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Overview

Since 2019, more than half a million unaccompanied children have been apprehended by U.S.
immigration authorities and transferred into the care of the Office of Refugee Resettlement
(ORR)." Long recognized as a particularly vulnerable population, children who immigrated
alone, or without an adult legal guardian are facing intensified threats, as thousands are
placed into removal proceedings in immigration court where trained government attorneys
seek their deportation.? As the analysis here shows, these children and youth are often
navigating these complex court proceedings alone, without the support of an attorney or
legal representative and are being ordered removed at increasingly high levels. Even for
those with legal representation, removal rates have grown substantially in recent years.

However, for nearly a decade, researchers, advocates, and policy makers have lacked
regularly updated and reliable information on what is happening with these young people’s
cases in immigration court. That's because, after 2017, changes to a dedicated field used to
identify unaccompanied children in the administrative database of the immigration court
system became unreliable. Researchers at the Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse
(TRAC) identified serious flaws in the field and encouraged the Executive Office for
Immigration Review (EOIR) to correct the error but were unsuccessful. As a result, they
ceased updating their Unaccompanied Juveniles data tool and questioned EQIR’s “ability to
meaningfully and reliably report on juveniles in its caseload.” Since then, the minimal and
flawed statistics on unaccompanied children reported by EOIR have been the only regularly
updated source of data on this population in immigration court. To address these limits and
understand what’'s happening to unaccompanied children’s cases, a small number of
academics and researchers at non-profit organizations have recently developed methods of

identifying unaccompanied children in the EOIR data.*

This fact sheet helps to bring our understanding of what is happening to unaccompanied
children in immigration court up to the present. Acacia’s new estimates of unaccompanied
children in immigration court are based on the replication and update of a method developed
by Chiara Galli of the University of Chicago and Tatiana Padilla of Rutgers University. Acacia
has been in conversation with the researchers to better understand their estimation method,
as published in a 2025 International Migration Review article, and has updated their estimates
—which extend through March 2023 — through August 2026.° Updating Galli and Padilla’s
novel approach required the manual categorization of court dockets as “Juvenile,” “Family,”
and “Detained Adult” for hearing locations that were added after the period of their analysis.®

The new analysis below presents preliminary descriptive statistics and data visualizations of
the case outcomes, representation status, and geographic distribution of unaccompanied
children with removal cases in U.S. immigration court.” It shows a sharp increase in the
number and share of unaccompanied children receiving removal orders during the first 20
months of the second Trump administration. After averaging 28% from 2021 through 2024,
almost half of unaccompanied children’s cases in 2025 and almost seven out of ten cases
initially completed during the first eight months of 2026 received a removal order. The
analysis also shows that representation matters. During the period of analysis, more than
three-fourths of completed unaccompanied children's cases that never had representation
ended with a removal order. That's more than four and a half times the removal rate for
children who had representation at some point during their case.
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Case Outcomes

The first set of statistics show counts of initial case completions for unaccompanied
children over the past nine years and eight months (January 2017 through August 2026).2

After declining from 2019 through 2020, the total number of initial completions in cases with
unaccompanied child respondents in immigration court (counting administrative closures
and dismissals due to DHS failure to prosecute) grew to a peak of 82,309 in 2023 (see Table
1.

The total number of cases completed has continued to decline since that time, though the
43,630 cases completed in the first eight months of 2026 means this year is on pace to
exceed the 2025 level of 61,948.

Despite the decline in the number of cases completed, there has been anincrease in the
number of removal orders for unaccompanied children’s cases over the last few years, from a
recent low of 3,905 in 20211029,728 in 2025 and 29,943 in the first eight months of 2026
alone (see Table ).

Similarly, though quite smallinabsolute numbers, voluntary departures for unaccompanied
children have grown from527in 2024 t01,584 in 2025 and have already reached1,831in the
first eight months of 2026. Notably the number of voluntary departures for unaccompanied
childrenwasalso quite high during the first Trump administration, reaching 1,870in 2019 by our
estimates.

