LISTEN TO ME!
The voices of children and adolescents about the asylum
process in Sweden and suggestions for improvements
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Cover: Benjamin, a member of Save the Children Sweden’s advocacy council and
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FOREWORD
received a
substantially higher number of asylum seekers
compared to prior years. Across the country, people
and organisations stepped up to help in a number of
ways. At Save the Children Sweden, we noticed that
children, including adolescents, lacked information
about the asylum process. They also lacked someone
to talk to in their native language. In November
that year, we therefore started a helpline where
children could call and talk to professional advisers
in Dari, Pashto, Arabic, Swedish and English.
Our advisers encountered many different questions,
feelings, thoughts, expectations, and concerns. Many
children had experienced long, dangerous journeys
to get to Sweden. But something that struck us was
the optimism that many of them still expressed.
They had survived their journey; soon they would
begin to study and start a new life. They were young
people with dreams about the future.
Prior to arriving in Sweden, most of them had
experienced traumatizing events. Many had seen
war up close, lost relatives and loved ones, in the
worst case even witnessed a family member being
killed. They had often lived in overcrowded refugee
camps with shortages of food and exposure to the
cold, then risked their lives in cramped cargo spaces
or on unseaworthy boats on the Mediterranean
Sea. For these young people, arriving in Sweden
was perceived as an opportunity to start over, an
opportunity to build a new life in a place where
they could feel safe.
However, this aspiration of a fresh start did
not reflect the harsh reality in Sweden. Hopes and
dreams were replaced by a long, uncertain wait for
asylum rulings, the fear of turning 18 (or of having
one’s age adjusted by authorities to 18) resulting in
in the autumn of 2015, sweden

rejection, and by a desperate longing for family
and friends far away. We see that today’s asylum
process is affecting young people’s emotional
well-being in a detrimental way. What was
previously seen as a chance at a new life, turned
out to be an unforeseeable setback.
In the beginning of 2016, we spoke to children
who enthusiastically attended their language classes,
and were excited to start playing football and make
Swedish friends. These same children are calling the
Helpline today asking us what the point is of even
getting up in the morning. If they are to be sent back
to the horrors they once fled, why should they keep
learning Swedish, why should they work hard to
graduate from school, and how can they find the
strength to continue living? A teenage boy from
Afghanistan whom we spoke to expressed that: ‘I came
here with dreams, but Sweden gave me nightmares’.
It does not have to be this way. We believe that
changes can and should be made, through sound
policy-making at both national and local level, to
help these young people in this already difficult
process. That is why we have written this report.
We would like to thank all of the children and
youth who have shared their experiences, thoughts,
and suggestions in the making of this report. The
report is a way to make their voices heard, make
their situation known, and most importantly to push
for a change for their sake and for other children
and youth in the same situation. l

OLA MATTSON,
Director of Save the Children Sweden’s Domestic Programme
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ABOUT THIS REPORT
Since its launch in November 2015 up until November 2017, Save the Children
Sweden’s Helpline has received nearly 2,500 calls from children and adolescents
who have sought refuge in Sweden. This report gathers their stories: how they feel,
what problems they face, and what kind of support and help they would like to
receive. Furthermore, youth from Save the Children’s Advocacy Council and the
Stockholm Unaccompanied Youth Alliance describe their view of the current
situation for children and youth seeking asylum, what needs to be improved, and
the steps that can be taken to make a change. Collectively, their voices highlight
how the reception of refugees, the asylum system and related political decisions
affect young people’s lives and well-being. They also emphasize the urgency of
always consulting children and adolescents in decisions that affect them.
as part of the project Listen
to Me!, a collaboration between Save the Children
Sweden and the Unaccompanied Youth Alliance,
funded by the Swedish Inheritance Fund. It is intended
for decision-makers with direct or indirect influence
over these children’s situation. With this report, we
offer an opportunity to understand how the children
themselves experience the consequences of the
decisions made in matters concerning them.
Perhaps you and your municipality, government
agency, or political party have already come a long
way in listening to the voices of these children. If so,
that’s a very good thing! We count on you as our ally
in taking children’s needs and suggestions seriously.
If you, on the other hand, do not know much about
these children’s situation, or feel that there are
shortcomings in your work relating to children and
youth seeking asylum in Sweden today, we hope
that you can find both knowledge and inspiration
within this report for improving their situation.
the report is written

the report has two main sections .

In the first
section, the report reviews what children are entitled
to under the UN’s Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC). Next, it examines what children
and youth themselves think about the asylum process,
rejection, age, housing, and what it is like to be
away from their families. These voices have been

collected from Save the Children’s Helpline and
Save the Children’s Advocacy Council.
The first section also contains comments from
our staff at Save the Children Sweden who work
closely with these children. First, Osaman Basir and
Hania Kutabi, two of our Helpline advisers, share
their reflections on the calls they receive. Then Eva
Harnesk, Psychologist and Director of Save the
Children’s Helpline, reflects on the factors that
influence children’s and adolescents’ vulnerability,
mood and resilience against emotional distress.
To get a better understanding of the young
people’s backgrounds and circumstances today, you
will also meet Ali, 17, and Mariam, 18, in slightly
longer interviews. Both of them fled to Sweden.
The second section of the report looks to the
future, asking how we can better support children
on the move: on an individual, governmental, and
organizational level. Examples are given on initiatives
by non-profit organisations and municipalities
aimed at supporting children and youth. Following
each initiative is a short commentary from the
Unaccompanied Youth Alliance.
Finally, recommendations by Save the Children
on how decision-makers can make a difference in
the lives of the affected children are presented.
These recommendations are based on the opinions
of the children and youth included in this report. l

ABOUT THE PROJECT LISTEN TO ME!
The project Listen to Me! (in Swedish Lyssna på mig!) builds on the UNCRC Article 12 that addresses
the right of children to express their views and to be heard. Our vision is that the voices of children and
youth who have fled to Sweden are taken into account in decision-making that affects them. We further
envision an improvement of the systems for reception and integration of young asylum-seekers,
and we seek to empower newly arrived children and youth to alert authorities in cases of abuse.
Currently (2018), the project consists of the following elements:
 S ave the Children’s Helpline offers information and support over the phone to children, adolescents, and
parents in Arabic, Dari, Pashto, Somali, Tigrinya, Swedish, and English.
 S ave the Children’s Advocacy Council, a group of young people who share the experience of fleeing to Sweden,
and want to make their voices heard by decision-makers. The group meets regularly to exchange ideas and
learn more about advocacy work, as well as writing, filming, and other methods of influencing policy.
C
 ooperation with, and capacity building for, the Stockholm Unaccompanied Youth Alliance, with the aim of
empowering children and youth to organise activities and influence policy. They, in turn, contribute to the
project with their knowledge and their experiences, which give valuable insights into the challenges they and
other young asylum seekers face.
In its current form, the project started on the 1st of January 2016 with funding from the Swedish Inheritance
Fund. The Helpline, however, is older than that: it was founded by Save the Children in the autumn of 2015,
when more than 70,000 children sought asylum in Sweden.
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‘I came here
with dreams, but
Sweden gave me
nightmares’.
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2500
CONVERSATIONS
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Dona Hariri, lawyer and expert
in migration at Save the Children
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ASYLUM LAWS vs
THE CONVENTION ON THE
RIGHTS OF THE CHILD
Most inquiries to Save the Children’s Helpline concern the
Swedish asylum process. Through calls from children to our
Helpline, and in conversations with those who participate
in our other activities, it is clear that the temporary asylum
law has negative effects on their well-being.

HELLO, DONA!
What are your comments on the
temporary asylum law?
– The temporary asylum law breaches the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Can you give us some examples?
– According to the Convention, a child should
never be separated from their parents, but if this
occurs, the child has the right to be reunited
with their family. Decisions should reflect the
best interest of the child, and they have the
right to security. These are examples of rights
that the temporary asylum law undermines.

What is Save the Children’s
position on this issue?
– We are critical of the temporary law in its
entirety, of the limited possibility of family
reunification, of the fact that Sweden is departing
from the general principle of permanent
residency towards a temporary status, and
of the limited interpretation of the provision
for distressing circumstances.

