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Our MissionWe serve unaccompanied and 
separated immigrant children who are 

on their own. 

We advocate for the rights and best 
interests of each child, while they’re 

detained and throughout deportation 
proceedings—every step of the way.

We stand for the creation of an 
immigration system that serves 

children.
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The Young Center’s goal is to change the immigration system 
so that children in immigration proceedings are recognized 
as children, and no decision is made without first considering 
their best interests. 

We serve unaccompanied and separated children who are 
fleeing persecution, violence, trafficking, abuse, extreme 
poverty, and other threats to their safety. We advocate for 
the best interests—health, safety and well-being—of children 
while they are in deportation proceedings to make sure that 
wherever they land, whether here in the U.S. or in their home 
country, they are safe. 

We fight for the creation of a dedicated children’s immigrant 
justice system that ensures the safety and well-being of every 
child. 

Our Work

The Young Center for Immigrant Children’s Rights protects and 
advances the rights and best interests of immigrant children 
according to the Convention on the Rights of the Child and 
state and federal law.
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Gisel Martinez, Young Center Child Advocate, Chicago
“I started volunteering for the Young Center because I come from a family of immigrants 

and I am a proud Latina. I wanted to find a way to give back to the community I came from 
and pave a way for others, the way others did for me.”



A LETTER FROM MARIA WOLTJEN
As early as spring of 2017, we saw an increase in cases where U.S. immigration authorities separated 
children from their parents at the border. Though I couldn’t imagine it happening, on April 6, 2018, the 
administration announced that it would separate all children from their parents. During that period, 
under the zero-tolerance policy, more than 2,737 children were separated from their families. Their 
heartbreaking stories made headlines around the world. Despite a federal court order halting family 
separations in June 2018, the Department of Homeland Security continues to take children from their 
parents. The fallout, trauma, and pain are unimaginable.

The number of children arriving on their own remains high. In 2018, more than 50,000 unaccompanied 
children were apprehended at the border. Many reported witnessing or experiencing violence. Thanks 
to your support, we have been able to add staff to take more cases and advocate for more children. We 
now have 65 staff in eight offices across the country. We’ve achieved our goal of hiring social workers 
in every office. We’ve also expanded our policy team, allowing the Young Center to more effectively 
advocate for change at the national level.  

We have made so much progress. Fifteen years ago, immigration judges, asylum officers, and 
enforcement officials had no conception of best interests or what a Child Advocate was. Today, that’s 
changed. Judges ask for Child Advocates. Asylum officers accept best interests recommendations. 
Periodically, we receive requests for Child Advocates from ICE. And they’re listening. 

Our work is far from over. As of December 2018, nearly 15,000 unaccompanied children were in federal 
custody. This is roughly double the number of children in custody just a year prior. In addition, the 
protections afforded to unaccompanied and separated children through the anti-trafficking law and the 
Flores Settlement Agreement are under constant attack. 

Despite these extraordinarily difficult times, the Young Center is stronger than ever, and we remain 
steadfast in our mission to fight for the rights and best interests of vulnerable immigrant children. 
We will continue to work with our allies to safeguard protections in the law. We will invest in bringing 
international accountability for family separation.

I don’t have answers to the larger questions about immigration, but when it comes to children, the 
answer is simple—if a child lands on our doorstep, we have the responsibility to make sure they will be 
safe and cared for. Thank you for supporting us in this urgent work.

