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Children in Transit: Results of Interviewswith Central American
Unaccompanied Minors Encountered in M exico

Executive Summary

While unaccompanied minors are not one of theeltrggroups of migrants
traveling through the Americas, they are amongsintiost vulnerable of migrants. As a
result of their particular vulnerabilities, theydoene victims of some of the most
serious security problems in the region, such asamutrafficking, corruption of public
officials in particular police, gang violence, amther more generalized forms of
violence and crime. Given that the issue of thgration of unaccompanied minor
immigrants has received a lot of attention botlihe United States and Mexico, and
that the population of unaccompanied minors beargex by the detention and removal
system in the United States is very similar to ¢hosnors being detained and served in
Mexico, it is important that knowledge of the cindd, their experiences migrating, and
best practices on the treatment of unaccompaniewrsiishould be shared amongst
concerned professionals and researchers on bak sfdhe border.

Despite the great need, there is very little redeabout this migration flow,
particularly about Central American unaccompanigdoms” experiences in Mexico.
More research is needed to aid state and non-gmesactors in both the United
States and Mexico in developing improved proceddeogsapprehension, detention,
adjudication of immigration claims, and repatriatid-or this reason, we launched a
study of unaccompanied minors experiences migrdtimg Central American to and
through Mexico on their way to the United StatekisTworking paper summarizes
findings from a series of interviews conducted with detained and non-detained
unaccompanied minors encountered in Mexico. The li®ghat increased knowledge of

this migration flow will assist policy makers inetliegion improve policies for the care,
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detention, and repatriation of unaccompanied minass well as develop effective

preventative practices.

Some of the major findings from our interviews witimaccompanied children

encountered in Mexico are listed below.

The majority of unaccompanied children encounterethe study had strong
social networks in the United States, with 83% répg having family or close
friends in the United States.

Only 17% had parents presiding in the U.S., despégerception that increases
in this migration flow are due to the desire foun#ication with parents
separated from their children through migration.

Adolescent migrants differ than adults in the weywhich they make decisions
and evaluate risk. More research is needed to rbaitederstand the
psychological factors influencing unaccompaniediesitents choice to migrate
and their experiences during the process.

While poverty and perceived lack of employment oppdgties are strong
motivators of adolescent migration, hope or ambifiar a better future is often
the driving factor.

According to the children’s accounts, they seenb@éomaking the decision to
migrate largely on their own with very little corisdion with family members,
although a smaller segment of the population ddreconsulting their parents.
Many of the children had heard accounts of thesrekd dangers of the journey
north; however, many did not have detailed knowéedd how to make the
journey and often embarked on the trip with vettyelipreparation and funds.
Very few children in our sample had hired a smuggBiven that the majority

of our sample was detained, this suggests that ddaexiederal immigration
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enforcement efforts may not be as effective ate@mpgnding migrants traveling
with smugglers.

During this study, we encountered very few Salvadamaccompanied minors.
Moreover, the number of Salvadoran minors (both oagmanied and
unaccompanied) apprehended by Mexican authorgiesnsiderably lower than
the proportion of Salvadoran unaccompanied childveimg apprehended and
detained in the United States, which suggests thay may have more
sophisticated migration methods and routes thatvalhem to more effectively
evade Mexican authorities.

There was great variation in demographic and squiafiles between children
belonging to the two principal nationalities remmet®d in our sample—
Guatemalan and Honduran. For instance, we encathter very small
percentage of Honduran girls, whereas Guatemalds gimost equaled their
male counterparts. Most likely as a result of tHifference in the gender
breakdown, the average age of the Guatemalan ietezes was fifteen,
whereas the average age of Honduran children ieteed was seventeen (girls
overall had an average age of 15). Honduran childrere also less likely than
the Guatemalans to have been studying immediatety po migration and
Hondurans were more likely to have financed therrjey through savings.
Hondurans were also more likely to report argumentshysical confrontations
in their household and more were likely to saye¢heere public safety problems
in their community.

Recidivism was low amongst the population intengdywhich might be due to
an initial, unrealistic evaluation of the difficids of the journey and a shattering

of these false impressions through personal expezie
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While most children interviewed reported that tmere migrating for economic
reasons, it is likely that other factors influenctteir perception of their
opportunities in both their community of origin atieeir destination country--
factors that may have influenced their decisiommigrate. For instance, it is
likely not a coincidence that the vast majoritycbfldren interviewed had family
members in the United States, as it probably ingzhtiheir assessment of the
probability of successful integration.

Very few children had family members residing in¥®, which may have
implications for immigration and detention policy.

Most of the children interviewed stated that theyuld return to their family
home if repatriated. Of the few that feared retugnio their community, most
were worried about parental anger at having midraté&hout informing the
parents beforehand, distress at the loss of fusma$,embarrassment at having
failed. A small percentage of children stated thaty would not return to their
home, and more research is needed to better uaddrsthat happens to this
subset of repatriated children.

Very few children under twelve were encounteredrduthe study. Of the four
children under twelve interviewed, only one wagsodnte to the United States
and had been abandoned by his smuggler. The ditesr thildren were brought
to the attention of immigration officials essertiathrough child protection
vehicles (the children were either victims of dotieesiolence or had been

abandoned).

Background

Every year, thousands and thousands of childreseparated from their parents

or primary caregivers and embark on transnationgration alone throughout the
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globe. The United Nations High Commissioner on §e&s categorizes these migrants
as unaccompanied children: persons under 18 whe baen separated from both
parents and are not being cared for by an adult tWadtaw or by custom, is responsible
to do so (UNHCR 1997, 5). Historically, the majgriof unaccompanied children
migrated to developed countries through resettlérpesgrams (Bhabha and Schmidt
2006). In the last few decades, however, this hhanged, as thousands of
unaccompanied children migrate alone outside ddttiesnent programs due to various
reasons including war, famine, poverty, domestiasab or for family reunification.
Accurate estimates of the number of unaccompariddren migrating do not exist;
however, the United Nations High Commissioner fefugees has collected data from
28 countries on asylum seekers. In 2003, they fothad 12,800 unaccompanied
children sought asylum in these 28 countries (fmencent of all asylum seekers in the
data collected), which does not include importaestithation countries such as the
United States, Canada, Australia, France, and. fdlys, it is likely that the number of
unaccompanied children seeking asylum worldwidenisch higher, and the overall
number of unaccompanied child migrants yet eveatgrgfUNHCR 2004).