How do you think the
temporary asylum law affects
children and youth?
– Children in an already vulnerable situation are
severely affected. We are observing a steep decline
in the health and well-being; we have never seen
children and youth feeling as poorly as they do
today. Many are afraid of turning 18, something
which could lead to expulsion from Sweden.
We also see that many children fall outside the
social safety net, children who are traumatized
and don’t receive the support they need. l
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temporarily restricting the possibility of
obtaining a residence permit in Sweden took effect on
the 20th of July 2016, despite criticism from several
organisations during the process leading up to the
approval. Under the temporary law, asylum seekers
can still receive a residence permit; however, the
requirements have become a lot more restrictive.
Save the Children, and many others, raised concerns
that it would entail a series of changes that would
have a detrimental effect on asylum-seeking children,
youth, and their parents. The temporary asylum
law is inconsistent with the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC), posing a challenge
to Sweden’s ambition to incorporate the UNCRC
into Swedish Law by 2020.
To qualify as a refugee, the person in question must
demonstrate a well-founded fear of persecution on
the grounds of ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexual
orientation, religious or political views. In addition
to this, the asylum seeker must show that he or she
will not be protected by authorities in his or her
country of origin, or that he or she does not dare
to seek protection there. Normally, refugees
receive permanent residence permits. But under the
temporary law, refugees instead receive residence
permits valid for three years.
Asylum seekers who do not qualify for refugee
status, can still qualify for alternative protection status.
To qualify, asylum seekers must demonstrate the
likelihood of punishment by death, torture, corporal
punishment or other inhumane treatment upon
repatriation. Civilians at serious risk of injury
because of armed conflict in their home country
can receive a residence permit under this premise
as well. Normally, asylum seekers who qualify for
alternative protection status receive permanent
residence permits. However, under the temporary
a new law

‘Why are there borders that keep families apart?
Why do I have to live without my family? Why can’t
I be with my family like Swedish children can?’
13-year-old boy to Save the Children’s Helpline

law, they receive residence permits valid for only
thirteen months.
In addition to the grounds for asylum set out
above, there is another category called others in
need of protection. This protection status is normally
available for asylum seekers who, for example, are
likely to come to harm in conflicts in their home
country due to personal reasons, but do not fit into
either of the categories above. It often applies to
stateless people. However, the temporary law
suspends the application of this status of protection
up to the 19th of July, 2019.
Before the temporary law took effect, people
who did not qualify for protection in any of the
aforementioned categories could also apply for
a residence permit in Sweden on the grounds of
particularly distressing circumstances. For instance,
unaccompanied children without a network in their
country of origin could obtain permanent residence
permits in Sweden based on this category. Now,
under the temporary law, particularly distressing
circumstances only applies in cases where ‘Sweden’s
commitment to International Conventions’ would
otherwise be breached. Hence, most unaccompanied
children who could previously obtain a permanent
residence permit on the grounds of distressing
circumstances are now unable to do so. Instead,
they obtain temporary residence permits, only to
be expelled once they reach the age of 18, as they
are legally considered adults who no longer require
a so-called ‘arranged reception’ in the country they
will be deported back to. Residence permits granted
due to distressing circumstances, or changed
circumstances after a rejection, will be valid for
thirteen months.

origins, property, disability, birth, or other status.
Hence, children who are born abroad and are residing
in Sweden must be protected under the rights set out
in the article. It is one of four basic principles of the
UNCRC. The other three basic principles clearly
establish the child’s best interest as the guiding
principle in all matters surrounding the child; that
every child has the right to life and development;
and that every child has the right to be heard in
decisions affecting them. This report depicts the
reality for children seeking asylum in Sweden.
In many cases their reality does not reflect these
basic principles.
The Government has announced that the UNCRC
will become fully incorporated in Swedish law on
January 1st, 2020. However, Sweden already ratified
the UNCRC in 1990. This ratification makes the
Convention legally binding for the Swedish state today.
In effect, Sweden committed itself to comply with the
UNCRC nearly 30 years ago. The breaches against
the UNCRC that we see now violate the rights of
thousands of children who fled to Sweden, and are
therefore not only a setback for these young people,
but also a setback for Sweden as a country. l

‘Swedes are so happy and celebrate when they
turn 18. We Afghans here in Sweden are afraid
to turn 18 and never want the day to come’.
18-year-old boy to Save the Children’s Helpline

having temporary residence
permits, instead of permanent ones, reduces the
aspiration for education, a job, language learning,
and integration into society. Furthermore, the time
limits to the protection offered poses severe
challenges to psychosocial health and well-being.
Under the temporary law, the right to reunite with
one’s family is also limited. Those who sought asylum
after the 24th of November 2015 and received a
residence permit for thirteen months or less, are not
allowed to reunite with family members unless
denying the right to family reunification violates
“Sweden’s commitment to International Conventions’.
This applies despite the fact that the UNCRC Article
10 clearly states that children have the right to be
reunited with their parents, and that applications
from families seeking to be reunited should be
handled in a positive, humane, and quick manner.
it is a matter of equality.

Sweden has knowingly
enacted laws that violate the UNCRC. According to
the UNCRC Article 2 the signatory state must
ensure equal treatment for all children within the
state borders of the Convention, regardless of the
child’s or guardian’s gender, language, religion,
political or other opinions, national, ethnic or social
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research shows that
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WHAT DO THE CHILDREN
AND YOUTH SAY?

The asylum process, rejection, age requirements, housing
related issues and separation from their families – these are
all typical topics that children and adolescents call Save the
Children’s Helpline about. Youth from Save the Children’s
Advocacy Council confirm that these topics are as relevant
as ever now, in the autumn of 2017. Each of these topics are
described in more detail on the following pages. The quotes
next to each section are from the Advocacy Council.

Photo: Pixabay

save the children ’s helpline,

Save the Children’s
Helpline in multiple
languages
information, support,
advice, and help to children and youth over the
phone. Parents are also welcome to call about
their children. The Helpline currently provides
support in Arabic, Dari, Tigrinya, Somali, Pashto,
English, and Swedish. Calling is free within Sweden
and the call does not show on the phone bill.
The number is +46 (0)200 77 88 20.
All callers are anonymous. However, they
can choose to share their name and contact
information if they would like an adviser to call
them back and provide further support. This is
only done upon request by the child. Continued
support could for instance be that Save the
Children initiates a discussion with staff at the
living facility where the child lives, offers assistance
in booking a time for a medical appointment,
or reports suspected child abuse or neglect to
Social Services.
The Helpline advisers document all calls
anonymously. The documentation from the calls
form the basis of this report.
the helpline offers

Read more at

www.raddabarnen.se/helpline

‘It was so hard to
get here, and they send
us back so easily’.
8

launched in November 2015, has received 2,493
calls from the start up until October 2017. During these two years, the main
topics have remained the same, however the tone of the conversations has shifted.
In early 2016, questions about how Sweden works, like ‘When can I start school?’
were central. Although many children sought support in talking about difficult
emotions, they were at the same time eager to start a new life in Sweden.
But then gradually, anxiety, uncertainty and fear of the future became more
prominent in the conversations. It became increasingly apparent how the
current situation for young asylum seekers in Sweden poses severe challenges
to psychosocial health and well-being.
Many young people fear that their asylum applications will be rejected.
Many callers also express concerns of having to move from their current
accommodations at the age of 18, seeing the life they have built torn apart in
the process. A number of young people disclose that they do not have the energy
to live any more. And recent conversations revolve around self-destructive
behaviour to a greater degree than in the past.
Many young people also report physical manifestations of anxiety – they
experience a lack of appetite, difficulty in remembering things, difficulty
concentrating, and severe sleeping problems. They often express how they
feel lonely in their plight. Some convey how they have nightmares about being
returned to Afghanistan. They wonder why they have ended up in a situation
where they feel that nobody wants them.
In early 2017, reports circled on both social media and traditional media
outlets about adolescent refugees from Afghanistan who had committed or
attempted suicide after finding out that they could not stay in Sweden. Over
the course of two months, the Helpline received 200 per cent more calls than
usual. A recurring question was ‘Should I, too, kill myself so that Sweden
understands that we choose death above going back?’
Many callers have no one else to talk to about difficult feelings, nor do they
know how to get help. Furthermore, from what numerous callers have told us,
they do not receive the help that they are entitled to by law. For example,
many of those who had their asylum application rejected did not get to meet
a legal representative prior to an appeal of the decision. With this, they missed
the opportunity to explain why they wanted to appeal the decision and indicate
whether any factors were overlooked in their asylum request. This neglect
creates legal uncertainty.
Among the children and youth calling to the Helpline, many have also
experienced trauma in the past, such as physical or sexual abuse, losing loved
ones or even witnessing family members being murdered in front of their eyes.
Far from all have received proper support to process these traumatic memories.
We at Save the Children know that there are many people throughout
Sweden who do an excellent job for these children, showing compassion,
providing assistance and information, helping out with housing or homework,
offering leisure time activities and building some sense of stability. However,
when children and youth call the Helpline, it is because something has not
worked well and they require support. Even if only one child would report
feeling depressed, lonely or mistreated, it is one child too many. l

Photo: Save the Children

‘I don’t feel good because
I’m not safe. I don’t get an answer
from the Migration Agency’.
Thoughts from
the Advocacy Council
each semester ,

Save the Children puts together an Advocacy Council, which
consists of young people who have fled to Sweden. In 2017, around 20 youth aged
16 to 20 participated in the council. In the Advocacy Council, the youth discuss
problems that arise for young asylum seekers, as well as their prospective solutions
to these problems.
Many of the issues they highlight reflect the concerns brought forth through
the Helpline. The members of the Advocacy Council are concerned about the
future. They also express concerns regarding discrimination, pointing out that
children seem to be treated differently depending on where they fled from.
The council members also offer many constructive suggestions. These
include giving youth the opportunity to make themselves heard and understood,
empowering them to affect their situation, and also enabling them to work. l

Who calls the Helpline?
T
 he majority of the callers to the Helpline, 84%, are boys.
 8 0% of the calls were in Dari, 11% in Arabic, and the rest in Somali,
Tigrinya, English, and Swedish.
T
 he youngest caller was 7 years old.
T
 he majority of those who called were between 15 and 18 years old.
 2 49 calls were made by adults who wanted to talk about their children,
mainly by Arabic-speaking parents. It is less common for Arabic-speaking
children and youths to call themselves. However, occasionally the parent
will call and hand the phone to the child or youth.
D
 uring the Helpline’s lifespan, 40 % of those who called the Helpline had
been in Sweden for more than a year at the time of the call. Looking at the
statistics for 2017, this same figure was 88%.

