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Child migration in South Asia is a complex 
phenomenon affecting millions of children and 
families.1 These children often migrate to find 
work and earn money to help their families escape 
poverty. Children are also forced to migrate due 
to conflict, natural disasters or the effects of 
climate change. They may also move to seek a 
better education, improve their social status, or 
escape family violence. Children migrate from rural 
to urban areas for better job opportunities, and they 
also migrate to rural areas to seek seasonal work.

For some children migrating is a relatively safe 
process. For others, it increases their vulnerability 
and exposes them to risks during their travels and 
at their destination. Violence, sexual exploitation 
and trafficking, child labour, including 
hazardous work and psychosocial trauma, 
are everyday experiences. These children rarely 
have access to basic services, including health, 
education and protection. 

Adult migration is traditionally divided into three 
categories: voluntary or forced, in-country or cross-
border, and temporary or permanent.2  
These distinctions, while similar to other regions, 
are not always as clear cut for children on the move 
in South Asia. It is essential to recognise that what 
may be considered a 'voluntary decision' to move 
may be, in fact, the only real option available to 
that child. Therefore, rather than looking at forced 

GENERAL OVERVIEW

‘Children on the Move’ is not a legal term. Instead, it describes groups of children affected by migration and 
displacement who often have overlapping experiences and protection needs, namely:

n   Children who are migrating within their own country or across borders;

n   Children migrating on their own or with their caretakers;

n   Children forcibly displaced within their own country and across country borders;

n   Children moving in a documented or undocumented manner, including those whose movement involves 
smuggling or trafficking networks.

versus voluntary migration as clearly distinct types 
of migration, it should be seen as a level of choice 
along a continuum. For instance, in some cases, 
children may start their journey voluntarily and 
find themselves forced to continue moving or 
unable to return home. Sometimes migration 
happens in different phases, with children moving 
within the country of origin and then crossing 
international borders. 

In most cases, migration is multi-causal, presenting 
a mix of voluntary elements and push factors 
which “push” people away from their homes and 
pull factors which attract people to migrate. These 
migratory patterns – the reasons for and types of 
migration – also vary for boys and girls. 

Despite these complexities, there are some 
common trends in the region.

Child migration as an intra-country and regional 
phenomenon: migration in South Asia happens 
primarily inside the country of origin or within the 
region. Only a minority of migrants move inter-
regionally. It is estimated that approximately 78% 
of South Asian cross border migrants travel within 
the region, versus 22% who move inter-regionally.3 
Of the 11.4 million migrants in South Asia, around 
1.3 million (11%) are children. Globally, South 
Asia hosts approximately 4% of the 33 million 
international migrant children.4 
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Child migration as a temporary phenomenon: 
apart from some forms of forced migration, where 
people cannot go back to their place of origin, 
migration in South Asia tends to be a temporary 
phase in a child's life.5  They migrate mainly to earn 
extra income for the family. In some cases, it is 
a long-established rite of passage giving children 
higher status than if they remained in their home 
villages.6

Child migration as a family decision: even when 
children are travelling alone, the decision to migrate 
is usually taken by the family, and children have 
different degrees of participation in the decision-
making process.7

It is important to note that these three categories 
often overlap. In this brief, child migration is divided 
between voluntary and forced, focusing on child 
protection. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has also had a 
significant impact on child migration. For 
example, seasonal and temporary migrants8  
have been affected by restrictions on public 
mobility. The pandemic has exacerbated existing 
vulnerabilities9 and has had an economic impact, 
both at macroeconomic and household levels.10   
As restrictions ease and there is an increase in 
movement patterns, the vulnerabilities of migrant 
children will continue to be of great concern.