Every year, tens of thousands of unaccompaniediremilarrive in the United
States—the majority of who are from Latin Americardaare apprehended by U.S.
immigration authorities (Thompson 2008, 7; Hadda0?2, 5). Most of these children
arrive at U.S. points of entry or are apprehendedgthe U.S. Mexico border. In 2006,
U.S. authorities apprehended 101,952 immigrant rsirfib is not clear how many of
them were unaccompanied), most of who were Mexiagionals and were voluntarily
repatriated as per bi-national agreements betweeblhited States and Mexico (Haddal
2007, 2). Approximately 7,000 to 8,000 of the umempanied minors that are

apprehended by U.S. authorities every year (tylyidabse not eligible for voluntary
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repatriation) are placed into immigration removabgeedings and detention with the
Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR)—the U.S. faldagency responsible for the
care and custody of unaccompanied children, whiieirtimmigration removal
proceeding is pending (Haddal 2007, 2). The vagorita of the children detained by
ORR, approximately 90 percent, are nationals of oh¢hree countries: Guatemala,
Honduras, or El Salvador (U.S. Department of Heaitth Human Services). As the map
below shows, most of these children are apprehendadthe U.S.-Mexico border; and,
thus, it is likely that most have just arrived aiteossing through Mexico.
Figurel

Unaccompanied Alien Children Apprehensionsin Fiscal Year 2007
Based on DHS Field Office Referral
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While thousands of Central American unaccompani@tbra are apprehended
in the United States and many others are livingetexted within the U.S. borders,
many children who embark on the gruelling journegni their homes in Central
America never make it to the United States, hatiegn apprehended in Mexico by law
enforcement and immigration authorities. Accordiogstatistics maintained by the
Mexican National Institute of Migration (INM for imitials in Spanish), in 2008 they

repatriated 5,204 unaccompanied children, who soqgprisingly, were nationals of the
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same three Central American nations representéteipopulation of children detained
by the ORR.

Some children are brought to the United Statesnwgglers who have charged
large sums for their transport or traffickers whend to exploit them. At times,
smugglers hold migrants hostage in an effort tmmxadditional money from their
families; if these attempts fail, the smugglers naagndon the child migrants, even if
they are very young. Unaccompanied children withldast economic resources—those
who cannot afford the ever escalating smuggleesfemake the perilous journey over
land placing themselves in danger of exploitatioshbery, sexual assault, hunger,
physical injury (particular as a result of riding ¢op of trains), and other criminal
victimization (Johnson 2008, 1; Belen, Posada dggréte 2009, 9). According to a
report of the National Human Rights Commission iexi¢éo (CNDH for its initials in
Spanish), in a six-month period of time, they reagisd 9,758 kidnappings of migrants
traveling through Mexico; and in 5,723 of theseesasmugglers were the perpetrators
of the kidnapping (CNDH 2009, 12, 16). Thirty pertef the migrants interviewed for
the CNDH study reported the presence of minors @stothe victims of the
kidnappings (CNDH 2009, 18). While all migrants pilmemselves at risk when
migrating north from Central America to the Unitgthtes, unaccompanied children are
particularly vulnerable to sexual violence, forcidbor, and exploitation and abuse
(Bhabha and Crock, 20).

We embarked on a study of Central American unaceomep children’s
experience in Mexico because, as described abbeepdpulation of unaccompanied
minors detained in the United States (for more thdprief period before voluntarily
repatriating as in the case of Mexican migrantsydsy similar to the population of

unaccompanied child migrants detained in Mexico.rédwer, while unaccompanied
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minors are not one of the largest groups of migrdrgveling through the Americas,
they are quite possibly the most vulnerable grotipn@rants in the Americas, and
indeed throughout the globe. Increasing knowledfethe population of Central
American unaccompanied minors in Mexico hopefullyl ioster more bi-national
sharing of research and best practices, thus lgadithe development of more effective
and informed proposals for reform of the treatmehthis population by U.S. and
Mexican authorities.
Resear ch Design

The observations and conclusions described in fghjger are based on data
collected from September 2007 to June 2008. Thearel plan for the study included
four components: legal research, a literature amdogical review, interviews with
stakeholders and migration experts, and structunésiviews with unaccompanied
minors. The legal research component incorporatadveew and analysis of both
Mexican and international legal frameworks govegrtine treatment of unaccompanied
minors. For the second component of the projectcareducted a review of legal and
social science literature on Central American migrain Mexico, and in particular on
the topic of unaccompanied minors. We also conduetgeview of three important
newspapers in the countryea Jornada, La Reforma, and El Universadbetween
January 1, 2005 and June 30, 2009, searching fmear about Central American
migration, human rights of migrants, unaccompamadors, and Mexican law and
policy on detention, deportation, and migrationriDg this stage of the project, we also
reviewed administrative statistics on detention eemdoval/repatriation and interviewed
representatives of governmental agencies, non-gowvamt organizations, academia,
and international organizations involved in the raigpn field. In total, we interviewed

25 stakeholders.



CEPI WORKING PAPER

While we employed a multi-pronged approach tor#search, the objective of
this paper is to present the findings from the tto@nd final component of the study,
structured interviews with 77 unaccompanied mirioFs. conduct these interviews, we
used an interview instrument that included questimn demographics of the
population, their home and family life, their emyloent prior to migration, their
education, motivations for migrating, and their matgpn history and experience. A
draft of the instrument was submitted to the INM #pproval, at which time the
instrument was cut in length and the number of tmes reduced.

The majority of the interviews, fifty-three, wererducted with children detained
in the INM detention centerétacion migratoriaor migration station) in Tapachula,
Chiapas. The others were conducted at the railnagks in Lecheria in the state of
Mexico and in a public (DIF) shelter and privatertanitarian shelters in the state of
Chiapas We decided to conduct interviews in the detentienter and DIF shelter in
Tapachula because according to government officiats stakeholders interviewed all
Central American minors are eventually transfertedTapachula, no matter which
migratory path they took or where they were appnekd in the country, from where
they are repatriated to Central America by lande Tain tracks in Lecheria was also
chosen because various train lines coming fronSiliethern part of Mexico meet, and

therefore, the population encountered there haghtakrious routes north.

