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1. INTRODUCTION 
Separated children have the right to a guardian who will protect their rights and best interests. Not 

only do separated children have to live in a country they don’t know without their parents but, in 

some countries, they also run the risk of being detained because of their residence status or run the 

risk of being exploited by traffickers. These children have the right to a guardian who will protect 

their rights and best interests. The type of protection and care a separated child receives from a 

guardian depends upon the country which he/she has (often randomly) entered. The current 

differences in the level of protection separated children receive in European countries is not 
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acceptable. All European countries have signed the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and 

are obliged to take into account the special needs of separated children. Proper guardianship 

systems are also essential to assist in finding the right solution for separated children, whether that 

be return to their country of origin, transfer to another country (for example for family reunification) 

or integration into the host country. The aim of this project is not to change the systems in the 

different European countries but to harmonize the protection separated children receive from their 

guardian.  

 

The mission of this project is to improve the situation and development chances of separated 

children by means of:  

“Closing a protection gap for separated children in Europe by developing core standards 

with a focus on qualifications of guardians based on the views of separated children in 

relation to their rights according to the CRC and EU directives.” 

In the communication from the European Commission to the European Parliament concerning the 

Action Plan 2010-2014 for unaccompanied minors the Commission states to consider: ‘Introducing 

review mechanisms to monitor the quality of guardianship in order to ensure that the best interests of 

the child are represented throughout the decision-making process and, in particular, to prevent 

abuse’.1 

This project will provide an instrument to improve the qualifications of a guardian to take the special 

needs and rights of separated children into account. Separated children in Europe should get the 

guardian they are entitled to irrespective of the EU country they entered. The assumption is that 

when all guardians have sufficient qualifications to work in the best interest of the child the level of 

protection children receive in the different European countries will harmonize. 

 

  

1.1 Goals of this project  

To sum up: we operate with three main goals: 

1) Research in 8 European countries on the guardian systems – experiences and best practises 

(this report being the Danish input)  

                                                           
1
 See for this communication: http://www.statewatch.org/news/2010/may/eu-com-action-plan-unaccompanied-minors-

com-213-3-10.pdf. p. 10. 

http://www.statewatch.org/news/2010/may/eu-com-action-plan-unaccompanied-minors-com-213-3-10.pdf
http://www.statewatch.org/news/2010/may/eu-com-action-plan-unaccompanied-minors-com-213-3-10.pdf
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2) Development of core standards to boost a European Community policy and harmonization of 

guardianship in practice. 

3) At National level (in this report Denmark) to focus on the Danish system  – the cons and pros 

and best practises – and to exchange experiences with other European countries in order to 

inspire and be inspired and be able to give input to Danish stakeholders on ways to improve 

the system in the second phase of the project in 2011.  

 

The core standards will be based on the participation of separated children and focus on the rights of 

the children according to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).2 The basis of this research 

are the interviews with (former) separated children and guardians in eight countries. This 

corresponds with the right to participation in article 12 CRC. The national report will focus on good 

practices and recommendations in relation to the guardians in Denmark. This will provide input for 

the international standards that will be developed in 2011. Furthermore mapping of existing 

legislation on guardianship and research that already has been done is included. 

The partners in the project are divided into Research Development partners and Field Research 

partners. All eight partners will carry out the research in the same way but the Research 

Development partners have a bigger role in developing the core standards in 2011. 

1.2 The partners in this project are 

Research Development partners:  

Defence for Children International -ECPAT The Netherlands 

Plate-form Mineurs en exil – Service Droit des Jeunes Belgium 

Save the Children Sweden 

Defence for Children International Italy 

Field Research partners:  

Save the Children Denmark 

Slovene Philanthropy Slovenia 

Refugee Council Ireland 

Bundesfachverband UMF Germany 

                                                           
2
 The project is inspired by the Quality4Children standards for Out – of -home childcare in Europe 

(http://www.quality4children.info). This excellent study provides a useful framework but needs to be specified for 

separated children.  

 

http://www.quality4children.info/
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2. METHODICAL APPROACH 

2.1 Complex terms ɀ Guardians/representatives ɀ what is the difference? 

Early on in our process, we came across the problem that there are many different terms brought 

into play regarding “guardians” in Denmark. The obvious explanation to this problem is that there are 

currently two different systems of guardianship in place for separated children in Denmark. The first 

system of guardianship is directed at the separated children who are in the process of seeking asylum 

and this system is called the representative system. The second system is directed at the separated 

children who have already been granted residence or asylum in Denmark and is formally known as 

the guardianship system. In some cases, but not in all of the cases, it is the same people who begin as 

representatives of a given child who continue on as guardians of the child, assuming that the child is 

given residence in the country. Since it is the same people who often attend to both roles, it can give 

rise to some confusion regarding terms. In spite of this, the tasks and demands that correspond to 

the two roles are different. It is just not clearly defined in the Danish law exactly where the 

differences are - except from being offered in two different phases of the separated childs life. We 

will get back on this issue in chapter 3.  

2.2 The selection of persons to be interviewed 

It is the Danish Red Cross who coordinates the representative system for separated children in 

Denmark and operates the reception centres for separated children in Denmark. Therefore Save the 

Children Denmark has approached the Danish Red Cross for assistance with setting up interviews 

representatives as well as separated children respectively.  

The representative interviewees have been asked by the Red Cross by emails or in person to 

participate in this study and the representatives who have accepted the invitation have been 

interviewed. Danish Red Cross has been in charge of the concrete selection of the representatives 

which Save the Children Denmark has then interviewed. This means that the representatives may not 

be reflective of the whole group of representatives since it might be the representatives, who have 

something they want to comment on who decided to participate or the representatives could be 

indicative of the type of representatives that the Danish Red Cross thought would be interested in 

participating.  

Save the Children Denmark has also obtained the permission of the Danish Red Cross to speak to the 

separated children who are still in the process of seeking asylum. The Danish Red Cross gave their 

permission and afterwards, we established contact with the representatives of the children. In other 
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cases, the arrangements regarding interviews have been established with the additional assistance of 

the head of the department at a reception centre. Finally, the interviews of the children in the 

childcare institutions have been sat up with the assistance of the head of a childcare institution for 

separated children after they have received a resistance permit. 

The representatives interviewed are not representatives for any of the separated children that have 

been interviewed for this report since this would be problematic in terms of our methodical 

approach. On the contrary, the interviewees have been selected in this way in order to secure that 

they be able to express themselves freely without having to worry about possible consequences in 

terms of relations. Naturally, the representatives of the separated children have been notified about 

the interviews.   

2.3 The Interviewees  

     In the following sections, we wish to introduce the interviewees selected for the compilation of 

this report. 

2.3.1 Representatives 

We have conducted interviews with eight representatives who are all volunteer workers for the 

Danish Red Cross. Some of the experiences of the representatives stem primarily from cases 

involving only one single child, while other experiences stem from cases involving more than one 

child. Several of the interviewed representatives have chosen to continue on as guardians for more 

than just one of the children who have been granted residence in Denmark. In light of this, the 

representatives have a great deal of experience with two very different roles as well as different 

tasks regarding the protection of the rights and best interests of the separated children. 

In this report, we will be placing primary emphasis on the representative system, which is the system 

regarding the separated children who are in the process of seeking asylum.  

The role of the guardian will briefly be outlined as well as the challenges that the guardians face in 

their work with separated children. We have chosen to incorporate this into the report because it 

sheds light on the dilemmas that the guardians face when protecting the best interests of the child. It 

has come to light that the guardians experience a great deal of challenges with regards to 

cooperating with the local authorities once the children have been granted residence. We believe 

that these dilemmas are important to mention but the primary focus of this report will be the 

representative system.  
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Representatives Gender Length of work 

time 

Locations  

D1 Female 8 years Volunteer, Red Cross 

D2 Female 15 years Volunteer, Red Cross 

D3 Male  1½ years Volunteer, Red Cross 

D4 Female  1 year Volunteer, Red Cross 

D5 Female 3 years Volunteer, Red Cross  

D6 Male 17 years Volunteer, Red Cross 

D7 Male Approx. 3 years Volunteer, Red Cross 

D8 Male Approx. 10 years Volunteer, Red Cross 

2.3.2 Experts 

     We have conducted interviews with two experts. One is the project manager for the department 

of asylum within the Danish Red Cross. She has contributed perspectives regarding the composition 

of the representative system and information regarding the considerations that are taken into 

account when recruiting representatives, during a course of training, the working out of tasks and 

considerations regarding responsibility. We have also conducted an interview with a social worker 

who works locally with children and adolescents and who has experience in cooperating with 

guardians once the children have been granted residence. We have been given his suggestions for 

the most important qualifications that the guardians should possess as well as his view of 

cooperation with local social workers. These interviews served to provide us with a framework for 

understanding the problem.  

Experts Professional Title Gender 

D1 Social worker Male 

D2  Project manager, Red Cross Female 
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2.3.3 Separated children 

     We have conducted interviews with ten separated children. Four of these children have been 

granted residence in Denmark.  

The interviews have been conducted in the home environment of the children living in foster care or 

in child care institutions and the employees of the childcare institutions have participated in the 

primary stages. In one case, an interview was conducted at the child’s school and in another case an 

interview was conducted in one of the facilities of Save the Children Denmark. Otherwise the 

interviews the interviews were conducted in the home environment of the children at the reception 

centre. Out of the ten interviews, six of them were conducted with an interpreter.  

 

Children Gender Age Country of 

Origin 

Living environment Permit to stay 

D1 Female 17 Africa Foster family Yes 

D2 Male 18 Afghanistan Asylum centre, Danish Red 

Cross 

No 

D3 Male 18 Afghanistan Childcare institution for 

separated children 

Yes 

D4 Male 18 Somalia Childcare institution for 

separated children 

Yes 

D5 Male 16 Afghanistan Asylum centre, Danish Red 

Cross 

Yes 

D6 Male Approx. 

16 

Afghanistan Asylum centre, Danish Red 

Cross 

No 

D7 Male Approx. 

16 

Somalia Asylum centre, Danish Red 

Cross 

No 

D8 Male Approx. 

