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ONE YEAR AFTER RUSSIA’S FULL-SCALE INVASION OF UKRAINE:  

MISSING CHILDREN EUROPE’S 116000 NETWORK UNITED TO PROTECT 

CHILDREN (AT RISK OF) GOING MISSING  
 

Executive summary 

As a result of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 24th of February 2022, the number of children 

reported missing in Ukraine, as well as in countries of displacement, has significantly increased. 

Missing Children Europe’s member in Ukraine, NGO Magnolia received over 2900 cases of 

missing children (as opposed to the 300 on average). 42 of these cases were submitted as 

evidence of the war crimes to the Prosecutor’s Office, including 27 cases of suspected forcible 

transfer of children from Ukraine to the Russian Federation and Russian occupied territories. When 

it comes to a cross border dimension, in the context of the situation in Ukraine, Missing Children 

Europe received 47 cases involving 55 children that were reported missing. 

  

This report displays the challenges and issues that have surfaced during the coordination of cases 

and communication between member organisations and the hotlines. 

  

To ensure adequate protection of children (at risk of) going missing in the context of the war 

in Ukraine, MCE calls on the all the relevant national and international actors to: 

•  improve registration, information management and referral mechanisms, and 

monitoring of children entering the EU from Ukraine;  

• ensure respect and fulfilment of the provisions set out in the Fourth Geneva 

Convention;  

• contribute to the facilitation of the mechanisms for determining the deported 

children’s whereabouts;  

• assist in family tracing and ensure safe process of family reunification;  

• increase the capacity of the support systems for families whose children have gone 

missing, including through the adequate funding mechanisms for the 116000 

hotline services with emphasis on Ukraine’s neighbouring countries. 
 



                                    

   

 

 

 

 



                                    

   

 

Introduction 

The full-scale Russian military invasion of February 24th 2022 has affected every aspect of life in 

Ukraine this past year. The lives of many civilians have been lost. People have lost their loved ones, 

their homes or were forced to flee, seeking safety and protection. Since the beginning of the 

hostilities, nearly one-third of Ukrainians have been forced from their homes1. Within Ukraine, over 

6.2 million people remain displaced by the war.2 Over 8 million people have crossed borders to 

neighbouring countries seeking refuge.3  

 

Children are amongst the most vulnerable victims of war. The Ukrainian government reports at least 

461 child deaths and 927 children wounded, but exact numbers are difficult to establish.4 The 

majority amongst the displaced are women and children. On 24th of February 2022, the 

government of Ukraine enforced martial law on the whole territory of Ukraine, prohibiting the male 

population aged between 18 and 60 from leaving Ukraine. This has contributed to a high 

proportion of family separations. UNHCR estimates that amongst the displaced, 78% are 

separated from their immediate family.5 Family separation in the context of war has detrimental 

consequences for children.  

 

As a direct result of the circumstances of war, the number of children reported missing in Ukraine 

has vastly increased compared to previous years. The Ukrainian government reports 353 children 

currently missing, 9947 children who were reported missing at some point during the past year 

and have in the meantime been found, 16221 children deported to Russia and 307 that have 

been returned. 6 In the countries of displacement, the numbers of missing children have also gone 

up.  

 

Missing Children Europe (MCE) member NGO Magnolia, which operates the 116000 hotline for 

missing children in Ukraine and Missing Children Europe’s network of 116000 hotlines, members 

and partners have been has actively engaged in the response to the challenges children and 

families from Ukraine are facing in light of the armed conflict. This report presents an overview of 

how the work conducted by Missing Children Europe’s members and hotlines, has been affected 

since the 24th of February 2022. It provides data on cross-border cases of missing children from 

Ukraine supported by MCE’s Ukraine 116000 hotline helpdesk, discusses the emerging issues 

around children from Ukraine (at risk of) going missing in this context of war, and offers 

recommendations for professionals, policymakers and funders on how to improve our protection 

of children during this crisis.  

 
1 UNHCR, Situation Ukraine Refugee Situation (unhcr.org). Accessed on 13 February 2023 
2  Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Children of war, https://childrenofwar.gov.ua/en/ accessed 24 February 2023. 
5 According to the UNHCR report from 26 October 2022 (based on 34,000 interviews with the displaced Ukrainians) 
6 Children of war https://childrenofwar.gov.ua/en/ accessed 24 February 2023 

https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine
https://childrenofwar.gov.ua/en/
file:///C:/Users/Alyona%20Samar/Downloads/20221014%20Displacement%20Patterns,%20Protection%20Risks%20and%20Needs%20of%20Refugees%20from%20Ukraine%20(1).pdf
https://childrenofwar.gov.ua/en/


 

 

 6 

 

Immediate response 

As part of the immediate response, Missing Children Europe organised a meeting between the 

member hotline in Ukraine and those in the neighbouring countries to assess their needs and 

discuss the immediate issue of the mass displacement and the risks this posed for children. A 

second meeting with the entire hotline network was organized next, to share those needs and 

discuss what needed to be set up to in order to respond to this crisis further down the line.  

 

As a result of these meetings we set up immediate lines of communication, and launched the 

website http://www.missingchildrenukraine.eu/. It contains relevant information on how to report a 

missing child in different European countries, provides links to available services and procedures 

for people displaced in Europe. Most importantly it displays posters of worrying cases of missing 

children from Ukraine who are suspected to be on EU territory.  

 

At the request of its member NGO Magnolia, MCE developed an online reporting form, through 

which anyone can report a missing child from Ukraine, available in three languages (EN, UA, RU). 

