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INTRODUCTION 
 
Small but growing numbers of children are arriving in 
Canada alone or without legal guardianship to claim 
refugee status.  These young people come from 
different countries and are separated from their 
guardians for various reasons.  One study of such 
children in Western Europe found the following 
reasons for their flight: 
 

…. violent death of parent(s), sometimes in 
front of child; detention and torture of child; 
armed conflicts that target child civilians; 
genocide; forced recruitment of children into 
armed forces, some under 10 years of age; 
trafficking of children for the purposes of 
prostitution under brutal conditions; 
persecution of child’s ethnic group; denial of 
education due to the child’s ethnic identity; 
political activities of the child or child’s 
family members resulting in persecution;  
rape and sexual assault; abuse and/or 
abandonment by parents; poverty and 
complete lack of opportunity.(1)

 
The literature distinguishes between “unaccompanied 
minors,” who arrive without the presence of an adult, 
and “separated minors,” who may be with an adult 
who is not a parent or previous primary caregiver.  
The latter can be a person of concern, as the 
accompanying adult might not be able to adequately 
provide for the child, or may be involved in 
trafficking.  The Citizenship and Immigration Canada 
(CIC) policy and program manual for immigration 
officers defines an unaccompanied or separated minor 
as a person “under 18 years of age and not  
 

accompanied by a parent or an adult legally 
responsible for them”( )2  who arrives at a port of entry 
into Canada. 
 
IDENTIFICATION 
 
Identifying unaccompanied minors is not always a 
straightforward process.  Often owing to the 
circumstances of their departure or administrative 
limitations in their country of origin, many refugee 
claimants arrive with inadequate documentation;  
for example, there may be no satisfactory proof of 
age.  Although some countries use physiological 
measures to try to establish age, in Canada the 
interviewing officer is required to use documentary 
evidence or testimony.  The burden of proof rests on 
the claimant, who will be treated as an adult if the 
immigration officer is not satisfied that he or she is 
more likely than not a minor.  Immigration officers 
are required to notify the provincial authority for child 
welfare if a minor refugee claimant is unaccompanied 
by an adult, or if there are doubts about the 
relationship between a minor claimant and the adult 
who arrives with or meets the child. 
 
In view of these challenges, and because of 
inconsistencies in data-gathering, it is hard to 
determine the number of unaccompanied or separated 
children who arrive in Canada each year.  Using a 
sample of CIC data, Wouk et al. estimate that  
1,087 unaccompanied minors and 1,683 separated 
children arrived in Canada over 2000-2004, 
accounting for 1.61% of the total refugee claimant 
population for that period.( )3   Table 1 shows the socio-
demographic characteristics of the sample identified 
in their study.  Data collection methodologies will 
need to be improved to provide this kind of 
information more systematically. 
 



Table 1 – Characteristics of Unaccompanied  
and Separated Minors Claiming Refugee Status(4)

 % 
Female 

Mean 
Age 

Top  
Three Countries 

Unaccompanied  
(N = 46) 39.1 15.2 Sri Lanka,  

China, Burundi 
Separated  
(N = 71) 50.7 15.3 Sri Lanka, 

Somalia, Columbia
 
REFUGEE DETERMINATION PROCESS 
 
Under the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act 
(IRPA), a designated representative (DR) must 
represent any minor appearing in proceedings before 
the Immigration and Refugee Board (IRB), the federal 
body that hears refugee protection claims in Canada.  
A designated representative must meet certain criteria, 
but could be a trusted friend or a professional, such as 
a lawyer or social worker.  The three provinces that 
receive the greatest volume of separated children have 
each developed their own means of providing a DR: 
 
• In Quebec, Service d’aide aux réfugiés et aux 

immigrants du Montréal métropolitain 
(SARIMM), a group of community service centre 
personnel with expertise in services for refugees 
and immigrants, is notified by CIC when an 
unaccompanied minor arrives.  Each minor is 
assigned two case workers:  one for the IRB 
process (under a formal agreement with IRB 
Quebec), and one for settlement services. 

• In British Columbia, the Ministry of Children and 
Family Development has a Migrant Services team 
that provides representation at IRB hearings as 
well as reception, screening and placement 
services for unaccompanied minors. 

• In Ontario, a panel composed primarily of 
immigration lawyers acts as the DR for 
unaccompanied minors before the IRB. 

