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For people on the move by necessity, particularly 
those who have been forcibly displaced from 
their homes and communities by violence and 
other harm, finding safe shelter is one of the most 
immediate and pressing needs. When individuals 
are forced across international boundaries in 
search of refuge, the resulting vulnerability and 
insecurity often are heightened. The provision 
of shelter not only addresses their need for 
warmth and temporary security, but it is also an 
instrumental step in restoring dignity and the path 
forward to stability. For those who seek safety in 
the United States of America, finding safe shelter 
upon arrival and after processing at the border 
means discovering respite—an opportunity to 
be welcomed and to take a rest during what is 
commonly a long and arduous journey. 

Introduction
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A sunny courtyard and 
kitchen garden are available 

to guests at Casa Alitas in 
Tucson, Arizona. 



The humanitarian response at the southern 
border of the United States has evolved greatly in 
the last decade in response to the growing arrival 
of asylum-seekers to the United States. Asylum-
seekers are people, often entire families, who 
are requesting sanctuary by lodging a 
protection claim based on a fear of persecution 
for reasons related to a protected ground (race, 
religion, nationality, membership in a particular 
social group, or political opinion) and whose 
own government is unable or unwilling to 
protect them. The majority of asylum-seekers 
crossing the U.S. southern border in the past 
decade are fleeing the North of Central America 
but also includes asylum-seekers from 
elsewhere in the Americas and from across the 
globe. As insecurity in the Central America region 
has driven people from their homes and 
communities at increasing rates, the U.S. 
government has coordinated with local 
community-based shelters along the southern 
border to meet the specific needs of the families 
and other particularly vulnerable people as they 
are released from short-term government 
custody. Release to these shelters not only 
provides a safe and supportive next step for 
asylum-seekers, but it also provides a more 
orderly, reliable process for the federal 
government authorities and the border 
communities receiving them.

UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency, is a global 
organization with the mandate to protect the rights 
of refugees, asylum-seekers, and stateless people 
worldwide. UNHCR works with governments, civil 
society, and impacted populations to ensure that 
anyone who fears persecution, conflict or violence 
at home has the right to seek asylum and find safe 
refuge. Integral to guaranteeing the right to seek 
asylum is the availability of a safe and orderly 
system to receive and register individuals as 
asylum-seekers, provide for their immediate basic 
needs, and to equip them with information on how 
to navigate the asylum process. UNHCR 
recognizes the crucial role the border shelters 
play for individuals and families seeking asylum in 
the United States–providing them with safe and 
dignified services to meet their immediate basic 
needs, orienting them to where they are and what 
the next steps are in their asylum process, and 

facilitating their onward travel to destination 
communities in the United States where they live 
with sponsors while pursuing their claims to 
protection. The respite services provided by the 
shelter network tend to be short-term, as asylum-
seekers resume their onward travel in a matter of 
hours or days. Through the publication of the 
Border Shelter Best Practices Toolkit, UNHCR 
seeks to highlight and disseminate the good 
practices of the border shelters, thereby bolstering 
the border shelter community of practice dedicated 
to receiving asylum-seekers.

The Border Shelters

The shelters along the United States’ southern 
border receiving families released from 
immigration custody are rooted in their border 
communities. In recent years, as the number 
of asylum-seekers presenting at the border 
swelled, so too has the response. While some 
shelters had over four decades of experience to 
draw upon when responding to hospitality 
needs, others had never operated a shelter 
before or worked with asylum-seekers. And yet, 
when asylum-seekers were released from 
government custody without a place to go, 
community members instantly responded with 
shared motivation to welcome asylum-seekers 
with solidarity, dignity, and respect.

The community response at the U.S.-Mexico 
border has resulted in a dynamic network of 
shelters that spans from San Diego, California 
to Brownsville, Texas. Within the network, 
there are a variety of models and proven good 
practices that fellow shelters, and those who are 
looking to begin this work, can draw upon 
in their area. Some shelters were established 
independently with the specific mandate to 
shelter and welcome the asylum-seeking and 
immigrant community. Other already-established 
organizations responded to the immediate needs 
of those seeking asylum by expanding existing 
shelter services to the asylum-seeking population 
and others by adding hospitality to their existing 
immigrant rights and refugee resettlement work. 
In some communities, public-private partnerships 
between local nonprofits and government entities 
developed to meet needs.

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit
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Border Shelters’ Role in the 
Journey of Asylum-Seekers

The families and individuals released to border 
shelters are primarily asylum-seekers, meaning 
that most fled from their home countries due to 
conflict, violence or persecution and are afraid 
to be forcibly returned home, back to danger. 
Immigration officials at the border register 
individuals in order to identify them and to 
initiate immigration legal proceedings. Absent 
any security concerns, the families are released 
to the shelters which provide for their immediate 
needs.1 The immigration legal process, which 
takes several months or years and generally will 
take place in the asylum-seekers’ inland 
destinations, determines if they will be deported 
or are able to remain in the United States.

Moving through the immigration processing at 
the border is often a disorienting and stressful 
experience, particularly for those who have 
suffered trauma, just have undertaken a 
harrowing journey, and do not speak English. 

Many individuals are detained in government 
custody for a few days or weeks prior to their 
release to the shelters. The border shelters 
receiving these individuals and families play 
a pivotal role as a safe waystation. There, 
these asylum-seekers are treated as guests, 
receiving short-term hospitality (including a safe 
place to sleep, a hot meal and shower, clean 
clothes, and any needed medical attention) 
along with information that orients them as to 
where they are geographically and within the 
immigration process as well as assistance in 
making contact with family or friends in order to 
arrange for travel to their eventual destination 
within the United States. Recognizing the 
particular vulnerabilities of asylum-seekers, 
including individuals who have suffered the loss 
or separation from immediate family members 
or experienced harm as severe as torture, 
shelters strive to serve the guests in a culturally-
sensitive and trauma-informed manner. For more 
information and context on the populations 
served by border shelters, please see the 
chapter Onboarding and Training Procedures for 
Staff and Volunteers.

Asylum seekers from Venezuela 
cross the border by a “trocha,” muddy 

footpaths that cut across the scrubland. 

©
 U

N
H

C
R

/V
in

ce
nt

 T
re

m
ea

u

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit

5⊲ Table of Contents



Toolkit Purpose

This toolkit draws upon innovative models 
and practices that have worked well in border 
shelters located across the U.S. southern border 
and is rooted in international and domestic 
standards and guidance. The toolkit seeks to 
serve as a reference for those providing respite 
shelter at the border. The content presented in 
this toolkit reflects analyses taken from shelter 
site visits and interviews conducted in all four 
southern border states and showcases a range 
of shelter models, policies, and procedures. 
Rather than suggesting a singular formula for 
creating and running a successful shelter, the 
resources in this toolkit can be adapted to 
fit the specific needs of the host community 

Navigating the Toolkit

The toolkit is presented in four main 
sections. The first section situates the work 
of the border shelters in the principles and 
international standards of humanitarian work. 
The second section presents the mechanics 
of what it takes to maintain shelter operations 
and provide daily services to guests. The 
third section focuses on the shelter services 
for guests, with the chapters ordered to 
reflect a typical hospitality cycle from the 
moment asylum-seekers are received at 
the shelter until their departure. The fourth 
section outlines considerations for working 
with vulnerable populations. The appendices 
present guidance to assist shelters that are 
just starting the important work of hospitality 
and additional sheltering resources from a 
large-scale displacement perspective.

The toolkit is designed so that readers can read 
the toolkit in its entirety or browse by topic as 
needed, facilitated by a link back to the Table of 
Contents on the bottom of each page. Whether a 
reader is an experienced border shelter provider 
or new to the field, the experience and tested 
models of fellow shelters are presented for 
inspiration and potential adoption. Each chapter 
provides context, sample procedures and 
policies, and suggested resources. All resources 
are designed to ensure baseline safeguards 
are in place and the needs of asylum-seekers 
are being met while increasing the efficiency 
of the mechanics involved in running a shelter. 
The toolkit links to a Resource Library hosted 
on UNHCR’s website where readers may access 
directly the many documents developed and 
shared by border shelters.

and the guests they welcome, thus ensuring 
hospitality at all points along the border. The 
contributing organizations and UNHCR do 
not assume responsibility as to how the best 
practices are applied and do not endorse 
officially any of the products or organizations 
referenced in the toolkit.

Across the border, each community interpreted 
“hospitality” in a different and innovative way. 
Inspirational stories of communities embracing 
their role as humanitarians abound from every 
corner of the border. It is UNHCR’s sincere 
hope that this toolkit, informed by lessons 
learned in other communities, can guide those 
committed to such important work and support 
the resiliency of all involved.

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit
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A colorful banner painted by guests 
and volunteers hangs in the Deming 
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Humanitarian action is designed to bolster and 
complement the protection and assistance 
governments are responsible for extending to those 
in their territories affected by disasters, armed 
conflicts, or violence. The border shelters’ place 
in the humanitarian field is at the intersection of 
humanitarian response and the U.S. immigration 
legal framework. They are physically located along 
a high-volume land border and form part of a 
collection of vital services that typically grow up 
around inflows of asylum-seekers. While based on 
a traditional shelter services model, the shelters 
incorporate aspects of support for survivors of 
trauma, persecution, and torture; work with foreign-
born and non-English speaking populations; 
and interact with U.S. policy and practice on the 
reception of asylum-seekers. The daily work of the 
shelters is rooted in their local communities but at its 
core draws from the body of international standards 
and guidance developed for humanitarian work 
around the world. The following key humanitarian 
principles and resources provide useful touchstones 
and guidance to inform the work of border shelters.

Key Humanitarian 
Principles
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A mother holds her baby at the San 
Diego Rapid Response Network Migrant 

Shelter in San Diego, California. 
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Humanity
Human suffering must be addressed wherever it 
is found. The purpose of humanitarian action is 
to protect life and health and ensure respect for 
human beings.

Neutrality
Humanitarian actors must not take sides in 
hostilities or engage in controversies of a 
political, racial, religious or ideological nature.

Impartiality
Humanitarian action must be carried out on 
the basis of need alone, giving priority to the 
most urgent cases of distress and making no 

Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent  
Movement (RCRC Movement) and Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) in Disaster Relief

The Code of Conduct articulates ten principles of conduct for the RCRC Movement and NGOs operating 
disaster-response programs. These principles are intended to guide their standards of behavior and 
are rooted in the four core humanitarian principles. Whether in the context of disaster response or in 
responding to refugee flows at a border, these principles are the hallmark of a true humanitarian response.

1 The humanitarian imperative comes first.  

2 Aid is given regardless of the race, creed 
or nationality of the recipients and without 
adverse distinction of any kind. Aid priorities 
are calculated on the basis of need alone.

3 Aid will not be used to further a particular 
political or religious standpoint.  

4 We shall endeavor not to act as instruments 
of government foreign policy.  

5 We shall respect culture and custom.  

6 We shall attempt to build disaster response 
on local capacities.  

7 Ways shall be found to involve program 
beneficiaries in the management of relief aid.

8 Relief aid must strive to reduce future 
vulnerabilities to disaster as well as meeting 
basic needs.  

9 We hold ourselves accountable to both those 
we seek to assist and those from whom we 
accept resources.  

10 In our information, publicity and advertising 
activities, we shall recognize disaster victims 
as dignified human beings, not hopeless 
objects.

More information on the code of conduct is available at this link.

distinctions on the basis of nationality, race, 
gender, religious belief, class or political opinions.

Independence
Humanitarian action must be autonomous from 
the political, economic, military or other objectives 
that any actor may hold with regard to areas where 
humanitarian action is being implemented.2

Commitment to the four humanitarian principles 
is central to widely-accepted codes of conduct, 
commitments, and core standards, including the 
Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement and the Sphere 
standards introduced below.

Humanitarian Principles

The four core humanitarian principles at the foundation of humanitarian work are humanity, 
impartiality, independence, and neutrality. These principles are enshrined in key United Nations 
General Assembly resolutions establishing the international humanitarian system and underpin 
the definition of what constitutes a ‘humanitarian’ response. Complementing that foundation is the 
principle of “do no harm,” which obliges humanitarian actors to prevent and mitigate the potential 
negative impact of their work on affected populations.

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit
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The Sphere Standards

The Sphere Project is the initiative of a group 
of NGOs involved in disaster response and the 
RCRC Movement, which came together in 1997 
to develop a set of universal minimum standards 
in humanitarian response. First published in 
2000, The Humanitarian Charter and Minimum 
Standards in Humanitarian Response (“the 
Sphere Handbook”) is the bedrock resource that 
has guided humanitarian response work for the 
past two decades. The Sphere Handbook is an 
extensive resource featuring guidelines, technical 
assistance, and legal principles that support a 
rights-based approach to humanitarian work. The 
Sphere movement has evolved to represent both 
standards and practical applications that improve 
quality and accountability in the humanitarian 
field. The Sphere Standards function as a 
baseline for humanitarian standards in four 
technical areas of:

1 Water supply, sanitation and hygiene 
promotion (WASH);

2 Food security and nutrition;

3 Shelter and settlement;

4 Health.

The Sphere Standards elaborate on many of the 
themes presented in this toolkit while directing 
readers to additional resources. An introductory 
video on the Sphere Standards is available at 
this link.

The foundation of the minimum standards set 
forth in the Sphere Handbook is built from 
the Humanitarian Charter, the four Protection 
Principles, and the Core Humanitarian Standard.

The Humanitarian Charter sets forth the 
ethical and legal backdrop to the Sphere 
Handbook. It is both a statement of shared 
belief and a statement of established legal rights 

A mother holds her baby at 
the San Diego Rapid Response 
Network Migrant Shelter in 
San Diego, California. © Jewish 
Family Service of San Diego

A mural brightens the 
space at Annunciation 

House in El Paso, Texas. 
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have adopted the CHS accountable to the 
people they seek to serve.7

As the hallmarks of a humanitarian response 
that is rights-based and focused on (and 
accountable to) the communities and people 
impacted by crisis, the CHS and its companion 
Nine Commitments and Quality Criteria (shown 
above) serve as useful and relevant principles for 
border shelter operators who have undertaken 
humanitarian response to support the hundreds 
of thousands of asylum-seekers who have 
passed through their shelter doors. Throughout 
this toolkit, each chapter is headlined by 
the most relevant CHS commitment. For 
additional guidance on key actions and 
organizational responsibilities to carry out the 
Nine Commitments, see The Sphere Handbook, 
Chapter 4.

4 www.corehumanitarianstandard.org

The Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability
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and obligations. Drawing from international 
humanitarian law, human rights law, and refugee 
law, the charter summarizes as follows the rights 
of people affected by disaster or conflict:

• The right to life with dignity;

• The right to receive humanitarian assistance;

• The right to protection and security.3

The four Protection Principles highlighted in 
the Sphere Handbook apply to all humanitarian 
action and actors. These principles support 
the rights from the Humanitarian Charter by 
articulating the role that all humanitarian actors, 
regardless of their particular humanitarian role 
or expertise, can play in helping protect people. 
The four Protection Principles are:

1 Enhance the safety, dignity and rights of 
people, and avoid exposing them to harm.

2 Ensure people’s access to assistance 
according to need and without discrimination.

3 Assist people to recover from the physical and 
psychological effects of threatened or actual 
violence, coercion or deliberate deprivation.

4 Help people claim their rights.4

The Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality 
and Accountability (CHS) promotes a common 
approach to a humanitarian response by 
outlining what “good humanitarian action 
looks like for communities and people affected 
by crisis, and the staff and organizations 
involved in a response.”5 The CHS lays 
out nine commitments which serve as a 
“framework of quality and accountability good 
practice.”6 It seeks to make impacted people 
and communities central to the humanitarian 
response and to make the organizations that 

Source: The Core Humanitarian Standard, available here.
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Source: CHS Alliance et. al., Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability, 9, available here.
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability 9

vi.   The Nine Commitments 
and Quality Criteria

1. Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs. 
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response is appropriate and relevant.

8 a

8 b

9

4

7

5 6

1 2 3

8 a

8 b

9

4

7

5 6

1 2 3

9. Communities and people affected by crisis can expect that the 
organisations assisting them are managing resources effectively, 
efficiently and ethically.
Quality Criterion: Resources are managed and used responsibly for their 
intended purpose.

8 a

8 b

9

4

7

5 6

1 2 3

7. Communities and people affected by crisis can expect delivery 
of improved assistance as organisations learn from experience and 
reflection.
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian actors continuously learn and improve.

8 a

8 b

9

4

7

5 6

1 2 3

6. Communities and people affected by crisis receive coordinated, 
complementary assistance. 
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response is coordinated and 
complementary. 

8 a

8 b

9

4

7

5 6

1 2 3

5. Communities and people affected by crisis have access to safe and 
responsive mechanisms to handle complaints. 
Quality Criterion: Complaints are welcomed and addressed.

8 a

8 b

9

4

7

5 6

1 2 3

4. Communities and people affected by crisis know their rights and 
entitlements, have access to information and participate in decisions that 
affect them. 
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response is based on communication, 
participation and feedback.

8 a

8 b

9

4

7

5 6

1 2 3 3. Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a result of 
humanitarian action. 
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response strengthens local capacities and 
avoids negative effects.

8 a

8 b

9

4

7

5 6

1 2 3

2. Communities and people affected by crisis have access to the 
humanitarian assistance they need at the right time. 
Quality Criterion: Humanitarian response is effective and timely.

8 a

8 b

9

4

7

5 6

1 2 3

8. Communities and people affected by crisis receive the assistance they 
require from competent and well-managed staff and volunteers.
Quality Criterion: Staff are supported to do their job effectively, and are 
treated fairly and equitably.