The UNICEF Regional Office for South Asia's publication COVID-19 and Migration for Work in South Asia: 
Private Sector Responsibilities details how the impacts of COVID-19 have heightened and further exposed 
the vulnerability of migrant workers in the region. These workers and their families are frequently overlooked 
in the pandemic response – and children are too often ignored in the discourse on migrant workers. The 
responsibilities of business and government to protect all workers from human rights abuses remain perilously 
unfulfilled, threatening previous achievements and future development. This report aims to amend these gaps by:

n Describing and analysing the impacts of COVID-19 on South Asian migrant workers and their families;

n Providing a child rights perspective to the discourse on labour migration; and

n Outlining recommendations for the private sector to support migrant workers impacted by the pandemic as 
South Asia’s countries rebuild their social and economic systems.
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https://www.unicef.org/rosa/reports/covid-19-and-migration-work-south-asia
https://www.unicef.org/rosa/reports/covid-19-and-migration-work-south-asia
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Despite the lack of a commonly accepted definition 
of 'voluntariness' in migration, it is usually 
described as an independent decision to move 
based on economic, social and political aspects 
which can involve both push and pull factors.11 
In South Asia, the two main reasons for 
voluntary migration are: the search for better 
employment and education.12  Most migrants 
move temporarily and eventually return to their 
place of origin. This type of movement impacts 
children in different ways. 

Labour migration: "seeking better 
opportunities"
Labour migration is one of the largest types of 
movement of people in South Asia and affects 
hundreds of millions of people every year.13  This 
type of migration is usually temporary in nature 
with the migrant eventually returning to the 
place of origin. Temporary labour migration takes 
different forms; it can be internal or cross border, 
seasonal but repeated (circular migration) or a 
single periodic movement. It covers both rural and 
urban settings. Nevertheless, unlike permanent 

VOLUNTARY MIGRATION
migrants, temporary migrants "are much more 
likely to be from poorer, rural areas, the most 
deprived and vulnerable sections of society, and 
have a low level of education".14  However, as 
migration requires a minimum upfront investment, 
it is often not the poorest of the poor who move.

Children can migrate alone or with their families. 
Children left behind when one or both parents/
caregivers migrate are also affected. In all these 
cases, they face vulnerabilities. When children 
migrate alone, they risk becoming victims of child 
labour, including the worst forms of child labour. 
They can also fall into the hands of traffickers.15 
When children accompany their families, their 
access to basic services and education is often 
at risk.16 Some schools do not consider the 
inclusion of migrant children due to their 
temporary status. The needs of these children 
are often missing in education policies and data 
sets which inform education programming.17 For 
children remaining in their place of origin, the 
temporary absence of one or both parents can 
affect their psychological, social and developmental 
well-being.18
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While some children migrate alone or with their 
family, they may also remain in their area of origin 
while one or both parents migrate, internally or 
abroad, seeking better economic opportunities.22 
The impact on children in the situation can range 
from beneficial to detrimental.23        

Separation affects a child’s overall 
development, economic status, opportunities 
and their protection. Studies found in some 
cases, the improved economic condition of a 
family, supported by remittances, allows children 
to have increased access to services. They show 
better health, psychological, social and educational 
outcomes compared to their peers.24 Other studies 
suggest that the migration of a parent generates 
additional social and psychological challenges, 
particularly for children who may not benefit from 
the potentially improved financial condition of the 
family itself.25 

Regardless of the outcome, global migration 
policies still fail to adopt a family perspective 
to address migration.26  This generates a twofold 
risk: in the country of origin, the specific needs of 
children whose parents migrate are kept hidden 
from social and protection services. While in 
the country of migration, a lack of safe and legal 
pathways for workers to migrate or reunite with 
their families threatens children's right to family 
unity.27  

Country focus – India

In India, internal migration is a common 
phenomenon which, according to the most recent 
data, involves more than 450 million people, 20% 
of which are children.19  Temporary or seasonal 
migrants account for around 120 million workers, 
and these workers may continue living away from 
their places of origin for extended periods, even 
when there is limited work available.20 

UNICEF India promotes family-based care for 
children whose parents are migrating. By doing so, 
children can remain in school and are supported 
by a safety net that includes professional and 
para-professional workers. UNICEF also supports 
Migration Support Centres which help connect 
migrant children with educational opportunities  
and other basic services.

