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An earlier version1 of this article appeared on July 8, 2014 via the Center for American Progress.  
 
A humanitarian refugee situation at the U.S. southern border has been unfolding over the past few 
years and dramatically intensifying over the past several months, as tens of thousands of 
unaccompanied children2 are fleeing their homes in Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador. In 
search of a safe haven, these children embark on dangerous journeys, arriving in the United States 
and neighboring countries throughout Central America. Indeed, according to the Office of the U.N. 
High Commissioner for Refugees, or UNHCR, asylum applications from children are up by 712 
percent3 in the neighboring countries of Mexico, Panama, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Belize. Sen. 
Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) has argued4 that “many of the children apprehended at the border are 
fleeing unspeakable violence in their home countries.” 
 
Even as the Obama administration struggles5 to deal with the situation, including finding adequate 
shelter and protection for the kids, some in Congress have attempted to score political points by 
arguing that the increased numbers are the result of the administration’s own immigration 
enforcement policies, such as the creation of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals6, or 
DACA, program in 2012, which grants eligible unauthorized youth a two-year reprieve from 
deportation and a work permit. Rep. Darrell Issa (R-CA), for example, called on President Barack 
Obama to end the DACA program and begin deporting7 those with the status to send a message to 
prospective child refugees that they should not come to the United States. A recent Congressional 
hearing8 also placed the 2008 Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act (TVPRA) at the 
center of the current increase in unaccompanied minors. However, a close statistical evaluation of 
the available data suggests a very different dynamic that is leading children to leave their Central 
American homes. It is not U.S. policy but rather violence and the desire to find safety that is the 
impetus for these children’s journeys. 
 
An analysis of the available data suggests that: 
 Violence is among of the main drivers causing the increase. Whereas Central American 

countries that are experiencing high levels of violence have seen thousands of children flee, 
others with lower levels of violence are not facing the same outflow. This trend holds even 
when accounting for poverty and distance to the United States. 

 By contrast, the evidence does not support the argument that DACA, the TVPRA, or lax 
border enforcement has caused the increase in children fleeing to the United States. 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/news/2014/07/08/93370/statistical-analysis-shows-that-
violence-not-deferred-action-is-behind-the-surge-of-unaccompanied-children-crossing-the-border/ 
2 http://americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/news/2014/06/18/92056/5-things-you-need-to-know-about-the-
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3 http://unhcrwashington.org/children 
4 http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-feinstein-child-immigrants-20140624-story.html 
5 http://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/19/us/border-centers-struggle-to-handle-onslaught-of-children-crossers.html 
6 http://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/consideration-deferred-action-childhood-arrivals-daca 
7 http://thinkprogress.org/immigration/2014/06/25/3452881/darrell-issa-daca-program-letter/ 
8 http://www.c-span.org/video/?320317-1/hearing-challenges-usmexico-border 



 
Violence is driving children to flee Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador 
How can it be determined that violence is a primary factor causing children to flee? One way is to 
use the U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime, or UNODC, data on homicides9 and homicide rates by 
country. Coupling this data with that of the number of children arriving each year allows us to 
examine the relationship between violence and children arrivals. 
 
Figure 1 shows how violence affects the flow of children. The relationship is positive, meaning that 
higher rates of homicide in countries such as Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala are related to 
greater numbers of children fleeing to the United States. 
 

 
 
Notes: Violence and the annual percentage change in unaccompanied minors from 2009 to 2013. For 
example, Honduras’s homicide rate of 90.4 per 100,000 people in 2012 was associated with a 125% 
increase in unaccompanied minors from 2012 to 2013. The result is only weakly statistically significant 
(p = .094), which is expected given the fact that the data covers only a few years. UNODC data are 
only available through 2012; still, the data are helpful in explaining the relationship between violence 
and childhood arrivals. Violence is measured using UNODC data on homicide rates—lagged so that 
cause comes before effect—and unaccompanied children are measured using the annual percentage 
change in unaccompanied children. Source: Author’s calculation of UNODC and CBP data. United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, “Global Study on Homicide, 2013” (2013), available at 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/gsh/pdfs/2014_GLOBAL_HOMICIDE_BOOK_web.pdf. 
U.S. Customs and Border Protection, “Southwest Border Unaccompanied Alien Children,” n.d., 
available at http://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-border-unaccompanied-children (last 
accessed July 2014).  

