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FROM HOTLINES FOR MISSING CHILDREN
AND CROSS-BORDER FAMILY MEDIATORS

General figures
A child is reported missing every 2 minutes in Europe. To
support children and families at this crucial and challenging
time, a network of hotlines for missing children was gradually set up in 29 countries in Europe operated through the
same number – 116 000. The hotline provides free, professional support 24 / 7 to anyone calling the hotline. Data
collected from this network of hotlines every year enables a
better understanding of the issues affecting missing children
and allows for the development of projects that are relevant
to these needs. Most of the data collected in this report is
from this network of European hotlines for missing children.

29

hotlines for missing children are operated
via the same number – 116 000

142

2015 has been a particularly challenging year for the hotlines. Funding from the European Union to national hotlines
was discontinued in 2015 which led to a huge drop in the
budget available and the number of staff members handling missing children cases. The hotlines have nevertheless
continued to respond to thousands of calls.

Cross-Border Family Mediators have
been trained to prevent and tackle family
conflicts including parental abduction

Calls received by hotlines for missing children by year
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There has been a 3% increase in the number of
runaways reported since 2014 while cases of parental abductions have fallen by 8%. The number
of missing unaccompanied children being reported have increased from 1 to 2% while calls related
to lost, injured or otherwise missing children have
increased by 4%.

Missing children who were found in 2015
On average, 46% of the children being reported
as missing in 2015 were found within the same
year, compared to 67% in 2014. While the number of children found has dropped in all categories, the biggest drop has been from runaways,
where 57.1% were found in 2015 compared to
90% in 2014.
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Data from 16 hotlines
National
Cross border

In 2015, 18% of the cases opened were cross-border in nature, down from 25% in 2014.
This overall drop is mainly because the number of
international parental abductions reported has
dropped from 60% in 2014 to 48.5% in 2015. The
amount of cross-border cases remained constant
in the other missing children categories.
Cross-border cooperation procedures and practical tools for the exchange of information accross national borders set up by Missing Children
Europe enabled successful cooperation in many
of these cases.

*

Data from 12 hotlines
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The vast majority of cross-border missing children
cases in 2015 were intra-EU (76%), which corresponds to the figures from last year.

Contacts and appeals
Communication channels used for public
appeals to find missing children in 2015
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Public appeal campaigns were used by hotlines
for missing children in 71% of missing children cases in 2015. Hotlines for missing children endeavor
to make use of public appeals in a targeted way
to respond to the needs and risks of the missing
child and avoid over-exposure of the child.

Calls made to hotlines by children
versus adults in 2015
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Missing children related requests received
by hotlines via other channels

24%
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Public appeal campaigns

Newspapers
Billboards
TV
Radio

The network of hotlines for missing children received 9532 requests through communication
channels other than the 116 000 telephone number. Most requests were received via email or
text message. The British hotline, Missing People,
received the majority of text message requests.
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Data from 18 hotlines
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Unkown

In 2015, calls made by children increased by
5% compared to 2014. Irrespective of the origin
of the call, hotline case managers make every
effort to provide support that is in the best interest of the child.

Challenges and funding of
hotlines for missing children
In 2015, hotlines for missing children faced
significant budget cuts as no European funding was made available to them as opposed to the previous years.

Staff and volunteers operating hotlines
for missing children in 2015

In 2015, the average annual expenditure of a
hotline for missing children was cut by more than
half, to 177 544 euros.
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Lack of financial resources
The service is not known
well enough by the public
Little help from the
government
Lack of human resources
Difficult cooperation with
the police

Difficult cooperation with
the government agencies
Other
Difficult cooperation with
communication operators
to set up hotlines
Opposition from the
government

The key challenges faced by hotlines continue to
be lack of financial resources, lack of awareness
of the hotline number, lack of support from
governments and lack of human resources.

The average annual expenditure in 2014 for the
running of a 116 000 hotline was 371 567 euros.

46%

While the European Commission stresses the
Member States’ obligation to support the
hotlines, many hotlines did not benefit from
national funding in 2015.