When parents migrate

The high prevalence of labour migration in 
South Asia has made it one of the largest global 
recipients of remittances - cash transfers made by 
migrants to relatives in countries of origin.

India is the highest recipient of cash 
remittances globally. In Nepal, 27.3% of GDP 
came from remittances in 2019.21 These transfers, 
however, are vulnerable to global developments as 
evidenced during the COVID-19 pandemic and can 
have severe impacts on the well-being of migrants 
and their families. 
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that these children experienced increased physical 
punishment at home. In Sri Lanka, where mothers 
migrated, this was not the case.33  

Despite the similarities and differences, the gender 
component of migration can have complex impacts 
on children who remain in the country of origin. A 
deeper analysis is needed to ensure that tailored 
programming is provided to address the specific 
needs of individual children. 

UNICEF advocates for social and protection service 
providers to include "migration of parent(s)" as a 
vulnerability factor when assessing a child's need 
for social services. At the same time, the increase 
in regular channels for migrant workers to move 
with their families would prevent separations in 
accordance with the right to a family unit.34 

Migration for education: "the search for a 
brighter future''

While labour remains the main pull factor for 
migration for South Asian children, another reason 
to migrate is to pursue a better education.35 In 
most instances, this results in children moving 
internally, usually from rural areas to urban centres. 
This is due to the lack of quality or relevant 
education facilities in their home towns.36 Children 
who migrate to gain education and skills often do 
so independently and within their own countries. 
However, they can still be vulnerable to heightened 
risks, including poverty, trafficking and child 
labour.37

Country focus – Nepal and Sri Lanka

When one parent migrates, the impact on 
children who remain in the country of origin 
varies depending on which parent stays with the 
child. In South Asia, two different trends can be 
identified: in Nepal, where mainly fathers migrate, 
and in Sri Lanka, where mothers are more likely 
to be employed abroad. Studies on the impact of 
parents' migration on children in the two countries 
show both similarities and substantial differences 
that need to be analysed to support tailored 
programming.

Nearly one out of ten Sri Lankans work abroad, 
and the majority of them are women, who are 
employed mainly as domestic workers.28 Data 
on female migration show how Sri Lanka is one 
of the countries with the highest rates of female 
migration per capita in the world.29 In Nepal, 28% 
of children do not live in the same household 
as their fathers who account for 97% of the 
international migration of parents.30

Studies indicate migration has a direct impact 
on children's nutrition and well-being. In Sri 
Lanka, research shows a correlation between 
international labour migration and malnutrition 
among children in the country of origin.31 The 
relationship seems to be the opposite in Nepal. 
Nepalese households with a migrating father had 
higher nutritional outcomes than children who had 
both parents in the country.32 Data also shows 
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Internal movements are often dictated by 
necessity. For example, when children do not have 
access to higher levels of education near their 
home. International migration is usually a choice 
based on opportunity, an investment in higher 
quality education to obtain better employment.38

South Asian countries are experiencing 
increased internal educational migration due 
to the global rise in secondary and tertiary 
enrolment. While this mobility allows students to 
pursue higher levels of education, it can also be 
detrimental. The increase in rural-to-urban internal 
migration has led to a progressive centralisation 
of higher education, which forces even more 
students to relocate to urban areas. The lack of 
educational facilities in rural areas is due to a lack of 
investment and infrastructure.39 In some countries 
children migrate to other countries mainly to seek 
educational opportunities as there are no schools in 
their home towns.40 
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Country focus – Bhutan

In the Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan, educational 
migration constitutes an integral part of both the 
internal and international movements of children 
and families. According to the most recent 
Population and Housing Census (2017), almost 
half the population have moved internally from 
their place of birth.41 Nearly two out of ten moved 
for educational reasons.42 These movements 
cause both labour shortages in rural areas and 
unemployment in urban areas.43

Nevertheless, children who migrate for education 
purposes are often victimised by discrimination 
and stigma – both during their journeys and at 
their final destinations.
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Forced migration can be defined as the coerced 
movement of a person from their place of origin. 
The main drivers of these forced movements 
include war, conflict and persecution; natural 
or man-made disasters; development-
induced displacement; and environmental 
displacement.44 There can be significant overlap 
between these categories. 