15 

Afghanistan Asylum centre, Danish Red 

Cross 

No 

D9 Male Approx. 

16 

Afghanistan Asylum centre, Danish Red 

Cross 

No 
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D10 Male Approx. 

16 

Afghanistan Asylum centre, Danish Red 

Cross 

No 

    

    

2.4 Advisory group 

     In Denmark, the national advisory council consists of the following people: 

 

Project manager, the Department of Asylum of the Danish 

Red Cross  

Mrs. Karen-Inger Thorsen 

Volunteer Unit. The Danish Refugee Council  Mrs. Rie Græsborg 

Senior researcher of the SFI3 Mrs. Kathrine Vitus  

 

The role of the advisory group in this project has been of a consultative nature. Apart from directing 

questions at them in the beginning of the project, they have had the option to comment on the 

results of the national report as well as verifying the more factual points of the report before the 

report has been made public. The advisory group is not in any way responsible for the contents of 

this report.  

 

3. THE REPRESENTATIVE SYSTEM IN DENMARK 

3.1 The legislative foundation of the representative system  

In January of 2003, the Danish Parliament decided to pass an amendment to the Aliens Act and to 

the Custody and Access Act4 which brought about a number of changes related to the handling of 

separated children seeking asylum. Among other things, this meant that separated children under 

the age of 18 would be assigned a personal representative whose responsibility it was to help the 

child while the child’s case was being considered (Section 56A of the Aliens Act). The regulations 

came into force on the 2nd of April 2003 and had an effect on the handling of cases involving 

                                                           
3
 The Danish National Centre for Social Research 

4
 Lov om Forældremyndighed og Samvær. 
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separated children who were seeking asylum after the before mentioned date. (Meinel, Eva Green, 

Uledsagede mindreårige asylansøgere, The Danish Refugee Council: 2005, p. 3.)  

The Danish Red Cross operates the representative system in Denmark which covers the period until 

the decision of whether or not the child will be granted asylum or residence in Denmark has been 

made. The majority of representatives are volunteers (approx. 180) who usually act as 

representatives for one separated child at a time.  

3.2 Who are the representatives? 

     The Danish Red Cross recommends voluntary persons to attend to the task of being a 

representative for separated children. Thus, the representative cannot have any affiliation with the 

immigration authorities. The question of whether or not a person can be assigned to the task of 

being a representative for a separated child is settled by a specific evaluation in the individual case.   

     There are no explicit demands as to any specific education or experience on the part of the 

representative. There is, however, one condition, namely; that the representative, based on his/her 

education or work experience among other things, is suitable for the task. In addition to this, the 

representative must not have any criminal record.  

The representatives are as a general rule not compensated for their work. There are, however, a 

few guardians that have to travel very far to meet the separated child they are representing and 

they have the possibility of being compensated for the travel costs of one visit.  

The representatives are offered an introductory course. This course is partly an introduction to the 

process that the separated children have to go through in connection to the asylum seeking process 

or residence in Denmark. The course is also designed to give the representatives the proper skills 

related to dealing with the many different dilemmas that they will come across while working as a 

representative. After the introduction course the representatives are invited every second month to 

a meeting with other representatives and always with some relevant speakers, who can boost their 

knowledge. It is of course voluntary, but the experience of the Red Cross is that it is always well-

visited. 

Apart from that The Danish Refugee Council offers free juridical councelation to the 

representatives.To keep up with the actual inflow of separated children, the Danish Red Cross 

Asylum Department also employees some paid representatives (approx. 12), working primarily part-

time (30 hours/week) as a supplement to the group of volunteer representatives. This group of 
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representatives has expenses in relation to their work covered - aside from food. They represent 

approx. 10-15 children at a time on average. This could, for example, be a social worker. 

Finally the Asylum Department employs three professional representatives working full-time with the 

most complicated cases involving for instance trafficking. Their expenses are also fully covered apart 

from food. 

3.3 What are the formal tasks of the representatives?  

     The rights and tasks of the representative can be compared to those of custody. The purpose of 

assigning a representative is that the child receives personal support and guidance by an adult 

(Section 56A. Subsection 1 of the Aliens Act). The tasks of the representative are concentrated 

around the child’s application for residence in Denmark and primarily directed at protecting the best 

interest of the child and assisting the child during the process. However, the tasks of the 

representative can also be to look after the child’s best interests as well as support in more personal 

matters, , for example, decisions regarding schooling and cases of illness. (The Ministry of Refugee, 

Immigration and Integration Affairs et al., Vejledning for repræsentanter, opgaver og funktion i 

forhold til uledsagede mindreårige asylansøgere, The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and 

Integration Affairs: 2003, p. 6). 

     The representative works without pay and voluntarily and all expenses in connection with the 

work as representative are covered by the representative him/herself.  

3.3.1 The tasks of the representative in relation to the immigration authorities  

¶ To assist the child in the different interviews and examinations of the child being 

conducted by the immigration authorities. 

¶ To support and provide guidance for the child during the meetings and assist the child in 

bringing information to light that might be relevant to the authorities’ evaluation of the 

child’s application for a residence permit. At the same time, it is the duty of the 

representative to inform the child of his/her obligation to bring information to light. 

Furthermore, the representative has to support the child in connection with filling out the 

application form for seeking asylum and continuously explain to the child the procedures 

of the application process. 

¶ If the child wants to, the representative has to aid the child in the search for his/her 

parents. The search can be conducted through the Danish Red Cross or other 

organizations which have been approved for such a task. (The Ministry of Refugee, 

Immigration and Integration Affairs et al., Vejledning for repræsentanter, opgaver og 
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funktion i forhold til uledsagede mindreårige asylansøgere, The Ministry of Refugee, 

Immigration and Integration Affairs: 2003, p. 7).  

3.3.2 The tasks of the representative in relation to the Danish Red Cross 

¶ In cooperation with centre staff ensure that the child’s needs and rights are protected and 

that the child understands them and that the child has the best possible conditions at the 

centre, for example in relation to education and personal development.  

¶ The representative has to help the child understand the content and the conclusions of the 

social report that the childcare institution draws up on the child with regard to a joint 

evaluation of the possibilities for the child concerning housing, if the child is granted a 

residence permit. The representative has to ensure that the views of the child are included in 

the report. The report is forwarded to the local authorities of the area in which the child will 

reside. 

¶ In addition, the guardian should consider the child’s interests in relation to other authorities 

and organizations with which the child becomes involved, for example in relation 

to treatment of any disease or in assisting the child in maintaining the child’s cultural and 

religious affiliation. 

 

¶  There are employees at the childcare institution who are present in the child’s everyday life 

and who have responsibility for the daily care of the child. Therefore, the child has two close 

contacts who see to the child’s welfare. (The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and 

Integration Affairs et al., Vejledning for repræsentanter, opgaver og funktion i forhold til 

uledsagede mindreårige asylansøgere, The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and Integration 

Affairs: 2003, p. 8).  

 

3.2 The assigning of a representative 

     When the Danish Immigration Service ascertains that an applicant for asylum is under the age of 

18 and that the applicant is not accompanied by his/her parents or other adults who legally have 

taken the parents’ place, the Danish Immigration Service will ask the state administration to appoint 

a representative for the child. At the same time, the Danish Immigration Service will also ask the 

Danish Red Cross to recommend a representative for the child. (The Ministry of Refugee, 

Immigration and Integration Affairs et al., Vejledning for repræsentanter, opgaver og funktion i 
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forhold til uledsagede mindreårige asylansøgere, The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and 

Integration Affairs: 2003, p. 8-9).  

     Before the Danish Red Cross recommends a person for the post as a representative, a meeting 

with the child, if possible, will be held regarding the assigning of the representative. If the child is 

below the age of 12, the meeting will be held provided that the maturity of the child and the 

circumstances of the case allow this. (The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and Integration Affairs et 

al., Vejledning for repræsentanter, opgaver og funktion i forhold til uledsagede mindreårige 

asylansøgere, The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and Integration Affairs: 2003, p. 9).  

     When the state administration receives the recommendation from the Danish Red Cross, the state 

administration assigns a representative for the child. (The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and 

Integration Affairs et al., Vejledning for repræsentanter, opgaver og funktion i forhold til uledsagede 

mindreårige asylansøgere, The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and Integration Affairs: 2003, p. 9).  

3.5 Who manages the interests of the child until the child is given a representative?  

     The Danish Immigration Service will ask the Danish Red Cross to recommend a person as 

representative for the child once the child’s age has been accessed by the authorities. The 

representative is not present in the process of assessing the child’s age. Since 1993, an obligatory 

system has been in place according to which the Danish Red Cross provides an impartial social 

assessor to assist the child each time the child is in contact with the authorities. Accordingly, until a 

representative has been assigned, an impartial social assessor will be available. According to the Red 

Cross most separated children are appointed a representative from the very beginning in practise – 

also before the age is accessed. It happens if the personal in the Red Cross have worries about the 

wellbeing of the child or if the children are entering the Dublin-procedure, which many of them 

does.5 

3.6 The end of the assignment as representative 

     The assignment as representative ends, among other things, when a child is granted residence in 

Denmark and a guardian has been assigned. Furthermore, the assignment ends when the child’s 

parents arrive in Denmark or in some other way are capable of having custody of the child. Also, the 

representative system ceases to be in effect when the child reaches 18 years of age. (The Ministry of 

Refugee, Immigration and Integration Affairs et al., Vejledning for repræsentanter, opgaver og 

                                                           
5
 Karen-Inger Thorsen. Danish Red Cross. 
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funktion i forhold til uledsagede mindreårige asylansøgere, The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and 

Integration Affairs: 2003, p. 10).  

4. THE GUARDIANSHIP SYSTEM IN DENMARK 
     If the child is granted residence in Denmark, a guardian (“værge” in Danish) will be assigned to the 

child who will have temporary custody of the child and who will attend to the child’s interests until 

the child reaches the age of 18. The representative continues his/her assignment until a guardian has 

been assigned.  