Some of the Advocacy Council’s
questions to politicians:
 Why do you want to send us back, after
first opening the borders?
 Some people get to stay, while others with
the same claims for asylum are rejected.
Why are you making a distinction between
children?
 What should I do if I am sent back?
 You talk about human rights – but why
don’t you act accordingly?
 You just think with your brain – but what
do you feel with your heart?

11%

CALLS IN
ARABISKA
ARABIC

9%

CALLS
IN
ÖVRIGA
OTHER
SPRÅK
LANGUAGES

80%
CALLS IN
DARI
DARI

The majority of the callers to the Helpline spoke Dari.
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Knowing who to ask about what can be
complex. It is common for the young callers
to feel left to their own devices when trying
to understand the asylum process.

CHILDREN’S VOICES ABOUT
THE ASYLUM PROCESS
The most common reason children and adolescents contact
Save the Children’s Helpline is because they have concerns about the
asylum process. Around eight out of ten calls relate to this topic.
examples of common questions are:

What does
the temporary law mean in my case? How can I prove
my identity and age? How long do I have to wait for
a decision? I’ve received a rejection – what can I do?
How do I appeal?
What should I do if my age is adjusted upwards
and I’m sent back? What does a temporary residence
permit mean? How is an expulsion carried out?
What happens if I go to another country and seek
asylum there?
It is common for the young callers to feel left to
their own devices when trying to understand the
asylum process. Most of them do not know who can
help them navigate the process. Many also explain
that their appointed guardian does not provide
sufficient support, neither in understanding the
asylum process nor in assistance on everyday matters.
Another common topic is the long waiting time
for a decision or even for a first interview at the
Migration Agency. The uncertainty and anxiety
that the long wait causes is difficult to handle. l
10

A 17-year-old girl calls the Helpline.
She lives in an asylum accommodation
and says that she has been in Sweden for
1.5 years. It has been a long time since
she heard anything from the Migration
Agency, and she thinks a lot about her
asylum case. She wonders how she will
be able to prove her identity when the
Migration Agency does not accept her
documentation.

Photo: Unsplash

CHILDREN’S VOICES
ABOUT REJECTION
‘They’re playing with our lives. Who gets rejected? Who gets
to stay?’ is a query often raised by young callers. Conversations
surrounding rejections of asylum applications are more
common now than in the early days of the Helpline. Young
people convey an increasing sense of disheartenment.

‘If the number of
rejections go down,
so will the frequency
of depression and
desperation among youth’.

CHILDREN’S VOICES
ABOUT AGE
In 2017, many called about turning 18 or having their
age adjusted upwards as the result of an age assessment.
They worried about receiving rejections when they were
suddenly deemed to be adults.
proving one’s identity or age is a
common topic. Several young people
describe how difficult this is. One boy told
us that his age had been adjusted from
16 to 18. The Migration Agency requested
him to provide credentials from his school,
his appointed guardian and from his social
worker to prove that he was 16. He spent
a lot of time and effort to acquire all the
necessary documentation. All showed
that he was 16, yet the Migration Agency
did not change the decision about his age.
He called the Helpline in hopelessness,
wondering why they had requested the
documentation when it did not influence
their decision-making.
A lot of the callers also worry about
having to move to a completely different
place, often far away, when they turn 18.
After having lived with a foster family

or in a kinship care for nearly two
years, attending school, making friends
and feeling at home, the ruling that
they must move tears their life apart.
One girl explained that she was with
her social worker when she learned
that she would be moved from the
foster care where she had lived for
nearly two years, along with her little
brother whom she had been responsible
for during the entire flight to Sweden.
She had thrived in school and did not
want to leave neither the school nor
the friends she had made there. The
girl described how she was in tears
when asking the social worker why she
had to move. The social worker had
only responded: ‘We won’t get any
money for you anymore – that is why,
those are the rules’. l

why some applications are accepted
and others rejected – many of them
convey that it feels to them like a lottery
rather than a legal process.
We also hear of many cases where
young people don’t get any appointment
for legal counselling before appealing
against a rejection. This creates legal
uncertainty, as the child does not get
to comment on the decision or add any
additional information that may be
relevant to one’s asylum request.
Many adolescents worry about
what will happen upon deportation to
Afghanistan. Several of them have grown
up in Iran and have no relatives left in
Afghanistan, but will nevertheless be
returned to Afghanistan. Some consider
staying in Sweden despite the rejection,
and have questions about what their
options are. l
Photo: Unsplash

that they have
great difficulty coping with their emotions when their asylum application is
rejected. They also find it difficult to
tell their family about the rejection.
They explain that being rejected feels
like a huge personal failure, since their
parents put great hope to them.
Many ask us if the rejection may be
caused by some unfortunate circumstance. Could it be because they did not
understand the interpreter? Or could it
perhaps be because they missed their
time slot at the Migration Agency more
than once? Or because they were
not able to answer all the questions
thoroughly? They don’t understand
many callers tell us

‘Age assessments can’t
be conducted like this.
I carried 50 kilos when
I was little. Of course it
affected my knees’.
11

CHILDREN’S VOICES
ABOUT HOUSING
Many calls have been about issues arising where the children and
adolescents live. Among the callers are children staying in living facilities
for unaccompanied children, as well in foster care and kinship care.
that children call about a desire
to move to another accommodation. For some of
them, it is a matter of finding meaningful things to
do with their free time. They explain that they feel
isolated, far away from any urban area, with few or
no activities accessible to them at or near the living
facilities. Some of them ask things like ‘How can I
start a football team?’ or ‘How do I make Swedish
friends?’. Some also express a desire to move closer
to relatives residing in other parts of Sweden.
Some of the children wish to move because they
feel neglected where they are currently. It can be
that the staff seem uninterested in their well-being,
ignore their poor living conditions, or neglect to assist
them when they need to see a doctor. Others express
a desire to change accommodations because members
of the staff have acted violently or threatened them
in different ways. We also hear about staff who
make racist remarks, such as: ‘Why did you come
to Sweden? Swedes don’t like immigrants. If you
complain, we’ll send you back to Afghanistan.’
Some of the calls come from girls who feel unsafe
where they are staying, since most of the other youth
are boys. One girl was so anxious that she did not

Photo: Brandi Redd

it is not uncommon

dare to leave her room at the living facility. With her
permission, we intervened and helped her move to
a foster care instead. At the Helpline, we also receive
calls from young boys experiencing peer pressure
when it comes to for instance using narcotics or
consuming alcohol. Few of them dare to alert staff
in such situations, as they are afraid that telling on
the others will put them in a difficult situation with
even worse peer pressure. One teenage boy even
chose to stay on the street rather than remain in
an abusive situation at the living facility. In this
specific case, we intervened and put him in contact
with the Social Services, with his permission, in
order to get him off the streets.
Another boy called to report that an employee at
the living facility beat him. Prior to calling the Helpline,
he filed a police report and informed his appointed
guardian, as well as the Social Services about the
beatings. Despite this, the employee remained on the
job. The boy asked for our help to move, since he could
not stand waking up every day meeting the person
who physically abused him. At Save the Children we
filed a notification of concern to the Social Services
and the Health and Social Care Inspectorate.
Eventually, the boy was transferred to a different
accommodation, and he was very relieved. Out of
the calls that we at the Helpline have received
regarding physical abuse (27), sexual abuse (7) and
mental abuse (14), most of them took place at living
facilities for unaccompanied children. l

‘If you say you would like to
start an activity, they reply that
“you’re a refugee – you should
be happy that you have food, you
don’t need anything more”. They
say, “Have you forgotten what it
was like when you were fleeing?
You should be thankful!”. Their
attitude makes us very sad’.
12
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‘My mother tells me,
“Don’t think about us”, but I can’t
reason like that. I can’t live
out of harm’s way here while
they are starving over there’.