 
 
Another way to examine the relationship between violence and unaccompanied children is to use the 
data on security levels in Latin America10 compiled by FTI Consulting, a global business advisory 
firm headquartered in Washington, D.C. The annual index ranges from 1 (safe) to 5 (very 
dangerous) for each country, and data are available from 2009 to 2014. Here again, the relationship 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
9 https://www.unodc.org/gsh/en/data.html 
10 http://www.fticonsulting.com/global2/critical-thinking/reports/2014-latin-america-security-index.aspx 



is positive, meaning that more dangerous security conditions are related to greater numbers of 
unaccompanied children. Using the FTI Consulting index data provides an even more strongly 
statistically significant result, suggesting an even clearer link between violence and children fleeing. 
 
Not only do countries with the highest rates of homicide have the largest numbers of 
unaccompanied children fleeing, but the data also make clear that countries in Latin America with 
lower rates of homicide are not sending large numbers of unaccompanied children.  
 
In 2012, the countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico accounted for 41,828 
homicides11, at a rate of 28 per 100,000 people. Exclude Mexico and the murder rate jumps to 54 per 
100,000 people. The president of Honduras has gone as far as calling the children refugees from 
“war” in his country. By contrast, other countries in the region, such as Belize, Costa Rica, 
Nicaragua, and Panama had a total of just 1,881 murders12, at a rate of only 13 per 100,000. 
Nicaragua is particularly useful as an example: It is the second-poorest country13 in the region—
behind only Haiti—and yet, with far lower rates of violence than the three main sending countries, 
it has not seen an uptick14 in unaccompanied children leaving. 
 
These findings reinforce a report released by DHS15 that shows that many of the unaccompanied 
minors who have recently arrived come from some of the most dangerous cities16 in Central 
America. 
 
I also note here that including all Latin American countries in the analysis adds leverage (increases 
the n) so that other factors can simultaneously be analyzed. The main finding about violence holds 
when also accounting for economic conditions and distance to the United States. 
 
DACA, the TVPRA, or lax border enforcement is not to blame 
 
DACA 
In fiscal year 2009, the U.S. Customs and Border Protection, or CBP, encountered slightly fewer 
than 20,000 unaccompanied children17 from Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Mexico. So far 
in FY 2014, more than 51,000 children18 have entered, with the increase almost entirely coming from 
Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala (see Figure 2). 
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11 https://www.unodc.org/gsh/en/data.html 
12 https://www.unodc.org/gsh/en/data.html 
13 http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/nicaragua 
14 http://womensrefugeecommission.org/press-room/2080-an-administration-made-disaster-the-south-texas-border-
surge-of-unaccompanied-alien-minors 
15 http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/americas/central_america-unaccompanied_children-2014.pdf 
16 http://www.vox.com/2014/7/1/5861908/child-migrants-are-fleeing-the-most-dangerous-places-on-earth-in-two 
17 http://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-border-unaccompanied-children 
18 http://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-border-unaccompanied-children 



 
 

Source: U.S. Customs and Border Protection, “Southwest Border Unaccompanied Alien Children,” 
n.d., available at http://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-border-unaccompanied-children 
(last accessed July 2014).  

 
 

The sharp increase during FY 2012 has been used by senators such as Ted Cruz (R-TX) to argue19 
that the creation of the DACA program in June 2012 is the reason “that we have seen the number 
of children taking the incredible risks entailed with coming across the border grow exponentially.” 
There are two problems with this line of thinking. For one, the increase in unaccompanied children 
began well before 2012. CBP estimates that between FY 2008 and FY 2009, for example, there was 
a 145 percent20 spike in unaccompanied children arrivals, jumping from 8,041 to 19,668. 
 
But even more importantly, the U.S. fiscal year21 starts on October 1 and ends on September 30 of 
the following year. This means that FY 2012 actually started in October 2011 and ended in 
September 2012. Considering that applications for deferred action22 could only be submitted starting 
on August 15, 2012, it is highly unlikely that DACA caused an increase in children. Data on monthly 
border apprehensions—which admittedly do not distinguish between unaccompanied children and 
all others caught at the border—show that the number of people caught at the border actually 
slowed23 in the months after DACA was announced. 
 