This allowed for efficient and consistent registration of the cases and for collection of the minimum 

information necessary to take on the case and to ensure follow up.  

 

The website and reporting form were advertised by our members and shared widely with partners 

and organisations providing services to Ukrainian refugees. We also encouraged all members to 

widely advertise the 116000 number to Ukrainian refugees and several of them handed out 

wristbands with the 116000 number and space for a parent’s phone number to children at 

hotspots. 

 

As cases started coming in, we set up a weekly case coordination meeting schedule with the 

116000 hotlines network. We engaged with law enforcement at international European and 

national level, anti-trafficking organisations, humanitarian organisations, the International 

Commission on Missing Persons, guardianship organisations, child helplines, and other child rights 

organisations. The relatives and individuals reporting a case were provided with necessary support 

and/or referred to the relevant agencies and were further supported by the hotlines and member 

organisations in their country of current residence.   

 

In March 2022, Missing Children Europe, alongside member Telefono Azzurro, took part in a field 

visit to Poland organized by the European Parliament's Intergroup on Children’s Rights with the aim 

of assessing the condition of Ukrainian children fleeing the conflict, both accompanied and 

unaccompanied. We also visited Polish member ITAKA Foundation to discuss their immediate 

http://www.missingchildrenukraine.eu/
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needs around capacity, funding and translation. Following this visit, together with CHILD10, the 

other non-governmental organisation on the delegation, we published our recommendations.7 

 

On several occasions, Missing Children Europe was also invited to provide training to prevent 

missing and trafficking, to border guards, law enforcement, and child and refugee support service 

professionals. We presented our Ukraine helpdesk, the recommendations from our field visit and 

insights from our ongoing work to reunite missing children with their families, at online training 

modules organized by CEPOL and EUAA, and in live trainings organized by Child Helpline 

International, UNICEF ECARO and UNICEF local offices in Ukraine’s neighbouring countries. 

 

 

116000 hotline in Ukraine: children going missing during war 

Missing Children Europe’s member in Ukraine, NGO Magnolia continued to provide their services 

to missing children and their families, despite all the obstacles they had to deal with. While their 

offices were not safe to work from, and staff had to hide in shelters and temporarily flee Kyiv to 

safer regions, they still provided the services through online chats and messaging systems, and they 

continue to operate the 116000 24/7 despite challenges with electricity and heating.8 

 

Children reported missing and children found 

In 2022, 2908 cases of missing children were reported to NGO Magnolia’s 116000 hotline.9  

 

53% of persons contacting the hotline were parents; 34% witnesses; 11% national law 

enforcement officers and 2% of persons contacting NGO Magnolia were children.  

 

Staff running the hotline services provided psychological (35%), social (42%) and legal (23%) 

support to the applicants.  

 

As a result of NGO Magnolia’s cooperation with civil society, media, and national police over the 

past 20 years 4766 children have been found.  

 

 
7 Missing Children Europe & Child 10. (2022, March 25). Joint recommendations: Protect children (at risk of) going missing, violence 
and exploitation due to the Russian war in Ukraine 

8 More detailed information on how the hotline in Ukraine has been affected and initial response of MCE and hotlines to the full 
scale invasion can be found under MCE publications Missing Children in Ukraine after the 4 months of war.  
9 Note that this number is a subset of the total number cases of missing children. Not all cases of missing children are reported to the 
116000 hotlines, which is the reason for any discrepancies between numbers of cases reported to the 116000 and official 
government statistics. Note that all cases reported to the 116000 are immediately referred to local law enforcement if not already 
reported there. 

https://missingchildreneurope.eu/download/joint-recommendations-protect-children-ukraine/?wpdmdl=3647&refresh=63f42bd10371a1676946385
https://missingchildreneurope.eu/download/joint-recommendations-protect-children-ukraine/?wpdmdl=3647&refresh=63f42bd10371a1676946385
https://missingchildreneurope.eu/download/missing-children-in-ukraine-after-4-months-of-war/?wpdmdl=3933&refresh=63f24fa1994e91676824481
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From the cases of children reported missing inside Ukraine and which have in the meantime been 

found, we know that reasons for going missing varied from loss of contact due to damage to 

infrastructure, phones running out of power while in hiding, to children getting injured, being forcibly 

displaced, or killed in shootings or bombings. This suggests a strong link between children going 

missing inside Ukraine and activities of the armed forces. 

 

Collecting evidence of war crimes: NGO Magnolia’s cases 

There is growing evidence of children being forcibly deported to Russia. So far, based on all reports 

made to NGO Magnolia since the beginning of the full-scale invasion, 42 cases were forwarded 

to the Prosecutor’s Office, as evidence of war crimes. These include reports of children who were 

kidnapped, detained, tortured, and forcibly withheld on temporary occupied territories. These 

cases also included children who were suspected to have been forcibly transferred to the Russian 

Federation and Russian occupied territories.  

In line with the agreement reached during the January meeting in Turkey of the Ukrainian and 

Russian Commissioners for Human Rights, the Office of the Ukrainian Parliament Commissioner for 

Human Rights, issued a new tool for searching for individuals who have gone missing in special 

circumstances was introduced.10 As indicated on the Prosecutor’s Office‘s webpage, citizens of 

Ukraine and relevant NGOs can apply to the Commissioner for Human Rights of Ukraine to obtain 

or verify data on Ukrainian civilians who may have been forcibly transferred into Russia or Russian 

occupied territories11. Based on the results of communication with the Russian counterparts, the 

Office of the Ombudsman of Ukraine will provide answers to citizens of Ukraine, public associations 

and all those who asked for help.12  

 

NGO Magnolia has already used this new tool and forwarded a list of missing children reported 

to them. In January 2023 this list consisted of 27 children suspected to be on the territory of the 

Russian Federation or temporary occupied territories. At the time of writing, it is unclear how this 

process will work in practice, as information exchange with Russian officials has yet to take place. 

