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Abstract 
 
Afghan children applying to join a refugee parent in Germany face major financial and 
bureaucratic obstacles. This report takes a case study approach to showing how family 
reunification for refugees in Germany is envisaged from a policy perspective and the difficulties 
Afghan minors face in practice. Existing family reunification procedures are built on requirements 
children are unlikely to be able to meet, which leads to major delays in deciding the application. 
By describing the family reunification process as experienced by one Afghan family, we identify 
problems minors face, such as lack of assistance and access to documents, issues with document 
verification, and lack of financial resources. We call for child-sensitive procedures in the visa 
application process and concludes that in the absence of such procedures, the right to family 
reunification may be rendered de facto inaccessible to minors, resulting in a serious protection gap.  
      
Keywords: Family Reunification, Afghanistan, Germany, Minors, Visa Requirements, Best 
Interest of the Child 
      
 
 
Introduction 
 
In May 2017, the authors of this paper were both employed as social workers at a Berlin refugee 
shelter. A woman living at that shelter – we will call her Mina – had just been granted refugee 
status and came to us for help with applying for family reunification for her three minor children 
who were still in Afghanistan. At the time, Mina was excited and optimistic that she would soon 
be able to bring her children to safety. Though we cautioned her, explaining that family 
reunification can be a lengthy process, we did not anticipate how difficult this particular case would 
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be in practice. We have obtained consent from Mina and her children to tell their story, but to 
protect their identity; we will not speak about any details that could be used to identify them. 
Instead, this article will focus on how family reunification for refugees in Germany is envisaged 
from a policy perspective and the obstacles Afghan children face in practice. 
     However, to understand the difficulties Mina’s children faced during the family reunification 
process, it is necessary to mention a number of facts regarding their situation. Mina, whose 
husband had died more than ten years before, fled Afghanistan as her brother-in-law wanted to 
force her into marrying a member of the Taliban. The children, two boys and one girl – we will 
call them Peyman, Omid and Sima – had been living in hiding from Mina’s brother-in-law, staying 
with Mina’s sister and her husband. The sister’s husband tolerated the children’s presence but was 
unwilling to actively help them join their mother abroad. Furthermore, while Mina feared for her 
children’s lives due to the volatile security situation in Afghanistan, she also feared her brother-
in-law discovering the whereabouts of the children and forcing her then 12-year-old daughter to 
marry the member of the Taliban. Besides being a reason for anxiety, such a marriage would have 
made Sima ineligible for family reunification.3 Fortunately, however, there were also a couple of 
circumstances working in the family’s favour. Peyman, Omid and Sima had an adult maternal 
cousin in Afghanistan – we will call him Abdul – who was willing to help them and a woman 
volunteering at the refugee shelter in Berlin – we will call her Laura – supported Mina both 
emotionally through the long wait and financially – a contribution of great importance as we will 
see later.  

In November 2018, one and a half years after we began the application process, Mina and 
her children were finally reunited. The remainder of this article is divided into two parts. In part 
one, we explain in detail what the process of family reunification requires in practice and why 
these requirements were difficult to meet for Mina and her children. In part two, we take a closer 
look at issues identified as problematic in part one, in the context of the best interest of the child 
principle. We advocate for child-sensitive procedures in the visa application process and conclude 
that in the absence of such procedures, the right to family reunification may be rendered de facto 
inaccessible to minors, resulting in a serious protection gap. 
 
Part I: The Realities of Family Reunification 
 
DIY Simple? 
At first, the family reunification process, as described on the web pages of the German Missions 
in Afghanistan, appears to be quite simple: step one – document preparation, step two – a personal 
visit to the embassy, step three – a visa to Germany.4 A closer look, however, reveals that what 
may appear to be a simple do-it-yourself (DIY) process is in fact rather difficult to accomplish, 
especially for minors. The first step – document preparation – may sound simple enough but in 
reality, entails compiling a large number of documents, many of which have to be obtained in 
Afghanistan.  

