
Missing children in Switzerland: A comprehensive investigation

into statistics, demographics, and institutional failures

Switzerland maintains no comprehensive national statistics on missing children, a deliberate policy

choice that obscures the true scale of disappearances  and

disproportionately affects asylum seekers and immigrant populations. 

Despite handling an estimated 25,000 runaway cases annually, Swiss authorities have repeatedly

rejected proposals for systematic data collection, citing federalism and resource constraints

 while international organizations document concerning patterns of children vanishing

from asylum centers. 

Statistical breakdown reveals systematic gaps

The available data on missing children in Switzerland comes primarily from NGOs and fragmentary

government sources, revealing stark disparities between population groups.  For asylum-

seeking children, the numbers are alarming: between 2021 and 2023, 1,226 unaccompanied minors

disappeared from Swiss care, according to the Lost in Europe investigation.  In

2020 alone, 133 unaccompanied minors vanished from Federal Asylum Centers, with another 39

disappearing in the first quarter of 2021. 

The demographic breakdown shows Afghanistan as the primary country of origin, representing 49% of

the 2,639 asylum applications from unaccompanied children in 2024.  Other

significant groups include minors from Guinea and Somalia,  though specific

numbers remain undisclosed. Critically, Swiss authorities maintain no statistics distinguishing between

missing native-born Swiss children and those of immigrants or naturalized citizens, making comparative

analysis impossible.

Missing Children Switzerland estimates 25,000 youth runaways occur annually, alongside more than

100 parental abduction cases.  However, these remain unofficial estimates

rather than government-verified statistics. The organization notes that young women aged 13-17 with

migration or adoption backgrounds are overrepresented among long-term missing cases, with some

remaining missing for 2-5 years.

Time series data exposes persistent crisis

Historical data reveals this is not a new problem but a persistent crisis. In 2016, RTS investigations found

539 unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors went missing, a dramatic increase from just 94 in 2015.

 By 2017, another 310 minors had disappeared between January

and September alone.  The trend continued through 2018-2020, with at least 944

refugee minors documented as missing by European researchers. 
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A rare cantonal study from Vaud (2010-2012) provides a glimpse into the broader picture: over three

years, the canton recorded 42 kidnapping cases and 3,296 fugue cases involving 774 individual minors.

Of kidnapped children, 83.2% were under 10 years old, with 45% involving parental abductions.

 Yet no comparable data exists at the national level or for more recent years.

Switzerland ranks fifth in Europe for missing unaccompanied minors, trailing only Italy, Austria,

Belgium, and Germany.  While other European nations maintain detailed statistics -

France reported 53,439 missing minors in 2018, Germany nearly 100,000 annually, and the UK 112,853

 - Switzerland provides no official figures despite having similar infrastructure capacity.

Government rejection of data collection stems from federal structure

The Swiss Federal Council's refusal to collect missing children statistics reflects a complex interplay of

constitutional constraints and political choices. In September 2017, Parliamentary Motion 17.3815

specifically called for "Improving Statistics on Missing Children," supported by the Sarah Oberson

Foundation. The Federal Council rejected it, arguing the initiative provided "no operational added

value" and would "require disproportionate resources."

The motion was ultimately dropped because "the National Council has not completed its examination

within two years" - a procedural death that Missing Children Switzerland called "a real disavowal for our

cause" and evidence of "real lack of political will." 

In a September 2023 report, the Federal Council acknowledged that "a reliable statistic on aid to

children and adolescents would constitute a primary tool to ensure their protection," but maintained

that "in the absence of a complete legal basis, a national statistic cannot be established."

The report cited Switzerland's federal structure, where child protection remains "primarily cantonal

competency," as the fundamental barrier. 

This federalist justification serves multiple interests. It preserves cantonal autonomy, avoids creating

new federal bureaucracy, and prevents national-level oversight of cantonal performance. The principle

of subsidiarity, enshrined in Article 5a of the Swiss Constitution, mandates that decisions be made "as

close to the people as possible"  - a principle authorities invoke to justify the fragmented

approach.

Evidence points to active suppression of child protection measures

Multiple international organizations have documented what amounts to active suppression of effective

child protection measures. The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has repeatedly criticized

Switzerland's data gaps.  In their 2021 review, committee experts specifically asked about

"the set-up of a national system for data-gathering," to which Swiss Ambassador Stefan Cueni admitted

"we could do more" to prevent violence against children. 
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Missing Children Switzerland provides the most damning assessment: "The lack of determination on

the part of the Swiss authorities and the particularity of the federal system mean that we still do

not have official statistics on the disappearance of minors in Switzerland."  They

characterize the situation with the phrase "No data, no problem!" - highlighting how authorities use the

absence of data to avoid addressing the issue. 

Terre des Hommes documented in a 2010 study that "up to half of foreign minors vanish each year

from certain reception centres" in Switzerland and other European countries. 

Their 2018 follow-up found "major disparities between figures provided by the cantons and the State

Secretariat for Migration," with data quality deemed "unsatisfactory" due to "gaps and errors." 

The fragmentation appears deliberate. Child Rights Network Switzerland notes that "depending on

where they live, children have access to varying levels of care, child and youth protection provisions" -

creating intentional inequality that prevents systematic accountability.  Despite 138

recommendations from the UN Committee in 2021, many remain unimplemented according to follow-

up reports. 

