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Abstract

This article analyzes the situation of unaccompanied children in migration at
the United States-Mexico border between 2019 and 2025 through the lenses of
humanitarian diplomacy, international cooperation and human rights. Using a
qualitative critical-interpretative methodology, it examines bilateral diplomatic
frameworks, institutional actors and migration governance mechanisms
affecting child protection. The analysis draws on international legal instruments,
public policies and reports issued by governmental and non-governmental
organizations. The findings reveal persistent tensions between humanitarian
discourse and migration control practices, showing how border security
priorities frequently override the best interests of the child. Structural protection
gaps derived from institutional fragmentation and limited coordination are
identified. The article contributes a critical framework for rethinking migration
governance from a rights-based perspective centered on dignity, justice and
child participation. The study is limited by its reliance on secondary sources.

Keywords: child migration, human rights, humanitarian diplomacy, internation-
al cooperation, United States-Mexico.

Resumen

Este articulo analiza la situaciéon de los menores no acompanados en contextos
de migracion en la frontera entre Estados Unidos y México durante el periodo
2019-2025, a partir de la diplomacia humanitaria, la cooperacién internacio-
nal y los derechos humanos. Mediante una metodologia cualitativa de enfoque
critico-interpretativo, se examinan marcos diplomaticos bilaterales, actores ins-
titucionales y mecanismos de gobernanza migratoria. El andlisis se sustenta en
instrumentos juridicos internacionales, politicas publicas y reportes de organis-
mos gubernamentales y organizaciones especializadas. Los resultados eviden-
cian tensiones persistentes entre los discursos humanitarios y las practicas de
control migratorio, asi como brechas estructurales de protecciéon derivadas de
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la fragmentacion institucional. El articulo aporta un marco critico para repensar la
gobernanza migratoria desde una perspectiva centrada en la dignidad, la justicia y la
participacién infantil. La principal limitacién radica en el uso de fuentes secundarias.

Palabras clave: migracién infantil, derechos humanos, diplomacia humanitaria, coo-
peracién internacional, Estados Unidos-México.

Introduction

The migration of unaccompanied children and adolescents is currently one of the
most urgent, complex and persistent challenges in the border region shared by Mexi-
co and the United States. This phenomenon, far from being an isolated or sporadic
episode, directly reflects the convergence of deep-rooted structural factors, including
persistent poverty, widespread socio-political violence, accumulated regional inequali-
ty and the lack of real opportunities in countries of origin, particularly in the “Triangu-
lo Norte de Centroamérica” (Northern Triangle of Central America). In this context,
the shared border has become a highly conflictive and politicized space where bilate-
ral diplomatic agendas, increasingly restrictive national security strategies and growing
demands for humanitarian protection intersect. This situation calls for innovative, in-
clusive and human-centered policy approaches at both national and regional levels.

Within this complex regional scenario, children in context of migration constitute
a particularly vulnerable population. Their migratory trajectories are marked by cu-
mulative risks, including immigration detention, forced family separation, exposure to
trafficking networks, prolonged educational exclusion and institutionalized violence.
Such practices generate a condition of structural precariousness that calls into ques-
tion the international human rights commitments assumed by both States.

According to U.S. Customs and Border Protection (cBP) data, more than 152 000
encounters with unaccompanied children were recorded at the U.S. southern border
in fiscal year 2022, primarily involving children from Honduras, Guatemala and EI Sal-
vador (cBP, 2023). In parallel, Mexican border cities such as Tijuana have experienced
a sustained increase in the arrival of unaccompanied minors, many of whom remain
without effective access to protection mechanisms, reflecting the systemic insufficiency
of existing institutional responses.

This article departs from the premise that unaccompanied child migration cannot
be understood solely through a humanitarian or welfare-based lens. It adopts a critical
by its own methodology:

This article aims to adopt a qualitative, critical-interpretative approach, based on
the analysis of legal instruments, public policies and references to specialized acade-
mic literature. This approach allows for a systematic examination of the relationship
between humanitarian discourse and current, concrete practices in child migration
management during the period 2019-2025.

Additionally, the article engages with recent institutional evaluations (2021-2025)
specializing in migrant children, child protection and migration governance in Mexico
and the United States. This corpus includes critical analyses of non-detention policies,
the restitution of rights, and border externalization, as well as references to reports
by national and international organizations documenting the differentiated impact
of these policies on unaccompanied girls, boys and adolescents. This engagement
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allows the analysis to go beyond an exclusively normative approach and anchor it in
contemporary, realistic debates on the effective implementation of the best interests
of the child principle in contexts of forced mobility (Migration Policy Institute, n. d.;
Sistema Nacional de Protecciéon Integral de Ninas, Ninos y Adolescentes [Sipinna],
2023; Unicef, 2023).

From this perspective, the article puts forward as its central hypothesis that huma-
nitarian diplomacy and international cooperation mechanisms between Mexico and
the United States, although discursively framed within a human rights approach, ope-
rate in practice as administrative containment devices for unaccompanied migrant
children, subordinating the best interests of the child to priorities of migration control
and border security. This hypothesis is treated as a testable analytical proposition ra-
ther than a purely normative claim.

From this analytical standpoint, the article argues that state and interstate respon-
ses continue to be structured around logics of containment, fragmentation and guar-
dianship, rather than comprehensive and sustained protection. This tension reveals
not only an institutional crisis in existing response mechanisms, but also a deeper
ethical challenge that calls for a structural rethinking of migration governance based
on the dignity, agency and rights of migrant children.

Consequently, the article is organized into three analytical sections. The first exa-
mines humanitarian diplomacy within United States-Mexico bilateral relations; the se-
cond analyzes international cooperation mechanisms and institutional actors involved
in child migration governance; and the third explores the contributions of critical hu-
man rights theory to the construction of a child-centered migration policy grounded
in social justice. Together, these sections empirically assess whether humanitarian and
cooperative frameworks function as effective protection mechanisms or whether they
reproduce administrative logics of migration containment.

