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1 Introduction
In 2015, Austria experienced a significant increase in the number of applications for
international protection,2 i.e. more than three times as many applications as in the previous
year (Bundesministerium für Inneres n.d.-a, p. 3). This increase occurred in the context of
unprecedented numbers of migrants and refugees from the Middle East, South-East Asia and
Africa crossing the Mediterranean for Europe (IOM n.d., p. 1), which led to strong
immigration to and transit migration through Austria.
With the increase in the number of asylum applications in 2015, also the number of
unaccompanied minors (UAM) applying for asylum has increased significantly (see below).
This put the Austrian asylum and reception system under pressure (Koppenberg 2016, p. 17).
The accommodation and care of asylum-seeking UAM became a topic discussed by the
media, civil society organizations and political actors (e.g. Wiener Zeitung 2015; Die Presse
2015). Several organizational and legislative changes followed in order to adapt to the new
situation, some of which were necessary to transpose EU directives into national law. In the
following article, these developments are presented, while providing an overview of the
accommodation and care system for UAM in Austria and an insight into UAMs’ living
situation. Thereby, the focus of the article lies on UAM who are within the basic welfare
support system of Austria. This group contains (i) UAM who have applied for asylum and
whose asylum procedure is still pending, (ii) UAM who have been granted subsidiary
protection status, and (iii) UAM who have been granted asylum no longer than four months
ago. It has to be noted that for all other UAM, i.e. those who do not receive basic welfare
support, a different system applies, namely that of the Kinder- und Jugendhilfe [Children and
Youth Service]. In practice, every UAM applying for asylum in Austria falls under the system
of basic welfare support providing for the basic needs of the minor. The Children and Youth
Service is complementing this support by providing additional care and education measures.
If the UAM becomes ineligible for basic welfare support, e.g. when the minor is granted
asylum status, then the system of the Children and Youth Service takes over together with the
Bedarfsorientierte Mindestsicherung [Needs-based Guaranteed Minimum Resources] (Ganner

1 Saskia Heilemann (née Koppenberg) is a Research Associate at the International Organization for Migration
(IOM), Country Office for Austria. The opinions, comments and analyses expressed in this article are those of
the author and do not necessarily represent the views of any of the organizations with which the author is
affiliated.
2 The term “application for international protection” is defined in the EU context as “a request made by a thirdcountry national or a stateless person for protection from a Member State, who can be understood to seek refugee
status or subsidiary protection status” (EMN 2014, p. 29). The term “application for asylum” or “asylum
application” is often used instead.
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et al. 2016, pp. 22-23, 29, 38). Covering both systems would go beyond the scope of this
article.3 Instead, the article will concentrate on the accommodation and care provided to UAM
in the Austrian basic welfare support system, focusing on the legal framework and the
accommodation and care arrangements. Available statistical data and research will be
presented and any gaps highlighted.
This article is based on various sources such as legislative texts, policy documents, research
reports, journal articles, media and press releases, and internet sources. Statistical information
is provided based on available data from Eurostat in order to allow the reader to compare the
situation in Austria with that in other EU Member States. I used data from nation-wide studies
where no data from Eurostat was available. Furthermore, the article builds upon the study
“Unaccompanied Minors in Austria – Legislation, Practices and Statistics”, which was carried
out in 2014 in the framework of the European Migration Network (EMN).
2 Definition of “unaccompanied minor” and available data
In Austria, the term “unaccompanied minor” (UAM) is defined in the Niederlassungs- und
Aufenthaltsgesetz [Settlement and Residence Act] as a foreign national minor who is not
accompanied by an adult person who is accountable for the minor by law (Art. 2 para 1
subpara 17 Settlement and Residence Act). Concerning the definition of who is an underage
person, the Allgemeines Bürgerliches Gesetzbuch [General Civil Code] considers – in line
with the Convention on the Rights of the Child – a person who has not reached the age of 18
to be a minor (Art. 21 para 2 General Civil Code). This definition reflects those used by
relevant international stakeholders (Koppenberg 2014, p. 24).
According to experiences from Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) and authorities,
UAM who come to Austria mostly apply for asylum (Koppenberg 2014a, p. 46). This is
reflected by the available statistics, which show that 8,275 UAM applied for asylum in 2015
(see Figure 1). In comparison, only 11 UAM received a “Red-White-Red Card plus”
according to Art. 41a para 10 subpara 1 Settlement and Residence Act – a settlement permit
that is explicitly available to UAM4 (Bundesministerium für Inneres n.d.-b, p. 28).
Since 2008 – this is the earliest year for which data is available from Eurostat – the number of
UAM applying for asylum in Austria has increased significantly. Between 2008 and 2014 the
number fluctuated between a minimum of 600 and a maximum of 1,975 persons. In 2015,
however, there had been a significant increase of asylum applications lodged by UAM. While
in 2014 there were 1,975 UAM applying for asylum, in 2015 Austria received a total of 8,275
asylum applications from UAM, which is more than four times as many. Also, the share of
UAM applying for asylum among the total number of asylum applicants has increased over
the period 2008 to 2015 (see Figure 1). In 2008, 5.5% of all asylum applicants were UAM,
while the percentage in 2015 was 9.4. In between, however, the share varied (see Figure 1).

