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Adolescent girl and LGBTIQ+ adolescents

unaccompained or separated: 

An invisible migration?



When a fifteen-year-old girl decided to leave Venezuela, 
she had to make the journey alone through Colombia’s 
difficult geography. Her journey took her to a southern 
Colombian town nestled in the mountains of Nariño, where 
she found a job as a domestic worker. Conditions were 
harsh: she was not allowed to go out and only provided 
with leftover food. She got up at five in the morning to 
prepare food for the inhabitants of the house and to clean. 
Her responsibilities did not allow her to retire until 10 at 
night, an exhausting routine. On top of these unsustainable 
circumstances, her employer’s seventeen-year-old eldest 
son took advantage of her and abused her. Until now, she 
could never say anything about it.

Her story is not unique. Delia,1 another barely fourteen-
year-old Venezuelan girl, was taken by her family to become 
the partner of Cristian, a twenty-eight-year-old neighbor.  
The family felt that “giving” Delia away was the only way to 
survive. “We came to Ecuador and I now have a one-year-
old son,” reports Delia. “Cristian does not always sleep at 
home and is always angry, and I have no one to talk to or to 
ask for help and guidance.” 

These stories of uncertainty and anguish are repeated again 
and again in the context of irregular migration. Delia’s voice 
echoes the voices of dozens of Venezuelan adolescents 
who suffer of discrimination, abuse and the violation of 
their rights. Their stories are rarely transmitted beyond their 
inner circles,  but they have a massive impact on their lives 
and force us to confront issues of their protection based on 
identification and integrated case accompaniment.

By establishing clear protection protocols for all people, 
regardless of gender or age, we can prevent similar cases, 
such as the following case of two Venezuelan adolescents 
who felt that they had no alternative but to migrate due 
to the harsh economic situation in their country. Together, 
they left Venezuela, crossing the borders of Colombia and 
Ecuador on a grueling journey that led them to the northern 
border of Peru. There,  they found work in a beauty parlor, 
but being gay made them highly visible to local people. 
In addition to the ridicule they faced, they were not paid 
for their work. Exhausted, they crossed the border back 
to Ecuador to avoid returning to Venezuela. Their future is 
uncertain.

This paper is a reflection on the various situations 
and impacts faced by unaccompanied or separated 
adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+2 adolescents on the 
move, many of whom felt they had no choice but to 
leave Venezuela.
 
To better understand who these adolescents on the move  
are and their differentiated needs, this paper takes a gender 
perspective to contribute to finding the most appropriate 
responses for a variety of particular situations.

This paper begins with an analysis of the responsibilities 
and responses to date of Andean region governments 
and social actors involved in identifying adolescent girls 
and LGBTIQ+ adolescents. It is followed by proposals 
to strengthen the identification of unaccompanied or 
separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on 
the move based on 1) the opinions and contributions of 
various UNICEF gender and child protection specialists in 
Peru, Ecuador, Colombia and the Regional Office; 2) the 
revision of support plans and protocols currently in force in 
different Latin American countries; and 3) information from 
studies and reports in the Andean region  related to this 
issue.

1  A false name has been used to protect her identity.
2  The term LGBTIQ+ is formed by the initials of the words lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, transsexual, transvestite, intersex and queer. The plus sign is added to include all 

the groups that are not represented by the initials in the acronym.



1.

Why is it necessary to identify unaccompanied 

or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 

adolescents on the move?
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During the second semester of 2021, the Coordination 
Platform for Refugees and Migrants from Venezuela 
(R4V)3 estimated that around 5.6 million people have 
had to leave Venezuela, 4.6 million to countries of South 
America. Colombia is the main destination country, with 
Peru and Ecuador among two of the five most commonly 
travelled countries. Of all of these people, UNICEF 
estimates that at least 1.1 million are boys, 
girls and adolescents.4 The real figures could be 
higher if we consider under- registered population flows 
in these countries (estimated by the regional Platform to 
be 30 per cent) and the lack of consolidated data.

The information and testimonies collected show that 
unaccompanied5 or separated6 adolescent girls and 
LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move coming from 
Venezuela are mainly forced to leave their country due 
to the socioeconomic crisis that affects the guarantee of 
their rights for protection, health, education and survival. 

The society from which they come is characterized by 
a patriarchal and sexist culture predominant throughout 
the region. This exacerbates the experience of violence 
and discrimination experienced by adolescent girls and 
LGTBIQ+ adolescents in the migration process and 
prevents them from developing and achieving their goals 
from an early age. This violence and discrimination is 
reinforced through the early establishment of unequal 
gender norms, such as being expected to care for family 
members from an early age or being considered sexual 
objects. 

All of this translates into forced and early union and 
marriage, violence, sexual abuse, adolescent pregnancy, 

3 Interagency Coordination Platform for Refugees and Migrants from Venezuela (R4V), <https://www.r4v.info/es/refugiadosymigrantes>, last accessed 13 October 2021.
4  UNICEF Ecuador, ‘Respuesta de UNICEF Ecuador a la crisis de movilidad humana venezolana’, Quito, December 2020, p. 5, <https://www.unicef.org/ecuador/media/6426/file/Ecuador_

INFORME_MH_DIC2020.pdf%20.pdf>, last accessed 7 June 2021.
5  ‘Unaccompanied children (also called unaccompanied minors) are children, as defined in article 1 of the Convention, who have been separated from both parents and other relatives and 

are not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for doing so.’ Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 6: Treatment of unaccompanied 
and separated children outside their country of origin, UN Doc. CRC/GC/2005/6, 1 September 2005, Paragraph 7, and integrated by the Advisory Opinion of the Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights IACHR OC-21/14. 

6  ‘Unaccompanied children are children who have been separated from both parents and other relatives, and are not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for 
doing so’, Advisory Opinion of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights IACHR OC-21/14, No. 49. ‘Se entenderá como niña, niño o adolescente separado/a aquel o aquella que está 
separado de ambos padres o de sus tutores legales o habituales, pero no necesariamente de otros parientes’, Opinión Consultiva de la Corte Interamericana de Derechos Humanos 
CIDH OC-21/14 numeral 49.

7  General Assembly of the United Nations, ‘Declaration of the High-level Dialogue on International Migration and Development’, New York, 2013, <https://undocs.org/es/A/68/L.5>, last 
accessed 19 March 2021.

corrective rape, sexual or labour exploitation, xenophobia 
and other types of gender-based violence (GBV) in  private 
and public spheres. In the midst of all these issues, 
support services are lacking for survivors, especially 
services specifically adapted to the needs of adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents.

Human mobility trends in the Andean region and other 
parts of the world demonstrate that the presence of 
women, girls, adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents 
living in vulnerable situations with specific needs is 
increasing day by day. 

