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Introduction

“We have had enough,” reads a protester sign in front of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) office in Tunis. A boy who looks to be about 16 years old
holds the cardboard sign written in Arabic, chanting in a line with other single young men
demanding to be resettled in Europe. He wears a t-shirt, jeans, and flip flops. Behind him are tarps
flapping in the wind, made of garbage bags covering make-shift shelters held down by rope. Like
the 50 other unaccompanied male minors who lost track of their families on their journeys from
Somalia, Eritrea, Chad, Sudan, and Libya he joined this protest alone.’

The past decade has seen a growing body of literature documenting the agency of children
and the agency of migrants, yet in mainstream international law and international relations
literature the political agency of migrant children is still largely overlooked.? This is partly because
international law looks to other actors, including states and sometimes intergovernmental
institutions, as the primary actors in this sphere. Far from being passive subjects in the higher-level
governance of migration, however, this essay argues that migrant children can confront and even
alter migration governance through protest informed by their social identities. Specifically, | focus
on children who migrate without their parents or have been separated from their parents, defined
here and elsewhere as independent migrant children (IMCs)3, or by migration institutions as
‘unaccompanied migrants.”* In taking a middle ground approach between conceiving of children
as completely autonomous actors and actors wholly influenced by adults,® this paper seeks to
deepen discussion about IMCs as political actors constrained by and impacting the constraints
which affect them.

The objectives of this essay are twofold in scale. Firstly, | focus on IMCs aged 15 to 17
who engage in protest to understand how the agency of migrant children is informed by their social
identities. | argue that the way child migrants exercise agency is dependent not only on age, but
on migration status, nationality, race and gender which inform their desires and abilities to
advocate for themselves and their communities. Secondly, I outline the relationship between IMC
agency and the global governance of migration. The global governance of migration refers to the
conglomeration of complex international networks of governance which together comprise a meta-

! See “Refugees protest for rights in Tunis”, InfoMigrants (3 May 2022), online:
<www.infomigrants.net/en/post/40251/refugees-protest-for-rights-in-tunis>.

2 See Arita Holmberg & Aida Alvinius, “Children’s protest in relation to the climate emergency: A qualitative study
on a new form of resistance promoting political and social change” (2020) 27:1 Childhood 78 at 79.

3 See Aida Orgocka, “Vulnerable yet agentic: Independent child migrants and opportunity structures” (2012)
2012:136 New Directions for Child & Adolescent Development 1 at 1-11.

4 Since the former emphasizes their agency and the latter implicitly points to their lack of capacity, this essay
employs IMC throughout to refer to these children, understanding of course that even this category simplifies the
extreme variations within this class.

5 See Madeleine E Dobson, “Unpacking children in migration research” (2009) 7:3 Children’s Geographies 355 at
356.



system of rulemaking in the field of migration. By claiming that IMC protesters are actors in global
governance, | defend that their participation in protests have the potential for shaping and altering
institutional responses to migration in contradictory ways.

| explore these tensions through a case study of migrant protest in Tunisia. From February
to June of 2022, a group of around 220 Sub-Saharan asylum seekers and refugees organized a sit-
in® against the UNHCR in the Tunisian towns of Zarzis and Tunis after the institution’s
announcement of reduced direct financial assistance.” The group demanded immediate relocation
(or “evacuation”) of all group members to a third country.® Approximately ninety percent of the
protesters were men, and about a quarter of them were under the age of 18, many of whom lost
track of their families on their journeys from Somalia, Eritrea, Chad, Sudan, and Libya.° |
witnessed this Evacuation protest while living in Tunis from May to August 2022 and conducted
informal interviews with protest participants and NGO actors. | build this essay by relying on these
interviews, as well as news sources about the protest and personal observation of two conferences
about child migrants in Tunisia. The first was organized by the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) involving
governmental and international non-governmental organizational actors,'® and the second was
organized by the International Bureau for Children's Rights (IBCR) involving local civil society
groups.tt

Understanding the reasons for and reactions to IMC protest contributes to childhood studies
and international governance because it challenges assumptions about passive migrant children in
contradictory ways. Institutions and governments simultaneously embrace IMC agency while
pushing back against it when it conflicts with the goals of major players in migration governance.
In some ways, IMCs face even more challenges than accompanied child migrants in being
perceived of as full political actors!? but in other ways, their lack of parental supervision
legitimizes their claims of agency and agenda-setting capacities.