Sasha was escaping violence with his mother as their city came under occupation of Russian 

armed forces. They were in the evacuation convoy with other civilians. The convoy came under 

attack and many people were shot, including Sasha’s mother. Sasha was wounded and taken 

to the hospital in occupied Luhansk13. While Sasha was still in the hospital, his father, who lived 

in a different city in the East of Ukraine, saw his son on a Russian TV channel. 

 
10 Ukrainian Parliament Commissioner for Human Rights (2023, 18 January). A new tool for searching for missing persons under 
special circumstances is being introduced 
11 ibid 
12 ibid 
13 The capital city in The Luhansk People's Republic - an unrecognised republic of Russia in the occupied parts of eastern Ukraine's 
Luhansk Oblast. The LPR was created by militarily-armed Russian-backed separatists in 2014, and it initially operated as a breakaway 
state until it was annexed by Russia in 2022. 

file:///C:/Users/PatriciaMorais/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/XIAN7TJL/As%20a%20result%20of%20Russia’s%20full-scale%20invasion%20of%20Ukraine%20on%2024th%20of%20February%202022,%20the%20number%20of%20children%20reported%20missing%20in%20Ukraine,%20as%20well%20as%20in%20countries%20of%20displacement,%20has%20significantly%20increased.%20Missing%20Children%20Europe’s%20member%20in%20Ukraine,%20NGO%20Magnolia%20received%20over%202900%20cases%20of%20missing%20children%20(as%20opposed%20to%20the%20300%20on%20average).%2047%20of%20these%20cases%20were%20submitted%20as%20evidence%20of%20the%20war%20crimes%20to%20the%20Prosecutor’s%20Office,%20including%2027%20cases%20of%20suspected%20forcible%20transfer%20of%20children%20from%20Ukraine%20to%20the%20Russian%20Federation%20and%20Russian%20occupied%20territories.%20When%20it%20comes%20to%20a%20cross%20border%20dimension,%20in%20the%20context%20of%20the%20situation%20in%20Ukraine,%20Missing%20Children%20Europe%20received%2047%20cases%20involving%2055%20children%20that%20were%20reported%20missing.
file:///C:/Users/PatriciaMorais/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/XIAN7TJL/As%20a%20result%20of%20Russia’s%20full-scale%20invasion%20of%20Ukraine%20on%2024th%20of%20February%202022,%20the%20number%20of%20children%20reported%20missing%20in%20Ukraine,%20as%20well%20as%20in%20countries%20of%20displacement,%20has%20significantly%20increased.%20Missing%20Children%20Europe’s%20member%20in%20Ukraine,%20NGO%20Magnolia%20received%20over%202900%20cases%20of%20missing%20children%20(as%20opposed%20to%20the%20300%20on%20average).%2047%20of%20these%20cases%20were%20submitted%20as%20evidence%20of%20the%20war%20crimes%20to%20the%20Prosecutor’s%20Office,%20including%2027%20cases%20of%20suspected%20forcible%20transfer%20of%20children%20from%20Ukraine%20to%20the%20Russian%20Federation%20and%20Russian%20occupied%20territories.%20When%20it%20comes%20to%20a%20cross%20border%20dimension,%20in%20the%20context%20of%20the%20situation%20in%20Ukraine,%20Missing%20Children%20Europe%20received%2047%20cases%20involving%2055%20children%20that%20were%20reported%20missing.
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The father contacted NGO Magnolia, who supported him by creating and disseminating a 

video of himself appealing for help so that his son could be returned to his remaining family.  

 

Following this appeal, a Ukrainian woman who lives in Malta saw the video and contacted 

116000. She had recognised the father and told the hotline operators that she knew the family 

well and would like to help them. She shared the contacts of a volunteer in Luhansk and a 

lawyer in Russia.  

 

The volunteer in Luhansk was able to confirm that Sasha was still in the hospital. The lawyer in 

Russia assisted the family with the paperwork and recommended that the boy’s grandmothers 

would come to collect him. These efforts of family reunification were successful, and both Sasha 

and his grandmothers were able to leave through Russia and are presently safe in Europe. 

 

While Sasha’s case had a positive outcome, there are many instances in which families or relatives 

and other caregivers do not have any information on children’s whereabouts. Even when the 

location of a child is known, the logistical hurdles of accessing Russia and Russian occupied 

territories of Ukraine through third countries are significant, and the undertaking of such a journey 

poses considerable risks. Lastly, while children whose relatives are searching for them still have a 

chance of being reunited with their families, the situation of children in institutional care is even 

more challenging and access to information on their whereabouts and well-being is incredibly 

challenging. 

 

According to the official data from Ukrainian authorities available on the portal Children of War, 

over 16,000 children were deported or forcibly transferred to Russia or Russian occupied 

territories.14 Furthermore, instances of forcible transfer of children from Ukraine to Russia and 

temporary occupied territories, have been reported15 and documented16 by multiple sources.  
 