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit
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The present section outlines the best practices 
border shelters employ in the set-up and daily 
running of their operations. As mentioned in the 
introduction, there are different models of border 
shelters, each with their own advantages and 
challenges. The material presented here is designed 
to lay out the various aspects of a shelter operation, 
emphasize essential safeguards to have in place, 
and share practical examples that can be adapted 
as needed to meet a shelter’s specific context.

Mechanics of a  
Shelter Operation
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Artwork communicates a message 
of welcome at Kino Border Initiative’s 

shelter in Nogales, Mexico. 



A shelter occupies a distinctive role in each 
community. Given that shelter visibility 
fluctuates with news coverage and current 
events, shelters recommend taking a proactive 
approach to cultivating positive community 
relations with a variety of stakeholders and 
community partners. To help generate and 
maintain local stakeholders’ and community 
members’ investment in the work of the shelter, 
providing access to up-to-date information 
is critical. Shelter directors have found it 
helpful to send updates to funders, elected 
officials, and community members via email, a 
newsletter, or an in-person briefing. Shelters 
also have developed their own community 
education presentations that have been used to 
successfully educate and recruit new volunteers.

As described below, the most common 
entities shelter staff will interact with are 
local government agencies and community 
stakeholders, federal and local law enforcement, 
and the media. Shelter directors often prioritize 
the development of these relationships when 
operating a shelter.

Community Stakeholders

It is important to identify the community 
members with a vested or strategic interest in 
the work of a border shelter on behalf of the 
guests and the community and to understand 
the dynamics between these stakeholders 
and community leaders. This could help in 

Community Relations
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 6:  
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive coordinated, 
complementary assistance.”

harnessing partnerships, building coalitions, and 
overcoming challenges. These stakeholders 
and leaders could be elected officials (i.e. 
legislators and local officials), business owners 
(i.e. transportation companies, catering and food 
business owners), religious leaders, and other 
community members. Building relationships with 
these community leaders will help overcome 
barriers that impact the asylum-seekers and 
shelter operations.

Working with Customs and 
Border Protection, Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement

Border shelters offer an important connection 
between the local Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) and Customs and Border 
Protection (CBP) officials and the community, in 
part because shelters typically receive guests 
directly from ICE, and sometimes from CBP, 
when they are released from detention. Thus, it 
is extremely important for the shelter to develop 
a strong working relationship with the local 
ICE and CBP offices. Both agencies may drop 
off asylum-seekers at the shelter, although ICE 
and CBP are separate agencies and do not 
necessarily coordinate transfers to the shelter.

Experience has shown that developing clear 
communication protocols and coordinating 
planned drop-off times are best practices to 
accommodate large numbers of guests. For 
example, some shelters specify a morning 

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit
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and evening time for ICE/CBP to drop off 
new guests. If possible, ICE/CBP can inform 
shelter staff ahead of time of the exact number 
of new guests they can expect to host. This 
allows shelter managers to schedule the 
appropriate number of medical and intake 
staff or volunteers and to make surge shelters 
available when needed. Another best practice 
is to designate a specific shelter staff member 
and provide a cellular number for the ICE/CBP 
counterpart to coordinate drop offs. That is 
the contact number authorities will likely save 
and share with other officers/agents. Strong 
coordination with the authorities is critical to 
early identification of high-need guests and 
helps ensure an avenue for redress if any issues 
related to guests’ immigration paperwork and 
processes arise that need ICE or CBP attention. 
Nevertheless, ICE and CBP may not always be 
able to adhere to the agreed drop-off schedule, 
so shelter staff should be flexible in receiving 
new asylum-seekers.

Media

Engaging local, regional, and national media 
coverage provides a powerful platform for 
shelter staff to advocate, inform, and update 
their community. Many shelters harness media 
coverage to mobilize donations and volunteers 
while also providing accurate and current 
information to the general public.

The following practices have been implemented 
by shelters that regularly work with media to 
boost the shelter’s mission and community 
support while minimizing the risk of inadvertent 
harmful exposure:

• Designating certain staff members as the 
only spokespeople for media interviews and 
providing them with media training. Instructing 
other staff and volunteers that they are not 
authorized to speak with the press.

• Developing a systematic protocol to process 
and respond to all media requests.

• Engaging with the media on the shelter’s 
terms after thorough preparation. Resist being 
pressured into speaking to the media without 
adequate preparation.

• Developing general talking points available for 
any type of media request, tailoring them as 
needed depending on the situation.

• Asking the media outlet how and when 
information will be shared. For example, will it 
be posted on social 
media, an online 
article, a radio piece, 
or other fora?

• Clearly identifying the 
press when they are 
on-site and having 
an assigned staff 
member accompany 
them at all times. An 
example name tag 
used by Casa Alitas, 
located in Tucson, 
Arizona, is shown in 
the photo at right.

• Reminding staff and volunteers of the 
photography and social media policy.

• Obtaining written informed consent if a guest 
chooses to be interviewed.

• Never sharing the shelter location and, if 
possible, collecting donations off site.

Media guidance 
developed by Church 
World Service is 
available in the 
Resource Library.

 
 
Working with the Media: the following guidance has been adapted from Church World 
Service’s media training to prepare staff who work with media, messaging, and advocacy.  
 
Types of Interviews 

• Background   
• Editorial  
• News  
• Features and investigative stories  
• Broadcast – radio or TV 

 
Before the Interview 

• Research the reporter and publication 
• Gather as much information as you can about the purpose and topic of the interview 
• Consider your audience 
• Think about and make note of your key messages 
• Gather your materials 
• Identify your verbal ticks in order to manage them  

 
Know Your Message  

§ This is a good exercise to practice with staff who will be dealing with the press: choose a 
partner and together come up with 2 sentences to describe: 

1. The mission of your shelter 
2. How this mission informs the work that you do 

 
Messaging: Countering fear-based misinformation on refugees and migrants 

• Focus on core values: family, faith, diversity, generosity, and human rights 
• Highlight your community of supporters 

 
Storytelling for Impact 

• First person narratives humanize the vulnerable 
• Carefully select your stories 
• Emphasize similarities with the audience to make the asylum-seeker families, and their 

choices, relatable 
• Focus on the positive 

• Avoid detailed accounts that will scare people 
• Share their future hopes and dreams - immigrants are the definition of the 

American Dream 
• Consider highlighting volunteers as well as clients 
• Considering highlighting the motivations of why volunteers and staff are working at the 

shelter 
 
Prepare Your Call to Action 

• What can supporters do to help your shelter? 
• What can supporters do to help families after they’ve left your shelter? 
• Consider advocacy-related asks 
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Despite the urgency of providing hospitality to 
asylum-seekers, each shelter first must comply 
with a variety of regulations, including building 
inspections, safety and fire codes, and food 
handling measures. The Border Shelter Toolkit 
does not constitute legal guidance on operating a 
shelter in compliance with such state and local 
laws and ordinances. The safety of staff and 
guests relies in part on the condition of the 
premises. To this end, shelters have benefited 
from establishing a relationship with government 
contacts early in the process of opening a shelter.

Safety and Security
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 5: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis have access to safe 
and responsive mechanisms to handle complaints.”

Working closely with the host city’s Office of 
Emergency Management (OEM), or the local 
equivalent, will expedite this phase of the 
process. The OEM is designed to provide mass 
care assistance for a community during a natural 
disaster. Therefore, the OEM has the ability to 
mobilize resources, organize community efforts, 
and establish a command center to coordinate a 
variety of actors.

The hybrid model of collaboration 
between the OEM in Las Cruces, 
New Mexico and the network of 
shelters run by the New Mexico 
Hospitality Coalition (also in Las 
Cruces) proved effective. The 
private-public partnership allowed 
government resources to be utilized 
alongside nonprofit services. For 
example, placing representatives of 
emergency response organizations 
at the OEM command center 
ensured efficient communication 
and rapid mobilization of resources 
when a need was identified by a 
community organization.

A volunteer speaks with guests at the 
San Diego Rapid Response Network 
Migrant Shelter in San Diego, California. 
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Safety Checklists

A variety of inspections are needed to get a new facility in working order. Shelters identified the 
following priority considerations to ensure public safety and public health requirements are met:

 ☑ Zoning compliance. Cities and counties are divided into land-use zones that are regulated by the type 
of activity that takes place on a property, such as residential and commercial uses. A shelter must have 
a permit to be located in the appropriate “zone.” It is recommended that an attorney or government 
official help shelter staff navigate the permitting process. Shelters such as the Welcome Center run by 
the International Rescue Committee (IRC) in Phoenix, Arizona found it helpful to work with an attorney 
experienced in land use law who was able to offer services pro bono.

 ☑ Food safety regulations. Shelters with a kitchen on site must comply with commercial food safety 
regulations, similar to a restaurant. Therefore, it is a common practice for shelters to receive meal 
donations rather than prepare meals on site. Please refer to the Meal Planning chapter for further 
information. Given the scope of food services available on the premises, staff may need to complete 
the “ServSafe” training to handle food.

 ☑ Legal liability. It is recommended that an attorney consult with shelter staff to identify any liability 
exposure and to implement protocols to protect the organization from potential lawsuits. Please refer 
to the Intake System chapter and Onboarding and Training Procedures chapter for sample waiver 
and release forms.

 ☑ Fire safety. The local fire marshal should be brought in as soon as possible to assess any fire safety 
needs and advise on what precautions need to be taken.

This checklist was developed by the OEM in Las Cruces, New Mexico to 
provide guidance on required safety procedures. It is an excerpt from 
the Hospitality Shelter Guide written by the Doña Ana County/City of Las 
Cruces OEM and based on procedures developed by Peace Lutheran 
Church in Las Cruces, New Mexico.

The American Red Cross has developed master checklists that address 
a range of safety- and security-related considerations when operating 
shelters. Although designed for a mass care scenario following a natural 
disaster, there are a variety of forms available in their resource library, 
including inspection sheets for opening and closing a shelter.

In addition, the Shelter Field Guide published by the American Red Cross 
and FEMA provides detailed instructions and checklists for operating a 
shelter. While not all content is directly applicable to a border shelter, many 
of the same operating procedures still apply.

Shelter Field Guide
FEMA P-785

	

	
										

Hospitality	Center	Guide		

July		2019	

12	

C.		Life-Safety	Requirements:		Temporary/Emergency	Shelters		

These	are	the	current	minimum	requirements	and	are	subject	to	change.	

1. Occupant	count		

Total	sq./ft.	of	sleeping	area	/	40	sq./ft.	per	person	 		(5’x8’	area	per	cot/bed)	

2. Smoke	alarms		

Shall	be	in	every	sleeping	area,	corridor,	gathering	space	

3. Carbon	Monoxide	detectors	

Shall	be	installed	outside	of	each	sleeping	area	

4. Egress	

i. Number	of	exits	at	each	sleeping	area	is	determined	by	occupant	count	

ii. Other	factors	also	apply	

5. Emergency	lighting	

i. Location	and	placement	shall	be	determined	by	LFCD	

ii. Shall	be	hard	wired	with	a	battery	backup	

6. Exit	signs	

i. Location	and	placement	shall	be	determined	by	LCFD	

ii. Shall	be	hard	wired	with	a	battery	backup	

7. Evacuation	Guide	for	all	visitors	and	staff	

i. Floor	Guide	with	sleeping	area	clearly	identified	

ii. Evacuation	routes	clearly	identified	(primary	and	secondary)	

iii. Location	of	all	fire	extinguishers	

8. Fire	extinguisher	

i. 2A:10BC-minimum	

ii. Located	within	75’	travel	distance	anywhere	inside	the	building,	mounted	at	an	obvious	

location	and	mounted	no	higher	than	5	feet	at	the	top	of	the	handle.	Staff	and	asylum	

seekers	shall	be	able	to	access	FE’s	at	any	time.		

iii. All	staff	shall	be	trained	on	proper	use	of	fire	extinguishers	

9. Kitchen	

i. If	cooking	produces	grease	laden	vapors	and	is	frequent	or	high	volume,	a	Type	1	hood	

system	shall	be	installed.	

ii. K	class	fire	extinguisher		

	

10. Fire	Watch/Accountability	

i. During	sleeping	hours	at	least	one	responsible	adult	shall	always	be	present	and	awake	

and	be	equipped	with	a	flashlight	and	cell	phone.	This	person	shall	be	familiar	with	the	

building,	know	the	emergency	evacuation	Guide	and	be	able	to	communicate	it	to	

anyone	inside	the	building.		

ii. A	sign	in/sign	out	log	of	all	asylum	seekers	shall	be	maintained	for	accountability	

purposes.	

iii. All	asylum	seekers	shall	be	briefed	on	emergency	procedures,	location	of	exits	and	fire	

safety	equipment.	
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Volunteer and Staff Vetting

To ensure the safety of guests and everyone 
who works or volunteers at the shelter, a critical 
component is the proper vetting of all staff and 
volunteers. Shelter best practices recommend 
that all staff and volunteers complete a basic 
background check before they are allowed 
on site with asylum-seekers. In regards to 
volunteers, shelters vary in their approach 
to who pays the fee associated with the 
background check (some programs cover the 
cost while others require volunteer applicants 
to pay the fees). Irrespective of the vetting 
process, no volunteer should be left alone with 
a guest. If volunteers do not pass a background 
check but still want to support the shelter, they 
may be assigned off-site to serve with tasks like 
donation sorting.

When asylum-seeker arrivals increase, shelters 
may be tempted to curtail regular vetting 
procedures and to allow new volunteers to 
assist. It is important to keep in mind, however, 
that many of the asylum-seekers have suffered 
trauma in their home countries or on their 
journey to the United States and may be 

particularly vulnerable to re-traumatization. 
Thus, if volunteers are not vetted and trained 
systematically through the appropriate channels, 
they may pose a risk to guests, staff, and fellow 
volunteers, and the organization could face 
serious consequences including a lawsuit, 
unwanted media attention, and closure of the 
shelter. One best practice is to keep a list of 
previously-vetted volunteers who are willing to 
offer additional hours during a sudden increase 
in arrivals.

Background Checks

• Shelters have relied on the following programs 
for background checks:

• Sterling Volunteers, formerly known as Verified 
Volunteers, is a program commonly used by 
many shelters. Border Servant Corps in Las 
Cruces, New Mexico designed a process 
wherein volunteers complete and pay for their 
own background check and the results are 
sent automatically to the volunteer coordinator.

• Hire Right is used by the IRC Welcome Center 
in Phoenix, Arizona.

A father and daughter make art together 
at the International Rescue Committee 

Welcome Center in Phoeniz, Arizona. 
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Specialized Vetting

• Additional vetting procedures, like fingerprints 
and confirmation of active car insurance, are 
recommended for specialized volunteer roles, 
including volunteers who stay overnight and 
transport asylum-seekers to the airport and 
bus station.

• A financial background check is recommended 
for staff or volunteers handling any financial 
information (i.e. sponsor’s credit card number).

Complaint Mechanism

When engaging in humanitarian work, it is 
essential that aid organizations, staff, and 
volunteers are accountable to those they 
serve. As the fifth core Sphere standard states, 
complaints should be welcomed and addressed 
by organizations. Therefore, it is shelter best 
practice to have a a complaint mechanism 
accessible in several languages for guests as well 
as staff and volunteers. This helps ensure shelters 
are responsive to any reported unsafe conditions 
or actors posing a risk to others and have a 
means of receiving suggestions for improving 
services. To promote greater accessibility, 
complaints can be received through a variety of 
means, including a designated complaint mailbox, 
a telephone line, or online complaint form that 
allows anonymous communication.

some shelters have received threats. It is best 
practice to develop comprehensive safety and 
security procedures and policies that account 
for a variety of situations, including scenarios 
involving medical emergencies, violence, or 
natural disasters.

In response to media attention, shelters with 
publicly available telephone numbers may 
receive a variety of telephone calls. Negative 
telephone calls can be screened through 
voicemail or directed to appropriately-trained 
staff who document and report the calls. 
Security experts recommend that all threats, 
including those received on social media, should 
be documented and immediately reported to 
both shelter staff and law enforcement.

Many shelters have instituted stringent security 
protocols. Security experts recommend that 
risk assessments be done at each new facility 
location and that active shooter training be made 
available for staff members. If asylum-seekers 
are housed in an open room or dormitory, 
installing interior partitions or half walls will 
increase the security of the facility by creating a 
barrier between guests and an active shooter.

Many shelters have employed security guards. 
Guards can deter the presence of outside 
individuals who do not support the mission of 
the shelter and wish to frighten, intimidate, or, 
in some cases, even do harm to guests, staff, or 
volunteers. Installing a privacy screen or fence 
around the shelter building and establishing a 
discrete and safe drop-off point are ideal ways 
to deal with trespassers.

While hiring security guards can require 
significant financial resources, other low-cost 
options are used by shelters. For example, video 
doorbell cameras are devices that allow a staff 
member to see and even speak with a visitor 
at the shelter door. However, precautions are 
necessary to mitigate the risk of video doorbells 
or home security cameras being hacked and 
thereby creating a privacy and security risk to 
asylum-seekers, staff, and volunteers.

A sample complaint 
form from Casa Alitas 
in Tucson, Arizona 
is available in the 
Resource Library.