According to current guidelines issued by the German Missions in Afghanistan, required 
documents for each applicant include: two completed visa application forms (signed by the parent 

 
3 Council of Europe, “Council Directive 2003/86/EC on the Right to Family Reunification, [2003] OJ L 251/12 
(FRD), Art. 4(1),” 2003. 
4 German Missions in Afghanistan, “National Visa,” December 27, 2018, https://afghanistan.diplo.de/af-
en/service/05-VisaEinreise/-/2005354. 
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or guardian), six biometric passport photos, a valid passport, a Tazkira (an Afghan identity 
document), a completed “questionnaire for the document check,” the residence registration 
certificate of the sponsor in Germany, the sponsor’s certificate regarding the award of refugee 
status, proof of “timely notification” of the intention to apply for family reunification, the marriage 
certificate of the child’s parents, the death certificate of the deceased parent; and additional 
documents may be requested.5 “All Documents [sic] have to be provided in original along with a 
translation into German or English and three black & white copies each.”6 Furthermore, fees to be 
paid include the document verification fee of €330 (per family) and the visa fee of €37.50 (per 
person), both payable in cash in the local currency.7 

This guidance differs slightly from the version we were working with in May 2017. At the 
time, requirements also included a security questionnaire, a copy of the sponsor’s passport and 
residence permit, as well as slightly different fees (€485 for document verification and €30 for the 
visa). Nevertheless, the requirements are still broadly similar; significantly, many of the supporting 
documents must be obtained in Afghanistan. The children already possessed Tazkira, but had to 
acquire passport photos, passports, their parents’ marriage certificate and their father’s death 
certificate. Mina only had a photograph of the latter and no copy of the marriage certificate since 
the marriage took place in a rural area where no certificates were issued. 

We will detail some of the problems Peyman, Omid and Sima experienced in obtaining 
these documents below. However, the first step was to overcome the language barrier to explain 
to them what needed to be done. None of the children spoke any foreign languages while Abdul 
spoke only rudimentary English, and Mina only rudimentary German. It was only with the help of 
one of our colleagues, a social support worker at the refugee shelter who spoke Farsi, that we were 
able to convey to Abdul and the children which documents they needed to obtain. Since all forms 
must be completed in the Latin alphabet in either German or English (the questionnaire for the 
document check must be completed in English), we decided that we would complete the 
applications forms in Berlin with Mina’s help and our colleague interpreting.  

It became clear to everyone involved very early on that this process would be anything but 
simple. Nevertheless, it remained a DIY process. As opposed to Syrians and Iraqis in Turkey, 
Lebanon and Iraq who could obtain help with their visa applications from IOM,8 there was, at the 
time, no such service for family members of refugees in Afghanistan. However, IOM has since 
opened a family assistance programme centre in Kabul.9 In the absence of any official help for the 
children, and due to uncertainty produced by the process described below, the entire experience of 
family reunification proved extremely stressful for Mina and her children. We have not spoken to 
Peyman, Omid and Sima about their experiences during this time in order not to re-traumatize 
them, but Mina visited our office several times a week over the course of the one and a half years 
of this process and so we heard accounts of how the children were doing and witnessed Mina’s 
distress first-hand. Mina lived in a constant state of worry for her children since leaving 

 
5 Botschaft der Bundesrepublik Deutschland Kabul, “Visa information: Family Reunion of Children to Parents in 
Germany,” December 2018, https://afghanistan.diplo.de/blob/1945714/9ec3a88e1c33228f9e8f604852bdd81e/visa-
information-family-reunion-of-children-to-parents-in-germany-dd-data.pdf. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 International Organization for Migration, “IOM’s Family Assistance Programme,” December 28, 2017, 
http://germany.iom.int/sites/default/files/FAP/FAP_Infosheet_ENGLISH_2017-04-04.pdf. 
9 International Organization for Migration, “IOM Family Assistance Programme,” April 12, 2020, 
http://germany.iom.int/sites/default/files/FAP/Family_Assistance_Programme_Info%20Sheet_eng_09-2019.pdf. 
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Afghanistan and was diagnosed with depression as the family reunification process dragged on. 
The children, too, were scared and wondered whether they would ever see their mother again and 
what their future would look like. They did not understand why the process was taking so long and 
they, too, exhibited symptoms of depression, unable to live a normal life as they had to live in 
hiding. The unstable security situation in Afghanistan exacerbated their fears. In fact, while Mina 
was still waiting for her asylum claim to be decided, Peyman, the oldest son, who had been looking 
after his two younger siblings, had to spend a long period in hospital after being injured in a Taliban 
attack. At only fourteen years old, Omid had to step up to take care of his siblings, protecting his 
younger sister and caring for his older brother. These experiences have had a deep psychological 
impact on all three children and their development. Peyman, Omid and Sima are now in 
psychological therapy in Germany.  
      