Humanitarian diplomacy and bilateral relations regarding
unaccompanied migrant children

In the current context of interdependent globalization, humanitarian crises transcend
national borders and require political responses that prioritize respect for human
rights. This situation forces us to rethink the role of diplomatic relations, especially
in complex scenarios such as unaccompanied child migration at the United States-
Mexico border.

From Rabotnikof’s (1993) perspective, this type of problem reveals the need to revi-
talize the public sphere as a space for deliberation, collective articulation and co-respon-
sibility between state and non-state actors. In this sense, diplomatic relations cease to be
merely instrumental and become fundamental channels for the defense of rights and
the building of consensus around shared values.

Humanitarian diplomacy, understood as the use of dialogue and negotiation to
persuade political actors to respect international humanitarian law (Minear & Smith,
2007), acquires a central role in this scenario. Particularly in the case of unaccompanied
minors, diplomacy must respond not only to state imperatives but also to ethical and
normative obligations that transcend borders. This vision is in line with the proposal
of Rabotnikof (1993), who conceives the public sphere as a sphere of political dispute
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where senses of justice, community and belonging are constructed. The defense of
these minors implies not only protecting them physically but also making them visible
as subjects of rights within a diplomatic narrative that has traditionally prioritized
sovereign interests over universal principles.

The bilateral relationship between Mexico and the United States has been marked
by a constant tension between cooperation and asymmetry (Mena Iturralde, 2017).
While there are frameworks for dialogue and engagement, in practice a logic of “sha-
red responsibility” has prevailed, which in many cases places Mexico as a “buffer coun-
try” in the face of pressures from the United States to contain migration (Massey et al.,
2016). This situation generates ethical dilemmas for Mexican diplomacy, which must
reconcile the principles of human rights protection with the geopolitical demands of
the neighboring country.

Beyond the discursive differences between administrations, U.S. migration policy
has maintained a structural orientation toward border control and deterrence, which
conditions the scope of humanitarian protection for unaccompanied minors.

During Donald Trump’s administration (2017-2021, and resumed in 2025), U.S.
migration policy was characterized by a coercive, security- and containment-based
approach. The implementation of measures such as the systematic separation of
families, the prolonged detention of minors and the tightening of conditions to access
asylum reflects a vision that conceives migration as a threat to state sovereignty (Grados
Coérdova, 2025). The reactivation of these policies in his second term reinforces a logic
of deterrence that leaves little room for humanitarian considerations.

In contrast, the Joe Biden administration (2021-2024) introduced a human ri-
ghts-focused narrative, reversing some of the most regressive policies. It strengthened
family reunification programs, expanded the use of humanitarian parole and sought
to improve reception conditions for unaccompanied minors. However, these measures
also faced structural limitations and operational restrictions, such as rules suspending
the right to asylum in the face of increased migratory flows (Gamboa, 2025).

In Mexico, the institutional framework for the protection of unaccompanied mi-
grant children is characterized by a structural division between care and decision-ma-
king. While child protection bodies provide temporary assistance, the authorities with
competence over migration, asylum and return operate primarily under administrati-
ve and control logics. This institutional fragmentation generates a persistent gap be-
tween formal rights recognition and their effective implementation, subordinating the
best interests of the child to migration management priorities (Cadmara de Diputados
del H. Congreso de la Union, 2024; Sipinna, 2023).

In parallel, the Mexican State has introduced regulatory and institutional adjustments
aimed at strengthening child protection in migration contexts. However, these
formal advances have not translated into consistent and effective rights restitution for
unaccompanied migrant minors, due to persistent interinstitutional fragmentation
and the subordination of protection mechanisms to migration management priorities
(Human Rights Watch, 2024; Sipinna, 2023).

An example of this is the conditions observed in border cities such as Tijuana,
where thousands of migrants, including a growing number of unaccompanied minors,
live in precarious, improvised and highly vulnerable settlements, waiting to cross the
border into the United States or after having been deported in massive operations.
Tijuana, a city bordering San Diego, is today a contradictory symbol: on the one hand,
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it is a space of transit, hope and resistance; on the other, a territory marked by aban-
donment, violence and structural inequality. The border fence, which extends to the
sea at the so-called “Tijuana Beach”, has become a powerful image of contemporary
migration control: a steel structure that not only separates geographies, but also fami-
lies, destinies and possible futures.

Near this beach, a space that should symbolize freedom and encounter, one brea-
thes a tense air, charged with uncertainty. There, among graffiti that cry out for justi-
ce, crosses that remember those who died trying to cross, and intertwined flags, the
migrant community gathers daily: some to share food, others to wait for appointments
or assistance, once promised by the now-vanished cBpr One system, and many simply to
find solace in the company of those who share the same journey. Sanitary conditions
are, in many cases, deplorable; the makeshift tents can barely withstand the weather;
and the presence of trafficking networks and organized violence accentuates the fee-
ling of generalized unprotectedness.

Although there are institutional efforts, international agencies and civil society or-
ganizations that attempt to provide shelter, legal orientation and medical assistance,
these initiatives are profoundly insufficient in the face of the magnitude of the pheno-
menon and the absence of a truly comprehensive, coordinated and sustained binatio-
nal diplomatic strategy. The constant pressure on local resources, the fragmentation
of competencies and the inadequacy of sustained political will aggravate the humani-
tarian crisis experienced daily at this border point.