Sincerely,

Maria Woltjen
Founder and Executive Director
Young Center for Immigrant Children’s Rights
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2004- 
Founded in Chicago

2006- 
Joined University of Chicago 
Law School

2008- 
Congress passed the 
Trafficking Victims 
Protection Reauthorization 
Act (TVPRA)

2009- 
Young Center office 
opened in Harlingen

2012- 
Received first 
MacArthur Foundation  
grant

2013- 
TVPRA modification 
expanded 
Child Advocate program

2015- 
Young Center offices 
opened in NY, DC, 
and Houston

2016- 
Young Center offices 
opened in LA, Phoenix,
and San Antonio

2018- 
Children and Family 
Unity Project launched

14
 years of service
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children served

70 +
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Best Interest 
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adopted

6504
volunteered hours
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885
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on in 2018

8
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65
staff

307
volunteers trained in 2018

53
home countries 
of children we 
served in 2018

BY THE NUMBERS
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ALAN’S JOURNEY
Picture Alan.* He is a 16-year-
old boy from a Western African 
country where he was born to 
a family belonging to a minority 
tribe. When he was only 14, 
Alan was repeatedly attacked 
because of his identity. On one 
occasion, he was held captive 
and tortured for two days. He 
was whipped, beaten, restrained, 
and denied food and water. Alan 
was warned against notifying 
the authorities about the attack. 
He also doubted the authorities 
would help him because of his 
minority status. Eventually, 
Alan fled to the United States in 
search of safety. 

At the border, Alan was 
questioned in English, not 
his primary language. At a 

disadvantage due to language 
barriers and terrified of 
government officials, Alan did 
not show his scars, ask for 
asylum, or tell his story to U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection 
officers. After many months of 
agony and limbo in government 
custody, Alan was finally granted 
asylum, thanks to the help of a 
Young Center Child Advocate and 
a pro bono attorney.

Alan now has lawful permanent 
residency and a safe home, and 
he’s working towards healing 
from the trauma of the violence 
he faced as a teenager. This year 
he was promoted to a supervisor 
at his job and is preparing to take 
his driving test.
*Child’s name changed to protect privacy.

Bob Rashkin, Young Center Child Advocate, Harlingen
“The most gratifying part of being an Advocate is working with the kids. They are great to 

work with and there really is nothing but love there.”
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PROGRAM UPDATES
The Young Center is the only organization in the nation that provides independent Child Advocates for 
unaccompanied and separated immigrant children. Through our Child Advocate program, we fight for 
the rights and best interests of children throughout their immigration cases—from the time they are 
detained until a decision is made about whether they will be granted protection and allowed to remain 
in the U.S. This year, with the support of donors across the country, we were able to add staff and 
increase our capacity to assign Child Advocates to many more unaccompanied and separated children.

Appointed by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Refugee Resettlement 
(ORR), we serve immigrant children in eight locations: Chicago, New York, Washington, D.C., Phoenix, 
Los Angeles, Houston, San Antonio, and Harlingen, Texas (on the U.S.-Mexico border). The Young 
Center’s best interests recommendations apply international principles grounded in children’s rights and 
prioritize the child’s wishes, safety, family integrity, and liberty.

The Child Advocate program is multi-disciplinary, staffed by attorneys and social workers. One of our 
longstanding goals has always been to have social workers in all Young Center offices, and contributions 
from private donors this year allowed us to meet this goal. 

Young Center Child Advocates are appointed to the most vulnerable immigrant children, including 
children forcibly separated from their parents at the border, children with mental or physical disabilities, 
children who are pregnant or parenting, children who are victims of human trafficking, and children who 
have witnessed or experienced violence. Child Advocates are most often assigned while children are in 
federal custody and continue to serve children after they are released.

We employ a volunteer model through which Young Center social workers and attorneys work 
alongside bilingual, often bicultural, volunteers who together are appointed as independent Child 
Advocates. In 2018, we trained 307 Child Advocates, and our volunteers logged more than 6,500 hours 
of time. Volunteer Child Advocates visit children in custody each week, and learn each child’s story- why 
the child came to the U.S., and what, if anything, the child has to return to in home country. Equipped 
with this information, Young Center attorneys and social workers submit law-based best interests 
recommendations to decision-makers in the immigration system. We make recommendations to the 
Office of Refugee Resettlement (the custodial agency) on family reunification, placement in the most 
child-appropriate settings, and release from custody. We submit best interests recommendations to 
immigration judges and asylum officers on legal protection, and to ICE officials regarding the release of 
both children and parents. A 2016 report by the General Accounting Office (GAO) concluded that over 
70% of our recommendations were adopted by the decision-making authority.