It must be emphasized that forcible transfer of children from Ukraine to Russia and Russian occupied 

territories, as well as the change of the children’s nationalities, present a grave violation of 

the Fourth Geneva Convention; in particular, of Article 49 prohibiting the forced transfer of 

protected persons from the occupying territory to the occupying power and of Article 50, 

prohibiting change of children’s personal status, including nationality, by an occupying force.17 

 
14 Children of war, Accessed on 24 February 2023 
15Associated Press (2022, 13 October) How Moscow grabs Ukrainian kids and makes them Russians 
16 Amnesty International (2022, 10 November),  “Like a Prison Convoy”: Russia’s Unlawful Transfer of Civilians in Ukraine and Abuses 
During ‘Filtration’ ;  
17 Fourth Geneva Convention 

https://childrenofwar.gov.ua/en/
https://apnews.com/article/ukrainian-children-russia-7493cb22c9086c6293c1ac7986d85ef6
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur50/6136/2022/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/eur50/6136/2022/en/
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.33_GC-IV-EN.pdf
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Russia has altered its legislation, facilitating the process of granting Russian citizenship to Ukrainian 

children, thereby simplifying their adoption. 18  

 

116000 Hotline Cross Border Case Coordination 

Weekly coordination meetings with hotlines and member organisations 

Missing Children Europe led 47 weekly coordination calls with the hotlines and member 

organisations since the full-scale invasion. These meetings served as a platform for exchange of 

information and updates on the situation in Ukraine provided by NGO Magnolia, based in Kyiv, 

and for discussions on the ongoing national cases and cross-border cases of the missing children 

from Ukraine. 

 

This allowed for a swifter response and identification of the next steps to find the child and/or to 

support the parents on an administrative level by referring them to the relevant agencies. Amongst 

other services, psychological support provided by the hotlines and MCE member organisations 

played an important role in communication with the relatives of the missing children. 

 

The weekly meetings strengthened the overall cooperation between 116000 hotlines, and in many 

cases expedited the case work and improved the procedures tailored for the cases of missing 

children from Ukraine. 

 

Cross-border cases received by Missing Children Europe from Ukraine  

Between 24th February 2022 and 24th February 2023, Missing Children Europe registered 47 cross 

border cases with 55 children from Ukraine reported missing in the EU.  

 

 
18 Decree of the President of the Russian Federation of 30.05.2022 No. 330 "On Amendments to the Decree of the President of the 
Russian Federation dated April 24, 2019 No. 183 "On Determining for Humanitarian Purposes the Categories of Persons Entitled to 
Apply for Citizenship of the Russian Federation in a Simplified Manner" and the Decree of the President of the Russian Federation 
dated April 29, 2019 No. 187 "On Certain Categories of Foreign Citizens and Stateless Persons, who have the right to apply for 
citizenship of the Russian Federation in a simplified manner". 

http://publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/0001202205300008
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From the cases reported, 66% were registered as parental abductions, 17% were 

unaccompanied in Europe (Figure 1), and 17% were otherwise missing. It must be noted that in 

these figures, only the cases that reached Missing Children Europe are accounted for. 

 

Figure 1. Types of missing children 

In terms of geographical scope (Figure 2), Germany has been involved in the highest number of 

cross-border cases - 28%, or 13 cases. It is followed by Poland with 19% - 9 cases. Italy was 

involved in 6%, or 3 cross border cases, all registered as parental abductions. Austria and Portugal 

were each associated with 2 cases, all resolved. Other countries involved in cross border cases 

each had one case.  

 

In 15% of the cases, the country was not identified; this is because many of the cross-border cases 

were international parental abductions, where the abducting parent kept their and their children’s 

whereabouts undisclosed. 6%, or 3 cases involved children who were reported to have been last 

seen on temporary occupied territories. One of these cases, involving three children, remains open.  
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Figure 2. Missing Children Europe cases by country 

 

75% or 40 children were under the age of 12, 25% or 15 children were between 15-17 years 

old, with the girls representing more than half (64%) of all the reported cases (Figures 3 and 4). 

 

   

Figures 3 & 4. Demographics on missing children cases 

International Parental Abductions 

66% of the cases, or 37 children reported to Missing Children Europe in cross border cases are 

international parental abductions, where one parent took the child to another country against the 

other parents’ will or withheld contact with the other parent. 

 

In all cases reported to MCE except for one, the father was a left-behind parent. The majority of 

the fathers reported that they lost contact with their children and the mother. In all the cases the 

abduction took place in the context of forced displacement caused by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 

Many women fled Ukraine with their children seeking safety abroad. Under regular circumstances, 

before the 24th of February 2022, if one parent wished to travel abroad with a child under 16, the 

written consent of the other parent, signed by a notary, was mandatory for crossing the border.  

However, in line with emergency measures for the period of martial law, the rules of crossing the 

state border were changed. Consent is currently not requested in case one of the parents is present 

at the checkpoint. 

 

As a result, the number of parental abductions from Ukraine increased significantly. In some cases, 

contact with the mother was established, and the families were referred to contact family mediation 

services. This was done to ensure resolution of the family conflict without resorting to the court 

proceedings, and to ensure that the best interests of the child were respected at every stage of 

the process.  

 

In other cases, the mother withheld contact from the father. Fathers who could not identify their 

children’s whereabouts and did not have a contact with them for many months, expressed deep 

concern for the well-being of their children. Extreme circumstances in which displacement and 
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abductions take place, create amplified feelings of anxiety and helplessness for the family 

members who find themselves in situations of this nature.  

Application of the Hague Convention 1980 on the Civil Aspects of International Child 

Abduction 

Following the legal framework on international child abductions, the fathers were counselled to 

submit an application to the Central Authority in Ukraine, which sits within the Ministry of Justice, to 

ensure the exercise of their right to access to the child, in accordance with the Hague Convention 

on Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction (1980 HC)19. The main premise for this application 

was the desire of left-behind parents to restore contact and communication with their children and 

to make sure that they were safe and well.  