In this context marked by geopolitical tensions and ethical contradictions, two
predominant approaches contrast: on the one hand, an approach based on security
and containment, focused exclusively on border control, migratory deterrence and the
externalization of responsibilities through opaque bilateral agreements; and on the other
hand, an approach that appeals to the principles of humanitarian diplomacy, proposing
an articulated regional co-responsibility, focused on the protection of rights and the
recognition of migrant children as a priority subject of attention, care and restitution.
While the former has been characteristic of the Trump administration and other
restrictive positions, the latter has gained presence in the discourse of Joe Biden’s
administration, as well as in the statements of some Mexican state actors and human
rights organizations. However, the gap between the institutional discourse and its real,
concrete and effective implementation persists as one of the main barriers to progress
towards a lasting and just solution.

In this regard, the United States has recently intensified a trajectory toward a mar-
kedly punitive migration agenda, characterized by the expansion of accelerated re-
moval mechanisms and restrictions on access to asylum at the southern border. By
declaring the border an “invasion” and enacting Executive Order 14159, the President
has legitimized measures such as deportations without judicial hearings and criminal
and civil penalties for undocumented immigrants, profoundly altering due process
standards established under U.S. immigration law (The White House, 2025).

This hardening includes the suspension of regular pathways for asylum seekers,
such as the disruption of the original functionality of the cBp One application for
scheduling asylum appointments and the elimination of programs like orderly refugee
relocation, effectively closing safe avenues for those fleeing persecution and trans-
forming humanitarian protections into practical barriers to international protection
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(Frelick, 2025). Moreover, the new annual fee for asylum applications imposes an ad-
ditional financial burden on those seeking protection, potentially discouraging access
to the asylum system even in genuine cases of persecution (La Nacion, 2025).

These policies, among many other disorganized practices, are accompanied by
legislative and administrative changes that reinforce detention as a central tool
of migration control. For example, the 2025 Laken Riley Act mandates the deten-
tion of immigrants accused of certain offenses, thereby expanding the categories
of detention under the Immigration and Nationality Act, increasing the population in
custody, and turning detention into a routine enforcement tool rather than an ex-
ceptional measure (La Nacion, 2025). Coupled with a historic increase in budgetary
capacity dedicated to immigrant detention and deportation (with figures doubling
previous levels), these practices contribute to a border control apparatus of unpre-
cedented scale (Chishti & Lacarte, 2025).

The most acute impact of this punitive agenda is observed in the rights of asylum
seekers, particularly children and families. The withdrawal of legal assistance pro-
grams for unaccompanied minors removes critical support networks, leaving these
groups without adequate representation in complex and adversarial legal systems (£
Puaisreports the end of public funding for legal assistance to minors). The criminaliza-
tion and family separation resulting from intensified “zero-tolerance” policies exacer-
bate these rights violations, creating environments of trauma and chronic stress with
documented psychological effects among affected migrants.

U.S. policy also exerts influence across Latin America and globally. Human rights
organizations have reported that executive measures aimed at externalizing migration
control, including the reimplementation of protocols such as “Quédate en México”,
pressure neighboring states to participate in containment regimes that undermine
national sovereignty and international refugee protection obligations (Amnesty Inter-
national, 2025). The suspension of asylum processing for numerous countries and the
imposition of arbitrary restrictions reflects a securitized (rather than humanitarian)
vision of migration policy, blurring States’ obligations under internationally recogni-
zed human rights standards.

In this context, the protection of the rights of migrant children and asylum seekers
is being systematically subordinated to internal security and border control considera-
tions. The promise of refuge for those fleeing violence and persecution is becoming
increasingly distant, demanding an urgent rethinking of humanitarian diplomacy and
bilateral cooperation strategies that place human dignity and human rights at the cen-
ter of migration responses.

Recent diplomatic initiatives, such as bilateral family reunification roundtables or
the strengthening of consular protection, are important steps, but face structural obs-
tacles: bureaucracy, limited resources and a shortage of coherent regulatory framewor-
ks between the two countries. Moreover, as Walker et al. (2010) warn, many diplomatic
decisions lack robust empirical support, which weakens their effectiveness and legiti-
macy. This is compounded by the scarcity of specialized personnel on children and mi-
gration in consulates and embassies, which limits the capacity to respond from abroad
and hinders the effective defense of the rights of migrant minors.

At this point, the reflections of Adamson and Tsourapas (2019) on the role of
consular diplomacy in migration governance are particularly relevant. For the au-
thors, consulates should not limit themselves to protocol or assistance functions but
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should become active actors in the defense of the human rights of their nationals,
especially in contexts where the institutional frameworks of the receiving country
do not offer adequate guarantees. In the case of unaccompanied migrant children,
this implies that consular representations should assume a strategic role, not only
provide direct assistance, but also influence the formulation of public policies, mo-
nitoring detention practices and articulate support networks with civil organizations
and multilateral agencies.

Adamson and Tsourapas (2019) also stress that for years, countries such as Mexico
have developed valuable experience in proactive consular diplomacy, such as legal at-
tention to migrants in the United States, the provision of documentation and defense
against labor rights violations. However, they warn that these practices are still uneven
and often depend on the local impulse of certain consulates. For this reason, it pro-
poses strengthening consular diplomacy as a structural pillar of migration policy, with
trained personnel, sufficient resources and clear regulatory frameworks that define its
competencies around humanitarian protection.

From a critical point of view, it is necessary to redefine the meaning of diplomacy in
the field of migration. Beyond sovereign interests, it should be assumed as an exercise
of transnational justice, in which migrant children are not only objects of assistance
but also subjects of rights. Since history, in line with Rabotnikof (1993), this implies
reclaiming the public as a space for political deliberation guided by ethical principles,
empirical evidence and a shared vision of the common good.

This resignification of diplomacy can also be analyzed from the contributions of
Hannah Arendt. In her work The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt (1951) explores the
phenomenon of statelessness as one of the most radical forms of political unprotec-
tion. Stateless people, and in an extended sense migrants without regular status, em-
body a condition in which not only civil rights are lost, but the right to have rights. This
idea, applied to unaccompanied migrant children, allows us to understand that their
defenseless situation is not only the result of legal or administrative exclusion, but of a
deeper shortage: the lack of belonging to a political community that recognizes them
and guarantees their dignity.