Julia Ponce, Young Center Child Advocate, New York
“I felt compelled to give back by advocating for the best interests of children... I know what 

it is like to have to leave your home one day and come to a new country with a different 
language the next.”Page 4



Elena Saavedra, Young Center Child Advocate, DC
“I volunteer to advocate for immigrant children’s right to the safe and nurturing childhood 

they deserve.”

Due to the administration’s family separation policy and a rise in the number of unaccompanied children 
arriving at our border in search of safety, each of our offices has waiting lists of children referred for 
appointment of Child Advocates. In 2018, we worked on 885 cases, and of those, 233 were children 
who had been forcibly separated from their parents at the border. In collaboration with partners, we 
found children’s parents, worked to reunite the families, and advocated for the children’s best interests 
throughout the legal process.

In many cases, identifying a child’s best interests is particularly difficult without information about 
the child’s situation in their home country and whether that child has a safe home to return to. Some 
children are too young or traumatized to provide information. In cases in which there are specific 
concerns about the child’s safety, the Young Center conducts international home studies through 
our Safe Repatriation Project. We work with social workers in the child’s country of origin to gather 
and provide decision-makers with information about the child’s safety, home, family relationships, 
and community, before a final decision is made. If return is not in the child’s best interests, or if the 
child does not wish to return to home country, the Young Center argues that the child should not be 
returned, using the information gleaned through the home study or community assessment. There are, 
of course, cases in which children want to return home and in those cases we work with local partners 
to help locate the educational and social resources repatriated children may need as they adjust to life in 
home country.

In 2018, in response to both the parent-child separation crisis and the rising number of children in 
detention overall, we increased our capacity across all eight offices. Our goal was to reduce the number 
of children on our waitlists. In total, we added 19 new positions, making us an organization of 65 people, 
including attorneys, social workers, case support specialists, volunteer coordinators, policy staff, and an 
expanded administrative team. 

It was your generous support that enabled us to train advocates, expand our program, and serve 
hundreds of unaccompanied and separated children. Thank you.
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DOLORES’S JOURNEY
Dolores,* a 6-year-old girl from 
Guatemala, and her mother fled 
Central America after facing 
domestic violence. While they were 
crossing the border, Dolores’s 
mother was injured. She was told 
by border officials that they would 
watch over Dolores while she 
received medical attention. 

Instead, Dolores was transferred 
more than 2,500 miles away to a 
government shelter in New York. 
When Dolores’s mother was released 
from custody, the government 
told her that she would not get her 
daughter back until she underwent 
an onerous and time-consuming 
application process. She would have 
to undergo fingerprint background 
checks for herself and all household 
members, provide proof that she 
was Dolores’s mother, and even 
prove her financial means to care 
for her own daughter. Meanwhile, 
confused and alone in government 

custody, Dolores struggled 
emotionally, cried often, and asked 
why her mother had abandoned her.

As soon as the Young Center was 
appointed to this case, we identified 
Dolores’s mother as part of the 
class in the Ms. L litigation, an 
ACLU lawsuit for children forcibly 
separated from their families. As a 
member of the Ms. L class, Dolores 
and her mother should not have 
been subject to the government’s 
typical family reunification 
requirements. In collaboration with 
Catholic Charities, we submitted 
a best interests recommendation 
arguing that Dolores and her mother 
must be reunified immediately.

The day after we submitted our 
recommendation, the government 
released Dolores to the care of her 
mother. By that time, Dolores, a 
6-year-old child, had spent 79 days in 
custody, separated from her mother. 
*Child’s name changed to protect privacy.