     When a guardian is to be assigned, the Danish Immigration Service asks the Danish Red Cross to 

recommend a person to the state administration who will have custody over the child. Hereafter, the 

state administration will then make a decision regarding the guardian. In the Guardianship Act, the 

function of a guardian is described in the following way: 

Section 1. Children and adolescents under the age of 18, who are not married, are children and are 

thereby declared incapable of managing his/her affairs.  

Subsection 2. Children cannot commit themselves to judicial acts or command their own financial 

circumstances, unless something else has been determined. 

Subsection 3. Unless nothing else has been determined, the guardians will act on behalf of the minor 

in matters of a financial nature. 

At the same time, it is described that: 

Section 26. The guardian is obligated to consult with the person under guardianship before decisions 

of important matters are made. This, however, does not apply if the person concerned is under the 

age of 15, if the person concerned does not understand the meaning of his/her case or if this can not 

come to pass without considerable difficulty.  (Departmental order, the Guardianship Act, Act no. 

388 from the 14th of June 1995, including the amendments as a result of Section 15 in Act no. 542 

from the 24th of June 2005, Section 8 in Act no. 552 from the 24th of June 2005 and Section 26 in Act 

no. 538 from the 8th of June 2006. The amendment that is a result of Section 8 in Act no. 434 from 

the 8th of May 2006 has not been incorporated into this statutory provision since the time of the 

coming into force of the amendment is set by the Minister of Family and Consumer Affairs6, cf. 

Section 15, Subsection 3 in Act no. 434 from the 8th of May 2006).  

                                                           
6
 This ministry has since been closed down. 
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     From this definition of a guardian, it becomes hard to deduce precisely what the affairs of the 

guardian are, apart from decisions concerning financial matters. In this way, the term important 

matters can be very multifarious and provides us with a broad framework for interpretation. The 

Danish Refugee Council has, among other things, provided the separated children with information 

and they make the following description: 

     The guardian’s task includes taking care of the child in the same way that the child’s parents would 

have done. That is to say that the role of the guardian can be compared with having custody of the 

child. This also means that the guardian can make decisions regarding the child’s upbringing, 

schooling, religion, integration etc. In keeping with this, it is the guardian’s affair to ensure that the 

child has sufficient clothing, proper housing as well as care and medical assistance. (The Danish 

Refugee Council: 2004, p. 11) 

     Apart from this, a social worker or another person employed with the local authorities will be 

assigned to the child’s case when the child is granted residence in Denmark. Additionally, this person 

will also become one of the most important collaborators for the guardian in making decisions 

regarding the child.  

5. THE SEPARATED CHILDREN IN DENMARK 

5.1 Who are the children and how many are granted residence? 

     During the last three years (2007-2009), the number of separated children that have sought 

asylum in Denmark has increased markedly. In 2007, the number of children who sought asylum (the 

gross number) was 93 and made up 5 % of the total amount of people seeking asylum in Denmark. In 

2009, the number had risen to 529 and separated children made up 14 % of the total amount of 

people seeking asylum. The majority of the separated children who have sought asylum in Denmark 

have, for the last three years, been coming from Afghanistan. Apart from that, they were mainly 

coming from Iraq, Somalia and Iran. Thus, these four nationalities make up the majority of the 

separated children who are granted residence in Denmark.  

     In 2009, a total of 114 separated children were granted residence out of which 14 were girls and 

100 were boys. 87 of the children that were granted residence were between the ages of 15 and 17. 

74 came from Afghanistan, 16 were from Iraq, 11 from Iran, 5 from Somalia and 8 were from other 

countries. Out of the 114 residence permits, 6 were granted residence according to the Aliens Act 

Section 9c, Subsection 3, no. 1 (lack of maturity), 22 were granted residence according to the Aliens 

Act Section 9c, Subsection 3, no. 2 and 86 were granted asylum, convention status, B status and 
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former de facto status. (Save the Children Denmark, Better integration for separated children: 2010, 

p. 7). 

5.2 The asylum procedure for separated children  

     The first thing that happens when a separated child arrives in Denmark is that the Danish 

Immigration Service assesses whether or not Denmark or another country in the EU is responsible for 

the treatment of the application for asylum according to the Dublin Regulation. Afterwards, the 

separated child is interviewed by the police who decide whether or not an assessment of the child’s 

age is needed. During the processing of the child’s application for asylum, the child is accommodated 

at a one of the special childcare institutions operated by the Danish Red Cross. Once the age of the 

child has been established, the state administration assigns a representative for the child.  

     When a separated child seeks asylum, the handling of the case is dependent upon the child’s age 

and maturity. Children under the age of 12 are normally not seen to be adequately mature to 

undergo the standard procedure of seeking asylum and therefore, they can be granted residence on 

account of their low age and lack of maturity without having to undergo the procedure of seeking 

asylum (The Aliens Act Section 9c, Subsection 3, no. 1). When deciding whether or not to grant the 

child residence, the decision is based on whether or not contact with the parents in the native 

country can be established. Regarding children between the ages of 12 and 15, a specific and 

individual evaluation of the child will decide if the child is sufficiently mature to undergo a normal 

procedure of seeking asylum. If the child is deemed to be not sufficiently mature, residence can be 

granted according to the afore mentioned condition. Children, over the age of 15, are normally 

considered mature enough to undergo the normal procedure of seeking asylum but this is assessed 

individually in each case. If the child’s application for asylum is rejected, the Danish Immigration 

Service assesses whether or not the child can be granted residence based on the lack of a network in 

the child’s native country (The Aliens Act Section 9c, Subsection 3, no. 2). 

     Residence is normally granted in the cases where the child’s parents are dead or when valid 

information confirms that the parents cannot be found. Normally, residence is also granted if there is 

valid information that the child has been prevented from contacting his/her parents and if the child 

does not have an adequate socially- or family-based network in his/her native country or former 

country of origin. If the child is granted asylum or residence, the child is handed over for integration 

to the local authorities in the area in Denmark where the child will reside. (Bill on the amendment of 

the Aliens Act and the Integration Act. The handling of cases concerning separated children – follow-

up on arrangement regarding the servicing of policy on immigration and integration: 2010, p. 12).  
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     Separated children whose cases are considered in a “manifestly unfounded procedure” will, as 

opposed to adult asylum seekers, be assigned an attorney to assist them.  

     Separated children whose application for asylum is rejected have the assistance of an assigned 

attorney during the complain-procedure of the rejection of asylum and after the asylum application 

case has ended, cf. the Aliens Act Section 56 a. Subsection 8. The role of the attorney in this instance 

is to assist in the question of whether subsidiary protection can be granted as well as providing 

counsel in connection with rejection of the application for a residence permit and subsequent return 

journey. (Bill on the amendment of the Aliens Act and the Integration Act. The handling of cases 

concerning separated children - follow-up on arrangement regarding the servicing of policy on 

immigration and integration: 2010, p. 10). 

 

6. THE QUALIFICATIONS OF THE REPRESENTATIVE 
     In the following sections, the comments of the representatives and the separated children are 

presented.7  

6.1 The role of the representative regarding the residence permit  

     Several of the interviewed representatives believe that knowledge of the legislation regarding the 

asylum process is highly necessary in order for a representative to do a satisfying job. One of the 

representatives is a jurist and he relates that he has very much been able to use his specialist 

knowledge in his work as a representative. In connection with his work as a representative, he has 

written many letters of complaint to the authorities as well as to the current Minister of Refugee, 

Immigration and Integration affairs. He believes that, as a representative, you have an important 

duty since you are a necessary challenge to the authorities: “You shouldn’t have too much respect for 

the authorities if you are to represent a boy like that.” (Representative D7) 

     Another representative makes use of her specialist knowledge as a social worker and she relates 

that her fundamental knowledge of the law has been very beneficial to her in her work as a 

representative: 

                                                           
7
 The comments are presented primarily as quotes. The quotes have been edited linguistically in order to 

improve their readability, however, the meaning of the comments have not been edited. Some places, two 

comments by the same interviewee have been put together if it has been evaluated that the reader would then 

more easily understand the central point of the interviewee’s comment. Furthermore, all of the quotes have 

been made anonymous.   
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“The work as a representative is very much about the law. Personally, that area isn’t unfamiliar to me 

because I’m used to working with legislation. I think it’s great that the Danish Red Cross offers 

introductory courses but I have the impression that some of the others have been insecure when it 

comes to legislation. In these cases, we have relied on each other in network groups and I think that 

that’s an important point.” (Representative D5) 

     Another representative also tells us that she makes use of her professional experience from being 

a social worker. She is also a volunteer worker with the Danish Refugee Council so the representative 

tells us herself that she “knows all about what is weighted in the process with regard to legislative 

issues.” (Representative D3) 

     The importance of a solid knowledge of the law and a great deal of commitment is stressed by a 

representative who believes that you act as a special kind of mouthpiece for the child and that it is 

exactly this which obligates you: 

“I feel that it is the duty of the representative to be a spokesman for the young people. You feel 

obligated to very thoroughly understand the legislative issues and it is important to study these 

legislative issues. At the same time, you have to be able to communicate the legislative issues to a 

child with no previous knowledge of legislation. And at the same time, you are also a kind of a 

mouthpiece for a human being. It is the interests of this particular human being that you have to be 

able to bring to the fore. You have to understand the interests and needs of this human being.” 

(Representative D1) 

    It would seem that those representatives who have some kind of professional knowledge of the 

law from relevant backgrounds are highly making use of this knowledge in their work as 

representatives. In this way, it also becomes apparent that representatives without a kind of relevant 

background may come across problems in their volunteer work. One of the representatives tells us 

that the child he was representing had a very difficult case and that he could not quite figure out how 

to handle it: 

“The first time round, he was rejected and, of course, we appealed against the decision. But I was so 

uncertain of his case that I hired an attorney to assist me with the young man’s case.” 

(Representative D6) 

     It must be said that the hiring of the attorney was financed by the representative himself since the 

representatives do not receive any kind of financial support in their work. The representative tells us 

that, generally, he has been insecure about the lengths he should go to for the child. He was in doubt 

as to his role in dealing with the child and he did not know if he should be rearing the child or simply 
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just offer professional assistance. The representative tells us that he believes that it is necessary to 

offer better training for the representatives with regard to the legislative part of the work as a 

representative.  