Assuming this perspective obliges national diplomacy to transcend a technocratic
view of migration and assume its existential and political dimension. In this sense,
humanitarian diplomacy cannot be limited to reactive measures but must involve an
active commitment to the creation of institutional conditions for migrant children and
adolescents to be recognized as subjects entitled to rights, both within and outside the
nation-state. This is the only way to move towards a more just, sustainable and truly
humane migration policy.
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International cooperation and actors involved in the protection of
unaccompanied migrant minors

At this point, it is worth questioning the extent to which international cooperation on
migrant children effectively operates as a mechanism of shared responsibility aimed
at protecting rights, or whether, conversely, it functions primarily as a strategy for the
administrative redistribution of responsibilities between States.

From this perspective, international cooperation constitutes a structural axis for
addressing the contemporary migration crisis, particularly concerning the protec-
tion of unaccompanied minors. As discussed in the previous section, humanitarian
diplomacy and the construction of a transnational public sphere of shared respon-
sibility require substantive coordination between state and non-state actors. Beyond
the bilateral dimension, these mechanisms gain relevance insofar as they allow for the
harmonization of standards, the delineation of responsibilities and the translation of
formal commitments into effective migration policies, making the design of monito-
ring systems essential to ensure coherence between agreed-upon commitments and
their practical implementation.

However, in the case of cooperation between Mexico and the United States, these
objectives are conditioned by a geopolitical context marked by the progressive harde-
ning of migration policies, the primacy of security considerations and the externali-
zation of responsibilities. These dynamics increase the exposure of migrant children
to irregularity, violence and absence of protection. Furthermore, an analysis of the
institutional architecture in both countries shows that the fragmentation of compe-
tencies across care, migration control and asylum agencies creates protection gaps. In
Mexico, the role of the National System for the Integral Development of the Family
(p1F, Spanish acronym for Sistema Nacional para el Desarrollo Integral de la Familia)
clearly illustrates these limitations: while it plays a central role in the immediate care
and temporary protection of unaccompanied migrant minors, it lacks decision-ma-
king authority in migration, asylum and family reunification matters. This mismatch
between the assistance provided and the effective guarantee of rights (exacerbated by
slow procedures and weak interinstitutional coordination) exposes minors to prolon-
ged periods of legal uncertainty and vulnerability, limiting the realization of the best
interests of the child principle.

Taken together, these practices demonstrate that international cooperation, far
from consolidating as a comprehensive protection mechanism, tends to reproduce pa-
tterns of institutional fragmentation and externalization of obligations, compromising
the effective application of the best interests of the child principle and weakening the
legal and ethical coherence of contemporary migration governance.

While the relationship between Mexico and the United States represents a key axis,
the approach must be expanded to a more comprehensive logic, consistent with the
global structural processes that generate and perpetuate human mobility (Castles,
2003). From a rights-based perspective, the principles of the Convention on the Rights
of the Child (1989) should guide public policies and cooperation mechanisms, prioriti-
zing effective protection, non-arbitrary detention and family reunification. As Zolberg
et al. (1989) note, addressing forced displacement requires transnational structures
that place human rights at the center of collective action. It is also relevant to integra-
te into these schemes differential approaches that consider the characteristics of age,
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gender, ethnicity and legal status, recognizing that not all migrant minors face the
same risks or require the same forms of care.

To achieve these objectives, the coordinated intervention of multiple actors is es-
sential: multilateral organizations such as the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), the United Nations Children’s Fund (Unicef) and the Internatio-
nal Organization for Migration (10M); state cooperation agencies; local authorities
in transit regions; and civil society organizations operating in the field. This migra-
tion governance architecture, as suggested by Betts (2011), should combine interstate
coordination with the effective participation of non-state actors with direct response
capabilities. Along these lines, Risse (2013) argues that, even in contexts of “limited so-
vereignty”, where the State does not fully exercise its authority—as is the case in many
border or migrant transit zones—it is possible to build effective governance schemes
through cooperation among multiple actors that provide public goods, regulate be-
haviors and protect rights. A key element in this configuration is the strengthening of
local capacities, which makes it possible to generate more sustainable responses in the
long term and reduces dependence on centralized solutions.

In the specific case of Mexico and the United States, cooperation has been marked
by a mixture of technical collaboration and structural tensions. As highlighted by De
Vega et al. (2011), Mexican foreign policy has oscillated between a defensive position
in the face of external pressures and a pragmatic search for multilateral understan-
dings. This is reflected in joint initiatives to deal with children and adolescents, such as
binational protocols, dialogue roundtables and technical assistance actions. However,
these initiatives coexist with border externalization practices and containment policies
that transfer responsibilities to Mexico without sufficient guarantees or proportional
resources, as evidenced by the Migrant Protection Protocols (U.S. Department of Ho-
meland Security [pHS], 2019). Therefore, one of the current challenges lies in balan-
cing operational cooperation with an equity approach that recognizes the capabilities
and limitations of each country.

