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TOGETHER TOWARDS A COMMON EUROPEAN APPROACH ON 

MISSING CHILDREN – MISSING PERSONS 

 

I. Introduction: Missing children - addressing a gap in EU Strategy 

Protecting citizens has become one of the European Commission’s main objectives and the new 

EU Security Union Strategy (2020-2025) certainly emphasises that. In addition to focusing 

on societal, economic, and democratic issues, special attention has been given to recognising 

the rights of individuals to protection and care. This attention has focused on the most 

vulnerable as well as strategies designed to effectively protect them. This is evident in the EU 

strategy for a more effective fight against child sexual abuse1. While this strategy focuses 

on a particular threat that constitutes criminal activity, and which can therefore be immediately 

investigated and prosecuted in all Member States (MS), there remains a notable gap in the 

development of a strategy for vulnerable missing persons, in particular missing children 

because of their greater vulnerabilities.  

Every year, in the EU, over 250.000 children2 are reported missing. Not only are missing 

children extremely vulnerable but the risks they face are significant, varied, and can continue 

to evolve with potentially devastating outcomes. In cases of missing children, who are at 

immediate risk for life or serious harm, with a transnational dimension, quick and 

effective police cooperation is in the best interest of the missing child and Law 

Enforcement Agencies’ (LEA) resources. 

 

Missing and no crime, still at risk 

In some cases, going missing might be the final consequence after child sexual abuse or it can 

be the starting point making child sexual abuse possible. In such cases “missing” overlaps with 

the criminal investigations, allowing for immediate LEA response. However, often that 

information is not known at the time the child is initially reported missing. Though the majority 

of cases of missing children are not the result of a crime, the missing child can still be at risk of 

significant harm, injury, or death making rapid, appropriate and effective response vital.   

 
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child established the right of the child to be protected 
from all forms of violence while the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights recognises a child’s 
right to the protection and care necessary for its well-being. Despite the EU strategies in place, 
the gaps that currently exist regarding missing children are difficult to address. 

 

Common European Approach on missing essential 

Cases where there are no indications of a crime can result in different responses based on 

frameworks in place in each MS. As a result, the urgency of a response, as well as the 

involvement and coordination of multiple actors,3 is not consistent across Europe4. It goes 

without saying that within a common space without borders missing children cannot be 

protected only through MS acting on their own, but by MS working together. Security of one 

MS is the security of all and it relies on cooperation, information exchange, support and 

assistance, best practices, and learning from each other.  Missing children are a common 

challenge for all MS requiring a common approach at European level.  

 

 
1 https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-security/20200724_com-2020-607-

commission-communication_en.pdf  
2 According to the EU study ‘findings and recommendations’ DATA ON MISSING CHILDREN IN EU-27 by the European Commission, 
February 2014, https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetailDoc&id=16930&no=3, p.5 
3 Law enforcement, government actors (i.e. social services, child protection, judiciary/legal professionals), private entities (i.e. business, 

social organisations, citizens) 
4 As evidenced by the questionnaire among MS conducted by the current PEN-MP president, the Slovenian National Police, in preparation 

for the 2021 Slovenian EU Council Presidency 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-security/20200724_com-2020-607-commission-communication_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-security/20200724_com-2020-607-commission-communication_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetailDoc&id=16930&no=3
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For several years, the Police Expert Network on Missing Persons (PEN-MP)5 and AMBER 

Alert Europe (AAEU)6 have been working together to address this gap. Both organisations have 

joined efforts and followed the Commission’s call for the identification of gaps to be addressed. 

Together they have prepared an approach that comprises four pillars that aim to 

strengthen the protection of the most vulnerable at the European level consistent with the 

EU Security Union Strategy objective of protecting European citizens. It complements this 

strategy by striving to improve the search for all missing persons while giving special 

attention and priority to missing children because of their greater vulnerabilities. 

