-04-16/secretary-generals-statement-the-effect-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-children-scroll-down-for-french-version
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(20)30116-9/fulltext
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/news/covid-19s-impact-on-migrant-communities
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse


  

 

This COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot has been produced by IOM Research (research@iom.int).  

Important disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not neces-
sarily reflect the views of IOM.  The inclusion or presentation of material does not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM, or of any of its members or partners.  

Unaccompanied and separated migrant children  

Migrant children who are unaccompanied and/or separated from their parents and their relatives are 

particularly vulnerable, all the more during the pandemic. Unaccompanied and separated migrant chil-

dren have found themselves without sufficient protection, such as in migrant camps in Greece or France. 

Despite the temporary suspension of resettlement and relocation amid the pandemic, some European 

States have nevertheless pledged the relocation of 1,600 unaccompanied children from Greece. Luxem-

bourg was the first one to implement this pledge with the relocation of 12 children asylum seekers.   

Some children are being kept in immigration detention,  while others have been subject to deportations 

to their country of origin. A Federal Judge in Los Angeles, United States, recently called for the release of 

migrant children from detention after four tested positive in a state shelter in New York.  

Increased risk of  

sexual exploitation  

Despite restrictions on movements both 

internally and cross-borders, the pan-

demic is increasing the risk of violence, 

abuse and sexual exploitation of chil-

dren, including of forced early marriage.  

Sexual exploitation can occur online 

with children and youth spending more 

time on digital technologies during the 

pandemic. In circumstances of confine-

ment, children may also be abused 

within their family, which also leads to 

higher risk of online sexual exploitation 

through the upload of pornographic vid-

eos.  

Risks of labour exploitation  

Financial insecurity, poverty and marginalization are 

often drivers of labour exploitation, including human 

trafficking. Given their impacts, disease outbreaks can 

thus increase the risk of abuses and exploitations for 

children as it was the case in Western Africa in 2014-

2016 with the Ebola outbreak.    

Migrant youth are also particularly at risk of labour 

exploitation both as migrants and youth.  The youth 

population has a higher likelihood of unemployment 

during economic shocks as it was the case with the 

2008 economic crisis. They are indeed often working 

in the informal economy, in temporary or gig work, 

and in sectors most impacted by the pandemic. All 

these factors are particularly prevalent for migrants 

who may thus become more vulnerable to labour ex-

ploitation.  

As the virus continued to spread in other countries I started to consider the possibility to do some-
thing for the others. I started registering messages and sharing information on preventive measures 
and on the disease for other migrants and refugees who do not understand Italian very well, and I 
never forgot my loved ones in my country of origin.— Bassilou Dembele helping migrants in Italy 

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://publications.iom.int/books/international-migration-law-ndeg34-glossary-migration
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/mar/18/ngos-raise-alarm-as-coronavirus-strips-support-from-eu-refugees
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/3/5e7103034/iom-unhcr-announce-temporary-suspension-resettlement-travel-refugees.html
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/4/5e9707ed4/un-agencies-welcome-first-relocation-unaccompanied-children-greece.html
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/4/5e9707ed4/un-agencies-welcome-first-relocation-unaccompanied-children-greece.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-deportations/u-s-deports-400-migrant-children-under-new-coronavirus-rules-idUSKBN21P354
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/29/us/coronavirus-migrant-children-detention-flores.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/29/us/coronavirus-migrant-children-detention-flores.html
https://www.ecpat.org/news/covid-19-sexual-abuse/
https://alliancecpha.org/en/system/tdf/library/attachments/the_alliance_covid_19_brief_version_1.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=37184
https://www.ecpat.org/news/covid-19-sexual-abuse/
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_14_human_trafficking.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_14_human_trafficking.pdf
https://www.africanews.com/2020/03/24/covid-19-children-at-heightened-risk-of-abuse/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/03/27/young-workers-likely-to-be-hard-hit-as-covid-19-strikes-a-blow-to-restaurants-and-other-service-sector-jobs/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/if-history-repeats-coronavirus-economic-danger-to-youth/
https://iloblog.org/2020/04/15/young-workers-will-be-hit-hard-by-covid-19s-economic-fallout/
https://www.unicef.org/eca/stories/common-problem-and-it-requires-common-solutions