Key challenges faced by hotlines for
missing children in 2015

Budget
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Sources of funding for hotlines for missing
children in 2015

Data from 24 hotlines

11%

Remunerated staff
Volunteers

596 full time equivalent staff worked at hotlines
for missing children in 2015 of which 54% were
volunteers. All volunteers are trained to respond
effectively to the needs of hotline callers. It is important to note that staff at these hotlines have
dropped by a third from 864 in 2014 to 596 in
2015, due to huge budget cuts.
Lack of staff to answer calls at such a crucial time is
an important reason why a large number of calls
(39%) could not be answered in 2015.
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Data from 22 hotlines
National government
Other
European Commission

Private donors
Corporate / business
donors

On average almost 50% of the funding for running
these hotlines came from national governments,
but this varies greatly, with some hotlines being
funded entirely by private and corporate donors.
In at least 10 countries, hotlines for missing children
received no funding from national governments in
2015, despite European obligations for member
states to make every effort to ensure access to
the 116 000 hotline for missing children.

Runaways
Definition

Why it happens

Children who run away or are forced out of
home or the institution where they have been
placed.

>
>
>

Forced out of home
Physical / sexual / emotional abuse
Online or offline grooming for sexual
abuse or exploitation

When it happens
>
>
>

Sleeping rough
Depression leading to drug and alcohol
abuse and a higher risk of suicide
Sexual abuse and exploitation

Age range
Children running away or forced out of home or
care institutions were between the ages of 5 and
17, with the highest number of children running
away at age 15.

Children found and cases closed
57.1% of the runaways reported to hotlines were
found the same year in 2015.
The main reasons runaway cases were closed
were: the child was found by the police, third
party or the child’s parents, or because the child
came back on his / her own.

1 in 6 runaways sleeps rough, 1 in 8
begs or steals to survive and 1 in 12
runaways face serious harm including
sexual exploitation.

1000

Runaways reported to hotlines in 2015
generally ran away from
5%
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Children running away more than once

66%

20%
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Data from 19 hotlines
Home / child’s family
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Unknown
Foster family

Two thirds of runaway children ran away from
home while one fifth ran away from the institution
they were placed in.

Deceased

Compared to 2014, we see a 29% increase in the
number of children reported running away from
home and a slight decrease in children reported
running away from care institutions.
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20% of the runaways reported ran
away more than once. Research shows
that the more a child runs away, the riskier the strategies they are forced to use
in order to survive.

Timelapse of runaway children
who were found
Alive

“If you run away, it means that
it’s too late and that the situation
has become intolerable. If nothing
happens after that, if nothing
changes, everything is lost. I often
think my life is over.”
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The highest number of runaways were found within
a week. Sadly, several runaways reported to the
hotline were not found alive as a result of suicide,
accidents or murder.

65.3% repeat runaways that ran away twice
32% repeat runaways that ran away 3-5 times
2.4% repeat runaways that ran away 6-10 times
0.3% repeat runaways that ran away more than10 times

Parental Abductions
Definition

Why it happens

Children taken to or kept in a country other
than that of his / her normal residence by one
parent against the will of the other.

>
>

Escalating family conflict or conflict over
the custody and residence of the children
Homesickness by the abducting parent for
their country of origin

When it happens
>
>
>

Age range
Children abducted by a parent who were reported to the hotline were generally between 0 and
16 years old, with a peak age of 5.

Detrimental emotional development
Aggression, withdrawal and depression
Low self-esteem and difficulties
in expressing affection

Data collected from the network of
Cross-Border Family Mediators

“My parents said so many bad
things to each other in the past,
because they hated each other.
Both of them told me horrible
things about the other. They hated
each other like Tom and Jerry.”
Child abducted by a parent

Countries involved in cases handled by
the mediator network
8%
75%

17%

Children found and cases closed
24.8% of the parental abduction cases opened
in 2015 were closed within the same year.
Cases were most often closed due to successful
mediation efforts. Parents calling the hotline due
to concerns that their child could be abducted
by the other parent received advice on prevention measures.

Timelapse of children abducted by a
parent who were found
Alive
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General figures
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In 2015, mediators from the network dealt with an
average of 3 cross-border family mediation cases
each. Of these cases, two thirds resulted in a full or
partial mediation agreement which is consistent
with figures from 2014.