     Judging from the above mentioned comments it appears that the professional background of the 

representative could have consequences for the child being represented. A child who receives a 

representative with no knowledge of the law is often worse off than one who receives a 

representative with proper knowledge of the law.  

     As a consequence of the huge differences between the representatives, the children often have 

very different experiences in terms of what their representative can contribute with. Some have very 

positive experiences:  

“Interviewer: If we turn back time to when you first met her. Were you then able to understand her 

role or what it was she was supposed to help you with? 

“Yes. I quickly got the impression that she was there to help me. She told me about the rules in 

Denmark and explained everything to me. Yes, she’s been with me throughout everything. At 

meetings with the Danish Immigration Service, the Refugee Appeals Board etc. We have also written 

a letter together to the European Court of Human Rights etc. I can’t remember what it’s all called but 

she has been by my side through it all. Usually, I just say ‘Yes mother, okay mother” to everything she 

tells me. Because she knows the system and the legislative issues best, you know. She’s been living all 

these years in Denmark, you know. So she’s talented.” (Child D2) 

     Another child tells about his/her experience with a representative: 

“We talk before an interview. She guides me and tells me how and why about such and such, and 

then she’s with me during the entire interview. She functions as a sort of observer and then she 

notices how I feel and how I answer the questions.” (Child D6) 

     Not all of the children, however, have equally good experiences and an equal amount of faith in 

the task and assistance of the representative: 

“As I was saying, I’ve been very unlucky. When I was at the interview with the police, I’d still not been 

assigned a representative and I’ve still not been at the interview with the Danish Immigration Service 

and I’m still waiting for my turn. In the meantime, there hasn’t been any sort of contact with anybody 

or anything with regard to that… Not with help, not with information (…) There’s no guidance, no 

information. Nothing.” (Child D8) 
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     It would appear that it has been very beneficial to the child when the representative has been very 

clear about his/her communication with regard to what he/she could help the child with and, also, 

with regard to what the child might expect from the representative. It has also been helpful when 

the representative has had some kind of knowledge of legislative issues and a commitment to teach 

the child how to deal with these meetings. It proved to be very problematic for the children whose 

representative was not adequately committed and who did not have sufficient knowledge of 

legislative issues. Thus, it would appear that the protection of the children’s legal rights is dependent 

on the individual skills of the representative and, therefore, the separated children risk receiving 

unequal protection during the asylum process.  

6Ȣφ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅÓȭ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÓÙÌÕÍ ÓÅÅËÉÎÇ 

process 

     From an overall perspective, the representatives have very different experiences in terms of their 

cooperation with the authorities.  

     With regard to cooperating with the authorities, representative D2 defines his role as a 

representative in the following way: 

“My function was very much to ensure that the young man was treated properly by the authorities, 

including the Danish Immigration Service. To discuss the case properly so he knew what it was about 

and to be present at the interviews in order to ensure that the young people be allowed breathing 

space. For example, one of them became very upset and, therefore, it was very important to take care 

of him.” (Representative D2) 

     One of the representatives tells us that the cooperation with the authorities has been very 

successful. This was due to successful cooperation with the child’s attorney who had a particularly 

thorough knowledge of children from Afghanistan.  

     On the subject of cooperation with the authorities, another representative has the following to 

say: 

“Well, I would actually say that it’s been very straightforward. They treated the young person very 

well. One time, I wasn’t able to make the meeting in time and so they very aptly rescheduled the 

meeting to another day. The attorney also did a very satisfying job and an interpreter has been 

present every time.” (Representative D3) 

     Representative D7, who in his professional life works as a lawyer, calls attention to the fact that 

cooperation with the authorities is very much dependent on the case of the individual child and on 
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whether or not the representatives of the authorities believe in the child’s story. He has been the 

representative for two boys. One boy’s case was very easy whereas the other boy’s case proved to be 

quite difficult and the representative had to struggle with the authorities. In this case, the 

representative had to use his professional experience in order to secure the rights of the child in 

complaining about the ruling of the court in the matter of the application for asylum. The 

representative was able to do this because of his background as a jurist. He comments: 

“I don’t feel that the authorities act decently in all of this. Among other things, this is why I’ve decided 

to become a representative and get involved in the boys’ cases.” (Representative D7) 

     On a whole, it looks as though the work as a representative might involve disagreeing with the 

rulings of the authorities and their handling of the case of the child. As a consequence of this, one 

might opt to get further involved in the child’s case. It might not be possible to know beforehand 

how much one must struggle with the authorities and this might come as a surprise to some of the 

representatives. Several of the representatives comment that it is sometimes hard to know exactly 

what you are getting into and how much work goes into being a representative.  

6.3 The role of the representative with regard to social arrangements with the child  

     It is the representative and the child together who make the guidelines for their relationship with 

regard to where, when and how they meet. Some representatives have chosen to interpret their role 

as representative as being of a social nature where, apart from the obligatory meetings with the child 

concerning the child’s application for asylum, they also meet under more informal circumstances.  

     In the following comment, a representative explains how she distributes her tasks and activities 

with regard to her time with the young people that she represents: 

“This, I would say, differs very much because the young people are very different. It might be that I’m 

boring. I’m an adult with gray hair and it’s not always that the young people have a need for social 

interaction with me. It might not be the same for other young people. Some, though, have a great 

need and so I invite them to my house to see my family. I visit them where they are living and look at 

their stuff and ask them questions about it.” (Representative D1) 

     Another representative calls attention to the fact that contact between the child and the 

representative will differ on an individual basis. He does not believe that the social role is an integral 

part of being a representative but that it is a possibility if both parts wish to engage in it. In the 

following comment, he answers the question of whether or not it is the responsibility of the 

representative to engage in social activities with the child: 
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“Well, no. I don’t quite know what to think about that – we’re the ones who need to take initiative 

with regard to that because the young people don’t do it themselves. I have seen some of these other 

representatives engaged in playing table tennis but this young man, that I represented, didn’t seem 

too interested in all of that. I focused mostly on my role in connection with the case of applying for 

asylum. That was my priority as opposed to the social aspect.” (Representative D3) 

     Thus, some representatives believe that the social aspect can be a part of the work as 

representative but that it is not formally a part of the work. However, others see it as being a very 

important aspect: 

“So, all this business of inviting the young people to your house and all. I believe that to be an 

important part of the work in order for the person to be included in our society and learn about 

Danish culture. I believe that it is important to tell about yourself and your family and about where 

you live and your role as a representative.” (Representative D1) 

     One of the interviewed representatives has a markedly different opinion on this. He thinks that 

the employees of the asylum centres are skilled in taking care of and looking after the children. 

Therefore, the representative in question thinks that these employees perform the social function 

and that he “doesn’t need to take care of that.” (Representative D7) 

     With these comments in mind, a picture emerges that the question of whether or not the social 

aspect is a part of the role of being a representative is very much up to the representative and the 

child themselves. It is up to them to define if they wish to see each other privately. It is also up to the 

representative to evaluate the setting up of his/her boundaries with regard to the social aspect and 

to define the framework for the contact he/she wishes to have with the child. The following 

comment illustrates the fact that it can be hard to define one’s role as representative, not in least 

with regard to the children: 

“It is my impression that there are many stories floating around about the representatives in the 

different camps and centres. In these places, we are proclaimed fathers and mothers and I certainly 

don’t see myself that way which I make clear to the child. I simply start with the legislation and then I 

explain my own role which they don’t understand. Then I explain again and again. My role is to be an 

impartial person who doesn’t receive payment from anybody but who has signed up voluntarily. My 

task is to sit with them during the meetings and support them during these meetings.” 

(Representative D5) 

     It would appear that the representatives are very much alone in defining their role. Some 

representatives are constantly burdened by a guilty conscience. Other representatives stress the 
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importance of clarifying to oneself exactly what kind of involvement you wish to commit to. Others 

stress that the needs of the children are different and that the children are often reserved and do not 

invite themselves. Therefore, it is often up to the representative to invite the children to social 

gatherings.  

     When judging from the comments of the children, it would appear that exactly the social relation 

serves an important function because it provides the children with security and a more close 

connection with one single person. The children who have good social contact with their 

representative describe it as being unique and very much decisive for their well-being, including their 

physical and mental health.  

“Well. We do all sorts of things together. I can always turn to her. She’s completely like a mother to 

me. If I need something or I need to ask about something, I can always ask her or call her. She’s the 

one person that I have in my life. She’s all that I have in Denmark. She’s like a mother to me.” (Child 

D2) 

“I think that doing social activities together is very good because the children who come from 

Afghanistan don’t know anybody and they don’t know where to go. Even though they’re doing well in 

this country, they’re very lonely. If you have someone like Maria, you know that next week you will be 

doing something together.” (Child D5) 

“It is very important to me that I’ve already found myself a fixed place. At the same time, I’ve got a 

new family. I’m happy to see them and they’re happy to see me and it’s a mutual affection. I’m very 

grateful for what I’ve been given.” (Child D9) 

     In contrast to these children’s comments, there are also children who say that they really lack a 

close relation to an adult. The children who do not engage in social activities with their 

representatives find it hard to watch the other children with their representatives: 

“Well, it’s very different, you know, because I know many of my different friends who also have a 

parent representative and it’s very different for them, you know. Every weekend, they were out doing 

stuff like taking a walk or something like that and they made a great effort to entertain the young 

person or something like that, you know. But my representative, he wasn’t like that at all.” (Child D3) 

“Some have a good parent representative and some have a bad one, you know. When it was my 

birthday nobody came to say congratulations to me at all, you know. And some of the other parent 

representatives, they came when the others had their birthday, you know. They came with their son 

and daughter and said congratulations, you know, and threw him a party.” (Child D3) 
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“Well, yes. I don’t think he was any good. He was a politician of some sort. Well, I don’t really know 

what it’s called but he works at an asylum centre, you know. Before, you know, before you’re 18 years 

old and you have to go to an interview then you need a parent representative to go with you, you 

know. So he became my parent representative. We met twice in connection with the interviews, you 

know. Yes, well, and then we met one time when he came to the asylum centre to tell me about the 

rules in Denmark and all that, you know. And that was it.” (Child D3) 

     Some children see it as downright degrading that their representative does not show any interest 

in them: 

“No, we haven’t been doing any social stuff together. The only thing we talked about was… Well, it’s 

because my fingerprints were taken in Italy. That’s all he’s spoken to me about. There hasn’t been any 

social contact. No invitation. Nothing (…) That’s also depressing because I live at the same place as 

the others and I notice it when their representative visits two or three times a week. They talk 

together about different things. Or the representative asks how they are doing. Nobody even asks me 

if I’m alive or dead. It’s completely humiliating.” (Child D8) 

     There can be no doubt that the children compare their experiences with having a representative. 