In 2013, the United Nations General Assembly issued the 
Declaration of the High-Level Dialogue on International 
Migration and Development, which recognized the 
elevated presence of women and girls in mobility 
contexts, qualifying it as “the feminization of migration” 
and identifying the need to  implement differentiated 
measures for them:

“Recognize that women and girls account for 
almost half of all international migrants at the 
global level, and the need to address the special 
situation and vulnerability of migrant women 
and girls by, inter alia, incorporating a gender 
perspective into policies and strengthening 
national laws, institutions and programmes 
to combat gender-based violence, including 
trafficking in persons and discrimination against 
them”.7   
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1.1  Methodology

The reflections and proposals presented here are 
gathered from the experiences of UNICEF gender and 
child protection specialists in the Colombia, Ecuador and 
Peru Country Offices and the regional office in Panama. 
The proposals are further informed by data collected 
between 2018-29021 from existing studies and reports 
from these Andean countries and complemented by a 
review of various protocols, guides and plans for the 
provision of support for children and adolescents on the 
move.8 

The interviews and focus groups were conducted online 
in March 2021. The studies and reports consulted show 
information collected between 2018 and 2021.

8 These include: Support Procedure for Children and Adolescents and their Families in Contexts of Human Mobility in Ecuador, which led to the Protocol for Special Protection for Children 
and Adolescents in Contexts of Human Mobility’; the Action Plan of the Quito Process on Human Mobility of Venezuelan Nationals in the Region; the Civil Society Action Plan for People 
Coming from Venezuela who Need National and International Protection; Annex 8 (Support for Migrant and Refugee Children and Adolescents with International Protection Needs who Find 
Themselves in Colombian Territory) of the currently underway Technical and Administrative Guidelines for the Roadmap for Actions Developed by Administrative Authorities to Guarantee the 
Rights of Children and Adolescents; and reviews of the experiences in Argentina, Uruguay, Mexico, Costa Rica and Guatemala.

Adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents often travel to 
find work and education opportunities or to reunify with 
their families. In many cases, they flee GBV situations 
in their places of origin which may include sexual 
violence or early unions or sexual or labour exploitation, 
sometimes also fleeing to try to make a living once they 
become pregnant. This political and social crisis has led 
Venezuelan people to flee their country of origin due to 
the risk to their lives, turning the aim of their  mobility 
into a request for refuge or asylum. 

In the Venezuelan migration response, inaccuracies exist 
in the figures of unaccompanied or separated children and 
adolescents. As in other European or Central American 
migratory contexts, specialists in the region believe 
there is an increase in the number of unaccompanied or 
separated adolescents on the move, often traveling along 
notoriously dangerous migratory routes. They are often 
not identified for various reasons: their travel is hidden 
within other families or groups; they are in early unions; 
they identify themselves as over 18 years of age; they 
choose routes where there are no immigration controls; 
or they are victims of trafficking, among others.

Their stories show us the weaknesses in both their 
identification and in transit and destination country  
protection system responses, hindering them from 
continuing to build their life project and to strengthen 
themselves. In short, there is an absence of protection 
for the fundamental rights of separated children and 
adolescents in general and adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents in particular.

Therefore, it is worth asking: To whom can adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents turn to when facing 
injustice, discrimination, abuse, violence or lack of 
opportunities?  

UNICEF, this question has led to an interest in identifying 
the challenges faced by adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents on the move with a view to proposing 
strategies and actions aimed to improve their identification 
and guarantee the right to a life, equality and equity and 
freedom from violence.
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1.2 Insights into the gender approach in the context of mobility of adolescent 
 girls and adolescent LGBTIQ+  

Save the Children reflects on the urgent need for a gender approach applied to the 
context of human mobility of girls and adolescent girls:

“Migrant girls, and particularly unaccompanied girls, do not fit within 
pre-assigned social categories. As migrants they are ‘out of place’ within 
the nation-state, as females they exist outside the domestic domain, and as 
children they are unprotected by the institution of family. Nevertheless, girls 
do migrate, often crossing thousands of kilometers and multiple borders, 
alone, with family members, or in groups. Their needs and capabilities differ 
from those of women, boys, and men”.9

The gender approach is especially important for 
indigenous adolescent girls. The indigenous Wayuu and 
Yukpa adolescent girls on the border of Venezuela and 
Colombia often leave their communities because of social, 
cultural and economic ethnocentrism, partly reflected 
in culturally accepted early unions10 between girls and 
adolescent girls and older men.11 In addition to violence 
and social inequality, they experience xenophobia and 
racism in the context of mobility in transit and destination 
countries due to their ethnic background.12,13

In spite of this harsh reality, we can identify elements of 
resilience and strength in adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents on the move:14

ELEMENTS OF RESILIENCE IN ADOLESCENT 
GIRLS AND LGBTIQ+ ADOLESCENTS

Adolescent girls who migrate often discover their 
sense of agency, empowerment, and opportunity 
alongside the harm, exploitation, and curtailment 
of their freedoms. This means adolescent girls 
navigate between their capacity for action, the 
fulfillment of their goals,  the desire to support 
other members of their family, and the situations 
of vulnerability they face, including GBV.

Adolescent girls use various survival strategies 
to move forward or support their families.

Adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents find 
strength in the support networks built with their 
peers along their migration route.

9 Save the Children, ‘Girls on the Move in Venezuela and Colombia’, [s.l.], 2020, p. 14, <https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/pdf/girls_on_the_move_venezuela_and_colombia.
pdf/>, last accessed  6 November 2021.

10 Gutierrez, H., ‘Rebeldía Wayúu:Niñas rehúsan casarse en rancherías de La Guajira’, April 2020, <https://www.rcnradio.com/recomendado-del-editor/rebeldia-wayuu-ninas-rehusan-
casarse-en-rancherias-de-la-guajira>, last accessed 18 April 2021.

11 Save the Children, ‘Girls on the move in Venezuela and Colombia’, [s.l.], 2020, p. 25,  <https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/pdf/girls_on_the_move_venezuela_and_colombia.
pdf/>, last accessed 6 November 2021.

12 Del Castillo, Carlos, Maritza Díaz, Paola López  and Manuel Toro, ‘Análisis situacional de la primera infancia refugiada y migrante venezolana en Colombia’, Bases Sólidas, Bogota 2020, 
p. 50, <https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/76735>, last accessed on June 7, 2021.

13 Correa Bohórquez, Tánia and Marcela Betancourt Arguelles, ´Análisis de género y movilidad humana en frontera. INFORME DEFENSORIAL, Mujeres y personas con orientación 
sexual e identidad de género diversas (OSIGD) en situación de desplazamiento forzado y con necesidad de protección internacional, en las fronteras de Colombia con Panamá, 
Ecuador, Perú, Brasil y Venezuela´, Office of the Colombian Ombudsperson, Bogota 2019, p. 58, <https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Informe%20defensorial%20
An%C3%A1lisis%20de%20g%C3%A9nero%20y%20movilidad%20humana%20en%20frontera.pdf>, last accessed 7 June 2021.

