Focus area 4: Child protection from violence and abuse
Indonesia - Emergency protection of children separated from parents in the tsunami

Issue

Children separated from their families are one of the most vulnerable groups in emergencies. They are at risk of abuse and exploitation, trafficking or of losing their identities permanently if they are not rapidly registered for family tracing and reunification. Often the very survival of young children may be at stake. Further, prolonged separation of children from family members can negatively impact their psychosocial development. Children separated from their parents in the tsunami that struck the province of Aceh and North Sumatra on 26 December 2004 fared no differently; it was quickly evident that a number of children had lost contact with their parents and that many more parents were searching for their lost children. The public interest in the fate of the “tsunami orphans” put this issue in the media spotlight. This not only resulted in a tremendous outpouring of resources from the public and governments across the world but also raised public awareness about the risks of trafficking, in turn compelling the Government of Indonesia and relief agencies to set up expeditious measures to ensure that the wellbeing of these children was safeguarded. 

Strategy

Immediately after the tsunami, several agencies started working on the identification, registration, tracing and reunification of separated children. These agencies were quickly brought together by Save the Children and UNICEF. We formed an interagency tracing network comprised of UNICEF, Save the Children, Department of Social Affairs, Ministry of Women’s Empowerment, ICRC/National Red Cross, International Rescue Committee, Child Fund, Muhammedyah and local NGOs Pusaka and Lost Child Operation.  The group developed standardised registration forms, provided training for the staff and volunteers as well as facilitated regular co-ordination and exchange of caseload information. Save the Children developed a separated child database, while UNICEF supported its government counterpart in the design and establishment of a joint child protection secretariat. This database was then transferred to the joint secretariat headed by the Department of Social Affairs. 

In addition to tracing activities, regular follow-up visits on registered cases were progressively organized. These visits were geared to both protect separated children and to collect additional family information that could allow further investigation and possibly lead to reunification. The Government of Indonesia issued a moratorium on the adoption of children from Aceh and the movement of children outside of Aceh province without their family members. The Department of Social Affairs deployed teams of social workers at the airports and ports in Aceh and Jakarta to record the movement of children in and out of Aceh. The Indonesian police broadly disseminated the moratorium on adoption in all provinces, particularly among police officers deployed at the airports and ports. 

In February 2005, the Indonesian Government, supported by UNICEF and Save the Children, developed the Indonesian Government Policy on Separated Children, Unaccompanied Children and Single-parent Children Affected by Emergency Situations, which calls for registration of these children, tracing of their family members and their reunification. The policy promotes family and community-based care for separated children as priority care arrangements, discourages adoption and foreign adoption during an emergency period and considers institutionalization of children as a last resort. 

Parallel to work on identification, registration, tracing and reunification of separated children, UNICEF and its partners developed and implemented a national communication campaign in order to a) sensitize the public about the importance of registration of separated children, b) publicize mass tracing lists, c) inform the public about the ways to prevent further separation during the population movement into longer term settlements, and d) promote family and community based care for separated children as opposed to institutionalization. The latter was a direct result of a growing interest by the foreign NGOs and some governments in building orphanages for separated children. Thus, UNICEF and its partners were continuously involved in advocacy for alternative care of separated children as well as promotion of internationally-recognised principles and standards. 

As part of the strategy to prevent abuse, violence, sexual exploitation and illicit movement of children, UNICEF supported training and deployment of some 120 police women. These policewomen formed patrolling mechanisms and protective networks within IDP camps and communities. 

Results

As of December 2005, the Interagency Tracing Network had registered 2,494 cases of separated, unaccompanied and single-parent children. The registration process is still reporting cases, albeit at a greatly reduced rate 12 months after the disaster. The majority of these children live with foster families or relatives within their existing communities, and all are regularly followed up by UNICEF and partner organizations. UNICEF is now advocating for protection of the legal rights of children once the guardianship of these foster families has been established. Efforts ensure that care for separated and unaccompanied children preserves family unity, including that of siblings. Those few children who had no adult care when registered were placed in residential homes for short periods while tracing was undertaken or an appropriate foster family identified. 

As a result of the strategies employed by GoI-UNICEF and its partners, there were no substantiated cases of organized trafficking of children who were separated or orphaned by the tsunami. There were some attempts of movement of children without parental care to other parts of Indonesia for education purposes, mostly organized by faith-based NGOs and with parental consent, but children who were traveling without appropriate documentation were brought back home by the Police and Department of Social Affairs. 

Potential Implications

UNICEF’s experience in the tsunami illustrates that a great number of separated children can be effectively protected in a major emergency through strong inter-agency collaboration and the employment of a coherent strategy (same registration forms, same procedures, same approach to follow-up and monitoring). But protection of separated children and prevention of trafficking requires both a comprehensive approach to inter-sectoral collaboration and the mobilization of all segments of society around a common goal. 

While identification and registration are crucial to safeguarding the rights of separated children, it is equally important to ensure timely government policy on prevention of foreign adoption and movement of unaccompanied children: the two activities are synergistic in creating a broader web of support. 

Broad media campaigns on prevention of separation and promotion of family based care help raise public awareness and keep children at home. The mobilization of public opinion and concern in the media are also helpful in propelling the momentum and legitimacy of inter-agency collaboration and policy work. 

Community based patrolling and deployment of police officers and social workers at most commonly used exit points and trafficking routes help minimize the risk of illicit movement of children. 

Challenges and Future Activities

The following action are planned for 2006 and beyond:

1. Continuous follow up with children in informal foster care arrangements as well as working to ensure that long-term solutions are found and legalized, including legal recognition of the relationship, children’s right to identity, and their right to inherit.  

2. Provision of family support to vulnerable families at risk of family separation as well as those families who are struggling to support foster children in their care. These can include financial assistance, psychosocial support, training on parenting skills, etc.

3. Seek more appropriate, community-based solutions for children who were placed in orphanages or religious boarding schools.
The Government of Indonesia, communities, NGOs and UNICEF need to continue to be vigilant on the issue of child trafficking in Aceh for two main reasons: 1) Medan, the biggest city is North Sumatra is considered to be a transit point for trafficking including to third countries, and 2) in the aftermath of major emergencies, even after a period of time, the disrupted safety nets place children at greater risk of abuse, exploitation and trafficking. 