“Timely Notification” and Untimely Security Developments 
With Abdul’s help, Peyman, Omid and Sima began compiling the documents they needed, while 
we began filling in the paperwork and gathering Mina’s German documents, starting with the proof 
of “timely notification” - of the intention to apply for family reunification. “Timely notification” 
(fristwahrende Anzeige) can be given by filling in an online form. Under European Union (EU) 
law, member states may require refugees to submit an application for family reunification within 
three months of the granting of refugee status if they wish to benefit from the exemption from 
certain requirements third country nationals normally have to fulfil to be able to make an 
application.10 We submitted this notification in early May 2017; however, in order to proceed with 
the visa application, Peyman, Omid and Sima needed travel documents, more specifically, 
biometric passports which they did not yet have at the time. By the time they had obtained 
passports in early June, the security situation in Afghanistan had deteriorated. On May 31, 2017 
there was a bomb attack on the Kabul diplomatic quarter and, as a result, a number of embassies 
including the German embassy, closed. We filled in the visa application forms in early June; 
however, the next step would have been to book an appointment at the embassy. A period of 
uncertainty ensued as we waited for the German embassy to reopen or to issue alternative 
instructions.   

It was not until mid-July 2017 that Germany announced its representations in Afghanistan 
would remain closed indefinitely and that visa applications for family reunification for Afghans 
would have to be submitted at the German Mission in either New Delhi or Islamabad. This added 
a whole new layer of complication to the process as Afghans need a visa to enter both India and 
Pakistan. After researching modes and cost of travelling, as well as consulting Mina and Abdul, 
we asked for an appointment at the German embassy in Islamabad. This was still in July. For a 
couple of months, absolutely nothing happened. While Peyman, Omid, Sima and Abdul were still 
trying to obtain the necessary documents, they were unable to visit the Pakistani embassy to apply 
for travel visas as they did not know when they would be travelling. Then, on November 8, 2017, 
we finally received an email from the German embassy confirming that the appointment would 
take place a mere three weeks later. Thankfully, the visa application for Pakistan is comparatively 
simple. We had already filled in the applications forms (signed by Mina) and the children already 
possessed the documents (passports, photographs, Tazkira) which were required. Nevertheless, 
they had to rush to the Pakistani embassy. Meanwhile, we researched flights from Afghanistan to 
Islamabad. Laura paid for the flights and also for the document verification and visa fees, which 

 
10 FRD, supra n. 3, Art. 12(1). 
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the children had to bring to the German embassy in Pakistani Rupees. Abdul, Peyman, Omid and 
Sima made it to the appointment in time, bringing along a forty-five-page bundle of documents for 
each child.  
 
Cross-Cultural Bureaucracy: Lost in Verification 
In spite of the impressive size of the visa application each child carried, Peyman, Omid, Sima and 
Abdul had not managed to obtain all necessary documents. We were aware of this and knew that 
it could lead to delays in, or rejection of, the applications, but, since they had tried all they could 
and because they were minors, we hoped for the goodwill of the German administration. The 
documents that were missing were the parents’ marriage certificate and the father’s original death 
certificate, which was present only as a print-out of a photograph. The biggest problem was that 
there was no parent (able) or male paternal relative (willing) to help the children obtain these 
documents. The problem of nonage had been remedied to an extend by having Mina sign a power 
of attorney certified by a German notary, which meant that Abdul was recognized by the German 
embassy in Islamabad as the children’s guardian. In Afghanistan, however, Peyman, Omid and 
Sima were told that only their mother or a male relative of their father would be able to obtain the 
missing documents – Abdul was unable to help.  