IMC Agency in the Evacuation Protest
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This section explores the agency of IMCs by focusing specifically on those participating
in the Evacuation protest. Factors including migration status, nationality, race, and gender directly
impact the social identities of IMCs, influencing how their agency manifests. Conceiving of
agency on a ‘continuum’® is useful in theorizing IMC agency as it clarifies the fluctuations in
IMC manifestations of agency. After providing context into the Evacuation protest and
hypothesizing as to the individual trajectories of IMCs, I question why IMCs are treated uniformly
as ‘children’ despite vast differences in experience and aspirations. The conflicting institutional
reactions to protesting IMCs underscores the complexities of the hybrid child/adult space in which
IMCs exist.

A group of around 220 asylum seekers and refugees who were living in Zarzis, Tunisia
organized a sit-in in February 2022 to contest how UNHCR’s implementing partner was handling
various aspects of their asylum seeker claims, including the claims themselves and the support and
services offered at shelters.!* The protest stemmed in large part from UNHCR’s announcement of
reduced direct financial assistance from February 2022 onwards,® due to UNHCR budget cuts in
Tunisia.'® After unsuccessfully protesting outside the UNHCR field office in the southeastern city
of Zarzis for two months demanding resettlement to Europe,’’ the protesters found their way to
Tunisia’s capital in mid-April and set up camp in front of the UNHCR office in the diplomatic
district of Lac Biwa.’® The protesters demanded immediate relocation (or “evacuation”) of all
group members to a third country. For this reason, the protest was self-proclaimed as the
Evacuation from Tunisia movement.'® About a quarter of protesters were under the age of 18, thus
legally defined as children under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC).?’ The majority of them were traveling without their families, thus were categorized into
UNHCR’s ‘Unaccompanied and Separated Children’ category of vulnerability.?

Agency has been defined in a multitude of both individualistic and relational ways,?2
essentially boiling down to the ability “to make and enact choices that potentially affect
outcomes.”?® Professor of Childhood studies Tatek Abebe’s approach of conceptualizing agency
as a ‘continuum’ is a fitting way of understanding the agency of IMCs. Abebe advances that
children’s agency changes depending on a myriad of factors, including one’s position vis-a-Vis
others and their socio-legal environment, considering they ‘move back and forth along a
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continuum of diverse experiences and changing degrees of independence-dependence.’?* In other
words, IMCs should not strictly be understood as rights-bearing individuals, but as complex human
beings with conflicting desires and influences, whose experiences of agency shift depending on
their place in time and space.

The IMCs | spoke to were all 15 to 17 year-old boys living in temporary shelters set up in
front of UNHCR headquarters in Tunis. They were all part of the Evacuation protest by virtue of
participating in the sit-in, though their active participation varied. Our conversations as well as
conversations with those working in direct contact with the protesters clarified the utility of
Abebe’s ‘continuum’ approach.? As a simple example, after making a joke one yelled, “Je suis un
enfant! (I’'m a kid!),” while another showed frustration in not being treated ““...comme un homme
(as a man)” when explaining his migration trajectory.?® This is a clear indication that IMCs
conceive of their maturity on a spectrum depending on their needs and desires at the time.

This brings us to a discussion of IMCs and their social identities, which influence how they
articulate and understand their positions in demanding solutions to the challenges they are facing.
As Karras, Ruck and Peterson (2022) state, ‘how young people come to engage with society is
informed by the intersection of their social identities.’?’ It is therefore relevant to theorize agency
as part of wider social processes.

The identities of IMCs are not homogenous, even in a relatively small protest in downtown
Tunis. Four axes of social construction impacted their identities and protest participation, including
migration status, nationality, race, and gender.