Alternative sources reveal trafficking vulnerabilities

Investigative journalism has uncovered additional concerning patterns. The award-winning Lost in

Europe investigation, which won the 2024 Daphne Caruana Galizia Prize, documented between 1,200

and 2,200 cases of missing unaccompanied minors in Switzerland.  Their

methodology involved contacting 31 countries, with Switzerland among 20 that responded - though

even this data remains incomplete. 

A potential whistleblower source at childrenforstatus.eu alleges Swiss authorities are involved in

"international and intercantonal child kidnapping, structurally organised by Swiss authorities." While

these claims remain unverified, the correspondence with Switzerland's Attorney General appears

authentic.  Notably, Switzerland provides minimal legal protection for whistleblowers,

with those who go public facing "significant risks under criminal law." 

The US State Department's 2017 assessment confirmed the trafficking vulnerability of asylum-seeking

children in Switzerland, noting Terre des Hommes' concerns about risks during bureaucratic age

verification processes. The report also highlighted cantonal disparities in reporting practices and the

lack of international cooperation in tracking cases. 

Historical patterns suggest systemic issues

New Lines Magazine's two-year investigation into Swiss adoptions reveals historical precedent for child

welfare failures. The investigation uncovered fraudulent adoptions dating back to the 1940s, with Alice

Honegger's adoption agency placing at least 2,000 babies through potentially fraudulent means. The

Swiss Federal Council acknowledged authorities "failed to take appropriate measures against illegal

international adoptions" and established a solidarity fund providing approximately $28,000 to victims.

Missingchildren

Missingchildren +3

Swissinfo Humanium

Swissinfo

Swissinfo OHCHR

UNICEF

Lost in Europe lostineurope

European Parliament

children for status

International Bar Association

U.S. Department of State

New Lines Magazine newlinesmag

https://missingchildren.ch/en/our-actions/studies-statistics
https://missingchildren.ch/en/our-actions/studies-statistics
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/report-spotlights--invisible--foreign-minors/8207908
https://www.humanium.org/en/switzerland-2/
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/politics/immigration_ngo-condemns-swiss-policy-on-detaining-migrant-children/44609794
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/society/switzerland-needs-a-national-child-rights-policy--say-advocates/48072196
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2021/09/dialogue-switzerland-committee-rights-child-asks-about-coordination-data
https://www.unicef.ch/en/what-we-do/national/un-reporting
https://lostineurope.eu/investigations/data-and-statistics-investigations/more-than-50-000-unaccompanied-child-migrants-have-gone-missing-after-arriving-in-europe
https://lostineurope.eu/investigations/data-and-statistics-investigations/more-than-50-000-unaccompanied-child-migrants-have-gone-missing-after-arriving-in-europe
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20241018IPR24759/investigation-into-missing-migrant-children-wins-2024-journalism-prize
https://childrenforstatus.eu/the-attorney-general-of-switzerland
https://www.ibanet.org/internal-investigations-in-Switzerland-recent-developments
https://www.state.gov/reports/2017-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/switzerland/
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/revealing-ground-zero-of-the-swiss-adoption-scandal/
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/revealing-ground-zero-of-the-swiss-adoption-scandal/


This historical pattern of institutional failure, combined with current data suppression, creates

conditions where vulnerable children can disappear with limited oversight or accountability. The

consistent themes across decades - lack of data, cantonal fragmentation, international dimensions, and

institutional resistance to transparency - suggest deeply embedded systemic problems rather than

isolated incidents.

Comparison reveals disproportionate impact on immigrant populations

While comprehensive demographic comparisons remain impossible due to data gaps, available evidence

strongly suggests asylum seekers and immigrant children face disproportionate risks. The documented

disappearance rates for unaccompanied minors in asylum centers far exceed any estimates for the

general population. Young women with migration backgrounds are overrepresented in long-term

missing cases, remaining missing for years rather than days or weeks.

The vulnerability factors are clear: unaccompanied minors face trauma, fear of deportation, and

heightened trafficking risks. The administrative gaps during age verification processes create

opportunities for children to vanish from the system. Cross-border criminal networks can exploit the

lack of international cooperation and standardized tracking.

Most tellingly, while only 1% of missing children cases involve criminal abduction according to available

data,  the outcomes for missing immigrant children appear far worse than

for the general population.  The systematic lack of follow-up and the "alarming" numbers

that continue to disappear suggest these children face unique dangers that authorities are failing to

address. 

Conclusion

Switzerland's refusal to collect comprehensive missing children statistics represents more than

administrative oversight - it constitutes a systematic failure that disproportionately endangers asylum

seekers and immigrant children.  The evidence reveals a pattern where federal

structures are weaponized to avoid accountability, international recommendations are ignored, and

vulnerable populations are left unprotected. While authorities cite constitutional constraints and

resource limitations, the practical effect maintains a system where thousands of children can vanish

annually with minimal oversight, investigation, or public awareness. The phrase used by Missing Children

Switzerland - "No data, no problem" - captures the institutional indifference that allows this crisis to

persist unchallenged. 
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