To better understand the cooperation frameworks in place, as well as the way in
which the different actions aimed at the care and protection of unaccompanied mi-
grant minors are articulated, it is particularly useful to review in detail the most re-
levant institutions that actively participate in this area in each country. This review
makes it possible to identify not only the main actors, but also their attributions, fields
of action, levels of responsibility and operational capacities within the institutional
framework. In this regard, Table 1 systematically presents the main actors involved in
Mexico’s international cooperation on migrant children, to offer a clear and structu-
red vision of their role in the design and implementation of public policies related to
this population.
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Table 1. Key actors in Mexico’s international cooperation for the protection
of children and adolescents

The cNDH is an autonomous body responsible for the promotion and defense of
human rights in Mexico, including the protection of migrants’ rights. Its role is crucial
in denouncing abuses against migrants and in the supervision of migration policies

The 1nM regulates migration policies in Mexico, supervising the entry, exit
and stay of migrants in the country. It coordinates migration stations and offers
assistance services to migrants in vulnerable situations

Comar handles asylum applications in Mexico, protecting people fleeing
violence and persecution in their countries of origin. It complies with Mexico’s
international human rights and refugee commitments

Coordinates public policies related to migration, guaranteeing the safety and
rights of migrants and promoting policies for the development and welfare of
communities of origin

Protects unaccompanied migrant minors, providing them with legal, psychological
and social assistance while their immigration status is being resolved

Guarantees the rights of children and adolescents in Mexico, ensuring adequate
protection of migrant minors during their transit or stay

They watch over the rights of migrants, especially unaccompanied minors,
ensuring respect for their human rights at migration stations

Camef offers direct attention to unaccompanied migrant minors, providing them
with shelter, psychological and legal support. Its mission is to ensure that the
rights of migrant children are respected during their transit through Mexico

COMPA is a collective of organizations that defends the human rights of migrants in
Latin America, promoting the social integration and labor rights of migrants in
Mexico

Migration stations in various Mexican states, such as Tamaulipas, Sonora, Tijuana
and Chiapas, receive migrants detained during their transit. Although they
perform migration control functions, they are critical due to the conditions in
which they are located

These houses and shelters provide migrants with refuge, food, and basic care,
especially those in vulnerable situations. They are mainly managed by non-
governmental and religious organizations

The yMca Foundation in Mexico offers integration and support programs for
migrants, providing psychosocial assistance and educational opportunities to
facilitate their adaptation.

Casa Alianza México focuses on the protection of migrant children and
adolescents in vulnerable situations, offering shelter, education, and
comprehensive care to support their development.

Source: own elaboration

Estudios Fronterizos, vol. 27, 2026, e180. https://doi.org/10.21670/ref.2602180 e-ISSN 2395-9134



Villegas Sanchez, M. J. & Cordero Ramos, N. / Beyond the border: diplomacy, cooperation and human rights in child migration 11

The institutional fragmentation and tensions between care and the guarantee of
rights observed in the Mexican case are not unique to this context; in fact, similar
models of interinstitutional coordination with multiple and sometimes conflicting ob-
jectives can be found in other countries.

For example, in the specific case of the United States, the various actors that make
up the international cooperation network are also organized around a set of strategic
objectives that simultaneously (and at times contradictorily) combine priorities rela-
ted to national security, migration control and the provision of humanitarian assistan-
ce to people on the move. This triple dimension reflects the complexity of the U.S.
approach to migration, particularly regarding unaccompanied minors, and reveals an
intervention logic that oscillates between containment and protection.

To illustrate this institutional configuration, Table 2 shows the main actors involved,
their specific functions and the role they play within the country’s migration system.

These institutional structures, although diverse, share common challenges: the
need to improve inter-institutional coordination, strengthen operational capacities
and adopt an evidence-based approach. Often, government institutions operate in
silos, without effective communication mechanisms or shared protocols that allow for
comprehensive and continuous attention to migrant minors.

This disconnection generates gaps in protection and fragmentation of care, which
is aggravated in border contexts where the speed of migratory flows exceeds the sys-
tem’s response capacity. As highlighted by Walker et al. (2010), the scarcity of reliable
data on children and adolescents limits the effectiveness of responses. The lack of
uniform registries, interoperable databases and longitudinal tracking systems impedes
the traceability of cases and hinders informed decision-making by authorities. The in-
corporation of rigorous data not only improves transparency but also reinforces the
public and collective nature of decisions affecting this vulnerable population, making
strategic planning with greater impact possible.

In this regard, a transformation is also required in the governance frameworks of
international cooperation. It is therefore necessary to move towards more equitable
and sustained cooperation frameworks that overcome the logic of subordination (in
which certain States assume peripheral or merely executing roles) and strengthen
local capacities with a focus on autonomy.

This implies recognizing the value of situated knowledge, the accumulated
experience of community organizations and the central role of cross-border
solidarity networks. Effective cooperation cannot depend exclusively on agreements
between central governments, but must actively involve local governments, border
municipalities, human rights ombudsmen, shelters and grassroots organizations that
work directly with migrant children; a multilevel and multi-actor diplomacy, centered
on reciprocity, equity and effectiveness.

As proposed by Rabotnikof (1993), the public sphere should be understood as a
space of collective negotiation in which senses of justice and community are construc-
ted and contested, at the international level. This approach allows us to rethink coo-
peration as a process of political deliberation and not as a simple transfer of resources
or implementation of unilateral guidelines.
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Table 2. Key players in United States international cooperation

ORR aids to refugees in the United States, facilitating their
resettlement, as well as support to migrants seeking asylum in
the country. It offers social, health and educational services
for their integration

DHS is primarily responsible for homeland security in the United
States, including migration regulation and border policies.
Within this department there are several agencies, such as cBp,
which play a crucial role in managing the flow of migration to
the south border

cBP is responsible for protecting U.S. borders and
managing the entry of migrants, including unaccompanied
minors, in accordance with current immigration laws and
humanitarian protection standards

HHS is key to protecting the health of migrants, including
children. It provides support in the management
of medical and social welfare services for migrants,
particularly those who are minors

‘Works to ensure that migrant children have access to
adequate legal representation and protect their rights
during the U.S. immigration process

It is dedicated to representing the rights of migrant
minors, providing legal support and promoting policies
that protect them before immigration authorities

Provides food assistance to low-income people in the
United States, including migrants, to ensure access to
adequate food

Provides free legal advice to migrants, including human
rights advocacy and access to justice for migrants in U.S.
detention

Advocates for comprehensive immigration reform and
promotes an inclusive vision of migration in the United
States through awareness campaigns and public policies

Promotes just and humane immigration policy in the
United States through advocacy and public education

Provides shelter and support services to unaccompanied
migrant children, offering a safe and humane solution
while their cases are being resolved

Source: own elaboration
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The incorporation of Risse’s (2013) approach complements this vision by empha-
sizing that international cooperation must be able to operate effectively even in fra-
gile institutional contexts, through partnerships between state and non-state actors
acting with legitimacy, effectiveness and ethical guidance. This view is especially re-
levant for border areas where the presence of the State is weak or non-existent, and
where civil society often assumes key protection, documentation and humanitarian
assistance functions.