3

For an overview of the Children and Youth Service system’s provisions for UAM see Koppenberg 2014, pp.
50-59.
4 The Austrian Settlement and Residence Act provides for a settlement permit that is explicitly available to
UAM. UAM can be granted the residence title “Red-White-Red Card plus” according to Art. 41a para 10
subpara 1 Settlement and Residence Act under more favourable conditions due to several exceptions from the
usual provisions.
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Figure 1: Unaccompanied Minors Applying for Asylum in Austria, Total and Share (2008-2015)

Source: Eurostat 2016a and 2016b; own calculation.

Of the 8,275 UAM applying for asylum in Austria in 2015, 95% were male and 91% were 14
years or older (Eurostat 2016c, p. 2). Looking back seven years, it becomes clear that this
situation has not changed or not changed significantly – in 2008, 86% were male and 91%
were 14 years or older (Eurostat 2016b). The main country of origin in 2015 was by far
Afghanistan with 5,610 UAM seeking asylum in Austria, representing 68% of all UAM
applying for asylum that year (Eurostat 2016c, p. 4). Seven years before, in 2008, the main
country of origin was already Afghanistan, but with only 31% of all asylum-seeking UAM
(Eurostat 2016b).
Overall, in 2015, Austria was one of the EU Member States that received the highest number
of UAM applying for asylum. With 9.5% of all asylum-seeking UAM registered in the EU
Member States, Austria ranked fourth, right after Sweden, Germany and Hungary (Eurostat
2016c, p. 2).
It has to be noted that these statistics represent the number of UAM who applied for asylum in
Austria but not the number of UAM currently residing in Austria. Such data is not available.
What is known, however, is that not all UAM who apply for asylum in Austria actually stay
in the country (Koppenberg 2014a, pp. 77-78). According to the available data, 1,566 UAM
absconded during their asylum procedure in Austria in 2015 (Bundesministerium für Inneres
2016a, p. 1). For obvious reasons, there is no reliable information available on where these
minors went. Some might have continued their migration journey toward northern EU
Member States along with other refugees who transited through Austria during the migration
movements that Europe experienced in 2015 (see above). However, there are worries that
others might have become victims of human trafficking (Missing Children Europe 2016). In
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fact, a study ordered by the European Commission identifies the categories of “child victims
of war, crisis or (natural) disaster” and “children subject to migration planned by their
families,” as two of seven risk categories. These define groups of children that are specifically
at risk of becoming victims of child trafficking. As an analysis of 84 cases of child trafficking
in EU Member States showed, children that were sent abroad by their families became
exploited in 29% of all cases (i.e. 24 out of the 84 cases analyzed). War, crisis or (natural)
disaster led to child exploitation in 5% of the cases (i.e. four out of 84 cases) (Cancedda et al.
2015, p. 69).
3 Legal framework
A division of competencies characterizes the legislation on UAM in Austria. Notably, the
legislative competence is shared between the federal government and the provinces. This is
typical for Austria as a federal state and applies to various political areas such as – for
example – education, child welfare and social welfare.
When UAM in Austria apply for asylum, they are treated under the asylum portfolio.
Therewith, Austria is one of only a few EU Member States that does not apply a similar
reception system to all UAM but differentiates according to the residence status (EMN 2015,
p. 23). With regard to accommodation and care arrangements the most important Austrian
legal document is the Grundversorgungsvereinbarung (Basic Welfare Support Agreement),
which defines the kind of reception conditions and maximum allowances to be provided for
asylum seekers and other target groups of the agreement, including UAM. Special reception
conditions for UAM are outlined in Art. 7. Art. 9 sets specific maximum amounts to cover the
reception and care conditions. These provisions are transposed into the
Grundversorgungsgesetz – Bund [Federal Basic Welfare Support Act] and respective
provincial laws.
Info Box no. 1: Guardianship Provisions for Unaccompanied Minors in Austria