 

Casa Alitas Program 
Incident Report Template 

 
Name of person completing this form:   
 
Signature of person completing this form:   
 
Date:   
 
Incident 
Date and time of incident:   
Name/s of person/s involved in the incident:   
 
 
 
 
Description of incident: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Witnesses (include contact details): 
 
 

 
Reporting of the Incident  
Incident Reported to: 
 
 

Date: 
 
 

How the incident has been reported (In person, email, or by phone): 
 
 
 
Follow Up Action 
Steps to be taken:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

⊳

External Threats

Community members’ response to the presence 
of shelters in their communities has varied across 
the border. Many communities have welcomed 
the hospitality efforts with open arms while 
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Shelter Recommended Safety Procedures for Staff and Volunteers

• Never sharing the location of shelter. The 
address of the shelter should never be given 
to the press or put online. Volunteers should 
be instructed that the address is confidential.

• Dialing 911 for an Emergency. The American 
telephone number for emergency services 
should be displayed, explained, and shared 
with guests.

• QR Code. A QR code is a type of barcode 
that embeds information in its unique pattern. 
When scanned, the QR code provides content 
that has been linked to that unique code. For 
example, Casa Alitas uses QR codes on all of 

their volunteer and staff 
badges so that the name, 
contact information, and 
assigned department 
of that volunteer is 
displayed when a 
badge is scanned. A 
nametag with the QR 
code is issued only after 
the volunteer or staff 
member has completed 
both the training and 
vetting processes. The 
digital scanning system 

also provides a time stamp showing when 
the volunteer checks in and checks out. A 
QR code can be scanned with any camera 
on a smart telephone or using specialized 
applications such as “QR Scanner” and 
“QR Reader.” Casa Alitas uses a dedicated 
scanner that is connected to the computer 
at the shelter’s reception desk and which 
automatically enters the volunteer registration 
information into an Excel spreadsheet. That 
system also is able to print the ID badges on 
site with a specialized printer.

• Uniforms. Many shelters use some type of 
uniform to differentiate staff and volunteers. 
This enables asylum-seekers to identify who 
can help them while allowing staff to easily 
identify any unwelcome person. For example, 
the Humanitarian Respite Center in McAllen, 

Texas uses colored t-shirts for their volunteers. 
An alternative to t-shirts is to have vests on site 
that volunteers can wear during their shifts.

• Name Tags. Volunteers should wear name 
tags during their shift that show their first 
name and identify any languages they may 
speak with their fluency level.

• Lanyard colors. A color-coded lanyard system 
can be used to identify the types of individuals 
on site. Specific colors can be allocated to 
volunteers, press, medical personnel, short-
term visitors, and guests with high-medical 
need or those not supposed to travel until 
cleared by medical staff. This allows staff to 
easily identify if someone is in an area not 
open to them or interacting with guests in an 
inappropriate manner.

• Fire drills. Regular fire drills should be 
conducted.

• Disseminating safety information. 
Disseminating accurate information about 
safety procedures is critical. In addition to 
signs, staff can educate guests through 
interactive means. For example, during the 
welcome speech given before each meal, 
staff at Kino Border Initiative in Sonora (and 
Nogales, Arizona) ask for an asylum-seeker 
who has participated already in a welcome 
session to describe to the others the three 
services the organization offers and the three 
responsibilities of the guests, thus better 
capturing the attention of the new arrivals to 
the shelter. Another strategy is to employ a 
simple call-and-response session at each meal 
that highlights three important reminders, 
such as never leave children unattended, 
remember to drink water, and call 911 if there is 
an emergency.

Additional resources, including examples 
from Jewish Family Service of San Diego on 
how to handle suspicious persons, a hostage 
situation, or bomb threats are available in the 
Resource Library.
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After shelter staff and volunteers have completed 
a background check successfully (as laid out in 
the Safety and Security chapter), they can begin 
the onboarding process with an orientation and 
training. For shelters that typically recruit a high 
volume of prospective volunteers, one suggestion 
is to set up a recurring training schedule that new 
volunteers and staff members can attend (i.e. 
every Monday at 11 am). Utilizing a set training 
time rather than an ad hoc training schedule 
allows shelters to efficiently onboard newly-
recruited volunteers. The onboarding process and 
training typically address the shelter’s mission 
and code of conduct; the overall humanitarian 
context from which the shelter is providing 
respite; and the specific role the volunteer or staff 
member is filling.

Forms: Code of Conduct and 
Waiver and Release Form

Accountability is an important element of 
providing a safe shelter environment for staff, 
volunteers, and guests. Clearly articulating the 
shelter’s rules and expectations for all staff 
and volunteers and documenting staff and 
volunteer agreement to abide by those rules and 
expectations are essential practices. As such, 
it is recommended that staff and volunteers 
sign a code of conduct that delineates the 
shelter’s rules and ethical principles, along with 
a waiver and release form, before beginning 
work at the shelter. The shelter should retain 
the signed copies and each staff member or 
volunteer should receive a photocopy. It is also 
good practice to post the code of conduct in a 
visible location within the shelter. Visible signs 
listing staff/volunteer rules will serve to remind 
and reinforce key regulations over time and will 
empower supervisors to reference them when 
enforcement is needed. At its core, any code of 
conduct should promote the universal principle 
of “do no harm.”

Onboarding and Training Procedures  
for Staff and Volunteers

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 9:  
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive the 
assistance they require from competent and well-managed staff 
and volunteers.”

A sample volunteer 
waiver and release 
form from the 
San Diego Rapid 
Response Network 
Migrant Shelter in 
California, operated 
by Jewish Family 
Service of San Diego, 
is available in the 
Resource Library.

   
 

 
Volunteer Waiver and Release Form 

 

2018 version 1  Page 1 of 3 
 

Volunteer Name (Print or type): __________________________________________ 

Contact E-mail (required): ___________________________________ 

Address: _________________________________________________ 

    _________________________________________________ 

Phone Number: ___________________________ 

 [  ] Check here if Volunteer is under age 18.  

Required Parent or Legal Guardian information if Volunteer is under age 18: 

Parent/Guardian Name: _____________________________ Email: __________________________ 

Emergency Contact for Volunteer 

Name: ________________________________________________ 

Relationship to Volunteer: ________________________________ 

Phone Number: ______________________________ 

 
Release and Waiver of Liability 

Waiver and Release: In consideration for being allowed to participate in Jewish Family Service of San 
Diego (“JFSSD”) volunteer activities and all related events and activities, including any activities 
incidental to such participation (collectively, “volunteer activities”), the undersigned Volunteer or 
Parent or Legal Guardian of Volunteer if Volunteer is under age 18, on behalf of myself, my next of 
kin, heirs and representatives,  do hereby release from all liability and agree not to sue JFSSD or its 
officers, directors, employees, sub-contractors, sponsors, agents, affiliates and volunteers from any 
and all claims for bodily injury and physical or mental illness including disability, paralysis and 
wrongful death, and/or property damage, and economic or emotional loss that Volunteer may have 
arising out of participation in the volunteer activities wherever, whenever, or however the same 
may occur. Volunteer or Parent/Guardian agrees to indemnify and hold JFSSD harmless from any 
and all claims, including attorney’s fees and loss or damage to personal property, that may occur as 
a result of participation in volunteer activities.  

Voluntary Activity: Volunteer or Parent/Guardian understands that the scope of Volunteer’s 
relationship with JFSSD is limited to a volunteer position and that no compensation is expected in 
return for services provided by Volunteer; that JFSSD will not provide any benefits traditionally 
associated with employment to Volunteer; and that Volunteer or Parent/Guardian is responsible for  

⊳

A poster highlighting the number of guests served 
hangs at the San Diego Rapid Response Network 
Migrant Shelter in San Diego, California.
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Sample Code of Conduct adapted from Annunciation House,  
El Paso, Texas:

• Please check in upon arrival. Name tags are 
required at all times. If you do not have a name 
tag visible, you will be asked to leave.

• No pictures of guests or the premises should 
be taken. This is a strict rule. Please honor our 
guests by keeping their privacy and dignity 
intact. Imagine if someone wanted to take a 
photograph of you during the worst time of 
your life. Please do not take a photograph even 
if their parent gives you permission to take their 
children’s photograph. Parents have a hard time 
saying no given the power dynamic.

• No posting photographs or “checking-in” on 
social media. It is imperative that the shelter 
address is not revealed. This is for the security 
of staff and guests.

• Volunteers should never be alone with 
children. There should never be a moment 
where you are alone with a child. If you find 
yourself alone with a child, either locate the 
parent or request another volunteer to join you 
while the parents are located.

• If you see a child without an adult, please 
help them find their parent. All kids, even 
teenagers, must be with a parent at all times. If 
a child asks you for something and is not with 
their parent, please ask the parent before you 
give the child the requested item.

• Do not lend out your cellular telephones.

• Do not make travel arrangements or let guests 
make their own travel arrangements. All travel 
arrangements must go through the office 
telephones.

• Please treat the guests and your fellow 
volunteers with respect.

• Smile! Our guests need a friendly face at all 
times.

• Please honor your commitment. We are 
depending on you. Please show up for the 
shifts you have committed to or let us know in 
advance if you need to reschedule.

• Please dress appropriately. Volunteers should 
be comfortably but respectfully dressed.

Additional content for a volunteer and staff code of conduct can be based on the “Ethical Do’s and 
Don’ts” section of the Psychological First Aid Pocket Guide, found below:

Do’s

• Be honest and trustworthy.

• Respect people’s right to make their own 
decisions.

• Be aware of and set aside your own biases 
and prejudices.

• Make it clear to people that even if they refuse 
help now, they can still access help in the 
future.

• Respect privacy and keep the person’s story 
confidential, if this is appropriate.

• Behave appropriately by considering the 
person’s culture, age and gender.

Don’ts

• Don’t exploit your relationship as a helper.

• Don’t ask the person for any money or favor 
for helping them.

• Don’t make false promises or give false 
information.

• Don’t exaggerate your skills.

• Don’t force help on people, and don’t be 
intrusive or pushy.

• Don’t pressure people to tell you their story.

• Don’t share the person’s story with others.

• Don’t judge the person for their actions or 
feelings.
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Orientation

Many shelters provide an orientation to all new 
staff and volunteers. Such orientations often 
include a presentation that offers an overview 
of who is an asylum-seeker, the asylum process, 
common country conditions that force asylum-
seekers to flee, a summary of the shelter 
structure, and responsibilities and expectations 
of staff and volunteers. In particular for 
volunteers, shelters also may cover the culture 
of the shelter so the shelter can set the tone 
for the volunteer experience. For example, the 
Humanitarian Respite Center in McAllen, Texas 
promotes a “culture of encounter,” in which the 
volunteer is encouraged to lean into challenging 
and perhaps uncomfortable experiences by 
learning new things and meeting new people.

Overview of Relevant 
Immigration Law

It is important to explain asylum-seekers’ 
immigration status and the immigration system 
that they must navigate upon their arrival. 
Immigration questions undoubtedly will arise as 
staff and volunteers work with asylum-seekers. 
Immigration law, however, is complicated and 
requires significant expertise, even for attorneys. 
Nevertheless, as part of the onboarding process, 
an “Immigration 101” presentation can outline 
the basics of the immigration court and process 
of applying for asylum. A variety of resources are 
available that help explain the basics of asylum 
to a general audience. Note that law, policy, and 
practice related to asylum-seekers at the border 
frequently shift and additional resources may be 
needed to explain the current state of the law 
and policy.

Sample introductory resources include the 
following:

1 On the topic of the global refugee situation 
and the root causes of flight in the Americas 
region:

• The UNHCR Global Trends Report is an annual 
report documenting the situation of forced 
displacement around the world; see UNHCR’s 
website for the latest report.

• The UNHCR overview of displacement 
in Central America includes short videos 
featuring asylum-seekers.

• This short video produced by Emerson 
Collective in partnership with Show of Force 
highlights stories of asylum-seekers and their 
decision to flee Central America.

Legal Advice

Guests sometimes ask shelter staff 
and volunteers questions regarding 
their immigration situation and options. 
Remember, every individual’s case is 
different and only a person authorized to 
practice immigration law is permitted to offer 
legal advice.

Sample orientation presentations from the 
International Rescue Committee (IRC), based 
in Phoenix, Arizona, and Border Servant Corps 
in Las Cruces, New Mexico are available in the 
Resource Library.

From Harm to Home | Rescue.org

Asylum Seekers in Arizona
Welcome Center Volunteer Orientation

Volunteer Training
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• Women on the Run: First-Hand Accounts of 
Refugees Fleeing El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras, and Mexico is a report by UNHCR.

2 On the topic of the U.S. asylum process:

• UNHCR’s webpage for asylum-seekers 
includes detailed information and pro se 
manuals on the asylum process.

• “How Refugees Get to the U.S.” is an 
infographic developed by Human Rights First 
(see below).

• “Asylum Process Map” is a flowchart 
developed by Church World Service illustrating 
the legal process to apply for asylum (next 
page). It is available in English and Spanish in 
the Resource Library.

• “Processing of Adults and Family Units 
Arriving at the Southern Border Without 
Valid Documents” is a flowchart by the 
Congressional Research Service.

• “The Waitlist” is a video highlighting the 
experience of asylum-seekers waiting in 
northern Mexico for their turn to approach the 
U.S. border and request asylum.
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RELEASED
Pending removal proceedings

• Food, clothing, showers
• Assistance with bus tickets
• Onward travel packet
• CWS Call Center Card

TRAVEL TO NEW COMMUNITY
Meet relatives or accompaniment group.

• Inform local ICE department of any address or sponsor 
changes upon arrival if not already completed

• Accompaniment groups can refer to toolkit
• Accompaniment for legal support and navigating resources

INTERVIEW NOT PASSED
Processed for deportation.

PRESENT AT
PORT OF ENTRY

or to a CBP offi cer.

ICE CHECK-IN
Follow up dates are scheduled and check-ins 

are required. Failing to appear at ICE check-ins 
may result in being detained again.

IMMIGRATION COURT HOTLINE (EOIR)
1-800-898-7180. Call regularly. Attend all 

immigration court hearings. Failure to attend 
may result in deportation.

CONNECT WITH A LOCAL RESETTLEMENT AGENCY

• Legal services, Know Your Rights training, referral to pro bono attorney
• English language classes and other community referrals
• School enrollment for children
• Mental Health or Survivor of Torture programs
• Airbnb Open Homes program (as available)

To fi nd one near you, or to ask any questions throughout the asylum 
process, call the free and confi dential CWS hotline at 1-800-375-1433. 

APPLY FOR WORK PERMIT
Apply for Employment Authorization 

Document (EAD)/Work Permit (I-765). 
If Paroled, apply for EAD immediately. 

Otherwise, apply for EAD 365 days after 
Asylum Application date.

FINAL HEARING
Give evidence of persecution in 

home country.

ASYLUM DENIED
You have 30 days to 
submit an appeal. 

WAIT FOR DECISION FROM JUDGE

DETAINED
Begin process for removal. If expresses fear of returning 

to home country, credible fear or reasonable fear interview 
will be conducted while detained or at a later time.

ASYLUM GRANTED
Connect with a local resettlement 

agency right away.
• Employment Authorized
• Social Security Card
• Immediately petition spouse and 

children
• Permanent Residency (after 1 year)
• Citizenship (after 5 years)

• Each case is unique. Obtaining legal assistance is 
imperative

• Be sure to bring all documents
• File a Change of Venue and a Change of Address 

(EOIR-33) with the Immigration Court if you move
• File asylum application, if able

MEET WITH PRO BONO ATTORNEY

FIRST COURT 
HEARING

Submit the Asylum 
Application (I-589) 
within one year of 

your entry to the U.S. 
Date of entry to the 
U.S. may not be the 
same date listed on 
your parole (I-94).

ASYLUM PROCESS MAP

YOU MAY ALSO BE ELIGIBLE FOR ADDITIONAL SERVICES IN YOUR CITY OR THROUGH A LOCAL RESETTLEMENT AGENCY, INCLUDING:
• Medicaid
• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
• Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF Cash 

Assistance) or Refugee Cash Assistance (RCA)

• Legal Assistance 
• Case Management
• Matching Grant Program– an alternative to public assistance 

(if eligible, must enroll within 90 days of being granted asylum)

• Employment Assistance
• Interpretation/Translation 
• English Language Classes

CHURCH WORLD SERVICE    |   475 Riverside Drive   |   New York, NY 10115    |   800-297-1516    |    cwsglobal.org

DISCLAIMER:  THIS MAP INDICATES THE IMMIGRATION COURT ASYLUM PROCESS. THE INFORMATION CONTAINED IS GENERAL AND SHOULD NOT REPLACE INDIVIDUALIZED LEGAL ADVICE.
INDIVIDUALS SEEKING LEGAL ADVICE SHOULD CONTACT AN IMMIGRATION ATTORNEY. 
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Volunteer Roles

Volunteer commitments can range from a single 
task to a recurring role at the shelter. If possible, 
volunteer opportunities can be designed to 
allow community members to donate an hour 
of their time or work an entire eight-hour shift. 
A sliding scale of needs allows staff to assign 
volunteers to discrete roles, such as airport/bus 
station driver or donation sorter. Other roles, 
such as intake specialist, are more open-ended 
and can require a constantly fluctuating amount 
of time.

Shelters utilize a range of staffing models to 
run the shelter, from a majority of paid staff to 
majority volunteers. When possible, shelters 
try to minimize turnover with certain key roles, 
like shelter manager, volunteer coordinator, 
and transportation coordinator. Otherwise, 
institutional memory is lost and mistakes can 
be made when these three roles are not stable. 

Depending on the size of the shelter, staff and 
volunteers may be assigned to teams (such as 
medical, intake, or travel) with training organized 
by each team. If so, it is recommended that each 
team have a team leader for each shift who 
reports to a supervisor.

