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Introduction 

Thank you, Chair Menchaca and members of the Committee, for the opportunity to 

testify before you today about addressing the needs of New York City’s unaccompanied 

immigrant children.  My name is Marissa Ram, and I am an attorney at Safe Horizon.  Safe 

Horizon is the nation’s leading victim assistance organization and New York City’s largest 

provider of services to victims of crime and abuse, as well as these victims’ families and 

communities.  Safe Horizon applauds the $1.9 million public-private partnership between the 

New York City Council, the Robin Hood Foundation, and the New York Community Trust that 

will provide key funding to legal organizations to support a coordinated response to the 

overwhelming need for high quality, free legal representation and access to social, mental health, 

and medical services for more than a thousand unaccompanied minor children appearing on the 

Juvenile and Surge Dockets at the New York Immigration Court. 

Safe Horizon’s Anti-Trafficking Program is the largest such program on the East Coast.  

We offer intensive case management and legal services to survivors of trafficking, work on 

legislative advocacy at the federal, state, and local levels, and provide comprehensive training to 

our partners in government, law enforcement, medical care and social services. 

In our experience, proper screening for trafficking and identification of victims remains 

extremely challenging.  Despite prosecutorial discretion, youth and other victims of human 

trafficking are consistently deported without crucial screening and services that would have 

identified them as victims – at times right back into the hands of their traffickers. 

The high rates of violence, impunity, and poverty render Central American children 

extremely vulnerable to human trafficking, including recruitment into forced prostitution and 

forced labor, particularly as drug mules for cartels.  We know from our work that older teenagers 
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are particularly vulnerable to gang-related recruitment and violence.  Traffickers and their 

associates have networks throughout Central America – certain police officers even serve as 

informants for the gangs and cartels.  Youth that refuse gang recruitment are severely beaten, 

raped, murdered, or “disappeared away.”  Many of these unaccompanied immigrant youth face 

life-threatening consequences upon deportation back to their countries of origin.  In August of 

this year, at least five of the children the United States recently deported back to Honduras were 

murdered by gangs within days of their return. 

Funding Comprehensive Social and Legal Services 

The young people we work with have experienced life-threatening dangers in their home 

countries, separation from family members, abuse, neglect, abandonment, and victimization 

through human trafficking and child labor.  They report being mugged, raped, or otherwise 

abused on the journey from Central America to the United States.  Our colleagues at partner 

organizations in states at the southern US border inform us that little to no screening for 

trafficking takes place in border detention centers.  As a result, the government initiates removal 

proceedings against children that would have actually qualified for immigration relief had proper 

screening mechanisms been in place to make a legal referral. 

In our experience working with exploited and trafficked youth, we have found that it 

takes time to build a trusting relationship, and that youth typically do not disclose trafficking, 

exploitation, or other traumatic circumstances for many months or even years.  Youth who are 

questioned immediately after being apprehended at the border are disoriented, terrified of 

strangers, extremely traumatized, and have little to no understanding of the legal process.  The 

full story of a young person’s abuse or exploitation generally emerges long after their initial 

screening by border patrol and only when their immediate needs have been already stabilized and 
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the young person feels a sense of safety.  Consequently, it is crucial that all government 

personnel, service providers, child advocates, and volunteers interacting with unaccompanied 

youth in New York City receive comprehensive education on labor and sex trafficking of foreign 

national youth, in order to provide quality services and make appropriate legal referrals, and 

thereby prevent youth from being sent back to life-threatening conditions. 

As a Safe Horizon attorney that works exclusively with youth who are vulnerable to 

trafficking or exploitation, I am concerned about the lack of age-appropriate, culturally 

competent, trauma-centered screening at all levels of the legal process.  While most of my clients 

are teenagers, I have recently been referred a four-year old from Central America who has a 

current removal order.  She and her mother fled their home country after a hired assassin came to 

the family home.  Since there is no right to a lawyer in immigration court, even for children, this 

four-year girl would be expected to go to court alone, represent herself, and face off against a 

highly trained federal immigration attorney.  The surge in unaccompanied immigrant children 

fleeing life threatening conditions in Central America will not decrease anytime soon.  Ongoing 

funding is still desperately needed to support social service providers that encounter these young 

people, as well as legal advocates and programs with the highly specialized skills and experience 

needed to represent these children and to train additional attorneys in complex, often intersecting 

areas of law. 

Conclusion 

New York State has seen the highest numbers of unaccompanied immigrant children this 

year, second only to Texas.  One of the most pressing tasks is to find the adequate resources to 

provide our young clients with legal counsel in order to ensure due process at their appearances 

in the immigration and family courts.  However, in order for a legal advocate to provide 
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meaningful representation for an unaccompanied immigrant child, the young person must first 

receive proper screening and identification.  Safe Horizon applauds Mayor de Blasio’s Office of 

Immigrant Affairs for spearheading efforts, including a Task Force, to address the needs of the 

more than 3,000 undocumented children and youths who have arrived in the city over the past 

few months.  We are incredibly grateful to the New York City Council, the Robin Hood 

Foundation, and the New York Community Trust for the $1.9 million public-private partnership 

that will direct much-needed funding to expand legal representation and crucial social services 

for unaccompanied immigrant children facing deportation.  Ongoing funding is crucial to ensure 

age-appropriate, culturally competent, trauma-centered screening services, as well as effective 

legal representation in coming years. 

