
What is the need?
Unaccompanied immigrant children migrate to the United States for a wide range of reasons including violence in 
their home countries, lack of a caregiver, trafficking, natural disasters, and more.  

Currently, over 30,000 unaccompanied children face deportation in immigration courts across the United States.

Most children have a legal pathway for humanitarian forms of immigration legal relief based on being abused, 
abandoned, or neglected, based on persecution in their home country, or for other reasons.

Generally, immigrants have the right to representation, but they are not entitled to appointed legal counsel or best 
interest advocates in immigration court, and that includes children. 

Almost half of unaccompanied children face deportation alone. 

Immigration law is complex. Seeking legal relief generally involves multiple steps and working with several agencies 
and in different legal systems. Children cannot meaningfully navigate the systems alone.

Without legal services, unaccompanied children become more vulnerable to trafficking, exploitation, and other 
forms of abuse.

What legal services are provided to unaccompanied children?
Unaccompanied children are transferred from ports of entry or other DHS holding facilities to the Office of 
Refugee Resettlement (ORR). ORR is tasked with the safety and care of unaccompanied children as well as 
finding a suitable sponsor for the child, such as a family member or close friend. While detained at ORR, children 
receive legal orientations and legal screenings. Some youth are also provided with attorneys while they are 
detained to represent them in their cases. Skilled legal service providers give trauma-informed and 
child-friendly legal services. They are a critical safeguard to help ensure safety and protection for youth. 
Historically, most youth are released to a sponsor, and youth continue to navigate removal proceedings in their 
communities. Even though most youth have a legal pathway to pursue, many youth do not have a representative 
to help them further. Organizations, including CILA, uplift the need for pro bono representation and encourage 
others to get involved to help fill the gap. 

What difference does representation make? 
Not surprisingly, outcomes for children with representation significantly improve.

Most children appear in immigration court, and data suggests about 95% of children appear with representation. 

Representation increases the efficiency of immigration courts. 

A representative can stand with the youth to explain the process, their rights, and help them navigate removal 
proceedings with humanity, dignity, and their due process rights preserved. 

With representation, immigrant youth have a chance, and without it, the system is nearly impossible to navigate. 

The Children’s Immigration Law Academy (CILA) is a project of the American Bar Association (ABA) Commission 
on Immigration (COI). CILA provides technical assistance, trains new and seasoned attorneys and social 
services staff, creates resources, and hosts working groups. CILA equips advocates with the skills they need to 
work with children, represent clients in court, and work in a complex area of law. CILA is on the frontlines to 
help legal and social services practitioners and pro bono attorneys stay up to date on frequent changes in 
immigration law and policy. We ask that you support CILA and our mission to help more vulnerable youth 
be represented and represented well. 
Times continue to be challenging and unprecedented for immigration law practitioners and organizations. 
Donate to CILA to help ensure our future. 
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