14 Save the Children, ‘Girls on the move in Venezuela and Colombia’, [s.l.], 2020, p. 15, <https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/pdf/girls_on_the_move_venezuela_and_colombia.
pdf/>, last accessed 6 November 2021.
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1.3 Adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
 adolescents in transit

Mobility in the transit phase is characterized by  
expectations of reaching a place where adolescent girls 
and LGBTIQ+ adolescents can enjoy their rights, achieve 
their dreams, reunite with their relatives, be protected and 
manage to live in peace. 

The people they meet along the way who support them 
on their journey often reinforce this feeling of hope. 
However, the journey is also accompanied by moments 
of fatigue, hunger, health difficulties, uncertainty, mistrust, 
absence of a support network and nostalgia for the 
country and relatives left behind. 

Indigenous adolescents and adolescent girls experience 

15 Ibid., pág. 15.
Women’s Refugee Commission, ‘The Time to Act Is Now: Addressing Risks of
Exploitation for Venezuelan Women and Children Seeking Refuge’, New York,
Edited by authors, April 2019, pg. 7, <https://www.womensrefugeecommission.
org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Venezuela-crisis-Peru-Ecuador-04-2019.pdf>, last 
accessed on April 22, 2021.

Many adolescents with diverse sexual orientation and 
gender identity (SOGI) come from a social and cultural 
context where only heterosexuality is recognized and 
accepted and where attitudes of discrimination, rejection 
and exclusion are encouraged against those who do not 
identify as binary in sexual orientation and gender identity. 

In transit or destination countries, their degree of inclusion 
varies depending on the country, which in turn translates 
into the existence or absence of services to respond 
to their needs. Colombia and Ecuador are more open 
to recognizing needs and identities of adolescents with 
diverse sexual orientation and gender identity; however, 
there are no specific reports or actions to serve them. 
Peru’s current social and cultural context makes this 
population invisible, and they experience a high degree of 
difficulty to develop fully and freely. 

“There are persistent reports of very high rates of 
survival sex, sexual exploitation, sexual assault, and 
sex trafficking of Venezuelan women and girls in the 
region. Survival sex is often the only option available 
to Venezuelan women, and children, in order to ensure 
their own survival and that of family members who 
are dependent on them. There are concerns that many 
women and/or children cross borders with their 
abuser or trafficker, and states’ protection systems are 
struggling with how to differentiate between those 
who are their genuine family members and those 
who are accompanying them in order to exploit them. 
Humanitarian agencies have also received numerous 
accounts of women and children arriving traumatized, 
having been sexually abused en route by armed groups, 
by border officials, or by those offering transport”.

distinct situations of exclusion, as 
well as fear of rejection and ridicule, 
partly  because Spanish is not their 
first language and they are unable to 
express themselves. Adolescent girls 
in transit may require special care such 
as menstrual hygiene or assistance to 
manage menstrual pain.

The feelings of hope and doubt concerning 
the decisions they have made are often 
accompanied by situations of extreme 
vulnerability in the transit phase. They 
might become15 survivors of acts of violence 
characterized by the abuse of power in a 
patriarchal culture steeped in discriminatory social 
and gender norms. This can include violence, 
abandonment, human trafficking, sexual and labour 
exploitation, domestic violence, kidnapping or 
becoming a grown man’s intimate partner for survival.  
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Day-to-day life for many adolescent girls involves 
assuming a social role of caregiver for other family 
members, which limits their possibility of development. 
“The role of girls as caregivers is a reality both in 
their home countries, where they care for siblings or 
elder family members, and upon arrival in Colombia. 
The older girls also report assuming responsibilities 
in order to earn money. Child labour within informal 
markets is common, with begging and recycling noted 
as income-generating opportunities”.17

16 Del Castillo, Carlos, Maritza Díaz, Paola López and Manuel Toro, ‘Análisis situacional de la primera infancia refugiada y migrante venezolana en Colombia’, Bases Sólidas, Bogota 2020, 
p. 35, <https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/76735>, last accessed 7 June 2021.

17 Save the Children, ‘Girls on the move in Venezuela and Colombia’, [s.l.], 2020, p. 25, <https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/pdf/girls_on_the_move_venezuela_and_colombia.
pdf/>, last accessed 6 November 2021.

1.4 Life of adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+  
 adolescents at their destination

For children and adolescents at their destination, “the 
streets are their playground and place for exploration. 
It is where their life unfolds. It is in the streets they 
get food, interact with their peers, and accompany 
their parents or caregivers to work. It is where they 
find resources to play (usually garbage) and, in case 
of fatigue, it is where they take small naps. They like 
to receive expressions of affection from their relatives 
and play with them; they like to receive food, water 
and juice from them, and to play ball, or play with dolls 
and toy cars. Just as they did in Venezuela, they like 
to play soccer, watch television and dance. They enjoy 
doing dances and choreographies that they make up, 
or copy from videos they like”.16 

Faced with these everyday situations at their destination, 
adolescent girls and adolescents in general may 
experience rejection and discrimination. Many are forced 
to live on the streets or in urban settlements and they 
lack support networks. They often do not access services, 
either  due to the lack of information, because they  do not 
understand the language, for fear of being institutionalized, 
or due to re-victimization by service providers. 

Adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents who do not 
have immigration documentation live in situations of 
exclusion and fear of being returned to their country or 
being institutionalized. This is one reason why they face 
difficulties accessing health services, the protection 
system and the formal education system. Being outside 
of these systems and supports limits their access to their 
rights and fosters new situations of vulnerability, putting 
them at further risk of becoming victims of violence and 
limiting their development. 

* United Nations Children’s Fund, ‘Análisis rápido de género sobre la capacidad de identificación, mitigación y respuesta frente a las situaciones de violencia basada en género hacia la niñez 
y adolescencia en el marco de la acción humanitaria en Tumbes’, internal document, UNICEF, Lima, 2019.

“Because of the type of culture, and the 
men who are part of it, [Venezuelans] are 
always labeled... They think, for instance, 
that because she is Venezuelan, she is 
more active or needs someone to support 
her. And it is not just the men, but the 
women who [believe they have] come to 
steal their spouses. There was even a song 
made about them as spouse-snatchers”.

Psychologist at the Zarumilla Health Center.
September 28, 2019.

exclusion

vulnerability
rejection

fear
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18 UNICEF Peru, ‘Análisis rápido de género sobre la capacidad de identificación, mitigación y respuesta frente a las situaciones de violencia basada en género hacia la niñez y adolescencia 
en el marco de la acción humanitaria en Tumbes (Perú)’, Internal Document, August 2019.

19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.