FORCED MIGRATION

Migration is intrinsically linked to many stateless 
situations. These include: 

•   Children and their families who become 
stateless during the course of migration; 

•   Child refugees and migrants who are born 
into statelessness and;

•   When the impact of statelessness causes 
children and their families to leave their 
country of habitual residence. 

Many migrant and refugee children are also 
at risk of statelessness due to migration 
and nationality laws. Gaps in these laws and 
gender-discriminatory nationality laws are 
a major cause of childhood statelessness.  
Parents on the move also can face difficulties 
registering a birth. This can have a lifelong 
impact on the child, hampering their access 
to basic services.

Conflict induced migration
In case of conflict and war, the people affected 
are refugees and asylum seekers (if they cross an 
international border) or internally displaced people 
(if they do not). All the drivers of coerced migration 
can be identified in South Asia. The region hosts 
over 2.5 million registered refugees,45 95% of 
who are in Pakistan and Bangladesh,46 and 3.8 
million IDPs.47 At the same time, South Asia is a 
refugee generating region, with more than three 
million people who fled their country of origin. They 
are hosted either within or outside the region.48   

These movements generate additional 
vulnerabilities and increased protection risks for 
children. The risks can begin during displacement, 
which exposes them to hardships when they travel 
and dangers of violence, abuse, and exploitation.49 
Once they reach their destination, they may be 
unable to obtain refugee status. This increases their 
vulnerability to the worst forms of child labour,50 

and other forms of exploitation. Children fleeing 
without their families or those who are separated 
from them are also at very high risk and can suffer 
psychological consequences due to the sudden 
loss of parental figures.51  
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Country focus – Bangladesh 

As a consequence of decades-long ethnic and 
religious persecution, around a million Rohingyas 
have left Myanmar. They have sought refuge in 
the district of Cox Bazar in Bangladesh, most of 
them residing in Kutupalong, the most populated 
refugee camp in the world.52 Around 500,000 
Rohingya children live in camps in Bangladesh. 
They are at risk of becoming "a lost generation" 
due to protracted aid-dependency and lack of 
opportunities.53 Traffickers exploit this situation 
by luring children with promises of a better 
future but end up capturing them in networks of 
sexual exploitation and forced or bonded labour.54

UNICEF works on a multi-sectoral response 
that encompasses five areas: child protection, 
education, health, nutrition and WASH. The 
strategy aims to respond to the immediate 
humanitarian situation while strengthening the 
government's capacity to allow the inclusion of 
refugees in national systems.55 

Country focus – Afghanistan

Of the three million South Asian refugees living 
outside their country of origin, almost 90% 
originate from only one country, Afghanistan. 
In addition to this, Afghanistan has a large 
internally displaced population estimated to be 
over two million people56 and a continuous influx 
of returnees, mainly from Iran and Pakistan. 
Since 2014, more than 2.4 million people have 
returned.57 These movements involve millions of 
children who travel alone or with their families and 
they are exposed to protection risks.58   

The current crisis in Afghanistan, the drought 
and the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
the situation for all Afghans, especially Afghan 
children. It has increased risks of family separation, 
abuse, exploitation, and violence. Of the more 
than 570,000 people who have been forced to 
flee, many are children. They have been separated 
from their parents, are left unaccompanied, and 
move towards the Pakistani and Iranian borders.