It can be problematic that the system is not more homogeneous. Apart from this, some children 

experience that they are excluded from a social community just because they have been assigned a 

representative who does not wish to engage with them socially.  

6.3.1 Intimacy and confidentiality between the child and the representative  

     Several of the interviewed children describe how the intimacy and confidentiality that they share 

with their representative is of great importance. Some see the representative as a sort of parent 

even though the representative does not have custody of them.  

Interviewer: “So would you rather have been assigned a man as your representative for example? 

“No, I wouldn’t have preferred that because, you know, all boys like their mother. I also like my 

mother. If a man was my representative then I couldn’t really express myself in the same way. She’s 

the kind of person who really listens to me and who I can talk to about my problems, you know. I 

think she’s a fantastic person.” (Child D2) 

Interviewer: “It also sounds like you have a great deal of trust in her. Has she done anything in 

particular to earn that kind of trust? 
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“Yes, because when she treats me well and helps me. She helps me but I help her as well. For 

example, that I have to go to school and do my homework and all that, when she does all that stuff 

for me then I also feel like being nice to her. I have to listen to what she says.” (Child D2) 

“I want to remember her all of my life and I want to know her all of my life. If she was finished with 

me then I wouldn’t know what to do. I don’t have anybody else in Denmark. It’s just her. I only listen 

to her. If I didn’t have her then I wouldn’t listen, I think. (Child D2) 

“Because she’s really nice to me. She helps me to remember everything. She calls me if there’s 

anything I might have forgotten. Like yesterday night, you know, she called me and she said ‘where 

are you?’ I said, ‘well I’m just out with a couple of friends, you know.’ Then she said, ‘well then you 

have to go home now because you need to get some sleep so that you’re fit for tomorrow.’ Then I say 

‘alright mother.’ I really hope that I will be able to live here in Denmark because I feel really good 

here. I have nothing to return to. I’ve lost both of my parents and I have no contact with the rest of 

my family.” (Child D2) 

Interviewer: “Are there any negative sides to having such a close relationship with someone in 

Denmark? 

“No. There’s nothing negative about it.” (Child D2) 

     This child clearly describes the important function that the representative has in his everyday life. 

He describes the representative as helping him with having structure in his life and this provides him 

with a measure of security and protection. 

6ȢχȢφ 4ÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅ 

     In continuation of the above section about the role of the representative with regard to social 

arrangements, it is also very different how much the representatives choose to let the children 

become part of their families. Some believe that it is absolutely essential to the child’s inclusion into 

society and in order for the child to feel welcome in Denmark and, therefore, they invite the children 

to be a part of their home during birthdays and other celebrations: 

“I’ve had him in my house on several occasions and he has met my family. It also occurred to me the 

first time I had to come and pull him out of his room and I noticed that he had pictures of my family 

on his wall that I had sent him. That’s when I realized that, all right, there’s something here that 

means something. That makes a whole lot of sense actually. I had just overlooked it.” (Representative 

D4) 
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     Some representatives are very careful about setting up their own private boundaries and, 

therefore, choose to meet with the child at the asylum centre or other less personal places.  

     Representative D7 who only meets with the children at his office tells us that he once received a 

phone call from the staff at the asylum centre because they believed that he should have more 

contact with the child: 

“They called me from Grib Skov and asked me what my plans were concerning the young man’s 

birthday. That made me blush. We had a dinner party at my house for him. Other than that, the child 

doesn’t frequent my house.” (Representative D7) 

     This representative has made the decision not to include the child in his family and, as a 

consequence, has chosen to not have the child frequent his house. He says that he is emotionally 

engaged in the child’s life and that the decision to separate his role as a representative from the 

social aspect is in order to protect his own private boundaries. He also comments that social 

interaction has never been one of his stronger points and, therefore, he has chosen not to put 

emphasis on the social aspect of his work as a representative. 

6.4 The role of the representative as a person of trust, a parent and a social worker  

     For many representatives, it is the involvement in the child’s life that is of crucial importance with 

regard to how they perceive the volunteer work. Several representatives comment that you commit 

yourself in a different way when you are a volunteer worker than if you were hired as a professional 

representative. Several representatives also call attention to the fact that one of the advantages to 

being a volunteer is that you are able to engage yourself more emotionally in the child’s life, which in 

turn makes you do better work and is good for the child. On the other hand, there is a greater risk of 

the representative agreeing to more than he/she can really handle. For some representatives, the 

role as representative also has a great impact on their family life. This would suggest that it is 

important to carefully consider what kind of a relationship you wish to have with the child and how 

much space you want it to take up in your private life before becoming a representative.  

     Being involved in a child’s life and maybe being the only adult that he/she has close contact with 

might cause the representative to feel more obligated towards the child than would normally have 

been the case. In the following comment, a representative describes how she believes over-

involvement in the child’s life might look in this field of work: 
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“You feel obligated because you are in very close contact with the child and all of a sudden you might 

find yourself in a position where everything is a bit too much to handle. I’ve seen numerous examples 

of cases where it becomes too much to handle for the representative. It’s all about the need to define 

to oneself how much you are able to handle beforehand. It’s also about having the young person as 

your starting point and finding out how much weight you’re able to carry. This is an individual thing. 

What I’ve learned from the experience has been to set up my own boundaries.” (Representative D5) 

     In the following comment, a representative describes how easily one can get involved because of 

the situation that the child is in and because the child is very much alone:  

“Well, you do it because you’re sitting across from this 16 year old boy who tells you how his parents 

have been murdered right in front of him and then it hits you. When you speak to a child who’s that 

much alone in the world and this is the extreme version of being alone that we’re talking about. I 

believe that you have to be unbelievably tough in order for it not to affect you and not to make you 

think about it at night.” (Representative D4) 

     It would appear that setting up boundaries with regard to the amount of involvement on the part 

of the representative can be a difficult task to solve and that over-involvement is something that 

most of the interviewed representatives know about.  

6.5 The volunteer aspect versus the paid  professional aspect 

     As previously described, the ways in which the representatives manage their role in the child’s life 

are very different. This could be because the degree to which the representatives are able to and are 

willing to commit themselves to the lives of the children differs very much. Also, it is because of the 

different demands that are not always clear to the representatives.  

“Right now, a great deal is left for just the volunteers to deal with. But, yes, it’s kind of a difficult 

discussion to have because sometimes things just happen when the volunteer work is being 

performed which would never have happened if it had been professionals. I’m able to recognize that 

in my work. In my professional career, being an employee of the state, I can observe that there are 

clear and established guidelines with regard to the work. In volunteer work, there is a different kind of 

possibility for creating a relationship. You could have a more professional approach when recruiting 

volunteers, I believe, because some of these relationships do go awry. But it’s difficult because, in 

principle, a blacksmith might make a very good representative.” (Representative D5) 

     According to the representatives, no supervision, apart from the introductory course, of the work 

of the representatives is offered to the representatives unless they implement it themselves. In this 
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way, they describe that they do not receive any help in defining their role apart from what happens 

on their own initiative. Several of the interviewed representatives believe that supervision and better 

support for the volunteers is necessary: 

“In general, you aren’t prepared particularly well for the task. There’s an introductory course once a 

year and I didn’t attend the course until after I had worked as a representative for a year. I think that 

that should be improved on. For example, they could put emphasis on the first meeting. How do you 

go about it? Or maybe the representatives should be forced to ask themselves the question: Exactly 

how much am I willing to commit myself to this? Something along the lines of actually saying how 

many hours you are prepared to commit to.” (Representative D5) 

“I believe that it’s necessary for the representatives to be much better prepared to handle the young 

person’s case. I don’t really know whether this should happen through some sort of professional 

remodelling of the system. I do believe, though, that the volunteer worker has special skills and that 

the representatives go very much out of their way to secure the interests of the child. However, I think 

that some sort of hot line should be set up that would provide legal advice for the representatives and 

which they would be able to call at every hour of the day. The system is simply not working properly 

as it is right now. If the representative isn’t up to speed with legal issues, it might have serious 

consequences for the young person.” (Representative D7) 

“I would start by saying that the way the representative system is working is very problematic. I think 

that some clear guidelines for the volunteers are missing. At the present time, I perceive it as being a 

kind of buffet for the volunteers. And I mean this in the sense that the volunteers are all different 

people and each person contributes with something different. I feel that this is very problematic in 

terms of the young person’s case.” (Representative D7) 

     One representative tells us that the missing guidelines can also have an impact on the relationship 

between the representative and the child: 

“Well. There are some of these younger girls in the ages between 27 and 30. Beautiful girls who are 

students and who don’t have a husband and children and there has been some misunderstandings 

with some of these boys. One is the story of this boy from Afghanistan who fell deeply in love with his 

representative. She had to stop her visits and has been seeing a psychologist and all that because 

something went really wrong and, in that instance, it can safely be said that the roles had not been 

clearly defined, you know. (…) I think that it’s a pitfall that the Danish Red Cross needs to be 

concerned about because it can cause problems if the child and the representative are too close to 

each other age-wise.” (Representative D5) 
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     In this way, the representative argues that the representatives should be thoroughly informed of 

what they are getting involved in and that they should receive guidance with regard to defining their 

role with the child. Further on in the interview, she remarks that she feels the representatives should 

have reached a certain age and a certain stage of maturity before being allowed to work as 

representatives. When discussing whether or not the representatives are properly prepared for their 

task, we turn to a closer inspection of the advantages and the disadvantages of the volunteer system. 

