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Examining the UAC-DACA Link 

 
BY DAVID BIER 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Since 2012, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) has granted relief from 
deportation to illegal immigrants who, before June 2007, entered the United States as 
children. This month, the administration will begin to accept applications from anyone 
who arrived as a child before 2010. While this policy is understandably attacked as 
executive overreach, some critics further claim that it motivated a rush of migrant 
children to the Southwest border.  
 
Newly available data—analyzed in this study for the first time—show that the massive 
increase in unaccompanied alien children (UACs) began before DACA was even 
announced in June 2012. Without knowledge of the program, the children who came to 
the border in early 2012 could not have been motivated by DACA. In fact, fewer UACs 
entered illegally in the 3 months after DACA than the 3 months before it.  
 
In fact, fewer children entered the United States illegally in 2014 than in 2004, indicating 
that illegal child migration is not a recent phenomenon. While the percentage of illegal 
entries by children has increased, this is mainly because entry for adults has become 
much more difficult due to greater border security and the absence of legal avenues for 
admission. Congress should respond to the expansion of DACA by enacting its own 
reforms without fear that those reforms will launch a rush to the border. 
  



 

DACA’S IMPLEMENTATION AND REACTION  
 
Under DACA, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) formally defers for 2 years 
the deportation of illegal aliens who were under the age of 31 on June 15, 2012, had no 
lawful status on that date, and who entered the United States prior to June 15, 2007 as 
a child under the age of 16.1 DHS began to accept applications in August 2012 and has 
since approved over 700,000 applications.2 In November 2014, the president 
announced DHS would expand DACA to accept applications from anyone who arrived 
in the United States as a child prior to January 2010.3 
 
Almost immediately critics argued that DACA was encouraging illegal immigration and 
enticing young children to come to the border.4 In August 2014, the House passed a bill 
to end DACA mainly based on the argument that it motivated young immigration.5 In his 
press release on the bill, House Judiciary Chairman Bob Goodlatte said, “Since the 
implementation of DACA, the number of unaccompanied alien minors seeking to enter 
the U.S. illegally has risen dramatically.”6 
 
UNACCOMPANIED ALIEN CHILDREN 
 
This DACA-UAC narrative initially appeared to be plausible based on the annual 
numbers of apprehensions of unaccompanied children. Fiscal year 2012, which began 
in October 2011, did see a 53 percent increase in the number of apprehensions over 
2012. Recently, however, Customs and Border Protection released the monthly data on 
UAC apprehensions from 2012.7 These numbers clearly confirm that the surge started 
well before the June announcement. 
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As Chart 2 shows, October through May of FY 2012 saw a more than 50 percent 
increase over the same period in FY 2011.8 

 
In the months leading up to the president’s 
DACA announcement, Border Patrol officials 
and humanitarian groups expressed alarm 
about the number of children fleeing Central 
American countries, mainly from Honduras, 
El Salvador, and Guatemala. By early June 
2012, Mexican authorities were catching 
twice as many Central Americans illegally 
traveling through Mexico as in 2011.9 So 
many children were apprehended during the 
early part of FY 2012 that Lackland Air Force 
Base in San Antonio was used to house the 
children, and Texas Governor Rick Perry 
wrote a letter to the president in May to 
demand the federal government step up its 
efforts to control the flow.10  

 
These events could still be blamed on DACA if prospective child migrants anticipated 
such an announcement. Leaked memos in 2010 showed that the administration was 
planning for DACA should comprehensive immigration reform fail,11 but by 2012, the 
idea was not on the media’s radar. The preparation for DACA’s implementation was so 
closely guarded that many high-level DHS officials were surprised by the 
announcement.12 Moreover, the president had, for years, claimed that he needed 
Congress to act to slow deportations.13 Rumblings about DACA could not have 
motivated minors who came to the border in early 2012.  

 
The monthly apprehension figures do not 
reveal a response by Central American 
children to DACA’s announcement either. 
Border Patrol actually caught 25 percent 
fewer UACs in the 3 months after the 
president’s decision than in the 3 months 
before it.14 Virtually the same numbers were 
apprehended in the 6 months before the 
month of DACA’s announcement as the 6 
months after it (Chart 3). 
 