1 80 interviews were conducted but we decided toigkite three of the surveys from analysis because
during the interview process we discovered thattiikl could not be classified as an unaccompanied
minor, using the UNHCR definition of an unaccomgah¢hild, which is a person “under the age of 18,
unless, under the law applicable to the child, miyjds, attained earlier and who is separated fomth
parents and is not being cared for by an adult lbshaw or custom has responsibility to do s@ffice of
the High Commissioner for Refugees, Guidelinesdities and Practices in dealing with
Unaccompanied Children Seeking Asyjirabruary 1997. While the number of interviews veaslow
to generate statistically significant findings, firelings are nevertheless relevant as a portfaine
group of unaccompanied children encountered in btexi

The national child welfare agency, Sistema Naci®tah el Desarrollo Integral de la Familia (SNDIF),
in collaboration with their state counterparts, emishteragency agreements, are responsible for the
detention of children under 12, thus all of thedgin interviewed in the DIF shelter (public) were
detained. The children interviewed in private sirsltypically were not detained but receiving sesiof
either a religious or humanitarian organization.
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The interview sample was not necessarily reprasgat of the overall
population of unaccompanied children migrating tigio Mexico, because we did not
have access to migrants traveling with smuggleet there not apprehended by
Mexican authorities. For the most part, interviewsre conducted in two main
locations, the railway tracks and the detentiontexsn Migrants traveling by train tend
to be the least resourced and thus unable to lineuggler. Merely six children in total,
all of whom were detained at the time of the in@m hired a smuggler to help them
migrate. Given news reports and reports of humaarteorganizations working in the
field of migration and trafficking in Mexico and &hauthors own observations while
conducting fieldwork, this number seems low. Thisggests that the Mexican
authorities immigration enforcement efforts are nwcessarily targeted at the
population migrating with the assistance of a snrmg@r at the very least, are not very
effective with respect to these migratory routesleled, most of the children who spoke
of their arrest were detained either on the traansthe tracks awaiting arrival of a train,
or while traveling on a bus, rather than through-amuggling operations. In sum, the
population interviewed does not necessarily reprtegbe overall population of
unaccompanied children migrating from Central Amerthrough Mexico, but more
closely represents (although our sample is noissitatlly significant) the detained
population and those traveling by train (Lecheriaterviews).

Demographic and Social Profile of the Children

Overview

According to official statistics of the Nationalifation Institute (INM for its
initials in Spanish), 5,983 minors (accompanied am@ccompanied) were repatriated in
2007 from Mexico, approximately 72% of who werevaling unaccompanied by a

parent or guardian. Approximately 48 percent of clildren repatriated were of

10
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Guatemalan origin, 37 percent were Honduran, angetéent were SalvadorarOnly
one Nicaraguan child was repatriated in this tinreeiqal. Of all children repatriated,
approximately 24 percent were girls and 16 pereene under 12 years ofdn 2007,
the INM did not disaggregate the data of childremdar 12 by accompanied or
unaccompanied status. For the year 2009, howeéhetNM made available statistics of
numbers of returned children under 12 that werececmapanied; of 743 detained
children, 117 were unaccompanied (INM 2009, 78)fddannately, the INM do not
disaggregate the data of children 12 and over wlaaaccompanied.

Similar to the official detained and repatriatednon statistics, of the 77
interviews analyzed for this project, 23 percentevemale and 77 percent were ntale.
Besides for this indicator, however, the demograjidicators for the interview sample
differed from the total population of children répated by the INM. Below we have
included more specific findings on the demograpnd social profile of the children
interviewed.

Nationality

Merely 33 percent of the interviewees were Guatamadpproximately 60 percent
Honduran, and 8 percent Salvadoran. Of the sanfetained children only, however,
approximately 40 percent was Guatemalan. The déifiee in the demographic
breakdown of both samples could be due to the tfadt the INM or other Mexican
authorities had not apprehended approximately 2@epé of the population interviewed
(rather they were interviewed at the train trackssbelters). In other words, the

populations migrating and the populations apprebdnday differ. Or, the difference

3 When rounded to the nearest whole number, theuatalhigher than 100 percent.
4 Data retrieved dtttp://www.inm.gob.mx/estadisticas/2007/rechazo$.omhMarch 182010.
®In 2007, 23.6% of children repatriated were femBlata retrieved at

http://www.inm.gob.mx/estadisticas/2007/rechazos.omhMarch 18, 2010. In a report of Central
American unaccompanied adolescents encountere@xichlin detention and in countries of origin upon

repatriation prepared by the Catholic Relief Saxsjahey found similar findings, (CRS 2010, 4)

11
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could be a result of the fact that almost 20 pedroérhe interviews were conducted at
the railroad tracks in Lecheria, where we encoedtea disproportionately high

percentage of Honduran migrants. Given that thergsioof migrants—those who

cannot afford the assistance of a smuggler and atvémes the price of a bus ticket to
the northern Mexican border—tend to travel by tratins no surprise that Hondurans
are disproportionately represented in the samplehilfiren interviewed at railroad

tracks because they are amongst the poorest ofitirant populations. Indeed, a larger
percentage of Honduran children stated that theyewmancing the trip through

personal savings as opposed to the Guatemalansvesgomore likely to have received
the funds from a family member.

The theory described above—that the Mexican autbesrare not apprehending
unaccompanied minors that travel with a smuggleasafrequent a rate as the total
population of unaccompanied minors—is supportedhgy relatively low number of
Salvadoran children in the interview cohort. In théS., according to statistics of the
Office of Refugee Resettlement, the agency resptangor the care and custody of
unaccompanied minors in the U.S., 27 percent welga8oran in 2007 and most
children are apprehended crossing the U.S.-Mexardes’ In our sample, only six of
the 77 interviewees were Salvadoran. AccordingN®,| merely 17 percent of the
children detained (which includes unaccompanied aswbmpanied minors, and were
this data to be disaggregated might be much lowere of Salvadoran nationality.
Thus, it seems that Salvadoran unaccompanied ehildre arriving in the U.S. at
higher rates than they are being apprehended iniddeAccording to stakeholders
interviewed, Salvadorans tend to have the mostistigdited migration routes, and their

communities in the U.S. tend to have slightly m@sources then their Guatemalan and

! U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, @fficRefugee Resettlement, Division of
Unaccompanied Children’s Services, “Fiscal Year’”200C Summary Statistics,” provided to the
author by email on March 27, 2008.