CHILDREN’S VOICES
ABOUT FAMILY
we talk to emphasise how much
they miss their families. For instance, we receive calls from
children who have lost contact with their family and worry
a lot about them. Others wonder if and how they can apply
for family reunification. Among those who have already
applied, many wonder why it takes such a long time to get
a decision on whether or not their family can come to
Sweden. Others just need someone to be there for them,
someone to confide in when their longing for parents and
siblings gets overwhelming. A lot of the children we talk to
find it difficult to explain to their families what it is like to
be in Sweden. The distance is not only geographical. Some
of them feel guilty because they are out of harm’s way,
while their parents and siblings are not. l
many of the children

A teenage boy calls the Helpline and
is very dismayed. He came to Sweden
alone, lost touch with his family on the
way, and desperately wants to get in
touch with them again. He is also
worried about his own future. He says
that he feels like a heavy burden rests
on his shoulders, and he doesn’t have
anyone to talk to.
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SAVE THE CHILDREN’S HELPLINE ADVISERS
other European countries. They don’t understand
that this simply isn’t possible.

Photo: Save the Children

What kind of help do they ask of you?

HELLO, OSAMAN!
How can you tell when someone who
calls you is not feeling well?
– They don’t always admit that they feel sad,
depressed or lonely, but I can tell that they do when
they describe their daily routines. For instance, they
say that they’ve lost interest in meeting friends,
going to school, going to the gym, or even going
outside their house. They have lost the desire to
learn, or do things they used to enjoy doing before.
They’d rather just stay in their room. We also hear
that they can’t sleep properly and have no energy,
and that their weight either spikes or drops.
Name: Osaman Basir
Profession: Helpline
Adviser
Background: University
Degree in Economics and
Sociology. Previously
worked for aid organisations
in Pakistan and Afghanistan,
primarily with Afghan
children in orphanages and
refugee camps, relating to
issues like school tuition
for working children and
teaching young girls about
their rights.
Languages: Answers in
Dari, Pashto, English and
Swedish.
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What are the most common reasons
for this?
– There are multiple reasons for this: long waiting
times, an uncertain future, receiving a rejection on
one’s asylum application, the security situation in
Afghanistan, and more. You need to keep in mind
that these are young people who go through very
difficult times without anyone to confide in. They
feel excluded from both Swedish society and where
they came from, and feel they don’t have anyone to
talk to about their feelings.
For instance, many of them don’t tell their families
that their asylum application got rejected. They feel
like it’s a failure and they don’t want to talk about it.
And if they do tell their families, the parents often
reason that it’s better for the boys to stay here,
because at least they’re alive and safe. The families
tell the boys to keep trying, to apply for asylum in

– They often just want to talk to someone who
knows their own language, who listens, and who
understands their situation. They want to relieve
their minds of troublesome thoughts and emotions,
about for instance why they find themselves in this
situation, why the Migration Agency is treating
them the way they do, and how much they miss
their family and loved ones.
Some need more support than we can provide, as
they are suffering from anxiety or depression. Some
times they even try to harm themselves, and in a few
rare cases, they express suicidal thoughts. However,
they don’t think they need help from any psychologist.
They come from a country where men are expected
to handle everything, to not show weakness or cry.
Seeking help for emotional distress is associated
with being insane. We try to explain to them that it
is perfectly normal in Sweden to seek counselling
for the kind of emotions they are experiencing.
We clearly see that help often arrives too late.
It’s only when a boy becomes aggressive and violent
that Social Services step in and for instance place
him in different living quarters. Only when the boy
does something socially unacceptable, he becomes
visible and attains care, which is too late.

Do you see a change in the type of
calls over time?
– When we first started taking calls, most came
from youth who were looking for information about
how society works – asylum laws, housing, appointed
guardians, clothes, school, and Social Services. But
gradually, more calls focussed on worries and fear.
Many were – and are – worried that they cannot
prove their identity or real age. They fear being
rejected and sent back to Afghanistan.
In February to March 2017, after some Afghan
boys committed suicide, there was a peak of calls
about suicidal thoughts and self-harm. But generally,
calls about suicidal thoughts are rare.

What positive support measures do
you hear about?
– Many callers describe how small everyday actions
made them feel a bit better, like when a Swedish
person shows their support, tries to help, and makes
them feel welcome.
They also tell us that it makes a difference when
an appointed guardian or Social Services officer
puts in a little extra effort to do a good job and
provide them with good support.
Getting to participate in activities at the centre or
in the family home where they live is also valuable, like
sometimes going out to eat together. It makes them
feel seen, significant, and involved in a community.
Even activities in school, the municipality, or through
organisations like Save the Children make them
feel better. l

HELLO, HANIA!
How are the people who call you doing?
– Parents who call us often express feelings of
hopelessness and despair. They talk about what their
situation was like before, and what they used to be
able to do and cope with.
Children often describe symptoms like sleep
deprivation, or lack of energy to do everyday things
like go to school, see friends or even talk to anyone
at all. Some describe how they occasionally become
aggressive, which is something they haven’t been
before. Many also talk about physical symptoms
like fatigue, the inability to focus, constant anxiety,
nervousness, fear and headaches.

Why are they experiencing
these difficult emotions?
– Uncertainty while waiting for a residence permit
or after receiving a rejection causes major concern
and anxiety. And many of them miss their families
dearly! They also describe problems related to
their housing.
Parents constantly express their fear of Social
Service officers, a fear that their children will be taken
away from them. Many lack reliable information.
They want to understand the laws and regulations so
that they can get the right help from the Migration
Agency, Public Employment Service, and Social
Insurance Agency. Sometimes they need support or

treatment as a result of difficult things they’ve been
through or to handle hardships they are facing
currently. It is essential that parents take proper
care of themselves so that they have the strength
and energy to be there for their children.
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Yamam, Hania, Osaman,
Munira, Lina and Fahim
are all Helpline advisers
at Save the Children.
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What do they say they need in order
to feel better?
– Parents want faster political decisions and the
chance to visit relatives in their homeland. They
also want help adapting to their new life in Sweden,
like finding suitable accommodation and getting
help with entering the labour market so that they
can support themselves. The Syrians are used to
being economically independent and attach great
importance to being able to support themselves
again.
Children need an adult who is secure, available,
and can provide them with support and help. Often
this requires that their appointed guardian, staff
at the centre where they live, or a social worker
is present and engaged in the child’s well-being.
Unfortunately, these important adults don’t always
do what they should. Some do nothing at all.
We also notice that accessing treatment swiftly
is a problem in Sweden, especially when looking for
a therapist who speaks the same language as the
child and has the right cultural skills. l

Name: Hania Kutabi
Profession: Helpline
Adviser
Background: Psychologist
with a master’s degree in
Clinical Psychology. Previously worked at clinics in
Syria and Jordan. Also
worked as a manager and
coach in projects to
strengthen women in these
countries, as well as in
projects supporting Syrian
refugee children in Jordan.
Languages: Answers in
Arabic, Swedish and English.
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Helpline
director

Photo: Åsa Ljusenius/Save the Children

questions to
Eva Harnesk

Name: Eva Harnesk
Profession: Director and
case manager for Save the
Children’s Helpline
Background: Certified
Psychologist. Previously
worked with disadvantaged
children and their parents,
both within psychiatry
and through child rights
organisations.

HELLO, EVA!
Why do you think an increasing number
of children and youth are not feeling well?
– These young people have often faced a lot of stress,
both in their homeland and during their journey here.
They have struggled to settle in, having to learn
a new language and a new culture. They have lived
with extraordinary stress for a long time. When
the hope of a new future in Sweden falters, it’s easy
to feel that everything is pointless.
Those who don’t get to stay sometimes feel like
they have betrayed their family. While those who
do get to stay struggle with being away from their
family, as there is not much opportunity for family
reunification in Sweden.
What is common for most of them is the lack of
someone to confide in and to share their difficult
feelings with.
In your perspective, which actions are needed
to help these children and youth?
– Most important would be giving young people the
safe haven they desire in Sweden. They have made
it all the way here to get protection, and if Sweden
was serious about the best interest of the child, we
would not send them back to Afghanistan.
There is also a need for an asylum process that
is better adapted to children, with clearer lines of
responsibility, a better understanding of how to talk
to children, and more time to build trust. Children
need continual updates throughout the process and
expedited waiting times.
Today, it is very difficult to find information and to
understand who helps with what, both for the many
different actors and for the children involved in the
process. We’ve spoken to many children who found
it hard to get hold of their appointed guardians and
also many who were not given the opportunity to
meet their legal representative before an appeal of
their rejection. This is quite serious – if children are
unable to express their opinion prior to an appeal
hearing, it causes legal uncertainty.
Furthermore, we see the need for competence
enhancement in crisis management and trauma
support among everyone working with asylum
seeking children. We also see that many children
need better access to professional help from the
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry.
Children need reassurance and predictability. The
best interests of the child must be the guiding principle
in these matters. For instance, a child or adolescent
should not be relocated, even if the adolescent has
turned 18, unless it is in their own best interest.
What do you think are important factors in
promoting psychosocial well-being?
– When you have lived in precarious conditions for a
long time, it’s crucial to have positive relationships with
reliable adults who know how to interact with children
and adolescents who have experienced trauma.

