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Basic Overview of the Issue  

The phenomenon of child migration in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) has 

emerged as a serious humanitarian concern. Thousands of children, many on their own, 

are migrating across borders in search of safety, better living conditions, or reunification 

with their families. Factors such as violence, poverty, political instability, climate change, 

and natural disasters have forced families to make the painful decision to migrate—often 

under exceedingly dangerous conditions. The issue is exacerbated by weak institutional 

support, fragmented policies, and a lack of regional coordination, which increases the 

number of migrants exponentially every year. Furthermore, escalating violence and 

insecurity in the Northern Triangle, particularly due to the expansion of criminal groups like 

MS-13 and Barrio 18 that target children with the hopes of recruiting them, exacerbate the 

issue, especially due to the absence of law enforcement or state protection to act as 

guardians. Subsequently, the rise in child migration has led to higher rates of trafficking, 

physical/sexual abuse, kidnapping, extortion, and detention under inhumane conditions- 

which are especially common on less popular routes.  

 

Explanation of Important Terms  

Migration 

The movement of an individual or a group of individuals, either across an 

international border, or within a state. It is a population movement, encompassing 

any kind of movement of people, regardless of the length of their route, the 

composition of the participants, or the nature of their intentions; it includes migration 

of refugees, displaced persons, economic migrants, and persons moving for other 

purposes, including family reunification. (IOM, 2011)  

The Northern Triangle 

The Northern Triangle is a region comprising El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. 

This particular region experiences growing migration due to chronic violence, 

government corruption and economic setbacks. Approximately 265,000 people have 

migrated on an annual basis in recent years, according to the Council on Foreign 

Relations, and estimates determined that this number would double in 2019. The 
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Northern Triangle is one of the poorest regions in the Western Hemisphere, with 

Honduras’, El Salvador’s and Guatemala’s gross domestic product (GDP) per capita 

ranking at the bottom among Latin American countries. (The Borgen Project, 2020) 

Migrant Stock 

Migrant stock is the most widely available data for the number of international 

migrants at any fixed point in time, which encapsulates the total population of the 

Earth living in or travelling through a country outside of that of their country of birth. 

This is irrespective of the reason they departed from their home country, or the 

duration they’ve spent as a migrant. (UNICEF, 2020) 

Push and Pull Factors 

Push factors are the conditions that drive people to leave their home country (e.g., 

violence, poverty, or a lack of economic opportunities), while pull factors are the 

appealing elements of a destination country (e.g., employment, safety, or possibilities 

for education). (IOM, 2020) 

 

Detailed Background of the Issue  
Child migration in Latin America and the Caribbean is not a new occurrence; around 

the world, children make up less than 15 percent of the migrant population, but they account 

for 25 percent of people on the move in the LAC. Across the region, millions of children and 

their families have left their schools, friends, and communities behind, as part of three major 

mixed migration flows, and innumerable smaller-scale ones. Such flows are multidirectional 

and interconnected, with many countries acting as places of origin, transit, and destination all 

at once, providing irregular channels that are hard to monitor or safeguard. 

To this day, the largest group of migrant children consists of children below 11 years 

old - accounting for up to 91 per cent of children migrating through most key transit points. 

This poses a great challenge for national migration policies, and must be considered by 

organizations wishing to provide humanitarian assistance in the region. Furthermore, millions 

of migrants and asylum-seekers are unable to access regular and safe migration pathways, 

simply due to the fact that they lack official documentation, the means to pay for the high 

cost of regular migration, or a sponsor willing to support them in their destination country. 

Such restraints result in the use of dangerous routes that suffer from treacherous terrain, 

Koç JMUN 2025 – Commitment to Innovation – Research Report                       2 
 



 
Committee: United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) 
Agenda Item: Mitigating the rise of child migration in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) 
Student Officer & Role: Can Okkey - Deputy Chair 
 
high exposure to disease, and armed violence at the hands of criminal groups. Accordingly, 

most migrants are forced to travel through a hotspot called the Darien Gap, a rugged 

environment with dense jungles, fast-flowing rivers, treacherous heights and vast swamps 

consisting of knee-deep mud; home to numerous natural threats like venomous snakes, 

colonies of fire ants, and jaguars.  