There was also an issue with the Tazkira owned by children. These documents only contain 
a child’s first name along with the father and grandfather’s full names,11 while the passports the 
children had obtained indicated their mother’s surname. Interestingly, this was not a problem at 
the Pakistani embassy; however, the German visa guidelines state that “the last name in the 
passport must match the name in the Tazkira.”12 Peyman, Omid and Sima tried to obtain Tazkira 
containing their mother’s surname but were refused. UNICEF notes that a new Tazkira can be 
issued “only with the consent of a male relative (father, brother, brother of the father).”13 Abdul 
could not help the children in this case. From the point of view of someone who is used to 
“western” administrative procedures, it may seem inconceivable that it should be possible to be 
issued a passport with a surname not shown on the identity document the passport application is 
based on. However, difficulties with issuing Afghan identity documents are well-known, for 
example the Norwegian Refugee Council notes that “a number of problems exist around the 
interpretation and application of [existing] laws [on civil documentation], including lack of 
awareness and limited civil service institutions, as well as capacity gaps at the issuer level.”14 

Presumably it is due to knowledge of such problems that the German consular authorities 
conduct a document verification process. The basis for this process is a lengthy questionnaire 
enquiring a great number of particulars such as information pertaining to former addresses, 
education, employment and relatives.15 Among other things, applicants are asked to list all of their 
addresses of the last twenty years in Afghanistan, addresses and telephone numbers of relatives, 

 
11 Norwegian Refugee Council, “Access to Tazkera and Other Civil Documentation in Afghanistan,” 2016, 
https://www.nrc.no/resources/reports/access-to-tazkera-and-other-civil-documentation-in-afghanistan, 10. 
12 Botschaft der Bundesrepublik Deutschland Kabul, supra n. 5. 
13 Poyesh, Naeem, et. al, “Child Notice Afghanistan,” UNICEF, 2015, 
https://www.unicef.be/content/uploads/2014/05/UNC_Rapport_Child_Notice_Afghanistan_EN_FINAL_web.pdf, p. 
32. 
14 Norwegian Refugee Council, supra n. 11, 12. 
15 Botschaft Kabul, “Fragebogen zur Prüfung Afghanischer Urkunden und Bescheinigungen,” December 27, 2018, 
https://afghanistan.diplo.de/blob/1945720/ded8f70cf6f24a59a0765e44626db60e/fragebogen-zur-pruefung-
afghanischer-urkunden-und-bescheinigungen-dd-data.pdf. 
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two non-related “references” living in Kabul and another two in the applicants’ home province. 
Even though we filled in these questionnaires in as much detail as possible, transcribing place 
names and giving relatives’ and references’ telephone numbers, many of the questions simply did 
not apply in the case of children. Peyman, Omid and Sima had not had the opportunity to visit a 
school in Afghanistan - much less a university - had not been employed or married, had not been 
members of any organisations, or lived abroad. The relatives and references reported to Mina that 
they had indeed been contacted and asked questions about the children; however, this was 
apparently not sufficient. When we enquired after the progress of the verification process, the 
German embassy requested contact details of any living male relatives on the father’s side. We 
pointed out that, due to the grounds on which Mina had been granted refugee status, i.e. the threat 
posed by her brother-in-law (the children’s only surviving male relative on their father’s side), 
Mina was not in touch with this person. Even if Mina had been aware of his whereabouts and 
telephone number, the embassy contacting him to verify the children’s identity would have put 
them at heightened risk of persecution. In spite of these explanations, the German embassy notified 
us in late June 2018 – seven months after the appointment in Islamabad – that having conducted 
the document verification checks they could not accept the children’s identity. We were informed 
that unless the children produced their parents’ marriage certificate, they would have to prove their 
identity by taking DNA tests. 
      
DNA Sample 
As it was impossible to obtain a marriage certificate which was never issued in the first place, 
Mina decided to consent to the DNA test. Again, this procedure was anything but simple and, at 
€750 for four DNA tests, very costly.  DNA is collected by cheek swab, first from the sponsor at 
a competent medical institute in Germany. The institute must then notify the German Medical 
Diagnostic Center in Kabul that the sponsor’s sample has been taken and send testing materials 
for the sponsor’s relatives to Kabul via courier services. The relatives have to travel to Kabul to 
have their samples taken at the centre and the DNA samples are then sent back by courier to a 
competent institute in Germany where they are analysed.16 While this process is already 
complicated on paper, in reality, there are additional hurdles. The competent institute in Berlin 
only offered appointments in several months’ time. Thus, we turned to the Institute for Blood 
Group Serology and Genetics in Hamburg which enabled Mina to have the sample taken by a 
cooperating doctor in Berlin. Peyman, Omid and Sima had to go on a long bus journey to Kabul, 
which incurred further costs and was dangerous due to the volatile security situation in the country. 