12
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Honduran counterparts (in 2007, 21.4% of Honduiard 19% of Guatemalans living
in the U.S. are living in poverty, versus 14.6%Saflvadorans) (Pew Hispanic Center).
It is possible that the number of Salvadorans emtsvad during our research was low
because they tend to travel with smugglers who gena effectively avoid Mexican
authorities.
Gender
Our sample seems to match the gender breakdowrheoftdtal population

repatriated. According to INM, 24 percent of theldten repatriated were female and
23 percent of our population interviewed was femalhile a little more than 23
percent of the interview sample was female, whendédia is disaggregated by country
of origin, there is significant variation amongkettop two countries of origin. Forty
four percent of the Guatemalan children were femaleereas, merely 6.5 percent of
the Honduran children were female. When intervigwiear the railroad tracks, where
the vast majority of children encountered were Hoad, we did not encounter any
female children, which might partially explain tt@v level of Honduran girls. Some
migrants reported that some females were waitingtlie trains in more isolated
locations at a distance from where most of the owmgregated (most likely as a safety
precaution), although it is unclear whether thiduded females less than 18 years of
age. In fact, as the train would arrive, we dideslie some women suddenly appearing
to jump onto the train. However, when we disaggiegjséhe data and analyzed only the
detained children cohort, the percentage of femaliels not dramatically change.
Approximately 46 percent of the detained Guatenwmlamd 10 percent of the

Hondurans were femafe.

®In the CRS study they found, contrary to our firgdinthat 20 percent of the Guatemalans interviewed
were female and 23 percent of the Hondurans.ubéear why the percentage of Guatemalan girls was
so high in our sample and the Honduran so lowphuinterview locations were different in the two
studies that could account for this difference.cAlheir sample in general includes many more

13
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Age

The average age of the interview sample was appetely 16 years old. The
female interviewees, however, were on average appately one year younger than
the males (15 years old). The average age of thdreh varied also by nationality.
Salvadorans were the youngest, 13 years on avehnagesver, because the sample of
Salvadoran children was so small (6 children) arahynof the Salvadoran children
wound up in detention because of unique circumstasuch as the children who were
turned into child protection authorities becausealfise and/or neglect), this data has
little meaning. Of the two principal nationalitieGuatemalans were younger with an
average age of approximately 15 years old and Hamduon average were approaching
17 years old, although this difference may be eelato the difference in gender
breakdown by nationality (44 percent of Guatemalatesviewed were female).

In addition, only four children interviewed werader the age of 12, and those
that were interviewed could not respond to allnvitav questions due to their capacity
to understand the questions. This number is vemydat seems consistent with what
little statistical data we have of unaccompaniechars under 12. For instance,
according to the Mexican national child welfare ragye(DIF for its initials in Spanish),
which is responsible for the detention of all creld under 12 under an interagency
agreement with INM, of 371 children served in theigpas DIF shelter in 2006, only
127 were under 12. In this same year, 8,120 mimgne repatriated from Chiapas
(CNDH (child migration) 2009, 94). As described abpin 2009, of the 743 children
under 12 in custody of federal authorities for irgration violations glojadog, merely

117 were unaccompanied (INM 2009, 78). Thus it seéme majority of the sixteen

Salvadoran children, because their interview lecetiincluded two shelters for repatriated childre&l
Salvador (a little over 20% of the children werteimiewed in these two locations) (CRS 2010, 21-23)

14
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percent of repatriated children that were undem&2e migrating accompanied by a
parent or guardian.

Language, Education, and Literacy

The vast majority of children spoke only Spanislhough approximately five
percent spoke some English and twelve percent sBplmish as well as some other
local language (mostly Guatemalans who speak indige languages and a small
number of Garifuna children from Honduras). A largercentage of the children
detained at the Migration Center in Tapachula sppod@enous languages, 17 percent,
but this higher percentage most probably refldugslarger proportion of Guatemalans
detained in this location. Almost 77 percent of thddren were literate and another 18
percent stated that they could read and writdla hit. The literacy rates of our sample
closely match national averages of the principaintoes of origin: Guatemala 69.1%,
Honduras 80%, and El Salvador 80.2%ost children have at least a minimal level of
schooling, with average years of education of 5.6Bhe majority of children
interviewed had completed primary school. Merehgéhchildren never went to school.
The average number of years of education was bfligigher than the average levels of
the poorest populations of the principal countagsrigins of the children interviewed.
The level of education of the bottom 20% of the ydapon 15 to 24 years of age in
Guatemala in 2004 was approximately 3.5 and in Hoagl4.5 (USAID, 9). Despite the
fact that the children we interviewed were probadmyongst the poorest of the overall
population of migrants in transit through Mexicovem the data on levels of education
and literacy, it seems that these children may aibtbe coming from the poorest

communities in their respective nations.

" Data retrieved from U.S. Central Intelligence Aggrniche World Factbogk
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worfdetbook/fields/2103.htmketrieved on March 10.

8 The CRS study also found that most respondentgein $study sample had completed elementary school
through grade 6 (CRS 2010, 24).
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Living situation and principal activities prior migration

The majority of the children interviewed (65 parfdived with one or both of
their parents prior to migrating. Those that did tee with their parents lived with
grandparents in a household that may have includbdr family members as well.
Many of the children who lived with grandparentsl leme or both parents in the U.S.;
however, many were living with grandparents becahsd parents were no longer
alive, sick, or merely did not have the resourcesare for them. The great majority of
the children had already entered the labor forga po migration. Sixty-two percent of
the children reported that their main activity prto migration was work, while nine
percent worked as well as studied, and almost theeeent had worked in the past and
was seeking new employment at the time of migratidm average, Hondurans seem to
have the largest percentage of children who wogkeat to migration, with 72 percent
reporting their principal activity to be work ankirteen percent work and study, as
compared to 52 percent of Guatemalans with a graactivity of work and 4 percent
work and study. Of the overall interviewee samplthvprior employment, 46 percent
did so in the agricultural sector, 22 percent ie ithformal work sector (e.g. car
washing, selling clothing on the street, etc.)p&rcent in construction, and 11 percent
in trades (such as plumber, electrician, and caeperOnly one person worked in the
recreation sector (bars, restaurants, etc.) anég®maedomestic worker.