14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0

*

The network of Cross-Border Family
Mediators brings together 142 bi-cultural family mediators from 35 countries
specifically trained to deal with cross-border family conflicts. A 2013 study by the
European Parliament found that family
mediation brought about significant and
measurable time and money savings in
resolving cases of parental abductions.

5

2 EU countries
1 EU and 1 non-EU country
2 non-EU countries

75% of all mediated cases were undertaken between two EU Member States. Another 17% involved a EU Member State and a non-EU country
while 8% of cases involved two non-EU countries.
In relation to last year, there was an increase in
cases involving two non-EU countries which could
be a consequence of the network accepting more
non EU mediators. The network’s first mediators
from Brazil, Japan, Singapore, and Switzerland
joined in 2015.

Conflicts addressed by the mediator
network
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Data from 15 hotlines

The highest number of children abducted by a
parent were found in less than a week.

30% of mediation cases were referred to from
within the network in 2015. The remaining 70%
were referred to the network by external sources,
for example judges, lawyers etc.
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Cross-border visitation rights
International child-abduction
Other cross border family conflicts
International relocation
Prevention of international
child abduction

41%

Missing unaccompanied
migrant children
Definition

Why it happens

A child who enters the EU on his / her own or
is separated from the persons responsible for
his / her care and then disappears after being
detected or placed in a reception centre.

>
>

To join family in other EU countries, discouraged by waiting periods of legal transfers
or fear of being returned
Trafficked as victims of sexual or economic
exploitation

When it happens
>
>

Age range
Unaccompanied children between the ages of 4
and 17 were reported to the hotline with an average peak age of 15-16.

Children found and cases closed
27.1% of the missing unaccompanied migrant
children reported were found in 2015.
Often cases were closed because the child was
either found by a third party or because the child
came back on his / her own.

According to Europol at least 10 000
refugee children are unaccounted
for after arriving in Europe with many
feared to be exploited and abused for
sexual or labour purposes. However,
national reports seem to suggest that
the number of missing unaccompanied
children could be much higher, and
that many children go missing even
before being registered by authorities.
In February 2016, migrant children
disappeared at an estimated rate of
90-95% from Hungary, after spending
one to three days in reception institutions. In Slovenia, about 80% of children
have gone missing. In Sweden, about
7-10 children are reported missing each
week. In Austria, 100 children have gone
missing from a single reception centre.

88 300 unaccompanied children applied for
asylum in the European Union in 2015. Many
more children do not apply for asylum due to
fears of being sent back. A lot of these children
are fleeing war and abuse and are often purposely separated from their parents during the
chaos at EU borders.

Forced into sexual and economic exploitation by traffickers or smugglers
Coerced into joining criminal networks

Timelapse of missing unaccompanied
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“Asylum seeking migrant children and
teenagers, with a difficult, violent history
behind them are extremely vulnerable. It
is important to create a human relationship with the child and to explain to him
or her that they are now in a protected
situation where there is an entire team
and country that cares and wants to contribute to their growth and their preparation to adulthood.”
Center for minors, Italy

Training received to prevent disappearance of unaccompanied children
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Of the 58 frontline professionals interviewed for
a report published by Missing Children Europe
in 2016, almost all reception centres operators,
guardians and social services with experience in
working with unaccompanied children had experienced the disappearance of a child under
their care.

Training received to respond to
disappearance of unaccompanied children
Trained

Not trained

Hotlines
54%

Despite the huge number of disappearances of
unaccompanied children, it still remains very difficult to identify law enforcement agents who have
experience in managing cases of disappearances of unaccompanied migrant children.

36%

9%

Guardians and Carers
12%

50% stated that none of the unaccompanied
children who went missing in their care were
found. 30% said that between 1-10 children
were found and 12% said that between 11-50
unaccompanied children who went missing were
found. Almost half the respondents had over 100
children in their care.