The following comments all shed light on this question: 

“When looking at the interests of the child, a greater deal of professional training would be preferable 

with regard to the child’s casework. With regard to legal issues and in securing them the best possible 

legal treatment. On the other hand, when it comes to helping the young person to settle in the 

country then I have no doubt as to the importance of the personal relationships that are formed 

because it helps them to succeed with their lives in Denmark. It is exactly this personal relationship 

that they are in need of. (Representative D4)  

“In terms of the impartial social assessor part of being a representative, when assisting the child in 

dealing with the authorities, I believe that this should be handled by a professional because not 

everybody has experience when it comes to the law, you know. Not everybody knows what to look for 

when they are looking through the child’s reports, you know. But it’s hard because knowing about 

these things also creates solidarity between the representative and the child and gives them 

something to talk about, so I really don’t know.” (Representative D5) 

     Accordingly, many critical thoughts on a voluntary representative system have been expressed. 

Several of the representatives point to the fact that when it comes to legal matters the children 

might be better off with a professional representative. 

     Most of the representatives, however, also make positive remarks on the fact that the system is 

voluntary: 

“You have to be dedicated and you have to do it because you want to. That, I think, is the most 

important thing and the rest will come eventually. That is also the reason why I think that it’s 

important that the system is voluntary and not professional. I think a high degree of volunteer spirit is 

needed. (…) Because the degree of commitment and the degree of the relationship is completely 

different with volunteers than with professionals. I’ve also seen it in my work as a social worker where 

I work with finding mentors for young people. Their commitment is also much greater than that of the 

professional contacts who get paid for what they do. In these instances, the business aspect comes 

into play very easily.” (Representative D3) 
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“Volunteer work is the best option. If the system undergoes a professional remodelling then the child 

would be relegated to simply being a case on a desk somewhere. Volunteer workers have a different 

degree of commitment but they should have a professional attitude and be prepared to get involved 

in fights with the authorities, which is part of the work as a representative.” (Representative D7) 

“I believe in the volunteer aspect. I just think that a higher degree of screening and supervision is 

needed with regard to the selection of volunteers. I’m aware that a lot of meetings are being held all 

of the time but I believe that some sort of hot line should be put in place where the representatives 

could direct their questions continuously. For example, I heard, from one of the other representatives, 

about an experience where she was almost buckling under the pressure of constant phone calls from 

the young person she was assigned to.” (Representative D5) 

     Overall, a picture emerges from these comments which suggests to us that the volunteer 

representatives serve an important function with regard to emotional involvement in the child’s life. 

This, of course, is something that professional representatives would not have the opportunity to do. 

However, it has been stated that a lack of legislative knowledge can be a problem with the volunteer 

representatives.  

     To the child, a close relationship with the representative is pivotal to its sense of security. Contact 

with the representative is further appreciated when the child also feels that the representative is 

professionally competent and possesses the proper expert knowledge in dealing with the authorities. 

To the children then, it is important that the representative has a close relationship with the child. 

Furthermore, it is also important that the representative is skilled professionally in order to deal with 

the legislative aspects of the child’s case.  

     In the following section, a child describes the difference between a volunteer representative and 

the staff at the asylum centre who have professional training in dealing with the child: 

“The good thing about her was that I was allowed to do anything I wanted. I could go to her place, I 

could receive a gift from her and I could do anything with her. It was completely different with the 

staff at the asylum centre, you know. I couldn’t go to their homes and I couldn’t receive gifts from 

them. In a way, you could say that I was trapped at the centre but when she was there then I was 

free, you know.” (Child D1) 

     Judging from the children’s comments, we can conclude that it is very important to the children to 

know whether or not the representative is doing his/her work from a desire to do the best for the 

child and if the relationship is mutual: 
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Interviewer: “All this business about the representative being a volunteer here in Denmark. Is that 

something that you have thought about? I mean the fact that she is not being paid to be a 

representative? 

“Well. I really don’t have any doubt in my mind that she wants to help me. I just know that she wants 

to. I can always come to her and she never says, ‘no, I haven’t got the time’, or anything like that. And 

that’s why I’m so fond of her.” (Child D2) 

“I think that it’s good that she’s only assigned to me. If she was assigned to three children like me 

then she wouldn’t have time for all of us, you know. She’s a little bit old, you know. I just don’t think 

she would be able to find the time for all of us. I really don’t think that’s any fun at all. I think that it’s 

best that you’re just assigned to one person each, you know.” (Child D2) 

“The people who want to sign up as volunteer parent representatives, they just come to the Danish 

Red Cross and say: ‘We want to be parent representatives and we want to make a difference for a 

young person and entertain them’, you know. They’re all right. But the ones who are obligatory, right, 

they do it because they have to, you know. The ones that the police assign to you and say to them, 

‘you have to accompany the young people to their interviews’, they are just not good enough, you 

know. They are busy and they never have time for you.” (Child D3) 

“If I were a representative then I would handle it point by point. The responsibility you have as a 

representative and make them known to the public authorities. I would also promote social 

gatherings and encouragement. I would support them all the way through until the case was settled. 

That’s the way I would do it.” (Child D8) 

“I would like a representative that could be a sort of helping hand whether it be an older person or a 

younger person, a man or a woman, that’s not important. But it is most important to me that it is a 

person who can serve as a link between me and the authorities. I’ve met him about six times.” (Child 

D9) 

     In a general sense, the comments of the representatives and the children point towards a number 

of positive aspects to the voluntary representative system in Denmark. Some of the representatives, 

however, do express concern with regard to the legal rights of the children since not all of the 

representatives are knowledgeable when it comes to the legal aspects of the process of seeking 

asylum. With regard to the social aspect, on the whole, everybody agrees that the volunteer 

representative is capable of having a vital and significant relationship with the child which the 

professional representative is not capable of.  
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6.6 Communication between the representative and the child  

     This section deals with the nature of the communication that has occurred between the child and 

the representative. In this communication, we focus on how the two communicate in spite of 

possible language barriers. 

     With regard to the language barriers, some of the representatives tell us that they make use of 

interpreters during the official meetings with the child. This next comment illustrates the importance 

of the presence of interpreters during important meetings between the representative and the child: 

“The next time we were supposed to meet he was there. But then there was no interpreter present 

which made him very angry. The week after that, we had an asylum meeting with the Danish 

Immigration Service. And this meant that everything was sort of hastened along and we just had that 

one time to talk to each other before we had to be at the asylum meeting. He became very upset and 

went into his room and slammed the door behind him. That was actually kind of curious because I had 

never met the boy before. Then I went and got a hold of one of the staff and told the person: ‘You 

need to figure something out. We need an interpreter and it’s my experience that you guys are able 

to work some magic if I come to you and tell you that I’m in a tight spot. And sure enough, they were 

able to get an interpreter on the phone.’” (Representative D4) 

     Some representatives choose to meet with the children in a more private environment which can 

be difficult since the child and the representative are not always speaking in the same language. One 

of the representatives has had the experience that it can be a good thing to engage in activities that 

do not call for this kind of verbal communication: 

“I went a lot to the theatre with one of my boys. He didn’t understand the language being spoken but 

he didn’t need to in order to experience the dancing. It can be hard to have a conversation but you 

can go out and have an experience together.” (Representative D1) 

     It can be hard to communicate with the child and that is why the representatives make sure that 

there is an interpreter present at the meetings with the authorities.  

     Concerning the communication with the representatives, the children comment as follows: 

“Most of our conversations in the beginning were conducted through an interpreter. We only used an 

interpreter and that is why I wanted to learn Danish so that we could talk to each other and that kind 

of thing. She has taught me a lot of Danish through our conversations.” (Child D2) 
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“I only know a little bit of Danish, so I use what little I know. Then when she talks, I find it very 

understandable. When we go to meetings with the authorities, we use an interpreter.” (Child D5) 

     In this sense, it would appear that the communication is challenged by the language barrier and 

that the different parties seek to get around this problem in different ways. In addition, being able to 

talk to your representative in Danish will have a great impact on the motivation of the child with 

regard to learning Danish.  

6.7 Frequency of contact between the child and the representative  

     Frequency of contact differs a lot dependent on the need of the individual child and on the degree 

of involvement on the part of the representative. The meetings are just as different as the children 

are different and the representatives are different as well. 

     Several representatives tell us that they are always available to the child: 

“Yes, they have my cell phone number and they can reach me at all hours of the day. The first one I 

told you about, who was rejected, he often called me. But that last one, he didn’t do it as much.” 

(Representative D2) 

“The young man is always welcome to call me. Yes well, he contacted me when there had been a 

suicide attempt, for example. The staff had used force and he needed my help and asked me if I were 

able to come. It was eight o’ clock in the evening and I had just tucked in my kids. Then all of the 

sudden, after an hour, I was on a plane on my way to Jutland to help him.” (Representative D4) 

     The children also point to the fact that the degree of contact between the child and the 

representative differs from case to case: 

“Yes well, it varies very much how often we see each other. But maybe two times a month, sometimes 

only once a month. But we often talk on the phone. I think that we call each other maybe once a day 

or once every other day. I ask her how she’s feeling and she asks me. You know, who I’ve been 

hanging out with, what I’ve had to eat and all that.” (Child D2) 

“It varies how often we see each other. Sometimes it’s twice a week and sometimes every two 

weeks.” (Child D5) 

“First of all, I call him every third or fourth month and ask him what the situation is and we have an 

interpreter and talk a little bit. The same thing happens again after three or four months.” (Child D7) 
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“Actually, I can always reach her. Also, sometimes I send her a text message in the evening.” (Child 

D5) 

     Several of the children describe how it is very important to always be able to reach their 

representative. Frequently, this is because the children miss having a close relationship with an adult.  

6.8 The meeting places of the child and the representative 

     The locations of the meeting places of the child and the representative also vary. The first time 

they meet, however, is often at the asylum centre where the child is living and then, after that, it is 

up to the child and the representative themselves to arrange where to meet.  