In Austria, the guardianship for UAM is regulated separately from the asylum or basic
welfare support legislation. Instead, the respective provisions can be found in the General
Civil Code. The courts have to appoint a Kinder- und Jugendhilfeträger [Children and
Youth Service Authority] as the minor’s guardian if a legal guardian is needed and no other
suitable person (e.g. relative) can be found (Art. 209 General Civil Code). The guardianship
has to be taken by the Children and Youth Service Authority of the province in which the
minor has his/her usual residence (i.e. normally residence of at least six months) or – if this
is not applicable – has his/her residence (Art. 212 General Civil Code). The Austrian
Oberster Gerichtshof [Supreme Court] clarified in its decision on 19 October 2005 that also
UAM enjoying basic welfare support are to be appointed a legal guardian. The Court
explained that basic welfare support could not replace guardianship. Furthermore, The
Court clarified that guardianship provisions as stipulated in the General Civil Code do not
differentiate between Austrian citizens and foreigners (Oberster Gerichtshof, 19 October
2005, 7Ob209/05v). Regarding their responsibilities, legal guardians always have to
consider and ensure the best interest of the child (Art. 138 General Civil Code). More
precisely, the legal guardians’ duties include care and education, asset management and
legal representation of the minor (Art. 160-169 General Civil Code).
In practice, the Children and Youth Service Authorities do not always exercise
guardianship duties directly. With regard to care and education, the guardian usually
assigns tasks to the reception facility where the UAM is accommodated (Koppenberg,
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2014a, p. 37). The legal representation in asylum and alien law proceedings is normally
outsourced to law firms or Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) (Fronek/Rothkappel
2013, p. 17). The legal representation with regard to administrative authorities, schools,
nurseries, medical and psychological treatment, conclusion of vocational training
agreements, etc. is in most cases outsourced (Koppenberg 2014a, p. 37).
One particularity regarding guardianship concerns the first phase of the asylum procedure
during which Austria’s responsibility to assess the application for international protection is
clarified, i.e. the admission procedure. During that time, the legal advisor of the UAM is
also the legal representative before the Bundesamt für Fremdenwesen und Asyl [Federal
Office for Asylum and Immigration] and the Bundesverwaltungsgericht [Federal
Administrative Court]. Thereby, Austria complies with the provisions defined in Art. 25 of
the recast Asylum Procedures Directive (2013/33/EU). After admission to the asylum
procedure and allocation to a reception facility of the provinces, the Children and Youth
Service Authorities take over the legal representation of the UAM in these matters (Art. 10
para 3 and para 6 Bundesamt für Fremdenwesen und Asyl-Verfahrensgesetz [Federal Office
for Immigration and Asylum Procedures Act]). Consequently, experiences from practice
show that UAM in admission procedure have a legal representative through their legal
advisor but are not always appointed a guardian (Fronek/Rothkappel 2013, p. 16). This
means in practice that legal representation in matters other than the asylum procedure and
other guardianship duties are not ensured during the admission procedure (Szymanski 2016,
p. 19).

On the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child on
20 November 2014, the situation of UAM in Austria was closely examined. One of the points
of discussion was that in Austria, UAM are primarily considered as asylum seekers or
refugees and only secondly as children (Asylkoordination Österreich 2014). The
Volksanwaltschaft [Ombudsman Board] requested in this regard that one must not
differentiate between Austrian children and children seeking asylum – e.g. that the maximum
amounts of basic welfare support shall be increased and adapted to the cost rates of the
Children and Youth Service (Volksanwaltschaft 2015). In 2015, an additional factor occurred.
Due to the strong increase in the number of asylum applicants, the Austrian reception system
was under constraint (Koppenberg 2016, p. 17). Consequently, there was a lack of adequate
reception facilities in the provinces and UAM had to stay for extended periods in the initial
reception facilities of the federal state. This unsatisfactory situation led to renewed demands
to increase the daily allowance of basic welfare support for UAM (UMF – Arbeitsgruppe
unbegleitete minderjährige Flüchtlinge n.d) and to ensure that the rights of UAM are met in
line with the UN Convention (Don Bosco Flüchtlingswerk Austria n.d.-a).
At the end of the year, in December 2015, legislative changes were introduced, which
increased the financial allowances for accommodation and care. Through a change of the
Basic Welfare Support Agreement, selected maximum payments for various basic welfare
support measures as set forth in Art. 9 of the Basic Welfare Support Agreement were
increased, including the daily amounts for UAM. The maximum amount for rent, food and
care per person and day was increased by EUR 20 for UAM living in apartment-sharing
groups (totaling EUR 95), by EUR 3.50 for those living in residential homes (totaling EUR
63.50), and by EUR 3.50 for those in supervised accommodation or in other accommodation
(totaling EUR 40.50) (Art. 2 Vereinbarung über eine Erhöhung ausgewählter
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Kostenhöchstsätze [Agreement on an Increase of Selected Maximum Amounts]). It has to be
noted, however, that these are the maximum amounts up to which the expenses of the
provinces are settled by the federal government.5 The actual amounts provided for basic
welfare support may be lower and differ from province to province (Glawischnig 2015, p.
25).
4

