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Frequently Asked Questions:  The Exodus of Children from Central America 
 

Who are these “unaccompanied children”? How do they end up in the United States alone? 

Unaccompanied children are minors under the age of 18 who cross the U.S. borders alone, without their parents 

or caregivers. They come to the United States from all corners of the world, but the most recent influx of 

children has primarily been from Central America — Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. They travel by foot 

over the border or as stowaways on freight trains. Sometimes they are victims of human trafficking, sometimes 

they must pay to get to safety, and sometimes they just travel alone. The number of children making this 

perilous journey has grown astronomically.  

Why are they fleeing their home countries? 

There are several main push factors: faltering economies, large youth population, and rising crime and gang 

activity.  There are also pull factors: the desire for family reunification and changing operations of smuggling 

networks. 

How old are these children? 

They are usually in their early teens, but can be as young as three. They are both boys and girls. 

What happens to children once they get here? 

If a child migrant enters the U.S. as a national of Mexico he/she is eligible for voluntary return as long as this 

person is not a victim of trafficking. Children from Central American countries are transferred by the Border 

Patrol into the custody of the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR), an agency of the U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services.  

ORR cares for the children in shelters around the country until they can be released to a sponsor, typically a 

parent or relative, who can care for the child while their immigration case is processed.  

Ensuring that a potential sponsor can safely and appropriately care for the child is a top priority.  A background 

check is conducted on all potential sponsors, and steps are taken to verify a potential sponsor’s identity and 

relationship to the child.  In some cases where concerns are raised, a home study is done. 

I have heard some of the children have come to my area, can I be a foster parent or take children 

into my home? 

It is important to note that the children have not come in a group, but have been placed with family or closely 

connected family friends during the past seven months (some even before this was making headlines). These 

placements have been handled like any sponsorship and are considered a private, family matter.  

To ensure the privacy and safety of children, ORR cannot release information about individual children that 

could compromise the child’s location or identity. 

What if there is no family member or sponsor? 
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The Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) is looking for Spanish-speaking foster placements. Information on 

becoming a foster family can be found through our ecumenical partner Lutheran Immigration and Refugee 

Services. 

If ORR cannot identify a viable sponsor, the child will typically remain in ORR care unless the following happens: 

 The child goes before the immigration judge and requests a voluntary departure 

 A judge orders the child to be deported and DHS repatriates 

 The child turns 18, transferring custody back to DHS 

 Legal relief, in some form is granted by an immigration judge 

Are these kids and their family members being given permission to the stay in the United States 

permanently? 

Currently, there is no legal status being offered to these children or their family members. All the children who 

cross into the United States are still required to abide by U.S. law and must present themselves for immigration 

court proceedings to determine if they are eligible to remain in the United States. Some children may be eligible 

for options such as a T-visa, if they can prove they were a victim of human trafficking, a U-visa, if they can prove 

they were a victim of crime in the United States, asylum, if they can prove they have been persecuted in their 

home country, or Special Immigrant Juvenile Status, if they can prove that they were abandoned, abused or 

neglected by their parents.   

Do the children need clothing, toys, or other stuff? 

The kids have a variety of needs, and the most urgent items are being provided for them. Because these are 

minors in federal custody, there is not yet a means for material goods to be donated to them. As soon as there is 

a system for this type of assistance, Presbyterian Disaster Assistance will post it on their website.  

What are Presbyterians doing to help these children? 

Presbyterian Disaster Assistance (PDA) is working with congregations and mid councils along the border that are 

especially impacted by this situation in addressing needs. We are also collaborating with our ecumenical and 

interfaith partners who have experience in working with refugees and immigrant and are who are also 

responding to the growing crisis along the southern U.S. border.  

What can Presbyterians and others do to help? 

GIVE: Your financial gifts to DR000095—Refugee Emergencies will equip Presbyterian congregations and mid 

councils to continue to meet needs during the initial phase. The need for assistance is not likely to end soon, and 

your gifts will help address other needs likely to emerge. You can give through your Presbyterian congregation, 

make a gift online, or mail a check to Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), PO Box 643700, Pittsburgh, PA 15264-3700. 

 

ACT:  

 Assemble and send Gift of the Heart hygiene and school kits.  

 Advocate to express your concern for the protection of unaccompanied children and for upholding the 

Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act (TVPRA). Gradye Parsons, stated clerk of the 

http://lirs.org/fostercare/
http://lirs.org/fostercare/
https://www.presbyterianmission.org/donate/make-a-gift/gift-info/DR000095/?appeal=PDA&package=BC14-Org
http://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/pda/making-gift-heart-kits/
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PC(USA) General Assembly, wrote a letter to President Obama, and we encourage you to send a similar 

letter of concern to your members of Congress.  

 Stay informed. Like us on Facebook, and visit the PDA website to learn about more ways you can 

actively participate. 

 

PRAY: that the grace and love of Christ will cover the children and families who have come, that they will be 

treated with dignity and respect, and that their safety and protection will be ensured. 

 

Information for this FAQ was adapted from a document prepared by Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services (LIRS) 

http://www.pcusa.org/news/2014/7/11/stated-clerk-asks-president--protections-children/
http://www.facebook.com/PDACARES
http://www.presbyterianmission.org/pda