In early August 2018 Mina received the results of the DNA test in the post. The test finally 
proved the family relationship. The Institute in Hamburg had also sent the test results to the 
German embassy, however, when we contacted the embassy after not having heard from them two 
weeks after receiving the test results, the embassy claimed to not have received them. Thus, in late 
August 2018, we emailed a scanned copy of the letter Mina had received. The embassy replied in 
late September, accepting the scanned information as proof of the family relationship. Based on 
the DNA test, a positive decision was finally taken on the children’s visa applications in mid-
October. They had to travel to Islamabad once again, accompanied by Abdul, who, as their 
guardian, had to sign a document agreeing to their departure from Afghanistan. Laura, who had 

 
16 Botschaft der Bundesrepublik Deutschland Kabul, “Abstammungsgutachten / DNA-Test,” September 2017, 
https://www.frsh.de/fileadmin/pdf/Aktuelles/Botschaft-Kabul_Hinweis-Abstammungsgutachen-
deutsch_Sep2017.pdf. 
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also paid for the DNA tests, paid for the journey to Pakistan, as well as the flights to Germany. In 
November 2018, one and a half years after we began the application process, and a year after their 
visa applications were first submitted, Peyman, Omid and Sima finally arrived in Berlin. 
 
 
Part II: The Best Interest of the Child Principle as a Basis for Child-Sensitive Procedures 
 
The Best Interests of the Child Principle 
The best interests of the child principle are enshrined in the Convention on the Rights of the Child17 
and can also be found in the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.18 In keeping with these 
instruments, the Family Reunification Directive requires EU member states to “have due regard to 
the best interests of minor children” when examining an application for family reunification.19 In 
the context of family reunification, this principle is normally applied where there is a question 
regarding whether family reunification in the host state is indeed in the best interest of a child – a 
question usually uncontentious where refugees are concerned.20 However, the principle also 
applies “to the submission and examination of the application” for family reunification for 
refugees.21 Thus, we argue that the best interest principle of the child should extend beyond the 
question of whether family reunification should be granted and should also be applied when 
considering how family reunification is undertaken. Due regard should be given to the best 
interests of children when laying down the procedures and requirements of submitting an 
application for family reunification. In this section we examine three instances of the family 
reunification procedure identified as problematic and argue that the best interest of the child 
principle should form the basis for child-sensitive procedures in the family reunification process. 
 
Access to Assistance and Documents  
Even though the German Missions in Afghanistan issue specific guidance for “Family Reunion of 
Children to Parents in Germany,”22 the document requirements listed in this guidance do not differ 
from those given in the guidance for “Family Reunion/Marriage in Germany”23 and those in the 
guidance for “Family Reunion to an unaccompanied minor refugee living in Germany,”24 i.e. 
document requirements for minors and adults are, at the time of writing, identical.  

It is, of course, important to confirm children’s identity to ensure that they voluntarily join 
their family abroad and are not abused or exploited by persons who are not in fact their family. 
However, establishing conclusive proof of a child’s identity must not be a pretext for preventing 