Accommodation and care arrangements

4.1 Responsibilities and arrangements
The responsibility for the accommodation and care of UAM is shared between the federal
government and the provinces. The federal state (i.e. the Bundesministerium für Inneres
[Federal Ministry of the Interior]) is mainly responsible for asylum-seeking UAM in
admission procedures (Art. 3 para 1 Basic Welfare Support Agreement). The provinces (i.e.
the provincial authorities) are responsible for providing basic welfare support to UAM during
the actual asylum procedure as well as to those who were granted subsidiary protection or
asylum no longer than four months ago (Art. 4 para 1 Basic Welfare Support Agreement).
Accordingly, two different stages can be distinguished with regard to the accommodation and
care of UAM. Asylum-seeking UAM who are in the admission procedure are accommodated
in reception facilities of the federal state. When they have been admitted to the actual asylum
procedure the responsibility for accommodation and care passes over to the provinces
(Federal Ministry of the Interior n.d.-c).
The geographical distribution is decided by the federal state in agreement with the provinces
according to quotas that are in proportion to the provinces’ population (Art. 1 para 4 Basic
Welfare Support Agreement). In addition, UAM are allocated to reception facilities according
to some other criteria. As for reception facilities of the federal state, in the framework of the
Fremdenrechtsänderungsgesetz 2015 [Act Amending the Aliens Law 2015] and in order to
transpose Art. 22 para 1 of the recast Reception Directive (2013/33/EU) into Austrian law it
was included in Art. 2 para 1 Federal Basic Welfare Support Act that any special needs are
taken into account to the greatest possible extent. In compliance with Art. 21 of the recast
Reception Directive (2013/33/EU),6 Art. 2 para 2 Federal Basic Welfare Support Act states
that family relationships, ethnic particularities and the special needs of vulnerable persons are
required to be taken into account when assigning individuals to reception facilities. Since 1
October 2015 UAM are transferred from the initial reception facilities of the federal state to
so-called special reception facilities (UMF – Arbeitsgruppe unbegleitete minderjährige
Flüchtlinge n.d.-b). As of September 2016 there were 11 such facilities in five provinces
(Bundesministerium für Inneres n.d.-d). The UAM stay in these facilities until they are
allocated to reception facilities of the provinces (Asylkoordination Österreich n.d.). In the
provinces, there are three different categories of reception facilities available to which UAM
are allocated according to the degree of care and supervision that they need. These are (i)
apartment-sharing groups for minors with a particularly high need of supervision which
provide a supervision rate of 1:10 (one staff per 10 UAM), (ii) residential homes for minors
who are unable to care for themselves with a supervision rate of 1:15, and (iii) supervised

5

The costs of providing basic welfare support are split between the federal government and the provinces at a
ratio of six to four (Art. 10 para 1 Basic Welfare Support Agreement).
6 For a detailed discussion of the transposition of Art. 21 and Art. 22 of the recast Reception Directive
(2013/33/EU) into Austrian law see Matti 2016.
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accommodation for minors who are able to care for themselves if supervised, providing a
supervision rate of 1:20 (Art. 7 para 2 Basic Welfare Support Agreement).
The federal government and the provinces can outsource the provision of basic welfare
support (Art. 3 para 5 and Art. 4 para 2 Basic Welfare Support Agreement). The federal
government has contracted a company, ORS Service GmbH, while the majority of provinces
have outsourced the basic welfare support for UAM to other NGO including church-based
organizations (Koppenberg 2014a, pp. 51-52).
The basic welfare support for UAM includes – as laid down in Art. 9 of the Basic Welfare
Support Agreement – various benefits which are available to all beneficiaries. Most
importantly it includes accommodation, food, health insurance, clothing, pocket money,
school supplies and commuting expenses for pupils as well as information, counseling, and
social support.
In addition, the Basic Welfare Support Agreement provides for special benefits for UAM.
Primarily, this includes care and supervision according to the rates mentioned above. Care
and supervision are provided by the staff working in the reception facilities (Koppenberg
2014a, p. 55) and include information, counseling and social support (Art. 9 Basic Welfare
Support Agreement). If necessary, socio-pedagogical care and psychological support must be
provided (Art. 7 para 1 Basic Welfare Support Agreement). Furthermore, the care of UAM
comprises
•

an adequately structured daily routine (e.g. through education, leisure activities or
sports);

•

the clarification of questions with regard to age, identity, origin and the residence of
family members;

•

the clarification of future perspectives;

•

if relevant, the facilitation of family reunification; and

•

the development of an integration plan and preparation measures with regard to
schooling, vocational training and employment (Art. 7 para 3 Basic Welfare Support
Agreement).