‘Migration status’ refers to legal categories of belonging defined by states. Although the
policy space is complex, one of the most obvious responses to migration has been to institutionalize
categories of migration based on visa access, economic stream, and personal circumstances.?®
Increasingly since the 1990s, people have come to be defined as either ‘regular’ (i.e., ‘legal’) or
‘irregular’ (i.e., ‘illegal’) based on factors largely beyond their control, such as place of birth or
degree of violence suffered when leaving or fleeing their countries.?® All IMCs were acutely aware
of their status as irregular migrants, and many if not all had applied for refugee status at UNHCR.*
It is unlikely they would have joined this migrant protest if they had not internalized their migrant
status and the ‘protection limbo’3! associated with being irregular migrants. Civil society
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participants to the IBCR conference noted that like other irregular migrants, IMCs internalized
fear of authority and lack of access to government services associated with their migration status.®2

Nationality also played a significant role in the identities and socialization of Evacuation
IMCs. Like other protesters, the majority were coming from countries south of Libya, such as
Somalia, Eritrea, Chad and Sudan.®®* Without biological parents, IMCs create peer groups
influenced by nationality with important consequences on their migratory decisions,®* considering
linguistic or other ties.®® The experiences of IMCs in the protest differed depending on their
nationalities, including where they slept and which support networks they relied on. Beyond only
impacting the identities of IMCs, migration and development Researcher Adnen EI Ghali found
that nationality played a role in the general Sub-Saharan migrant population in Tunisia, facilitating
‘protection from below’ strategies.*

Race is another important factor impacting migratory journeys in Tunisia.*” All IMCs |
spoke to were black and living in a country with systemic racism,*® especially towards Sub-
Saharan migrant populations.® A recent speech by the President of Tunisia suggests views against
Sub-Saharans are systemic.*® Some IMCs were particularly attuned to discrimination associated
with their race, articulating claims of “racism” and not belonging in Tunisia as a reason for
continuing their migratory journeys to Europe.*! This echoed similar claims by adult protesters.*?

Finally, gender played a role in the identities of IMCs. Researchers Iman Hashim and Dorte
Thorsen’s work highlights how gender plays a significant role in the experience of IMCs and how
they assert their agency.*® There were only a handful of girl IMCs who participated in the
Evacuation protest in Tunis. The overwhelming number of adolescent boys in this protest may
suggest a tendency for families to send boys to migrate on behalf of their families for reasons
associated with income earning potential.** However, studies show there are a similar number of
boy and girl IMCs in Tunisia.*® Therefore, it is possible that boy IMCs demonstrate their agency
through protests, whereas girls employ other strategies for survival. This is not to diminish the
agency of girl IMCs who participated in the protest, however, as they equally supported the needs
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of the protest albeit in different ways. For example, | never saw girls engaged in chanting twice
per day, like boys. This may demonstrate the internalization of gender norms even in protest
behavior.

The social identities of IMCs impact which techniques they utilize in their everyday
realities. To provide a few examples, IMCs may decide to live in areas where migrants of their
nationality live in order to receive protection and cultural support; girl IMCs may be more likely
to engage in informal jobs associated with their gender rather than traditionally ‘masculine’ jobs;
IMCs may avoid health centers where others have reported racism; IMCs may refuse to report
their nationality when they are unsure if they will be expulsed.*® Conversations with IMCs
themselves clarified that these identities influenced participation in the protest in various ways.
Some were encouraged to participate when people from their nationality joined; others mentioned
living in Europe was the only way to make money for their families; others said being black in
Tunisia would not open doors to a future they wanted.*” Ultimately, the precarity of irregular
migration status was the main reason for participating in the protest.*®

In addition to highlighting the matrix of identities negotiated by IMCs, foregrounding their
diverse migrant trajectories emphasizes their diverse lived experiences. Considering the
geographical origin of many Evacuation protesters, it is statistically likely that some IMCs who
engaged in the protest were first detained in Libya on their migratory routes and vulnerable to
torture, confirmed by news reports about these particular protesters.*® This journey would entail
crossing a trench in the Sahara Desert between Tunisia and Libya®® past a two-kilometer ‘buffer
zone™! on the Tunisian side where civilians are not allowed to be, but where soldiers “have a right
to shoot.”® Of those who crossed through Libya, some may have walked across this hyper-
surveilled ditch—complete with thermal cameras and controls®*—or relied on smuggling networks
to facilitate their arrivals.>* Perhaps more likely than crossing to Tunisia from Libya by land,
however, is arriving to Tunisian territory after being intercepted or rescued at sea in an attempt to
cross the Mediterranean. A UNHCR September 2022 update found that sea interceptions/rescues
were a common way to arrive to the territory,® confirmed by news reports of the Evacuation
protest.®® Finally, it is possible that some crossed into Tunisia from Algeria, or flew to Tunis on a
plane, overstayed their visas, and claimed asylum in Tunisia. These last possibilities are unlikely,
however, considering the protests emanated in Zarzis, in the South of the country.
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The differences in lived experiences underscores the many difficulties associated with
homogeneously theorizing IMC agency. While some IMCs had escaped wars, others decided to
migrate for job opportunities with the support of their parents.>” While some left their families
intentionally, others lost their family members on route to Tunisia.>®