Root Causes 

Across the humongous region designated as the LAC, the main causes for the 

large-scale situation of child migration are highly variable. Millions of children and families 

are driven to leave their homes and communities due to harsh conditions in their country of 

origin. These include socio-economic factors like widespread poverty, limited livelihood 

opportunities, structural inequality, food insecurity and barriers to essential services. 

Motivation may also come from the desire to migrate to secure a more hopeful future for 

themselves and for those around them, by seeking access to equitable health care and 

education. One other relevant factor could be the need to seek asylum in order to escape 

violence - whether that be domestic, gender-based, gang-related or political - in search of 

long-term safety. Crises caused by natural disasters like hurricanes and earthquakes have 

also caused significant internal displacement in the region. These particular drivers of 

migration are being amplified by climate change, and by the persisting impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

Gang Violence and Crime 

Armed violence and crime have been a growing cause of child migration; past 

conflicts in El Salvador and Guatemala left large populations of unemployed civilians with 

unrestricted access to weapons, while undermining and weakening state institutions that 

could maintain regional security. In addition, thousands of violent gang members who were 

imprisoned in the United States were deported back to northern Central America in 1996 

(UNICEF 2020). Mara Salvatrucha, commonly known as MS-13, and the 18th Street Gang, 

or Barrio 18, are the largest of the deported gangs, both of which have easily expanded 

across the region with little meaningful pushback from police or state security. This has led to 

gang violence being perpetuated with impunity, due to weaknesses in criminal investigations 

and in the justice system. These circumstances meant that families have to pursue migration 

for their children in order to escape the inhumane conditions that many attempt to call home. 
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Climate Change and Environmental Factors 

In more recent years, extreme weather conditions and climate events have 

devastated parts of northern Central America. In November of 2020, hurricanes Eta and Iota 

slammed into the region, causing widespread destruction. Rural and poorer families were 

disproportionately affected, especially those whose livelihoods depended on agriculture. 

Moreover, countries like Haiti have experienced a string of disasters, with Brazil enduring a 

catastrophic 7.0 magnitude earthquake and Northern Central America going through a long 

drought- all of these have led to thousands of children being displaced, contributing to the 

migration crisis in the process. 

COVID-19 and Border Policies 

The pandemic aggravated socio-economic inequality, and led to stricter border 

policies. This further endangered children, who were often stranded in unsafe conditions 

without proper access to healthcare, education, or shelter. Countries also increased 

deportations, often without ensuring the safe return of child migrants. 

Rapid Increase 

In recent years, there has been a dramatic rise in the number of children migrating 

from the LAC region. Such an increase can be attributed to different push factors, including 

escalating gang violence, widespread poverty, the lasting effects of COVID-19, changes in 

border policies, and the recent disruptions caused by climate change and other 

environmental factors. As children face growing uncertainty in a place they fear to call home, 

they are increasingly more likely to embark on dangerous journeys, in the hopes for a better 

future- regardless of the danger involved. 

 

 

Growth in child migration 
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Major Parties Involved  
Mexico 

Acting as both a destination and transit country, Mexico has increased its role in 

detaining and sheltering migrant children. Although Mexico has worked with United Nations 

(UN) agencies in order to improve protection mechanisms, its immigration enforcement 

practices have been criticized for lacking child-sensitive approaches.  

 

United States of America (USA) 

Serving as a major destination country, the United States (US) plays a central role in 

the issue. The US’ policies on immigration enforcement, asylum processing, and border 

protection have significantly influenced regional migration laws. Recent shifts in governance 

have led to policy changes- which have been oriented towards restricting the number of 

pathways available for legal migration, and reducing humanitarian aid to LAC countries they 

previously collaborated with. Their strong, contrarian stance on the issue has created conflict 

in the region. 

 

The Northern Triangle 

The countries representing the northern triangle are the primary sources of child 

migrants due to their high poverty, violence and corruption rates. National governments have 

attempted to partner with UN agencies in order to launch plans for child protection and 

return-reintegration programs- however, implementation remains inconsistent. 

 

UNICEF 

UNICEF has been active in attempting to provide child protective services, sites for 

shelter/residence, and psychosocial support across corridors exposed to migration flows. The 

UN body further advocates for alternatives to detention for migrant children, constantly 

looking for new ways to tackle the issue. They continue to serve as a major contributor to 

mitigating child migration worldwide, and especially in the LAC region. 
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International Organization for Migration (IOM) 

The IOM works closely with governments in order to improve legislation regarding 

migration, and it also provides emergency humanitarian aid, data collection services, and 

technical support. In collaboration with other non-governmental organizations (NGOs), they 

continue to bolster efforts to protect the rights of child migrants. 