It also stands to reason that if DACA is causally related to the increased flow of unaccompanied 
children, the national origins profile of these children should potentially be as diverse as the profile 
of DACA recipients themselves—in other words, the dramatic increase in unaccompanied minors 
would not, as the data currently show, be limited to only a few countries. This, in the language of 
causal inference, means the absence of unit homogeneity. In other words, if DACA were in fact 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
19 http://www.businessinsider.com/ted-cruz-border-crisis-obamas-lawlessness-2014-6 
20 https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=734433 
21 http://www.senate.gov/reference/glossary_term/fiscal_year.htm 
22 http://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/consideration-deferred-action-childhood-arrivals-daca 
23 http://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/documents/BP Total Monthly Apps by Sector and Area%2C FY1999-
FY2013.pdf 



incentivizing the flow of unaccompanied children, Nicaraguans and Panamanians would feel this just 
as Salvadorans, Guatemalans, and Hondurans, which would mean dramatic upticks across the board. 
However, this is clearly not the case.   
 
TVPRA 
The TVPRA, which was signed into law by former President Bush at the end of 2008, includes core 
provisions that are germane to the current political debate over unaccompanied minors. To begin, 
the TVPRA makes a distinction between non-contiguous and contiguous countries to the U.S. For 
unaccompanied minors from non-contiguous countries, the TVPRA requires that they be given 
“safe and secure placement” under the supervision of the Department of Health and Human 
Services, or HSS, in order to protect them from “traffickers and other persons seeking to victimize 
or otherwise engage such children in criminal, harmful, or exploitative activity” (see Section 
235(c)(1)), and that they have access to legal counsel “to the greatest extent practicable” (see Section 
235(c)(5)). This by no means is a “free pass,” as these unaccompanied children are also placed in 
removal proceedings pending the hearing and adjudication of their cases. The TVPRA also allowed 
the U.S. to negotiate “child repatriation agreements” with contiguous countries (see Section 
235(a)(2)). As a result, unaccompanied Mexican minors are to be treated in the manner described 
above unless they agree to “voluntarily return,”24 a process that can lead to their return to Mexico in 
as little as 48 hours. As the UNHCR25 notes, most Mexican unaccompanied minors are promptly 
returned to Mexico under the voluntary return procedure after no more than 1-2 days in U.S. 
custody. And while data are currently not publicly available on the percentage of children who are 
returned under this procedure, the fact that only 3%26 of all unaccompanied minors who were 
transferred to HSS custody during FY 2013 were from Mexico suggests that the vast majority of 
unaccompanied Mexican minors are in fact being promptly returned.  
 
It is important to note that the general treatment of unaccompanied minors under the TVPRA is 
consistent with U.S. obligations under the United Nations Refugee Convention (as well as our own 
Refugee Act of 1980). However, some such as Senator Ron Johnson (R-WI) argue27 that these 
provisions are contributing causal factors to the flow of unaccompanied minors.  
 
If the TVPRA had a causal effect upon its enactment, one would expect the number of 
unaccompanied children coming to the U.S. from non-contiguous countries (i.e., Central American 
countries south of Mexico) to increase from 2008 to 2009. However, the data show that 
unaccompanied minors from El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras decreased by 12%, 20%, and 
39%, respectively, from FY 2008 to FY 2009. Moreover, as noted earlier, while CBP estimates an 
overall increase in unaccompanied children between FY 2008 and FY 2009, the data show that this 
increase is driven exclusively by unaccompanied minors from Mexico—to recall, the TVPRA 
allowed the U.S. to immediately deport unaccompanied Mexican minors under expedited return 
procedures. This suggests that the expedited return of unaccompanied Mexican minors has not 
deterred children from Mexico from attempting to enter the U.S. I note here that during this period, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
24 http://www.dhs.gov/news/2011/10/04/written-testimony-cbp-house-homeland-security-subcommittee-border-and-
maritime 
25 http://unhcrwashington.org/children 
26 https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/orr/unaccompanied_childrens_services_fact_sheet.pdf 
27 http://www.c-span.org/video/?320317-1/hearing-challenges-usmexico-border 



Mexico experienced one of its largest year-to-year increases in deaths as a result of its drug war28, 
jumping 141% (an increase from 2,837 deaths to 6,844). 
 