Regardless of their trajectories, a significant number of IMCs who arrived in Tunis did not
live easy lives. Since protesters had come from Zarzis after budget cuts in cash-based assistance,>
many were likely reliant on this ‘exceptional and temporary’ measure afforded to ‘only the most
vulnerable refugees and asylum seekers’ registered with the UNHCR, totaling approximately
0.04%.%° Registration with UNHCR does not mean all the protesters were registered refugees,
however, as only 35% of those registered in September 2022 were registered refugees and 65%
were still asylum seekers awaiting confirmation or rejection of refugee status.5! Even still, taking
into account the contextual factors above, many were likely practically if not legally vulnerable,
given that the UNHCR’s refugee assessment procedures®? consider age and parental
accompaniment as factors of vulnerability.%

Although vulnerability has a place in conversations about IMCs, simplistically labeling all
15 to 17-year-old IMCs as ‘vulnerable children’®* fits uncomfortably with their lived experiences.
IMCS live in a messy terrain of quasi-adult/quasi-child autonomy and decision-making. In order
to make it to Tunis, many had made hundreds of decisions before joining the protest.%® Their
migratory trajectories should by no means romanticize their agency, but rather underline that
chronological age is not always the best proxy for maturity, decision-making ability, or what
International Affairs Professor Christina Clark-Kazak calls ‘social age.”® On the one hand, IMCs
live without their parents in foreign countries, which is behavior generally associated with
‘adulthood.’ On the other hand, IMCs can be accused of stealing candy bars from the convenience
store to impress their peers, which is behaviour generally associated with ‘childhood.’®” Without
entering the contested debate interrogating ‘adulthood’ and ‘childhood,’® IMCS do not fall
squarely within clean-cut categories, but rather within and between them.

Just as IMCs have complex perceptions of themselves, so too are institutional perceptions
of them. Outside of this protest context, IMCs have been considered the paradigm of victimhood,
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sometimes falling into human trafficking discourses.%® Other times they criminalized on par with
full adult migrants.”® This can vary depending on age and how agency is exercised. Stanford
Taonatose Mahati of the African Centre for Migration & Society found that humanitarian aid
workers have “multiple, contradictory, negotiated and contested representations of independent
migrant children.”’* It is no wonder IMCs internalize their vulnerability in uneven and scattered
ways.

As for the Evacuation IMCs in particular, | heard staff members across a dozen NGOs and
local businesses referred to them as “criminals”, “troublemakers,” “uneducated,” “disciplined,”
“resourceful,” “survivors,” and “victims.”’?> These categories span the spectrum from malevolent
to disciplined migrants and encompass categories from resourceful individuals to passive children
influenced by adult protesters. Depending on what behaviour they witnessed, adults changed their
perceptions as to the level of agency IMCs could possess. Notably, IMCs were always referred to
as a group regardless of differences in protest participation.

IMC motivations to participate in the Evacuation protest, as well as what their participation
looked like, were quite varied. As for motivations, some had the objective to continue migrating
to Europe, so joining the Evacuation protest was conceived of as a strategic way of obtaining that
objective.” For others, the protest was a means of being included in a social network of protection
for the immediate time being.”* Finally, others genuinely felt they had been unfairly treated by
UNHCR and its partners, and the protest was conceived as one way of resolving this.”
Participation manifested varyingly among different IMCs. Protesters lined up in rows of about 20
to 40 individuals most mornings, chanting in unison. Many of the IMCs participated in these
chants, but others were less vocal. Some IMCs were actively involved in informal networks of
communication, including cell phone networks, which past studies have shown are very much part
of local-level organizing.”® Others amplified the voices of their group by interacting with local
NGOs and media channels. Some found cardboard to write protest signs, others confronted
migration officials, and still others played and cared for younger children of other protesters.