In addition, German language courses are provided at an extent of 200 teaching units per
UAM (Art. 9 Basic Welfare Support Agreement).7

7

For an overview of the benefits and maximum allowances, see Koppenberg 2014b, pp. 65-67 in conjunction
with the Agreement on an Increase of Selected Maximum Amounts.
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Info Box no. 2: Support Measures for Unaccompanied Minors Provided by Non-Governmental Organizations in
Austria

In Austria, numerous Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) including civil society
organizations, private associations and church-affiliated organizations provide various
support measures for UAM in several provinces of Austria that go beyond the level of
accommodation and care provided for by law. Here are some examples:
•

The project “Bildungswege – ausbildungsbezogene Perspektiven für unbegleitete
junge Flüchtlinge“ [“Paths to Education – Training Perspectives for Unaccompanied
Young Refugees”] supports UAM and other young refugees in finding an
apprenticeship. Thereby, the association Lobby.16, which runs the project, works
closely together with private enterprises. The support ranges from skills training
courses and vocational orientation to counselling and mentoring (Lobby.16 n.d.).

•

“PROSA – Projekt Schule für Alle” [“PROSA – School for Everyone Project”]
provides classes in basic education and other schooling for UAM with a special focus
on asylum-seeking UAM who do not fall under the compulsory schooling anymore
and therefore do not have access to regular schools. PROSA is a project of the
Bildungsinitiative Österreich [Initiative for Education Austria] (PROSA n.d.).

•

The project “Connecting People” is implemented by the NGO Asylkoordination
Österreich [Asylum Coordination Austria] and brings together (former) UAM who
seek asylum or are already granted asylum status with Austrian sponsors who support
them in their integration, e.g. through leisure activities, educational support or
handling of administrative procedures (Connecting People n.d.).

•

The project “CulTrain – Cultural Orientation Trainings for Young Refugees” –
implemented by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) Country Office
for Austria – provides orientation for (former) UAM with regard to legal, cultural and
other aspects of daily life in Austria. The project furthermore conducts intercultural
events in cooperation with Austrian youth organizations to facilitate the exchange
between the (former) UAM and Austrian youth (IOM Country Office for Austria
n.d.).

•

The project “Moses” provides counselling and support for former UAM, for example
with regard to daily life, administrative matters, education, apprenticeships and
employment as well as accommodation. It is implemented by the church-affiliated
organization Don Bosco Flüchtlingswerk Austria [Don Bosco Refugee Facility
Austria] (Don Bosco Flüchtlingswerk Austria n.d.-b).

Overall, almost all UAM who receive basic welfare support are accommodated in reception
facilities as described above (Koppenberg 2014a, pp. 51-52). Most of them fall into the
category of “apartment-sharers,” where they are provided with a supervision rate of 1:10
(Glawischnig 2015, p. 23). However, accommodation is also possible in other suitable
organized reception facilities as well as in individual accommodation (Art. 7 para 1 Basic
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Welfare Support Agreement). In addition, asylum-seeking UAM below the age of 14 are in
some provinces accommodated in reception facilities of the Children and Youth Service (see
for example Land Oberösterreich n.d.). Foster families can also host UAM but this option had
been rarely used – until recently (Glawischnig 2016a, pp. 28-29). In comparison,
accommodating asylum-seeking UAM in foster families is common in the majority of EU
Member States (EMN 2015, p. 23).
The significant increase in the number of UAM applying for asylum in 2015 had direct
impact on the accommodation and care situation. The lack of adequate reception facilities and
the willingness of individuals to accommodate UAM in their homes led to a change in policy
(Glawischnig 2016a, pp. 28-29). Since summer 2015, various efforts were made in all of
Austria’s provinces to provide UAM with the possibility to live in foster families instead of
reception facilities. The provincial governments started to promote this type of
accommodation through measures and programs such as info sheets, information events or
specific trainings for potential foster parents (see for example Land Tirol n.d.; Land
Oberösterreich n.d.; Wien.at n.d.). The Kinder- und Jugendanwaltschaften Österreichs
[Ombudsmen for Children and Youth in Austria] organized a meeting to coordinate these
initiatives and to facilitate a harmonized approach throughout Austria (Kinder- und
Jugendanwaltschaften Österreichs 2016). As of September 2016, of the around 6,000 UAM
living in Austria at that time, 150 were living in foster families (K. Glawischnig, personal
communication, September 2019, 2016).
4.2 Data and experiences of unaccompanied minors
The number of UAM who receive basic welfare support has varied over the past seven years,
i.e. the years for which data is available. The trend of UAM receiving basic welfare support
reflects the changing number of asylum applications lodged by UAM (see Figure 1 and 2).
Between 2009 and 2014 the number fluctuated between a minimum of 593 and a maximum of
1,948. In 2015, however, there was a significant increase. While on 30 December 2014, 1,984
UAM received basic welfare support, the number had risen to 5,576 on 31 December 2015.
That is at the end of 2015, there were almost three times as many UAM receiving basic
welfare support in Austria than one year before (see Figure 2). The growing number of UAM
seeking asylum in Austria can explain this increase (see Figure 1).
Figure 2:

Number of Unaccompanied Minors Receiving Basic Welfare Support in Austria (2009-2015)
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Source: Bundesministerium für Inneres 2015, p. 2; Bundesministerium für Inneres 2016b, p. 1; Koppenberg
2014, p. 54.

Important data on how UAM experience care arrangements in reception facilities comes
from an explorative study carried out in 2015 by the Institute for Empirical Social Studies
(IFES) on behalf of the Österreichische Bundesjugendvertretung [Austrian Youth
Representation]. The study is based on a survey carried out among 66 (former) UAM residing
in the Austrian provinces of Burgenland, Lower Austria, Upper Austria, and Vienna. The
(former) UAM who became interviewed were between 13 and 22 years old. The majority of
them arrived in Austria in 2015 (62%). The interviews were carried out between November
and December 2015. The questionnaire focused on the social living conditions and covered in
particular the areas of accommodation, education, daily structure, and financial resources.
Some of the main findings are summarized below:
•

The majority (35%) of the interviewees were living in initial reception facilities. An
almost equal share (32%) was living in specialized reception facilities for UAM.
Overall, the latter facilities were better equipped in terms of furniture and other
amenities according to the interviewees. In particular, initial reception facilities were
lacking computers, internet access, television, and kitchen facilities while emergency
accommodation was not providing computers and supplies for leisure activities. In the
initial reception facilities, 48% of the UAM shared a room with eight or more persons
while the number of roommates in other reception facilities was smaller.

•

The majority of interviewed UAM (55%) did not visit school, served any
apprenticeships or were involved into other kinds of training. However, 53% were
attending German language classes and 18% had already completed one.

•

One third of the UAM structured their day and activities through school, others
through apprenticeship, training or German language classes. Those who were not
involved in any educational program suffered from a lack of structure.

•

With regards to their financial resources, over 60% of the UAM said that they had
EUR 40 or less per month at their disposal. This means that many of them could not
afford basic items including sanitary products, communicative devices such as
smartphones and internet or social activities such as sports (Hochwarter/Zeglovits
2016).

As mentioned above, only since summer 2015, more and more UAM have been living in
foster families. Hence, so far not much information is available on how UAM and their foster
families experience these care arrangements. Public and media debate first and foremost
focused on promoting the new accommodation and care concept and on finding potential
foster families. First discrepancies manifested when potential foster parents were looking for
a girl or a baby, while the majority of UAM in Austria are boys who are 14 years or older
(Der Standard 2015). First experiences collected and published by the NGO Asylkoordination
Österreich reveal the following challenges and advantages of accommodating UAM in foster
families:
•

Language is a challenge in the communication between the UAM and the foster
family. In combination with the cultural differences, the lack of a common language
leads to misunderstandings.
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•

An advantage is that UAM build trust in their foster parents. Trust, together with a
secure and stable family environment, helps UAM to alleviate psychological stress
caused by the situation of their family back in the country of origin or the uncertain
outcome of their asylum procedure in Austria.