Venezuelan adolescent girls are particularly vulnerable 
and at risk in transit and destination countries that hold 
discriminatory social and gender norms. This includes  
widely held gender stereotypes about migrant and 
refugee girls and adolescent girls and the 
hyper-sexualization of their bodies.18

Venezuelan adolescent girls “are often the target of 
attacks and mistreatment by Peruvian women who 
accuse them of occupying work spaces that belong 
to them. Sexual harassment by employers or 
co-workers goes unreported due to the fear of 
losing their jobs because they do not have formal 
contracts that protect them”, explains Jacquely 
Fontela, Executive President of the Psychosocial Care 
Center (CAPS) in Peru.19 

An organization that has identified a high degree of 
sexual violence against girls and adolescent girls. One 
of their studies on gender violence in some districts 
of Lima and in Tumbes and Zarumilla reveas that 
“100% of Venezuelan women interviewed had been 
victims of some type of physical, psychological 
or verbal violence, street sexual harassment and 
xenophobia. Thus, Venezuelan girls and adolescent 
girls suffer constant sexual harassment and are 
victimized by their employers or coworkers, but 
without formal contracts, the violence is not 
reported for fear of losing their jobs.” 20

Adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 

adolescents may experience 

rejection and discrimination. Many 

are forced to live on the streets or 

in urban settlements and they lack 

support networks.
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Non-discrimination and 

respect for dignity.

1.5. Gender perspective analysis of the protocols and guidelines for the identification   
 and protection of unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+   
 adolescents on the move

Protecting the rights of unaccompanied or separated 
adolescent girls or LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move is 
governed by a series of guidelines and international and 
national normative mechanisms that protect the rights 
of women, children, and migrants, and conventions and 
protocols that prevent and punish human trafficking and 
smuggling. 

There are also protocols and guidelines in different 
countries in Latin America that promote identification and 
provide support for unaccompanied or separated children 
and adolescents on the move. A review of the protection 
system documents in countries such as Argentina, 
Uruguay, Guatemala, Costa Rica, Mexico, Colombia and 
Ecuador reveals elements that contribute to some extent 
to the incorporation of the gender approach for children 
and adolescents on the move. 

Protection system protocols are typically the responsibility 
of migration governing bodies, and in some countries, 
a certain ministry also subscribes to them. However, in 
none of these countries has  the entity in charge of the 
protection of women’s rights—such as the Peru Ministry 
of Women— joined in endorsing these protocols. 
  
These protocols and guidelines use various terms to refer 
to the approach to meet the particular needs of adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents,  such as a “differential 
approach,” “principle of non-discrimination and respect 
for dignity,” and “gender approach.” Other documents 
may be referred to which are not specifically focused on 

mobility contexts, and none of them deal in depth with the 
gender approach particularly applied to the identification of 
adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move.

The Civil Society Action Plan for People from Venezuela 
who Require National and International Protection21 
was developed in the Americas region by national and 
international institutions in which guidelines related to the 
gender approach have been proposed for adolescent girls 
and LGBTIQ+ adolescents.

21 Working Group on Venezuelan Human Mobility, ‘Plan de acción de sociedad civil sobre personas provenientes de Venezuela que requieren protección nacional e internacional’, Quito, 
November 16, 2018, <http://www.movhuve.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/PLAN-DE-ACCI%C3%93N-DE-SOCIEDAD-CIVIL-SOBRE-PERSONAS-PROVENIENTES-DE-VENEZUELA-
QUE-REQUIEREN-PROTECCI%C3%93N-NACIONAL-E-INTERNACIONAL.pdf>, last accessed 15 March 2021.
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More protection of the 

rights of adolescent girls and 

LGBTIQ+ adolescents

in a situation of mobility.

The Argentina protocol22 goes more in depth into 
identification, focusing mainly on border areas, but it 
does not include a gender approach. The protocols in 
Colombia, Guatemala23 and Uruguay24 emphasize a 
psychosocial approach as the basis for constructing  
a relationship of trust; establishing  safe spaces for 
children and adolescents; recognizing feelings, thoughts 
and psychosocial impacts that might be experienced in  
places of origin, transit and destination; and the need for 
psychosocial support for children and adolescents on the 
move. 

The protocols of Guatemala and Uruguay present clear 
and practical tools for the psychosocial approach, and 
because these protocols recognize particular needs 
based on gender—that is, they  include a gender 
approach—they can be useful in the identification of 
adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents. 

The revised protocols focus their action on border or 
migration control areas with the exception of Ecuador.  In 
Ecuador, the Ministry of Economic and Social Inclusion 
(MIES25) protocol contemplates identification actions and 
specialized interviews with street teams in transit areas or 
areas where adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents 
live as an adaptation to the new migratory reality in the 
country. Implementing work on the street is a novel 
strategy that is currently being reviewed and accompanied 
with technical support by the UNICEF Ecuador protection 
team.

Finally, although the revised protocols and guidelines 
recognize inter-institutional coordination as an approach, 

22 National Commission for Refugees, Ministry of the Interior, National Directorate of Migration, Ministry of the Interior and Public Ministry of Defense, ‘Protocolo para la protección, 
asistencia y búsqueda de soluciones duraderas para los niños no acompañados o separados de sus familias en busca de asilo’, Buenos Aires, 16 August 2011. <https://www.corteidh.
or.cr/sitios/observaciones/12/AnexoI.pdf>, last accessed 17 April 2021. 

23 Gómez, Nieves, ‘Protocolo de atención psicosocial en la recepción a la niñez y adolescencia migrante no acompañada en la Secretaría de Bienestar Social atención psicosocial’, 
Scalabrinian Missionaries of San Carlos, United Nations Children’s Fund, Secretariat of Social Welfare of the Presidency, Guatemala, October 2014, last accessed 22 April 2021; The 
Code for Migration, Decree 44-2016 of the Congress of the Republic of Guatemala.

24 National Directorate of Migration, Institute for Children and Adolescents, General Directorate for Consular Affairs and Engagement, Refugee Commission and Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of the Eastern Republic of Uruguay, ‘Protocolo de actuación para la atención de niños, niñas y adolescentes de nacionalidad venezolana indocumentados’, Montevideo, November 
2019, <https://www.inau.gub.uy/institucional/funcionarios/resoluciones/121-resoluciones-2020/2880-resol-0143-2020-protocolo-para-la-atencion-de-ninos-ninas-y-adolescentes-
venezolanos-indocumentados>, last accessed 21 April  2021.

25 Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Human Mobility, Ministry of the Interior and Ministry of Economic and Social Inclusion, ‘Procedimiento de atención para niñas, niños, adolescentes y sus 
familias en contextos de movilidad humana’, Quito 2018, <https://www.cancilleria.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/procedimiento.pdf>, last accessed 20 April 2021. 

this coordination does not refer specifically to women’s 
organizations, the LGBTIQ+ population or groups of 
adolescents, all of whom should have a voice in the 
construction of joint actions and strategies to ensure 
responses from a gender perspective.



2.