Thank you again for inviting us to testify today.  We are hopeful someday no 

unaccompanied immigrant child in New York City will be sent back to life-threatening 

conditions. 
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Good afternoon, my name is Jessica Orozco and I am the Director of Immigration and Civic 

Engagement at the Hispanic Federation (HF).  Chairman Menchaca and members of the 

Council’s Committee on Immigration, on behalf of HF, I thank you for bringing us together 

today and affording us the opportunity to express additional ways in which New York City can 

address the needs of our unaccompanied migrant children.  

 

HF is the premier Latino membership organization in the nation dedicated to promoting the 

social, political and economic wellbeing of the Hispanic Community. We represent 100 local 

community-based organizations that empower and advance the aspirations and needs of the 

Hispanic community by improving educational achievement, increasing financial stability, 

strengthening Latino nonprofits, promoting healthy communities, and giving voice to our 

community.   

 

Hispanic Federation has a long track record of providing immigration services through various 

initiatives, including the New York State’s Office for New Americans. We also conduct pro-

immigrant policy initiatives on the local, state and federal level. Just this month, HF held a 

forum on the unaccompanied migrant children crisis to discuss the root causes of the crisis and 

how leaders across the region can best respond to the ongoing and emerging needs of these 

children and their families. We would like to thank Speaker Mark-Viverito, Councilmember 

Menchaca, Public Advocate James and Commissioner Agarwal for their outstanding 

participation in the forum.  

 

Many of the children arriving at our southern border have fled unspeakable violence: rape, 

murder, torture, extortion and forced gang recruitment. Many are refugees and are not only 



 

fleeing to the United States, but to wherever they can go in search of safety and protection.  

They come for a variety of reasons, but increasingly they are fleeing life-threatening violence in 

their home countries. Brutal drug cartels and gangs in Central America are assaulting, raping 

and murdering children as young as six. One example of this violence was shared with HF 

participants at the aforementioned forum, where a woman told her story about how all of her 

children and grandchildren were killed due to gang violence. Only her 3 year old grandson has 

survived and she is trying everything she can to bring him to the U.S. where he can have a 

chance at a safe and successful life.   

 

Hispanic Federation acknowledges the incredible way that New York City has been managing 

this crisis and wholeheartedly supports the administration’s inter-agency task force created to 

provide essential resources to these children. We must continue to connect these children with 

social service providers that can enroll these children in school and help them obtain health 

insurance. But we must also ensure that this population has access to mental service providers. 

These children have gone through incredibly traumatic experiences – fleeing extreme violence, 

the stress of a dangerous journey across the border, being confined in a detention center – and 

are at risk for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression and other psychological issues. 

Many of these children will need assistance in dealing with their experiences and transitioning 

into their new settings. It is important for us to make sure they receive such help. The 

Federation’s network of Latino mental health service providers is ready to support the City in 

delivering these valuable services to children in need.  

 

Those who are in the U.S. and who are able to remain here are the lucky ones who have 

escaped unimaginable violence. Now that they have found sanctuary, it is important to provide 

them with the resources necessary to maintain a good quality of life. We must continue 

conversations on what this population needs in terms of education and health care. 

Additionally, it is an economic imperative for us to provide these children with workforce 

development skills. These individuals cannot live productive lives if they know their families are 

struggling at home. It is crucial for these children to know that they are able to gain part-time 

employment and send money home to their struggling families. We must begin conversations 

on the realities that these children are living and address the fact that the lives of these children 

and their loved ones may be at risk because of debt due to “coyotes,” or human smugglers. 

Since paying off these smugglers can be a matter of life and death to these children, we must 

begin a dialogue to address this issue.  

 

These children come to the U.S. for sanctuary, and it is important that we make every attempt 

to provide them with whatever protection that we can. The first step is to make sure that these 



 

individuals obtain legal representation during their removal proceedings. Hispanic Federation 

applauds the New York City Council for allocating $1,000,000 to provide legal representation to 

children in removal proceedings. Many of these children qualify for various forms of relief from 

removal, such as asylum and special immigrant juvenile status. Only with the assistance of legal 

counsel and proper screening would these children know that they qualify for these forms of 

relief.  

 

In addition, many New Yorkers may feel like they are able to relate to this population and 

provide these children with safe and secure homes. For this reason, information on becoming a 

foster parent for these children should be easily accessible for those who are interested. 

Information could be placed on NYC websites and disseminated to community-based 

organizations that work with child placement programs.  

 

New Yorkers have also expressed interest in making either monetary or in-kind donations to 

these children, but do not know how to deliver such resources. Such information should be 

made widely available. Several key locations throughout the city could also serve as drop-off 

locations for donated goods. Individuals may also want to volunteer their time to provide 

assistance to these children, such as translation assistance, and should have information on 

such opportunities. It would be extremely helpful if New York City created a resource guide for 

those who wish to gain or provide assistance relating to unaccompanied minors.  

 

This vulnerable population can find great help and reprieve in our great city, which has always 

been able to unify in times of need. Once again, Hispanic Federation applauds the great efforts 

that the City Council has taken to make sure these children are treated with respect and 

dignity.   
























