
Talking points to argue for the 
regularisation of children, young 
people and families



Impacts on children and communities 

• Uncertain or irregular status can have significant 

negative impacts on the health, well-being, and 

development of children and young people in the 

short and long term. 

- This is clear from academic research1 as 

well as from listening to undocumented 

children and young people.2

- Depression, anxiety and stress are common. 

This includes sleeping disorders, chronic 

toothache, headaches and in some cases, 

suicidal thoughts or ideation and self-harm. 

- While many undocumented children and 

young people are exceptionally resilient, 

it is urgent to address the strain they 

undergo.

• Many of the hardships experienced by undocu-

mented children and young people are due to: 

- Long and complex immigration and asylum 

procedures;

- (Risks of) arrest, detention and deportation; 

and 

- Restricted access to services.3

• But having an irregular or precarious status itself 

gives rise to issues. 

- Many undocumented children across 

Europe are able to attend compulsory edu-

cation, and as such, are integrated within 

public life. 

- However, they are prevented from pursu-

ing further education and employment, 

restricting children and young people’s 

horizons and potential. 

- Inability to plan for the future, and exclu-

sion from key rites of passage associated 

with the transition to adulthood, impact 

on young people’s well-being, identity and 

sense of belonging at a crucial time for 

their development.4 

- Research5 has confirmed that many of the 

aspects of life that young people identify 

as central to their well-being are linked to 

having a secure residence status. 

• A secure and long-term residence status is 

therefore vital to ensure children in migration 

fully enjoy all of their rights and promote their 

well-being. 

Regularisation as a proactive policy 
measure that promotes rights, well-
being and full participation

• Undocumented young people often view the coun-

try of residence as their home and have strong 

emotional, personal and social ties to the country. 

• Even a few years can be formative in the personal 

and social development of children and young 

people. 

• Migrant children and youth have been schooled 

in the country. The public education system is 

the primary means by which the state shapes 

the values and competences of resident children, 

through a common curriculum and social life 

centred around the school. 

• Many of these children and young people will end 

up living in the country of residence. 

• Many children have a right to reside, based on 

their attachments to the country in which they 

reside. 

• The right to reside is derived in particular from 

the right to private and family life6 and/ or the 

best interests of the child principle.7 

• Without accessible regularisation schemes, chil-

dren and young people are only able to enforce 

their rights through appeals of return decisions/ 

removal orders. This manifestly exacerbates the 

risks and anxiety facing these young people. It 

also uses state resources.

See also PICUM’s Manual on regularisations for children, young people and families: http://picum.org/publications/
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Regularisation as a common and 
effective policy measure

• Almost all EU member states have regularised 

resident undocumented migrants, through either 

regularisation mechanisms, programmes, or a 

combination of both in the last 22 years. 

• A detailed study in 20098 found that 24 out of 

the 27 EU member states at the time had used 

regularisation mechanism or programmes since 

1996, and some several times. 

• Alone, regularisation does not provide a solution 

to irregular migration. It is necessary to also 

ensure that there are sufficient regular channels 

and that those admission schemes better meet 

the needs of families, employers and workers, and 

society as a whole. 

• At the same time, implementation of human 

rights protections regardless of status is vital. 

There will always be some people who fall outside 

of administrative frameworks; some irregularity 

is inevitable. 

• Policy measures should both address: 

- Prevention: Reasons why children and young 

people become undocumented or having 

prolonged periods with uncertain and pre-

carious status; 

- Resolution: Ensure that undocumented chil-

dren and young people can regularise and 

access a secure and long-term status. 

• Both regularisation mechanisms and time-bound 

programmes usually have specific criteria, that 

can be tailored to the national or local population 

of undocumented migrants. 

• Criteria should be clear and not arbitrary or too 

onerous; decisions should be transparent with 

a right of appeal; and schemes should provide 

access to long-term status.

• A common concern is that introducing regulari-

sations encourages more irregular migration.

- However, there is very limited evidence9 of 

any increase in irregular migrants arriving 

to a country in response to a regularisation 

measure being introduced. 

- Any such result is insignificant both in 

terms of numbers of people affected and 

when considering the numerous benefits 

that regularisation measures bring from 

the individual and community level, to the 

state. 

• Other benefits of regularisations include:

- economic benefits (through increased tax 

revenues and social security payments);

- increased information about the resident 

population and labour market; 

- increased trust of state authorities among 

migrant communities; 

- reduced inequality and social exclusion; 

- empowerment of migrants and their 

families and reduced vulnerability to 

exploitation and abuse; 

- better regulation and coverage of working 

conditions and health and social services.

Conclusion

• Good regularisation schemes are one of the key 

ways that governments can meet their legal 

obligations regarding child rights, and social 

and development policy objectives in the short 

and long term.

• It makes good social, political and economic sense 

to foster the full participation of all resident chil-

dren and clear and accessible pathways to secure 

residence status after a few years, to intentionally 

limit periods of irregularity.

See also PICUM’s Manual on regularisations for children, young people and families: http://picum.org/publications/
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