16
14

It’s also important to create a safe, predictable
environment that provides the most basic things like
eating at fixed times, activities, exercise, and regular
sleeping times. Further, children need to be included
in matters that are important to them and receive
information about what is going to happen.
School is another important factor in promoting
well-being. If the child is doing well in school, their
coping ability improves in many ways. That’s why it
is important to support the child in school. Hence,
relocating the child, against their will, to an entirely
different place is the opposite of creating a safe, predictable environment and ensuring support in school.
You need to be mindful that ‘children on the

Photo: Susanna Krueger/Save the Children

move’ is not a homogeneous group. Each individual
needs tailored support and assistance based on
their needs. It is important to really listen to the
child and include them in decisions affecting them.
How can adults working with these children
make a difference?
– By showing that they care about the child, regardless of whether the child is obedient or troublesome.
Children need adults who are there for them and
create safe havens amidst so much uncertainty,
adults who can stand strong even when the child is
feeling sad, angry or down. Adults who see the
child as a resource, not as a burden or a victim. l

‘When you have lived under
precarious conditions
for a long time, it’s crucial
to have positive relationships
with reliable adults’.
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ALI*, 17.
‘MY GREATEST WISH
IS TO STAY
IN SWEDEN’
If you could wish for
anything, what would
you wish for?
– My greatest wish is to
get to stay in Sweden. And
to get to see my family,
especially my mother,
again. And that I could
educate myself and get
my dream job.

If you could speak to
an important person
who changes laws and
policies in Sweden, like
the Prime Minister,
what would you say
to him or her?
– Don’t send kids back to
the situation in Afghanistan.
Stop the expulsions. All the
kids who live in Stockholm
shouldn’t have to move
away when they turn 18.
They lose everything,
everything they’ve
worked to build up,
friends and school.

*Ali’s name has been changed in this report.
The photo is from an image bank.
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Ali is 17 years old, he was born and raised in Afghanistan. He fled to Sweden
on his own two years ago, in the autumn of 2015. His family – mother, father,
six sisters and three brothers – are currently in Pakistan.
What was it that made you choose to go all the
way to Sweden?
– One day when my dad and I were on our way to the
Ghazni Province in Afghanistan, the Taliban stopped
and captured us. After a few hours, we managed to
escape. A passing car with friendly people made
room for us, although the car was completely full.
Later, the Taliban came back to Ghazni, where my
dad had a shop – he’s a well-known businessman
there. They came with a car that exploded. There
were a lot of people there. Everybody was scared
and screaming. In front of the shop, I saw people
without any hands, and some people were missing
their legs and stuff like that. Then, just a few minutes
later, people with guns came and started shooting.
They were shooting at civilians.
How old were you then?
– I was fifteen. My dad grabbed me – I couldn’t even
talk or move. It was ... I was like ... I had never seen
these kinds of attacks close up before. I couldn’t
talk or think, I was completely numb.
Dad said that we couldn’t be together anymore,
that they’ll never leave us alone because they’ve
found his shop, they can do anything they want. He
said I should get out of Afghanistan and go to Iran.
He gave me some money before I left. That night he
talked to a cab driver about taking me to another
province. From there, you can travel to Iran.
That must have been very difficult. How long
did it take for you to get all the way to Sweden?
– I think it took about a month and a half to two
months. Something like that. The worst part was
bet ween Afghanistan and Iran, when everybody
was running and I was left and didn’t know where
I was. I couldn’t even walk, but there was a person
I didn’t know, he brought me with him and gave me
food and water. Without him, I wouldn’t have made
it out of there.
This story you’re telling me is a difficult one ...
do you have any positive memories from your
home country?
– Yes, there are lots. Before this conflict, I was just
busy with my lessons, when I was in school and
stuff. It was my best life. That was my childhood.
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Do you remember anything from when you
came to Sweden?
– I left from Germany on a big ferry. We came to
Malmö, although I didn’t know what the city was
called then. It was around seven in the morning and
a bus came, and told us ‘Welcome,’ and gave us
breakfast. They brought us to a hotel where all
refugees were. It was nice and really beautiful in
Sweden and Malmö with nice people.
Can you tell us a bit about what you do on an
average day in Sweden now?
– Well, now I’m going to school and that’s what

I like the most – going to school. I play volleyball.
I do some other activities too, like helping out with
maths at the Youth Alliance.
What do you want to be when you get older?
– Good question. When I was in Afghanistan, my
dream was to become a doctor. My mum was always
sick, and no one could give any medicine to her
so she could get better. I was super worried and
wondered why no doctor could say what the problem
was. I wanted to be a doctor to help people.
What do you think has been the best thing
about Sweden?
– My best memory was after a few months here, at
a meeting with the Social Services. Initially, I had just
spoken English. At this meeting, I discovered that I
had built the confidence to begin speaking Swedish!
What do you think has been the hardest,
toughest memory in Sweden?
– Uh, the toughest ... there are quite a few. The
hardest part is at home. There are three of us living
together in a foster care, and one of us has received
three rejections. That made me very sad and worried
that the same thing would happen to me.
I have a friend whose foster family took him to
the Migration Agency on his eighteenth birthday
and told the agency that ‘I don’t want him anymore,
you can find him somewhere else to stay’. That is
the worst imaginable ‘treatment’, or whatever you
want to call it.
Have you received a decision whether you can
stay in Sweden?
– No, I haven’t received a decision yet. I’ve been
on an interview, so now I’m waiting. It’s tough.
I’ve been waiting for more than six months.
Is there something you think has been especially
helpful to you?
– There are a lot of people who have done fantastic
things for me since I arrived. I got to start school
and learn the language. My foster care, my teachers,
and the Swedish friends that I’ve made, have all
helped me.
Is there something you think needs to be
improved here in Sweden, for you and others
in your situation?
– It would be good if we didn’t have to move when
we turn 18. Because you lose everything, and you
kind of lose your future too. You lose time, and the
life you built here.
Sweden should understand the situation in
Afghanistan better – understand that it’s too
dangerous to go back. Especially after all of the
trouble we have gone through to get here. The trip
here was dangerous, especially for me. I didn’t have
anyone who could help me. I came completely
alone. l
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MARIAM*, 18.
‘I WISH WE
COULD BE
A FAMILY AGAIN’.
Photo: Unsplash

Mariam is 18 years old, she is from Afghanistan, but grew up in Iran. She came
to Sweden with her 10-year-old brother in November, 2015. The situation in her
homeland was dire. Her family wanted to give her a secure future.
and an aunt were already here
in Sweden when she and her younger brother arrived.
Their parents are still in Iran. On her eighteenth
birthday, the Social Services decided that Mariam
should move from Stockholm to a housing facility
far away in the north of Sweden.
her twin brother

What was that like?
– I didn’t want to move, but they said there was no
room at the adult asylum centre in Stockholm. So I
found a family who volunteered to take care of me here
in Stockholm. This enabled me to continue studying at
my school. I’m now a first year student at the upper
secondary school, studying health and social care.
My little brother and I first lived together in a
foster care, and he still lives there. But when I turned
20

18, I had to move out and we were separated.
Three weeks ago, I was notified that I had been
granted a residence permit! Nevertheless, I’m
worried about my twin brother who has received his
first rejection on his asylum application. He came
to Europe half a year before my little brother and
me. I can’t rejoice at my residence permit, given my
twin brother’s situation.
What do you wish for?
– I wish my mother and father could come to Sweden
so that we could be a family again. Today, I have
very limited contact with them.
I also wish that there were no borders, that
everyone could stretch out their hand and
understand that we are all human beings. Where

‘I want to be accepted and
regarded as a person who’s
useful to society,
not as a headache
and an inconvenience’.

You can say what you think and you can be what
you want. You can’t be forced to practise religion
or wear a headscarf.
The best support I’ve received during my time
here is from the family I live with now, they take
care of me so that I can be near my little brother.
My Swedish friends are supportive too; they help
me with different things like emotional support and
practicing my Swedish.
Has your appointed guardian and the Social
Services been helpful to you, in your opinion?
– To some extent. There are rules that they have
to follow. However, they need to understand that
moving far away would have been very difficult for
me; I’ve lived in Stockholm for more than a year
and I have created a life for myself here with school
and friends. I was lucky to be able to stay here.
I have a lot of friends who are not coping well
because they must move and start all over again. I
think they need to change that rule. When they told
me that I had to move, I cried and repeated several
times that I really didn’t want to move. But they
decided that I had to, since they said they couldn’t
pay for me anymore. It was only about the money.
My appointed guardian wasn’t really there for me.
An appointed guardian has to have the time and take
their responsibilities seriously, but my guardian was
constantly busy. He was working full-time doing
other things.
What do you think is the most difficult thing
about being here?
– For me as unaccompanied, it’s hard to be without
my parents. I miss them so much. And it was hard
to be separated from my little brother.