Don’t know

83%

5%

Law Enforcement Agents
100%

A study launched by Missing Children Europe in
2016, indicated that a large majority of professionals have never received training in preventing
or responding to disappearances, nor in the aftercare of children who were previously missing. The
study also highlights that cross border cooperation between care institutions, law enforcement
and networks for missing children in responding
to these disappearances is almost non-existent.

Criminal abductions
Definition

Why it happens

Abduction by anyone other than the parents
or persons with parental authority.

>
>

To abuse or exploit the child by the person
themselves or by trade in slavery, forced labour, sexual abuse, or organ trafficking
Abduction by a relative to rear the child as
their own

When it happens
>
>
>

Age range
No definitive age range could be mapped among
cases of criminal abductions. Ages ranged from
4-17.

Children found and cases closed

Sexual abuse
Long term physical and psychological effects
Death

Timelapse of criminally abducted children
who were found
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Public child alerts
Public child alerts allow for the quick dissemination
of information in highly worrying cases of missing
children to the general public.

0 alerts

0,5
0

Mother of an abducted son

Frequency with which child alerts were
used in 2015

1,5

In 4.6% of the reported criminal abduction cases the children were found within the same year,
mainly by the police.

“It’s possible that he’s dead, but if somebody could just tell us what happened. A
child that dies is terrible. But as a parent
at least you know, you can bury your child
and say goodbye. As long as you don’t
know, there is no closure. What kind of
man would he have become? What profession would he have chosen? These are
the questions I ask myself, especially when
I see other children grow up.”
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Data from 15 hotlines

1 alert
2 alerts
6 alerts

Lost, injured or otherwise
missing

When it happens

“During our search I was all the time
convinced that Liam had not fallen into
the river but that somehow he had been
kidnapped by someone – by whom and
for what reason I could not tell and that
conviction is still there twelve years after
Liam’s disappearance.”

>
>

Father of son who disappeared

Definition

Why it happens

Disappearances for no apparent reason
including children who may have gotten lost
or hurt themselves and cannot be found
immediately or whose reason for disappearing
has not yet been determined.

>
>

Children who get lost at the seaside, at
camp etc.
Unexplained or unknown disappearances

Death
No closure

Age range

Children found and cases closed

Lost, injured or otherwise missing children reported to missing children hotlines ranged between
age 0-17, peaking at age 15.

51.6% of the lost, injured or otherwise missing children were found, mainly by the police or because
the disappearance turned out to be a misunderstanding (the child was not missing).

Timelapse of lost, injured or otherwise
missing children who were found
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Hotlines
for missing
children

Countries operating the 116 000 hotline
Countries where hotlines are run by members of
Missing Children Europe

Get involved & keep in touch
Make a donation Partner with us
Help us to continue protecting
missing children:
IBAN: BE41 3630 2576 0210
BIC: BBRUBEBB

Sponsor a project to find children or
become a partner for a fundraising
event. Find out how on our website.

Donations over 40 euros are eligible for a tax
credit in Belgium, France and Luxembourg.

Volunteer to
do good

Join the Notfound campaign
Download the notfound app. on
your website and give missing
children another chance to be
found. Go to notfound.org to find
out more.

Participate in
a fundraising
event

Have skills and time to dedicate
to the cause? Get in touch at
supporting.committee@missing
childreneurope.eu

Fundraise in
fun ways
Fundraise for us: Cycle, swim,
sell cookies, donate your birthday
money etc. via missingchildren
europe.givengain.org

Run, play golf or play bridge at one
of our fundraising events this year.
Register through our website.

Find us at
Rue de l’Industrie 10,
1000, Brussels, Belgium

Like us on Facebook at
MissingChildrenEurope

Call us on
+32 2 894 74 84

Follow us on Twitter
@Missingchildeu

Write to us at
info@missingchildreneurope.eu

Connect with us on our Linkedin
company page

Sign up to our newsletter and read
about our activities on the news
page of our website:
www.missingchildreneurope.eu

Watch our videos on
our YouTube channel

Special thanks to our supporters
The full list of sponsors and donors can be found on our website.
With the financial support of the “Rights, Equality and Citizenship 2014-2020” Programme
of the European Union. The contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of
Missing Children Europe and can in no way be taken to reflect the views of the
European Commission.

