Who Are the “Missing” 1,475 Children and
What Do They Have to Do with
Family Separation at the Border?
Recent media reports and the use of the social media hashtag #WhereAreTheChildren have led
to confusion about the “missing” unaccompanied children living here in the U.S. and whether
these children were separated from their parents at the U.S./Mexico border. Please see our FAQ
below to explain the difference between the two issues.
•

Have the “Missing” 1,475 Children been Separated from their Families at the U.S./Mexico
Border? No, most likely not. The 1,475 children referenced by the Department of Health
and Human Services in recent Congressional testimony, and in subsequent media reports,
are unaccompanied children that most likely did not experience separation from a parent or
legal guardian at the U.S./Mexico border. These children have been in the U.S. since the end
of 2017, prior to the Administration’s announcement and implementation of the “zero-tolerance policy.” While it is possible that some faced family separation, it is likely not the case
for most of these children.

•

What Does It Mean That the Children Are “Missing”? In 2017, between October and December 2017, HHS/ORR1 tried to contact 1,475 children (out of 7,635 cases) during routine
follow-up calls but could not make contact. These 1,475 children were: (1) “Unaccompanied” - meaning that were referred HHS/ORR for care. After review by HHS/ORR, the 1,475
children were released to family or family friends (“sponsors”) pending immigration removal
proceedings; (2) Living in the U.S. - they were living with sponsors when HHS/ORR attempted to contact them during a safety and well-being check-in call that routinely occurs for all
children 30 days after release. HHS/ORR did not get a response from the sponsors when
they were contacted. In many instances, these children may still be with the contacted sponsor, however, the sponsor did not or was not able to respond to HHS/ORR’s outreach.

•

Why Would a Sponsor/Parent of an Unaccompanied Child Not Respond to ORR? There are
many reasons a sponsor may not respond to ORR. The sponsor may be afraid to respond to
HHS/ORR given fear over his or her immigration status; the sponsor may have changed his
or her phone number or contact information; or, in some cases, the sponsor could be abusing or exploiting a child.

•

What Can We Do to Prevent Further Unaccompanied Children from Being Lost? There are
many important tools that can be used to help keep unaccompanied children safe, such as
increased family reunification services (post-release services and home studies). We know
that when a child is connected with post-release services, HHS/ORR is able to monitor the
safety and location (including address changes) of children much more effectively than for
those children released with no services in place.

•

If These Programs Exist, Why Didn’t They Help the 1,475 “Missing” Children? Unfortunately, due to budgetary constraints, only a limited number of the children (32 %) HHS/ORR
releases from care receive post-release services and home studies.

•

What Can We Do to Better Protect Unaccompanied Children?
o Learn more about Unaccompanied Children
o Encourage Congress to Increase Funding to HHS/ORR for Family Reunification Services
o Support the Existing Protections for Unaccompanied Children in the Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act of 2008
o Support Unaccompanied Children and Their Families in Your Community!
o Become a Foster Parent

•

There Are Numerous Media Reports about the U.S. Government Separating Parents from
Their Children at the Border. Is That True? Yes. On May 23, 2018, the Senate Committee
on the Judiciary, Subcommittee on Border Security and Immigration held a hearing where a
Customs and Border Protection representative testified that from May 6th to May 19th 638
adults traveling with 658 children were prosecuted for improper entry, resulting in separation of these families.

•

What Is Happening to Those Children? They are being sent to HHS/ORR custody, as they are
now being considered “unaccompanied.” To learn more, please see our Backgrounder on
Family Separation.
What Happens to the Parents? The parents are being criminally charged and sent to the
custody of the U.S. Marshals Service or, in some cases, immigrant detention. To learn more,
please see our Backgrounder on Family Separation.

•

•

What Can We Do to Help Separated Families?
o Learn More about Family Separation
o Tell Congress Demand an End to Family Separation
o Prevent DHS from Receiving Funding for This Harmful and Costly Practice
o Propose More Humane Solutions, Such as Alternatives to Detention
o Support Recently Arrived Immigrant Families in Your Community

Endnote
1 The Department of Health and Human Services’ Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) is the entity that
oversees the care and custody of unaccompanied immigrant children after they have been apprehended
by the DHS and before they have been reunited with family pending immigration removal proceedings, if
possible.

