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Agencies scrambling to care for unaccompanied minor migrants
By PATRICIA ZAPOR
Catholic News Service
WASHINGTON (CNS) -- As the
federal government struggles to care
for an unexpected influx of children
caught trying to cross the border
without a parent or guardian, dioceses
and social service agencies where the
minors are passing through are trying
to provide assistance.
A surge in such children being
detained at the border -- more than
48,000 since October, double the
number apprehended in all of the 2012
fiscal year -- has caught governmental and private agencies short of the
resources needed to care for the children, explained participants in a June
10 teleconference. As recently as 2011,
the annual number of unaccompanied
minors was 6,000 or 7,000 a year.
President Barack Obama June 2
designated the Federal Emergency
Management Agency to deal with the
surge as “an urgent humanitarian situation.” The vast majority of the unaccompanied children are from El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala, where
crime and threats by drug cartels and
gangs are rampant.
The flood of youngsters has led to
them being shipped across several
states to temporary shelters set up in
warehouses or other settings while
the Department of Health and Human
Services, which is responsible for their
care through its Office of Refugee Resettlement, makes longer-term arrange-

ments. That can include turning the
children over to the custody of parents
or other relatives in the United States
while the government pursues deportation.
Valleycentral.com, a Brownsville,
Texas-area news outlet, reported June
13 that two Catholic parishes in the
Rio Grande Valley would be gathering
food, clothing, baby supplies and toiletries to offer the young migrants. The
Rio Grande Valley has seen the bulk
of the influx of children who cross the
border without their parents.
Several Tucson, Arizona, news outlets quoted Bishop Gerald F. Kicanas
discussing meetings he was in with
community leaders and municipal and
federal authorities about how to deal
with the thousands of migrants being
moved to Arizona to make room for
the continuing influx in Texas.
Tucson and Phoenix were receiving
busloads of women and children from
Texas daily, he said. Families with
few belongings and no food or money
are dropped off at bus stations with
instructions to show up for future
deportation-related hearings.
South of Tucson, in the border city
of Nogales, unaccompanied minors
were literally being warehoused,
sheltered in a Border Patrol warehouse with no indoor plumbing while
more permanent housing is arranged.
Bishop Kicanas said the Tucson community groups were discussing opening a shelter for the children.
In the June 10 teleconference, Erica

Faults of Faith
I have never claimed to be perfect
and my children know this to be true
first-hand. They see my faults on a daily
basis. They
will call me
out when I
mix up their
sandwiches
while packing
lunches; they
will gripe and
moan because
I’m always
late — often
while sitting
in the garage
waiting for me
— and they, as teenagers, have no problem telling me when I roll through a
stop sign or forget to turn on my signal.
My children know that I have faults;
they see that I’m huma;, but more
importantly, they recognize that I try
my best.
As parents, we are always under the
microscope. Our children model our
behavior, learn from our actions and
even feel what we are feeling. Even
from a very early age, my son would
recognize when I was sad and would
wrap his arms around me at just the
right time. My daughter still to this
day, knows just when to say “I love you
momma.”
Kids are intuitive and the most forgiving. They may point out our faults,
but they also point out the good things
we do. They are in tune with what’s
important to us, which is why modeling our faith is so important.
My children knew how to pray at a
very young age because they watched
me clasp my hands and speak to God.

They know the importance of counting
our blessings because they saw — and
still do see — my entire family hold
hands and say a prayer before each
meal.
Unfortunately, our children also
see when our faith falters. On those
Sunday mornings when we are exhausted from the Saturday track meets
or dance recitals, they notice when I
don’t set the alarm to make it to Mass.
They see when I question God’s actions after tragedies occur or lives are
taken too soon.
Allowing our children to see our
faults can offer us an opportunity to
teach them more about life, love and
faith. It shows them that while people
may disappoint us at times, if we have
faith in who they are and what they
can accomplish, it can empower them
to succeed. It shows them that it is perfectly acceptable to make mistakes as
long as you learn from them and resist
the urge to dwell on the faults and
spiral downward. It also teaches them
that by believing in our faith, we have
a higher power guiding us through the
rough patches.
Even though my children know I’m
riddled with flaws and faults, they
have learned that mom believes in
letting faith take over; mom is human;
mom tries her hardest; and mom will
do her best to guide them in the right
direction — with or without her signal
on.
— Shannon Philpott
Shannon Philpott is a freelance
writer and college journalism instructor, but most of all a mother of
two teens. You can see her work at
www.shannonphilpott.com.
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This handout photo courtesy of the office of U.S. Rep. Henry Cuellar, D-Texas, shows unaccompanied migrant children at a Department of Health and Human Services facility in
south Texas. Many undocumented minors coming across the U.S. border claim they are
escaping gang violence in their home countries.
Dahl-Bredine, country representative
for El Salvador for Catholic Relief Services, said the surge “is a direct result
of the growing desperation we are seeing here in Central America.”
She noted that the U.N. Office of
Drugs and Crime reported that Honduras and El Salvador were among
the five most violent countries in the
world. “In huge areas of the capital
cities and many rural areas, the gangs
are calling the shots,” Dahl-Bredine
said. “There are far more gang members than police officers in El Salvador
and Honduras.”
She told of the 15-year-old son of
the person who cleans her office being
taken off the bus by gang members on
his way home from school and severely
beaten.
“His crime was simply being from a
neighborhood controlled by the rival
gang,” she said. “If he ever rode the bus
through there again, he was told, they
would kill him.”
There’s been some anecdotal reporting that people in Central America are
sending their kids north in the hope
of them getting legal status, because
of an administration program giving
some young adults protection from
deportation. But Leslie E. Velez, senior
protection officer for the U.N. High
Commissioner for Refugees, said in the
teleconference that interviews show
there’s more to it than that.
Last year the UNHCR did lengthy
interviews with more than 400 minor
migrants, asking them about why they
left home and what their experiences
were on the way, she said.
Almost 60 percent said they were
fleeing chronic violence at home, “in
many cases, fleeing for their lives,”
Velez said.

“One 15-year-old girl explained it
to us, to break it down,” she said. In
El Salvador, the girl said, the gang
members take young girls and rape
them. If they don’t agree to become the
“girlfriends” of gang members, “they
put you in a plastic bag,” Velez said the
girl explained.
The panelists at the teleconference,
organized by the Center for American
Progress, said that about half the children -- whose average age is 14 -- are
girls, where in years past nearly all
were boys. Many of the girls are pregnant, from being raped either at home
or on the way to the U.S., said Michelle
Brane, director, of the Migrant Rights
and Justice Program of the Women’s
Refugee Commission.
“They are well aware of how dangerous it is, and that they might die,”
she said. One young migrant told
her agency that she “had to take the
chance. If she stayed home she was
certain to die.”
Dahl-Bredine, who formerly worked
for CRS in its Mexico programs office
in Nogales, Arizona, said most Central
Americans are well aware how dangerous the trip is.
“Almost everyone knows someone
who has made the trip,” she said.
“They know about the so called ‘death
train’ through Mexico, the routine
assaults and kidnappings of migrants,
the rape statistics among women and
girls in transit, the harrowing journey
through the desert.
“But as a grandmother I met recently at a government repatriation
center said when I asked why she
let her 12- and 14-year-old grandsons
attempt the journey, ‘I am terrified to
take them home. The gang just won’t
let them be.’”
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We want to give young adults
something to “chew on,” to think about
when they’re looking for something
more than an on-line horoscope or the

latest star news.
This page offers columns we believe
will interest our young adults. Let us
know.
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