 
The IRB issued guidelines for dealing with child 
refugee claimants in 1996.( )5   These guidelines, while 
not legally binding, take into account the special needs 
of separated children in making a determination.   
For example, they note, “children are not able to 
present evidence with the same degree of precision as 
adults with respect to context, timing, importance and 
details.”( )6   Children’s claims are to receive priority 
processing, and suggestions are offered for the hearing 
itself, such as conducting the hearing in an informal 
environment, ensuring sensitivity in questioning, and 
using alternatives to oral testimony. 

   A.  After Determination 
 
Those granted asylum in Canada are eligible to apply 
for permanent resident status within 180 days.  
Separated children may face barriers in doing so,  
such as prohibitive fees( )7  and lack of support to 
prepare and submit the application forms.  In Quebec, 
SARIMM provides this support to separated minors, 
whereas in Ontario minors rely on ad hoc support, 
such as from family and friends or non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs).  Permanent residents are 
entitled to receive most social benefits that Canadian 
citizens receive, including health care coverage. 
 
Unsuccessful refugee claimants can apply for a 
judicial review of the decision by the Federal Court of 
Canada.  Also, upon receiving a removal order, 
claimants can apply for a pre-removal risk assessment 
(PRRA) to assess whether they would be in danger or 
at risk of persecution if removed to their country of 
origin.  If a PRRA claim is accepted, the individual 
receives the status of “protected person” and is 
eligible to stay in Canada and apply for permanent 
resident status.  Independent of these processes,  
an unsuccessful claimant can also apply to stay in 
Canada on humanitarian and compassionate grounds.  
Under IRPA, the Humanitarian and Compassionate 
Review includes a provision to take into account “the 
best interests of the child” affected by the decision.( )8

 
United Nations guidelines note that “there could be a 
serious problem of gaps in protection and care” should 
unaccompanied minors be returned to their country of 
origin.( )9   The CIC enforcement manual states that 
their reception by family members or government 
department representatives responsible for child 
welfare should be arranged before their departure 
from Canada. 
 
   B.  Family Reunification 
 
Refugee children are not entitled to include their 
parents or siblings on their application for permanent 
resident status, in contrast to adult refugees, who may 
include their spouse and dependent children.  Instead, 
children must attain eighteen years of age and meet 
the financial sufficiency requirements for sponsorship 
through the family class program before they can 
sponsor parents.  This situation is very difficult for 
children, and can lead to psychological problems, 
depression, or feelings of guilt.( )10



The exclusion of family members is justified as a 
means to prevent families from using their children as 
an anchor to secure their own resettlement.  Parents of 
children accepted as refugees in Canada can submit a 
humanitarian and compassionate application to try to 
be resettled with their children. 
 
SERVICES FOR MINOR 
REFUGEE CLAIMANTS 
 
Unaccompanied/separated children are entitled to a 
range of social services while awaiting a determination 
of refugee status or an appeal to be heard.  As 
previously indicated, agencies in British Columbia 
and Quebec provide a combination of legal and social 
services to unaccompanied minors.  In Ontario, the 
Children’s Aid Society and the Catholic Children’s 
Aid Society provide child protection services for 
minors up to the age of sixteen. 
 
Children may be housed in group homes, foster homes 
(sometimes with families of similar background), 
apartments, or in detention (if this is deemed 
necessary as a last resort by the IRB).  In 2005-2006, 
95 unaccompanied children were held in detention, 
mostly for short periods of time.( )11

 
Separated children have the right to attend school, 
although this right is not always immediately 
recognized and respected.( )12   It can be difficult for 
separated children to comply with routine school 
requirements, such as obtaining immunization records 
or parental signatures.  Refugee claimants may apply 
for post-secondary education, but must pay foreign 
student fees. 
 
The federal government, through the Interim Federal 
Health (IFH) program, is responsible for providing 
health benefits to migrants, current refugee claimants, 
detainees in immigration detention, and failed refugee 
claimants still in Canada who are unable to pay for 
their health care services.  Benefits extended under the 
IFH program include essential services for the 
prevention or treatment of serious medical and dental 
conditions, as well as contraception, prenatal and 
obstetrical care and essential medicines.( )13   They do 
not include routine medical or dental services and 
cover only one psychiatric consultation without prior 
approval. 
 