Eventually, in June 2022, negotiations between the protesters, UNHCR, civil society
organizations, and local authorities’” resulted in the temporary relocation of the protesters to a
shelter facility,”® with the goal of ‘temporarily relocating them from the streets to a safe and secure
shelter facility and by addressing urgent health needs.’’® Part of the justification for this was the
specific vulnerabilities of the protest group in question. IMCs tipped this vulnerability exercise in
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favor of the protest group, considering one of UNHCR’s justifications for opening a shelter for
these protesters—and not the 6000 other refugees living in Tunis—was due to the ‘vulnerabilities’
of the protest group.®® Therefore, IMCs contributed to protest response, if only for institutional
perceptions of their vulnerabilities.

This section attempted to demonstrate that the agency of IMCs is not easily theorized
because homogenization of experience diminishes important individual factors in driving decision-
making. Even so, IMCs can collectively articulate political positions through protest. Pushing
beyond narratives of ‘victim’ and ‘child’ to constructions of IMC agency which include political
factors is key to engaging with IMC agency.®* Cognizant of the particular challenges faced by
IMCs, the following section demonstrates that IMCs can alter their surroundings not only at the
local scale, but have the potential to confront global mainstream migration governance.

IMC Protest as Global Governance

This section explains the global governance of migration, the Tunisian state’s participation
in mainstream migration policy, and reactions to these policies by migrants themselves. Since
mobility is a realm of contested global politics,®? migrants who engage in protests about mobility
must be understood as players in that global realm of politics,®® including IMCs engaged in protest.
Of the studies that focus on child agency, the vast majority center on the micro-scale of family and
school relations rather than discussions of global politics.3* Similarly, while there are studies on
migrant agency, these studies overwhelmingly focus on immediate survival techniques and
everyday resistance of migrants more so than conceiving of migrants themselves as political actors
that shape migration governance more structurally.® This section attempts to respond to both gaps
by demonstrating that IMCs are political actors who can alter the global governance of migration
through their protest agency, challenging institutional assumptions about the security threats posed
by migrants. The Evacuation protesters did this in three ways. They challenged assumptions that
migrant children are passive recipients of migration policy; demonstrated the limitations of
stringent categories used to classify migrants; and advanced choice-first objectives in a system not
designed to accommodate them.

Before diving into these examples, context is helpful. The global governance of migration
goes beyond specific conventions to include meta-norms, principles, policies and expectations for
the multitude of actors involved in cross-border movement and regulation. While the most obvious
actor in international law is the state, other actors include intergovernmental organizations, civil
society, and individuals, who collectively shape and alter global governance in messy ways. In
short, governance can be thought of as spaces of “contestation” more so than functional

8 See Informal interviews, supra note 26.
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structures,®® especially for migration which is entangled in a complex network of actors,
motivations, and strategies, and draws from various legal regimes, regional agreements, and
international organizations to piece together how to regulate it.

Migration management has increasingly seen an expansion of securitization methods.
Securitization refers to state policies that securitize social phenomena, like migration, into a
security agenda.®” This results in states employing techniques used in national defense, policing,
and militaristic settings to subdue migratory ‘threats.’® The perceived magnitude of irregular
migration is disproportionate, considering international migrants, including refugees, comprise
only about 3.6% of all people at any given time.®® Regardless, the threat justifies higher
surveillance® due to a “palatable political response’®! of fear.®2 One contemporary policy response
which builds from securitization logic is external control policies which attempt to expand borders
beyond territorial boundaries.®

North Africa has played a significant role in extending the security reach of European
policies.** Mediterranean space is now patrolled by EU-funded Libyan military and disciplined
through Italian-funded Tunisian detention centers, with surveillance involving drones, heat-
sensing underground technologies, and biometrics databases,*® facilitated by conditionalities tied
to development funding.®® These responses are rooted in repressive migration policy based in
restrictive legislation criminalizing irregular migrants, coinciding with political discourse®’
labeling migrants as threats.*® Even though findings suggest that migrants and refugees can have

8 See Jean Grugel & Nicola Piper, Critical Perspectives on Global Governance: Rights and regulation in governing
regimes, 1st ed (London: Routledge, 2007) at 19.
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long-term benefits for economies,®® reduce unemployment,'® and reduce crime,'®* today most
states are building walls—physical and administrative—to keep migrants out,? including Tunisia.