UNICEF Afghanistan builds the capacity of 
partners in areas such as case management, 
provision of psychosocial support, family tracing 
and reunification. It also works to strengthen 
livelihood programmes and provides humanitarian 
assistance to those fleeing conflict.
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Trafficking and Smuggling
The lack of safe and legal pathways to migrate is a factor that makes children vulnerable to trafficking and open 
to taking risks by using smugglers to reach destinations which promise a better life.1 In South Asia, as in the 
rest of the world, children are often lured by traffickers under the false promise of a better education or better 
employment away from their place of origin and once so lured, they are transferred to different destinations and 
find themselves exploited, with limited possibility of escaping.2 Children and families from disadvantaged social 
strata or those in debt-bondage are more at risk of being trapped into trafficking networks.3 

Despite the well-known difficulties in quantifying the extent of trafficking, due to the nature of the crime and 
high levels of impunity,4 South Asia is widely considered a highly affected region.5 Trafficking in South Asia takes 
place both across borders and within countries and for a range of exploitative purposes including but not limited 
to forced labour and sexual exploitation.6 According to available data, one in every three victims of trafficking in 
South Asia is a child,7 with girls being almost ten times more affected than boys.8  

Countries in the region are considered states of origin, transit and destination for human trafficking.9 Despite 
the growing efforts from countries in the region, weak identification and rescue systems, together with very low 
conviction rates of perpetrators10 and long bureaucratic processes to reunite child victims with their families, 
trafficking remains a serious child rights violation for children in South Asia.
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1 UNICEF, Factsheet: Child Trafficking, available at https://www.unicef.org/topics/child-trafficking
2 Terre des Hommes, Kids as Commodities? Child trafficking and what to do about it, 2004.
3 US Department of State, Trafficking in Persons Report, 2019.
4 Weiner N.and Hala N., Measuring Human Trafficking, 2008. One of the most recent and commonly accepted estimates of the number of 

victims of trafficking can be found in ILO, Global Estimates of Modern Slavery, 2017, in which is reported that around 40 million people 
worldwide are currently victims of modern slavery.

5 SAARC, Concept Paper of Research Study on Human Trafficking Situation in the SAARC Region: Bridging the Gaps, 2012. In the paper, the 
authors quantify the number of victims to 1 to 2 million each year worldwide, with around 225,000 of them in the South Asian region.

6 As presented in UNICEF, South Asia in Action: Preventing and responding to child trafficking, 2008, other purposes of trafficking in the 
region are forced marriage, adoption, military recruitment, and debt release.

7 According to UNODC, Global Report on Trafficking in Persons, 2018, an estimate of 32% of victims of trafficking in South Asia are children.
8 Idem. According to the report, girls are estimated to account for 88% of the victims of child trafficking, while boys have been identified as 

victims in 12% of cases.
9 As presented in UNICEF, South Asia in Action: Preventing and responding to child trafficking, 2008.  
10 Idem. According to the report, South Asia is the second lowest region in the world for conviction of perpetrators of traffickers.
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The leading cause of internal displacement 
worldwide is climate change and climate-
related disasters.59 Recent modelling approaches 
indicate, there could be as many as 40.5 million 
climate migrants in the region by 2050.60 Moreover, 
slow-onset climate change interacts with multiple 
factors. This includes the availability of water, 
crop productivity, food security and economic 
opportunities, which increases internal and cross 
border migration. Natural disasters force people 
away from their places of origin and can have a 
devastating socio-economic impact on families61 
as well as on the survival and development of 
children.62 

South Asia, with its susceptibility to natural 
disasters, as well as socio-economic vulnerabilities 
and underlying factors (e.g. densely populated 
areas, precarious housing), is one of the most 
climate-vulnerable regions in the world.63  
The region experiences periodic recurrent 
climate events such as monsoons, floods and 
droughts,64 as well as rising sea levels, erosion 
and groundwater salinisation. This forces entire 
communities to leave their homes and relocate65 
to more secure areas. This, in turn, increases their 
vulnerability in different areas such as health, 

CLIMATE MIGRATION

protection, education and food security. Social 
inequality also plays a role in how children are 
affected by climate change, with families from the 
lower socio-economic strata being disproportionally 
affected by climate change in terms of exposure 
to the risk, susceptibility to damage and ability to 
recover.66