Decisions on return orders 

MCE was contacted by a father who had already submitted an application for the return of his 

son to Ukraine from Italy. The child had been abducted by the mother to Italy, even though the 

father received custody rights following the divorce. The father reported the case to the police 

in Ukraine and appealed to the court requesting the return of his son to Ukraine, where his 

habitual residence was, with his father. There was a court decision from Ukraine satisfying the 

father’s request, followed by an executive order, ordering return of the child to Ukraine. To this 

date, Missing Children Europe has no knowledge of this return order being implemented. Of 

course, as Ukraine is a country at war, there may be good reason for this. For example, Article 

13 of the 1980 Hague Convention states:  

 

“The judicial or administrative authority of the requested State is not bound to order the return 

of the child if the person, institution or other body which opposes its return establishes that: 

b) there is a grave risk that his or her return would expose the child to physical or psychological 

harm or otherwise place the child in an intolerable situation”. 

This case is an illustration of the broader question of returns to Ukraine under the 1980 Hague 

Convention and whether such returns are possible, and in the best interests of the child, to the 

more peaceful parts of Ukraine. 

 

 

 
19 Convention of 25 October 1980 on the Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction 
 

https://www.hcch.net/en/instruments/conventions/full-text/?cid=24
https://www.hcch.net/en/instruments/conventions/full-text/?cid=24
https://www.hcch.net/en/instruments/conventions/full-text/?cid=24
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1980 Hague convention, temporary protection, and habitual residence: how does the 

law apply?  

Parental abductions are generally amongst the most legally complex cases of missing children. 

The situation of displacement in circumstances of war exacerbates complexity even further. Under 

normal circumstances, the “habitual residence” of a child, to which the child must normally, under 

the provisions of the 1980 Hague Convention, be returned, changes after one year of residence. 

When a parent and child, for example, request refugee status in a “new country”, the “habitual 

residence" changes after one year.  

 

This is where the European Union’s unprecedented activation of the “Temporary Protection 

Directive”, which has been largely beneficial to Ukrainian refugees and therefore widely welcomed, 

has created some legal uncertainty for cases of parental abductions.  

 

The temporary protection status, which many of the “abducting parents” have requested in their 

new country of residence, is by definition only “temporary” in nature as it only provides temporary 

residence, as opposed to a refugee status. However, the time factor is crucial in the context of 

parental abductions, as it is one of the primary factors for the Court’s assessment of the “habitual 

residence” of a child that has been abducted by a parent. At the moment, there is no clear 

understanding or guidance on when the “temporary” nature of the residence can change to a 

habitual residence for the child, as the case law on this topic is still unfolding.  

 

It remains to be seen how the administrative and judicial authorities will be responding to the 

cases of international abductions connected to Ukraine. More research is needed to gain a better 

understanding of the legal and practical specificities of the procedures in such unprecedented 

circumstances.  

Consideration of the best interests of the child in international parental abductions 

Above all, it must be highlighted that consideration of the best interest of the child in each of such 

cases must be carefully thought through. While the legal complexities push parents to engage in 

long procedures and court hearings, children’s voices should not be neglected. It is particularly 

crucial in light of the psychological disturbance caused by war and displacement. For the whole 

family this additionally exacerbates psychological and emotional instability. Support systems must 

be in place when cross border family disputes arise. This ensures the well-being of children are at 

the heart of the decision-making process.  

 



 

 

 15 

Unaccompanied minors 

Unaccompanied minors who were reported missing to MCE constitute 17% of the cases, which is 

eight in total. Most of these children fleeing the war were between 15-17 years of age. Four of 

them left Ukraine without telling their parents, crossing the border by themselves or in the company 

of friends or a significant other. Another four minors were travelling alone with permission but lost 

contact with their parents and were reconnected after a short period of time.  

 

In the context of minors entering the EU unaccompanied it is important to note that according to 

the Art. 313 Civil Code of Ukraine, a child who has reached the age of 16 has the right to leave 

Ukraine independently.  

 

Registration of unaccompanied and separated children from Ukraine arriving in the EU should 

normally happen at three different moments: at the moment of crossing the border into the 

Schengen zone in one of the neighbouring countries of Ukraine; registration with the national child 

protection authorities in the new country of residence; and registration for temporary protection in 

the new country of residence.20  

 

It is important to note that there is no central system comparing these registries. It is suspected that, 

due to the unprecedented influx of refugees during the early days of war, there will have been 

gaps in border registration. Moreover, children who are unaccompanied, separated, or children 

who were living in Ukrainian institutions, are not always timely referred to the national child 

protection authorities for follow up and protection.21 In some cases, children are not registered 

anywhere until the moment they apply for temporary protection. This can take a long period of 

time, as Ukrainian citizens can stay without registration in the EU for up to 90 days. This represents 

a significant gap, especially in terms of tracing if a child goes missing.  