*Mariam’s name has been changed in this report.
The photo is from an image bank.

I lived, in Iran, there was discrimination, especially
against us Afghans. There’s discrimination in Sweden
too, and I have faced racism since I arrived.
What kind of racism have you encountered
in Sweden?
– We were targeted by a smoke bomb during a
demonstration against the deportations to Afghani
stan. They told us to leave the place where we were
demonstrating and humiliated us in different ways.
What would you like to see the politicians do?
– If I got to make one request from the politicians, it
would be that they give all unaccompanied children
residence permits, in the view of all the youth who
committed suicide last year out of fear of being sent
back to Afghanistan. They’d rather die than go back.
What has been helpful for you since you came
to Sweden?
– What’s good in Sweden is that there are rights.

What do you think can strengthen young people
who are dealing with emotional distress?
– The only support that can really help young
people improve their psychosocial well-being is
being granted asylum. They’re so worried about
their future, so that’s what’s important.
Is there anything else you would like us to include
in the report, something you want to tell us?
– From what I’ve learned, staff members in different
living facilities for unaccompanied children treat the
boys who live there very badly. They also lack activities
or things to do, and they’re really afraid of turning 18.
For girls, it is hard when they are placed in housing
facilities together with boys, because then they have to
wear headscarfs. My friend, a girl, stayed together with
forty boys and they had a shared bathroom. There
are also many young people who are treated badly in
their foster care, both in terms of food and support.
Many young people are dealing with emotional
distress, even those who have received a residence
permit. Nevertheless, people need to see us as
a resource for society rather than as victims. I was
so happy when I received the decision about my
residence permit. But people still see me as a person
in need. I want to be accepted and regarded as
a person who’s useful to society, not as a headache
and an inconvenience. l
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WHAT YOU
CAN DO

Photo: Tomas Ohlsson/Save the Children

Transformative care
strengthens staff skills in
children’s everyday environment

Comments by the Stockholm
Unaccompanied Youth Alliance:
T
 raining is important for the staff, but it is even more important to hire
the right person from the beginning. That person should have the right
education and the right qualities. The person should be kind, have a good
attitude towards children, be understanding and be respectful.
 ‘It’s also important not to make a business out of unaccompanied minors,’
comments one of the youth, and adds that his living facility lacked food
for several months. ‘It’s true! Everyone at the facility complained to the Social
Services, and in the end they closed the facility so everyone had to move’.
T
 he youth also stress that we must not forget to care for children in foster
care. ‘It’s common to only think about the living facilities for unaccompanied
children, but lots of kids live in foster care, which can also be bad’.
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In our work with children and adolescents who have fled
to Sweden, we need to learn from each other, and learn
from the youth who are affected. We should strive to
continuously develop knowledge and methods. Below
are some examples of initiatives throughout the
country that have been appreciated. Participants in
the Unaccompanied Youth Alliance in Stockholm
comment on how they view each of these initiatives.

many of those who contact save the

are unhappy with where they
live or with the staff there. Sometimes it is due to
abusive staff, and in other cases it is about bullying
or conflict between the youth within the living
facility.
Training in transformative care is one way of
developing the skills of staff and other significant
adults who are near the children. It is a researchbased approach; Save the Children uses it to guide
adults in understanding and responding to the basic
needs of children and youth who have experienced
severe trauma. Howard Bath and Diana Boswell, two
Australian psychologists, developed transformative
care. They have 40 years’ experience of working with
children and adolescents who have experienced
trauma.
The ability of children and adolescents to recover
after exposure to severe stress and traumatic
events requires a healing and social environment.
Current research shows that a child’s environment
must meet three fundamental needs to facilitate
a healing process:
children ’s helpline

 Perceived security
 Positive relationships with caring
and committed adults
 Support in creating good coping strategies
Many children and adolescents with traumatic
experiences need trauma-processing therapy.
However, the majority of the stabilisation, recovery,
and healing process, can take place in the child’s
everyday environment and through relationships with
significant adults, such as foster care parents, housing
staff, teachers, and coaches. These adults need to
understand, support, nurture, guide, and sometimes
set limits for children who exhibit behaviours that
can be both difficult and challenging. l
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The City of Stockholm
Lets young people stay after turning 18
raised by the
youth from the Youth Advocacy Council is letting
children stay where they have put down roots, even
after their eighteenth birthday.
Many are worried about having to move to
living facilities for adult asylum seekers in other
municipalities, far away from where they currently
live. Many of the youth who call Save the Children’s
Helpline also express this concern.
But Stockholm is one of the municipalities that
allows youth to remain within the municipality,
despite turning 18. Save the Children has spoken
with Åsa Lindhagen, Commissioner of Social Services
in Stockholm.
one of the most important issues

Why does Stockholm allow young people
to stay in the municipality?
– We wanted to keep these young people from the
beginning, so when the Government provided us
with funding to do so, we naturally embraced this
opportunity. Now, they get the chance to finish their
upper secondary education in the same school, and
they get to keep their friends and the networks they
have built there. This is very important for both

their emotional well-being and for their chances of
integrating well in Sweden.
Save the Children conducted a survey asking all
municipalities in Sweden whether they will allow the
youth to stay after turning 18. Very few answered ‘Yes’.
Many say that the additional funding provided by the
Government does not really cover the costs. How is the
City of Stockholm able to offer them to stay?
– The Government has provided municipalities with
these additional funds so that they can keep the youth.
Then I think it is our duty to resolve this situation.
First and foremost, we do it for the sake of these
young people, but we also acknowledge that we all
have to work together in Sweden to achieve the best
integration possible. This will benefit us all in the
future. Furthermore, the Government has listened
to municipalities who have said that the amount is
too low, and has therefore announced that the
funding will be three times higher than first planned.
– We will cooperate with the non-profit organisation Stockholm City Mission, who were granted
10.1 million SEK for this purpose. They’re working
committedly to recruit people who can provide
voluntary host families for these young people until
they receive a decision on their asylum application. l

Comments by
the Stockholm
Unaccompanied
Youth Alliance:
 It’s great if people
can get to stay in the
same municipality even
after they turn 18. All
municipalities should
do this!
 If you live in a municipality
that does not let you
remain after your
eighteenth birthday,
that individual should at
least get more time to
prepare for a relocation.
 Municipalities should
also cooperate so that
a place at school and
other things are already
arranged when the
young person arrives in
the new municipality.
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‘Having fled from one country
to another is not in itself
a social concern; it is an indicator
of a resourceful individual.’

Trelleborg Municipality
Tries to get people to work as a way of feeling better
many young people,

both in the Advocacy Council and those
who call the Helpline, talk about work as a way to feel better.
They highlight work as a way to ‘give back to Sweden’. They also
want to be able to send money to their families back home, better
assimilate into the Swedish society, and expand their networks.
Trelleborg Municipality is making special efforts to, from day
one, put asylum seekers on the path to becoming integrated into
the labour market. There, as opposed to most other municipalities,
the responsibility for reception and integration lies with the
Employment Services instead of the Social Services. Since signing
an agreement on the reception of unaccompanied children in
2010, the Labour Market Department in Trelleborg Municipality
has focused its efforts on preparing unaccompanied children who
soon turn eighteen for the labour market.
tomas djurfeldt,

head of unit for settlement related processes
at the Labour Market Department in Trelleborg Municipality,
explains why:
– Engaging with Social Services signals that a person needs to
be cared for by the authorities, and that is not what these young
migrants primarily need.
– That’s why no social workers work with unaccompanied
minors, but instead administrative case workers make decisions
within the agency. The young person doesn’t have a care plan but
rather an integration plan. We do not create an implementation
plan, but rather a establishment target with a focus on the future.
– Having fled from one country to another is not in itself a
social concern; it is an indicator of a resourceful individual. These
young persons need to come into contact with someone who
believes in them as individuals and acknowledges the strength
they bring to the table.
Tomas further explains that an unaccompanied child assigned
to Trelleborg will meet an Employment Services Officer the day
after they arrive. This officer, together with the young person,
make a plan for studies and labour market initiatives that will
prepare the youth for future employment. This way, the person
will quickly connect with working life through language training,
mentorship programmes with local businesses, and study visits
to local companies.
– If the young person takes classes between 8:15 and 14:30,
for instance, then you can combine the studies with an internship
two or three afternoons a week where they get the chance to
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put their theoretical skills from studies to practice. And as their
language skills develop, their social capital grows too. In Sweden,
about 75 per cent of all jobs are found through contacts. Hence,
it’s obvious that contacts with local and regional businesses and
expanding these youths’ social capital is essential for achieving
the goal of becoming self-sufficient through work.
is also assigned a so-called Youth Coordinator
who manages various activities, ranging from everyday routines
and getting a mobile phone subscription, to trying out different
sports. The coordinator also helps the young person create a job
and education plan, with the goal of enabling them to get their
own place and be self-supporting through work or studies within
five years. Tomas Djurfeldt is very proud of their results:
– Almost 100 per cent go on to become self-sufficient, in terms
of both work and a home, while in many other municipalities
more than half move on to receiving income assistance.
each young person

now want to know how Trelleborg’s
model works. Moreover, Trelleborg Municipality’s work with new
arrivals has received an award from the Government Innovation
Agency Vinnova, and funds have been granted to implement the
Trelleborg model to 14 additional municipalities.
– It’s about values, Tomas concludes.
– It’s about your view of human beings. Instead of focusing on
limitations, as many do, we focus on capabilities. We believe that
young people can benefit from this approach regardless of whether
they are allowed to stay in Sweden or have to go back. l
many other municipalities