 
17 United Nations, “Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989, 1577 UNTS 3, Art. 3(1),” 1989. 
18 Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, [2010] OJ C 83/389, Art 24(2). 
19 FRD, supra n. 3, Art. 5(5). 
20 Nicholson, Frances, “The ‘Essential Right’ to Family Unity of Refugees and Others in Need of International Protection 
in the Context of Family Reunification,” UNHCR, 2018, https://www.unhcr.org/5a8c413a7.pdf,  9. 
21 FRD, supra n. 3, Art. 11(1); emphasis added. 
22 Botschaft der Bundesrepublik Deutschland Kabul, supra n. 5. 
23 Botschaft der Bundesrepublik Deutschland Kabul, “Visa Information: Family Reunion / Marriage in Germany,” 
December 2018, https://afghanistan.diplo.de/blob/1945712/d8d0b57c3f1fa1e36b2dff7996d76abb/merkblatt-
ehegattennachzug-eheschliessung-data.pdf. 
24 Botschaft der Bundesrepublik Deutschland Kabul, “Visa Information: Reunion to an Unaccompanied Minor 
Refugee Living in Germany," December 2018, 
https://afghanistan.diplo.de/blob/1945716/5fef30fc17115ce78b8256f5161900a7/d-visa-englisch-nachzug-zum-umf-
data.pdf. 
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family reunification. Where being a child leads to problems accessing the family reunification 
procedure, this must be recognised and remedied. Even adults are likely to have problems filling 
in the visa application and compiling the required documents. If this were not the case, assistance 
programmes, such as that provided by IOM would be unnecessary. It is a positive development 
that IOM has established an assistance programme for Afghans; this will be helpful for both minor 
and adult applicants who struggle with application forms due to illiteracy or the language barrier. 
Where such programmes are not available, it should at least be possible to provide questions and 
answers on application forms in the native language. Further, with regard to the particular needs 
of minor applicants, it is important that assistance programmes have the capacity to not only 
support children, but to accompany them to appointments at administrative agencies and 
embassies, i.e. act as guardians where no family member is available to fill this role. 

However, children in Afghanistan face additional obstacles due to their status as minors. 
Minors will find it more difficult to obtain certain documents, especially where there is no parent 
or paternal male relative to support them in doing so. The Norwegian Refugee Council notes that 
Afghan “citizens seeking to obtain civil documentation […] face informational, practical, 
programmatic and operational challenges.”25 Minors26 and (in some regions) women27 can only 
obtain Tazkira with the help of a male relative. Internally displaced persons also face challenges 
accessing civil documentation.28 Tazkira, in turn, are necessary for obtaining other documents such 
as passports,29 marriage30 and death certificates.31 Death certificates, moreover, can be obtained 
only where the applicant brings “two witness[es] […] of the death.”32 Since the children’s father 
had died more than ten years before, they found it impossible to do so. 

These examples show that administrative procedures for obtaining documents in 
Afghanistan are plainly not designed in a child-friendly manner. In addition to a possible denial of 
access to documentation, bad administration in general may also lead to suspicion on the side of 
authorities examining a visa application that some of the documents submitted may be fraudulent. 
Inconsistencies such as the difference in names in the children’s Tazkira and passports may lead 
to an application being rejected,33 even if these inconsistencies do not come about through the fault 
of the applicants themselves. A child-sensitive approach to setting document requirements for the 
visa application needs to take these difficulties into account, accepting that children’s applications 
in particular may be incomplete. 
 
Document Verification and DNA Testing 
As mentioned above, the document verification process is based on a questionnaire designed for 
adult applicants. The only sections relevant for minors are those referring to education and 
relatives/references. As the former was not applicable in the case of Mina’s children, the consular 
authorities examined the testimony of third parties, rather than speaking to Mina, Peyman, Omid 
and Sima themselves. The result, as we have seen, was the request for a DNA test. 

 
25 Norwegian Refugee Council, supra n. 11, 48. 
26 Poyesh, supra n. 12, 32. 
27 Norwegian Refugee Council, supra n. 11, 30. 
28 Ibid, 28. 
29 Ibid, 18. 
30 Ibid, 20. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 FRD, supra n. 3, Art. 16(2)(a). 
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In its guidance on the application of the Family Reunification Directive the European 
Commission “considers that where serious doubts remain after other types of proof have been 
examined, or where there are strong indications of fraudulent intent, DNA testing can be used as 
a last resort.”34 The guidance, however, also states that EU member states “should observe the 
UNHCR principles on DNA testing,”35 which, in turn, state that “interviewing family members 
should normally be undertaken as the primary means of establishing family relationships,”36 i.e. 
“oral evidence on the part of the refugees concerned” is an important piece of evidence to be taken 
into consideration. For Mina, Peyman, Omid and Sima such interviews never took place. The fact 
that the authorities disbelieved the evidence presented by relatives and references and decided to 
forego hearing oral evidence from the actual applicants points towards a general culture of disbelief 
regarding any oral testimony. It is questionable whether the children’s forty-five-page applications, 
which were not perfect due to a lack of documents, but nevertheless comprehensive, coupled with 
oral evidence from relatives and references truly warranted a finding that there were still “serious 
doubts” or “strong indications of fraudulent intent” regarding their applications. Indeed, UNHCR 
states that the “benefit of the doubt should be given where the evidence is overall corroborative of 
presumed relationships.”37 What happened to the children is especially galling in light of the fact 
that, when it comes to family reunification applications from Syrians, “credible evidence 
(qualifizierte Glaubhaftmachung) of a family relationship [is] sufficient rather than full 
documentary proof.”38 