Volunteers often arrive very excited to lend 
a helping hand and to bring new ideas. 
Appropriate guidance helps ensure that 
volunteers’ energy and good intentions are 
directed to the most needed tasks. As some 
shelters have discovered, if 15 volunteers 
are assigned to the shelter’s clothing bank, 
there can be 15 new versions of that same 
clothing bank by the end of shift. Staff can 
receive suggestions but avoid frustrations by 
communicating to volunteers why it is important 
to receive permission from a supervising staff 
member before instituting changes to shelter 
procedures.

Annunciation House is a longstanding border 
shelter that operates on a volunteer model. 
Their suggested organizational structure and 
corresponding description of roles is available in 
the Resource Library. Please note, this guidance 
is intended for a shelter context that operates 
multiple buildings across different locations.

 

Suggested Organizational Structure Overview 

After several years of doing this work, Annunciation House suggests that temporary hospitality centers adopt some 
version of the following suggested organizational structure. Obviously, it is important that each site adopt the system 
to fit their specific needs and volunteer community.  

Site Director: 

Annunciation House suggests that each site pick one person who is ultimately responsible with the overall 
coordination of the site. While this person is not required to be present daily, he or she should be responsible for 
ensuring that the site runs smoothly and should serve as the primary point of contact with Annunciation House, 
especially in relation to coordinating refugee arrival times, immigration policy changes, and responding to 
emergencies. This person is also responsible for maintaining close communication with the people in charge of the 
site/building/parish, such as with the priest(s), pastor(s), board of directors, etc. The Site Director is also responsible 
for referring new volunteers to the appropriate committee chairs and scheduling the Shift Coordinators 

Site Shift Coordinator: 

Annunciation House suggests that a Site Shift Coordinator is present at the site every day between the hours of 7am 
and 10pm. Most sites divide the day into two shifts, one from 7am-2pm and another from 2pm-10pm, though other 
sites have successfully experimented with dividing the day into shorter shifts depending on volunteer availability. Site 
Shift Coordinators are the persons with overall responsibility for the operation and supervision of the hospitality 
center during their shift. These volunteers must be very responsible, conversationally fluent in Spanish, trustworthy, 
dependable, mature, with strong organizational skills and initiative. The Shift Coordinator is responsible for 
coordinating the intake process of new refugees, assigning beds, and ensuring that new arrivals are provided with a 
change of clothes, a shower, a meal, and a chance 
of the entire site during their shift, and also maintains frequent communication with Annunciation House.  

Committee Chairs: 

If possible, Annunciation House suggests that each site attempt to identify two committee chairs to head up each of 
the following committees. The suggestion for two chairs is based on experience; this way, if one of the committee 
chairs falls ill or goes on vacation, the other chair can help fill the gap. The responsibilities of each committee are 
discussed in depth later in this manual. The suggested committees are the following (though flexibility is welcomed):  

Building Maintenance & Custodial 
Bedding & Laundry 
Kitchen, Meals, & Food 
Care Packages 

Clothing Bank & Clothing Donations 
Toiletries & Medical Supplies 
Travel Arrangements & Transportation 

Support Volunteers: 

Annunciation House recognizes that providing hospitality to refugees requires the dedicated service of dozens of 
volunteers. Committee Chairs are NOT EXPECTED to work at the sites daily; rather, they are expected to find, 
coordinate, and schedule volunteers to fulfill the needs of their committee. The Shift Coordinator may also schedule 

ring shifts, especially during the busy 
times of new arrivals. . This includes doing refugee intakes, entering information into computer, staffing center office, 
greeting visitors, taking donations, etc. At many sites, overnight volunteers sleep at the shelter in case of emergencies 
or other needs that may arise from 10pm-7am. 

⊳

Children play outside a shelter in 
Tapachula, southern Mexico. 
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Presenting a flow chart of shelter services can be helpful when orienting volunteers to the functions of 
the shelter and the various roles they may fill. Sample shelter hospitality flow charts from Casa Alitas 
and Annunciation House can be found below:
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Language Ability

Language needs and ability naturally will vary 
among guests. While there is some flexibility in 
the language abilities required by various staff 
and volunteer positions to meet the guests’ 
needs, certain roles such as intake and travel 
coordination require language fluency because 
mistakes during intake or travel coordination 
can cause costly problems for guests when they 
embark on the next stage of their journey.

The Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages is a tool that provides 
a comprehensive assessment of second 
languages. For example, someone who speaks 
Spanish at a B2/C1 level would be recommended 
for staff assigned to intake or transportation, 
but an A1-level speaker could be assigned to 
the clothing bank or assembling hygiene kits. 
To the extent possible, it is recommended that 
the shelter assess at what level the prospective 
volunteer can speak the language in question. 

• Vicarious trauma (VT) describes the profound 
shift in world view that occurs in helping 
professionals when they work with individuals 
who have experienced trauma; helpers notice 
that their fundamental beliefs about the world 
are altered and possibly damaged by being 
repeatedly exposed to traumatic material.

• Burnout is a term that has been used 
to describe the physical and emotional 
exhaustion that workers can experience 
when they have low job satisfaction and 
feel powerless and overwhelmed at work. 
However, burnout does not necessarily 
mean that our view of the world has been 
damaged, or that we have lost the ability to 
feel compassion for others.

According to TEND, people may experience 
all three conditions simultaneously. They are 
accumulative over time and evident in people’s 
personal and professional lives, especially for 
those working in the helping field.

Best practices to deal with the impact on staff 
and volunteers entail offering training on these 
conditions and discussing ways to prevent 
secondary trauma and coping strategies as 
needed. Some shelters coordinate with a local 
social worker or psychologist to provide in-
person trainings. In other instances, shelters 
have arranged for non-local organizations to 
present trainings.

For Additional Resources:

• Presbyterian Disaster Assistance provides 
in-person trainings designed to provide 
opportunities for participants to learn about 
common signs of stress and compassion 
fatigue; coping mechanisms; a safe space 
for respite, rejuvenation and reflection; and 
developing tools to build resilience and 
prevent burnout.

• The Headington Institute provides affordable 
online trainings specifically designed for 
humanitarian workers.

• The TEND Academy offers online courses.

Secondary Trauma/
Resiliency Training

Shelter staff and regular volunteers may 
experience burnout, compassion fatigue, and 
secondary/vicarious trauma as a result of their daily 
encounters with guests who have experienced 
suffering and trauma. Bearing witness to difficult 
stories day after day amid demanding work can 
wear staff and volunteers down.

TEND Academy, an organization that provides 
resources and training to address the needs 
of trauma-exposed workplaces, defines these 
three reactions as:

• Compassion Fatigue (CF) refers to the profound 
emotional and physical erosion that takes place 
when we are unable to refuel and regenerate.

The self-
assessment 
chart is 
available in 
the Resource 
Library.

⊳
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Mental Health & Psychosocial Support 
for Families at the US-Mexico Border

A Field 
Guide

• The Human Rights Resilience Project offers an 
array of resources, including training modules, 
self-assessment tools, and articles.

• For more detailed information on secondary 
trauma, see Trauma Stewardship: An Everyday 
Guide to Caring for Self While Caring for 
Others and The Age of Overwhelm: Strategies 
for the Long Haul.

UNICEF’s field guide, Mental Health and 
Psychosocial Support for Families at the U.S.-
Mexico Border, describes key principles, 
appropriate interventions, and resources to 
guide those who are designing and organizing 
services and/or providing direct assistance to 
asylum-seeking families. Topics range from 
specific strategies for promoting psychosocial 
well-being for children and supporting the 
role of parents/caregivers to best practices 
for staff and volunteer care, including 
organizational approaches and individual 
stress management. 

Mental Health and Psychosocial Support for 
Families at the U.S.-Mexico Border (UNICEF)

⊳

An example of a simple but effective staff-care 
practice is to schedule regular group meetings 
and “check-ins” with staff and regular volunteers 
to discuss the latest challenges and concerns 
while sharing inspiration and success stories in 
a safe space. Annunciation House is run almost 
entirely by a residential volunteer community. 
There, they hold daily morning reflections, which 
afford the volunteer staff members dedicated 
time to prioritize their own wellbeing while 
working in challenging conditions.

Two young children from Honduras fled with 
their family to Guatemala in the middle of the 

COVID-19 pandemic to seek asylum. 
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Shelters have been fortunate to draw upon a 
robust volunteer community. In some cases, 
shelters have had hundreds of volunteers serve 
asylum-seekers. Therefore, the role of volunteer 
coordinator is critical. In addition to vetting 
and training new volunteers, the coordinator 
manages the volunteers’ schedules to meet the 
needs of the shelter. Online resources such as 
Sign Up Genius are popular tools for scheduling 
volunteers. The program allows volunteers to 
sign up for shifts online and sends a reminder 
text to volunteers about their upcoming shifts. 
The platform also allows site administrators to 
block certain people who have not passed a 
background check or other vetting requirements.

Other best practices that have facilitated 
volunteer management and positioned volunteers 
for a well-organized volunteer experience include:

• Establishing separate email accounts for each 
team and role, including volunteer coordinator, 
donation manager, shelter supervisor, and 
medical coordinator;

• Using radios, not cellular telephones, to 
communicate internally while on shift;

• Utilizing programs such as Slack, WhatsApp, 
Signal, and GroupMe that are more nimble 
channels for communicating information on 
the go than email;

• Maintaining a central telephone that is carried 
at all times by a staff member during a shift 
to coordinate travel plans with sponsors, or 
otherwise limiting the number of telephones 
used to coordinate transportation;

• Transferring a checklist of pending tasks to the 
next shift supervisor;

• Transferring a list of priority guests with 
medical conditions who need to be monitored, 
especially children during the night, to the 
next shift supervisor;

• Holding regular staff meetings;

• Using Zoom or Skype to host video conference 
calls;

• Providing a break room for staff and 
volunteers.

Neutrality of Humanitarian Service

Shelters along the border benefit from 
volunteers from all different backgrounds. The 
Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement (RCRC Movement) 
and Non-Governmental Organizations in Disaster 
Relief notes that “[a]id will not be used to further 
a particular political or religious standpoint.” It 
is important that shelters instruct all volunteers 
to follow a “no proselytizing” rule and ensure 
the asylum-seekers’ rights and privacy are 
not endangered by any advocacy the shelter 
may choose to conduct. The former director of 
Mission: Border Hope, located in Eagle Pass, 
Texas, aptly summarizes the balance between 
a faith-based response and hospitality work 
as a “ministry of presence, not proselytizing.” 
Some faith-based shelters, such as Annunciation 
House and Casa Alitas, maintain a small chapel 
available for guests to use privately and which 
can host chaplains for guest services. More 
information on the RCRC Movement Code of 
Conduct can be found in the Key Humanitarian 
Principles chapter. 

Volunteer Management
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 8:  
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive the 
assistance they require from competent and well-managed staff 
and volunteers.”
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Hiring Former Guests

Some asylum-seekers may decide to remain 
permanently in the city where they received 
shelter hospitality. La Posada Providencia in San 
Benito, Texas has benefitted from employing 

Trainings

Whenever possible, it is recommended that 
staff and volunteers receive additional training 
beyond the initial onboarding provided, 
depending upon their role. These trainings 
could include:

• Safe operations

 ɨ Food handling (ServSafe);

 ɨ Hygiene and sanitation;

 ɨ Emergency trainings such as fire drills, CPR, 
and active shooter response.

• Working with asylum-seekers

 ɨ Cultural sensitivity;

 ɨ Working with interpreters (in person and 
telephonically);

 ɨ Psychological first aid;

 ɨ Vicarious trauma or secondary trauma, also 
known as “Care for the Caregivers;”

 ɨ Resiliency training, another model of “Care 
for the Caregivers;”

 ɨ Asylum 101 or Immigration Law 101 trainings 
(as an introduction to the fundamentals);

 ɨ Human trafficking prevention.

• Meetings children’s needs

 ɨ Child safeguarding;

 ɨ Unique needs of children in emergencies;

 ɨ Child and family-friendly environments;

 ɨ Reporting child abuse.

• Managing operations

 ɨ Nonprofit management;

 ɨ Conflict management;

 ɨ Public speaking;

 ɨ Working with the media and press.

In addition to reaching out to local organizations, 
such as the American Red Cross chapter for 
CPR courses or local immigration legal services 
for immigration-related trainings, shelters can 
reach out to organizations based outside of 
their border region for additional training. As 
mentioned in the chapter Onboarding and 
Training Procedures for Staff and Volunteers, 
UNICEF is an important resource on mental 
health and psychosocial support, including 
“Care for the Caregiver” and “Basic Mental 
Health and Psychosocial Support for Migrant 
Children and Families.” Likewise, Presbyterian 
Disaster Assistance has developed a training on 
secondary trauma and resiliency. Also, Save the 
Children and UNICEF are expert resources on 
child-specific topics.

former guests in various capacities. When 
asylum-seekers see their experience reflected in 
staff diversity, this engenders greater language 
access, cultural competency, an increased level 
of understanding, and, most importantly, trust.
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Data management – the practice of securely and 
efficiently collecting, storing, and using data – is 
a central function of any shelter, and it is critical 
to have a data management system that serves 
the needs of the asylum-seekers as well as 
shelter staff and management. An effective data 
management infrastructure allows shelters to 
conduct intake interviews, follow up on guests’ 
needs, monitor transportation plans, maintain an 
accurate count of the number of individuals on 
the premises, manage volunteers, and generate 
data for the shelter’s advocacy, fundraising, and 
grants management programs.

Data Management
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 4:  
“Communities and people affected by crisis know their rights 
and entitlements, have access to information and participate in 
decisions that affect them.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 9: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis can expect that the 
organisations assisting them are managing resources effectively, 
efficiently and ethically.”

Each shelter has developed its own data 
management system, with some relying 
exclusively on a digital system and others 
employing a combination of digital and hard-copy 
practices. Best practices in data management 
recommend a digital system to better support 
data security, accuracy, efficiency, sustainability, 
and data analytics. Shelters have seen the 
numbers of asylum-seekers released to them 
rise and fall over the years, thus it is important to 
consider what kind of data management system 
is easiest to scale up and down. As one staff 
member at the Las Cruces Office of Emergency 
Management (OEM) advised, long-term thinking, 
even in an emergency response, is always the 
best approach: “plan for longer than you think 
and more people than you think.” Thus, data 
management may not seem relevant for a one-
week response, but it becomes critical when the 
one-week response stretches into months and 
even years.

It is important that ethical and accurate data 
collection practices be prioritized from the 
outset. The FEMA and American Red Cross 
Shelter Field Guide advises staff members 
to “retain documents in a safe and secure 
environment.” Documentation may include the 
following:

 ☑ Logs;

 ☑ Incident and other reports;

 ☑ Agreements and/or contracts;

Data Principles

According to UNHCR policy on data 
protection, the eight basic principles of 
managing an individual’s personal data are:

• Legitimate and fair processing;

• Purpose specification;

• Necessity and proportionality;

• Accuracy;

• Respect for individual rights;

• Confidentiality;

• Security;

• Accountability and supervision.
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 ☑ Invoices;

 ☑ Shelter registration forms;

 ☑ Volunteer and staff records;

 ☑ Staff time sheet.

The data management system employed 
should be able to match the pace and demands 
of the daily guest intakes. The following 
are considerations for each shelter’s data 
management system:

• Confidentially must be maintained at every level. 
Shelters should ensure that client data (names, 
A#s (alien number), telephone numbers, etc.) are 
accessible only to staff and vetted volunteers 
who need access to this information. Whether 
kept on paper or digitally, shelters should make 
appropriate protocols for how they store, send, 
and share data. Third party disclosures of client 
data should also be limited.

• An aggregation tool for statistics should be 
used that can reflect accurately numbers, 
countries of origin, preferred language, 
gender, the number of children in each 
family unit, and other important metrics. With 
the ability to run reports, shelters are able 
to better comply with grant requirements, 
answer board inquiries, and inform fundraising 
needs. Funding opportunities, such as 
FEMA’s program to reimburse organizations 
that provided emergency shelter to asylum-
seekers, require precise statistics.

• Shelters with case management capacity 
often track immigration-related information. 
For example, some shelters track the date 
and location of Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) check-ins and immigration 
court appointments (if known). Additionally, 
tracking the clients’ A#s can help social 
workers and other staff on case management 
teams in destination cities get a leg-up on 
their prospective clients’ legal responsibilities 
(i.e. being able to call the Executive Office for 
Immigration Review (EOIR) hotline with them, 
or even prior to meeting them, to be aware of 
their next court date). For more on this type of 
support, see the Case Management chapter.

• Shelters such as Casa Alitas in Tucson, 
Arizona, the International Rescue Committee’s 
(IRC) Welcome Center in Phoenix, Arizona, and 
the Galilee Center in Mecca, California have 
periodically tracked the destination cities of 
their guests. An analysis of the destination 
cities can reveal trends in migration and 
also aid in connecting asylum-seekers to 
community resources in the destination 
community that meet legal, medical, and other 
needs.

• Comprehensive data management should 
also include sponsor information in case 
human trafficking or another illegal scenario 
is identified. The ability to flag and locate 
these cases is critical for law enforcement and 
shelter staff. For more information on human 
trafficking, see the chapter on Protection from 
Exploitation and Abuse.