Comments by the Stockholm
Unaccompanied Youth Alliance:
 This approach sounds great – focusing on young people’s
strengths and resources. Can we move to Trelleborg?
 Even the schools should have high expectations of students
who’ve fled to Sweden. That way, more kids will make
progress in the school system. Now, the schools have low
expectations of young migrants.
 Work is important! You should be able to work without a
residence permit, and it should be easier to get exemptions
from the work permit requirements.

Jönköping prepares young people for rejections
– with the help of the so called Strömsund Model
to the Helpline are about the asylum
process. The issue of residence permits is the single biggest and
most important question raised, also within Save the Children’s
Advocacy Council.
‘Everyone should be allowed to stay in Sweden! Amnesty!’
declares one of the adolescents in the Advocacy Council.
‘Why do you want to send us back, after first opening the
borders?’ wonders another.
It is clear that young people see a residence permit as the
primary solution to their plight, and wishes that the Migration
Agency would listen to them.
Nevertheless, we wish to highlight examples that show that
it is not only decisions made by politicians or the Migration
Agency that can make a difference. Municipal initiatives can
make a difference too.
A well-known example is the so called Strömsund Model,
a method for preparing for rejection and repatriation. Several
municipalities in Sweden have let this model inspire their work
with young asylum seekers. Jönköping Municipality is one
of them.
the majority of all calls

Ann-Charlotte Svensson, head of the Government Division for
Unaccompanied Children in Jönköping, would you tell us why you
decided to work this way?
– We saw that we quickly needed to find a way to give the young
people who face the risk of rejection proper care. We tried to
work in a similar way as in the Strömsund model. This means
that we, together with the youth, focus on alternative goals early
on in the asylum process. We talk about the different possible
outcomes of their asylum application, and we talk about what
can happen in those scenarios. Through collaboration with different
stakeholders, we make it clear who does what in each scenario.
These young people shouldn’t be left to their own devices.

What is your work approach like – can you be a bit more specific?
– It’s about being well prepared for each phase of the process.
For example, when you have an appointment at the Migration
Agency to hear the decision, the youth in question and all actors
surrounding them, like the appointed guardian, the kinship care,
the foster care, and others create an action plan together before
going to that meeting. You decide who accompanies the youth to
the Migration Agency. You decide who follows up afterwards.
You talk about what will happen if the decision is appealed, and
what type of support the young person will need.
Many youth tell us that a residence permit is what they need the
most in order to cope with the emotional distress many of them are
experiencing. Despite this, in what way do you hope your model
can make a difference for them?
– We hope to make a difference by not leaving things to chance
for them, as has happened in the past. Our Youth Supervisor
provides support in very hands-on ways. The youth should feel
that they are not alone.
For this support to work well, we need to integrate it into the
process as early as possible. Everyone should have a supervisor
they feel comfortable with and can trust. It is advisable to establish
relationships and build trust early on – before a rejection. We
believe that makes a crucial difference.
We also believe that these young people can put what
they’ve learned to good use later in life, even if they don’t stay
in Sweden. We believe we can help them gain insight into the
abilities they have; abilities which can be useful no matter where
in the world they find themselves.
Another thing we do is to encourage foster care families
to take a few days off to take care of the young person if he or
she is rejected. The municipality later compensates them for
any loss of income. l

Comments by the Stockholm
Unaccompanied Youth Alliance:
 It you start talking about a rejection this
early on, it might make you less keen to
really make an effort in school, for example.
So maybe it’s not only good to do so. At
the same time, it’s not a nice surprise to get.
Perhaps, instead of hearing that ‘you can
be rejected’ at the beginning of the asylum
process, it’s better that the Migration
Agency decides who gets to stay and who
doesn’t early on.
 Many might not know that much about the
country they are a citizen of, so it might be
a good thing to receive information about
the country and the opportunities there if
the youth is refused a residence permit. At
the same time, if there are bombs falling
there, it doesn’t matter. It’s an impossible
situation.
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Children’s Rights in Society (BRIS)
uses group support to strengthen mental health
Save the Children’s
Helpline are experiencing emotional distress.
Yet, many are reluctant to seek out help from
psychologists. Also, a number of clinics in Sweden
don’t have enough capacity to receive all young
people who are in need of support.
Children´s Rights in Society (BRIS) offers less
of a barrier for those who find it stigmatizing to
consult a psychologist. BRIS is a child rights non-profit
organisation that, amongst other things, work with
improving the psychological well-being of refugee
children and adolescents. In cooperation with several
municipalities from different parts of Sweden, BRIS
uses a method called Teaching Recovery Techniques,
or TRT.
TRT is a form of group support to help children
and adolescents who exhibit symptoms of posttraumatic stress like anxiety, insomnia, intrusive
memories, or difficulties in concentrating. The method
was developed by psychologists and researchers at
the Children and War Foundation in Norway for
use in various disaster situations.
many children who call

that uses TRT
in their approach. Riccard Slettengren Badiali,
Development Manager in Ekerö Municipality, says:
– We see a need for helping young people in
processing traumas caused by war and flight. We also
notice that many are suffering due to the uncertainty
created by long processing times for their asylum
application and due to fear of not being able to stay
in Sweden. The young people who come here to the
Mälarö Islands have shown great motivation to
learn Swedish, to succeed in school, and to become
active in community life, but several of them need
support to achieve good mental health. This is
where the support groups come in.
TRT is not categorized as a medical treatment and
therefore does not require a diagnosis. The group
meetings for the youth focus on psycho-education
and self-help techniques. The group meets in five
sessions, in addition to a follow-up meeting two
weeks after the last session. There are also two
ekerö is one of the municipalities
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separate meetings for caregivers, significant adults
in the young people’s lives whom the young people
themselves select for participation in the meetups.
The group sessions can serve as an alternative to
individual therapy for the youth, and are a great tool
for identifying youth who need extended support
or treatment at an early stage.
in
Sweden, in collaboration with the research group
CHAP at Uppsala University. It has produced positive
research results for both post-traumatic stress and
depression. Participants have felt that they have
received both social support and valuable tools and
techniques for coping, as well as a greater level of
understanding, manageability, and meaningfulness.
Initially the target group was unaccompanied
children, but the method can also be used to help
other groups. The programme is offered in close
collaboration with local authorities, preferably with
broad participation from different government
boards and other stakeholders who meet children
or are responsible for them.
BRIS and the Swedish Association of Local
Authorities and Regions (SKL) also offer courses
in TRT directed to healthcare and municipal
professionals. l
the programme is being tested and evaluated

Comments by the Stockholm
Unaccompanied Youth Alliance:
 It can be good to meet others who might have
the same problems and feel that you are not
the only one. It can also be a forum to share
advice with each other; maybe someone tried
something useful that they can share.
 Yet, you might also feel inhibited in a group,
especially because there is so much shame
around the topic. Preferences probably differ
from one person to the next, and the outcome
of this method might vary depending on the
facilitator.
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The Red Cross works towards uniting separated families
worry about their families.
As already mentioned, children have the right to be reunited with their
parents. But Sweden’s current legislation severely restricts the possibility
of family reunification; hence, this is the first thing that needs to change.
Comments by the Stockholm Unaccompanied Youth Alliance:
– The rules have to be changed. But the changes must be good. The rules
must be changed to good rules. Most of the changes for unaccompanied
minors have been for the worse.
The Red Cross works with information and guidance to help divided
families reunite. For instance, the Red Cross provides information about
how to contact government agencies and other organisations abroad.
The Red Cross can also assist with these contacts, and to some extent
provide counselling in individual family reunification cases. l
most children who come alone to sweden
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Comments by the Stockholm
Unaccompanied Youth Alliance:
 ‘The Red Cross helped me, and my family recently
came to Sweden. Before I got help from the Red
Cross, I didn’t know where my family was,’ says one
of the participants in the Stockholm Unaccompanied
Youth Alliance. He tells the others about how it
works, and everyone in the group agrees that this
type of support is a great idea.
 However, most people in the group did not know
much about the Red Cross and its activities. The
group therefore thinks it would be good if more
young people got some advice on how to find their
families.
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Other organisations have also published reports on the situation
for children and youth in the asylum process in Sweden.
Here are some examples of recent reports (in Swedish) covering the topic:

‘I can’t get rid of the
image in my head
of when my sister
was murdered’.

