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Safeguarding Missing Children: Sexual Violence and
Mental Health Resilience

Thursday 28" May 2026
08.30-16.30

Permanent Representation of Cyprus to the EU
Av. de Cortenbergh 61, 1000 Brussels, Belgium

Concept note

2026 Annual Conference of Missing Children Europe co-organised with “Hope For Children” CRC
Policy Center and hosted by the Cyprus Presidency of the Council of the European Union.

Introduction

Across Europe, disappearances among children remain an alarming and multifaceted protection
concern. Data from Missing Children Europe’s Figures and Trends 2024 reveals that approximately
two out of every three children who run away have experienced abuse or violence. Hotline records
show that 64% of children who run away had known experiences of violence or abuse either
before or during their missing episode, underscoring disappearance as not only a crisis event but
also a symptom of deeper vulnerability.

While sexual violence is not the primary cause for children to go missing, grooming has emerged
as a significant yet under-recognised factor in missing children cases. Despite increasing
awareness among frontline professionals, 14 out of 22 national hotlines for missing children who
responded to the survey currently do not record information on grooming, pointing to critical data
gaps at the intersection of disappearance and sexual exploitation.! As a result, early warning signs
often remain invisible, and systems struggle to respond effectively to children’s escalating risks.

Disappearance, whether from home, care institutions, or alternative care settings, is a high-
visibility indicator of harm and an urgent opportunity for intervention. Identifying the links

" Missing Children Europe, Figures and Trends 2024 (Brussels: Missing Children Europe — European Federation
for Missing and Sexually Exploited Children, 2024)

CONTACT

www.missingchildreneurope.eu
Facebook / Linkedin: @MissingChildrenEurope
Instagram / X: @MissingChildEU

Co-funded by the
European Union




Missing /2
Children
Europe

CY2026.EU

CYPRUS PRESIDENCY
OF THE COUNCIL OF THE EU

between going missing, exposure to sexual violence, and evolving mental health challenges is
essential to building prevention-driven child safeguarding systems across Europe.

Rationale

Children who go missing are not only responding to unsafe environments; they are often
navigating complex emotional, psychological, and relational dynamics shaped by trauma.
Grooming, both online and offline, can profoundly affect children’s mental health, creating
patterns of dependency, fear, shame, and isolation that push them further from protective
networks. Mental health challenges, such as depression, anxiety, dissociation, and trauma-related
symptoms, can become both drivers and consequences of disappearance.

The 2026 Annual Conference will explore this three-way intersection:
1.Disappearance as a warning signal and escalating risk

2.Sexual violence and grooming as drivers or accompanying harms
3.Mental health as both a vulnerability factor and a resulting impact

The conference will bring together policymakers, practitioners, researchers, hotline operators,
mental health professionals, social workers, and child rights advocates to examine the complex
interplay between disappearance, grooming, sexual violence, and mental health. By exploring
mental health as both a driver of vulnerability and a consequence of abuse, participants will
deepen their understanding of why children go missing and how perpetrators exploit emotional
and psychological vulnerabilities, particularly in digital environments. Disappearance will be
discussed as a visible indicator of underlying harm and a critical opportunity for intervention.

Within this integrated framework, the conference will also highlight the urgent need to strengthen
data collection practices across Europe. Current gaps, such as the absence of grooming-related
data in Europe, limit the effectiveness of prevention strategies and policy responses.

Conclusion

As Europe continues to face escalating challenges in preventing child disappearances and
responding to sexual exploitation, the need for integrated, evidence-based safeguarding practices
has never been more urgent. By examining the intersection of disappearance, sexual violence, and
mental health, and by improving data systems that inform policy, the 2026 Missing Children
Europe Annual Conference aims to catalyse a new phase of protection for children across the
continent.
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AGENDA
8.30-9.30 Registration of participants and welcome coffee

9.30-10.00 | Opening of the Conference

- Andria Neocleous, Executive Director, Hope for Children - CRC Policy
Center

- Sandrine Pepit, 116 000 Enfants Disparus, Droit d'Enfance, and Vice-
President of Missing Children Europe

- Elenaloannou, Attaché Social Policy and Equality, Permanent
Representation of the Republic of Cyprus to the European Union

- Loucas Fourlas, Member of the European Parliament (EPP, Cyprus)
(video message)

- Member of the European Commission (TBC)

10.00 - 10.45 | Panel I - The Value of Cross-Sector Data on Child Disappearance

Moderator: Aagje leven, Secretary General Missing Children Europe
Panellists:

- Representative from Europol (TBC)
- Representative from PEN-MP (TBC)

- Stavros Chatzisymeonidis, Hellenic Police and PhD Psychology at the
University of Liverpool

QA 10 min

10.45 - 11.15 | Coffee Break

11.15-12.00 | Panel Il - From Risk Identification to Protection: Addressing Grooming and
Disappearance

Moderator: Paola Rando, Senior Project Officer Missing Children Europe

Panellists:
- loanna Drousiotou, Operations Manager of the Children's House,
Barnahus Cyprus
- Niels Van Paemel, Policy Advisor, from Child Focus (Belgium)
- Marija Vukasinovic, Coordinator of Victim Support Unit, ASTRA Anti-
Trafficking Action (Serbia)
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QA 10 min

12.00 - 13.30 | Lunch break

13.30 - 14.15 | Panel lll - Link between children’s mental health and disappearance

Moderator: Mrs Tania Masia, Director of Learning and Innovation, Hope for
Children

Panellists:
- Semeli Vyzakou, Clinical Psychologist (Cyprus)
- Representative from Mental Health Europe (TBC)
- Representative from ANAR (TBC)
- Burak Kesanlioglu, member of MCE Youth Board

QA 10 min

14.30 — 15.30 | Break-out sessions with case studies

15.30 — 16.00 | Plenary: Reflections and Key takeaways from break-out group discussions

16.00 — 16.30 | Conclusion of the Conference

- Aagje leven, Secretary General, Missing Children Europe
- Andria Neocleous, Executive Director, Hope for Children - CRC Policy
Center

The Organisers

Missing Children Europe (MCE): MCE is the European federation for missing and sexually
exploited children, connecting 34 grassroots organisations across 27 countries in Europe. The
federation shares common goals: preventing children from going missing and protecting children
from all forms of violence, abuse, or exploitation that may lead to, or result from, children going
missing. MCE works with professionals who support missing children, children at risk of going
missing, and their families. The organisation strengthens their capacity to protect and empower
children through research, training, advocacy, and awareness-raising, while facilitating exchange
and cross-border cooperation. In addition, MCE coordinates the network of 116 000 missing
children hotlines and the Cross-Border Family Mediators Network

“Hope For Children” CRC Policy Center (HFC): HFC is an international, independent humanitarian
organization dedicated to improving the lives of vulnerable children worldwide. Its mission is to

CONTACT

www.missingchildreneurope.eu
Facebook / Linkedin: @MissingChildrenEurope
Instagram / X: @MissingChildEU

Co-funded by the
European Union




S

OPE cY2026.60 "7

Children CYPRUS PRESIDENCY
OF THE COUNCIL OF THE EU

Missing
Children
Europe

provide support, protection, and opportunities for children facing poverty, abuse, neglect, and
other challenging circumstances. Through a range of programs and initiatives, HFC works to

ensure that every child has access to education, healthcare, and a safe environment in which to
thrive.

“Hope For Children” CRC Policy Center currently employs more than 110 professionals in Cyprus,
who work collaboratively with national, regional, and international advocacy institutions to
reform child welfare systems on behalf of children who depend on them for protection and care.
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