Since the document verification process is not geared towards minor applicants, it was 
foreseeable that the German authorities had to find another way to obtain evidence. However, it 
appears as though, rather than a measure of last resort, the DNA tests were requested as a matter 
of convenience in lieu of an interview. There are, however, good reasons why such a test is only 
ever meant to be a last resort. DNA testing raises privacy and data protection issues,39 as well as 
“the possibility of unexpected results in long recognized family relationships”40 and promotes a 
view of family relationships based only on direct blood relationship.41 Last but not least, such tests 
are expensive, which leads us to the final section of this part of the article. 
 
Costs  
The costs associated with the family reunification process can become a major obstacle for minors. 
While Mina lived on a standard jobseeker’s allowance of €416 per month, her children had no 
income or savings of their own. They depended on Mina’s sister and her husband for everyday 
survival in Afghanistan but could not ask them for money to cover the cost of passports, travel to 
Afghan administrative authorities and the associated administrative fees, as well as travelling to 

 
34 European Commission, “Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council on 
Guidance for Application of Directive 2003/86/EC on the Right to Family Reunification. COM(2014) 210 final,” 
2014, 22f. 
35 Ibid, 23. 
36 UNHCR, “UNHCR Note on DNA Testing to Establish Family Relationships in the Refugee Context,” 2008, 
https://www.refworld.org/docid/48620c2d2.html, para 12. 
37 Ibid, para 28. 
38 Cathryn Costello, Kees Groenendijk and Louise Halleskov Storgaard, “Realising The Right to Family Reunification 
of Refugees in Europe,” Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, 2017, https://rm.coe.int/prems-052917-
gbr-1700-realising-refugees-160x240-web/1680724ba0. 
39 UNHCR, supra n. 36, para 5. 
40 Ibid, para 11. 
41 Ibid, para 15. 
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the Pakistani embassy and the German embassy in Islamabad, the visa and document verification 
fees, the DNA tests and, finally, the plane tickets to Germany. The entire family reunification 
process for the three children cost around €10,000. We are able to confirm that Laura paid at least 
€9,473 for travel costs, visa and document fees and the DNA tests; however, there were additional 
costs, such as fees for the notary in Germany and smaller amounts of money spent in Afghanistan 
which we have not kept track of, indicating that the final amount could be even greater. In effect, 
without Laura’s help, Mina and the children would not have been able to obtain enough money to 
pay for all expenditures involved.  

Volunteers spending their private money in the context of family reunification raises 
ethical dilemmas for those volunteers, the refugees they are supporting, and the social workers 
involved in the process. Volunteers may feel compelled to keep giving money even as costs mount, 
while refugees are may become dependent on the volunteer. Social workers can manage the 
situation by facilitating a discussion as to how much money (and time) a volunteer is willing and 
able to give, and whether there is an expectation that the money will eventually be repaid, and if 
so, how this is to be done. However, the fact remains that using volunteers’ private money is often 
the only way of financing family reunification procedures. Indeed, it is not reasonable to expect 
minors in Afghanistan to have access to large sums of money which would cover the costs of 
family reunification. Neither is it reasonable to assume that a parent living in Germany on a 
jobseeker’s allowance can save the required amount. Further, not all volunteers are able to support 
refugees financially. This leads to a lottery when it comes to who is able to bring their families to 
Germany and who is not. For example, another recognized refugee at the shelter who applied for 
family reunification for his wife and seven children was unable to proceed with the process due to 
a lack of funds. The volunteer supporting him was unable to help financially and though she has 
done her utmost contacting political, private and church organisations, they have not managed to 
find the money. 