 Barn som har flytt – en riskgrupp för psykisk ohälsa. BRIS Rapport 2017:3
https://www.bris.se/globalassets/pdf/rapporter/bris-rapport-barn-som-flytt_170914.pdf
 ‘Min mamma är blind och min papa odlar bomber’. Rapport om rättsosäkerheten
i asylprocessen för ensamkommande barn och unga (Vi står inte ut, 2017)
http://www.mynewsdesk.com/se/number-vistaarinteut/documents/rapport-omraettsosaekerhet-i-asylprocessen-foer-ensamkommande-barn-och-unga-70084
 Slutredovisning av Socialstyrelsens regeringsuppdrag 14 januari 2016
med anledning av det ökade mottagandet av ensamkommande barn
http://www.socialstyrelsen.se/publikationer2017/2017-6-15
 SOU 2016:19 Barnkonventionen blir svensk lag
www.regeringen.se/rattsdokument/statens-offentliga-utredningar/2016/03/sou-201619/
 ‘Vi lämnade allt och kom hit’ (Barnombudsmannen, 2017)
https://www.barnombudsmannen.se/barnombudsmannen/vart-arbete/arsrapporteringar/
vi-lamnade-allting-och-kom-hit-2017/

‘Why should I live
without my family?’
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Family reunification
 The

Government should reinstate the
previous legislation which stated that
everyone who is granted a residence permit
on the grounds of the need for protection
is entitled to family reunification.

 Measures

must be taken to make family
reunification possible in practice.

The right of the child to his or her family is
central to the UNCRC. According to Article
9, children should not be separated from their
parents against their will, except when it is
in their best interest. A child who has been
separated from their parents must have their
reunification application processed in a positive,
humane and expeditious manner. Swedish
embassies should be given the opportunity to
process these reunification applications.

Turning 18
 Make

the transition for asylum seekers from
age seventeen to adulthood smoother and less
abrupt. Give young people the right to an
appointed guardian until the ruling to adjust
ones age to 18 is finalized, and let them stay in
the municipality that they are located in and
continue school there.

 Offer

the municipalities compensation for
unaccompanied children after they turn 18.
The compensation should be at a sufficient
level for municipalities to provide good support,
and stop the relocations that are currently
taking place.

Currently unaccompanied children who reach the age of 18 lose the
right to various forms of support, such as an appointed guardian.
However, the policy regarding children who receive an upward
adjustment in age is less clear. Whether or not these adolescents
are still entitled to appointed guardians and whether they receive
the same assistance from their school and the Social Services as
they used to as seventeen-year-olds, varies from one municipality
to another. If the municipality deems its responsibility towards the
youth has ended, the youth will be transferred to a living facility for
adults, often located in another municipality. If so, the resettlement
might subsequently mean that the youth will no longer have access
to schooling. Hence, these young people, who have
managed to start building a new life in Sweden, are
forced to start over again – even though it is known
that protective factors such as social networks and
attending school are incredibly important for
someone to recover from traumas.
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Expulsions to
Afghanistan
 All

expulsions to
Afghanistan must stop.

In light of current reports on the worsening
security situation in Afghanistan, and the
difficult situation which returning asylum
seekers face upon repartition, Sweden should
not return any more young people to Afghanistan,
until previous returns have been followed up on. Sweden
must take more responsibility and develop as clear guidelines for
decision-making as possible. The lack of follow-up on previous
returns is a serious deficiency and signals a reluctance on the
behalf of the Swedish government to be held accountable for
current assessment results.
 The

Migration Agency must ensure that
children have a physical meeting with their
legal representative if they wish to appeal
a rejection.

This is important in order to give the child an opportunity to
motivate why he or she believes the rejection is unsupported,
and to clarify points that the Migration Agency doubts or wants
more detail on.

Processing asylum
applications
 The

Migration Agency should educate and
train employees conducting asylum hearings
with children. Special competency is required,
such as sensitivity towards children who have
experienced crisis and trauma.

Children and adolescents have pointed out flaws in the Migration
Agency’s handling of their cases, and even the agency itself has
admitted to flaws in their investigations. The Migration Agency
should therefore give greater priority to educating and training
their case officers and decisionmakers in how to incorporate
sensitivity in the asylum hearings
towards children who have
experienced crisis and trauma.
This is imperative in order to
ensure that asylum procedures
and decisions reflect the best
interests of the child.
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SAVE THE CHILDREN
RECOMMENDS

T
 he

Government should reinstate previous
legislation on distressing circumstances.

In the past, asylum-seekers have been able to obtain a residence
permit in Sweden on the basis of ‘distressing circumstances’ – in
other words, for humanitarian reasons. But in the temporary
asylum law, a limited provision has replaced the provision on
distressing circumstances – leading to the
rejection of more children, and especially
unaccompanied minors. The paragraph on
distressing circumstances may only be used
today if an expulsion breaches ‘Sweden’s
commitment to International Conventions’.
Unaccompanied minors who lack an
arranged reception in their home country can
no longer obtain permanent residency on the grounds
of distressing circumstances, and can instead only obtain
temporary residency. The expulsion order is then executed
when the youth turns 18. Hence, Save the Children recommends
that the Government reinstates previous legislation on distressing
circumstances.

Appointed
guardians
 The

chief guardian should be responsible for
monitoring the quality of the work performed
by the appointed guardians. This can be done
by providing guardians with guidance and
training, in addition to regularly contacting the
youth themselves to gauge their perception
of their appointed guardian.

The youth who contact Save the Children express despair
and frustration regarding a lack of clarity in regards to who is
responsible for their case, and furthermore, authorities and
stakeholders do not take the responsibility they should. Many
children are frustrated that their appointed guardian does not
have time for them, or does not have the necessary knowledge
to help them. The County Administrative Board of Stockholm
has suggested a review of the Act on Guardians Ad Litem for
Unaccompanied Children, in order to reinforce the supervision
of the chief guardian and make trainings for appointed guardians
mandatory. The children’s ombudsman has also pointed out the
need to review the system of appointed guardians as a whole.
Photo: Stockholm Unaccompanied Youth Alliance

Distressing
circumstances

The right
to health care
T
 he

Government should improve youth
psychiatry at the national level so that
young people seeking asylum get the care
the law entitles them to, regardless of where
they are in the country.

T
 he

Government should improve first-line
health care nationally, through extra funding
for municipalities and regions, which would
result in more resources in areas like student
health.

S
 pecial

focus should be placed on training
staff in child and adolescent psychiatry
related to the assessment and treatment
of traumatised youth.

The asylum process is uncertain and creates insecurity, which
often worsens the situation and well-being of already traumatised
children. For children who come alone to Sweden, the situation
is even more severe, as they lack the security network of family
and other relatives that they normally would rely on.
Child and adolescent psychiatry lacks sufficient resources
and expertise to meet the children’s needs. Early preventive
measures are deficient. Child and adolescent psychiatry clinics
deny children care, or waitlist them until the situation becomes
acute. Primary care needs improvement as well, but resource
are lacking in this regard too. Additionally, there are major gaps
in the fundamental knowledge of trauma reception, assessment
and treatment.
Children need security and stability, which is something
existing immigration laws complicate or make impossible.

Lack of housing
 Adjust

compensation for municipalities to a
reasonable level where it meets the needs of
children and adolescents.

 Expand

the resources to the Social Services
in order to capacitate them to follow up on
children’s placements more frequently, all in
accordance with the Social Services Act.

Children who come alone to Sweden tell Save the Children about
the lack of housing, and that staff do not respond to them in a
dignified manner and/or imply that they are unable to meet the
children’s needs due to insufficient resources. Staff in the living
facilities, as well as on the municipal level, echo this frustration
as they are very restricted in the care they are able to provide
to the children. The National Board of Health and Welfare
conducted a maltreatment investigation in 2011. In it, they wrote:
‘If the obvious informants – children and adolescents – get
their say, detecting mistreatment
becomes possible. Talk to them!
It’s the obvious way to get information
about mistreatment’. This conclusion
stands today.
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Save the Children is the world’s
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rights organisation. We fight for
children’s rights and we help
children fulfil their potential.
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