Sergio Castellon, Young Center Child Advocate, Houston
“As the child of immigrants, I vividly recalled the fear I endured at the thought of being 

forcibly separated from my parents at every unexpected knock on the door and yet that paled 
in comparison to the agony being suffered at the border. All this motivated me to search for 

ways to assist directly and luckily that search led me to the Young Center.”
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POLICY UPDATES
Amid intensified attacks on immigrant children and families in 2018, we defended the laws that 
safeguard children’s rights, built partnerships with children’s advocates, increased our allies on the Hill, 
and expanded our international policy work.

Defending Protections and Building Networks: As the number of children in federal custody surged, we 
secured the support of more than 500 organizations in the fields of child welfare, child health, and child 
development, and authored a joint letter opposing family separation to the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) and Congress. That letter was quoted extensively in the press and became part of the 
Congressional record shortly before the administration ended its separation policy.

To fight the prolonged and unlawful custody of children, we contributed to two separate litigation 
efforts. First, we filed a declaration in a federal lawsuit filed by the National Immigrant Justice Center 
challenging the government’s practice of moving immigrant teens in federal custody to adult detention 
centers on their 18th birthday, rather than placing them with family or community sponsors. That case is 
proceeding in federal court.

Additionally, we provided a declaration in the case of a mother and daughter who were in family 
detention and facing separation. The mother was in deportation proceedings while the child had 
prospects for release. The child’s mental health had deteriorated due to the possibility of permanent 
separation from her mother. Our declaration to the immigration court and later in federal court urged 
the immediate release of mother and child together. At the same time, we worked with Congressional 
offices seeking the family’s release. After more than six months in detention, mother and daughter were 
released together.

Alarmingly, in May 2018, the agency tasked with caring for immigrant children and ensuring their safe 
release to family (ORR) entered into an agreement to share children’s information with ICE.  ICE then 
used this information to apprehend and deport family members who wanted to sponsor children’s 
release from custody. The chilling effect was immediate—family members were reluctant to step 
forward and children’s time in detention increased dramatically. In June, we co-authored a report on the 
consequences of this information-sharing with other organizations in our field. We also raised this issue 
with Congressional staff, wrote questions for Congressional oversight hearings, and helped legislators 
draft letters of inquiry sent to DHS and HHS. 

May ‘17        Apr ‘18           May ‘18           June ‘18        Sep ‘18           Nov ‘18          Dec ‘18

2,400

8,886

10,773
11,900

12,800
14,056

15,000
Number of Immigrant 
Children in Federal Custody
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In September, the administration proposed new regulations that would overturn the Flores Settlement, 
which prevents children from being detained indefinitely with their parents in family detention and 
limits the prolonged detention of unaccompanied children. We immediately mobilized. As part of a 
national coalition of organizations working in the immigration and child welfare fields, we developed 
model language for objecting to these changes and rallied the public to submit comments on the 
proposed regulations. We also submitted an independent comment to document the harm these new 
changes posed to children. 

We also joined more than 216,000 organizations to oppose the “Public Charge Rule”— a DHS rule that 
would penalize adult immigrants applying for residency in the U.S. for using certain public benefits, 
even if they were eligible for them. Our comment made the case that this rule would harm children 
by preventing families from accessing vital health, housing, and educational services for which their 
children are eligible. 

Hill Advocacy: In 2018, we organized our first ever Hill briefing for more than 60 Senate staffers on 
family separation. With the addition of a new policy associate, we greatly expanded our work with 
Congressional offices. Historically we’ve directed our efforts toward the Senate, but we now have active 
relationships with dozens of House and Senate offices. After a change in House leadership, we provided 
information for oversight hearings on family separation and the prolonged detention of children. We 
consulted with Senate and House offices as they drafted legislation to end family separation and expand 
protections for children released from custody. We also advocated for increased funding for children 
through the appropriations process. We also published briefing papers on the role of the Child Advocate 
and the importance of the anti-trafficking law (TVPRA) to guide the work of Hill offices.  