The place of IMCs in Tunisian migration policy is interesting. Tunisia sometimes detains 16-
year old Sub-Saharan migrants traveling without family or belongings,'% yet also provides legal
protection for IMCs through the collaboration of Tunisian institutions,'* including le Ministére de
la famille, de la femme de I’enfance et des personnes agées; le Bureau du Délégue Général a la
protection de ’enfance, and 1’Institut national de protection de I’enfance.’®® Internationally,
Tunisia has ratified a number of international conventions to protect migrants and children.% All
the while, Tunisia ascribes to global trends in restrictive migration governance,°’ evidenced by its
key role in expanding Europe’s borders through deals with the EU,'% detaining and deporting
migrants,'% restricting visa access,''® and passing laws criminalizing irregular entry'!' and
criminalizing humanitarian efforts to host and transport irregular migrants.'2 These contradictory
positions, from rhetorically victimizing and providing IMCs with institutional support, to
criminalizing their entry and preventing them from accessing services they legally have rights to,
is emblematic of Tunisian as well as other states’ responses to IMCs.
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IMCs are not passive in this exercise, but actively confront their positions in this matrix of
subject/object constructions and demonstrate their agency on an autonomous/dependent
‘continuum’ as shown above. Protests are one manifestation of collective agency, which carve
space for broader discussions about why things are the way they are, from long-standing
regulations and taken-for-granted assumptions to more concrete and recent policy shifts.
Embedded in larger networks, then, protests can be thought of as nodes of micro-governance which
can alter existing models of rulemaking. This is relevant for understanding global politics because
local articulations of needs can reinforce or challenge structural policies at wider scales. When
IMCs are involved in protest, they participate in these nodes of governance.

IMC participation in the Evacuation protest challenged the global governance of migration in
three ways. Firstly, the protest challenged assumptions that migrant children are passive recipients
of migration policy. By articulating their dissatisfaction with the way they were received in
shelters, or the way their applications were being processed by UNHCR, IMCs reacted and acted,
rather than passively accepted their circumstances. Through their protest, IMCs influenced NGO
discussions about adequate protest response and verbalized their discontent with existing structural
barriers including institutional response and racism. 113

The protest created shockwaves in terms of political pressure and media attention, considering
it was just a few streets from the IOM, the European Union, various embassies, and upper-class
hotels. IMCs understood that when the protest moved from Zarzis to Tunis, it effectively shut
down UNHCR building access to visitors, which had the primary impact of paralyzing UNHCR
from carrying out refugee status determination interviews with asylum seekers and refugees
already in Tunis.!** With UNHCR at a stand-still and government authorities facing pressure to
address the situation,'® this led to wider policy response. Various international organizations from
Save the Children and Médecins du Monde, to local NGOs like the Tunisian Scouts, the Arab
Institute for Human Rights, and la Conseil Tunisien pour les Refugiés, worked on the ground with
various levels of engagement. Tunisian ministries, including health and foreign affairs, as well as
local municipalities, had to react. One IMC said, “at least now everyone is talking,” which
demonstrates an understanding that being heard by various sectors was key to having their
demands addressed.!®

Secondly, IMCs stood in defiance of assumptions that certain categories of people are more
vulnerable than others, challenging taken-for-granted assumptions that people categorized as
‘refugee’ ‘asylum seeker’ or ‘migrant’ want/need/deserve different things, and policy should be
based on migrant status. While some IMCs were escaping wars and likely fit into the 1951
Convention’s definition of ‘refugee,’ others had left their families with the primary goal of finding
a job or education elsewhere, fitting closer to legal definitions of economic migrant.!!’ By
protesting together, they demonstrated that IMC aspirations are not dependent on externally
constructed migration statuses.

This challenged not only local level response, but higher levels of global governance which
rely on these classifications for regulatory decision-making. If taken seriously by policymakers,
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this affront to migration status, led in part by IMCs, could lead to a reconsideration of the
differentiation of rights based on differentiated legal status in a territory.

Thirdly, IMCs advanced choice-first objectives, demanding their aspirations and objectives
be considered in where they wound up. Even if UNHCR kept repeating to protesters that
resettlement was not an option for meeting group demands,*'® protesters refused statistics and
vulnerability categories, demanding to know why they needed to be accepted by sovereign states
in order to cross borders. “Why can’t we choose where we go?”” was an excellent question posed
by IMCs,!® demonstrating that IMCs are not passive in the deployment of migration management
strategies, but that they actively question them.