Migration History and Experience

The Decision to Migrate and Preparation

The vast majority of interviewees reported thatytinegrated directly from their
community of origin and that at the time of theemniew and/or their detention, they
had been in transit to the United States. Sevembygercent of interviewees lived in

their last residence prior to migration since bimother 24 percent lived in their last
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residence for at least one year or more. Whilerséehildren reported having migrated
internally within their country of origin for a stoperiod of time prior to their most

recent migration, these stories were uncommon. dtilren’s responses seem to
indicate that rarely had it occurred to them to entw another city within their country

of origin to look for employment; rather, theirdirinstinct or solution to their economic
challenges seems to be to migrate to the UniteteésSta, to a lesser extent, Mexico.

Eight-eight percent of the children stated that theited States was their
destination country, while merely nine children tarelve percent stated that their
destination was Mexico. Of these nine children, tlddren stated that they planned to
work in Mexico for some time to save money befomgbarking on the journey to the
United States.

Often, according to the children’s account of tracision-making process, it
seems that the adolescents are making independeisiahs to migrate, based on their
own assessment of their options and what they perd¢e be in their interests. Most
children, 68 percent of the interviewee sampleda that the decision to migrate was
made on their own without the assistance of otharilfy members. Merely 32 percent
stated that they consulted their parents; andaxfeltases, only a handful indicated that
the parents put pressure on the child or was theacipal decision maker.
Approximately 16 percent of those that made thest®t alone stated that they did not
even inform their parents of their decision to ratgt Some of these children stated that
they did not want to anger or cause worry to tpanents. They also articulated concern
that their parents would have stopped them fromraiigg had they known of their
children’s plans. Some of these children also esqwd fear of returning to their home
upon repatriation, because they will have to deith warental anger at their having

migrated without advising the parents.
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When speaking with the children about their thoygiocesses prior to traveling
to Mexico, they often discussed their concerns @esire to construct a better future.
However, we often observed that their decision mgkprocess was hurried, lack
planning and forethought, and undervalued the ri&k$imes, peers also influenced the
children’s decision. For instance, one child rededrhis decision-making process. He
stated that on the day prior to migrating, he wtsg in his home watching television
when a friend stopped by. His friend proposed to thiat they try to make the journey
to the United States, the interviewee agreed, hatviery same day they embarked on
their journey to the United States. They left tHeames without clothing and without
money. They hitchhiked much of the journey, andhtivere arrested on the train line in
Veracruz. Unfortunately, this story was not unigMeny children interviewed put little
preparation into planning their trip, often assugninat they would figure it out as they
went along, and they traveled with little finandiesources.

Fifty three per cent, at the very least, soughiicadof others prior to traveling.
Most commonly, this information came from friend$9 (percent), but at least 15
children (39 percent) received it from a family m@n By and large, the friends and
family informed the children that the journey woldd very dangerous, and counseled
them that they should be very careful and not traxth very much money. About a
quarter of those who received guidance were alsenginformation about how to
migrate, including routes and means of transpoxstVbf this advice, however, was
given in very general terms. For instance, manidoém were told that the journey was
dangerous but without description of the specifiogers and how to avoid them. While
most children had heard that migration through Mexcarried risks, most of the

children who spoke of these risks felt they perfignaould not be affected by these

o According to the CRS study, more than 50% of thidodn they interviewed were traveling with $100
or less when they began their journey (CRS 31).
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dangers. This attitude we observed in the adolésdgrronsistent with the literature on
adolescent development that adolescents tend ® aalifferent attitude towards risk
than adults, in particular that adolescents tendisoount the future more and weigh
more heavily short-term consequences, and that d@ineyless focused than adults on
protecting themselves from losses or harm than gporunities for gains in making

choices (Scott 1995, 230). Research also shows atalescents may experience
differences from adults in the perception of riskéjch may be due to differences in
information access and different temporal perspest{Scott 1995, 232-235).

Almost half of the children interviewed gather&d financial resources to travel
through personal savings, although as many of themted out, they did not travel
with very much money. Another 44 percent of thddren received money from family
members who either gifted or lent them the fundéeWthis data is disaggregated by
nationality, we see much variation in the sourcéuofls. Approximately 24 percent of
the Guatemalan children versus 63 percent of theddi@ans made the journey with
savings; while 33 percent of the Hondurans andesZgmt of the Guatemalans migrated
with money either lent or given to them by a fanmhember. Several children also
worked for short periods of time in Mexico in orderhelp cover the costs of migration.

Surprisingly, merely six of the 77 interviews arad mentioned hiring a
smuggler; also known as @&dyoté or “pollero” All of the children who had hired a
smuggler had family members in the United States. dlditional five children
mentioned that while they had yet to hire a smuggiey would do so once they arrive
at the northern U.S.-Mexico border. All the childréhat paid a smuggler were
interviewed while in detention, most probably bessmwchildren and other migrants

traveling by train or residing in shelters are tghly attempting to migrate without the
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assistance of a smuggler, although they may benpigrto hire a smuggler once they
arrive at the northern border.

Many of the female children, versus the male iwnévees, modified their
behavior and choices with regards to migration tame reports of the risks. Many
girls, for instance, discussed their fears of tliageby train, and some even expressed
fears of sexual assault as influencing their denisiot to take the train route. The girls
often chose to travel by bus, which they percem®the safer route. In fact, most of the
girls interviewed at the detention center were appnded while traveling on a bus
towards the northern parts of Mexico. A few maldldten, similar to the girls,
expressed fear of riding the train, but typicallystfear was a result of a personal
experience rather than based on common knowleddbeohazards (as was the case
with many of the female interviewees). The mosterxe example was one child who
was petrified of taking the train because his beotiad had a fatal accident on the train
few years prior to his migration.

Recidivism

The vast majority of children (78 percent), at time of interview, stated that
there were migrating for the first time and had erelefore attempted the voyade.
When disaggregating the sample by detained stHiaspercentage of first attempt at
migration increases to 86 percent. This differeinceesult for the detained subgroup is
possibly due to the fact that first-time migrants anore likely to be apprehended. Of
the seventeen children that had migrated or atednpd migrate in the past, thirteen
spoke of a prior deportation—seven had been dapdrten Mexico and six from the

United States.