“Yes well, the first meeting always takes place at the asylum centre with an interpreter participating 

over the phone. You do your utmost to make the child feel comfortable. The young people can be very 

tense and almost anxious because they are having a very hard time trying to figure out what it is this 

adult person wants with them.” (Representative D1) 

     No form of financial support is given to the representatives in connection with transport to and 

from the meetings with the child. Several of the representatives comment that the cost and the, 

sometimes, long hours of transportation have an impact on the frequency of their visits with the 

children. One of the representatives answers in the following way when asked if she engages in social 

activity with the child: 

“No. Not at that particular time, we didn’t. But I think the issue here is that I live in Copenhagen and 

he was at the centre in Gribskov. Those two places are far apart and there is no kind of financial 

compensation with regard to the driving. Then I think that the cost runs high in the end and he didn’t 

have any way of coming to see me, you know. So in that way, it was mostly at Gribskov that we 

would meet. Well, we did go for walks and such. Actually, I think that I’ll try and make a greater deal 

out of that the next time I visit.” (Representative D3) 

     As seen in the rest of the sections in the report, it varies to a great extent how much and how the 

representatives and the children meet with each other. 

 

7. THE QUALIFICATIONS OF THE REPRESENTATIVE WITH REGARD TO OTHER NEEDS 

AND RIGHTS 
     In Denmark, it is very much the staff of the individual centres of the Danish Red Cross who tend to 

the care of the separated children and at all of the centres, a special staff dealing with health issues 
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are employed. Apart from this, all children are assigned to two contacts at their centre to whom they 

are supposed to turn if they need help with anything. Because of this, the representatives rarely deal 

with these issues and leave it to the employees who deal with the children on a daily basis. However, 

when the child is granted residence and moves out into a local area, the situation changes. Then the 

guardian steps in to assist the child in finding proper housing and with regard to an eventual 

education. As will be described in the following sections, this can be a very demanding process for 

the guardian.  

7.1 When the child is granted residence ɀ regarding the role of the guardian  

     Several of the interviewed representatives choose to become a guardian to the child if he/she is 

granted residence. These guardians tell us that many of the greater challenges facing them, with 

regard to the authorities, begin here. After this point, it is no longer possible to draw on the support 

and experiences of the Danish Red Cross and several guardians tell us that when cooperating with 

the local authorities, they come across social workers and caseworkers who do not possess the 

necessary knowledge that is needed.  

“This was when the real fights began. First of all, the social worker knew nothing of my having 

custody of the child. It is my impression that there is a great need of a better understanding between 

us, the guardians, and the professionals working with the local authorities. They need to be better 

prepared to understand the work that we do.” (Representative D6) 

     Several people also tell us that the role as guardian often expands and this leads you to take on 

more tasks than you had initially expected: 

“Yes well, I had accepted the task of being a temporary guardian and I certainly hadn’t imagined 

myself doing that kind of work in the long term. And now, it has turned into a personal relationship. 

Things have changed and my attitude towards it has changed. If you had asked me two years ago 

whether I would be doing this now, I would have told you no. However, along the way, it has 

surprised me a great deal because a very strong personal relationship has developed and we are 

talking about a young person who has had a great need to have an adult to support them, and that 

adult has been me. I really didn’t see that coming.” (Representative D4) 

“It’s not only with regard to the social aspect. It’s with regard to the authorities in all ways. It’s all 

about: ‘What’s going to happen to you, my little friend’. It’s about dealing with a trauma, with 

education, with housing and having meetings with several social workers regarding his situation. That 

task was given to me and I’ve risen to it because nobody else has done so and there has been a need 
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for me to do so. I had maybe imagined that somebody else would’ve stepped in and taken over but 

nobody did.” (Representative D4) 

     One of the representatives, who in her everyday life worked as a teacher, also tells us that she, in 

her function as a guardian, had to fight against the system and that it took its toll on her. She tells us 

that she chose to quit her work as a teacher because she could not sleep at night: 

“Although there were other things concerning my work that I was unhappy with, I chose to resign 

because I simply couldn’t live with the way that the social worker treated the young person.” 

(Representative D1) 

     The representative also tells us: 

“I was in despair and I was furious because I was going up against a social system that was very hard 

to deal with. I thought that after he had been granted residence, then the good life would commence 

for him. I thought that he was really facing the good times but then came the challenges and all of 

the fights. They didn’t understand the role of the guardian – they didn’t understand that you are 

authorized to make decisions by the regional state administration and you have to decide where the 

young person is supposed to live, which religion he/she is supposed belong to, which education 

he/she is supposed to have. All of that, the local authorities do not understand. They just think that 

some random volunteer is coming who they can just ask to go and wait in the corridors.” 

(Representative D1) 

     The lack of understanding on the part of the local authorities can mean that the guardian needs to 

involve him/herself more deeply and it can present the guardian with difficult dilemmas. This can 

then lead to the guardian taking on tasks that are not even a part of the role of the guardian. This is 

something that representative D4 has experienced: 

“As a guardian, I have had to protect my personal boundaries to a degree, also with regard to my 

own family. This has primarily been an issue during the aftermath with the local authorities where 

they have continuously been asking me if I can take him in. Many times, I’ve had to say no. That it’s 

just not possible. That has been something that I’ve cried over many times during the train ride home 

because it would be very easy to take this very, very lonely 16 year old boy home with me. On the 

other hand – no, I can’t have a traumatized 16 year old boy living in my house – it’s out of the 

question. It is outside of the boundaries that I’ve put up for myself, it’s not compatible with the 

commitment that I accepted. On the other hand, I can feel how it affects me because there’s nobody 

with the local authorities who will catch him if he falls.” (Representative D4) 
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     In light of this, it can be seen that a great deal of pressure rests on the guardians when the young 

person leaves the asylum centre and moves to a local area. The pressure is founded in looking after 

the rights of the young people with regard to education, health, housing and social conditions. 

Furthermore, the guardians have to struggle with a lack of understanding on the part of the 

professionals employed by the local authorities regarding their role as guardians. In addition to this, 

they also have to struggle with a lack of appreciation for the complex problems that are a part of the 

situation that separated young people find themselves in.  

8. CONCLUSION ɀ ANY GAPS? 
In Denmark the system of guardianship is primarily build on voluntary forces. Only children 

considered extra vulnerable are appointed a professional representative/guardian. There are pros 

and cons related to this system. Over all it seems to function well. The fact that the systems is build 

on voluntary forces has some great advantages in terms of the social relationship - being so 

important to the children. Thus this report cannot point at any real gaps in the Danish protection 

system – but rather substantial differences in the quality of the service provided, which is in itself 

critical. It seems to be a bit of a lottery to the children – who are lucky get a representative, who can 

fill out all the role as the parents they lost – both as the legal and the social support? And who were 

not so lucky? It is our impression that most unaccompanied minors being appointed a representative 

is very satisfied, - and that those who have had bad experiences with their representative are few.  

Unfortunately this study is not thorough enough to show, whether it has vital consequences to the 

overall protection of the separated child’s rights, whether the representative/guardian was skilled or 

not. Such research should be carried out.  

 In the following we will draw up some of the main conclusions regarding the system of 

representatives (repræsentanter) and guardians (værger) and what the children highlighted being 

important aspects.  

8.1 The complexity inherent in the role as representative  (repræsentant)  

     This report seeks to shed light on the problem of the role of the representative. The interpretation 

of this role differs much in the same way that representatives and children will always differ from 

each other, both with regard to the legal aspects as well as the social aspects. The role of the 

representative is very much based on the individual person and the volunteer worker will then offer 

the skills that he/she has.  

     In continuation of this, the report encourages a further accumulation of knowledge and a degree 

of reflection with regard to the system. When taking the differences and the complexities of the 
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many experiences into consideration, how can it be ensured that the knowledge that stems from this 

is properly accumulated, evaluated and constructively incorporated into a forward-looking 

development of the system? The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and Integration Affairs has just 

recently evaluated the representative system. In spite of this, the evaluation has never been made 

public. In light of this report, it can be argued, that the evaluation of the system should be made 

public and that monitoring of the individual cases continuously should take place and in an 

aggregated form be base of an ongoing monitoring of the system and how the best interest of the 

separated children is guaranteed in Denmark.  

8.2 The social aspect of the role of the representative (repræsentanter)  

     In the comments of the children, there is much emphasis on the social and close relationship that 

can be formed with a volunteer representative. The role of the volunteer allows for a greater deal of 

commitment for the representative that would not have been possible for a professional 

representative. The young people express the importance of being able to always reach their 

representative if they have a need to. At the same time, they state that it is very important for them 

to feel that the representative is doing the work because he/she wants to and not because they are 

obligated to.  

     The children describe the joy of having an adult engaged in their lives and having one to talk to 

about the things they are going through, either in school, with their friends or other such conditions. 

Having the experience that the representative genuinely cares for them seems to be the essentially 

vital point for the children.  

     The children also describe the joy of being part of a family. They are often all alone and have lost 

touch with their family in their native country. This means that the relationship they have with an 

adult in Denmark becomes vitally important to the children and it becomes something that they 

strive to have. This might call for exploring the possibility of developing “friendship families”(Save the 

Children Denmark has a long experience in establishing  cooperation between families with extra 

resources and children in vulnerable families), to fulfil this need and right for the separated children.  

     The comments of the children reveal to us that the positive atmosphere of the first meeting with a 

representative serves as a positive introduction to their coming encounters with the Danish people. 

In this way, the self-perpetuating positive effect of the first meeting will have a generally positive 

effect on the encounters between the children and the Danish people. To many of the children who 

are granted residence in Denmark, the representative becomes their way into the country and, 
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therefore, becomes a fixed point in the children’s lives and the foundation for their subsequent 

integration.  

     According to both children and representatives, the system creates the opportunity for a very 

special “one-on-one” contact. They describe that this allows the relationship to develop more 

intensely than if a professional was to occupy that position.  

     However, the fact that some of the representatives choose to commit socially to the children 

becomes a drawback to the children whose representatives do not choose to commit socially. In 

these cases, the children experience being excluded from a community. They experience that they 

are being unfairly treated and they feel vulnerable and lonely. They tell us that it is painful to see 

their friends having adults who commit socially and take care of them. These children have a great 

need of somebody that can take care of them. However, they experience that they are merely 

spectators watching their friends receive this care.  