It should also be emphasized that this cooperation should not be limited to
emergency responses; it requires long-term policies aimed at institutional strengthe-
ning, professionalization of the personnel who care for children and adolescents,
continuous evaluation of existing programs and the generation of shared learning.
It also implies the design of binational or regional evaluation and accountability
mechanisms that allow for monitoring not only the fulfillment of international com-
mitments, but also the real effects that public policies have on the lives of migrant
children and adolescents.

In short, international cooperation on children and adolescents should be unders-
tood as a tool for political and ethical transformation, not only as an operational or
financial mechanism. Its effectiveness will depend on the ability to articulate human
rights principles, evidence-based practices and inclusive institutional frameworks that
respond to the complex realities of child mobility in the region. This requires sustai-
ned political will, adequate resources, effective coordination mechanisms and, above
all, a shared ethic that places migrant children at the center as subjects of rights and
not as objects of assistance or control.

The centrality of human rights in the protection
of unaccompanied migrant minors

In the context of diplomatic relations and international cooperation between Mexico
and the United States, human rights must occupy a structuring place. As has been
explained, this population is in a situation of special vulnerability, not only because of
their migratory status, but also because they are developing people, lacking family or ins-
titutional networks to guarantee their immediate protection. Even though both States
have ratified international instruments such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1989) and have developed national regulatory frameworks aimed at their protection,
institutional practices continue to be mediated by security, control and containment
logics that prioritize border protection over the guarantee of their fundamental rights.

This tension between protection and control in child migration regimes has been
extensively analyzed in critical legal scholarship. In the Mexican context, Elisa Ortega
Velazquez has shown how normative frameworks designed to protect unaccompanied
migrant children often function simultaneously as mechanisms of migration control,
producing a paradoxical configuration in which rights-based discourse coexists with
practices of surveillance, detention and administrative management (Ortega Veldz-
quez, 2015, 2017). Her work demonstrates that the recognition of children as subjects
of rights does not necessarily translate into effective protection but may instead legiti-
mize new forms of institutional intervention that subordinate the best interests of the
child to migration governance imperatives.
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Drawing on this critical line of inquiry, the present article advances the debate by
examining how this protection/control paradox is reproduced and reframed at the
transnational level through humanitarian diplomacy and international cooperation
between Mexico and the United States, highlighting the role of bilateral governance
mechanisms in shaping contemporary child migration policies (Meyer, 2021).

Jacqueline Bhabha (2014) has argued that one of the major gaps in global gover-
nance is the absence of effective recognition of migrant children as full subjects of ri-
ghts. In her analysis, migration legislation tends to classify them as appendages of adults
or as threats to national security, instead of assuming them as social actors with specific
needs and rights. This omission not only perpetuates their invisibility but also legitimi-
zes policies of exclusion that systematically violate principles such as the best interests
of the child. Bhabha proposes a transnational human rights approach to overcome
rigid state frameworks and move towards comprehensive protection based on equity,
child agency and global justice. His proposal calls for a holistic vision that transcends
conventional normative frameworks and prioritizes an ethic of care on an interna-
tional scale.

In the United States, the migration policies implemented have represented a clear
and alarming setback in terms of human rights, particularly regarding the specific and
priority protection of migrant children. Several comprehensive reports have documen-
ted the worrying reactivation of practices such as the forced separation of families, the
sustained increase in prolonged detention in highly precarious conditions and the nu-
merous bureaucratic obstacles that significantly delay, hinder and make it difficult to
reunify minors with their parents or designated legal guardians (Caro, 2025; Human
Rights Watch, 2024).

These measures have considerably intensified extreme vulnerability and exposure to
multiple systematic violations of their most fundamental rights, in an international con-
text marked by passivity, silence and lack of effective action by the international commu-
nity in the face of the evident regression in the humanitarian commitments previously
assumed by the United States (Cely, 2025).

Faced with this complex reality, a firm, coherent and articulated response is urgent-
ly required, based on the recognition of the inherent dignity of children’s rights, ac-
companied by concrete actions that guarantee real and sustainable adequate material
conditions, specialized psychosocial care and full access to education as fundamental
pillars for the protection and effective restitution of violated rights.

In the case of Mexico, although significant normative advances have been made—
such as, for example, the legal prohibition of the immigration detention of children
and adolescents—the concrete and effective implementation of these measures conti-
nues to face serious structural and operational limitations.

The persistent institutional weakness, the constant fragmentation of competencies
among different levels of government and the chronic shortage of human, technical
and financial resources seriously compromise the real capacity of the Mexican State
to provide comprehensive, dignified and sustained attention to this highly vulnerable
child and adolescent population (Jacobo Sudrez, 2022). As the author rightly warns,
returning migrant children, particularly those minors born in the United States or re-
patriated after having built their entire lives in profoundly different cultural contexts,
require differentiated public policies that recognize the complexity of their migratory
trajectories, their hybrid identities and their specific integration needs.
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In this sense, it becomes not only necessary, but urgent, to articulate social policies
with a genuine human rights approach and an intersectional perspective, which simul-
taneously address not only the immediate material conditions of reception, but also
the multiple challenges associated with linguistic, educational, emotional and commu-
nity integration.

