Best Practices:

Lawful Pathways for
Family Reunification

The Central American Minors (CAM) Program

The Issue

Since 2012, increasing numbers of unaccompanied
children from El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras

have left their homes in search of safety, protection or to
reunite with their families. From 2003-2011 fewer than
8,000 unaccompanied children were encountered each year
at the U.S.-Mexico border, but arrivals increased sharply
over the next decade, exceeding 100,00 children in 2021
and continuing at that level through 2024. High levels of
poverty, inequality, and violence have long led to instability
and outward migration from El Salvador, Guatemala, and
Honduras. More recently, the adverse effects of climate
change and environmental degradation are driving
displacement, for example due to disasters, protracted
drought and crop failures. By December 2022, there were
over 665,000 refugees and asylum-seekers from Central
America. When children migrate unaccompanied to escape
violence, persecution, or insecurity in their homes and
communities, they often lack access to safe and regular
pathways. This makes them uniquely vulnerable to trafficking,
exploitation, and other forms of abuse on their journeys.
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Photo Above: Children and families searching for safety at the U.S.-Mexico
border. Photo by Brett Gundlock.
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The Solution

The Central American Minors (CAM)

program was established by the United

States in 2014 to provide a safe and regular pathway
for unaccompanied Central American children. CAM
allowed parents or legal guardians in the United States
to apply for their children who remained in El Salvador,
Guatemala, or Honduras to travel to the United States
to reunify with them. CAM used a hybrid resettlement
model, as the parent in the United States initiated the
process, and program eligibility was dependent upon
the family relationship and the parent or legal guardian’s
immigration category in the United States, among other
factors. Once eligibility was established, CAM operated
as an in-country resettlement program, with applicants
in the home country considered for refugee status in
the United States. For children who were not approved
for refugee status, CAM provided an alternative pathway
in the form of humanitarian parole. Humanitarian
parole could be granted on grounds such as a child’s
particular vulnerability, for example due to their age,
disability, medical needs or living circumstances; or to
avoid other risks of serious harm to the child.




Success Factors

Broad, child-centered eligibility criteria:

In addition to the qualifying child, accompanying
family members could also apply for CAM,
including the child’s other parent or caregiver

and older siblings. Allowing children to apply with
their customary caregivers and family support
networks bolsters children’s well-being and healthy
reunification outcomes and sets them up for
long-term success.

Multiple pathways to protection:

CAM offered humanitarian parole as a
complementary form of protection for children who
might not qualify for refugee status, but who were
nevertheless in need of protection or who would
benefit from family reunification. By offering multiple
pathways to protection within the same program,
CAM expanded opportunities for children to reunite
with their families and reduced the need for multiple
bureaucratic processes.

CAM Program Process
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In-country processing:

CAM prevented the need for children to

undertake dangerous and irregular journeys by
offering in-country refugee processing for children
facing violence, persecution, and human rights
abuses in their home countries. This allowed
access to legal protection for children in particularly
vulnerable situations who may not have otherwise
been able to access resettlement or other safe and
regular pathways.

Access to legal assistance:

The CAM program recognized that legal assistance is
essential to help children understand and articulate
complex refugee claims, particularly for those still
under threat in their homes or communities during
processing. In late 2024, the U.S. government began
to allow lawyers to represent children in their CAM
processes, helping more children gain refugee status
and a path to permanent residence.
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Maria’s mom in the U.S.
files a CAM application.

Maria attends a screening
interview in her country.

A U.S. refugee officer
interviews Maria.

Maria and her mom are
DNA tested.
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Maria is granted refugee
status or humanitarian
parole.
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Maria completes Maria travels safely to the
a medical exam, U.S. to reunite with her
background check and mom.

travel processing.



Lessons Learned

e Unlike other in-country refugee processing programs,
children in the CAM program with urgent protection
needs were not offered the option of safe shelter
and other protection services, including psychosocial
support, while applying to the program. This,
coupled with lengthy processing times, made the
program effectively inaccessible for children needing
immediate protection while awaiting a decision on
their application. Future in-country refugee processing
programs for children should include protection
services, an emergency evacuation mechanism, and
flexibility to process claims for children forced to leave
their home country to seek safety during processing.

Children departing their home countries, even as
recoghized refugees, must often complete complex
exit requirements in order to travel. Lack of assistance
to complete these requirements presented a significant
barrier in many CAM cases, where a child approved

for refugee status or humanitarian parole was
nevertheless unable to exit their home country without
the help of a local lawyer. Future programs should relax
or streamline these exit requirements and provide
counsel to assist families with any such requirements.

As a hybrid resettlement program, the CAM program

involved many steps and actors, and a lack of holistic

case management created significant delays as

families lacked support to navigate the process. ‘ ‘
Utilizing expedited refugee processing with dedicated,

co-located case managers, like the United States used

with its Safe Mobility Offices (SMOs), can dramatically The CAM program was a

reduce the time from application to reunification

from years to weeks. This is especially important Iife'Changing Opportunity.
for in-country programs involving refugee children, It made my dream Of

who remain at risk in their communities during case

processing. reuniting and bUIldlﬂg a
The CAM program was launched in 2014 but llfe Wlth my pare{’)ts and
terminated in 2017, leaving thousands of families my siblings possible. |

in limbo. Although the program was reinitiated with WISh fOf Other Children

expanded criteria in 2024, its history undermined

confidence in the program, discouraging providers tO experience the same:

and potential beneficiaries despite efforts to promote . .

CAM and increase awareness. For future programs to haVIng their dreams
be successful, governments should ensure continuity ”

and predictability, including by properly resourcing come true'
such programs and encouraging participation. If
programming must be terminated, children and families
with pending reunification should be allowed to proceed
with resolution of their cases, with appropriate support.

- CAM beneficiary from El Salvador

Photo Above: A young girl and her father migrating through Mexico in
search of safety, Tapachula, Mexico. Photo by Brett Gundlock 2022.
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