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KIDS IN NEED OF DEFENSE

KIND Responds to the Threat of Forced Returns:
Protecting Unaccompanied Children Throughout
Their Journey to Safety

As the Trump Administration seeks to carry out the mass, forced return of Guatemalan and Honduran
children in U.S. custody, Kids in Need of Defense (KIND) is concerned that the effort both endangers chil-
dren and sidesteps existing laws designed to protect them. Many of these children fled violence, human
trafficking, abuse, persecution, discrimination, and other grave harm in their countries of origin and fear
return to these same dangers. A federal court order establishing a temporary restraining order to block
the administration’s plan to return 600 children to Guatemala noted that under longstanding anti-traffick-
ing laws, these children must receive a full and fair opportunity to pursue humanitarian protection in the
United States.

Serving our Clients in U.S. Custody

Kids in Need of Defense (KIND) provides pro bono legal services to thousands of unaccompanied children across the
United States. We serve children who have been released from U.S. custody and those who remain detained. KIND clients
are among the children in federal custody whom the administration is seeking to forcibly return to Guatemala. The clients
have not requested a return to the countries they left, and in fact fear the dangers posed by a possible return. These
children were shocked to hear that the government had asserted in court that the children wanted to return, or that their
families wanted them to return. Many have no safe home to return to.

As the potential for rapid removals approaches, KIND is meeting with our detained clients in U.S. custody to make sure
these children are aware of the situation and informed of their rights. As we continue to monitor the litigation that paused
these forced returns, KIND’s teams in the United States and Central America are coordinating closely with partners to
protect the rights of unaccompanied children targeted by the administration.

“l saw how devastated several children were when they heard the news that they could
be sent back to their country. The fear in their eyes was unforgettable, especially one
young girl who begged me for help, saying she could not go back, she was too afraid.”

-KIND Staff Attorney
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Safeguarding Unaccompanied Children’s Rights

KIND’s work to protect unaccompanied children throughout their journey to safety is rooted in long-standing law. Regardless
of the reasons for leaving their countries of origin, all children deserve appropriate care, and full consideration of their claims
to protection. National, regional, and international standards provide a clear framework for the treatment of unaccompanied
children. Countries have a moral and legal duty to safeguard their best interests, including when assessing whether, when,
and how to return a child to parents or caregivers. Return and reintegration processes that align with children’s rights and
minimize traumatization are also pragmatic investments in children’s health, well-being, and stability.

Returning children often have need significant assistance upon return, including accessing mental health care and
education, integration into family, skills and job training, and employment, as appropriate. Without targeted, child-friendly
and trauma-informed reintegration support and ongoing services, many children will contemplate remigration, fail to
access educational opportunities, and struggle to adjust and manage their mental health, putting them at risk for a host of
challenges in their families and communities as they transition to adulthood.

Our response to the Trump Administration’s attempts to carry out the forced return of unaccompanied children to Guatemala
and Honduras, including KIND clients, reflects the organization’s deep expertise and global programs rooted in our core
capabilities—advocacy, communications, psychosocial services, legal representation, assistance, and litigation, and
partnerships, capacity building, and technical assistance.

Advocating to Uphold Laws that Protect Children

KIND has urged U.S. leaders to abandon plans for mass, forced returns to Guatemala and Honduras and to end
consideration of similar efforts elsewhere. That includes safeguarding protections enshrined in the bipartisan Trafficking
Victims Protection Reauthorization Act of 2008, which established basic procedures to ensure the appropriate treatment of
unaccompanied children in the immigration system, to prevent their return to trafficking and other dangers, and to enhance
the ability of our legal system to address the cases of children facing deportation. This bedrock legislation guarantees
unaccompanied children the opportunity to pursue humanitarian protection in the United States so that they will not be
removed without review by an immigration judge following an individualized, fair, and objective legal proceeding.

KIND is working with members of Congress to advance oversight of the Trump Administration’s actions and to educate
elected officials about the reasons these removals violate existing laws and harm children. KIND will explore opportunities to
pursue future legislative actions that curtail attempts at mass forced returns of unaccompanied children.

KIND also works to uplift and advance safeguards in the region and globally that ensure unaccompanied children’s access

to protection and that center children’s best interests, welfare, and participation in all processes that affect them. KIND
participates in the Regional Conference on Migration, the Global Compact for Refugees and the Global Compact for Safe,
Orderly and Regular Migration. These processes focus, in part, on child protection and delineate government commitments
to ensure that any returns are safe, dignified, and comply with international obligations, including upholding the best interests
of the child.

Supporting Children and Families in Central America

KIND has been a leader in reintegration services for children since launching our Child Migrant Return and Reintegration
Program in 2010. We seek to provide holistic, child-centered, trauma-informed reintegration support to unaccompanied
children returning to Central America. We offer services through trusted community partners in Guatemala and Honduras
who accompany and support children and their families in their home communities, ensuring culturally and linguistically
appropriate services. Children who cannot be provided with long-term services receive pre-return services and referrals to
resources in the local communities. Of returned children who completed KIND’s Child Migrant Return and Reintegration
Program between January 2021 and December 2022 and responded to a recent KIND survey, 91 percent did not attempt to
remigrate, thus avoiding a second dangerous trek north.

KIND Responds to the Threat of Forced Returns
September 2025 | supportkind.org | @supportkind f X ind @ 2


https://www.linkedin.com/company/kids-in-need-of-defense-kind-/
https://www.facebook.com/supportkind
https://www.tiktok.com/@supportkind
https://x.com/supportKIND
https://www.youtube.com/user/SupportKIND

As the Trump Administration seeks the mass, forced return of children to their countries of origin, we reiterate that no child
should be removed without a full and fair proceeding before an immigration judge. For children ultimately returned to their
country of origin, support and services upon their arrival are vital. KIND’s work with children who have returned, following a
hearing with a judge, has proven effective at supporting children and helping them safely reintegrate in their communities.

Pre-Departure:

Ensure access to legal rights and fair immigration court consideration of each case prior to a child’s return.

Provide pre-return counseling and assessments so that children and families know what to expect and can prepare for
the return and reintegration process.

Offer technical assistance and training to embassies and consular officials in the United States to increase capacity to
fulfill their mandate to protect unaccompanied and separated children.

Upon Arrival:

Provide orientation and rights information to unaccompanied children arriving at reception centers in their country of
origin, including information about how to enroll in school and where to seek mental health services.

Provide referrals to service providers, including KIND partners.

Train child welfare agency staff and reception center staff on child protection, reintegration needs of returning
children, trauma-informed interviewing and service provision, and other key topics.

Support Central American governments in the reception of returning children and their reunification with family
members.

Sustained Reintegration Support:

Provide one year of services to returning unaccompanied children including psychosocial support, education, career
planning and training, and case management for the returning child and their entire family to ensure a successful
transition.

Conduct ongoing follow-up and monitoring, including home visits, to safeguard children’s well-being after program
completion.

Work with the family to strengthen the family system, a key to successful reintegration and promoting child
development.

Provide remote case management and support for children repatriated to remote areas of the country that lack
service providers.

Share our expertise and successful model for reintegration services with other actors, including coordinating across
civil society organizations to share information, good practices, and peer learning.
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