10 Similarly, the CRS research study found the majasftchildren were migrating for the first time
(CRS 2010, 4).
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Despite common perceptions that the process oftrmapan is typically
followed immediately by a subsequent attempt atratign, recidivism amongst our
sample was relatively low. Moreover, in the intews, many children informed us that
they did not think they would attempt the journggim. As one child explained, “l was
dirty, at times | did not eat, and the train offiisi rob you of your money. In Tennosique
delinquents assaulted me and robbed me of evegythiad.” Because of the suffering
he experienced, he said that he would not try tgraté again. While most children are
informed of the dangers and difficulties of migoatithrough their social networks,
many did not think that these challenges would caffthem until they personally
experience them. Four children reported that tigeviles so much more difficult than
they anticipated that they preferred to turn thdweseinto immigration authorities to be
repatriated, rather than continue on their jourriggne of these four children were
victim to any egregious crime or human rights Miola. Mostly, they discussed the
difficulties of walking, being robbed, and subseaflyehaving to travel with little or no
money. In other words, the journey was simply muebre difficult than they had
imagined. Common to almost all of the children wdexlared that they would try to
migrate again after repatriation is that they lbcknanaged to avoid the challenges of
the journey and had had a relatively easy time.iRstance, one child who stated he
would attempt the journey again explained that idendt have any trouble during the
journey, he walked for merely 12 hours, and nobatlympted to extort or rob him.

Factors influencing decision to migrate

In general, most children stated that they wereratigg in seek of work. In
response to a question about their motivation fagrating, 26 percent stated to work
and send money to their family, 21 percent saiggbmoney, and another 23 percent

stated to work and get aheahlfr adelantd. Another 10 percent said that they were
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migrating because they wanted to get to know th@ednStates. Merely 12 percent
stated that they were migrating to reunify with fgnmembers in the U.S. (despite 83
percent reporting family members in the U3 .JThree children reported that a situation
of domestic violence in the home led to the migmtiand two children cited public
safety problems in their community as the motivatfo

Often, children have multiple and overlapping resséor migrating, some of
which they may not even be aware. While it is int@ot to note their direct responses
regarding their motivation for migration, to undersd more fully and holistically their
possible reasons for migration, it is also impadrtén analyze their answers in the
context of their responses to a range of questiBmisinstance, the fact that 83 percent
had family members in the United States most likelijuenced their decision to
migrate in that the option of migration and empl@yin the United States seemed
more easily attainable. Indeed, many of these dldwhile their motivations for
migrating may have been economic, had plans toiteewith their family members in
the United States. Seventeen percent said thathheyat least one parent in the United
States, and while some of these children statetdtiley were migrating for economic
reasons, the presence of one or both of their panethe United States most likely had
a significant impact. Some of these children stabed their parent was not even aware
that they were going to the United States and aggiek reservation about reunification
with their estranged parent, while others werergleanthusiastic about the prospect of

seeing their parent.

1 This finding is consistent with a detention studyducted by the Regional Conference on Migration,
entitled the Mexico- Canada Joint Study on Migi@htldren in the Region, published in October 2002
(RCM).

12 The crs study found 59 percent were migratingearch of employment and 21 percent for family
reunification, whereas in our sample 70 percentigesl employment or economic motivations and
merely 12 percent for family reunification. It isgsible this difference is due to the consider&diger
percentage of Salvadorans in the CRS interview aemm the fact that Salvadorans in the CRS sample
were more likely to be migrating to reunite withmidy than the other nationalities, which is not
surprising given the large number of SalvadorarteénU.S. (CRS 2010, 4).
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Interviewers also asked a series of questions degahome and community life
in effort to develop a better understanding of destthat may have influenced the
decision to migrate. For instance, issues of pubdifety and gang violence often are
discussed in the literature on unaccompanied @rildrs a push factor in migration of
Central American unaccompanied minors (Bhabha artum&it 2006, 20-22; CRS
2010, 18). Less than half of the children, 44 peticstated that their communities had
problems of safety. Of these 32 children, 69 pdreaid that the security issue caused
them fear. However, 64 percent of the children wbported safety issues in their
community of origin stated that they have not bedfected by this problem. Ten
children reported having been affected by the viode either generalized violence (four
children) or gang (six children), but only two crg&én mentioned public safety and
violence as their principal reason for migratingisl also important to note that there
was great variation in responses about public walfst country of origin, with
Guatemalan children stating in only 21 percent led interviews that there were
problems of insecurity in their community of origim contrast to the 55 percent of
Hondurans who responded that there were problenmseurity in their community.

Domestic or family violence has also been cited psish factor in the migration
of unaccompanied children (Bhabha and Schmidt 2006 CRS 2010, 18). As stated
above, three children declared that domestic videmnwas the cause of their
migration2®n one of these cases, the father of the child iwaslved with a gang, in
another case an alcoholic brother was abusivedaartbther who was ill with cancer,
and in the third case the child witnessed the atapf murder the natural father. While

not necessarily the primary motivation for migratias described in more detail below,

Bwe only interviewed the children one time and this possible that they did not reveal problems of
domestic violence because they needed more tifeztcomfortable. The children, however, were not
asked directly whether they are victims of domegittence. Rather, we asked a series of questibosta
whether there were any fights or arguments in theirsehold.
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at least two or three of the young children dethwere victims of domestic violence. It
is also important to note that additional childreay have felt uncomfortable in our
short time with them to discuss sensitive and gty embarrassing issues such as
domestic violence.

While domestic violence may have not been citedablarge number of the
children as their principal reason for leaving thmuntry, most likely the presence of
violence or abuse in the home environment had dorpact on the child’s perception
of the benefits of staying in his or her commurityd the quality of his or her life prior
to migration. Almost 14 percent of the childrereiniewed mentioned use of alcohol or
drugs in the household. But of those, only two segro involve serious abuse and
problems associated with alcohol or drugs, whiclyhhihave affected the child’s
decision to migrate. Approximately 20 percent memd that there were fights or
arguments in the family, although it seems thay ¥ew involved serious problems of
domestic violence directly involving the child gsposed to verbal arguments between
family members and violence between family membieisg outside the immediate
household. Guatemalan children were less likelyeort family problems—only 8
percent reported family arguments or fights, in panson to 23 percent of Honduran
children. Almost 29 percent of those that resporttlatithere were fights in their family
stated that the fights were between the fathertia@another, 14 percent said the fights
were between the interviewee and his or her params 29 percent stated that they
were between the child migrant and other membetiseofamily.