Of course, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras are currently at the center of the political debate 
over unaccompanied minors. Does this mean that the TVPRA has a lagged causal effect? This does 
not seem to be the case. If the TVPRA is causally related to the recent increase in unaccompanied 
children, it also stands to reason—given the TVPRA distinguishes between contiguous and non-
contiguous countries—that the national origins profile of unaccompanied minors would include 
fewer Mexican children (as a contiguous country whose children are subject to expedited return), 
and a broader range of Latin American countries (as non-contiguous countries whose children are 
provided basic protections under the legislation). This is not the case. Unaccompanied minors from 
Mexico have held largely steady over recent years. Moreover, and to reiterate, the recent increase in 
unaccompanied minors remains limited to only three countries. As with DACA, this again, in the 
language of causal inference, means the absence of unit homogeneity. 
 
Border enforcement 
Arguments such as those of Sen. Cruz29 connecting DACA to the increase in unaccompanied 
children also cite30 lax border security by the Obama administration as an additional contributing 
factor. But these arguments, such as those about DACA, are equally unsupported by the data. To 
give just a few examples: 
 Under the Obama administration, funding for the Border Patrol has reached record levels, 

increasing from $2.3 billion31 at the end of the Bush administration in 2008 to $3.5 billion32 in 
FY 2013—an increase of 52 percent. 

 The number of Border Patrol agents in general, and at the southwest border, now stand at 
record levels33 (see Figure 3). 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
28 http://www.cnn.com/2013/09/02/world/americas/mexico-drug-war-fast-facts/ 
29 http://www.businessinsider.com/ted-cruz-border-crisis-obamas-lawlessness-2014-6 
30 http://judiciary.house.gov/index.cfm/2014/6/hearing-an-administration-made-disaster 
31 http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/just-facts/growth-us-deportation-machine 
32 http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/just-facts/growth-us-deportation-machine 
33 http://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/documents/U.S. Border Patrol Fiscal Year Staffing Statistics 1992-2013.pdf 



 
 

Source: U.S. Customs and Border Protection, “United States Border Patrol: Border Patrol Agent 
Staffing by Fiscal Year,” n.d., available at 
http://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/documents/U.S.%20Border%20Patrol%20Fiscal%20Year%
20Staffing%20Statistics%201992-2013.pdf (last accessed, July 2014).  

 
 
If lax border security were contributing to the increase in children arriving, we would expect to see a 
negative relationship between border security metrics and the number of unaccompanied children 
entering the United States. To put it another way, we would expect more children to arrive as border 
security efforts decrease. Instead, the opposite has occurred: As the United States has ramped up its 
border enforcement, more children have come (see Figure 4). 
 
To be clear, this should not be interpreted to mean that more border security means more 
unaccompanied children—again, we only have a handful of observations to analyze. Rather, the data 
suggest that the recent increase in unaccompanied children is not the result of lax border security, 
but is occurring despite record levels of border security spending and staffing. 
 
And from recent press reports, it is clear that our border security policies are working exactly as 
intended: Numerous34 stories35 note that the Border Patrol is apprehending these kids upon entry, or 
soon after. Here too, the evidence is clear that border enforcement policies are not driving the surge 
in unaccompanied children. 
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
34 http://nypost.com/2014/06/20/behind-the-horrible-border-crisis/ 
35 http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2014/06/17/children-surge-immigration-texas/10643609/ 



	
  
	
  

Notes: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Customs and Border Protection, “Southwest Border 
Unaccompanied Alien Children,” n.d., available at http://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-
border-unaccompanied-children and U.S. Customs and Border Protection, “United States Border 
Patrol: Border Patrol Agent Staffing by Fiscal Year,” n.d., available at 
http://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/documents/U.S.%20Border%20Patrol%20Fiscal%20Year%
20Staffing%20Statistics%201992-2013.pdf (last accessed July 2014). 

 
 
Conclusion 
Instead of attempting to repeal programs such as DACA or the TVPRA, the United States should—
as Sen. Robert Menendez (D-NJ) has suggested—ensure that these children are safe and secure, go 
after the smugglers and traffickers bringing them here in the first place, often luring them by 
spreading misinformation, and seek solutions that help quell the violence in these children’s home 
countries. The data show that this situation is a humanitarian and refugee issue, not an immigration 
issue, and all sides must not lose sight of the children themselves who are at the heart of the matter. 
 
Tom K. Wong is an assistant professor of political science at the University of California, San Diego. 


