
















An estimated 7,000 to 10,000 unaccompanied children cross the border annually.







Unaccompanied
Children on the Move

Special attention is needed for them because every child deserves protection and care, and needs to thrive regardless of its migration status.


Situation
Over the past two decades, Zimbabwe's severe economic and social breakdown has led to a significant increase in child migration. Unaccompanied children, driven by socioeconomic, political, and personal factors, often embark on journeys alone in search of better opportunities and safety.

To comprehensively analyse the dynamics of children on the move in Zimbabwe, including both internal migration within the country and trans-border migration, particularly focusing on South Africa, UNICEF commissioned a study and facilitated a more coordinated response framework with stakeholders to ensure the protection and well-being of children on the move. Push factors include family dysfunction, poverty, hunger, lack of educational opportunities, and various forms of abuse, while pull factors involve hopes for better life prospects, educational and work opportunities, and reunification with family or friends. Despite facing significant challenges, unaccompanied children demonstrate resilience and decision-making abilities, with some finding supportive environments and others struggling with abuse and poor conditions. Many children prefer the possibility of improving their prospects in South Africa over returning to a hopeless situation at home.

Unaccompanied migrating children face risky and challenging journeys in their pursuit of a better future. Three distinct groups of migrant children have been identified, each with unique challenges and survival strategies. The first group migrates from rural areas to urban centers like Harare or Bulawayo, often ending up living on the streets and developing various survival strategies. The second group resides in the borderlands between Zimbabwe and South Africa, frequently moving across the border and engaging in informal business activities, showcasing resilience and adaptability. The third group embarks on perilous journeys across national borders into South Africa, facing numerous risks and uncertainties in search of a better future.

UNICEF Strategic intervention
Protecting migrant children from violence and exploitation requires a comprehensive approach that addresses their vulnerabilities at their place of origin, during transit, and at their destination. Recognizing that children on the move are not a homogeneous group, policies and interventions must be tailored to their diverse backgrounds, experiences, and needs. Tailored case management that considers individual circumstances and strengthens children's ability to make choices enhances the effectiveness of these interventions.

[image: ]Key strategies include working with the government to improve legal frameworks and policies, expanding child-friendly services at transit points and destination areas, building community-based child protection networks, implementing individualized support plans, and actively engaging children in program design and implementation. These efforts aim to create a safer and more supportive environment for migrant children, ensuring their protection and well-being throughout their journey.

Unaccompanied Children on the Move



Impact: Why It Works
UNICEF’s ongoing programme in Zimbabwe is already showing tangible positive impacts. Through pilot initiatives, UNICEF has reached over 500 children with direct assistance at border reception centers and drop-in centers in 2024, providing immediate relief and essential services. Additionally, over 100 community childcare workers were trained on child-sensitive approaches to identify, protect, and assist migrant children, thereby building local capacity for sustainable solutions. UNICEF has also facilitated the safe reunification of over 100 children with their families in Zimbabwe, ensuring a support- ed return and reintegration process.

These early outcomes demonstrate the effectiveness of a comprehensive approach in reaching vulnerable children and strengthening protection systems. The positive changes in the lives of these children are evident through testimonials from those we have assisted, highlighting the life-changing impact of UNICEF interventions.




Empowering communities to create a safer world for children.

Specific Gaps & Needs
Despite progress, significant gaps remain, and current resources are insufficient to meet the overwhelming need. UNICEF requires support to expand the reach of services by supporting the establishment of more drop-in centers and safe spaces along key migration routes and in underserved destination areas, aiming to reach the thousands of children currently beyond our reach. Strengthening community-based protection is essential; community engagement and awareness-raising initiatives need to be scaled up to create a stronger safety net for children at the grassroots level, addressing root causes and preventing risky migration.

Additionally, providing long-term reintegration support is crucial. While reunification is important, sustainable reintegration requires longer-term support for children and families, including access to education, vocational training, and economic empowerment opportunities to break the cycle of vulnerability. Advocacy efforts to push for stronger national policies and legislation that prioritize the rights and protection of migrant children need to be strengthened to ensure sustainable and systemic change.









Call to Action: How You Can Help

With $100,000 USD: UNICEF can equip two additional drop-in centers with essential supplies (food, hygiene kits, blankets) and train 100 community volunteers to provide basic support and referrals, reaching an additional 500 children directly.


With $500,000 USD: UNICEF can strengthen the national case management system to ensure coordinated and tailored support for all identified migrant children.


With $1 million USD: UNICEF can achieve long term change by implementing our comprehensive programme across all key migration corridors and destination areas in Zimbabwe, establishing reintegration programmes for returned children,
and advocating for legislative reforms to
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ensure sustainable protection for generations of migrant children to come.


@UNICEFZIMBABWE	www.unicef.org/zimbabwe
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