Montgomery’s study from Quebec suggests that 
unaccompanied children have difficulty in obtaining 
some community services, such as library cards or 
bank accounts.  The tentative status of being a refugee 
claimant has a ripple effect that makes it difficult for 
separated minors to be full participants in Canadian 
society. 

CONCLUSION 
 
Through the IRB, Canada was the first country to 
develop guidelines for dealing with unaccompanied 
minors.( )14   More can be done to build on this 
promising beginning to strengthen protection for this 
vulnerable population.  A 2007 study by the Senate 
Standing Committee on Human Rights recommended 
that Canada improve family reunification and the 
identification and protection of potentially separated 
children at the border.( )15   Advocates such as NGOs 
and United Nations bodies have recommended that 
Canada introduce a national policy on unaccompanied 
and separated children as a means of addressing 
inconsistencies in data collection and protection 
services.  These policy options and other international 
best practices warrant consideration, as the number of 
unaccompanied and separated refugee claimants in 
Canada is only likely to rise in an increasingly 
interconnected world. 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Ali, Mehrunnisa Ahmad.  “Children Alone, Seeking 

Refuge in Canada.”  Refuge.  Vol. 23, No. 2, 
June 2006. 

 
Ayotte, Wendy.  Separated Children Seeking Asylum 

in Canada.  UNHCR Discussion Paper, 2001. 
 
Canadian Council for Refugees.  Impacts on children 

of the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act.  
November 2004. 

 
Montgomery, Catherine.  “The ‘brown paper 

syndrome’:  unaccompanied minors and 
questions of status.”  Refuge.  Vol. 20, No. 4, 
February 2002. 

 
Wouk, Judith, Soojin Yu, Lisa Roach, Jessie Thomson, 

and Anmarie Harris.  “Unaccompanied/ 
Separated Minors and Refugee Protection in 
Canada:  Filling Information Gaps.”  Refuge.  
Vol. 23, No. 2, June 2006. 

 
                                                 
(1) Save the Children UK, Cited in Wendy Ayotte, 

Separated Children Seeking Asylum in Canada, 
UNHCR Discussion Paper, 2001, p. 7. 

(2) Citizenship and Immigration Canada, PP1:  
Processing Claims for Refugee Protection in 
Canada, 2006, Section 14.4, p. 66, 

 http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/manuals/pp/i
ndex.asp. 

http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/manuals/pp/index.asp
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/manuals/pp/index.asp


 

(3) Judith Wouk, Soojin Yu, Lisa Roach, Jessie Thomson, 
and Anmarie Harris, “Unaccompanied/Separated 
Minors and Refugee Protection in Canada:  Filling 
Information Gaps,” Refuge, Vol. 23, No. 2, June 2006, 
p. 125. 

(4) Wouk et al., p. 129. 

(5) Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, 
Guideline 3:  Child Refugee Claimants Procedural 
and Evidentiary Issues, Ottawa, 1996, http://www.irb-
cisr.gc.ca/en/references/policy/guidelines/child_e.htm. 

(6) Ibid. 

(7) A minor would be considered the principal applicant 
for an application for permanent resident status, 
which costs $550. 

(8) Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, S.C. 2001, 
c. 27, s. 25(1). 

(9) United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
Refugee Children:  Guidelines on Protection and 
Care, 1994, p. 133. 

(10) Testimony before the committee, Standing Senate 
Committee on Human Rights, Proceedings,  
6 November 2006, 13:45. 

(11) Standing Senate Committee on Human Rights, 
Children:  The Silenced Citizens, April 2007, p. 133. 

(12) There have been instances where schools are unclear 
about their obligations to refugee claimants.   
For example, see “York schools ordered to admit 
children of refugee claimants,” The Globe and Mail, 
12 January 1989, p. A16. 

(13) Interim Federal Health Program (IFH):  Information 
for Health Professionals, 

 http://www.fasadmin.com/english/part3.html#full. 

(14) Mehrunnisa Ahmad Ali, “Children Alone, Seeking 
Refuge in Canada,” Refuge, Vol. 23, No. 2,  
June 2006, p. 69. 

(15) Standing Senate Committee on Human Rights, 
Children:  The Silenced Citizens, April 2007. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/references/policy/guidelines/child_e.htm
http://www.irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/references/policy/guidelines/child_e.htm
http://www.fasadmin.com/english/part3.html#full

	11 October 2007