 

AUTHORIZATION TO RELEASE/EXCHANGE INFORMATION
 
Last Name: _______________________   First Name: ________________________   DOB: _____________ 
 
I, _______________________________________________ authorize Jewish Family Services (hereinafter 
“Provider”) staff to disclose/exchange protected information and records obtained in the course of receiving 
services at the migrant shelter. Such disclosure shall be limited to information sharing for the following 
purposes (Check all that apply): 
 

      Advocacy and Case Management       Resource Coordination       Medical Referrals 

      Family Sponsorship Coordination       Immigration Check-Ins       Off-site appointments 

      Other: 

 
 
Rights 
 
I understand my records are protected under federal regulations and cannot be disclosed without my written 
consent, unless otherwise provided for in the regulations. I can refuse to sign this authorization. I understand 
that I may inspect or obtain a copy of the information used or disclosed, as provided in 45 Code of Federal 
Regulations section 164.524. I understand that I have the right to revoke this authorization at any time. I 
understand that the revocation will not apply to information that has already been released based on this 
authorization. Any revocation or modification of this authorization must be in writing and received by 
Provider.  
 
By signing this form, I waive any rights to tenancy and/or relocation benefits for myself and all members of 
my family. This was provided to me in my primary language either verbally or written form. 

 
Expiration     
 
This authorization will remain valid through:  ___________________________________________ (date) 
 

 
 
 
 
_______________________________    _____________________________  ______________ 
Head of Household Signature         Head of Household Printed Name  Date 
 

 
_______________________________ _______________________________ _______________ 
JFS Staff Signature    JFS Staff Printed Name   Date 
 

   

   

 

 

AUTORIZACION PARA REVELAR/INTERCAMBIAR INFORMACION
 
Apellido: _____________________  Nombre: ____________________  Fecha de Nacimiento: _____________ 
 
Yo, _______________________________________________ autorizó al personal de Jewish Family Services 
(“Provedor” de aquí en adelante) para revelar/intercambiar información protegida y los archivos obtenidos en 
el curso de recibir servicios en el albergue para migrantes. Dicha divulgación deberá estar limitada al 
intercambio de información para los siguientes fines (marque todas las que apliquen): 
 

      Apoyo y coordinación de servicios       Coordinación de recursos       Referencia medica 

      Coordinación de patrocinio familiar       Citas con Inmigración       Citas fuera de sitio 

      Otros: 

 
 
Derechos 
 
Entiendo que mis registros están protegidos por las regulaciones federales y no se pueden divulgar sin mi 
consentimiento por escrito, a menos que se disponga lo contrario en las regulaciones. Puedo negarme a firmar 
esta autorización. Entiendo que puedo inspeccionar u obtener una copia de la información utilizada o 
divulgada, según lo dispuesto en la sección 164.524 del Código de Regulaciones Federales 45. Entiendo que 
tengo el derecho de revocar esta autorización en cualquier momento. Entiendo que la revocación no se 
aplicará a la información que ya se haya divulgado en base a esta autorización. Cualquier revocación o 
modificación de esta autorización debe ser por escrito y recibida por el Proveedor. 
 
Al firmar este formulario, renuncio a cualquier derecho de tenencia y / o beneficios de reubicación para mí y 
para todos los miembros de mi familia. Esto me lo proporcionaron en mi idioma primario, ya sea verbalmente 
o por escrito. 
 
Expiración     
 
Esta autorización seguirá siendo válida hasta:  ___________________________________________ (Fecha) 
 

 
________________________________________________________    _____________________________ 
Firma del jefe/jefa de familia                           Fecha 
 

--Para Uso Oficial— 
 
Revisión/aprobación de empleado(a) de JFS 
 
 
_______________________________ _______________________________ _______________ 
Firma de empleado(a)    Nombre del empleado(a)               Fecha 

   

   

 

⊳

Informed Consent/
Release of Information

Informed consent should be obtained from each 
guest at any time data is collected. 

A sample form to 
obtain informed 
consent for release 
of personal data, 
developed by Jewish 
Family Service of 
San Diego (JFS) is 
available in English 
and Spanish in the 
Resource Library.
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Data Management Considerations 
for Intake Models

Conducting a successful intake is the most 
important phase of the hospitality process. 
Capturing the correct information ensures that 
other components, such as medical screenings 
and transportation arrangements, are all 
completed accurately. Thus, determining the 
type of intake model – digital or hard copy 
(paper-based) – is a key first step to running an 
efficient intake process and ensuring accurate 
and safe data management.

Digital Platforms

Various digital platforms for the intake and data 
management processes are available to shelters. 
To safeguard the rights of asylum-seekers in 
compliance with the shelter’s confidentiality 
agreement with them, a platform must ensure 
the privacy of the sensitive data it contains. Well-
known data management platforms, such as 
Google Suite and the Google Nonprofit platform, 
are not recommended to manage sensitive 
data such as A# (alien number), name, country 
of origin, and destination city. Rather, shelters 

employ several alternative data management 
platforms, such as Zendesk, used by the IRC 
Welcome Center to create a customized data 
management system that meets shelter needs 
while ensuring data encryption.

Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service 
(LIRS) adapted the platform it developed for all 
the refugee resettlement agencies in the United 
States to track and manage their refugee clients 
enrolled in their programs for use by the border 
shelters. In addition to its case management 
functions, the Immigration and Refugee 
Information System (IRIS) can generate reports 
based on a guest’s status (i.e. if they are still at 
the shelter or have arrived in their destination 
city). This helps facilitate referrals to services that 
will support them across their case, including 
legal and medical services. For the shelter 
context, the software captures biographic data 
(name, date of birth, A#), sponsor information 
(name, address, telephone numbers), and case 
notes with attached documents.

Kobo Toolbox is another tool for data collection 
and analysis that is available for free and 
specifically for humanitarian use. Kobo Toolbox 
can be used on cellular telephones, tablets, and 
computers and can collect and store data while 
offline, thus making it a mobile-friendly option.

Customized Software

The Diocese of Las Cruces, New Mexico 
developed the Oak Tree program for use by 
the border shelters in Las Cruces and Deming, 
allowing each shelter to customize its own 
intake form and user privileges. This specialized 
platform combines the intake process with travel 
services into one program. After completion of 
the intake process, the program automatically 
contacts the guest’s sponsor via a text message 
to notify them that their loved one has been 
registered at a migrant shelter and that they 
will be contacted shortly to arrange travel. The 
software allows transportation to be coordinated 
within the platform so that staff can efficiently 
assist sponsors in purchasing air and bus tickets. 
There is an optional $10 service fee to ensure 
the sustainability of this software program. The 

Summative data tracking system

Creating and sharing a daily report is a common 
way to keep staff and volunteers informed of the 
exact numbers of arrivals, departures, relevant 
case notes, and medical cases who need to be 
monitored. This type of report can be scaled up 
or down to generate daily, weekly, and monthly 
data sets.

A sample template developed by JFS for the San 
Diego Rapid Response Network Migrant Shelter 
in California is available in the Resource Library.

JFS/SDRRN MIGRANT SHELTER DAILY REPORT

Last Updated:
Ctrl + Shift + :

77::0000AAMM
Total:

Arrivals:

Departures:

0

In-House:

Hosp/Hotel:

44::0000PPMM
TToottaall::

00

Last Updated:
Ctrl + Shift + :

Last Updated:
Ctrl + Shift + :

AAMM  MMAANNAAGGEERR:: AAMM  MMAANNAAGGEERR  AADDDDIITTIIOONNAALL  NNOOTTEESS::

NOTES/FOLLOW-UP
Brief Summary on shelter updates, issues, incidents (e.g. medical isolation, petty cash, 
guest issues, appointments, shift changes, facility updates, etc.)

AAMM  CCAASSEE    MMGGTT.. AAMM  CCAASSEE  MMAANNAAGGEERR  AADDDDIITTIIOONNAALL  NNOOTTEESS::

AAMM  VVCC//DDOONNAATTIIOONNSS AAMM  VVCC//DDOONNAATTIIOONNSS  AADDDDIITTIIOONNAALL  NNOOTTEESS::

JFS Daily Report[1] 1/11/2021 | 10:27 PM 1 of 3
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Oak Tree software is a comprehensive tool that 
satisfies informational needs for intake, travel 
arrangements, and statistics for reports. To 
find out more about Oak Tree, please refer to 
the contact information at the Roman Catholic 
Diocese of Las Cruces.

and used by Annunciation House in El Paso, 
Texas. The left side of the carbon-copy 
form is used by shelter staff while the right, 
vertical side, is detached and given to the 
asylum-seekers to inform them of their travel 
information. The intake slips are then placed 
on large bulletin boards assigned to the 
different stages of the intake process and can 
be transferred from board to board to track 
each asylum-seeker’s progress throughout 
their stay – from the intake procedure to travel 
arrangements to their departure. For example, 
once a sponsor had purchased an airplane or 
bus ticket for the asylum-seeker, their travel 
information was recorded and their slip was 
moved from the intake bulletin board to the 
transportation board to indicate their upcoming 
departure. While such a system has the 
benefit of being easy to start up, it presents a 
significant challenge to timely data tracking and 
statistical reporting.

Oak Tree Shelter Software 
 
The Diocese of Las Cruces, New Mexico developed the Oak Tree program for use by the border 
shelters in Las Cruces and Deming, New Mexico and allows each shelter to customize its own 
intake form and user privileges. This specialized platform combines the intake process with 
travel services into one program. After completion of the intake process, the program 
automatically contacts the guest’s sponsor via a text message to notify them that their loved one 
has been registered at a migrant shelter and that they will be contacted shortly to arrange travel. 
The software allows transportation to be coordinated within the platform so that staff can 
efficiently assist sponsors in purchasing air and bus tickets. There is an optional $10 service fee 
to ensure the sustainability of this software program. The Oak Tree software is a comprehensive 
tool that satisfies the informational needs for intake, travel arrangements, and statistics for 
reports. To find out more about Oak Tree, please refer to the following contact information at the 
Roman Catholic Diocese of Las Cruces: https://rcdlc.org/people/deacon-leonel-briseno.  
 
Examples of the Oak Tree Shelter Software interface: 
 
Initial Check-In Screen: 
 

  

⊳ Sample software 
screenshots from the 
Oak Tree program 
are available in the 
Resource Library.

Sample Paper Intake Model

For shelters that choose to employ a paper 
intake system, the below sample was created 

 
_________________ 
Hospitality Site 
 
___________________        _______________ ________ 
Airline or Bus Co.            Departure Date             Time 
 
      _______________ 
      Pick-Up Time 
 
__________________ ______________  ___________ 
Name    Room/Cot #   Persons Total 
 
_______________  __________________________    
Confirmation #  Driver and Phone # 
 
 
Children   Ages  Car Seat ___ Yes ___ No 
________________     _____   
________________     _____              _________________________ 
________________     _____  Name of Ticket Purchaser  
 
________________       _______________________ 
Destination     Phone Number 
 

 

ANNUNICATION HOUSE HOSPITALITY CENTER FORM  
 

N
om

bre: __________            C
uarto #: ______ 

H
ora de Salida de A

lbergue: _______  
D

ia de Salida: ______ 
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A clean and hygienic shelter space is an 
important element of providing safe and dignified 
respite and services to asylum-seekers. A primary 
threat to the safety of guests, as well as staff 
and volunteers, in any congregate setting is the 
spread of contagious illness, a point made all too 
clearly by the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, 
the threat of foodborne illness is a possibility in 
any setting where food is prepared and served; 
this, however, fortunately can be prevented easily 
by appropriate cleaning and food preparation 
practices. As such, the need for adherence to 
rigorous sanitation and hygiene protocols cannot 
be overemphasized.

Contracting with professional janitorial or 
custodian services can help greatly in maintaining 
clean premises. However, if such contracts are 
cost-prohibitive, developing and monitoring 
adherence to standardized sanitation and food-
handling protocols will help mitigate the spread of 
illness among guests, staff, and volunteers.

Hygiene

Good hygiene practices are behaviors that help 
prevent infection and the spread of disease by 
keeping people and their surroundings clean. To 
promote basic hygiene practices and etiquette, 
signs posted around the shelter displaying rules 
serve to remind guests, volunteers, and staff 
about the following:

•	 Washing their hands in the mobile 
hand-washing station;

Sanitation and Hygiene
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability, Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 7: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis can expect delivery 
of improved assistance as organisations learn from experience 
and reflection.”

•	 Using hand sanitizer (to be made 
available in multiple locations around 
the shelter for staff, volunteers, and 
guests to utilize);

•	 Etiquette when coughing and sneezing;

•	 Flushing toilet paper down the toilet (as 
opposed to throwing it in a trash can, as 
many guests do in their home country 
due to fragile plumbing infrastructure);

•	 Appropriate trash disposal.

Informational posters and short videos are 
available in many languages to inform guests 
about COVID-19 and how to prevent its spread.

•	 Refugee Council USA has compiled an 
extensive list of print and audio/visual 
resources from various sources on preventing 
the spread of COVID-19 in approximately a 
dozen languages.

•	 Alianza Indigena Sin Fronteras, in collaboration 
with the Indigenous Language Office at 
Casa Alitas (located in Tucson, Arizona) and 
the International Mayan League, has made 
available videos on COVID-19 in nearly 40 
Mayan languages.

•	 The Guatemalan Ministry of Education has 
prepared print and video materials in a 
number of indigenous languages, available on 
their website by clicking on the tab “Plan de 
Prevención.”
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Sanitation Procedures

Robust sanitation procedures are essential to 
maintain hygienic shelter conditions, safeguard 
against common and novel illnesses, and 
ensure compliance with relevant safety codes, 
including food safety. Guidance for setting up 
shelter space and protocols to prevent and 
manage contagious illnesses (such as the flu and 
COVID-19) have been developed by the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), other 
public health authorities, and shelter operators.

Congregate settings, such as shelters, present 
sanitation challenges due to the frequent turnover 
of guests. The CDC has published specific 
guidance for congregate settings. Instructions 
on how to clean and disinfect shared housing 
facilities, including scenarios in which someone 
in the building is sick, is available through this 
link. Additional considerations regarding how to 
maintain common rooms, including kitchens and 
bathrooms, are available here.

Drawing on public health guidance, some 
shelters have developed their own operational 
instructions. Jewish Family Service of San Diego 
(JFS) produced a detailed guide on infection 
control and response protocols for the San 
Diego Rapid Response Network Migrant Shelter 
in California, available in the Resource Library 
and referenced in the Medical Screenings 
chapter. Included in the JFS’ Shelter Infection 
Control guide is a sanitation procedure with daily 
sanitation schedule. 

All spaces in a shelter are to be kept clean, 
but certain parts (such as the sleeping areas) 
present an added challenge. Most shelters utilize 
donated cots or air mattresses, as both can be 
set up easily and moved as needed. Shelters 
have found that it is easy to sanitize cots daily 
by wiping them down with a bleach solution. As 
an added measure, shelters have used a power 
washer to clean cots also. Shelters often invite 
guests to help with the cleaning process by 
stripping and wiping down their own cots.

Food Safety

As mentioned in the chapter on Meal Planning, 
some shelters prepare food on site while others 
have meals delivered. Regardless of the shelter’s 
system, following food safety guidelines for the 
preparation, serving, and storing of food is key 
to preventing foodborne illness. The United 
States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) 
Food Safety and Inspection Service publishes 
food safety resources, including the following 
guidance, Cleanliness Helps Prevent Foodborne 
Illness. Additional USDA resources are available 
at this link.

 

AUTHORIZATION TO RELEASE/EXCHANGE INFORMATION
 
Last Name: _______________________   First Name: ________________________   DOB: _____________ 
 
I, _______________________________________________ authorize Jewish Family Services (hereinafter 
“Provider”) staff to disclose/exchange protected information and records obtained in the course of receiving 
services at the migrant shelter. Such disclosure shall be limited to information sharing for the following 
purposes (Check all that apply): 
 

      Advocacy and Case Management       Resource Coordination       Medical Referrals 

      Family Sponsorship Coordination       Immigration Check-Ins       Off-site appointments 

      Other: 

 
 
Rights 
 
I understand my records are protected under federal regulations and cannot be disclosed without my written 
consent, unless otherwise provided for in the regulations. I can refuse to sign this authorization. I understand 
that I may inspect or obtain a copy of the information used or disclosed, as provided in 45 Code of Federal 
Regulations section 164.524. I understand that I have the right to revoke this authorization at any time. I 
understand that the revocation will not apply to information that has already been released based on this 
authorization. Any revocation or modification of this authorization must be in writing and received by 
Provider.  
 
By signing this form, I waive any rights to tenancy and/or relocation benefits for myself and all members of 
my family. This was provided to me in my primary language either verbally or written form. 

 
Expiration     
 
This authorization will remain valid through:  ___________________________________________ (date) 
 

 
 
 
 
_______________________________    _____________________________  ______________ 
Head of Household Signature         Head of Household Printed Name  Date 
 

 
_______________________________ _______________________________ _______________ 
JFS Staff Signature    JFS Staff Printed Name   Date 
 

   

   

 

⊳ The JFS guide on 
infection control and 
response protocols 
is available in the 
Resource Library

Galilee Center in 
Mecca, California.
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Laundry

Given the volume of guests, keeping up with 
daily laundry is a large task for most shelters. 
Shelters often use off-site laundry services that 
require significant time, travel, and monetary 
investment. Many shelters have switched to on-
site laundry through donations or grants from 
organizations. If operating an on-site laundry, 
shelters should post guidance in laundry rooms 

or otherwise inform staff, volunteers, and guests 
about safe practices to avoid the spread of 
illnesses (such as COVID-19), like those outlined 
in these simple guidelines from the CDC. Others 
have made adjustments in order to reduce the 
amount of laundry to be done. For example, at 
Annunciation House in El Paso, Texas, sheets are 
not given to short-term guests so that laundry is 
limited to blankets and towels only.