However, the state response has so far been fragmented, insufficient and mostly re-
active: in many documented cases, children and adolescents are channeled to makes-
hift shelters, without minimum guarantees of effective protection, being exposed to
dynamics of social exclusion, persistent structural violence and high risk of being re-
cruited by human trafficking networks or other serious forms of child exploitation.

From the perspective of the Critical Theory of Human Rights, authors such as Pastor
Seller and Cano Soriano (2016) warn that rights cannot be understood exclusively as
legal formulations, but as results of social practices sustained by public policies with
an intersectoral approach. Pastor and Cano insist that access to the rights of migrant
children is not limited to the enactment of laws but depends on the existence of
institutions capable of generating material and symbolic conditions for the effective
exercise of these rights. This perspective coincides with Bhabha (2014), who stresses
that child protection cannot rest on isolated administrative mechanisms, but on
comprehensive systems of care, education, health and justice accessible to all minors,
regardless of their migratory status. In addition, it becomes crucial to consider the role
of local governments and receiving communities, who often assume responsibilities
without sufficient support from the State.

This approach is complemented by the ideas of the philosopher Enrique Dussel,
who, from his ethics of liberation, proposes that all politics must start from the active
listening of the “denied other”, that is, of those subjects historically marginalized by
the systems of power. For Dussel (Mills, 2018), human rights should not operate as
instruments of state regulation subordinated to market or sovereignty interests, but as
ethical demands coming from excluded peoples and subjects. In the case of unaccom-
panied children, this requires an epistemological and political shift that recognizes
them as active subjects of dignity and not as passive objects of control or compassion.
This change implies a redefinition of the links between citizenship, belonging and
recognition, elements that have been historically denied to children in mobility.

Dussel’s critique converges with the reflections of Rosillo Martinez (2013), who
proposes to think of human rights not as abstract norms but as tools for social trans-
formation from a Latin American perspective. In his view, forced child migration re-
presents a structural fracture of the rule of law (Ley de Migracién, 2011), and evidence
how law, when not built from the concrete experiences of the affected communities,
can become a device of exclusion. Thus, legal protection of migrant children should
not be limited to formal recognition but should be accompanied by real conditions of
access to justice, education, identity and community roots. This also requires constant
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to make visible the real impact of public poli-
cies on this population.

From another critical perspective, De la Torre Rengel (2007) has insisted that
human rights should not be seen as “rhetorical consensus”, but as spaces of dispute
for the recognition and inclusion of historically excluded sectors. This political view
of law makes it possible to understand the institutional treatment of unaccompanied
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migrant minors as an ethical test for States. Failure to guarantee their protection
empties the human rights discourse of its content and reproduces an institutional
logic that hierarchizes human dignity according to geopolitical, administrative or
identity-based criteria.

Against this backdrop, Bhabha’s (2014) proposal is particularly valuable: it is ur-
gent to build a new migration governance architecture that goes beyond the notion of
the border as the exclusive limit of responsibilities and recognizes migrant children as
a global priority. This implies transforming international cooperation between Mexico
and the United States into a shared policy of ethical, not just functional, co-responsibi-
lity. It is not enough to manage flows or externalize borders; it is essential to establish
common protection standards, articulate binational care systems and guarantee the
necessary resources to comply with legal and moral commitments. The implemen-
tation of these systems must be based on criteria of social justice and redistribution,
recognizing that the protection of migrant children is a shared moral duty.

Furthermore, as Pastor Seller and Cano Soriano (2016) warn, it is necessary for
these actions to transcend immediate assistance and aim at the restitution of rights,
which requires an institutional design that listens to the voices of the children them-
selves, promotes their participation and generates conditions for real inclusion in both
transit and destination countries. From Dussel’s ethics, protecting migrant children
implies decentralizing institutional power and refocusing political action on the con-
crete face of the vulnerable other. As Rosillo Martinez (2013) summarizes, human
rights can no longer be just discourse; they must become a transformative practice in
concrete contexts of exclusion.

From a critical perspective, the analysis developed throughout this work highlights
the persistent gap between normative frameworks, institutional discourses and concre-
te practices regarding rights. Through the examination of theories, legal norms and
public policies, the structural limitations of current approaches become evident, in
which rights-based language does not always translate into transformative practices ai-
med at the comprehensive restitution of rights, but rather coexists with administrative,
securitized and mobility management logics (Human Rights Watch, 2024; Migration
Policy Institute, n. d.).

Conclusions
Findings

The analysis conducted confirms the central hypothesis of this article: that, despite
being framed in human rights language, humanitarian diplomacy and cooperation
mechanisms between Mexico and the United States have primarily operated as admi-
nistrative containment devices for unaccompanied migrant children. However, rather
than reflecting a mere implementation deficit, the findings show that this logic stems
from a structural configuration of migration governance, in which border control con-
tinues to subordinate the best interests of the child principle.

Based on the examination of bilateral frameworks, institutional arrangements and
implementation practices, astructural gap wasidentified between international normative
commitments and the state responses observed. Although both states have assumed
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formal obligations regarding child protection, public policies continue to reproduce
logics of surveillance, externalization of responsibilities and flow management, placing
migrant children in a persistent condition of structural vulnerability.

This article also demonstrates that humanitarian diplomacy, when not accompa-
nied by legally binding mechanisms, independent monitoring bodies and sustained
political will, tends to operate as a discursive framework legitimizing control prac-
tices rather than as an effective instrument for rights restitution. Similarly, inter-
national cooperation (whether bilateral, multilateral or inter-institutional) proves
necessary but is insufficient when it is not articulated with institutional transforma-
tion processes that ensure comprehensive rights protection at the local, national and
transnational levels.

