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Protecting Unaccompanied Migrant Children

As the national organization established by Lutheran churches to serve uprooted people, Lutheran
Immigration and Refugee Service (LIRS) has over 75 years of expertise serving refugees and vulnerable
migrants in the United States, including providing care to nearly 10,000 unaccompanied refugee and migrant
children. We setve and advocate for the best intetests of children to ensure their safety, well-being, and
fulfilling of their potential as members of our communities.

Unaccompanied migrant children, also known as unaccompanied alien children (UAC), are children who
enter the U.S. without a patent or guardian and without lawful immigtration status. When these children come
to the attention of the U.S. Government they are typically placed in custody of the Depattment of Health and
Human Services” Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). These children often embark on a dangerous
journey from their home countries for complex and intertwined reasons, including but not limited to violence
by armed criminal actors, gender-based violence, forced rectruitment, domestic abuse, human trafficking,
family reunification and poverty. Many children also endure numerous atrocities of trafficking ot sexual
violence and abuse during their journey.

LIRS collaborates with ORR to provide services to unaccompanied migrant children that uphold their best
interests and recognize their vulnerabilities to exploitation and abuse. LIRS provides these setvices through
established service netwotks of community-based agencies with expertise in professional child and family
services and in serving immigrant communities.
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and others may qualify for immigration relief as asylum seekers, victims of human trafficking or serious
crimes (“T” and “U” visas, tespectively), or Special Immigrant Juvenile Status for children who have been
abused, abandoned or neglected. Certain children granted immigration status ate eligible for care under the
Unaccompanied Refugee Minot (URM) program, a specialized foster care programs designed to serve
vulnerable migrant and refugee youth with no family to care for them.

Recent Trends in the Migration of Unaccompanied Children

The unprecedented tise in artivals of unaccompanied migrant children highlights the need to provide
sufficient funding to critical ORR programs, as well as a long-term response plan that allows for flexibility
and adaptability to addtess the needs of cach child. Before 2012, the number of arriving unaccompanied
children had averaged between 6,000 and 7,000 annually. In Fiscal Year (FY) 2013, ORR served 24,668
children, almost double the 13,625 from the year before. In FY 2014, it is anticipated that approximately
60,000 or more children will come to the United States. Most of the children come from Guatemala, El
Salvadort, and Hondutas. Initially, most childten making the dangerous journey to the U.S. were boys.
However, due to an increase in gender-based violence in these countries, the number of girls traveling alone
has increased.

In August 2012, LIRS began providing new transitional foster care and group home services to newly arriving
unaccompanied children. Currently, these sites can provide care for approximately 137 children at any given
moment and are located in Lansing and Grand Rapids, Michigan and Portland, Oregon. These sites provide
shelter, food, clothing, schooling, medical care, counseling, legal orientation and screenings, family
reunification assessments and assistance in communicating with family members. The goal of these programs
is to facilitate the best interest of the children through safe care planning, which includes support for family
reunification across the country.

Policy Recommendations

LIRS believes in providing children with the least restrictive care within a community-based setting that meets
the best interest of each child. To ensure the protection and integration of unaccompanied migrant children,
Congtress and the Administration should prioritize the best interest of the child in all decision-making,
develop an inter-agency response that leverages the expertise and resources of the federal agencies
tesponsible for addressing this challenge, and invest resoutces in effectively addtressing root causes of
migration in Central America and Mexico. Specific LIRS recommendations include but are not limited to:

e Provide adequate resources to ORR to ensure their flexibility to meet their obligations to all vulnerable
migrant populations eligible for services, including the establishment of a contingency fund to deal with
emergency needs such as the current influx.

e Improve the wafficking screening training and protocols along the border so that children entering the
United States ate propetly evaluated and that victims of trafficking and persecution are effectively

identified and refetred for appropriate setvices.

e  Place children in community-based care, NGO child welfare shelters, and other settings reflecting the
needs of such childten, including therapeutic placements, mentor homes, and foster homes for young
children and pregnant and parenting teens, rather than placing such children in large institutional settings.

e Require that all children released from federal custody receive follow-up services to ensure their safety
and well-being,.

e Track child well-being and permanency outcomes by study and report on any differences in outcomes for
released children who receive follow-up services versus released children who do not.

e Provide legal representation for all unaccompanied migrant children.

e Remove barriers to accessing services for all vulnerable migrant children granted immigration status.