The “ropa room” at The Inn 
in Tucson, Arizona provides 
guests with the opportunity to 
pick out a fresh set of clothes.
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Sharing food is an integral part of hospitality 
in cultures around the world. When offering a 
hot meal to guests, shelters communicate that 
the shelter is a friendly and safe place where 
guests are welcome and where their immediate 
needs will be met. The journey prior to arrival 
at a shelter is often arduous, and guests may 
have experienced food insecurity. Providing 
ready access to food will help alleviate guests’ 
anxiety in the short term and bolster their energy 
for the remaining journey to their destination 
communities.

When planning food for guests, shelters prepare 
for meals, snacks, and care packages for guests’ 
onward travel. Knowing that guests may arrive 

Meal Planning
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 1: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs.”

at all times of the day, shelters typically ensure 
that water and snacks always are on hand. Many 
shelters immediately provide a broth-based soup 
designed to soothe upset stomachs. Given that 
most guests leave the shelters within 24 to 48 
hours after their arrival, menus can be repeated 
frequently. As guests depart, many shelters 
provide a travel bag or care package containing 
food and a water bottle for the airplane or 
bus trip since most guests do not have extra 
spending money and may be traveling for 
several hours or even days.

Familiar food from home can be a powerful 
comfort after time spent in border officials’ 
custody. When feasible, shelters should seek to 

A family enjoys a meal together at the 
San Diego Rapid Response Network 
Migrant Shelter in San Diego, California. 
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accommodate the general food preferences of 
their guests and respect their dietary, cultural, 
and religious requirements. For example, Central 
Americans are not accustomed to eating spicy 
foods typical to Mexico. Asylum-seekers from 
India often do not eat meat, but Brazilians are 
accustomed to high-meat diets. To navigate 
varying dietary preferences, the Galilee Center 
in Mecca, California at times offers two meal 
options to accommodate their diverse guest 
populations.

When serving meals, shelters find it a helpful 
practice to provide small signs with a description 
of each item, particularly if dishes that are 
prepared are not familiar to the guests. For the 
safety of the guests with allergies (known or 
unknown) as well as to serve those with dietary 
restrictions, it is important to note a dish’s 
ingredients and spiciness level.

Some shelters equipped with a kitchen prefer to 
prepare food on site. To operate a commercial 
kitchen that meets food health standards, 
staff may be required to pass a basic ServSafe 
certification. The United Methodist Committee 
on Relief’s (UMCOR) guide, Tips for United 
Methodist-Affiliated Transitional Shelters, 
advises shelter managers to “Prioritize food 
safety. Practice food safety basics. Regularly 

inspect food items for expiration dates, leaks 
and mold, especially those that are donated. Do 
not recycle leftovers with questionable shelf-life 
or temperature compliance.” More information 
on food safety resources can be found here.

This meal plan and 
shopping list was 
designed to serve 
approximately 100 
people three meals a 
day. It was provided 
by Refugee Aid and 
Lutheran Social 
Services of the 
Southwest in Phoenix, 
Arizona.

UMCOR’s 
guide is 
available in 
the Resource 
Library.

The Galilee 
Center’s meal 
planner.

Sample menus and shopping lists

The Galilee Center’s meal planner provides 
a sample menu for one week, while Phoenix, 
Arizona’s Refugee Aid and Lutheran Social 
Services of the Southwest’s mean plan, 
complete with recipes and shopping list to feed 
100 guests, is a sample menu for one day. Both 
are available in the Resource Library.

Meal Plan and Grocery List 
 
Meal plan to serve approximately 100 people three meals a day, provided by Refugee Aid in 
Phoenix, Arizona.   

Meal Plan: 

 Breakfast – Breakfast casserole or Eggs, beans, corn tortillas, fruit, coffee 
 Lunch – Chicken soup or stew  
 Dinner – Chicken or Pork with rice, beans and tortillas,  

Chicken and Rice Soup/Stew for 85 

 3 gallons combination water and chicken broth from chickens below (not canned) 
 8 oz. Butter 
 1 cup olive oil 
 1/4 cup minced garlic (from Costco) 
 2-3 chickens, skin and bone removed, meat cut into small pieces 
 6 cups carrots, chopped or shredded 
 5-6 large sweet white onions, chopped or shredded (from Costco) 
 5 cups corn 
 10-15 cups shredded veggies 
 41/4 cups uncooked white rice 
 3 cups dry pinto beans, soaked at least 5 hours 
 2 TB. Plus 2 tsp. salt (to taste)  
 1  tsp. black pepper (to taste) 
 3-5 TB Italian seasoning to taste 

1. Cover soaked beans with water plus 2 inches and boil until soft.  
2. Shred or chop onions. In a large saucepan over medium heat, melt the butter and oil, 

add the onions and garlic. Sauté. Shred or chop remaining veggies. Add all veggies, sauté 
and stir until partially cooked.  

3. Add water/broth, rice, salt, pepper, Italian seasoning. Bring to boil and then reduce to 
simmer. Cover and simmer for about 20 -30 minutes or until the rice is cooked. Should 
be a thick consistency. Add cooked beans and chicken. 

If numbers are greater than expected at the shelter, add some water and salt to increase 
volume.  Ask the site serving the meal to heat at low temperature because the soup will 
scorch if heated at a high temperature.   
 
The soup can be stored in HFA 321 aluminum pans which can be purchased at most Costco 
stores.  The matching aluminum lids can be purchased.  One pan holds 3-1/2 quarts, which 
can feed 11-15 people, depending on the number of children.  The pans can be frozen.  
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Preparing for departure 
□ Conduct a “Know Your Rights” seminar and provide factsheets/

pamphlets. Explain asylum process and any documents that 
guests have signed. The seminar should be conducted by a 
JFON volunteer or someone else trained in the area (though it 
does not necessarily have to be a lawyer). 

□ Provide information about available services in destination cities 
(CWS affiliates, JFON sites, etc.) with phone numbers. Provide 
CWS asylum hotline phone number. 

□ Post maps of the region and the United States on the walls of the 
shelter. Show guests where they are on the map. Provide 
approximate travel time (by bus, with stops) to various cities. 
Inform guests who are traveling north about the colder 
temperatures. If you provide clothing, make climate-appropriate 
clothing and footwear available. 

□ Orient guests who are traveling by air to air travel/TSA processes. 
□ Issue every departing family a backpack containing a blanket, 

hygiene kit, feminine hygiene products, bottles of water, healthy 
snacks, etc. Let each child choose a (new) stuffed animal and a 
story book. 

□ Remain at bus station/airport until you are sure guests have 
boarded their bus or gone through security and are safe.  

□ Clean facility thoroughly following established cleaning protocol. 
Use bleach and pay special attention to any items that are 
frequently reused. Do not forget small handheld items, like 
phones, writing utensils, etc. Sanitize door handles.  

□ Conduct regular facility safety inspections. Consider obstructed 
emergency exits, broken or damaged items and equipment, sign 
legibility, plumbing leaks, fire hazards, and anything else that may 
cause injury or harm. 
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Tips for United Methodist-Affiliated  
Transitional Shelters  

along the U.S.-Mexico Border 

Meal Planner 
 

 

 
  

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday 
Snacks  

Café, Avena con 
fruta 

 

Snacks 
Pan Dulce Cafe 

Snacks 
Pan Tostado/ Café  

Snacks 
Cereal/ Cafe 

Snacks 
Café/ Fruta 

Snacks 
Café/ Cream of 

Wheat 

Snacks 
Pan Dulce/ 

Chocolate. Cafe 

       
Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast 

Huevos Revueltos 
con Winnies 

 

Huevos con chorizo y 
frijoles 

Papas con Verdura, 
Frijoles de la Hoya y 

Pancakes 

Huevos con Tocino. 
Fruta Picada y 

frijoles  

Huevos con Jamon, 
Hash brown y Avena 

Huevos con verdura 
y Frijoles  

Chilaquiles y Huevos  

Lunch 
Flautas, guacamole 

Arroz y frijoles 
 

Lunch 
Carne de Puerco con 
Chile rojo, frijoles de 

la hoya y tortillas 

Lunch 
Carne Molida con 
papas. Chiles en 
vinagres Arroz y 

tortillas 

Lunch 
Pollo Dorado, 

macarron Pico de 
Gallo y tortillas  

Lunch 
Hamburguesas o Hot 

dogs con Papas  

Lunch 
Pollo ala Plancha con 

sopa de maccaron 

Lunch 
Fajitas de Res 

verduras 
arroz/frijoles 

       
Dinner Dinner Dinner Dinner Dinner Dinner Dinner 

Pozole 
 

 

Albondigas con arroz Fideo con pollo Caldo de res con 
arroz 

Sopa de tortilla Caldo de res 
desmenusado 

Caldo de Pollo con 
arroz  

        

⊳

⊳

⊳

Some shelters do not prepare food on site. 
Meals prepared off-site and delivered to the 
shelters are frequently provided by local groups, 
such as the Salvation Army, soup kitchens, and 
churches. A rotating meal schedule is designed 
to facilitate a volunteer group to prepare, serve, 
and clean up one meal each week. To safely 
transport food, some shelters recommend using 
food storage products known as “cambros.” It 
is important that a shelter understand the local 
government regulations about food preparation.
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Care Packages

Travel bags, also called “care packages,” 
aim to provide enough food for each family 
member for the total number of days they will 
be traveling from the shelter to their destination 
address. When traveling by bus, the trip to 
certain parts of the United States can take up 
to five days. When traveling by air, each item in 
the care package should be in compliance with 

Air Bus

Less than 1 day

 ☑ 1 sandwich

 ☑ 2 snacks

 ☑ 1 note/card of 
encouragement

No liquids

No fruit

Less than 1 day

 ☑ 2 sandwiches

 ☑ 1 snack (granola bar, 
etc.)

 ☑ 1 fruit

 ☑ 1 juice

 ☑ 1 water bottle/bag

 ☑ 1 note/card of 
encouragement

1 day (per person)

 ☑ 2 sandwiches

 ☑ 3 snacks (granola 
bar, etc.)

 ☑ 1 fruit

 ☑ 1 juice

 ☑ 1 water bottle/bag

 ☑ 1 note/card of 
encouragement

2 days (per person)

 ☑ 6 sandwiches

 ☑ 4 snacks (granola 
bar, etc.)

 ☑ 1 fruit

 ☑ 1 juice

 ☑ 1 water bottle/bag

 ☑ 1 note/card of 
encouragement

For each additional day, add two more sandwiches and one snack to the care package (i.e. a three-
day trip should be 8 sandwiches and 5 snacks). 

TSA regulations. Volunteers who put together 
the care packages often add a small note of 
encouragement for the guests.

The sample care package guidelines below from 
Annunciation House in El Paso, Texas lists the 
amount of food recommended to include in a 
care package. Guests are provided with refillable 
water bottles.
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Donation Management
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 9: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis can expect that the 
organisations assisting them are managing resources effectively, 
efficiently and ethically.”

Most shelters are able to serve guests in part 
through the generosity of community members. 
Donations to shelters typically are either 
monetary or are in-kind items, such as clothing, 
shoes, hygiene supplies, toys, and other 
necessities. However, the volume of donations, 
particularly in times of unusually high arrivals, 
necessitates a management system to sort, 
track, and distribute items. Tracking inventory, 
including donations, can facilitate grant 
compliance and help identify when additional 
supplies are needed.

For in-kind items, many shelters utilize a 
donation inventory. The American Red Cross 
provides a sample inventory log. Border Servant 
Corps, based in Las Cruces, New Mexico, 
created an inventory spreadsheet specifically 
for items received by border shelters. This 
spreadsheet includes a classification for each 
of the following items: clothing, hygiene, travel, 
medical, hospitality, and a sorting rack guide.

To ensure the guests’ needs are best met and 
the shelter is not overwhelmed by unnecessary 
donation inventory, shelters can update and 
inform the general public of their current needs. 
Communication channels, such as Amazon wish 
lists, biweekly newsletters, media interviews, 
and social media posts, all help to notify 
supporters of donation needs. Free software 
such as NeedsList can help secure and manage 
in-kind material needs. Monetary donations 
can be collected through platforms such as 
GoFundMe and/or social media fundraisers on 
Facebook and Instagram. Successful pitches 
for funding and in-kind donations are specific to 
what is most needed and creative. For example, 
feel-good items such as stuffed animals often 
are not a practical donation item because they 
can spread germs and may not fit into luggage. 
However, cellular telephone SIM cards and 
minutes are constantly needed for guests 
to communicate with family members and 
sponsors.

A sample of the 
spreadsheet 
is available in 
the Resource 
Library.

An example 
supply list from the 
Hospitality Shelter 
Guide written by 
the Las Cruces 
Office of Emergency 
Management (OEM) 
illustrates the range 
of items that can 
be supplied via 
donations, available 
in the Resource 
Library.

Item Defined As
Available 
Supply Units

Available Supply 
Location

Storage 
Supply Units

Storage Supply 
Location Overflow

Mens Extra Small Shirts   Boys sizes 14, 14/16, 16, 18, XLMens size XSNeck 13-13 ½”, 33-35 cm
Mens Small Shirts  Mens size SNeck 14-14 ½”, 36-37 cm
Mens Medium Shirts  Mens size  MNeck 15-15 ½”, 38-39 cm
Mens Large/Extra Large Shirts   Mens sizes L, XLNeck 16-17 ½”, 40-45 cm

Womens Extra Small Shirts  Girls sizes 14, 14/16, 16, 18, XLWomens size XS
Womens Small Shirts Womens size S
Womens Medium Shirts Womens size M
Womens Large/Extra Large ShirtWomens size L/XL

Toddler Boys Shirts Sizes 2T, 3T, XS
Boys Small Shirts Sizes 4T, 4, 5T, 5, 6, 4/5, 5/6, S
Boys Medium Shirts Sizes 6/7, 7, 7/8, 9, 8/10, M
Boys Large/Extra Large Shirts Sizes 10, 10/12, 11, 12, 12/14, L

Toddler Girls Shirts Sizes 2T, 3T, XS
Girls Small Shirts Sizes 4T, 4, 5T, 5, 6, 4/5, 5/6, S
Girls Medium Shirts Sizes 6/7, 7, 7/8, 9, 8/10, M
Girls Large/Extra Large Shirts Sizes 10, 10/12, 11, 12, 12/14, L

Mens Extra Small Pants   Boys sizes 14, 16, XLMens sizes XSWaist sizes up to 28”
Mens Small Pants  Mens size SWaist sizes 29” to 30”
Mens Medium Pants  Mens size MWaist sizes 31” to 32”
Mens Large/Extra Large Pants  Mens sizes L/XLWaist sizes 33” and larger

Womens Extra Small Pants    Girls sizes 14, 16Womens sizes 0, 2, XSJunior sizes 0, 1, 3, 5Waist sizes up to 27”
Womens Small Pants   Womens sizes 4, 6, SJunior sizes 7, 9, 11Waist sizes 28” to 32”
Womens Medium Pants   Womens sizes 8, 10, MJunior sizes 13, 15, 17Waist sizes 33” to 36”
Womens Large/Extra Large Pant   Womens sizes 12, 14, LWaist sizes 37” and larger

Toddler Boys Pants Sizes 2T, 3T, XS
Boys Small Pants Sizes 4T, 4, 5T, 5, 6, 4/5, 5/6, S
Boys Medium Pants Sizes 6/7, 7, 7/8, 9, 8/10, M
Boys Large/Extra Large Pants Sizes 10,10/12, 11, 12, L

Toddler Girls Pants Sizes 2T, 3T, XS
Girls Small Pants Sizes 4T, 4, 5T, 5, 6, 4/5, 5/6, S
Girls Medium Pants Sizes 6/7, 7, 7/8, 9, 8/10, M
Girls Large/Extra Large Pants Sizes 10,10/12, 11, 12, L

Mens Small Underwear   Boys sizes 14, 16, 14/16, XLMens sizes XS, SWaist size 26.5”-30”
Mens Medium Underwear  Mens sizes MWaist size 31”-35”
Mens Large Underwear  Mens size LWaist size 36-38”

Womens Small Underwear  Womens sizes 4, 5, XS, SWaist size 25-26”
Womens Medium Underwear   Girls sizes 14, 16, 14/16, XLWomens sizes 6, MWaist size 27”-28”
Womens Large Underwear  Womens sizes 7, 8, LWaist size 29”-30”
Womens Bras

Boys Small Underwear  Boys sizes 2T, 3T, 2, 3, 4, XSWaist size 20”-21.5”
Boys Medium Underwear   Boys sizes 5, 6, 5/6,7, 8, 7/8, S, MWaist size 22”-24”
Boys Large Underwear  Boys sizes 10, 12, 10/12, LWaist size 24.5-26”

Basic Hospitality Supply List (not including Medical and Meals) 
 

Clothing 
• Shirts 
• Pants 
• Underwear 
• Socks 
• Bras 
• Belts 
• Shoelaces 
• Coats 
• Hats 
• Gloves 
• Scarves 

 
 
 
 
Food Bags 

• Water Bottles 
• PBJ’s 
• Granola Bars 
• Fruit 
• Napkins / Paper Towels 
• Travel Bags / Drawstrings 

 
 
Backpacks 

• Tissue 
• Hand sanitizer 
• Wipes 
• Small Notebook 
• Pen 
• Kid’s activity/coloring book 
• Crayons/colored pencils 
• Stuffed animal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hygiene Kits 
• Small Shampoo 
• Small Conditioner  
• Small Lotion 
• Toothbrushes 
• Toothpaste 
• Combs 
• Razors 
• Chapstick / Vaseline 
• Diapers 
• Feminine Hygiene 
• Nail clipper 
• Hair accessories 
• Deodorant 

 
 
Travel Arrangements 

• Computers 
• Phones 
• Printer 

 
 
 
 
 
Travel 

• Travel Booklets 
• Gum 
• Car seats 
• Boosters 
• Watches 
• Blankets 
• Welcome Cards (small amount of cash) 

⊳
⊳
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The following non-exhaustive list of 
organizations have provided in-kind donations 
for a mass care context, such as hygiene kits, 
cots, and blankets, and may be able to provide 
donations to border shelters. Please note, each 
organization varies in what kind of material 
donations they can donate as well as the criteria 
for providing such donations.