 

EU registration platform for the beneficiaries of temporary protection 

In May 2022, the EU launched a registration platform for “the exchange of information on 

beneficiaries of temporary protection and adequate protection. The platform allows EU Member 

States to exchange information on registered persons in real time so that individuals fleeing Ukraine 

can effectively benefit from their rights in all Member States, while addressing instances of double 

or multiple registrations and limiting possible abuse”.22 

 

 
20 European Commission (July 2022). Unaccompanied and Separated Children fleeing from war in Ukraine: FAQ on registration, 
reception and care 
21 ibid 
22 European Commission (2022, May 31), Solidarity with Ukraine: Commission launches an EU platform for registration of people 
enjoying temporary protection or adequate protection under national law (europa.eu) 

https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/FAQs%20UAMs%20and%20separated%20children%20TPD_en_1.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/FAQs%20UAMs%20and%20separated%20children%20TPD_en_1.pdf
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/solidarity-ukraine-commission-launches-eu-platform-registration-people-enjoying-temporary-protection-2022-05-31_en
https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/solidarity-ukraine-commission-launches-eu-platform-registration-people-enjoying-temporary-protection-2022-05-31_en
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The platform is currently not employed to its full potential to support the tracing of unaccompanied 

and separated children that may go missing: 

• Access to the platform remains limited to checking for multiple registrations; and in the 

event the police open an investigation and intend to check for a child who has been 

reported missing, there are hurdles for them to access the platform’s database.  

• In addition, the data is collected on accompanying adults only if they are beneficiaries of 

temporary protection, otherwise no information is collected, and it is only registered that a 

child has an accompanying adult.    

• Children who were travelling with adults may, at any time become unaccompanied, which 

for example has happened to children travelling with a grandparent subsequently 

hospitalised, which is not registered on the platform. 

• Registration or returns to Ukraine is not consistent.  

 

Lost, injured or otherwise missing 

17%, or 8 cases were registered under the lost, injured or otherwise missing category. A few of 

these cases were a result of the lost connection between family members since the beginning of 

the full-scale invasion. In most cases, children were found safe and sound. However, in one case 

a 4-year-old child was found deceased alongside his grandmother while fleeing an attack on 

their village and another 3 siblings that were seen in the buses during the evacuation from 

Mariupol are still in the official search in Ukraine. 

 

One of the cases has been widely publicised, including on MCE’s platform. It was a first registered 

case of politically motivated abduction of a child. 16-year-old Vlad Buryak, son of the Head of 

Zaporizhzhia Regional State Administration, was criminally abducted by Russian military forces on 

the 8th of April 2022. NGO Magnolia and Missing Children Europe shared the story widely 

amongst the international community and in the media to support the call for his immediate 

release. On the 8th of July, after 90 days of imprisonment and following a series of negotiations, 

Vlad was returned to his father. High media engagement on the international level has been 

instrumental in Vlad’s release, as his father highlighted.23  

 

Impact on the work of MCE’s 116000 hotlines and other members  

A short survey disseminated amongst all of MCE’s members and all 116000 hotlines gained 

responses from 11 organisations across Europe, 8 of which run the 116000 hotline in their country. 

 
23For more information on this case see: Missing Children Europe (2022, July 26). Abducted 16-year-old son of Zaporizhzhia official 
released from Russian captivity - Missing Children Europe 

https://missingchildreneurope.eu/story-missing-children-ukraine/
https://missingchildreneurope.eu/story-missing-children-ukraine/
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They shared data on missing children from Ukraine as well as reflections on how their work has 

been affected since the 24th of February 2022.  

Important to note is that all hotlines experienced a different impact of the war on their work. As 

each of the organisations has different geographical proximity to Ukraine, varied capacity, scope 

of work, funding mechanisms and structure, the magnitude of their involvement in their response to 

the crisis also differed greatly. Another important aspect to mention, is that one year onwards, 

several hotlines in the border countries reported being too overwhelmed with casework to be 

able to respond to our survey.  

 

Poland 

ITAKA Centre for Missing People which runs the 116000 hotline in Poland, received 90 reports of 

missing people from Ukraine. 10 cases were registered as parental abductions. In total, 24 cases 

of missing children from Ukraine were reported to ITAKA. 

 

In addition to registered cases of missing people, ITAKA received, and still receives, many calls and 

emails regarding people from Ukraine, including children going missing. However, as ITAKA shared 

with us, in many instances the language barrier presents an immediate challenge for the hotline 

workers. Furthermore, we were notified that ITAKA’s funding for parental abductions has ended, 

but specialists still work on cases a few hours a week pro-bono. With the high amount of parental 

abduction cases that were the result of the war in Ukraine, the need for the specialists in this field 

is high. 

 

Funding challenges strain the ability of ITAKA foundation to hire a Ukrainian/Russian speaker to take 

the calls and to address an increased workload. The ability to keep the case record and 

disaggregate data has also been affected by the current lack of capacity in ITAKA Missing People 

Foundation as a result of lack of funding.  

Missing Children Europe emphasises that ITAKA foundation’s operations have been essential in 

coordination of the cases, particularly since the 24th of February when Poland received the highest 

number of people fleeing the war. While MCE has supported ITAKA with translation of documents 

and communication with the individuals reaching the hotline, there is still a persistent need to 

increase the capacity of the hotline in Poland through sustainable funding, allowing the service to 

provide necessary support and assistance to individuals looking for their children. As mentioned 

before, the cases of parental abductions require the coordination between multiple actors and 

specialists in the field, who would be able to adequately support the family through an often long 

and expansive legal process.  

 

Italy 

https://zaginieni.pl/home-english/
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In the context of response to displacement caused by the full-scale invasion, Telefono Azzurro’s 

team undertook four missions to Poland, including a field visit organized by the European 

Parliament's Intergroup on Children’s Rights with the aim of assessing the condition of Ukrainian 

children fleeing the conflict, both accompanied and unaccompanied. This helped to identify the 

needs of children, allowing the foundation to contribute to the development of the police 

guidelines on the national and international level.  