From these first experiences, Asylkoordination Österreich concludes that accommodating
UAM in foster families facilitates a faster and better integration due to the security and safety
provided by the family and because the supervision ratio allows to better respond to the
UAMs’ needs (Glawischnig 2016a, pp. 32-35). According to the NGO, accommodating UAM
in foster families is positive not least because of a lack of adequate reception facilities in
2015/beginning of 2016 (Der Standard 2015).
4.3 Ending of accommodation and care arrangements
In terms of accommodation and care arrangements, the point at which UAM turn 18 years of
age becomes a turning point. When turning 18, UAM who receive basic welfare support have
to move to organized reception facilities for adults or individual accommodation. They are no
longer entitled to the higher, UAM-specific maximum amounts for basic welfare support, to
UAM-specific reception conditions or to other special benefits. There are no specific
provisions to support UAM in advance of the transition. However, on an individual basis, the
guardian and/or the staff of the reception facility inform the UAM about the upcoming
changes and provide support (Koppenberg 2014a, pp. 74-75). This situation seems to be
typical for EU Member States where in general former UAM need to change accommodation
and only in some states measures are in place to provide support to UAM in advance (EMN
2015, pp. 33-34).
The transition period is challenging for the UAM.8 Overall, the transition starts for UAM
when turning 18 which is at an earlier age than youth in general and also with less social
support and personal capabilities. According to Rothkappel, the challenge for UAM is to
arrange daily life themselves and in a new environment after relocation to a reception facility
for adults that does not provide the same level of support and counselling (Rothkappel 2014,
p. 42). For UAM who were staying with siblings who are still minors, relocation means that
they now have to live separate from each other. Also, if UAM are relocated to a reception
facility in another municipality or province, they have to interrupt schooling or vocational
training and their social networks (Koppenberg 2014a, pp. 75-76). This interruption and the
loosing of bond to the former social workers or guardian impact on UAM’s psychological
state (Rothkappel 2014, p. 44; UNHCR & COE 2014, p. 28). The transition is all the more
challenging as UAM are often still processing their flight experiences, are worried about their
family and relatives, and are uncertain about the outcome of their asylum procedure
(Rothkappel 2014, pp. 31, 42). According to Rothkappel, the lack of information about the
changes that come along with turning 18 and the insufficient preparation lead to insecurity,
worries, and fear amongst other reactions (Rothkappel 2014, pp. 31, 33).
However, some good practice examples exist where NGO provide tailored support and
information and/or specific accommodation to UAM who turned 18. For example, some NGO
provide detailed information and support with regard to the transition to adulthood, notably
with finding alternative accommodation. In some cases, former UAM can stay in their
reception facilities for a limited period of time (e.g. until they graduate from school) if places
8