Even after individual vulnerability assessments, some of the IMCs repeated their objectives
to NGOs.*2° While many NGOs are aimed at helping IMCs with integration in Tunisia, NGO
representatives made clear that some IMCs have no interest in staying in Tunisia but want to
continue migrating to Europe. This means that even if intricate programs are created to teach IMCs
Tunisian Arabic, provide them with food, and support them financially, some IMCs are likely to
continue migrating to Europe anyway, perhaps by paying smugglers on dangerous trips across the
Mediterranean.*?! Recognizing the agency of IMCs means recognizing that current integration
policies are not sufficient in providing for their safety.

Challenging securitization responses to global governance comes at a cost. Being overly
celebrative of IMC agency obscures that these children were spending hours at a time in 40-degree
Tunisian heat protesting an agency with a narrow mandate. There were slim chances they would
be successful in their evacuation, considering states ultimately decide whether to resettle
particularly vulnerable refugees and not the UNHCR.!?2 Therefore, there are dangers in
romanticizing IMC agency, ‘considering the contradictory aspects and effects of agency in their
lives.”?® Conference participants noted IMCs experience social exclusion due to language barriers
in school settings, irregular work with unsteady pay, and abuse at the hands of traffickers.'?* When
coupled with separation from family and scattered support, IMC protest should in no way reduce
these serious impingements on their human rights. Rather, recalling the above, the protest paints a
picture of IMC agency combining difficult realities and vulnerabilities alongside strategic
decision-making capacities.

Still, the demands of IMCS in the Evacuation protest highlights how diverse trajectories
can complement one another in refusing to engage in constraints set by government and
international actors. Protesting against the UNHCR was a manifestation of IMC agency in
demanding alternatives to governance. By protesting, IMCs pressured, reacted to, and ultimately
altered their local political realities,'? dismantling global assumptions about passive subjects and
offering insight into altering the current geopolitical and legal landscape moving forward to better
address their needs.
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Conclusion

IMCs are conceived of on a spectrum from ‘innocent children’ to ‘problematic migrants’
depending on their claims and behaviours, which results in contradictory self perceptions and
institutional response, especially when expanded to national and global migration policy. IMCs
will continue to cross borders regardless of the barriers erected to prevent them from migrating.
When their voices are not heard through protest, they may continue their migratory journeys in
precarious ways regardless of which actors pay attention.

In addition to protesting for different reasons linked to their social identities, IMCs who
participated in the Evacuation protest engaged in behaviours which UN International Consultant
Aida Orgocka considers an “expression of agency as a process of self-identity formation and
articulation.”*?® In other words, by virtue of their participation in the protest, IMCs were
empowered, hopeful, frustrated, or excluded, and most faced a mix of these and other emotions.
By articulating claims of (not) belonging in Tunisia, their sentiments grew and changed, and their
identities developed and were articulated publicly. Although IMCs are considered as falling within
the category of ‘children’ and within the category of ‘migrants,’ their belonging in other socially
constructed categories impacts how their agency manifests, including nationality, gender, and race.
Addressing the problems IMCs face requires considering the unique challenges when these
categories overlap, and recognizing the individual trajectories of IMCs cannot be addressed
homogeneously.

Despite the massive challenges associated with curtailing models of migration governance
based on securitization of migratory ‘threats,” IMCs in Tunis influenced local protest response and
contributed to their community of protesters by appealing to institutional actors in contradictory
ways. If local protest can be considered a node of micro-governance in the larger discussion of
migration governance, especially when objectives are articulated in ways which contest the way
migration governance is done, then IMCs must be understood as actors actively questioning and
contesting structural barriers to their movement. Migrant children are not passive subjects in
migration management, but defy assumptions associated with migrant categories used in global
governance and demand their objectives be considered when conceiving of solutions to their
vulnerabilities.

Taking a step back from this particular protest makes clear that both migrants and children
engage in protest, demanding to be included in governance. Studies have shown that migrants can
influence municipal bylaws,*?” and children can foster climate change concern among parents, 28
which suggests the agency of migrants and children can influence their surroundings. When
migrant and children categories overlap, so too do questions about how to incorporate their insight
into global policy. While studies have long focused on local-level changes, far fewer have focused
on the role of IMCs in influencing wider global governance regimes. By using protest agency to
articulate demands collectively, IMCs in Tunis demanded to be included in structural levels of
policymaking.
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Ultimately, it is not the responsibility of IMCs to challenge global governance, but of
governments and institutions. In order to foster healthy realities for IMCs, it is necessary to
legitimize their protests even as they challenge global migration controls.
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