 

 

II. Missing children – Missing persons 

4 pillars towards a common European approach 

 

This approach builds on existing initiatives, structures, tools, and the work of the PEN-MP 

within 24 MS. It is complementary to the EU Security Union Strategy7 and the EU Strategy for 

a more effective fight against child sexual abuse (CSA)8. Building on the 5 key points adopted 

by European Parliament in Written Declaration 7/20169, the Police Expert Network on Missing 

Persons (PEN-MP) and AMBER Alert Europe (AAEU) are now proposing 4 pillars towards 

this common European approach. 

 
Pillar 1: Missing Persons Risk Triage (MPRT) – immediate risk identification of a missing 
child  
 

When a child goes missing, it can be an indicator of underlying problems such as abuse, sexual 

exploitation, gender issues, and trafficking. If a child returns and these issues remain 

unrecognised and untreated, often the child goes missing again. A risk assessment10 that 

includes identifying this element of risk enables a targeted response to remove or reduce the 

risk (Missing Persons Risk Triage – MPRT). This in turn can reduce the number of incidents 

of going missing and provide the opportunity for LEA to identify and deal with associated 

criminal activity. As such, it is essential that there are interventions that respond to incidents of 

going missing that lead to the prevention of incidents and reoccurring incidents. 

Based on the expertise of law enforcement specialists of PEN-MP, a quick, proper, and 

effective risk identification applied to missing children situations is crucial in determining 

the correct response to locate and recover the child as quickly as possible.  It also can be 

repeatedly applied as different or additional information about a situation becomes known.  This 

enables LEA to adjust operational measures when the risk to the child changes.  

In investigations with a transnational/cross-border dimension, a common understanding 

of the risk relating to a missing child will facilitate a coordinated and consistent approach 

across borders.11    

 

 
5 Police Expert Network on Missing Persons: https://www.amberalert.eu/police-expert-network/  
6 AMBER Alert Europe: https://www.amberalert.eu/amber-alert-europe/  
7 EU Security Union Strategy, July 24th 2020, https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-eu-security-union-strategy.pdf  
8 EU strategy for a more effective fight against child sexual abuse, July 24th 2020, https://ec.europa.eu/home-

affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-security/20200724_com-2020-607-commission-communication_en.pdf  
9 Written Declaration 7/2016: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/DCL-8-2016-0007_EN.pdf?redirect  
10 Understanding and Managing Risk in the Context of Missing Persons, 2016, http://ftp.amberalert.eu/risk/Risk2016.pdf  
11 Operational use at e.g. British, Dutch, Belgian, and Swedish LEA already demonstrated that a risk assessment mechanism for missing 

persons can save precious resources and time. Several EU Member States are working on implementing their versions of risk triage for 

missing persons and/or missing children while Lithuania, Latvia, Malta, Portugal, and Spain already received training on risk triage by 

specialists of the Police Expert Network on Missing Persons (PEN-MP) and AMBER Alert Europe 

https://www.amberalert.eu/police-expert-network/
https://www.amberalert.eu/amber-alert-europe/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-eu-security-union-strategy.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-security/20200724_com-2020-607-commission-communication_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-security/20200724_com-2020-607-commission-communication_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/DCL-8-2016-0007_EN.pdf?redirect
http://ftp.amberalert.eu/risk/Risk2016.pdf
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➢ KEY ACTION: Working towards MS mutual recognition of missing  

children/persons at immediate risk for life or serious harm, while respecting MS 

criteria and procedures. 

 

 

Pillar 2: Enhanced Cross-Border Law Enforcement Cooperation on missing children 

 

With the abolishment of national borders, the Schengen Area, a zone with unrestricted 

movement of people was created. This also entails that missing children can easily be moved 

across a border into a neighbouring country.   