As seen in Chart 4, the number of 
apprehensions actually dropped in June 
2012, and it would be another 8 months after 
DACA was announced before apprehensions 
exceeded those in May 2012. 
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While it is true that UAC apprehensions increased in the year following DACA’s 
implementation, they also increased in the prior year. DACA did little, if anything, to 
affect the upward trend of child migration in the year after its implementation. The 
annual rate of increase in UACs apprehended remained almost constant from 2012 
through 2013, as seen in Chart 5. 

 
 
Another sign that DACA did not cause the increased border crossings can be seen in 
the number of DACA applications relative to the number of UACs, as displayed in Chart 
6. The new monthly figures reveal a negative correlation between the number of DACA 
applications and the number of UAC apprehensions.15 
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DACA did not cause the child migrant crisis. In fact, although the U.S. Border Patrol 
appears to have only recorded the number of UACs since 2008, the overall number of 
apprehended children—unaccompanied and accompanied—is currently lower than it 
was a decade ago.16 As Chart 7 shows, annual juvenile apprehensions have simply 
returned to pre-recession levels.17 In other words, the child migrant crisis is not unique 
to this presidency. 

 
Nearly all UAC apprehensions resulted from increased migration of children from 
Central America. As seen in Chart 8, this change reflects the general trend toward 
migration from non-Mexican countries, not American policies toward child migrants. 
Even though migration flows of Mexican illegal aliens reversed beginning in 2008, the 
number of Central Americans in the United States illegally actually rose 24 percent from 
2008 to 2012.18 At the same time, non-Mexican border crossers rose from 5 percent of 
the total a decade ago to a majority for the first time last year.19 
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The main reason why this wave of children has received more attention than the prior 
wave is that Mexican children are immediately removed and handed over to Mexican 
authorities. By contrast, Central American children are handed over to Health and 
Human Services, which must then attempt to place the child with a guardian pending an 
immigration court hearing, all of which can be a very lengthy and expensive process.  
 
EXPLANATIONS FOR THE RECENT UAC WAVE 
 
Four explanations for the increases in illegal entry by Central American children present 
themselves. First, economic conditions in the United States have improved, and child 
apprehensions over the last decade and a half appear to roughly track economic 
growth, as seen in Chart 9. Economic conditions could affect immigration decisions not 
only if the child is pursuing a job, but also if the family in the U.S. is more financially 
secure and can more easily afford to transport their children across the border and care 
for them once they arrive.20 

 
The second explanation for the recent increase is the escalating violence in Central 
America. From 2007 to 2012 (the most recent year for which data is available), the 
homicide rate in Central America rose from about 15 homicides per 100,000 to over 
26.21 The higher homicide rates are driven primarily by three countries: El Salvador, 
Honduras, and Guatemala, countries with some of the highest murder rates in the 
world.22 
 
These countries were also the source countries for 75 percent of all UACs in 2014, and 
98.3 percent of the increase in UACs since 2009.23 As one researcher noted, Honduras 
was more dangerous for civilians in 2012 than Iraq in 2007.24 In interviews with the 
United Nations in 2014, nearly half of all children apprehended at the border said that 
violence was a factor in their decision to immigrate.25 
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The final two likely explanations have to do with the shift in the overall composition of 
illegal immigration away from adult laborers toward children and family units. Not only 
are more children migrating as percentage of all illegal entries, the children are also, on 
average, younger. The number of children under the age of 12 increased from 9 percent 
to 16 percent from 2013 to 2014.26 It is likely that this activity is a response to two U.S. 
policies – the increased intensity of border enforcement and the differential legal 
treatment of children and family units.  
 
As the intensity of border enforcement has increased,27 the price of border crossing has 
also increased, as Chart 12 shows.28 Smuggling costs from Central America are even 
higher than those from Mexico, averaging about $7,500 per crossing.29 Higher prices 
discourage illegal entries by adult migrants at the margin. Adult laborers tend to respond 
to increased enforcement not by refusing to come at all, but by extending their illegal 
stay in the United States, as seen in Chart 13.30 
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Rather than cycling back and forth across the border almost annually as they did in the 
1980s, immigrants remained illegally for increasingly longer periods, particularly since 
2001. These extended stays encourage illegal immigrants to send for children left 
behind in their home country. These laborers likely leave their children initially to find 
employment and save enough to send for their children, a process termed “stage 
migration.”31 Chart 14 shows how the increase in illegal residents from El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras in 2010 was followed 2 years later by large increases in UAC 
apprehensions from those countries.32 

 
Anecdotal reports from Central America support the view that human smugglers are 
actively recruiting children.33 Smugglers appear to have responded to the lower demand 
from would-be adult migrants by informing juveniles and their parents that even if 
Border Patrol apprehended the children, they would be guaranteed access to the United 
States. This sales pitch has the benefit of actually being true, but not because of DACA.  
 
The Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act of 2008 codified procedures 
created in the 1990s under which Mexican children were removed without a court 
hearing unless they told Border Patrol that they feared persecution or were trafficked. 
Mexican authorities take custody of almost all Mexican children, often in less than 48 
hours,34 but all Central American UACs are granted a removal hearing before an 
immigration judge and are released to a guardian in the U.S.—a fact now well known in 
Central America.35  
 
Hearings are often delayed for several years due to an increasingly long backlog of 
removal cases.36 In a May 2014 survey conducted by Border Patrol agents, 95 percent 
of child migrants expected that they would receive a “permiso” or a free pass to enter, 
which they identified as the Notice to Appear in court for a removal hearing before an 
immigration judge.37 In other words, smugglers began to use the dysfunctional hearing 
process as a tool to encourage children to journey from Central America to the United 
States. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
As President Obama proceeds with his plan to expand administrative relief to more 
individuals under DACA, Congress should focus on the legality of that decision, not on 
its potential consequences for border security. The overwhelming weight of evidence 
reveals that DACA was not a factor in the recent influx of children.38  
 
The Obama administration blamed the crisis on the Trafficking Victims Protection 
Reauthorization Act and human smugglers who use the law to their advantage.39 While 
those factors did contribute to the problem, the administration’s narrative overlooks the 
reality that human smugglers only changed strategy after entry for adults became much 
more difficult. Adults remained in the United States rather than moving back and forth 
from their home countries. Smugglers discovered that the only group for whom entry 
could be assured was children.  
 
The president is correct that the removal process needs greater efficiency, but that 
alone will not address the underlying causes of illegal child migration. In order to 
prevent future crises, Congress should create worker visas that allow adult migrant 
workers to circulate legally between their home countries and the United States for 
employment. This would greatly reduce the incentive to pay thousands of dollars to 
smuggle their children across the border. Remittances and work experience in the 
United States would also increase the standard of living of workers in Central America, 
which would encourage many migrant workers to return home voluntarily after working 
in the United States. 
  



 

APPENDIX : TABLES 
 
Table 1: Annual UAC Apprehensions 
 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

8,041 19,668 18,634 15,949 24,403 38,759 68,541 

 
Table 2: Monthly UAC Apprehensions 
 

 FY 2011 FY 2012 FY 2013 FY 2014 

October 1,097 1,465 2,333 4,181 

November 1,092 1,446 2,392 4,344 

December 1,011 1,259 2,218 4,327 

January  1,073 1,635 2,260 3,706 

February  1,310 2,077 2,986 4,845 

March 1,956 2,755 4,120 7,176 

April 1,718 2,703 4,206 7,701 

May  1,435 2,541 3,985 10,578 

June 1,313 2,071 3,384 10,620 

July 1,253 2,118 3,607 5,499 

August 1,360 2,289 3,718 3,138 

September 1,331 2,044 3,550 2,426 

 

  



 

Table 3: Monthly Initial DACA Applications  
 

 FY 2012 FY 2013 FY 2014 

October                  -           112,660         12,250  

November                  -             71,114         12,250  

December                  -             44,815         12,250  

January                   -             31,034         11,730  

February                   -             30,255         11,730  

March                  -             29,688         11,730  

April                  -             25,972         14,218  

May                   -             22,215         14,218  

June                  -             17,485         14,218  

July                  -             15,986           8,998  

August          48,051           13,960           8,998  

September        104,371           14,403           8,998  

 
 
Table 4: Annual Total Juvenile Apprehensions 
 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 

97,954 86,433 86,606 109,285 114,222 101,778 77,778 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

59,578 40,461 31,291 23,089 31,029 47,397 107,613 
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