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I.
Introduction
On Wednesday December 9, 2015, the Committee on Immigration, chaired by Council Member Carlos Menchaca, will hold an oversight hearing entitled “Resources Available in New York City for Unaccompanied Minors.” Those invited to testify include representatives of the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs (“MOIA”), community based organizations, and advocates representing members of the immigrant community.

II.
Background
Since the early 1980s, the United States has seen an increase in the number of unaccompanied immigrant children entering the country.  Statutorily, unaccompanied immigrant children or “UIC” are 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 these minors travel to the United States seeking refuge from increasing gang activity, worsening violence, or extreme poverty within their respective countries. Within the United States, unaccompanied children seek asylum or the chance to be reunited with family members who currently reside here. According to U.S. Customs and Border Protection, in fiscal year 2014, the agency apprehended 68,541 unaccompanied minors at the Southwest Border. During fiscal year 2015, the agency apprehended 42% less minors: 39,970.
 According to the Office of Refugee Resettlement, in fiscal year 2014, 2,009 minors were released to sponsors in New York City but in fiscal year 2015, the number of children released decreased to 634. While it may seem that the number of unaccompanied immigrant children who are arriving has decreased, recent data from U.S. Customs and Border Protection illustrates that the number may be increasing once again. During October 2014, 2,519 minors were apprehended at the Southwest border; during this October, 4,973 minors were apprehended, which represents a 97% increase.
 While this is only a monthly estimate, it is very possible that the total number of minors apprehended in fiscal year 2016 will be greater than the number in fiscal year 2015. 
It is estimated that about four out of six unaccompanied immigrant children arriving to the United States are eligible for legal status, either Special Immigrant Juvenile Status or asylum. However, in order to obtain such status, it is vital for a child to have legal representation. Data suggest that, without a lawyer, as high as 91% of youth in removal proceedings are deported, but with a lawyer, only 22% are deported.
 The New York City Council has been working to address the needs of unaccompanied minors arriving in New York City since last September, when it launched the Unaccompanied Minors Initiative. In its first year, the Initiative has allowed Council partners to provide all unaccompanied minor children appearing on the Juvenile and Priority dockets at the New York immigration court with Know Your Rights presentations, free comprehensive individualized screenings, legal representation, and referrals to educational, mental health, and healthcare services. Specifically, the Initiative has screened over 1,800 children, made more than 600 referrals for services, taken on 824 cases, and won 26 asylums petitions, with 40 total cases being closed without an order of removal. In July of last year, the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs also announced the creation of an interagency working group to determine how best to mobilize resources to assist these unaccompanied immigrant youth.
 
III. 
Influx of Unaccompanied Minors 
Since 2014 there has been a distinct surge in the number of unaccompanied minors arriving at the Southwest border of the United States. While this number had been on the rise since 2011, 2014 represented a turning point in both the number and origin of arrivals. From 2013 to 2014 the number of arrivals increased by approximately 77%, from 38,759 to 68,541.
 Prior to 2014, unaccompanied minors arriving to the United States originated mainly from Mexico but the majority of new arrivals came from Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. Seventy five percent of unaccompanied minors apprehended at the Southwest border in 2014 came from these three countries alone
. Compared to previous arrivals, the proportion of girls and young women and those who were under the age of 13 also increased among these new arrivals as well. 