 

Regardless of all national, regional, and EU security efforts, there remain ‘grey’ areas or gaps, 

e.g. missing children cases, that have not yet been adequately addressed. To date, a missing 

child does not represent a crime if there are no other elements of crime attached to the 

missing case. Lacking the “crime” component, the tools and techniques that LEA can 

leverage to rapidly intercede are more limited than they are in cases with known criminal 

components. While the nature of missing children cases means that domestically LEA are 

restricted from applying tools and mechanisms established to fight crime, this is even more 

pronounced in cases where there is a transnational dimension.   

 

This could result in vital time being lost and the case stagnating. Ensuring these gaps are 

closed and that appropriate, timely, and consistent responses in missing children cases are 

available when necessary, would be of significant assistance in advancing LEA efforts to 

protect missing children.   

 

Efficient cooperation in these matters can be achieved only when, on an operational level, 

police forces are able to communicate and cooperate with their counterparts in other 

countries.  In 2016, this common belief by the MS resulted in an informal network of law 

enforcement experts on missing persons. In 2019, this Police Expert Network on Missing 

Persons (PEN-MP) was officially recognised by the Council of the European Union. PEN-MP 

aims to close the gaps, exchange best practices, elaborate common standards while also 

establishing protocols and training in this field. It also works to address legal aspects pertaining 

to the agreements being developed. 

 

 

➢ KEY ACTION: Continued identification of best practices, establishing of efficient 

standards, providing LE expert training and training materials, further expansion of 

PEN-MP and ultimately working towards a European wide applicable approach on 

missing children – missing persons.  

 

Pillar 3: Connecting the public with law enforcement in the search for a missing child 

Citizen sourcing is a crowdsourcing practice and is applied by governments with the goal of 

tapping into the collective abilities of citizens and society. In missing children cases, law 

enforcement frequently reaches out to the public for assistance. Enhancing trust between the 

public and law enforcement in the joint effort to improve the search for a missing child is 

therefore essential and brings added value to any search. Connecting law enforcement with the 

public has tremendous potential but in today’s world, it also comes with challenges.  
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In 2008, the European Commission recognised the urgency of the missing children issue and 

set an objective for all EU MS to establish an interoperable child alert system that would 

enable law enforcement agencies to alert their respective public and even coordinate the 

search across borders12. Interoperability, however, has yet to be realised. Currently, only 20 

EU MS13 have a Child Alert/AMBER Alert system for missing children in place.  

With 37.5% of Europeans living near national borders14, it is essential that protocols are 

examined to ensure they facilitate citizen sourcing in cases of missing children beyond the 

borders of the originating country.  

 

➢ KEY ACTION: Developing new guidelines, best practices, and initiatives for LEA 

outreach aimed at engaging the public with law enforcement (citizen sourcing) in the 

search for a missing child. 

 

Pillar 4: Preventing children from going missing as a joint effort of all stakeholders 

 

Preventing children from going missing and ensuring their safety is the responsibility of 
all MS. This pillar encapsulates two key elements: Firstly, training and awareness-building of 
key stakeholders to reduce the number of instances of children going missing; Secondly, 
determining the reason a child has gone missing as it is a key component to minimising the 
reoccurrence of instances of children going missing.    
 
LEA are aware that when a child goes missing, it can be a strong indicator of underlying 
problems such as abuse, sexual exploitation, gender issues, and trafficking. If a child 
returns and these issues remain unrecognised and untreated, often children go missing again. 
 
In order to prevent this re-victimisation, it is imperative that the risk to the missing child is 
identified as well as the origins of this risk. This enables a targeted response from LEA to 
remove or reduce the risk. Not only does this lead to a reduction in the number of incidents, 
or reoccurring incidents, of children going missing; it also provides LEA the opportunity to 
identify and address any associated criminal activity.   
 
Prevention efforts, that are also supported by the diligent use of existing mechanisms and build 
on existing systems, such as the Preventive SIS Alert, should also be examined and promoted 
since such tools may prevent vulnerable persons, including children, from being moved into 
harm’s way.15  
 

 

➢ KEY ACTION: European-wide awareness-raising campaigns to prevent children  

from going missing, moving into harm’s way or revictimisation as a joint effort of  

all stakeholders.  