International Policy Work: This year we significantly expanded our international advocacy. We met 
with key international allies and partners to bring about accountability for the federal government’s 
family separation policies and work on strategies to prevent future policies that harm immigrant 
children. In November, the Young Center’s Policy Director attended a meeting of the Intergovernmental 
Consultation on Migration, Asylum, and Refugees in Geneva, which is comprised of 17 nations in Geneva, 
Switzerland, and spoke about the family separation policy and the Young Center’s work to reunify 
families. We also presented to a group of international children’s advocates who led efforts to protect 
separated and unaccompanied children 40 years ago. As a result of this convening, the advocates are 
developing initiatives to bring international attention to separated children in the U.S. 

In September, our Associate Director met with advocates from across the Americas in Peru to discuss 
the UNHCR’s updated Guidelines for evaluating the best interests of migrant children. In 2019, our policy 
team will help train U.S. government officials on the application of these guidelines as part of our effort 
to ensure that government actors always consider children’s best interests. Our Child Advocate Program 
Director also traveled to El Salvador to meet with organizations which support children returned to the 
region as a result of the parent-child separation policy. 

Our increased policy work was made possible through the continued generosity of supporters like you 
that enabled us to expand our team and gave us the tools to be a more effective force for change. 
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FINANCIALS
This statement includes the Young Center fiscal year, which covers October 1, 2017 to September 30, 2018. 
The Young Center for Immigrant Children’s Rights is a nonpartisan 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.  
Our EIN is 26-1839249. 

Operating Revenue

Contributions and grants

Government contracts

Interest and other income

Total revenue

Operating Expenses

Child Advocate Program 

Policy Program 

General and Administrative 

Fundraising 

Total expenses

Assets

Net assets at beginning of year

Increase (decrease) in net assets

Unrestricted net assets at year end

Temporarily restricted net assets at year end

Net assets at end of year

 

 $6,620,460 

 $2,893,990 

 $5,164 

 $9,519,614 

 

$3,089,800 

 $155,417 

 $314,638 

 $275,921 

 $3,835,776 

 $1,504,980 

  $5,683,838 

 $4,877,867 

 $2,310,951 

$7,188,818 

Erin Cazares M. Sanzo, Young Center Child Advocate, LA
“The most rewarding part of being a Child Advocate is getting to see them [two sisters Erin 
advocated for] laugh and play together. When I first met them, the older sister behaved like 

a mother. Now, she lets go and acts like a kid.”

Government contracts 
Contributions & grants
Interest & other income

Child Advocate Program
General & administrative
Fundraising
Policy Program

0.05%

69.5%

30.4%

80.5%

7.2%

4.1%

8.2%

Expenses

Revenue
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Maritsa Leyva Laurel Martinez,
Young Center Child Advocate, Phoenix

“Altruism is 
worthless 

without 
action. 

There has 
to be 

action. You 
have to 

make time 
for change.”
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Waymakers are supporters of the Young Center who contributed $5,000 or more to our work with 
immigrant children in 2018. In addition to the generous donors below, the Young Center is grateful to 
more than 16 thousand compassionate contributors who have made our work possible with smaller 
donations.
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Cristina Cruz, Young Center Child Advocate, San Antonio
“As the child of immigrant parents, I learned early on how to offer a helping hand when 

needed. The least we can all do is ensure that well intentioned hearts are the ones shining a 
light on the path to a brighter future.”
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2245 S. Michigan Ave 
Suite 301
Chicago, IL 60616 
www.theyoungcenter.org
Facebook/Twitter/Instagram: @theyoungcenter

When it comes to children, the answer is 
simple—if a child lands on our doorstep, 
we have the responsibility to make sure 

they will be safe and cared for. 
Thank you for supporting us in this 

urgent work.
-Maria Woltjen, Young Center Executive Director