The increase in unaccompanied minors from Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador can be tied in particular to violence and instability in the region. A study by the American Immigration Council on the conditions in Central America that have caused minors to leave their home countries found that, “in particular, crime, gang threats, or violence appear to be the strongest determinants for children’s decision to emigrate.”
 The study also found that conditions of extreme poverty and a desire to reunify with family members have also motivated unaccompanied minors to make the dangerous trip. The number of unaccompanied minors arriving in the United States reduced for the first part of 2015, but a new surge began in the fall, with numbers for October 2015 even higher than 2014. The majority of minors continue to arrive from the same three Central American countries
. As political and economic conflicts continue and rise in certain countries, vulnerable young people will continue to arrive to New York City and the City must prepare to address their needs. Even those minors who have been connected to legal services may need access to appropriate education, mental health, and other services as they adjust to the city.
IV.
New York City Council Unaccompanied Minors Initiative 
In order to connect unaccompanied minors with legal representation and other support, in 2014 the New York City Council launched the Unaccompanied Minor Initiative. On September 23rd, 2014, Council Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito announced the Initiative, which is a unique public-private partnership with the Robin Hood Foundation and New York Community Trust to support unaccompanied immigrant children in New York’s Immigration Courts. The partnership included $1 million in City Council funds from fiscal year 2015, which were already earmarked for legal services. The Robin Hood Foundation, which has historically worked to address poverty in New York, contributed a donation of $550,000 and the New York Community Trust, which funds a variety of nonprofits within New York City, contributed $360,000. While this unique partnership model was for a limited time period, the Council itself has allocated an additional $1.5 million to this Initiative for fiscal year 2016. 
The Initiative has provided funding for a group of legal service providers, known as Immigrant Children Advocates Relief Effort (ICARE). The group is comprised of Catholic Charities Community Services of the Archdiocese of New York, The Door, The Legal Aid Society, Central American Legal Assistance, and the Safe Passage Project at New York Law School. Collectively, these service providers have worked to provide unaccompanied minors with a range of services, including Know Your Rights presentations, comprehensive individualized screenings, legal representation, and referrals to educational, mental health, and healthcare services. Providers have tailored these services to the unique challenges unaccompanied minors face in navigating the American legal system, which range from language access to cognitive abilities.
The Initiative has allowed ICARE partners to prepare over 1,800 minors for immigration court proceedings. Catholic Charities Community Services of the Archdiocese of New York (“CCCS”) conducted approximately 150 Know Your Rights presentations, which prepared minors and their families for court proceedings. The orientations helped minors understand their rights at every stage of the removal process. To address language access, CCCS providers conducted these orientations in Spanish.  Parents and custodians who received these presentations have shared with CCCS that they felt better prepared for court proceedings and felt they could more meaningfully participate in the legal process. 
After providing a Know Your Rights presentation, ICARE provider staff and volunteers interviewed every minor and determined who may be eligible for relief and or other services. For those minors who are not residents of New York City, ICARE partners provided referrals to legal service providers in those minors’ communities. For New York City resident minors with potential eligibility for relief, staff made follow-up in office appointments for further legal, social, and health assessment. By the end of fiscal year 2015, the ICARE partners funded by the City Council had accepted 541 cases of unaccompanied minor children residing in New York City. Of that number, approximately 319 minors are eligible for SIJS, 111 are eligible for asylum, 49 are eligible for multiple relief options, 42 are eligible for other relief options including prosecutorial discretion, and 20 were pending review.
V.
Ongoing needs  
Despite the City Council’s Unaccompanied Minors Initiative’s success in providing legal support to minors, these unaccompanied minors continue to face some ongoing challenges. Specifically, ICARE partners have identified that many minors are in need of mental health services.  A combination of factors has impeded unaccompanied minors from accessing such services, including both cultural hesitance to seek mental health support and a lack of Spanish-language and low-cost providers. ICARE partners have been able to refer 94 children to Terra Firma, which is a medical-legal partnership located in the South Bronx. Terra Firma provides unaccompanied minors with an array of services in one centralized location, allowing physicians, mental health clinicians, and lawyers to coordinate care on-site and co-manage patient/client needs. However, Terra Firma is currently oversubscribed and similar models do not currently exist in other boroughs. 
Legal service providers and advocates have also identified education as a need that is not currently being met for some unaccompanied minors. ICARE providers have found that while most minors had enrolled in school by the time of their initial legal screening, the opposite was true for older youth and indigenous speaking youth, particularly those who were age 17 at the time they entered the United States. ICARE providers have found it challenging to connect these minors to free High School Equivalency classes in Spanish because of a lack of availability. Advocates have and are trying to work with both the Department of Education (“DOE”) and the Mayor’s Office for Immigrant Affairs to have these minors accepted into public schools. The DOE has guided some minors towards its Pathways to Graduation program and to their referral centers. However, for many unaccompanied minors, a High School Equivalency in Spanish is not only their main option for obtaining a high school education, but also for complying with an immigration court judge’s demand that they demonstrate enrollment in school. 
VI. 
Conclusion
Unaccompanied minors require a variety of services, and while some services are available to this group in New York City, some vital needs are unmet at this time. These needs include but are not limited to mental health care and education. Many advocates have described challenges in providing such services due to funding deficiencies and/or staffing limitations.

Today’s hearing will allow the Committee to learn more about the need for, and availability of services for unaccompanied minors. It is also an opportunity to better understand the work of the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs’ interagency taskforce on unaccompanied minors and to understand what the City, service providers, and other interested parties can do to better assist this population.
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