 

Telefono Azzurro launched the social campaign #Suibambininonsitratta, as part of its efforts to 

raise awareness around the higher risks of minors affected by the conflict to become victims of 

trafficking and disappearances. In addition to raising visibility of the pressing issues, Telefono 

Azzurro engaged in research, trainings and thematic meetings around the responses to the 

challenges that children face as a result of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine.  

 

Belgium 

Child Focus, a foundation for missing and sexually exploited children that runs a 116000 hotline 

in Belgium, received a total of 10 cases of missing children from Ukraine. 3 were registered as 

parental abductions, 2 runaways, and 5 were lost, injured, or otherwise missing. 

 

Within the framework of response measures, Child Focus appealed to their donors to help relaunch 

the hotline in Ukraine ran by NGO Magnolia, operations of which were halted during the first 

months of the war. Child Focus opened a bank account, appealing for deposits that would go to 

NGO Magnolia for the relaunch and continuation of its mission.  

 

Child Focus also aims to create awareness of the war’s impact on children on a broader scale. 

Particularly in the context of Belgium, they call all actors to pay attention to the many young (minor) 

refugees and the lack of shelter for these, mainly unaccompanied, minors.24 

 

France  

116000 Enfants Disparus Droit d’Enfance in France received 7 cases of missing children: 5 were 

parental abductions and 2 runaways. All cases were resolved. The organisation reported that they 

have not experienced any other impact on their work. 

 

 
24 Child Focus, https://childfocus.be/nl-be/Over-ons/Nieuws/Hub/Post/9619/plekvrij-veiligeplek 
 

https://azzurro.it/
https://childfocus.be/nl-be/
https://www.droitdenfance.org/116000-enfants-disparus-2/
https://childfocus.be/nl-be/Over-ons/Nieuws/Hub/Post/9619/plekvrij-veiligeplek
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Austria  

Rat auf Draht received 2 cases that were referred by MCE and both were resolved. 1 case is a 

lost child, the other one is an otherwise missing child. Besides these cases, Rat auf Draht, which also 

runs the 116111 child helpline, shared that their organization received a few calls from young 

people in Austria who were concerned that the Russian invasion may lead to an atomic war, or a 

war in Europe. They also received 2 calls from displaced young people from Ukraine who 

experienced mental health related issues.   

 

In terms of general impact, Rat auf Draht started to offer additional counselling for Ukrainian 

children and parents through: 

 

• Chat counselling for Ukrainian children in Ukrainian language: 

https://www.rataufdraht.at/chat-beratung/ua 

• A website in Ukrainian language for Ukrainian migrants comprising relevant information 

to different areas of life in Austria (financial, residence, health services, school, working, 

mobility, language courses …): https://elternseite.at/de/kompas-avstriyi 

• Counselling for accommodation providers to Ukrainian migrants: 

https://elternseite.at/de/ukraine 

 

Spain  

Fundación ANAR received 2 cases about missing children from Ukraine. One was about 3 children 

that went missing during the evacuation from Mariupol, reported by Ukrainian women who live in 

Spain. This case is still open in Ukraine. 

 

In response to the situation of displacement of people from Ukraine, ANAR, which also operates 

the 116111 child helpline, provided some guidelines to help address children’s concerns and 

anxiety about the situation. They also devised new guidelines for parents, equipping them with 

tools to manage the situation at home in the best way possible.  

 

Furthermore, the foundation adapted their services to be ready to receive contacts from children 

and their families coming from Ukraine by hiring a Ukrainian speaker psychologist who works 

15:00-22:30 from Mondays to Fridays, so callers can speak directly with the organisation’s team 

in their own language. It is also possible to contact them through 24/7 chat. To make people 

aware of their services, they visited refugee reception centres where there were people from 

Ukraine. 

 

• Chat counselling for Ukrainian children in Ukrainian language: 

https://www.rataufdraht.at/chat-beratung/ua  

https://www.rataufdraht.at/
https://www.rataufdraht.at/chat-beratung/ua
https://elternseite.at/de/kompas-avstriyi
https://elternseite.at/de/ukraine
https://www.anar.org/
https://www.rataufdraht.at/chat-beratung/ua
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• Counselling for accommodation providers to Ukrainian migrants: 

https://elternseite.at/de/ukrainer  

 

Finland 

Kaapatut Lapset ry is an organisation that specialises in parental abductions, and it has received 

one case of parental abduction in connection to Ukraine. The request was associated with the 

issue of returns to Ukraine in case of parental abduction to Finland. It is a broader question that 

has been asked by lawyers and professionals in the fields: Can the returns to more peaceful parts 

of Ukraine be enforced?  More research is needed to understand this issue and current decision-

making around international parental abductions related to Ukraine.  

 

NGO Lasten perusoikeudet ry  – Children’s Fundamental Rights have engaged in prevention work 

by spreading the information amongst their network of organisations in Finland and to the Finnish 

government about MCE’s webpage dedicated to Ukraine including the reporting form.    

 

Greece  

The Smile of the Child (TSOTC) which runs the 116000 hotline in Greece, have not been contacted 

regarding missing children from Ukraine. However, they have been actively involved in support of 

families displaced by the war in Ukraine.  