Table 1. Unaccompanied Children Outcomes (Counts) by Calendar Y ear of Initial
Completion

Required to Depart Allowed to Remain

Failure to
Prosecute
(DHS
cases
only)

Initial

Voluntary Term./ Admin.
Comp. Year Departure Dismissal Closure

Removal

2017 12,863
2018 14,515
2019 22,733
2020 7,891
2021 3,905
2022 18,407
2023 30,316
2024 23,954
2025 29,728
2026* 29,943

*Through August 31, 2026.
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To allow for a more simplified view of the trends in outcomes, the analysis consolidates
outcomes presented into two larger categories: 1) "Required to Depart” and 2) “Allowed to
Remain” (these groupings are also reflected in Table 1). As Figure 1 shows, the number of
unaccompanied children required to depart and allowed to remain has fluctuated
considerably. While the number required to depart exceeded those allowed to remain from
2017 through 2020, that pattern reversed from 2021 through 2024 when far more
unaccompanied children had immigration court outcomes that allowed them to remain in
the country. In 2025 and the first eight months of 2026, however, the number allowed to
remain has fallen sharply as the number required to depart has continued to climb.

Figure 1.The Number of Unaccompanied Children Allowed to Remain Declines Sharplyas
the Number Required to Depart Continues to Grow
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*Through August 31, 2026
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The second set of statistics expresses each outcome as a percentage of all initial case
completions. Specifically, we calculate the percentage of each outcome category in each
year (see Table ?2). Calculating percentages allows for comparison of outcomes across years,
irrespective of the total number of initial case completions in any year.

Removal orders reached a low of 13% in 2021, then increased during the remainder of the
Biden administration, averaging 28% from 2021 through 2024.

The increase has been stark during the post-Biden period, reaching 48% in 2025 and 69% in
the first eight months of 2026.

Voluntary departures averaged 1% during the Biden administration, then reached 3% in 2025
and 4% in the first eight months of 2026 of unaccompanied children’s cases.

During the Biden administration, the most common outcome for unaccompanied children’s
cases in immigration court was termination or dismissal, typically to allow children and
youth to pursue affirmative relief such as Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (S1JS) or Asylum
with USCIS. The percentage of cases ending with a termination or dismissal reached a high
of 67% in 2021, averaged 56% during the Biden years, and declined to 36% in 2025 and 21%
in the first eight months of 2026.

Relief within immigration court-consistently quite low-accounted for a miniscule 0.7% of
cases during the first eight months of 2026.

Table 2. Unaccompanied Children Outcomes(Percent) by Calendar Y ear of Initial Case
Completion

Required to Depart Allowed to Remain

Failure to

Voluntary Relief | Term./Dismi Admin. Prosecute
Departure Granted ssal Closure (DHS cases
only)

Initial
Comp. Removal
Year

2017 46.4%
2018 63.1%
2019 73.4%
2020 58.7%
2021 13.3%
2022 29.0%
2023 36.8%
2024 32.0%
2025 48.0%
2026 68.6%

*Through August 31, 2026.
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Removal Orders by Representation

Next, we focus on removal orders by representation. Representation is measured using a
simple and conservative method that identifies those cases that had representation at some
point (as defined by the filing of an E-28 form) and those that never had representation.®

Unaccompanied children's cases that have ever had representation are far less likely to end
inaremoval order. From 2017 through August 2026, 17% of completed, represented cases
received a removal order, compared to 78% of cases that were never represented (see
Figure 2).

Figure 2. Unaccompanied Children with Representation are Far Less Likely to Receive a
Removal Orderin Immigration Court, Initial Case Completions from 2017 to August 2026
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However, beginning in 2025, removal began to increase for unaccompanied children
irrespective of whether they ever had representation. Specifically, the removal rate of
children who ever had representation grew from below ten percent in 2024, to 17% in 2025
and 39% in 2026 to date. For unrepresented unaccompanied children, the removal rate grew
from more than two-thirds of cases in 2024 to 78% in 2025 and 88% in 2026 to date.
Strikingly, the rate of increase was even steeper for represented cases (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Removal Rates are Always Higher for Unrepresented Unaccompanied Children,
But Fluctuate Historically
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Representation and Caseloads by State

Of the more than 110,000 unaccompanied children’s cases still pending as of August 31,
2026, those living in Maryland, Ohio, and West Virginia had the highest representation rates
of all states, at approximately 86% (see Figure 4; dark green). Those living in South Carolina,
Montana, and I[daho had the lowest representation rates, from 26% to 20% (pale green on
the map).