Identification of unaccompanied or separated 

adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents
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“Identification is the process of establishing which children have been separated from their 
families or other caregivers and where they may be found. This can happen when they 
first arrive, but also at a later stage. It can, for example, be provided by service providers or 
through community-based mechanisms. Identification aims to ensure that unaccompanied 
girls and boys are safe from harm and receive appropriate care and assistance until either 
they are reunited with their families or alternative long-term solutions are arranged. It is 
important to verify and assess family links for separated children to identify any potential 
risks to their safety and well-being.”

Identification

Identification has two components: 

 Identification of unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls or LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move. 

 Identification of situations of vulnerability and, primarily, living or surviving instances of gender-based 
violence. The identification of situations of vulnerability and, specifically, the disclosure of GBV cases, 
require conditions, specialized skills, the provision of clear channels of care and referrals and conducting 
the evaluation and best interest determination process at any time.

UNICEF Europe and Central Asia, Making the Invisible Visible: The identification of unaccompanied and separated girls in Bulgaria, Greece, Italy and 
Serbia, United Nations Children’s Fund, March 2020, https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/10676/file/This%20Analysis.pdf, last accessed 12 March 2021.

Governmental and non-governmental institutions, 
civil society and international organizations all have an 
important role in the identification and protection of 
adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents, along with a 
strong interest in identifying when they have experienced 
situations of violence, particularly sexual violence or 
human trafficking with the purposes of sexual and labour 
exploitation. This interest is partly demonstrated through 
various instruments and protocols that address human 
trafficking within a country’s  justice system, protocols 
that are activated in health centres and hospitals when 

youth are admitted due to illness or injury, or protocols 
for providing support and responding to children and 
adolescents on the move.

There are situations in which violence has not been 
experienced or the violent events belong to the past. 
These situations are not usually triggers for identification. 
In these cases, most of the time those who carry out 
the identification do not focus on finding support actions 
to address these situations of vulnerability and need. An 
example is the need for access to health services due 
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to illness, access to documentation for integration into 
the educational system or protection of labor rights for 
adolescents.

The Civil Society Action Plan for People from Venezuela 
who require National and International Protection26 
contemplates some aspects of adolescent girl and 
LGBTIQ+ adolescent identification. This Plan sets a 
roadmap to respond in a coordinated manner, both with 
a human rights approach and a differentiated approach in 
terms of gender, age, gender identity, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity or disability to address the growing numbers of 
people from Venezuela in the Americas. 

Identification can be limited because most of the existing 
protocols and  guidelines in the Andean region focus 
on identification actions only in cross-border migratory 
points, blind spots, or irregular trails, and there is a lack 
of identification mechanisms once the unaccompanied or 
separated adolescent girls or LGBTIQ+ adolescents  have 
already entered the territory in transit or as a destination 
community. 

Identification work in regular migration situations in 
border areas is the work of immigration authorities. 
However, in cases where undocumented adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents travel through blind spots 
or trails and in irregular situations, identification falls on 
security forces such as the army or the police. In some 
cases, these youth are able to access the humanitarian 
assistance services offered by national and international 
civil society organizations or United Nations agencies.

2.1. Responding to the needs of    
 adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+    
 adolescents facilitates identification

The identification of adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents unaccompanied or separated on the move by 
protection authorities or social organizations must be linked 
to response mechanisms that respond to the needs of this 
population.

Experience shows that those who have the greatest 
contact with adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents 
on the move are health centres, hospitals, sexual and 
reproductive health services, and local institutions or 
organizations that offer basic services such as food, 
lodging or free toilets at very low cost. Adolescent girls 
LGBTIQ+ adolescents are also heavy users of public 
transportation to move between places that offer job 
opportunities, their housing and bus terminals to get to 
their destination.

26 Working Group on Venezuelan Human Mobility, ‘Plan de acción de sociedad civil sobre personas provenientes de Venezuela que requieren protección nacional e internacional’, Quito, 
16 November  2018, <http://www.movhuve.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/PLAN-DE-ACCI%C3%93N-DE-SOCIEDAD-CIVIL-SOBRE-PERSONAS-PROVENIENTES-DE-VENEZUELA-
QUE-REQUIEREN-PROTECCI%C3%93N-NACIONAL-E-INTERNACIONAL.pdf>,  last accessed 15 March 2021.

Why identify?

Unaccompanied or separated 
adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 

adolescents see value  in being 
identified if, by doing so, 
they find a response to

any of their needs
and interests. 
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2.2  Access to information helps 
 adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
 adolescents to self-identify

Along with identification, it is important for adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents to have access to sound 
information. 

Accessing necessary and timely information 
contributes to personal achievement,  provides a 
response to needs, and supports adolescent girls 
and LGBTIQ+ adolescents in cases of difficulty and 
emergency. Access to information opens the doors 
for adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents to 
identify themselves and seek help. 

Experience shows that necessary and timely 
information for this population is scarce. That which 
does exist is available in international organizations 
-including United Nations agencies- and local or 
community organizations in border areas. However, 
once they are moving across the country or in the 
destination population, access to such information 
is more restricted. It is often conveyed through 
word of mouth and through shared positive 
experiences that lead them to ask for help, 
mainly from social organizations and churches, 
which play an important role in supporting the 
population on the move. 

Existing mechanisms to seek help, to get  
information about accessing their rights or 
to experience solidarity and support include 
telephones, applications or Facebook, although 
their scope might be limited. 

27 United Nations Children’s Fund, ‘U-Report Uniendo Voces’, UNICEF, <https://www.facebook.com/ureportuniendovoces/>, last accessed 15 March 2021.
28 International Organization for Migration, ‘How does technology help migrants from Central America?’, IOM, <https://rosanjose.iom.int/site/en/blog/how-does-technology-help-migrants-

central-america >, accessed 15 March 2021.
29 Fundación ANAR, <http://www.anarperu.org/>, last accessed 16 March 2021.

Other information tools include U-Report Uniendo 
Voces;27 Chatbot, an initiative under construction; or 
institutional web pages such as that of IOM,28 which  
direct actions for the population on the move. Alternative 
mechanisms  exist for reporting and supporting women 
who experience GBV in general, but none exist with 
a specific focus on adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents or the population on the move. Lastly, 
there are some specialized help lines for children and 
adolescents, but not designed particularly for  contexts of 
human mobility. One such example is the ANAR Peru help 
line29 aimed at the quechua population. 
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2.3 Do adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+   
 adolescents want to be identified?

The identification of adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents is difficult. The people who transport 
them often take great efforts to use routes with little 
institutional presence and few people who can identify 
them. Furthermore, these transporters often offer initial 
solutions to the troubles experienced by adolescent girls 
and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move.

If adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the 
move ask for help in organized crime or conflict zones, 
they run the risk of strong repercussions. At the same 
time, adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents often 
deliberately avoid contacting protection systems 
because they do not consider them beneficial. 
Sometimes protection teams treat them as if they lack 
the skills  to make decisions about their lives and end up 
institutionalizing them while their situation is sorted out.  
Even if this institutionalization is only for a short period of 
time, it can be interpreted as interfering with their wishes 
and needs.30

Due to the rejection and discrimination they experience, 
LGBTIQ+ adolescent, transgender adolescents31 and 
indigenous adolescent girls (due to their language and 
culture) are equally excluded. This means that, unless they 
are identified, they may not access general health and 
sexual and reproductive health services, increasing their 
overall risk.

2.4 Gaps in state, governmental and   
 non-governmental institution   
 identification of adolescent girls
 and LGBTIQ+ adolescents

One element that makes it difficult to identify 
unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and 
LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move is that countries and 
their institutions lack data disaggregated by sex and age, 
making it difficult to determine the number of adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents. This prevents the 
construction and provision of relevant services to meet 
specific needs using a gender perspective. 
 
One experience collecting this type of data is taking place 
through a registry on the border of Nariño and Arauca 
within the framework of the Interagency Group on Mixed 
Migration Flows (IGMMF) co-led by UNICEF and UNHCR 
and the Interagency Coordination Platform for Refugees 
and Migrants from Venezuela (R4V).

Still, migration is mostly approached from a national 
security perspective rather than a human security 
approach,32 often leading to a military response to 
irregular migration at the borders. Military institutions are 
not trained in the defense and promotion of the rights 
of adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents, which 
makes it difficult to establish trust and the necessary 
communication channels for identification from a rights 
approach.

30 Bello, Andrés, ´Pequeños en movimiento. Situación de los niños, niñas y adolescentes no acompañados o separados procedentes de Venezuela´, Human Rights Center of the Catholic 
University, Caracas, May 2021, p. 22, <https://drive.google.com/file/d/193VqnBBAPF7OhY6-sFMyKQnk84_vUuCE/view>, last accessed 12 June 2021.

31 “The indigenous and non-indigenous Venezuelan migrant population is identified as being part of the population at risk, as well as the population with diverse sexual  orientation 
and gender identities (SOGI) who have been victims of violence due to the prejudice related to their sexual orientation or gender identity, and the events of victimization and sexual 
violence specifically against transgendered people” in Correa Bohórquez & Tánia and Marcela Betancourt Arguelles, ´Análisis de género y movilidad humana en frontera. INFORME 
DEFENSORIAL Mujeres y personas con orientación sexual e identidad de género diversas (OSIGD) en situación de desplazamiento forzado y con necesidad de protección internacional, 
en las fronteras de Colombia con Panamá, Ecuador, Perú, Brasil y Venezuela´, Office of the Colombian Ombudsperson, Bogota 2019, p. 58, <https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/
details/75658>,  last accessed 22 April 2021. 

32 According to Resolution 66/290 approved by the General Assembly on September 10, 2012, “human security is an approach to assist Member States in identifying and addressing 
widespread and cross-cutting challenges to the survival, livelihood and dignity of their people.” The resolution calls for “people-centered, comprehensive, context-specific and 
prevention-oriented responses that strengthen the protection and empowerment of all people.” <https://www.un.org/humansecurity/es/what-is-human-security/>,  last accessed 21 
April 2021.
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The Andean region countries’ various guidelines, protocols 
and action plans recognize the importance of specialized 
training for those who provide services to adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents; however, this training  
is absent or weak. There is little specialized training in 
the approach to rights, women’s rights, and the rights of 
unaccompanied children, adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents on the move, making it difficult to open 
spaces that convey trust, security and protection to meet 
the interests and needs of this population. 

Adolescent mothers: 
Emancipated?

The lack of training, specialization and 
awareness means that one of the most 
vulnerable groups is pregnant adolescents 
and mothers, who are categorized as 
“emancipated,” meaning they are no longer 
subject to protection. Without the necessary 
support,  they cannot exercise their rights. 
Pregnant adolescents and adolescent 
mothers often live in forced relationships 
with their much older partners and 
experience various types of violence. If 
they are not declared emancipated, custody 
may be  granted to the adult partner, who 
is often the perpetrator of violence against 
them.
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2.5 The identification of adolescent 
 girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents in the 
 process of assessment and 
 determining what is in their 
 best interest 

Once a first possible identification of an unaccompanied or 
separated adolescent girl or LGBTIQ+ adolescent on the 
move has been made, an interview must be carried out to 
identify possible situations of vulnerability and  determine 
the best interest through a procedure grounded in a 
gender approach. 
 

What does it mean to incorporate the 
gender perspective in the evaluation and 
determination of the best interest at the 
moment of identification?

a.  Waiting areas where the best interest 
assessment is carried out respect the 
needs of adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents, with non-sexist messages, 
inclusive language and respectful 
attitudes. 

b.  Care is provided by professionals trained 
in specialized interview techniques who 
do not replicate discriminatory gender 
social norms. 

c.  The content of the interviews allows 
access to information at the point of 
origin, transit or destination where there 
may have been situations of vulnerability 
or GBV. 

d.  The analysis of the information obtained 
in the evaluation process to determine the 
best interests and to make decisions does 
not replicate actions of gender inequality.

There is a risk that adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents may find non-inclusive spaces, sexist signage 
and language, or workers who replicate discriminatory 
gender social norms towards them. For example, the 
waiting area may not include separate spaces o ruse 
inclusive language (for example, using only the word 
“boys” and not “boys and girls” or “children”). As for 
workers, although one person may conduct a good 
interview, a person in charge of security may use sexist 
language and project a harmful attitude that affects 
adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents. 

Regarding the interview for the evaluation and 
determination of best interest determination, if it is 
not specialized, the risk is that it may be constructed 
with contents that do not explore situations such as: 
the reason why they left their country, possible acts of 
violence in transit, the people with whom they travel, or 
the non-recognition of the practical needs and interests of 
adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents.

Interviews conducted by untrained professionals might 
replicate or promote unequal gender norms and their 
own biases based on “accepted” norms, perpetuating 
unequal power relations and reducing  opportunities for an 
adolescent’s development.

After the interview has been conducted, decisions might 
be made that may be equally permeated by sexist and 
adult-centered attitudes, especially if the person or people 
who carry out the procedure to determine the best interest 
fail to recognize the interests and needs of adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents. Whether the adolescent 
has the opportunity to express his or her opinions or 
wishes or not, an adult-centered and sexist viewpoint by 
those who carry out the processes could end up affecting 
the final decision and demotivating adolescent girls and 
adolescents in general.