• The American Red Cross;

• Save the Children;

• Salvation Army;

• FEMA;

• Church World Service;

• The United Methodist Committee on Relief.

Furthermore, the following humanitarian 
organizations have supported shelters 
through monetary grants in the past and can 
be contacted to inquire about relevant grant 
programs and application criteria for future 
grants:

• Church World Service;

• Presbyterian Disaster Assistance;

• Save the Children;

• The United Methodist Committee on Relief.

When acquiring donations, it is important to 
note if the donor/funder has placed any specific 
restrictions on any of the items (i.e. must 
be utilized within a particular location). This 
information is needed if a shelter transitions 
services or closes and the items need to be 
reallocated elsewhere.

Distributing Donations

The main types of items shelters typically 
distribute are hygiene kits and clothing. Because 
large bottles of shampoo and soap are more cost 
effective than mini bottles, it is more efficient 
for guests to first shower using shared toiletries 
provided by the shelter. That way, the hygiene 
kits with travel-size products can be reserved for 
future use and distributed after a guest has initially 
showered. Shelters have learned from guests 
that useful products to include in the hygiene kits 
include basic toiletries, hair ties, feminine products, 
lip balm, shoelaces, and a comb.

The process of distributing donated goods to 
guests benefits from organization and planning. 
Ensuring that these goods are accessible 
and distributed equally among all guests will 
promote fairness and decrease opportunities 
for conflict. For example, a “first come, first 
served” policy may preclude access for those 
with disabilities or mobility limitations. Shelters 
should utilize signage to clearly indicate what 
guests are allowed to use. For example, having 
bottled water sitting out does not necessarily 
communicate that guests can take water when 
they need it.

Supplies for guests at Good Neighbor Settlement 
House in Brownsville, Texas.
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Clothing Banks

A well-run clothing bank allows guests to receive 
a new set of clothing in a timely manner. The 
following best practices have been developed 
for clothing banks:

• When time permits, guests can “shop” in the 
“ropa room” or clothing bank and browse 
clothing options. Shelters have observed 
that displaying clothes such as they would 
be displayed in a store is more effective than 
storing them in bins or boxes. For example, 
The Inn, located in Tucson, Arizona, has 
transformed its clothing bank into a layout that 
resembles a retail store and allows guests to 
“shop” for clothing.

• To expedite clothing distributions when 
numbers are high, staff at shelters like the 
Humanitarian Respite Center in McAllen, 
Texas will provide guests with a preassembled 
clothing “bundle” containing a shirt, 
underwear, and socks. The guest then selects 
a pair of shoes and pants. This practice 
balances efficiency and a measure of personal 
dignity by giving the guests the opportunity to 
choose some of the items they will wear that 
are most specific to size.

• Donation sorting requires a large time 
investment and functions better in a separate 
location from the clothing bank. Clothes 
should be brought into the clothing bank once 
ready to be used by guests.

• Excess clothing storage should be stored in a 
location that complies with fire safety codes.

• Items that cannot be used at the shelter can 
be donated to thrift stores or recycled.

• Utilizing a uniform sizing system is better than 
relying on the clothes’ affixed labels, which may 
vary significantly across items and brands.

• Post signs for volunteers to remind them of 
what and how items should be sorted and 
selected for the clothing bank. For example, 
the Phoenix, Arizona, International Rescue 
Committee (IRC) Welcome Center instructs 
volunteers tasked with donation sorting to:

 ɨ Wear gloves when sorting shoes;

 ɨ Spray all shoes with Lysol;

 ɨ Inspect the collar and underarm areas for 
stains;

 ɨ Inspect for any holes around stomach or 
crotch areas;

 ɨ Ensure bottoms have no urine stains;

 ɨ Check zippers on all pants;

 ɨ Check soles of shoes;

 ɨ Separate clothes by gender, size, and item;

 ɨ Fold clothes and store them in their 
appropriate boxes;

 ɨ When boxes are full, take them to clothing 
storage area;

 ɨ Label boxes with size, item, gender, and 
date;

 ɨ Separate clothing/items that are not useable 
into thrift store donation piles or clothing 
recycle piles;

 ɨ Unusable items include formal attire, heels, 
slippers, bathing suits, costumes, and 
bathrobes.

Further advice from 
Annunciation House 
in El Paso, Texas on 
running a clothing 
bank is available in 
the Resource Library.
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Clothing Bank and Clothing Donations Committee 
 
This committee is responsible for ensuring that the refugees each receive one change of clothing upon arriving at the 
site. This committee must work closely with the Site Director.  
 
 Clothing Bank 

o Identifying a list of all needed clothing bank 
supplies—used clothing in smaller sizes for babies, 
children, men, and women. Jackets and sweaters are 
helpful in cold weather. New underwear and new 
socks are greatly appreciated. 

o Obtaining these supplies via donation as much as 
possible—coordinate with the Site Director about 
adding your needed supplies to the site donation 
wishlist 

o Soliciting donations of missing/needed items or 
coordinate to possibly have needed items delivered 
from Annunciation House 

o Establishing an area in which clothing donations 
can be sorted for usable items and determining a 
plan for where unusable items will be donated (such 
as to Candlelighters or St. Vincent de Paul or 
Salvation Army). 

o Establishing a clothing bank that the refugees can 
access to obtain a change of clothing upon arriving 
at the site 

o Keeping clothing as organized as possible and 
restocking supplies as needed—guests are great at 
helping to keep the clothing bank organized! 

o Establishing a system by which the refugees can 
receive their change of clothing in the most 
organized and efficient way possible.  

o Annunciation House suggests that each refugee is 
only provided with one change of clothing—there 
are generally insufficient donations to allow for 
refugees to get more than one change of clothing. 

o Annunciation House suggests that volunteers assist 
the guests in picking out their outfits in order to help 
the process to go as fast as possible. Likewise, 
Annunciation House suggests limiting each guests’ 
access to the clothing bank to a certain period of 
time (i.e., 5-10 minutes).   

 

Years of experience have taught 
us that people love to give away 

their used clothing!  
 

Unfortunately, the used 
clothing that we receive is not 

always what we need.  
 

Therefore, we suggest that sites 
be very specific when asking for 

donations; otherwise, 
volunteers might find 

themselves stuck spending 
many, many hours sorting 

through donations that are not 
very useful to the guests (such 
as prom dresses & snow suits). 

 
Additionally, almost all of the 
female refugees arriving are 

fairly petite and wear small and 
medium size shirts and pants in 

sizes 8 and smaller. The men 
are also generally fairly short 

and thin. Children are also 
usually fairly thin as well.  

At many sites—depending on volunteer availability— 
the “Clothing Bank & Clothing Donations Committee” merges with the  

“Toiletries & Medical Supplies Committee” to form one  
“Clothing, Toiletries, & Medical Supplies Committee”   

⊳
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For every shelter space, there is an incredible 
network of community support that animates 
hospitality work. This often translates into 
an extended network of community centers 
and faith-based organizations that open their 
buildings when called upon to provide extra 
space for asylum-seekers. When guest arrivals 
exceed the capacity at a central shelter, a “hub 
and spoke” system can be activated whereby 
the central shelter is the hub wherein intake 
and other important functions (such as wellness 
checks, contact with family members, and Know 
Your Rights presentations) are provided, while 
the extended network of community groups 
are the spokes that provide lodging. When 
implementing the hub and spoke model, it is 
important that volunteers in standby spaces be 
trained and equipped to receive guests before 
they are added to the standby list. Also, the use 
of “spokes” – additional community centers, 
churches, and individual homes – carries a 
different set of selection considerations and 
requires specialized vetting processes for the 
host families/organizations.

Church Network Model

Every border shelter has stories of their 
community opening its doors in creative ways 

Overflow/Surge Capacity Contingency Plans
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 2: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis have access to the 
humanitarian assistance they need at the right time.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 6: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive coordinated, 
complementary assistance.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 7: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis can expect delivery 
of improved assistance as organisations learn from experience 
and reflection.”

when increased arrivals of asylum-seekers 
exceed the capacity of the shelter infrastructure.

• In 2016, when Haitian asylum-seekers began 
arriving in increased numbers at the border 
near San Diego, California, the local Haitian 
diaspora responded by welcoming the newly 
arrived asylum-seekers into their churches and 
at Christ Ministry Center. While these churches 
originally provided short-term respite shelter, 
over time they evolved to provide longer-term 
care for those who, by necessity, remained 
in the San Diego area. This type of response 
provided culturally-competent hospitality and 
catalyzed what is now known as the Safe 
Harbors Network, a network of churches and 
homes in the greater San Diego area that host 
families while case management, medical, 
and other services are provided through 
partnerships.

• In 2018, when the numbers of Central American 
asylum-seeking families arriving in Phoenix, 
Arizona grew, a group of Hispanic churches 
there formed the initial hospitality network 
that has since grown into dozens of shelters 
coordinated by Lutheran Social Services of 
the Southwest. With the subsequent opening 
of the International Rescue Committee (IRC) 
Welcome Center, the church shelters and IRC 
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share hospitality based on assigned days of the 
week.

• In El Paso, Texas, Annunciation House has
been a long-standing shelter in the community.
When the number of asylum-seeking families
exceeded its capacity beginning in 2018,
Annunciation House reached out to area
churches (along with motels, as explained
below) to open their doors as shelters;
together, the network met the increased need.

Motel Model

Some shelters have utilized local hotels/
motels to provide additional shelter capacity in 
response to increased asylum-seeker arrivals. 
When overflow space was urgently needed, 
Annunciation House was able to receive over 
800 asylum-seekers in one day by activating a 
network of hospitality sites comprising traditional 
shelter spaces, motels, and churches. The 
Annunciation House experience shows that if no 
advance notice is given, motels can be activated 
quickly as overflow hospitality sites. However, 
the hospitality services at each motel location 

should be staffed at all times by shelter staff 
and volunteers. Motel rooms offer a comfortable 
space that ensures privacy, a personal bathroom 
and shower, and a TV to entertain the kids. If 
the motel has a common room, this can serve 
as space to conduct intake, serve meals, 
and manage other services (such as travel 
arrangements). For motels without a common 
room to rent, a large tent can be used as a 
kitchen space to prepare and serve meals and to 
perform other services. Border Servant Corps in 
Las Cruces, New Mexico also used hotel rooms 
to meet hospitality needs, and used additional 
rooms for specific functions, such as medical 
screenings, a clothing bank, an overnight room 
for a staff member, and a transportation office. 
For a sample welcome speech from the Border 
Servant Corps tailored to a motel setting, see 
the Welcome Script chapter.

First Time Shelters

For groups looking to begin sheltering asylum-
seeking families in response to an urgent need, 
further information is available in the appendix 
entitled New shelter? Start Here. 

The International Rescue 
Committee Welcome Center 

in Phoenix, Arizona. 
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During down times, when few asylum-seeking 
families are released to shelters, some shelters 
have responded to shifting community needs 
by transitioning their building to serve as a 
community center while others have decided to 
close their shelter altogether. When possible, 
the former is one way that allows the shelter 
to maintain critical elements of staffing and 
infrastructure in the event that the number 
of asylum-seekers in need of respite shelter 
services at their location increases again at a 
future date.

In addition to assessing the timeline of the 
transition process, it is important to keep the 
following considerations in mind when planning 
the transitioning of a shelter:

• How long is needed to maintain a space?

• How will staffing occur? 

• How long is needed to maintain material items 
(i.e. donations, infrastructure)? How much will 
be kept? Where will it be stored? 

• How will records (guest files, copies of guest 
paperwork) be retained and for how long? 
How will they be properly destroyed?

• How will the distribution of supplies occur in 
alignment with donor intent (see below)? Is 
communication required with specific donors 
about re-allocation of items?

• How will the shelter communicate with 
volunteers, donors, and the community about 
the changes?

• How will the shelter preserve the volunteer 
roster and email database?

Transitioning Shelter Functions
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 2: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis have access to the 
humanitarian assistance they need at the right time.”

Standby (contingency) mode

Even if a physical shelter closes, it is good 
practice to maintain a hospitality plan. For 
example, while the Las Cruces Armory closed its 
building when no longer called upon to receive 
guests, it maintains its network of surge/overflow 
shelters available to respond as needed. There 
is also an agreement that if hospitality is needed 
for large numbers, nonprofit organizations will 
respond initially to immediate needs, after which 
the local city government will be prepared to 
assist within 72 hours.

Donations

When acquiring donations, it is important to note 
if there are specific restrictions placed on any of 
the items (i.e. items that must be utilized within 
a particular location or for a particular purpose). 
This information is needed if and when a shelter 
transitions its services and items are reallocated 
elsewhere. A shelter may also communicate with 
donors that some items received will be utilized 
and distributed as the organization sees fit.

Staffing Models

Planning and retaining the appropriate number 
of staff is one of the most challenging parts of 
transitioning a shelter. Each shelter will assess 
how to scale essential staff to meet the changing 
needs of the community. 

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit

49⊲ Table of Contents



Navigation
©

 A
nd

re
w

 O
be

rs
ta

dt

The present section outlines best practices 
border shelters employ when providing essential 
services to guests. While there are many variations 
on how to deliver these services, the material 
presented herein is designed to lay out the core 
considerations, emphasize essential safeguards, 
and share practical examples that can be adapted 
as needed to meet a shelter’s specific context.  
The use of the term “guests” by many shelters 
helps convey the spirit of welcome that is imbued  
in all aspects of the services provided.

Guest Services
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A hot meal is served to young guests 
at the International Rescue Committee 

Welcome Center in Phoenix, Arizona. 



When asylum-seekers first arrive to a shelter, 
shelter representatives have an important 
opportunity to set the tone and to project 
welcome. Staff and volunteers at the McAllen, 
Texas Humanitarian Respite Center show 
solidarity with arriving asylum-seekers by 
greeting them with applause when they enter 
the shelter for the first time. After entering, 
the first communication is typically through a 
“welcome speech” that orients the asylum-
seekers to where they are and what to expect. 
It is important to communicate that they are 
safe, no longer in the custody of the immigration 
authorities, free to leave at any time, and 
will receive services like food, clothing, and 
communication with family members unless they 
choose to decline such services. The welcome 
speech is an opportunity to advise the asylum-
seekers of the shelter’s rules and to provide 
some cultural orientation as needed. See the 
following chapter on Language Access for best 
practices to ensure all asylum-seekers can 
communicate and receive information in their 
own language.

Welcome Script
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 4: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis know their rights 
and entitlements, have access to information and participate in 
decisions that affect them.”

In addition to the general welcome, it is 
important to identify and address any immediate 
health needs. 

A sample welcome 
script outline adapted 
from the Las Cruces 
Asylum Shelter is 
available in the 
Resource Library.

A sample script 
medical professionals 
at the Las Cruces 
Asylum Shelter added 
to their welcome 
speech is available in 
English and Spanish 
in the Resource 
Library.

Sample Welcome Script 
Adapted from the Las Cruces Asylum Shelter 

▪ Welcome! You are in the United States at a shelter in [city, state].
▪ You are safe! We have security for your protection, and there are no immigration 

authorities here.
▪ Are there any medical emergencies (coughing, diarrhea, fever, sore throat)? You will 

not be in trouble if you have a medical need. We have medicine and medical staff
available to help you.  

▪ We will provide: a bed, food (3 meals per day), clothes, hygiene products, and medical
assistance.

▪ Most of you will be transferred to another shelter where they will help you arrange 
travel.  If you remain here, we will assist with your travel.  Please be patient and wait 
for us to contact you.  [Please note this is only for a hub and spoke model.]

▪ It is important that you do not give out the address of this shelter.
▪ Please do not arrange any travel with your family before we meet with you to discuss 

travel.  If you arrange for your own travel before we assist you, we will not be able to
help transfer you to the airport or bus station.  We have an organized system to assist
asylum-seekers, so please be patient and work with us.

▪ Pick up after yourselves and stay calm.  Remember - things will be better for everyone 
if we work together.

▪ Please do not let the children run inside the buildings.  Toys are available outside 
(bikes, footballs, etc.) for them to use.  

▪ You will receive toiletries, clothes, and a blanket. 
 The blanket is for you to keep warm and to use for sleeping. 
 In the United States, you can drink water from the sink tap (please save the 

plastic bottle so you can refill your water bottle).
 Drink a lot of water so you don’t feel sick or become dehydrated (we are in the 

desert and mountains).
 You may keep any item we give you, except blankets and towels.  You are 

welcome to take those items (toiletries, clothes, etc.) with you on your trip.
 Everything here is free, provided by the city government and community 

members.
 Please only take what you need so there is enough for other guests. 
 When you leave to travel to your next destination, place your white blanket 

and towel in the cans in the main hallway and turn your sleeping cot sideways
(so we know to clean it).

▪ Cleanliness is important. 
 In the bathrooms, 

i. Please place only toilet paper in the toilet (not the trash can). 
ii. Please place trash (tampons, pads, etc.) in the trash can (not the toilet). 

iii. Flush every time. 
iv. Please do not wash clothes in the bathroom sinks. 