Figure 4. Representation Rate for Pending Unaccompanied Children Cases by State

Representation Rate _

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Cases pending as of August 31, 2026.

Of cases still pending as of August 2026, people living in Maryland, Ohio, and West Virginia
had the highest representation rates of all states, from 87% to 85% (see Figure 4; dark
green). Those living in South Carolina, Montana, and Idaho had the lowest representation
rates, ranging from 27% to 20% (pale green on the map).

The states with the largest number of unaccompanied children facing deportation in
immigration court included California, Florida, New Jersey, New York, and Texas, accounting
for 45% of all unaccompanied children removal cases still pending as of August 2026 (see
Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Percent and Number of Total Unaccompanied Children Cases by State - Five
Largest Caseloads
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1 Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). Unaccompanied Alien Children Released to Sponsors by
State. (n.d.). Analysis by Acacia. Retrieved September 22, 2026.

2 Unaccompanied children are minors who are deemed to "lack both lawful immigration status in the
United States, and a parent or legal guardian in the United States, or a parent or legal guardian in the

United States who is available to provide care and physical custody." See Kandel, W. A. Unaccompanied
Alien Children: An Overview. Congressional Research Service (CRS) (September 5, 2024). Retrieved
September 29, 2026, from https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R43599. Typically, unaccompanied
children are identified upon first encounter with Border Patrol agents or Customs and Border
Protection Officers and subsequently transferred to ORR custody. However, as during the first Trump
administration, children are increasingly also being made unaccompanied by the U.S. government
from the interior of the country, rather than upon first entry at a border or port of entry.

8 The analysis presented in this fact sheet is based on the administrative database of the U.S.
immigration court system, run by the U.S. Department of Justice’s Executive Office for Immigration

Review (EOIR). This database is publicly available for download from the EOIR FOIA Library website,
and we rely on the public data through August 2026 using the file extracted September 10, 2026, from
https://www.justice.gov/eoir/foia-library-0.

*n addition to the scholarly work of Gallj and Padilla referenced below, Eagly, Shafer, and Moulton
published estimates in a 2025 paper, and researchers at non-profit institutions have developed their

own estimation methods. Estimates largely align across different researchers and organizations,
though exact estimates may differ due to subtle and defensible methodological choices. Some
differences may relate to the choices made when seeking to identify who is an unaccompanied child in
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the data, including but not limited to which dockets may have been manually categorized as juvenile,
family, or detained adult, while others may relate to difference in the metrics being measured.

5 The team has not focused on attempting replication of other statistics reported in their research.
% These docket categorizations are current through the end of July 2026 because of a lag required to
complete the manual categorization process.

7 The goal of these estimates is to identify individuals who would have been classified as
unaccompanied children by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) upon entry into the U.S,

some of whom are no longer currently under 18 years of age. The fact sheet presents the data and
explains the visualizations in ways that are clear and compelling, while guarding against
misinterpretation and the drawing of erroneous or misleading inferences. Importantly, the statistics
reported are descriptive in nature and readers should take care to avoid ascribing causality to the
trends and patterns observed in the data.

8 Importantly, outcomes are defined here in terms of the initial completion. The analysis below
identifies two general categories of outcome — “Required to Depart” and “Allowed to Remain” —that

each encompass multiple immigration judge (1)) decisions and other completions. The “Required to
Depart” category includes “Removal Orders” and “Voluntary Departures.” The “Allowed to Remain”
category includes grants of relief (e.g., asylum granted and withholding of removal), terminations and
dismissals, administrative closures, and failure to prosecute (which occur when Department of
Homeland Security prosecutors fail to file a Notice to Appear with the court). The outcomes analyzed
here thus exclude other |J decisions such as transfers or Change of Venue (which we consider to be
still pending). Moreover, initial completion is not necessarily a final completion, as appeals and re-
opening of cases, for instance, can result in a respondent appearing before an |J for further
decisions. Differences in the choices such as these can help explain minor divergence in the
estimates of different researchers.

® The E-28 is formally called a “Notice of Entry of Appearance of an Attorney or Accredited
Representative before Immigration Court.”
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