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Committee on Finance - City Council Chamber 

July 23, 2018, 10:00 AM 

 

Good morning, Chairman Burke and Members of the Committee. 

 

My name is David Sinski, Executive Director of Heartland Human Care Services and Vice President of 

Heartland Alliance. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today.   

 

Heartland Alliance is a human rights organization that has been serving and fighting for immigrant 

families since 1888. As a human rights organization, we oppose family separation and immigrant 

detention and believe that it is our moral obligation to welcome people seeking safety into our 

community. 

Heartland Human Care Services (HHCS) is the human services partner of Heartland Alliance. Since 1995, 

HHCS has been operating shelters for unaccompanied minor children who crossed the border alone. 

Often, these children are fleeing violence and persecution in their home countries and are particularly 

vulnerable to abuse and human trafficking. Under this program, we provide shelter and care for the 

unaccompanied children while we work diligently to reunify them with a family member or other 

sponsor here in the U.S.    

Each child’s story is different, but what they have in common is a long journey, often thousands of miles 

long that is fraught with danger; they may succumb to illness, are often robbed of meager possessions 

and while some individuals step up to help them, others try to take advantage of them. It is hard, 

traumatic and so much to bear for children. When they arrive at our doors, they are greeted with a 

nurturing, healing environment that allows them to just be kids. They are welcomed into a community 

of caring individuals who are solely interested in their well-being and connecting them with family as 

quickly as possible.   

We also know that families who come to our border are fleeing violence and that they too are seeking 

safety and refuge here in our country.  We oppose the zero tolerance policy that forcibly separated 

already vulnerable children from their parents, but we view it as our moral obligation to provide safety, 

shelter and support to them while they are in our care. 

Before diving too far into our work, I want to address the recent allegations against our shelters. We 

take allegations like this very seriously. Within hours of learning about these allegations, HHCS 

immediately self-reported them to the Office of Refugee Resettlement and the Illinois Department of 

Children and Family Services.  We simultaneously initiated an internal investigation. We support Senator 
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Durbin’s call for a separate investigation by the Office of Inspector General.  If any investigation reveals 

that a staff member placed a child in danger we will take immediate action.  

The reason why we started this work over twenty years ago was to ensure that children entering this 

country alone were treated fairly and humanely.  I want you to know that we are committed to getting 

to the bottom of this matter, and are working diligently each day to ensure that we provide the best 

possible care to the children in our shelters. 

I want to turn now to providing you with a deeper overview of our program, measures we take to 

ensure safety and welfare of the children in our care, as well as the monitoring and oversight of our 

work.  

We operate our unaccompanied minor program under a Cooperative Agreement with the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement (ORR). Five of our nine shelters for unaccompanied youth are in the City of 

Chicago. 

This spring, HHCS began receiving children who have been separated from their families at the border as 

a result of the Administration’s zero tolerance policy. The federal government then designated the 

separated children as unaccompanied and sent them to us for care as a part of our existing program.  

But while the circumstances of their arrival are different, we believe our moral and human rights 

obligations are the same:  to provide every child who arrives at our doors with safe, nurturing, 

compassionate, trauma-informed care. 

In a time of chaos and confusion in a child’s life, we work to make our shelters a stable and nurturing 

community. Children in our shelters receive 6 hours of education a day, participate in cultural exchange 

activities, science fairs, and go on field trips. Children in our program also have time and space to play 

games, go outside and play sports, go to the movies, beach, and the zoo.  

 

We also tend to the physical and emotional care of the children in our shelters. Upon arrival, each child 

receives a comprehensive medical assessment including standard vaccinations, and screening for 

communicable diseases. Children are provided routine medical care throughout their stay and receive 

immediate care for any acute or emergency health needs.  

Each child also receives both individual and group counseling at least once a week. The HHCS clinical 

team includes licensed clinicians, a clinical senior team, and a child psychiatrist. Clinicians are housed at 

each program every day and children may confide in their clinician at any time they are available 

without an appointment.  

 

To meet the health and medical needs of our children, we employ a full time physician, two full time 

nurses and an additional on-call physician who can be called in as needed. To meet the mental health 

needs of our children we employ a part time board certified child and adolescent psychiatrist, a Clinical 

Director, an Associate Director of Clinical Services, and one Master level Clinician for every 12 children in 

our care. 
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Our shelters also include full time family reunification specialists (about one for every eight children) 

whose sole duties are helping children locate their families, facilitating phone contact with those 

families, as well as coordinating timely release to a family or another sponsor. Only ORR has the ability 

to release a child.  

 

For each child in our care, we have weekly staffing meetings with ORR, including reviewing how children 

are doing in the program and progress toward reunification. 

Finally, every child in our care is screened by an attorney and many children, especially those with 

specific needs or who have a difficult time adjusting, are connected with an advocate who can support 

them during their stay with us. 

