Congress of the Wnited States
Washington, DE 20515

June 27, 2018

Secretary Alex M. Azar I1

The U.S. Department of Health & Human Services
Hubert H. Humphrey Building

200 Independence Avenue, S.W.

Washington, D.C. 20201

Director Scott Lloyd

Office of Refugee Resettlement
Administration for Children and Families

U.S. Department of Health & Human Services
Mary E. Switzer Building

330 CST SW

Washington DC 20201

Dear Secretary Azar and Director Lloyd:

We are deeply concerned by recent reports that the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) is
allegedly mistreating children in custody. We understand that these are allegations, and we want
to give you the opportunity to refute and explain what is happening to children in your care. We
also are willing to visit shelters, meet with staff and meet children in these facilities.

We understand that more than 10,000 migrant children currently reside in ORR custody. Many
of these children are at critical stages in their development and many are under the age of
thirteen. Also, a majority of these children enter ORR with a history of stress and trauma. After
forced displacement from their home country due to uncontrolled gang and gender violence,
travel to the United States with exposures to temperature extremes, injury, sleep deprivation and
sometimes violence or kidnapping, these children are vulnerable and fragile.

We are deeply troubled by the Trump Administration’s family separation policy. There is
absolutely no reason why these children, who have already been traumatized, should be forced to
experience the worst trauma possible, the loss of a parent or caregiver. Stress is worsened when
children are removed from their families and placed in inappropriate custody arrangements.
According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, “highly stressful experiences, like family
separation, can cause irreparable harm, disrupting a child’s brain architecture and affecting his or
her short- and long-term health. This type of prolonged exposure to serious stress - known as
toxic stress - can carry lifelong consequences for children.””!

There are several documented cases of abuse and mismanagement at ORR shelters. According to
an NPR account, a former shelter employee of a Southwest Key shelter in Tucson reported that
the shelter lacked trained staff to handle the influx of younger, more traumatized children. The
NPR account also described cases at a Texas shelter where children were being denied human
contact and comfort even though human contact and emotional support are essential to child
development. """ A Texas Tribune report described immigrant children being forcibly injected
with drugs at the Shiloh Treatment Center in Manvel, Texas." It also found that private

companies received more than $1.5 billion in the past four years to operate immigrant youth
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shelters, even though these shelters were accused of serious lapses in care, including neglect and
sexual and physical abuse. In nearly all these cases, the Tribune report found that the federal
government still continued contracts with the companies after these allegations were raised.

There are also documented cases of abuse and mismanagement at ORR-affiliated facilities.
According to the Associated Press, migrant children held at the Shenandoah Valley Juvenile
Center in Staunton, Virginia are suffering from severe mistreatment and abuse at the hands of
guards. These children are reportedly routinely beaten while shackled at the hands and legs,
subject to long periods of solitary confinement, and “stripped...of their clothes and strapped...to
chairs with bags placed over their heads.”¥ Such allegations of abusive treatment are particularly
disturbing since, according to the Shenandoah Valley Juvenile Center, many of these children—
as young as 14 years of age—suffer from severe mental health issues related to the trauma faced
in their home countries.

Abuse of children is never acceptable and we are concerned that these immigrant children, with
their existing vulnerabilities, are falling prey to neglect and intentional harm. We look forward to
hearing the ways in which ORR is responding to these allegations and the steps you are taking to
revoke government contracts when appropriate.

We would also like to understand the steps ORR is taking to reunite children with parents who
were forcibly separated at the Southern border. We are concerned that ORR is failing to
effectively coordinate with DHS to ensure communication and reunification for separated
children and their parents."' Many parents do not know where their children are detained, or how
they will reconnect and reunite with them." Advocates and lawyers also report that an April
DHS-HHS Memorandum of Agreement*'" mandating continuous information sharing has both
exacerbated family separation and undermined protections for children.

The memorandum has made it difficult for ORR to secure sponsors because it requires potential
sponsors’ fingerprints, the fingerprints of all adults living in the potential sponsor’s home, and
other data be sent to ICE. ICE has publicly stated its intent to use that information to identify
people subject to immigration arrest and deportation.™ The collective operation of these policies
keeps children apart from parents and family members for weeks, months, or even years longer
than they might have otherwise, exacerbating family separation.

We are concerned that ORR, an office within the Department of Health and Human Services, is
failing to protect the health of these children and is actively working in ways that harm children.
We ask that ORR work with the American Academy of Pediatrics, Save the Children, and
UNICEEF to ensure that children are treated appropriately. We look forward to reviewing your
response to these important concerns in a prompt fashion.

Sincerely,

Donald S. Beyer Jr.
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