Any of the abovementioned biases prevent adequate 
identification of adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents 
and create barriers to disclosure in cases where GBV 
exists.
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2.7. Adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
 adolescents are mostly invisible

A look at the different situations that adolescent girls and 
LGBTIQ+ adolescents can experience shows that there 
are differentiated responses. LGBTIQ+ adolescents in 
Ecuador, and particularly in Peru, experience a high degree 
of rejection, and attitudinal barriers that translate into the 
absence of policies and support models that protect the 
expression of their identity. With this in sight, there are 
some initiatives such as the one conducted by UNHCR 
promoting open spaces for them using the rainbow flag as 
a symbol. Nevertheless, they later find it difficult to settle 
in a safe place where they can develop their life project. 
Other efforts have been carried out in Colombia, where 
the Ombudsman elaborated a report that looks at their 
situation without particularly referring to minors in places 
where there are some organizations that support them, 
such as Caribe Afirmativo or Colombia Diversa.

Adolescents from indigenous and Afro-descendant 
communities are not highly visible in diverse spheres, 
although there is some reference to their situation 
of oppression and exclusion. Finally the voices of 
adolescents with some type of disability are rarely heard 
and even more rarely taken into account.

The document review and interviews show that there 
are no data or records on deaths and disappearances 
of unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and 
LGBTIQ+ adolescents, making the full impacts of 
violence, health issues or accidents unknown.

33 Administrative Department of the Public Function of Colombia, DECRETO 216, ‘Por medio del cual se adopta el Estatuto Temporal de Protección para Migrantes Venezolanos Bajo 
Régimen de Protección Temporal y se dictan otras disposiciones en materia migratoria’, Bogota, March 2021, <https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestornormativo/norma_pdf.
php?i=159606>, last accessed 15 April 2021.

34 Committee on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (CMW) on State Obligations Regarding the Human Rights of Children in the Context 
of International Migration in Countries of Origin, Transit, Destination and Return”, No. 23 (No. 4 of the CMW), Title D: “Right to a Name, Identity, and a Nationality (article 29 of 
the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families; articles 7 and 8 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child)”, 
November 17, 2017, paragraphs 20-26, <https://www.refworld.org/docid/5a12942a2b.html>, last accessed 20 April 2021.

2.6 Identifying  cases where the right 
 to regularization and identity is 
 not protected

The right to migrate for the people of Venezuela is 
increasingly restricted in various Andean region countries, 
with the exception of Colombia, where a regularization 
plan has been put in place.33 In this context, the most 
extreme situation caused by a lack of regularization is 
statelessness due to no birth certificates or being born in 
transit or destination countries.34 This situation particularly 
affects the children of adolescent mothers, abandoned 
children, or children of Venezuelan women who are born 
in destination countries. 

Finally, LGBTIQ+ adolescents who have changed their 
name according to their new sexual identity see their 
right to identity violated because the name change is 
not accepted by the registry, migration, education or 
health authorities in transit or destination countries.
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2.8 Coordination and alliances as a 
 key element for identification

The identification of adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents can be achieved through coordination 
and inter-institutional alliances between the protection 
system, the health system, education, migration 
and control authorities, and with the support of non-
governmental organizations and United Nations 
agencies, among them, UNICEF. These mechanisms 
of coordination, alliance, information exchange and 
joint action can be strengthened by using an inter 
sectorial approach to identify and respond to adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents. This includes uniting 
the strengths of  institutions and agencies with a 
specialized focus on women’s rights and sexual diversity 
with institutions and agencies aimed at children and 
adolescents or those who provide emergency support, 
health services, WASH services or legal assistance to 
people on the move. Each entity provides its services 
while complementing each other and sharing strategies 
and common actions to identify, defend and promote the 
rights of unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls 
and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move. 

2.9 UNICEF work in identification 
 and protection of adolescent girls 
 and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on 
 the move

UNICEF promotes actions to identify unaccompanied or 
separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents 
on the move through interagency coordination and 
by working hand in hand with government protection 
systems and civil society implementing partners. 

These actions are mainly carried out in border areas 
by distributing information materials alongside partner 
institutions that provide services as well as through 
interagency actions with UNFPA, UNHCR, IOM, UN 
WOMEN and friendly spaces for children and adolescents. 
UNICEF also promotes and offers technical advice in 
training spaces for protection system team members, 
security entities, migration authorities or civil society 
organizations, thus contributing to a change from an adult-
centered attitude to one of greater equality. 

In the Nariño and Arauca region (Colombia), a 
differentiated registry by age, gender and sexual 
orientation is ongoing,  making it one of the first actions 
providing relevant identification information. The 
materials created and delivered in border regions have 
proven useful, since information on migration rights and 
resources are accessed from these materials by people 
seeking help.

In Ecuador, the U-Report Uniendo voces helpline is aimed 
at children and adolescents on the move and actions 
in Casas de Paso (transitory houses) are supported. 
Technical advice and advocacy work are provided to adapt 
procedures and protocols to the new migratory reality in 
Ecuador, including actions to strengthen on-the-ground 
teams in transit areas or areas where adolescent girls 
and LGBTIQ+ adolescents live in cities such as Quito. 
Meetings to promote participation and coordinate  actions 
with local stakeholders are also taking place, as is the 
case in Manta. 
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On the border between Peru and Ecuador, inter-
institutional work is being implemented through the 
Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) in collaboration 
with UNFPA and UN WOMEN. In health centres at 
the border, in partnership with the Ministry of Women, 
risk files allow health staff to explore the situations of 
vulnerability in which girls and adolescent girls might be 
living. In northern Lima, actions are being developed in 
the education sector and in schools to allow for better 
monitoring of the situations of girls and adolescent girls.
 

“Protection and equal 
opportunities, especially for 
girls on the move in Colombia, 
Ecuador and Peru” Project  
UNICEF, in partnership with the 
Government of Canada.

While UNICEF has made advances in promoting the 
identification of unaccompanied or separated adolescent 
girls or LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move, two major 
challenges remain: 

 Adolescents in early union with much older 
partners, and often with sons and daughters, 
are often left unprotected by laws and services 
because social and gender norms consider this 
an “acceptable” family structure. Furthermore, 
custody of the adolescent girl may be given to the 
adult partner, who may be her aggressor. 

  Unaccompanied or separated pregnant 
adolescents or adolescent girls with children are 
left out of the protection system exactly when 
they need it the most. Because they are pregnant 
or mothers, they are declared “emancipated;” 
that is,  they are considered to already have adult 
responsibilities and fall outside of the parameters 
of protection. 

In view of the situation experienced by children and 
adolescents on the move, and considering the weak 
response to their needs on the part of states, UNICEF—
with the support of the Government of Canada and 
in accordance with Canada’s Feminist International 
Assistance Policy programme—is working to adapt and 
develop policies, rules, mechanisms and comprehensive 
alternative care systems, taking into account the 
different needs of children and adolescents and with a 
focus on prevention and response to GBV against girls 
and adolescent girls on the move. 