 

Staff and Measures to Protect Safety and Welfare 

 

As a child welfare agency we are committed to the safety and welfare of the children we serve. We 

therefore have many measures and protocols in place to ensure safe, quality care. 

Staff take 32 hours of in-person classroom training before having any contact with children, in addition 

to a number of on-line trainings. Once they begin working, our staff get one-on-one training and 

participate in “job shadowing” where they work alongside peers who will coach and support them on 

implementing the policies and procedures we have in place to ensure child well-being.  

ALL staff go through the same training, whether they are cooks, drivers, Master’s level clinicians or 

Program Directors because we believe that anyone who has contact with a child should reflect our high 

standards for child safety and healthy development.  

We use a "treatment team" approach, which means that there are multiple staff interacting with each 

child and we always have multiple staff in the facility so staff are constantly being observed by one 

another. 

For each shift, supervisors or lead staff assign tasks and monitor the work of their peers.  At the end of 

each day, all staff complete reports that document their activities and observations of the children’s 

behavior, and anything else that is important to communicate.  Supervisors also meet with their direct 

reports regularly.  

We also work to create an environment where a child can report anything that makes them 

uncomfortable. Children are encouraged to report if someone—staff or another child—makes them feel 

unsafe. They may report it directly to any staff person, file a grievance, or submit an anonymous 

complaint. We also have a phone connected to various hotline numbers including the ORR hotline and 

the DCFS child abuse hotline. Children are shown how to use this phone and are told that this phone is 

to report abuse.  
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There are cameras installed throughout our facilities, except within the children’s bedrooms or 

bathrooms, that record all program activities that take place. In the event an incident is reported that 

requires investigation, we can review camera footage to determine what happened.   

Our program and facilities are also subject to significant oversight and regulation. 

 

ORR 

 

The Office of Refugee Resettlement within the US Department of Health and Human Services 

administers the unaccompanied minors program.  The program, and correspondingly many of our 

requirements, are fully fleshed out in federal law and agency guidance, including regulations regarding:  

- physical health and mental health care,  

- reunification,  

- education,  

- safety planning 

- housing  

- care for children with special needs 

- privacy and confidentiality 

- reporting, and 

- screening for human trafficking and abuse 

 

ORR is the guardian of the children in the program, and therefore makes many of the decisions related 

to a child’s care and stay in our facilities. We have prepared a one-pager with links and contact 

information for ORR if you would like additional information about the underlying program.  ORR also 

requires that we make clear that we do not represent ORR and that our statement today or any 

information we share does not reflect the opinion or position of ORR. 

As a part of its oversight, ORR conducts routine monitoring of all components of our program, including 

program design, management, services, safety and security, child protection, case management, 

personnel management, stakeholder relations, and fiscal management. ORR monitoring activities 

include: 

- weekly staffing meetings about the children in our care  

- day-long visits to each and every facility one to two times every month, both unannounced and 

announced, and 

- a week-long, in-depth site visit every one or two years.  

The majority of the children in our shelters crossed the border alone. Many have survived human 

trafficking or other abuses.  As a result, we are subject to strict rules about confidentiality and security, 

including keeping the addresses of our sites confidential.  There are real risks to the children in our care. 

We are committed to provide as much information as we can about our program and ask you to work 

with us in the areas where law and safety require privacy. 
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DCFS Licensure and State Regulation 

As a child welfare agency, we are also regulated by the state and licensed by DCFS.   

Licensing by DCFS includes standards for governance, staffing, living arrangements, education, health 

and safety, facilities, record retention, and financial management.  In addition to the governance and 

facility standards, the care and service requirements are extensive.  These range from prescribing how 

scissors, plastic bags, and other potentially dangerous supplies are stored to requiring that children be 

afforded the opportunity to learn household duties and other life skills in accordance with age, health, 

and ability. 

Each of our DCFS licensed facilities are also required to be in compliance with state and local building, 

health, and safety ordinances and are also subject to inspection by state agencies such as the State Fire 

Marshal. As a Chicago-based organization, we are also subject to the City’s building, health, and safety 

codes and enforcement.  

 

CARF 

As a requirement of working with ORR, HHCS must also be accredited by a third-party, independent 

agency.   HHCS is accredited by the Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities (“CARF”),  an 

independent, nonprofit accreditor of health and human services that currently accredits more than 

50,000 programs throughout the country. To be CARF accredited, we must demonstrate a healthy, safe, 

and clean environment that support quality services and minimizes risk of harm to the children, 

personnel and other stakeholders.  Our accreditation is reviewed and renewed every three years. 

Thank you, Chairman Burke, for inviting us today.  In the wake of the administration’s zero tolerance 

policy, we know that there is a lot of interest and questions about the unaccompanied minor program.  I 

want to let you know that we want to work with you to be sure there is no confusion about the 

program, and we welcome the opportunity to work with you to ensure that the children in our care are 

in fact receiving the best quality care. 

 