While domestic violence may not have cited as thacppal motivation for
migration, in more than a quarter of the interviette child discussed some difficulty
in their home life that may have influenced the icedo migrate, even though they

stated the primary reason was economic. Some dfiffieulties or instabilities in the
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household discussed by the children were illnesshén family, aging grandparents
inability to continue working, or one or both oktparents may have passed away or are
in the United States.

Problems of health within the family unit seemedbe a more common issue
amongst the interviewees than substance abuseanestic violence, with 33 percent
of interviewees indicating some sort of health peabin the family prior to migration,
although the severity of the health issue variezhtly. In at least four cases, the health
issue was severe and contributed to the child’Bel&s help the family financially. One
of these children had a mother with heart probleamgther had both a mother and
sister who were about to undergo surgery, a thmtt’s mother had cancer, and the
fourth child’s mother had diabetes which got sevemeugh that she could no longer
work. Many children who lived with their grandpatenprior to migrating also
discussed how their grandparent was no longer @blwork due to their age. It is
possible that this situation led to the childrealifeg compelled to earn an income to
help support themselves and/or their family, ewvenases where the ill family member
was not supportive of the decision to migrate.

Repatriation

The vast majority of the children interviewed (%rgent) planned to return to their
families and residence in their country of origiamd when they are repatriated. A little
less than six percent said they would return t@m® and a little more than one percent
insisted that they would not go back to their counf origin (it is likely that this group
plans to reattempt migration after repatriated).tl@ approximately 21 percent stated
that they feared going home; only three interviesveted that they feared gangs or
violence in their community. Six children fearewlpiems with their family, four of

whom said their parents would be angry with themhiaving migrated. Another three

25



CEPI WORKING PAPER

children were afraid of poverty. The rest descritead resulting from disappointment at
their failure, explaining that the journey costoa 6f money and that they would not
have enough to reattempt migration, or they singphted they were ashamed of their
failure.
Different subpopulations

Below, data was disaggregated into different soings in order to form a more
subtle understanding of the differences amonggereiit populations, such as those
who have family in the United States versus thésg¢ have no family in the United
States, and even more specifically, we examineescaischildren with a parent residing
in the United States. We also analyzed the intarwief children who had Mexico as
their destination and those with family in Mexidéinally, we looked at the cases of
children under 12 detained by immigration and ciu&lfare officials.

Family in the United States

Merely 12 percent of the children interviewed diatieat their principal reason

for migrating was to reunify with family members the United States, although 83
percent had family there. Even though they mayhase stated it was their principal
reason for migrating, almost 13 percent of thedchih had plans to reunify with parents
when arriving in the United States (17% have amgarethe United States see below),
28 percent with brothers or sisters, and 31 peragtht uncles or aunts. Most have not
seen the family member they want to reunify witli foore than a year (91.2%).
Particularly those children with extended family mi®ers or siblings in the United

States as opposed to parents seem to state thatwdre migrating for economic

purposes or to get aheaghlir adelant¢. Of all children with family there, almost 25
percent said their motive for migrating was to warld send money to their family, 18

percent said to earn money, 12 percent said t@aogkhow the United States, and 25
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percent said to work and get ahead. In some cdmedamily members assure the
children of a job upon arrival; in other cases, fdmily member is not even aware that
the child was in the process of migrating. In a Ismabset of cases, the non-parental
family member in the United States sent the chilshay to assist in the trip. Either

way, it seems that, in many cases, the presendenufy in the United States most

likely gives the child hope or confidence that tlmyeed can survive there, even though
it may not be the principal motivation accordinghe child.

Parent in the United States

Approximately, 17% of those interviewed (13 chédy stated that they have a
parent in the United States, although most hadseenh this parent for many years. In
some cases, the children have had regular contdlcttiae parent, whereas in other
cases, they have not had any contact with the panece their separation. Some stated
that their motivation for migrating was to see thaent, while others stated that they
had no desire or intention to reunite with theirgua. Six of thirteen people with
parent/s in United States or Mexico migrated, astdan part, due to their desire to
reunify with a parent. And in a few cases, thehilentioned that they had a parent,
typically a father, in the United States with whaimey would like to meet, but that the
parent was not even aware that the child was ningyaln one case, the mother of the
child migrant might have passed away during hematign north. In some cases the
child expressed resentment towards the parent én UWhited States for having
abandoned them, and even at times refusing to asgktance from the parent who
could have assisted them with their immigratiouéssn most cases, the parent knew
the child was migrating. In at least one casectiilel had a parent in the United States
but was not intending to migrate to there. The anirthis child, who was his primary

caretaker, brought him to Chiapas to work on almaAnother child had a mother in the
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United States, but was intending to migrate to Mexwvhere his father lives to get to
know him, even though he had had no contact wihfakher since the separation of his
parents. Hondurans seemed less likely to desimifieation with parents than other
nationalities (7.5% versus 20% of Guatemalans &9d @f Salvadorans).

In analyzing the subgroup of children with pareimsthe United States, we
expected that we would see a particularly high nemab children responding that they
decided to migrate with the assistance of theiepiar or with their parents being the
principal decision maker, that they would be mucbrenlikely to travel with a
smuggler, and that they would be more likely toéndeen full time students prior to
migrating than the overall population. However,tbé children with parents in the
United States, only one child traveled with a snmegagnd surprisingly low number
consulted parents in deciding whether to migrate @though not statistically
significant, data analysis showed a correlationvbeh parents in the United States and
the child dedicating his time completely to studyirather than working prior to
migration. However, the number of children with grats in the United States who did
not work was still low (5).