Moreover, the analysis of institutional architectures in both countries shows that
the fragmentation of competencies across care, migration control and asylum agen-
cies generates protection gaps.

From the perspective of the critical human rights theory adopted in this study, the
findings confirm that children in migration continue to be approached through cate-
gories of vulnerability and guardianship, rather than being recognized as rights-hol-
ders with individual and collective agencies. This perpetuates adult-centric, punitive
and securitized approaches within contemporary migration governance.

Study limitations

The limitations of this study do not stem from deficiencies in the research design,
but from the structural characteristics of the field of analysis itself and the conditions
under which information about unaccompanied migrant children is produced and
circulated. First, the study relies on official data, institutional reports and secondary
sources, which, in highly politicized contexts such as migration governance, may
themselves present limitations or significant variations between agencies. This situa-
tion does not invalidate the analysis but requires interpreting the figures as approxi-
mations of broader structural dynamics rather than as exhaustive representations of
empirical reality.

Second, the research faces the inherent limitations of the available knowledge re-
garding the everyday operation of migration policies. Administrative procedures, in-
formal practices and the margins of institutional discretion that characterize the daily
management of migrant children often fall outside formal normative frameworks and
public documents. Consequently, the analysis focuses on institutional designs, official
discourses and legal instruments, while recognizing that a significant portion of mi-
nors’ actual experiences occurs in spaces of informality, improvisation and uneven
application of norms.

Finally, the study is situated in a context where norms and protection standards,
although formally recognized, are implemented heterogeneously and sometimes in-
consistently with local realities. This gap between regulation and practice is not a li-
mitation of the adopted approach, but a structural feature of the field that this article
seeks to highlight. In this sense, the limitations noted here do not restrict the validity
of the central argument; rather, they allow it to be situated precisely: the study analyzes
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how, along the Mexico-United States corridor during 2019-2025, normative produc-
tion, cooperation frameworks, and rights discourses coexist with informal practices
and operational dynamics that decisively condition the effective protection of unac-
companied migrant children.

Future agenda

Based on the findings, a priority emerges to advance toward a model of child migra-
tion governance that ceases to conceive humanitarian diplomacy and international
cooperation solely as instruments for flow management and reorients them toward
effective mechanisms for rights restitution. This shift must be carried out in accor-
dance with the standards of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, particularly the
best interests of the child principle, the right to non-detention for migration-related
reasons, international protection and family reunification. For this transformation to
be viable and sustainable, it is essential to recognize and strengthen the role of local
actors as central (not subsidiary) components of the protection architecture (United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989).

The future agenda should focus on three interrelated strategic lines. First, the
strengthening of independent monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, through veri-
fiable indicators, institutional transparency and binational accountability schemes that
allow for assessing the real impact of policies on the lives of migrant girls, boys and
adolescents. These mechanisms should incorporate information produced at the local
level—shelters, ombuds offices, municipal governments, community organizations—
which maintain direct and continuous contact with migrant children and can provide
situated diagnostics on existing protection gaps.

Second, the overcoming of institutional fragmentation through legal and opera-
tional coordination frameworks between child protection agencies, migration autho-
rities and asylum systems, both in Mexico and the United States. This coordination
cannot be limited to the federal or binational level; it must structurally integrate local
governments, state and municipal protection systems and civil society organizations
operating in transit, destination and return territories. The systematic exclusion of
these actors has contributed to the reproduction of protection gaps and the uneven
implementation of rights standards.

Third, the institutionalization of spaces for child participation effectively incorpo-
rates the voices, experiences and perspectives of migrant children in decision-making
processes that directly affect them. These spaces should be articulated with commu-
nity and local initiatives already working with migrant children, recognizing their
capacity to generate environments of trust, listening and support that centralized or
bureaucratic structures can hardly replicate.

Additionally, it is essential to professionalize and continuously train personnel
who interact with this population—including border agents, consular staff, shelter
personnel, local authorities and legal operators—(Bain, 2017) under human rights,
trauma-informed and intercultural approaches. In this process, local actors should be
considered not only as recipients of training but also as producers of practical knowle-
dge, accumulated through their everyday experience in contexts of forced mobility.
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Finally, any structural transformation requires an informed and committed social base,
in which education, media and community spaces contribute to dismantling crimina-
lization narratives and consolidating a rights-based culture centered on dignity, justice
and the comprehensive protection of children on the move.

In summary, the results of this study show that the protection of migrant girls, boys
and adolescents cannot rely solely on humanitarian discursive frameworks or adminis-
trative cooperative arrangements. It requires a profound reconfiguration of migration
governance, grounded in the legal and ethical centrality of the best interests of the
child, the justiciability of rights and transnational shared responsibility that recognizes
the irreplaceable role of local actors in the effective implementation of protection.

Ultimately, this study has shown that the protection of children on the move can-
not be addressed in a fragmented manner nor exclusively at the state or international
level. The analysis of humanitarian diplomacy has highlighted its limitations when
subordinated to geopolitical and control priorities; the examination of international
cooperation has revealed how institutional mechanisms, even framed in discourses of
shared responsibility, reproduce administrative logics of mobility management; and
the human rights perspective has exposed the persistent gap between normative re-
cognition and effective guarantee.

The articulation of these three axes allows us to conclude that only a simultaneous
transformation of diplomatic frameworks, cooperative arrangements and legal mecha-
nisms (with active and structural participation of local actors) can reorient migration
governance toward comprehensive rights restitution.

Reconfiguring these domains from the legal and ethical centrality of the best inte-
rests of the child is therefore not only a normative requirement but an indispensable
condition for ensuring that children in migration cease to be treated as objects of con-
trol and are fully recognized as rights-holders in the contemporary global order.
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