Country focus – Maldives

In the small island state of the Maldives, 
groundwater salinisation67 and increasing sea 
levels68 is a reality that is slowly and progressively 
starting to affect its population. Even if this 
phenomenon is not considered the sole reason 
people migrate,69 more people are moving from 
smaller to bigger islands, particularly the capital, 
Male. These population shifts put additional strain 
on social services, generate overcrowding and 
increase risks of child exploitation. Even though 
migration is currently considered a last resort, 
when all other strategies have been exhausted, 
its effects consistently impact children and their 
families.70

In the Maldives, UNICEF works with adolescents 
and youth to empower them to raise their voices 
and demand change.
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CALL TO ACTION

n	 UNICEF calls for all migrant children including 
refugee children, particularly those who 
are unaccompanied, to be protected from 
exploitation and violence. 

n	 UNICEF calls for increased collective 
efforts by governments, communities and 
the private sector to provide all migrant 
children with access to education, health 
services, shelter, nutrition and water 
and sanitation. A child’s migration status 
should never be a barrier to accessing basic 
services.

n	 UNICEF calls for stronger policies to 
prevent the separation of children from 
their parents and other family members in 
transit; and faster procedures to reunite 
children with their families, including in 
destination countries. All children need a 
legal identity and should be registered at 
birth.

n	 UNICEF calls for practical alternatives to 
detention for all children. Unaccompanied 
and separated children should be placed in 
foster care, supervised independent living, 
or other family- or community-based living 
arrangements. Children should not be 
detained in adult facilities.

n	 UNICEF calls for more safe and legal 
channels for children to migrate and to 
seek refuge. Cracking down on trafficking, 
strengthening child protection systems 
and expanding access to information and 
assistance can help keep children safe.

n	 UNICEF calls on local leaders, religious 
groups, non-governmental organizations, 
the media and the private sector to combat 
discrimination and nurture a greater 
understanding between migrant children 
and families and their host communities. 

n	 UNICEF calls for greater efforts to protect 
children from conflict and to address the 
root causes of violence. Such efforts should 
include increasing access to education, 
strengthening health and child protection 
systems and social safety nets, expanding 
opportunities for family income and youth 
employment, and facilitating peaceful conflict 
resolution and tolerance.

n	 UNICEF advocates with decision-makers 
to take urgent climate actions. At the same 
time, UNICEF calls for the strengthening of 
existing services to ensure that all children 
can access the needed support, regardless 
their migration status.
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1 UNDESA, International migrant stock, 2019. 
2 Fussell E., Space, Time, and Volition: Dimensions of Migration 

Theory in Oxford Handbook of the Politics of International 
Migration, 2012.

3 The number of regional migrants has been increasing over 
the years: 74% in 2015, 70% in 2010, 52% in 2000 and 42% 
in 1990. Data from UNDESA, international migrant stock 
2019, https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/content/
international-migration-1

4 Data from https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-migration-and-
displacement/migration/ (accessed on 8 August 2020).
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in Open Democracy, 2015, https://www.opendemocracy.net/
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6 Idem.
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protection systems are needed, 2008, https://resourcecentre.
savethechildren.net/document/children-move-south-east-asia-
why-child-protection-systems-are-needed/

8 One of the most discussed examples is on the internal labour 
migrants in India forced to leave their places of employment 
and return to their places of origin. On the topic, e.g. Patel C., 
COVID-19: The Hidden Majority in India's Migration Crisis, 2020. 
More in general, Chugh A., Will COVID-19 change how we think 
about migration and migrant workers?, 2020.

9 On the topic IOM, Migration Factsheet No. 6 – The impact of 
COVID-19 on migrants, 2020.

10 According to World Bank, COVID-19 Crisis Through a Migration 
Lens, 2020, one of the main impacts of COVID-19 will be that 
“remittance flows to LMICs are expected to decline by around 
20 percent, marking the sharpest decline in recent history” and 
in the South Asia region “are projected to decline sharply by 22 
percent to $109 billion in 2020”.
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