No family in United States

Of the 77 children whose interviews we analyzedrety 12 did not have any
family in the United States. For the most partstBubgroup’s responses closely
matched those of the larger population. In a fewartant ways they differed, although
the size of the group was so small that the difféa¢ion in results might not have been
caused by the fact that the child has or does aw¢ fiamily in the United States. For
instance, a bit higher percentage of this subgreewsus the total population had
attempted to migrate in the past. Also, all of ¢hehildren indicated that they decided

on their own to migrate without the assistance hdirt family, and none of these
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children paid a smuggler (although very few of thial sample had hired a smuggler).
In regards to their principal activity prior to maging, this group was less likely to have
been studying only and not working. A higher petage of this group indicated that
they had no problems of insecurity and violencth@ir community of origin.

Children with Family in Mexico and/or Destinationeidico

Nine of the 77 children whose interviews were apadly stated that their
destination was Mexico, although two of these c¢hkidd mentioned that they were
planning to work in Mexico for a limited time prit@ embarking on the journey to the
United States. Most of the children with their destion as Mexico were working or
planned to work in the South of Mexico in the agltigral industry. Eight interviewees
in total had family or friends in Mexico. Two ofd@lmigrants who had friends or family
in Mexico had Mexico as their destination countmile some of the others planned to
seek assistance from their family in Mexico for jberney north. Only one child with
close family members in Mexico migrated with théeimtion of living in Mexico, and
this child wanted to reunite with an estrangeddathith whom he had had essentially
no contact since their separation. This child’sirdet reunite with his father was so
strong that he preferred living in Mexico and meegthis father—whom his mother had
left due to the abusive nature of their relatiopshihan migrating to the United States
where his mother and other family members resided.adolescent girl intended to
migrate to Jalapa, Mexico where she had a friemehdi and married to a Mexican
national.

Children under Twelve

Merely four children interviewed were under thee agf twelve. While we did
not expect to have many interviews with young aleild this proportion seemed

particularly low given that the INM statistics shdhat approximately sixteen percent
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of repatriated children in 2007 were under tweltrewever, the INM statistics were not
disaggregated by accompanied or unaccompaniedssaai thus it is possible that a
smaller proportion of children under twelve migrateaccompanied. Or possibly,
younger children tend to travel with a smugglea &igher rate than older children, and
as mentioned above, it is possible that a sma#lezgmtage of children traveling with a
smuggler were interviewed. In the United States, @ffice of Refugee Resettlement
statistics indicate that twelve percent of all wwanpanied minors admitted into their
custody are between zero and twelve years of ageai-*

In addition, unlike the older children, only onetbé four younger children was
in transit to the United States when apprehendei. dhild’s mother, brother, aunt, and
grandmother were living in the United States. Heest that he did not want to migrate
and he was eager to get back to his home communityhis mother had insisted that
he join the family in the United States and haédhia smuggler. According to the child,
at various points during the trip, his mother wifedds to the smuggler. Eventually,
however, the smuggler abandoned this nine-yearbold and then subsequently the
child was detected by authorities and detained.

The three other young children interviewed weraidemporarily in Mexico at
the time they were detained. Two, if not all threkthe cases involved some form of
abuse and neglect of the child. Two of these clildnad physical manifestations of
abuse, the third child barely communicated witheiviewers or facility staff and
therefore his history is unclear, but it seemed kteawas suffering from some form of
trauma. In one case, the child’s aunt, who waphixipal caretaker from the time that
his mother migrated to the United States, turneddhild into the consulate after her

husband beat and harmed the child. In another eagmcher who worked at a farm

14 Division of Unaccompanied Children Services, OffafedRefugee Resettlemeitiscal Year 2007
UAC Summary Statisticprovided to the author by Maureen Dunn on 3/27X)&rnail.
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where the interviewee lived brought the abuseddctal the INM detention center in
Tapachula. Overall, not only were there very fewdcan under twelve, they also seem
to have been arrested or identified under diffemr@umstances as the older children
who most commonly were detained at the train tramkgraveling on a bus. It is
possible that the different manner of being detaiisea result of the fact that children
under twelve, in general, tend to migrate usingediéint methods than the older
children.
Conclusion

Whether children are interviewed in their home camities prior to migration,
in Mexico in transit or in detention, upon repdioa to their home country, or in the
United States after having made the grueling jopune north, may affect the findings
of research based on interviews of unaccompanieéidreh. For this reason, it is
important that U.S. based scholars and practitoneorking with unaccompanied
children are familiar with the children’s experiescand attitudes during these various
stages. Indeed, while conducting interviews witiidren in Mexico, | was struck by
the tone of their comments, in particular their éfojness and excitement. When | have
spoken to unaccompanied children in detention centethe United States, | found
them to be more frustrated, scared, tired, and Ileepe The journey from Central
America through Mexico to the United States is aeting, dangerous, exhausting
experience, and most children’s attitudes whenrnwgeed in the United States are
most likely affected by this experience. Moreovbg children that arrive in the United
States may not represent the total cohort of aildwvho set out on the journey north.
Many children | interviewed in Mexico decided thhe process of migrating was too
difficult and either turned themselves in to auifes or were caught and chose not to

reattempt the journey, thus never arriving in thnétéd States.
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While the interview sample was merely 77, and #msuits are not statistically
significant, the findings from the interviews prdeia snapshot of the demographic and
social profile, migration history, and decision-ritak processes of this particular
sample of migrants and their perspectives at the they are in transit in Mexico. What
we observed in this group is that they were a valple group of migrants, who set off
on the journey north with the hope of building dtéefuture for themselves and their
family, and largely report making the decision tmrate on their own, at times without
the emotional and economic support of their famsilifThus when developing
interventions on behalf of this vulnerable group, must keep in mind their agency as
well as their vulnerability and their need for thife experience to be respected. We
have also observed that while these children, madter adolescents, were making
serious long-term decisions about their lives,rtbdecision-making process differs from
adults in that they assess and perceive risksrdifty. As both the literature on
adolescent development and our findings suggesiesecents tend to discount future
consequences more, they are less focused thars amulprotecting themselves from
losses or harm than on opportunities for gains aking choices, they lack the same
guality of information as adults, and that they rpayceive risks differently than adults.
In part, because of these concerns about adoledeeision-making, the international,
the U.S., and the Mexican legal frameworks havegsbwio protect adolescents and
provide for their special needs by encompassingntheithin the protections of
children’s rights statutes. Consequently, in depielg polices and programs involving
the migration of unaccompanied children, it is impot to take into account their

vulnerability, their needs, their agency, and thigints as a child.
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