     It is important to notice that the children express that they need adults who they can talk to about 

the things that are hard to talk about. They describe that they would like the representatives to be 

better at that.  

     On the whole, the children put great emphasis on the social issues and describe that they have a 

particular need with regard to a representative. In this respect, it is important to respect the 

children’s wishes because these are the needs of the children as they perceive them. At the same 

time, it is important to keep in mind that the work as representative also contains tasks concerning 

legal issues. Therefore, it is relevant to point out that, even though the children do not see it as their 

greatest need, the legal part of the work is looked after. It is not entirely plausible that the children 

understand how much legislative knowledge is needed in order to do the work as representative 

well. Thus, it is not in the least important to ensure that the legislative issues concerning the children 

are properly scrutinized since it can have a great impact on the protection of the children’s rights.  

8.3 The legal aspect of the role of the representative (repræsentan ter)  

     Several of the representatives describe how they feel inadequate when it comes to legal issues 

concerning the work as representative. They are unsure of themselves with regard to having the 

proper qualifications. They comment themselves that this part of the work might be better left to 

professionals. In the same way, the comments of the representatives point in the direction of 

additional help and guidance on legal issues for the volunteers. 
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   Several of the representatives feel that more should be done to screen the volunteers in the 

selection process and set up certain criteria for deciding which kind of background is desirable when 

selecting representatives. Most of the representatives, however, express certain doubts with regard 

to establishing clearer guidelines in terms of the representative system because, in theory, a 

blacksmith might make a good representative and a social worker might not. This again leads us back 

to the problem of defining the nature of the tasks of the representative. Is the main emphasis to be 

put on the professional aspects of the role as impartial social assessor, the role of a lawyer (in parts 

of the process) or on the social aspects – or maybe the role should encompass all of those elements? 

Therefore, clear guidelines to how the representative represents the best interest of the child in all 

processes regarding the child are to be constructed. The guidelines should  specify the expectations 

that the volunteer worker must live up to and how to act if the system does not allow the guardian to 

represent the best interest of the child. Such guidelines will also help the children to know what to 

expect and what to demand.  

8.4 The legal rights of the child  

     Several of the representatives point to the problem of missing guidelines with regard to the role of 

the representative in terms of the personal relationship to the child. This lack of guidelines in the 

representative system leads to heterogeneity with regard to the help and protection that the 

children receive, which in turn might affect the legal rights of the children.  

     It appears that the protection and the legal rights of the children are dependent on which kind of 

representative is assigned to them. The representative is often not decided upon on the basis of the 

needs of the child and the asylum case in question since the representative is allocated before the 

interviews has begun. If the child would be assigned an attorney from the beginning of the asylum 

process the legal rights of the child would be better protected and the representatives’ obligation 

with regards to legal rights would be to make sure the best interest of the child would be 

represented. 

     There should be further discussion on whether or not a more thorough evaluation of the 

relationship between the children and their representatives should be made. There is no guarantee 

that the system ensures that the relationship between the representatives and the children are 

healthy and working properly. The cases often  run of their own accord. This suggests that a great 

deal of trust is put in the volunteer workers, while at the same time it creates a problem if the 

representatives are not able to live up to that kind of responsibility. Who checks to see how things 

are going? And who checks to see if the representatives are able to live up to that responsibility in a 

way that is decent and proper for the children? 
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     If the representatives are unhappy with the system, they have to complain to the Danish Red 

Cross. This could put the representatives in a potentially difficult position since the Red Cross both 

operates the system for representatives and reception in Denmark. Ultimately, this could have an 

unfavourable impact on the interests of the child. Therefore, Save the Children Denmark 

recommends an independent complain system for guardians and separated children to be 

established.  

     Also, it is important to note that none of the interviewed children knew where to turn if they were 

unhappy with their representative. Therefore, it is also difficult for them to draw attention to 

themselves if they feel that they do not receive the protection that they are entitled to. There should 

be better information regarding the filing of complaints within the representative system.  

8.5 The role of the guardian  (værge) 

     The guardians comment that there is a great need of guidance and support for the volunteers who 

take on the task of becoming a guardian. In this instance, they are no longer affiliated with the 

Danish Red Cross and, therefore, they need guidance from elsewhere.  

     The interviewees also remark that there is a great need of a higher degree of knowledge about the 

role of the guardian among the professionals working with the local authorities. Knowledge in the 

sense of a better understanding of what the guardian should be involved in and how he/she should 

be involved. They describe a high degree of the children not having a place where they fit because of 

the lack of an accumulation of knowledge and a subsequent dissemination of that knowledge among 

the local social workers and caseworkers.  

     Conclusively, Save the Children Denmark believes that the volunteer representative system is 

legitimate. We conclude this on the basis of the children’s wishes and their need of a strong and 

personal contact and support. At the same time, it needs to be established that the system needs 

further development with regard to the above mentioned criticism. 

 

 

9. GOOD PRACTICE AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Good practices deriving from the Danish representative an d guardian system and 

practice:  
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All separated children are entitled to a representative/guardian and the system is nationwide. It 

makes no difference whether the child seeks asylum or not, is documented or not, is an EU citizen or 

not. 

The volunteer system we have in Denmark allows for 1:1 relationships, the development of bonds of 

trust, mutual relationships and serves as the child’s link to the Danish society. 

 

This research shows that for the representatives important issues are:  

¶ Representatives/guardians have knowledge on legislation relevant to the child 

¶ Representatives/guardians have the possibility of contacting a Hotline on difficult questions 

in relation to the child 

¶ Representatives/guardians have a clear definition on their role to share with the child 

¶  Representatives/guardians are  offered training in how to fill out that role for them as 

different individuals with different resources 

¶ Representatives have a certain age and maturity to act as “parent” 

 

For the children important issues are: 

¶ Having a representative/guardian who cares about them 

¶ Having a representative/guardian who has time to be with them and talk to them 

¶ Having a representative/guardian who they can always call 

¶ Having a representative/guardian who will take them home and share their 

family with them 

 

 

Recommendations concerning the system of representatives/guardians : 

¶ The system should be guaranteeing the representative/guardian a framework that enables 

him/her to make a determination on the best interests of the child, for example before making a 

decision about: The legal procedures, adequate housing, suitable education, the best possible 

health, leisure activities, linking the child to a community. 

¶ There should be clear guidelines to how the representative/guardian represents the best interest 

of the child in all processes regarding the child. The guidelines should specify the expectations 

that the volunteer worker must live up to and how to act if the system does not allow the 

representative/guardian to represent the best interest of the child. Such guidelines will also help 

the children to know what to expect and what to demand.  

¶ The evaluation of the system should be made public. Monitoring of the individual cases should 

continuously take place and in an aggregated form be the base of an ongoing monitoring of the 

system and how the best interest of the separated children is guaranteed in Denmark. Children 

should be enabled to contribute to this monitoring and special attention should be given to 

signals of abuse by the representative/guardian. 
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¶ An independent complain system for representatives/guardians and separated children 

regarding the role  should be established. 

¶ Every separated child should be appointed a representative/guardian upon his/her arrival in the 

Denmark and before the age assessment is done or a pre-phase guardianship system should be 

in practice. 

¶ Every separated child should have a lawyer that supports the representative/ guardian in taking 

decisions about legal affairs during the entire procedure. 

¶ Representatives/Guardians should be at least compensated for the costs they make to fulfil their 

duties.  

¶ The opinion of the child should be taken into accountant concerning the appointment of a 

representative/guardian. (According to the Red Cross there is a quite professional matching 

system in Denmark and it is possible to change representative/guardian if the match is wrong8) 

¶ The representatives/guardians  should receive guidance and support on the task of becoming a 

guardian after having been a representative – guidance on the changed role and especially where 

to turn and how to navigate, when not within the system of the Red Cross anymore. 

¶ Professionals working with the local authorities should be informed about the role of the 

guardian. 

 

Recommendations for standards  concerning the role of the guardian  (værgen): 

 

¶ The guardian makes sure that an assessment on the best interest of the child is based on the 

views and opinions of the child and on individual circumstances. The guardian ensures the 

identification of a durable and safe solution based on the best interests determination. 

¶ 4ÈÅ ÇÕÁÒÄÉÁÎ ÁÃÔÓ ÁÓ Á ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÒÉÇÈÔÓ ÁÄÖÏÃÁÔÅȡ (ÅȾÓÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÁÓÓÅÒÔÉÖÅȟ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ 

brave watchdog, dedicated to defend the rights of the child. The guardian is not afraid of 

taking different points of view than the authorities do and acts independently, solely based 

on the best interests of the child. The guardian also opposes decisions which are taken not in 

the best interests of the child and is keen on fair procedures concerning the child. 

¶ The guardian should be the case manager of all contacts of the child. To guardian is present 

at all meetings where decisions are made. The guardian keeps in contact with: 

o The lawyer 

o Reception and social workers, mentors 

o (Psycho)social and medical care givers 

                                                           
8
 According to Karen-Inger Thorsen, Danish Red Cross 
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o Migration authorities 

o School teachers 

o Foster parents 

o Social Services 

¶ The guardian builds the relationship with the separated child on trust, openness & 

confidentiality. The guardian knows the child personally. He/she gives the child the feeling 

that he really cares for the child ɀ that he/she works from the heart ɀ and that he/she feels 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȢ (ÅȾÓÈÅ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÌÉÆÅ ÂÙ ÁÓËÉÎÇ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ɀ also 

to things that are hard to talk about without being to obtrusive. The guardian treats the child 

respectfully with an unprejudiced, open attitude. The guardian can be reached easily for the 

child by phone or E-mail. The guardian sees the child as soon as possible after the 

appointment in one-to-one talk.  

¶ The guardian lives near enough to the child to be able to respond quickly to difficulties. 

¶ 4ÈÅ ÇÕÁÒÄÉÁÎ ÁÓÓÉÓÔÓ ÉÎ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÌÉÎËÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ËÅÙ ρȡρ 

relationships that gives the child a sense of belonging to a family 

¶ The guardian is clear about his/her limitations.  

¶ The guardian is open to being monitored on his/her own behaviour concerning abuse risks. 
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