 

The Smile of the Child organised two missions to the Poland-Ukraine border (Medyka) in March 

2022, delivering humanitarian assistance (food, medicine, consumables, basic necessities, etc.). As 

part of the mission, they provided psychosocial support to people in need. Likewise, they took 

vulnerable Ukrainian families to Greece, whom they hosted in their houses/apartments. In the 

beginning this was done with their own means, but later TSOTC was able to secure funding in 

order to continue supporting them, as well as providing services for Ukrainians. The project received 

funding from the Ministry of Development-EEA Grants, and it included:  

• Psychosocial support from the Social Service Department of the Organisation 

• Provision of food and hygiene items on a monthly basis 

• Protection services and counselling with the operation of Information Desks through the 

European Hotline for Missing Children 116 000 and the European Helpline for Children 

and Adolescents 116 111 

• Information and awareness raising 

In the framework of this project, up to December 2022, 35 families have been supported and 99 

beneficiaries, of which 52 are children. Furthermore, TSOTC has also supported additional 

Ukrainian children and families, not only those hosted by TSOTC, in a holistic manner. By making its 

services known, liaising with the local pre-existing Ukrainian community, and translating info 

https://elternseite.at/de/ukrainer
https://ensijaturvakotienliitto.fi/kaapatutlapset/languages/help-in-english/
https://www.lastenperusoikeudet.fi/
https://www.hamogelo.gr/
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material into Ukrainian and Russian, it has been able to respond to calls at its hot/helplines for 

various issues. It has supported 84 families and 132 children. 

 

Romania 

Save the Children Romania, as an organisation that provides humanitarian support, offered 

assistance to 241.012 persons from Ukraine, of which 130.188 were children. They provided basic 

food, hygiene products, clothing, footwear, diapers, pacifiers, baby bottles, baby-carriers, baby 

carriages, blankets, toys, and other immediate assistance products, free phone cards provided by 

mobile phone companies, emotional support, as well as translation and information counselling, 

materials in Ukrainian (information about the asylum procedure, means of travel, hospitals, map, 

and addresses of asylum centres, etc.).  

 

In addition to the response in Romania, Save the Children extended their support to the Republic 

of Moldova, where reception capacity was stretched to the limit and where additional assistance 

in support to people coming from Ukraine was needed.  

 

Latvia  

The 116000 hotline in Latvia is serviced by Valsts Policija, Latvian national police, department of 

public order. There were no cases registered since 24th of February 2022 of missing children from 

Ukraine.25 As a public unit that is tasked with guaranteeing internal security in Latvia, they noted an 

increased alertness on their side for supporters of Russian aggression, particularly when it is at risk 

of being directed at Ukrainian refugees.  

 
25 It was noted that 116000 is not as widely used in Latvia for reporting missing cases, and most cases are received through the 110 
national police number 

https://www.salvaticopiii.ro/


                                    

   

 

Looking ahead: need for continued support to children and families 
affected by the war in Ukraine 

Efficient communication and continuous exchange on the best practices within the cross-border 
network of organisations and relevant actors is an essential element in search for missing children 
in Europe, as well as timely support to the families and loved ones of these children. Such efforts 
are crucial to people from Ukraine who already are physically and mentally affected by the 
atrocities of war. Therefore, MCE together with its partners will tirelessly continue to work to help 
children and to support those who find themselves in distress when their children are missing.  
Based on the emerging issues discussed in this report, to ensure adequate protection of children 
(at risk of) going missing in the context of the war in Ukraine, Missing Children Europe proposes the 
following list of recommendations addressed to policymakers, relevant authorities, funders and to 
professionals in child protection, international parental abductions, and law enforcement: 
 

 

1) Improve registration, information management, referral mechanisms and monitoring 
of children entering the EU from Ukraine by: 
• Making full use of the EU registration platform for the beneficiaries of temporary 

protection through extending access to relevant authorities for the swift 
identification and protection of children reported missing; by collecting data on 
all accompanying adults, and changes in accompanying adults of children 
registered for temporary protection, even if the adult in question is not a 
beneficiary of temporary protection, and by registering returns to Ukraine and re-
entries into the EU. 

• Ensuring that unaccompanied and separated children and children in institutional 
care are registered with child protection systems of the hosting member state. 

2) Ensure respect and fulfilment of the provisions set out in the Fourth Geneva 
Convention in particular with regards to respecting children’s rights including the right 
to identity and nationality (Article 49 and 50). 

3) Contribute to the facilitation of the mechanisms for determining the deported 
children’s whereabouts, assist in family tracing, ensure safe process of family 
reunification, repatriation, or transfer of children to Ukraine or a safe third country. 

4) Invest in research on the legal and practical aspects of international parental 
abductions in the context of the war in Ukraine, taking into consideration the best 
interests of the child. 

5) Increase the capacity of the support systems for families whose children have gone 
missing and for parents who lost contact with their children, including in situations of 
parental abductions in the context of international displacement. This entails ensuring 
adequate funding mechanisms are available to the organisations that provide 
116000 hotline services with emphasis on Ukraine’s neighbouring countries. 
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For its work on Ukraine, Missing Children Europe gratefully acknowledges support from the 
following funders, who are not responsible for the content of this report: 

   
 

 

This work would not have been possible without the contributions of  a great number of 
generous individual donors supporting Missing Children Europe in 2022. 

 

Please consider making a donation to our member NGO Magnolia in Ukraine:  

https://help.missingchildren.org.ua/  

Please also consider donating to our member ITAKA Foundation in Poland: 

https://www.pitax.pl/rozliczenie-pit-online-0000126459/  

Donations to Missing Children Europe’s work on Ukraine:  

https://missingchildreneurope.eu/donate/ 

 

https://help.missingchildren.org.ua/
https://www.pitax.pl/rozliczenie-pit-online-0000126459/
https://missingchildreneurope.eu/donate/
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