The Family Reunification Directive explicitly recognizes that refugees are unlikely to be 
able to meet the financial resources requirement that normally applies for family reunification and 
thus makes refugees exempt from this provision.42 This logic, then, should also extend to costs 
associated with the process of family reunification itself, particularly where minors are concerned. 
The European Commission states that “[t]o promote the best interests of the child, the Commission 
encourages [EU member states] to exempt applications submitted by minors from administrative 
fees.”43 The Commission also “encourages [member states] to bear the costs of a DNA test, 
especially if it is imposed upon the refugee or his/her family members.”44  In general, the guidance 
also states that “[t]he level at which fees are set must not have either the object or the effect of 
creating an obstacle to the exercise of the right to family reunification.”45 However, in conjunction 
with all other associated costs, where minors cannot rely on family or, as was the case for Mina’s 
children, a benefactor, this is just the effect the fees charged have. Therefore, host states should 
either take on the associated costs or establish financial support schemes for financing family 
reunification. Assistance programmes to support family reunification should be set up in a manner 
that allows them to also deal with the financial aspect of the process, so that children do not need 

 
42 FRD, supra n. 3, Art. 12(1). 
43 European Commission, supra n. 34, p. 9. 
44 Ibid, 23. 
45 Ibid, 9. 
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to handle money. Preferably this would be done in a manner that obviates the need for children to 
carry large amounts of cash, such as the money to be paid at the German embassy. 
 
Conclusion 
 
While this particular story had a happy ending, this only came about due to multi-actor efforts in 
both Germany and Afghanistan. Even a refugee who is being supported by social workers in 
Germany, as was the case for Mina, will have major difficulties bringing her children to Germany 
unless the children receive practical assistance in Afghanistan, as provided by Abdul, and financial 
support, as provided by Laura. However, even with such support minors still have problems 
accessing documents and having them verified as both processes are geared towards adult 
applicants. Rather than subjecting children to DNA tests to confirm their identity, consular 
authorities should first interview them and the parent(s) in Germany in a child-sensitive manner, 
accepting that children may not be able to obtain all necessary documents for the visa application. 
In addition, assistance programmes should be set up for all applicants for family reunification, but 
with a special focus on children’s needs, such as a temporary guardianship system and financial 
support schemes. 

This case study illustrates that the seemingly simple process of applying for family 
reunification is nearly impossible to complete as a DIY project, especially for minors. Not only is 
it prohibitively expensive, but existing procedures, which are built on requirements children are 
unlikely to be able to meet, lead to major delays in the decision of the application. The Family 
Reunification Directive states that a decision should normally be taken within nine months46 and 
the European Commission clarifies that this “nine-month period starts from the date on which the 
application is first submitted.”47 In this context, it is noteworthy that at the time of writing, the 
waiting period for an appointment at the German embassy for Afghans alone is at least twelve 
months.48 Mina’s children first submitted their application in late November 2017 and the decision 
was only made in mid-October 2018. It is likely that, with more child-sensitive procedures in place, 
this period, which exceeded the maximum time limit by almost two months, could have been 
considerably reduced.  

In conclusion, taking into account the best interests of the child principle will require a 
rethinking of the procedures and requirements of family reunification. A child-sensitive approach 
is needed to ensure access to family reunification for minors. Where minors’ particular 
circumstances are not taken into account, the right to family reunification risks becoming de facto 
inaccessible, resulting in a serious protection gap. In the meantime, practitioners assisting refugees 
with family reunification should be prepared for the practical obstacles Afghan children face when 
confronted with a family reunification policy aimed at adult applicants. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
46 FRD, supra n. 3, Art 5(4). 
47 European Commission, supra n. 34, 10. 
48 Deutsche Vertretungen in Afghanistan, “Langfristiger Aufenthalt - über 90 Tage,” January 29, 2019, 
https://afghanistan.diplo.de/af-de/service/05-VisaEinreise/-/1898384. 
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