 

Chronology of Important Events  

June, 2014 Surge in Unaccompanied Minors 

A significant increase in unaccompanied minors arriving at the US southern 

border from Central America, particularly from the LAC region, signaling an 

exponentially rising trend in child migration from southern nations due to violence 

and instability. 

October, 2016 UNICEF Reports Child Asylum Seekers Rise 

UNICEF releases its “Uprooted” report, highlighting global child migration issues, 

with a sustained focus on the LAC. They discuss a sharp rise in asylum 

applications from children. 

November, 2020 Hurricanes Eta and Iota 

Both hurricanes collectively displace over 5.3 million people in Central America, 

increasing climate-related child migration by a startling 63%. 

March, 2021 US & Mexico Joint Efforts 

An increase in the joint efforts of the US and Mexico to address the root causes 

of migration paves way for increased security in irregular and previously insecure 

channels of child migration. 

February, 2025 Shift in Government in the US 

With recent political developments in the US, stricter release procedures for 

migrant children, termination of legal services for unaccompanied minors, and 
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reintroduction of family detention is set back in place. 

 

Relevant International Documents  
-​ Unaccompanied migrant children and adolescents and human rights, 

September 29, 2018, Human Rights Council Resolution A/HRC/RES/36/5. 

-​ Migrant children and adolescents, December 18, 2014, General Assembly 

Resolution A/RES/69/187. 

-​ Human rights of migrants, October 11, 2024, Human Rights Council 

Resolution A/HRC/57/L.27. 

-​ The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, December 10, 1948, General 

Assembly Resolution S/RES/217A. 

 

Past Attempts to Resolve the Issue  
Efforts to resolve this issue have taken various forms. For example, Mexico and 

Central American countries have introduced national child protection systems and 

anti-trafficking legislation in the past. Although these are steps towards the right direction, the 

enforcement of these policies remains weak, unfortunately allowing many children to fall 

through gaps. 

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the United States Agency 

for International Development (USAID) have worked in unison, investing in root cause 

reduction programs, such as youth empowerment and community resilience. However, 

insufficient long-term support and shifts in the governments of source countries have 

resulted in limited success. 

Multilateral partnerships like the Comprehensive Regional Protection and Solutions 

Framework (MIRPS) aim to coordinate regional responses. Yet, progress has been slow due 

to uneven political will, highlighted by external pressures from neighboring countries, and 

disagreements regarding migration policy between states influenced by gang violence, 

instability and corruption. 

 

Solution Alternatives  
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There are great alternatives that should be discussed in order to mitigate the rising 

issue of child migration. Investing in comprehensive protection services across the LAC 

region, in the hope of strengthening child protection systems, could be beneficial; such 

services would include legal aid, psychosocial support, and shelter for unaccompanied 

minors, all of which could be individually considered as part of different clauses. 

Collaboration with relevant UN bodies would make these solutions more comprehensive, as 

would be providing technical expertise to local governments with the assistance of relevant 

NGOs such as the IOM. 

Furthermore, the root causes of child migration cannot be overlooked; education and 

healthcare must be invested into, and economic opportunities for the youth should also be 

funded. The UNDP could coordinate donor conferences that would provide the necessary 

financial support for these initiatives, reducing the economic burden placed on local 

populations in the process. There is also a need for violence prevention programs, and for 

the bolstering of national security: this could either involve launching training operations 

within regions such as the Northern Triangle, or supplementing pre-existing security forces 

with peacekeeping requested from the UNSC. 

Finally, improved border and asylum policies should be promoted, possibly with 

incentives of international aid, to encourage destination countries to uphold international 

child rights standards at borders. Seeking a new and more specific definition for the term 

“child migrant”, updating legal frameworks in the LAC to standardize the asylum process, 

and prohibiting the detention of minors (in line with international law) could also help. 
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Useful Links  
UNICEF: Newsletter on Children on the Move 

IOM: Child Migration Trends in the LAC Region r 

UN News: Unprecedented Child Migration across the LAC Region 

UNICEF: A Glance at Child Migration 
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