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I.
Introduction
On September 29, 2014, the Committee on Immigration, chaired by Council Member Carlos Menchaca, and the Committee on Courts and Legal Services, chaired by Council Member Rory Lancman, will hold a joint oversight hearing entitled, “Crisis of Unaccompanied Immigrant Children: What is New York City Doing?” Those invited to testify include representatives of the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs (“MOIA”), immigration law practitioners, community based organizations, and advocates for immigrants.

 II.
Background

Since the early 1980s, the United States has seen an increase in the number of unaccompanied immigrant children (“UIC”) entering the country.
 UIC are statutorily defined as children under the age of 18 who have come to the United States without lawful immigration status and without a parent or resources.
  The majority of UIC travel to the United States in an effort to escape increasing gang activity, worsening violence, or extreme poverty within their respective countries.
 Within the United States, UIC seek asylum and better opportunities or the chance to be reunited with family members who reside here. Since January 2014, approximately 30,000 children, primarily from Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala, have migrated to the United States unaccompanied.
 According to advocates, it has been estimated that by the end of 2014, the number of UIC in the United States will rise to at least 90,000.
 These children are seeking and will continue to seek shelter throughout the United States, including New York State. In July 2014, 3,347 UIC arrived in New York State, making the State home to one of largest populations of UIC across the nation.
 The Department of Health and Human Services found that New York, Texas, Florida and California had 46 percent of the over 30,000 children who were released to sponsors during the time period between January 2014 and July 2014.
  
III. 
Unaccompanied Immigrant Children in the United States
In 2014, the United States has seen a surge of UIC entering the country. The majority of these youth are girls under the age of 13.
  While some children travel on their own, in some cases, parents hand their children over to human traffickers who make a profit smuggling them into the United States.
 Whether accompanied by a trafficker or not, UIC arrive in the United States with an array of crucial needs and need a range of services, including but not limited to legal representation, shelter, education assistance, and psychological support.

As these children arrive at the U.S. Southwest border, more often than not, they are apprehended by U.S. Border Patrol agents for suspected immigration law violations.
 Once apprehended, there are several federal agencies involved in caring for, processing, placing, and/or releasing such children. For example, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (“DHS”) is responsible for apprehending, processing/identifying as removable and transferring UIC from the border to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Office of Refugee Resettlement (“ORR”). Once UIC have been transferred to the ORR, that agency is responsible for sheltering, caring for, and placing the children with sponsors.”
 UIC who are unable to find a relative or a qualified sponsor
 are placed in shelter in the care of the ORR.
 ORR claims that 85% of UIC are in their custody for 35 days or less before they are reunited with a parent, family member or sponsor.
 

According to ORR, rather than placing UIC in a detention center, UIC are cared for in standard shelters, located throughout the country, until they are released to a sponsor or until their immigration proceedings commence.
 These shelters are operated by State licensed ORR-funded care providers.
 There are at least five such shelters in New York State and the federal government has expressed an interest in expanding this number.
 
Once DHS identifies someone as removable because they lack a legal basis for their presence in the country, a charging document is issued to the individual (or “respondent”) and documents are filed with the immigration court, at which time the Executive Office for Immigration Review (“EOIR”) obtains jurisdiction over the matter.
 Even when EOIR has jurisdiction over a case, a respondent may still have an opportunity to challenge the order of removal. The odds of success are greatly increased, however, if the respondent has an attorney to help challenge the order, identify forms of relief, and/or apply for relief.
 The need to provide access to immigration attorneys and assist immigrants at risk of removal is of particular concern in New York City where there is a large UIC population.

IV.
Unaccompanied Immigrant Children in New York Immigration Court
Between January 2014 and July 2014, over 3,300 UIC have resided in New York State.
 During that same time, MOIA estimates that New York City has already received approximately 1,300 children this year, and that approximately 2,500 more will arrive before the end of 2014.

In an effort to address the surge of UIC deportation cases in immigration courts, the Obama Administration announced that removal proceedings for UIC will be expedited.
 There are two immigration courts in New York City: the New York Immigration Court and the Varick Street Immigration Court. The New York Immigration Court, located at 26 Federal Plaza, serves non-detained immigrants
 and has one of the largest caseloads among immigration courts nationwide.
 

As a result of the large caseloads, the New York Immigration Court has instituted a “surge docket,” which is a special hearing session for UIC in an effort to expedite deportation proceedings.
 Advocates indicate that since August of 2014, New York Immigration Court has been scheduling a surge docket at least once a day, and at times, twice a day.
 Advocates state that approximately 35 new cases appear on each surge docket, which could mean that as many as 700 new cases per month are heard in the New York Immigration Court.
  On August 26, 2014, New York City Council Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito, along with Council staff, visited New York Immigration Court to observe the surge docket.
In order to consider ways to address the needs of UIC in removal proceedings, on September 23, 2014, the Council announced that it will provide $1 million to five legal service providers in New York Immigration Court.
  The organizations will build on their current model of direct representation, leverage high quality pro bono representation, and integrate social services to lessen the growing backlog of children appearing on the surge dockets.
 Notwithstanding these efforts, advocates continue to call for additional resources and assistance for these children.
V.  
Efforts to Assist Unaccompanied Immigrant Children in New York City: Inter-Agency Taskforce 
Advocates identify four key needs of UIC: (i) legal representation; (ii) health and mental health (iii) access to education; and (iv) community integration.
 To address the needs of the increasing UIC population, in July 2014, MOIA created an inter-agency taskforce to help these children obtain assistance with their deportation cases, health issues, school enrollment, and other needs.
  The inter-agency taskforce consists of the following agencies
: 
·  Department of Education

·  Department of Youth and Community Development

·  Administration for Children’s Services

·  Department of Health and Mental Hygiene

·  Department of Homeless Services

·  Human Resources Administration
· The Office of the Deputy Mayor for Health and Human Services

·  Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice
·  Department of Probation
· Center for Innovation through data Intelligence

 According to MOIA, the focus of the taskforce is to “coordinate [the] provision of services with City agencies, nonprofits, community-based organizations, and religious institutions” in an effort to provide, “legal services and immigration legal services, health care and Child Health Plus insurance enrollment, mental health trauma, education, and child welfare.”
 
VI. 
Conclusion  

While there are a variety of legal programs and services available to immigrant children in New York City, advocates note that more resources need to be exclusively dedicated to meet the needs of UIC-related services. The surge docket at New York Immigration Court has put a strain on legal service providers and other resources available for these youth. Many advocates have described challenges in providing such services due to funding deficiencies and staffing limitations. Today’s hearing will allow the Committee to learn more about the needs of UIC and what the City, community-based organizations and other interested parties can do to help this population.   
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