For first-hand information on the state of mind and fears of UAM turning 18 see Rothkappel 2014, pp. 31-33.
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are available. For example, the majority of the 25 accommodation facilities researched by
Rothkappel (2014) offer some kind of post-care accommodation. The main precondition is
that the necessary financial means, e.g. through basic welfare support or other means of the
respective organization running the facility, are available. The type of post-care
accommodation and the support offered to former UAM differ greatly (Rothkappel 2014, pp.
58-67; UNHCR & COE 2014, p. 28).
5 Research overview and remaining gaps
In Austria, the NGO Asylkoordination Österreich is particularly active when it comes to
UAM. The NGO mainly supports the networking and exchange between practitioners
throughout Austria such as those working in reception facilities, staff of Children and Youth
Service Authorities, and organizations providing various support services to UAM. It also
engages in media work and general lobbying for UAM. With regard to research,
Asylkoordination Österreich published some general works providing an overview of UAMrelated topics, including a publication on challenges for separated children (Asylkoordination
Österreich et al. 2010). According to that study, the most significant challenges for UAM in
Austria relate, for example, to upholding the best interest of the child, inadequate long-term
solutions, securing guardianship, transition when turning 18, and family reunification. The
NGO also conducts assessments of pressing issues such as guardianship. In their assessment
Fronek & Rothkappel (2013) come to the conclusion that the Austrian legislation is “quite
favorable” in securing the best interest of the child and providing guardianship. However,
when it comes to implementing legislation and ensuring thorough guardianship there is room
for improvement (Fronek/Rothkappel 2013, pp. 40-42; see also Info Box no. 1). In addition,
Asylkoordination Österreich regularly publishes articles in its journal Asyl Aktuell that
provide an analysis of the current situation and challenges. One article form 2016, for
example, stressed the need to expand the intensive care and individual support available to
UAM with specific needs, e.g. for those who suffer from traumatization and show psychiatric
conditions (Glawischnig 2016b). Finally, Asylkoordination Österreich researches and
publishes UAM’s experiences in Austria, for example in the article Real Life Experiences
between Support and Uncertainty (Glawischnig, 2016c).
Other stakeholders conducting research on UAM in Austria include the International
Organization for Migration (IOM), which conducted country reports providing a
comprehensive overview of UAM-related topics such as asylum procedure, age assessment,
guardianship, care and accommodation, education, vocational training, integration support,
and turning 18. The reports cover all aspects from a legal, policy, and practical angle. The
country reports were conducted within various countries, allowing for comparison and sharing
of best practices. Findings from the most recent report of this kind by Koppenberg (2014) are
cited throughout this article. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
carried out country comparisons on specific aspects such as turning 18. Some of the results
are presented in subsection 4.3. Also, a few legal analyses were published in scientific
journals looking into UAM in the Austrian asylum procedure and the question of age
assessment. Lukits & Lukits (2013), for example, explain the legal aspects of medical age
assessment in asylum procedures. UAM are also a popular topic among students. Various
Bachelor and Master Theses – some including small-scale primary research such as
interviews with UAM – have been carried out by students of Austrian universities. One
example is the Master Thesis by Rothkappel (2014) on UAM in transition to adulthood in
Austria. Some of the findings are reflected in subsection 4.3. In 2015, primary research
carried out by the Institute for Empirical Social Studies (IFES) on behalf of the
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Österreichische Bundesjugendvertretung provided important empirical data on how UAM
experience care and reception arrangements (see section 4.2).
Further research is needed on two aspects particularly. Firstly, and as this article shows,
almost no information and statistics are available on the living situation of UAM, i.e. on the
question of how they experience their accommodation and care arrangements. In addition, no
research could be identified on the social situation of UAM compared to other groups of
young people. Therefore, questions such as what characterizes UAM in comparison with their
same-age peers born in Austria in terms of education or health cannot be answered. Secondly,
post-monitoring would be needed in order to follow the life courses of UAM after they have
left the basic welfare support system or the post-care accommodation provided by NGO. This
would allow to understand how UAM fare e.g. one, three or five years later and to draw
conclusions on the quality of the available care and accommodation arrangements as far as the
preparation of UAM for a self-sufficient life goes. Such research and statistics would allow on
the one hand evaluating the accommodation and care provisions for UAM and other
measures, and on the other to understand the integration potential and challenges of this
particular group. According to the Expertenrat für Integration [Expert Council for
Integration], such research is not only needed for asylum-seeking UAM but the group of
refugees as a whole (Expertenrat für Integration 2016, p. 77).
One challenge to researching UAMs’ situation in Austria and filling these gaps is a lack of
publicly available administrative data and the non-availability of databases for sampling
processes. For example, in Austria integration indicators have been developed in order to
evaluate the various dimensions of the integration process (language and education,
employment and unemployment, health and social issues, security, living conditions and
segregation, types of family, naturalizations, and subjective views) on an annual basis. In
terms of groups of migrants, the published data, however, only disaggregates by migration
background and citizenship. Therefore, based on these integration indicators, it is not possible
to say how UAM fare compared to other groups of migrants (Statistics Austria 2016). A
second example is the Integrierte Fremdenapplikation [Integrated Alien Application] which
includes both data on persons who applied for asylum or for residence permits and persons
who hold a valid residence permit or have a valid residence status. However, this database
system does not include a personal code and is not linked to other administrative databases
such as the Hauptverband der österreichischen Sozialversicherungsträger [Main Association
of Austrian Social Insurance Institutions] or the Zentrale Melderegister [Central Register of
Residents] (Expertenrat für Integration 2016, pp. 76-77). Therefore, no data is available, for
example, on the social situation. Also the sampling for carrying out primary research becomes
a challenge when there is no database containing combined information such as address and
residence status. This is a general challenge for all asylum-related data and does not only
apply to UAM. This lack of publicly available administrative data is, however, partly
compensated by qualitative data or non-representative data produced by various research
studies (see, for example, Hochwarter/Zeglovits 2016; Rothkappel 2014).
6 Conclusions
In 2015, a strain on the Austrian reception system for asylum seekers in general and for
asylum-seeking UAM in particular evolved due to the significant increase in asylum
applications in the context of an unprecedented number of migrants and refugees crossing the
Mediterranean for Europe. In response, as the article outlined, several organizational and
legislative changes were introduced with regard to accommodation and care:
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•

The financial allowances for accommodation and care for UAM were increased.

•

It was legally stipulated that any (possible) special needs are assessed upon admission to
basic welfare support and subsequently taken into account to the greatest possible extent.

•

It was further stipulated that the special needs of vulnerable persons are to be taken into
account when assigning such individuals to reception facilities.

•

Special reception facilities were set up where UAM are accommodated before being
allocated to their final housing in the provinces.

•

Measures and programs were set up to promote the accommodation of UAM in foster
families.

These changes were also spurred by discussions about differences in the treatment of asylumseeking UAM and other minors in need, by the necessity to transpose EU regulations into
national law, and by the willingness of individuals to accommodate UAM in their private
homes.
The information available proved to be sufficient to understand the Austrian reception system
for UAM (i.e. the legal provisions, organizational structure, and practices). However, the
article found that there is a lack of publicly available administrative data and primary research
on
•

the living situation of UAM and how they experience the accommodation and care
arrangements;

•

the social situation of UAM compared to other groups; and

•

the UAM’s situation after they left the accommodation and care arrangements or post-care
accommodation.

Just as for other refugees, this research and data would be necessary in order to evaluate the
accommodation and care provisions and to understand the integration potential and challenges
of UAM in Austria. In order to enable researchers to provide such information, some
remaining gaps in publishing and/or collecting administrative data and linking of
administrative databases must be addressed.
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