 
12 European Parliament (2008). Best practice for launching a cross-border child abduction alert,  

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/2/2008/EN/2-2008-2912-EN-F-0.Pdf 
13 Number of AMBER Alert systems in the EU, https://www.amberalert.eu/projects/creating-amber-alerts/ 
14 Cross-border cooperation in the EU, 2014-2020, https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/reports/2015/cross-

border-cooperation-in-the-eu#:~:text=The%20EU%20includes%20substantial%20border,a%20past%2C%20less%20unified%20Europe 
15 Preventive alerts at EU borders to save more missing children now officially adopted, January 29th 2019, 

https://www.amberalert.eu/preventive-alerts-at-eu-borders-to-save-more-missing-children-now-officially-adopted/  

 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/2/2008/EN/2-2008-2912-EN-F-0.Pdf
https://www.amberalert.eu/projects/creating-amber-alerts/
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/reports/2015/cross-border-cooperation-in-the-eu#:~:text=The%20EU%20includes%20substantial%20border,a%20past%2C%20less%20unified%20Europe
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/reports/2015/cross-border-cooperation-in-the-eu#:~:text=The%20EU%20includes%20substantial%20border,a%20past%2C%20less%20unified%20Europe
https://www.amberalert.eu/preventive-alerts-at-eu-borders-to-save-more-missing-children-now-officially-adopted/
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Due to the comprehensiveness of the issue to be addressed, the presented approach is in one 

part a law enforcement-based driven approach and in the other part a public or civil society 

driven approach. The four pillars bring together key stakeholders at national and, if 

necessary, at international level.  

In order for the common approach to be successful, stakeholders, represented through both 
partners (PEN-MP and AAEU), need to be also actively included in its development and 
implementation. 
 
By building on respective existing mechanisms, procedures, and networks already in place, 
this approach enables more rapid, efficient, and effective links between EU LEA and the public 
when a child goes missing within the common space of free movement and wider. These four 
pillars lay down the foundations for gradually setting up an environment in which the EU’s 
internal borders do not present an invisible obstacle for LEA in cases of missing children.  
 
 

 

This document is drafted by 

The Police Expert Network on Missing Persons (PEN-MP), founded by the AMBER Alert 

Europe foundation, is officially recognised by the Council of the European Union and all 

Member States. The PEN-MP is the official European missing persons police network 

consisting of police experts in the field of missing persons from all over Europe. So far, the 

PEN-MP consists of over 80 law enforcement experts from 34 countries. The goal of the PEN-

MP is to bring together law enforcement experts in the field of missing persons, specifically 

children. In order to save more missing persons across Europe, members can quickly contact 

and consult each other about missing person cases. The PEN-MP also provides specialist 

support, advice, and training to its members. 

 

 

AMBER Alert Europe is a foundation that assists in saving missing children at risk by 

connecting law enforcement with other police experts and with the public across Europe. 

AMBER Alert Europe advocates that one missing child is one too many and aims for zero 

missing children in Europe. AMBER Alert Europe brings together 44 official organisations, 

public authorities, and business entities from 28 countries. The foundation actively contributes 

to the EU and national policy debate on saving missing children. AMBER Alert Europe also 

hosts the Secretariat of the Police Expert Network on Missing Persons (PEN-MP) and 

harbours the Task Force on AMBER Alerts. AMBER Alert Europe is a neutral platform. It 

operates either evidence-based (scientifically proven) or expert-based. All activities are 

executed with respect to the privacy of missing persons and data protection laws. 
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Members of the Police Expert Network on Missing Persons 