We promote the access of girls, especially adolescent 
girls, to quality, inclusive and gender-sensitive services 
that provide psychosocial support, where disclosure 
is encouraged and GBV cases are referred to multi-
sectorial services with a survivor-centered approach. 
Quality inclusive, sensitive and  responsive services 
consider and address specific gender needs: these 
services  are therefore non-discriminatory, they 
challenge gender norms, and they promote girls’ 
empowerment and social integration.

In collaboration with partner social organizations, the  
project  also promotes the access to timely information 
to prevent or address violence, protect rights, empower 
and socially integrate  adolescent girls on the move by  
providing  access to specialized health services and psy-
chosocial support, all the while  taking into account the 
regional and local particularities of each country.
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CONCLUSIONS

The following conclusions can be drawn about actions for the identification of unaccompanied or separated adolescent 
girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move:

1. Currently, unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move experience risky 
situations when traveling undocumented. There are not enough actions on the part of institutions linked to children 
and adolescent protection and migration to identify them and make visible their needs, interests and risks in transit 
and destination countries, to prevent restrictions on their right to mobility and to maintain the principle of non-
refoulment.

2. From the perspective of adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents, identification must make sense as be 
considered a protection action.  It must contribute to the achievement of their dreams and goals, help them to enjoy 
their rights, assist them in solving their difficulties, allow them to be listened to without judgement and support them 
to find their voices.   

3. The protocols, plans and guidelines currently in force in the Andean region and South America are aimed at 
supporting the needs of children and adolescents on the move at various border points by immigration or control 
authorities once the children and adolescents have been identified, but without taking gender specificities into 
account.

4. Existing interventions aimed at identifying unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents 
on the move are carried out at the borders by immigration authorities, security bodies, protection systems, social 
organizations and United Nations agencies, such as UNICEF. However, these actions are not strengthened during 
transit and at the destination country from a protection approach and are not reflected in existing support protocols in 
Colombia, Ecuador and Peru.

5. The protocols, plans and guidelines currently in force in the Andean region and South America—and the 
interventions—do not contain protection system strategies specifically aimed at identifying unaccompanied or 
separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ girls through the implementation of protection system actions in transit and 
destination countries.

6. Each country faces a different reality regarding support for adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents: Colombia 
has a marked openness to the reception of people from Venezuela, with a regularization plan that offers greater 
options to identify unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move; in Ecuador 
and Peru, the political will towards the migrant population has diminished in recent years while the militarization of 
their borders has increased, making it necessary to strengthen the mechanisms for identifying unaccompanied or 
separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move in transit places and destination communities.

7. Unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move who have some type of 
disability, who come from indigenous or Afro-descendant communities and who carry out income-generating 
activities experience a higher degree of invisibility and vulnerability and have fewer protection responses. No data 
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exists on deaths and disappearances of adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move, so it is unknown 
how events due to violence, health issues or accidents may be violating their right to life.

8. There are two major challenges in dealing with adolescent girls on the move: Existen dos grandes retos en el 
abordaje de las adolescentes en situación de movilidad:

• Adolescents in early union with much older partners,  often with sons and daughters, tend to be left 
unprotected by laws and services because social and gender norms consider this an “acceptable” family 
structure. Furthermore, custody of the adolescent girl may be given to the adult partner, who may be her 
aggressor. 

• Unaccompanied or separated pregnant adolescents or adolescent girls with children are left out of the 
protection system exactly when they need it the most. Because they are pregnant or mothers, they are 
declared “emancipated;” that is, they are considered to already have adult responsibilities and fall outside of the 
parameters of protection. 

9. Unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls or LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move have identified access to 
information as a great need; however, information on their rights, support networks, and where to go in transit and 
destination communities is limited. This information would help to open channels to safely share their experiences 
with specialized staff and find a response to their needs. 

10. The specialized training of teams34 that provide services for unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and 
LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move is limited, and sexist attitudes  and sexist content in the services that do exist 
perpetuate gender stereotypes and GBV and also create barriers to disclosure. 

11. The protocols, plans and guidelines reviewed in the Latin American region that focus  on unaccompanied and 
separated children and adolescents on the move refer to their particularities with terms such as “differential 
approach”, “principle of non-discrimination and respect for dignity”, and a “gender perspective”, but none of them 
deal in depth with the gender perspective in relation to their region’s mobility situation. Some countries do include 
the “psychosocial approach”, which considers psychosocial impacts, care responses and differences based on 
gender. 

12. The protocols, plans and guidelines in the Latin American region that are aimed at identifying and responding to 
children and adolescents on the move are promoted by the protection systems in each country, and some are signed 
by migration authorities;  however, none of them are registered by government institutions that watch over women’s 
rights, nor do they consider the importance of strengthening organizations made up of children and adolescents on 
the move.

34 We understand “teams” as the members from any governmental or non-governmental institution who have contact with children and adolescents on the move. This includes staff 
from the protection system, migration, state or private security bodies, health, education, people who support logistic actions in waiting areas or shelters, legal representatives, social 
organizations, etc.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The experiences of UNICEF teams and the organizations in these countries of the Andean region recognize the following 
actions as necessary for the identification of unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on 
the move:

1. Develop guidelines to implement a gender approach in existing protocols, guidelines and plans that provide 
orientation for team members providing services for unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents on the move.

2. Develop data disaggregated by sex and age in order to have more complete information about the situation 
experienced by adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents.

3. Strengthen specialized training processes on the gender approach, positive masculinities and techniques and 
specialized methodological approach tools for children and adolescents aimed at workers in the protection system , 
health, migration, security forces and civil society organizations.

4. Strengthen specialized training processes on a psychosocial approach and a focus on children and adolescents in 
order to practice  adequate, active and respectful listening and to develop responses that support the dreams and life 
plans of unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move.

5. Improve the conditions in which processes are carried out to assess and determine best interest, such as: 

• Improve waiting spaces for assessing best interest. 

• Carry out specialized interviews where communication is handled carefully with inclusive and non-sexist 
language and attitudes.

• Incorporate questions into the interview that allow the interviewer to obtain information that enables GBV 
situation disclosure.

• Analyse the information obtained during the assessment process and the decision-making to determine best 
interests and respond to the needs of unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents 
on the move to be certain that it does not reproduce gender inequality. 

6. Strengthen telephone lines, social networks and platforms that allow unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls 
and LGBTIQ+ adolescents to access necessary and timely information and request help and support when they need 
it.

7. Incorporate institutions specialized in women’s rights, rights of the LGBTIQ+ population and rights of children and 
adolescents on the move in the processes to construct strategies and plans to identify and approach unaccompanied 
or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ adolescents on the move.

8. Promote the creation of support networks for unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls and LGBTIQ+ 
adolescents on the move in reception or transit places, in organizations, in movements or on platforms to encourage 
leadership and listen to their voices.

9. In the case of Peru, build an identification and support protocol for children and adolescents on the move.
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