An Garda Síochána -
Ireland

Bundesamt für Polizei -
Switzerland

Bundeskriminalamt -
Germany

Directorate for 
Coordination of Police 

Bodies - Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

General Directorate of 
the National Police -

Bulgaria

Grand Ducal Police -
Luxembourg

Guardia Civil - Spain
Hellenic Police -

Greece

Judicial Police - France
Ministerio del Interior -

Spain

Ministry Justice and 
Security - The 
Netherlands

Ministry of Interior -
Criminal Police 

Directorate -Croatia

Ministry of Interior -
North-Macedonia

Ministry of Interior -
Republic of Serbia

Ministry of the Interior 
- Slovakia

Ministry of the Interior 
- The Czech Republic

National Police -
Denmark

National Police -
Finland

National Police -
Hungary

National Police -
Lithuania
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Members of the Police Expert Network on Missing Persons 

  

National Police -
Poland

National Police -
Romania

National Police -
Slovenia

National Police - The 
Netherlands

National Police Force -
Malta

Police - Republic of 
Srpska

Police and Border 
Guard - Estonia

Police Presidium - The 
Czech Republic

Policia Judiciara -
Portugal

Policia Nacional - Spain Polizia di Stato - Italy
Swedish Police 

Authority - Sweden
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Observers of the Police Expert Network on Missing Persons 

 

 

 

  

Eurojust Europol Frontex
Missing Persons 
Bureau - United 

Kingdom

National Crime 
Agency - United 

Kingdom

National Police -
Republic of 

Kosovo

National Police 
Chiefs Council -
United Kingdom

New South Wales 
Police Force -

Australia

Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police
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Participating Organisations of AMBER Alert Europe 

Action Against 
Abduction - United 

Kingdom
ActiveFence - Israel

AMBER Aler 
Netherlandst

Associacao Portuguesa 
de Criancas 

Desaparecidas -
Portugal

Centre for Missing and 
Exploited Children -

Croatia

Centro Nacional de 
Desaparecidos, 

National Police and 
Guardia Civil - Spain

CEOP - Child Exploitation 
and Online Protection -

part of UK policing -
United Kingdom

Child Helpline at Slovak 
Committee for UNICEF 

- Slovakia

Child Rights Centre 
Albania CRCA

Directorate for 
Coordination of Police 

Bodies - Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Dutch Missings 
Persons Bureau -
National Police -

Netherlands

Fundacion ANAR, Spain

Greek Safer Internet 
Center

Groupcall - United 
Kingdom

Initiative Vermisste 
Kinder - Germany

Instituto de Apoio a 
Crianca - Portugal

International Center 
for Missing and 

Exploited Children 
ICMEC - United States

ITAKA - Centre for 
Missing People -

Poland
Kadunud - Estonia

Located - United 
Kingdom
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Participating Organisations of AMBER Alert Europe  

Ministere de la Justice 
- Luxemburg

Ministere de la 
Securite Interieure -

Luxemburg

Ministerio del Interior -
Spain

Ministry for Home 
Affairs and National 

Security - Malta

Ministry of the Interior 
- Serbia

Ministry of the Interior 
- The Republic of 

Sprska

Missing Children 
Society of Canada 

Missing Persons Center 
KGP National Police -

Poland

Missing Persons 
Families Support 

Centre - Lithuania

National Coordinaton 
Mechanism of the Search 

for Missing Children -
NKMPPD - part of the 

Ministry of the Interior -
The Czech Republic.jpg

National Police -
Central Operational 

Service - Italy

National Police -
Lithuania

National Police -
Luxemburg

National Police - Malta
New South Wales 

Police Force - Australia
Osterreich Findet Euch 

- Austria

Ponimanie - Belarus
Rijnmondveilig -

Netherlands

ROCIT - Regional 
Centre of Public 

Internet Technologies -
Russia

Save the Children -
Romania
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Participating Organisations of AMBER Alert Europe  

 

 

 

Supporting Organisations of AMBER Alert Europe 

 

 

 

Swedish Police 
Authority

VOSTeuskadi -
Spain

WeProtect Global 
Alliance - United 

Kingdom

Victim Support 
Europe