Medical Addendum to Welcome Script (English/Spanish) 
Las Cruces Asylum Shelter 

Some of you may arrive feeling sick—a cold, coughing, sore throat, nasal congestion, or fever.  
A lot of you have chronic medical conditions.  Some may have been diagnosed with the flu.  The 
flu is a very contagious disease that can infect many people.  It is more dangerous for kids and 
the elderly.  Most people recover in a week, but in some cases, it can cause pneumonia or even 
death.   

It’s very important that you tell us if you or someone in your group presents symptoms such as 
coughing, a cold, sore throat, or diarrhea.  There are doctors here that can check you.  So 
please, keep us informed.   

We are working not only for your wellbeing but also for the wellbeing of others.  For those who 
are feeling sick, we have special rooms for you to rest where you will be monitored constantly.   

These are some of the things that you can do to stay healthy and free from any diseases during 
your journey: 
- Avoid physical contact with others.  
- Rest and drink lots of water.  
- Do not share your food or water with others.  
- Wash your hands with soap and water often.  Here, there are stations with soap and 

water that you can use frequently.  
- Use a tissue to blow your nose and clean the rest of your face.  
- Cover your mouth with a tissue when you sneeze and then dispose of it in a trash can.  

The water fountains in the United States are safe and clean, so feel free to use them.  We will 
give you a water bottle, take good care of it and you can refill it for your journey.  Drink lots of 
water.   

You arrived in the United States after a long journey to improve your lives; take a deep breath, 
and congratulations on making it through safely.  Most of you are eager to arrive at your final 
destinations with friends and family.  We understand that.  We just want you to arrive safely, 
not only for your own sake but also for other’s sake.  If you need medical assistance, please, let 
us know.  If you have any questions, please, approach one of us.   

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Muchos de ustedes tienen resfriado, tos, dolor de garganta, congestión nasal o fiebre.  Muchos 
tienen condiciones médicas crónicas. Algunos han sido diagnosticados con influenza. La 
influenza es una enfermedad muy contagiosa que puede enfermar a mucha gente. Es más 
peligrosa en niños y adultos mayores. La mayoría de la gente se recupera en una semana, pero 
en algunos casos puede causar neumonía y a veces la muerte. 

⊳

⊳

Cultural Orientation

Some shelters find it helpful to include a brief 
cultural orientation in the welcome speech. An 
excerpt from “Tips for United Methodist-Affiliated 
Transitional Shelters along the U.S.-Mexico 
Border” suggests that staff “orient guests to 
U.S. cultural customs that may be different from 
their own, including but not limited to: bathroom 

use (toilet paper disposal and toilet use), child 
supervision, cleanliness norms, and anything 
else that may be causing misunderstandings or 
tension.” Some shelters also address potential 
differences in cultural norms around punishment 
of children and what the consequences may be 
of corporal punishment in the United States.
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Shelter Rules

In order to maintain a safe and orderly 
environment, a shelter’s rules should be 
communicated clearly from the outset and can 
be included in the welcome speech. Suggested 
rules and explanations from Annunciation House 
in El Paso, Texas include the following:

 ☑ Parents must be with their children at all times, 
even when their children are sleeping, and 
even if their children are teenagers. 
This rule is in place to ensure the safety of all 
of the children in the house and is explained to 
account for practices that are perhaps culturally 
different from what guests are used to.

 ☑ Everyone must wear their shoes at all times, 
even small children and babies. 
This rule is in place to ensure that no one 
hurts themselves by stepping on something 
sharp and also in order to comply with Health 
Department regulations.

 ☑ No food is allowed in the bedrooms; food may 
only be eaten outside or in the dining room. 
This rule is to help keep the sleeping and 
common areas as clean as possible and to 
avoid cockroaches and other sanitation issues.

 ☑ Toilets are different in the United States—
please throw your used toilet paper in the 
toilet, not in the trashcan. However, please 
throw diapers and sanitary napkins in the 
trashcans.  
This rule is self-explanatory, but is necessary 
because of cultural differences.

 ☑ Everyone must be in bed and quiet between 
the hours of 10pm and 7am.  
This rule is to ensure that everyone is able 
to get a good night’s sleep, both guests and 
volunteers!  

Some sites also ask that guests not leave the 
premises without first notifying a volunteer so 
that they can be easily found in case a family 
member calls regarding travel arrangements. 
Include any other rules unique to your site 
location, such as information about what areas 
are restricted for access, etc.  

As noted in the chapter on Safety and Security, it 
is important that a shelter put in place a system 
for receiving complaints and feedback from 
guests. This helps ensure the safety of everyone 
in the shelter, promotes shelter accountability, 
and identifies areas for improvement. 
Communicating the shelter’s complaint 
process up front helps ensure that guests feel 
empowered to use it, if needed.

Orientation in the context 
of motel shelter sites

At times, shelters have relied on motels and 
hotels to serve a high volume of guests. Border 
Servant Corps in Las Cruces, New Mexico, 
developed a welcome script specifically 
for guests in such a setting. In addition to 
welcoming guests in person, a copy of this form 
was placed in each hotel room so guests could 
consult the information provided when they had 
a quiet moment alone.

A sample welcome 
script for guests 
staying at a m/hotel 
is available in English 
and Spanish in the 
Resource Library.

Sample welcome script for motel sites (English/Spanish) 
Border Servant Corps 

 
 
Dear Guest: 
 
Welcome to Las Cruces, New Mexico! We are Border Servant Corps, a volunteer group that 
assists new immigrants to the United States.  We are not affiliated with the government; we are 
an independent group that wants to help you.   
 
Please relax and feel comfortable in your room.  You have already received a blanket, a bag 
with personal hygiene products, a teddy bear (if you have kids), and water bottles.  These things 
are for you and they are free.  If you need anything else, please contact a volunteer on the first 
floor of this building.  When it is your turn, a volunteer will take you from your room to a 
different room to give you new clothes.  At a later time, the volunteer will take you to contact 
friends or family of yours (whoever is going to welcome you) and make plans to travel and 
reunite with them.  Please, bring your travel documents to this appointment and make sure 
you do not lose these documents.   
 
You will also visit the infirmary.  Please, tell us if you or someone in your room has a health 
concern (coughing, fever, the flu, pains, vomit, diarrhea, etc.).   
 
Some comments about your room: 
Please, throw the toilet paper into the toilet and flush every time you use it.  You can throw 
feminine towels (Kotex) in the trash can.    
 
To Shower 
Open the faucet and regulate the temperature.  When you get the water temperature you 
want, close the shower curtains, and pull the lever (the thing on the faucet that looks like a 
mushroom) to switch the water from the sink to the shower.  You may have to pull and turn the 
drain so that the shower does not overflow.   
 
To watch TV 
To turn on the TV, grab the remote and press the green button on the upper right corner (the 
button that reads [power]).  There are two black buttons with the symbols [+] and [-].  The 
button that looks like this on the right change channels and those on the left adjust the volume.   
 
To adjust your room temperature 
There is an air conditioner in your room, probably next to the window.  Open the panel on the 
right.  The red button that says [HEAT] is to heat the room and the blue button that says [COOL] 
is to cool it down.  The arrows (the red one pointing up and the blue one pointing down) can 
also adjust the temperature.  The buttons on the fan can adjust its speed.   
 
To make coffee 

⊳
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Language access is paramount to ensure 
effective communication with guests, accurate 
information collection, and service delivery. 
Shelters have employed a variety of models 
and tools to ensure they can communicate with 
guests in their native languages to the fullest 
extent practicable.

To best serve the guests, shelters have 
benefitted from hiring staff and recruiting 
volunteers who are fluent or proficient in 
languages commonly spoken by the asylum-
seekers staying at the shelters. While the majority 
of asylum-seekers served by border shelters 
are Spanish-speaking, border shelters also have 
received asylum-seekers from non-Spanish-
speaking countries who speak a multitude of 
languages. Within the Central American and 
Mexican populations, it is very common for an 
asylum-seeker to speak an indigenous language, 
especially if they are from a country with large 
indigenous communities, like Guatemala. Some 
asylum-seekers may be hesitant to self-identify 
as indigenous-language speakers, therefore it 
is good practice to reassure new arrivals that 
they will not be penalized for the language they 
speak or their preference to communicate in it.

When shelter staff and volunteers cannot 
communicate directly with a guest, best practices 
recommend making a formal arrangement with 
a professional interpretation and translation 
service or with a local institution that can 
provide interpretation and translation services 
as needed. Some companies offer special non-

profit rates for their services. Shelters have 
engaged with local university and community-
college programs to recruit interpreters and 
translators for the shelter’s needs. Shelters have 
recommended the following:

• Language Line;

• Luna Language Services;

• LTC Language Solutions;

• Maya Interpreters.

In addition to the above traditional services, 
there are other tools available to facilitate 
interpretation and translation. These include:

• Translators without Borders is specifically
designed to meet language needs in a
humanitarian context.

• Tarjimly is a free interpretation application
designed to assist refugees and aid workers
with interpretation and translation requests
around the world.

• Google Translate is commonly used as a
quick solution; however, the application’s
functionality is limited and often makes literal
translations, not idiomatic ones that capture
the correct meaning of a word of phrase.

Even with the above services, it still may be 
difficult to accommodate all of the individual 
indigenous languages presented at a shelter. 
Casa Alitas, in Tucson, Arizona, has taken an 
innovative approach by drawing upon their own 

Language Access
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 1: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 4: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis know their rights 
and entitlements, have access to information and participate in 
decisions that affect them.”
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guest population, but without risking asylum-
seeker confidentiality. If bilingual indigenous 
speakers pass through the shelter and are willing 
to assist, they will make an audio recording of 
the welcome speech and any other standard 
messages that routinely are communicated in 
their indigenous language, thereby creating 
a library of recordings that can be played for 
future guests as needed. Also, signage can be 
helpful in overcoming both language and literacy 
barriers. Signs with easy-to-read graphics can be 
used to indicate the bathroom, showers, dining 
hall, dormitory, medical facilities, and fire exits.

If professional interpretation services are not 
available, other workarounds should be used 
only with caution, due to the potential violations 
of guest confidentiality, and should be based 
on prior consent of the individual. It is best to 
avoid discussing sensitive information, including 
the reasons for fleeing, unless the asylum-
seeker initiates such discussion. While relying 
on fellow asylum-seekers or local community 

groups that have the needed language skills 
may seem an easy solution, it comes with risks 
to the asylum-seekers’ safety, as it may turn out 
that the individual interpreting has knowledge 
of or a connection to the asylum-seekers, their 
community, or the persecutory situation in 
question.

It is also best practice to avoid the use of children 
as interpreters for adults. Too often, children 
are used as interpreters in situations that are 
inappropriate or beyond their skill level, often 
times in conversations that violate confidentiality 
or require technical terms related to medical care 
or legal matters. In an asylum-seeking context, 
parents may wish to communicate information 
about trauma experienced in their home country 
or during their journey that they do not want 
their child to hear. In addition to the potential for 
inaccurate or incomplete interpretation, placing 
such responsibility on a child can lead to stress 
for the child and contribute to a role-reversal 
between parent and child.

A staff member meets with a guest and 
her newborn baby at the San Diego 

Rapid Response Network Migrant 
Shelter in San Diego, California. 
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An intake interview is designed, in general, to 
capture essential information from each guest 
for the shelter’s records, address any immediate 
needs, and facilitate travel to the guest’s 
destination city. Recognizing that guests just 
have been released from a detention facility 
and would like to eat and shower, the interview 
should be as efficient as possible. It is best 
practice to avoid soliciting any unnecessary 
information and to avoid re-traumatizing 
the guest by limiting questions to only the 
essential information needed to identify the 
individual’s immediate needs and to safely 
provide the services offered at the shelter. For 
instance, inquiring about details surrounding 
their asylum claim should be avoided. Native 
or fluent speakers should conduct the intake 
interview with the guests when possible; utilize 
professional interpretation services, as outlined 
in the previous section, when needed.

It is crucial that information be as accurate 
as possible so that subsequent services can 
utilize up-to-date and reliable information. For 
example, a child’s birth date is used both to buy 
an airplane ticket and to determine what size car 
seat will be used on the drive to the airport. For 
more information on how to best utilize software 
in the intake process, please consult the Data 
Management chapter.

When large groups of asylum-seekers arrive at 
the shelter simultaneously, waiting times for intake 
interviews can be quite lengthy. Thus, shelters 
have implemented the following measures to 
make guests as comfortable as possible:

• Provide a snack and water table.

• Display signs that clearly explain (in words and
photos) that the water can be used directly

from the faucet and that food is available for 
guests at all times.

• Provide belts, hair ties, lip balm, and shoelaces
to replace items taken from asylum-seekers
while in detention.

• Provide a broth-based soup for guests to
soothe upset stomachs.

• Provide diapers, wipes, and a changing station
for infants’ needs.

• Provide toys for children.

• Give each guest a folder to store immigration
paperwork, intake forms, travel information,
and referral resources.

• Set up a charging station with extra outlets
for cellular telephones and GPS ankle monitor
battery packs.

• Display large wall maps of the United States.

• Conduct an initial medical screening to flag
any high-priority cases for immediate medical
attention.

• Display both 12- and 24-hour clocks on various
walls to help orient guests to their location.
Most guests are used to 24-hour clocks, not
12-hour clocks.

• Provide WIFI information for guests.

• Invite guests to make free telephone calls to
their loved ones with the Restoring Family
Links telephones provided by the American
Red Cross (more information on this program
can be found at the end of this chapter).

With a high volume of asylum-seekers and 
complications arranging travel, it is common for 
an individual to stay longer than expected. To 
ensure each guest is en route to a final destination, 

Intake System
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 1: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs.”
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the daily cycle of arrivals. For example, La Frontera 
shelter in Laredo, Texas uses a different color-
coded wristband for each day. As an example, if 
on a Saturday a staff member notices a guest’s 
blue wristband, that conveys the guest completed 
intake on Monday. This immediate, visual cue 
alerts staff members to a potential problem with 
that guest finalizing travel arrangements.

Sample intake 
guidance notes from 
the Phoenix, Arizona, 
International Rescue 
Committee (IRC) 
Welcome Center and 
Annunciation House 
in El Paso, Texas 
are available in the 
Resource Library.

JFS legal 
document 
guide for staff, 
available in 
the Resource 
Library

Red Flags

It is advisable that staff members and volunteers 
conducting intakes be trained on how to review 
the guest’s immigration documents. Certain “red 
flags” may arise that could require the attention 
of other staff members or an attorney. The 
following guidelines from Jewish Family Service 
of San Diego (JFS) identify potential red flags 
with various immigration paperwork, including 
the Notice to Appear (NTA) and Order of Release. 
JFS developed a legal document guide for staff at 
the San Diego Rapid Response Network (SDRRN) 
Migrant Shelter in California, available in the 
Resource Library. The above-referenced guidance 
from Annunciation House also advises volunteers 
to be on the lookout, for additional follow-up, for 
guests who may speak an indigenous language 
and guests who are suffering from extreme 
exhaustion and/or anxiety.

Phoenix Emergency Shelter: IRC Guidance Note on Conducting Intake 

IRC uses an online Google Form to conduct intake. Goals of shelter intake are to:  

1. Warmly great each individual and help them understand how we will help them. 
2. Efficiently collect basic data to facilitate initiation of core services (eg. outreach to US sponsors) and 

initiate the travel sheet that will be used to confirm onward travel arrangements  
3. Provide each family with basic information related to the legal process  
4. Provide each family with customized referral information for their destination location
5. Identify and address issues around incorrect sponsor addresses and ICE check-in locations 

Intake station set-up should include:  

• Laminated copies of this guidance note  
• Handouts for families  

o “Bienvenidos” handout, with the immigration court 800-number  
o Organized copies of customized referral information for top destination locations 

Intake should be conducted by:  IRC staff or volunteers who speak Spanish and have had an intake training  

Staff and volunteers explain to families the 2 distinct processes they must follow in their destination location:    
 

1. ICE check-in appointments  

Most families will have an Order of Release or Order of Supervision (synonymous) when released from the 
border, requiring them to report to an ICE office in their destination. The Order of Release indicates a time and 
place for the client’s first ICE check-in appointment – usually 10-15 days from arrival date at the border.  

During intake, we explain to the family the importance of attending the check-in appointment. Failure to attend 
the ICE check-in can result in re-detention. 

2. Immigration court hearings  

When they arrive at the shelter, most families do not have a Notice to Appear (NTA) in immigration court, but 
they will eventually receive one by mail to their US sponsor’s address. It is critical to explain to families that they 
will be required to attend immigration court, which is separate from the ICE check-in, and that immigration 
court is where their case to remain in the US will be decided. Failure to attend immigration court results in a 
deportation order. Families should call the immigration court hotline at 1-800-898-7180 about once per week to 
verify if their court date has been set.  Staff and volunteers conducting intake are encouraged to highlight/circle 
this number for families. 

Referrals in destination locations.  

Staff and volunteers provide each family with a customized referral sheet for their destination location. If the 
sponsor lives in a small town, reference the ICE check-in city to identify the most appropriate location.  

Intake staff and volunteers can make a “warm referral” to IRC in San Diego, Phoenix, Tucson, Dallas, Richmond, 
where IRC offices have programs to provide a range of services to families.   *If no referral sheet exists for a 
family’s destination, write-in referral contacts from directories such as: Immigration Advocates Network 
Directory, Asylum Seekers Advocacy Project legal referrals, or a printed Accompaniment Program Directory. 

Legal Information v. Legal Advice. Trained IRC staff and volunteers conducting intake provide basic information 
about the legal process outlined above, but not legal advice. When families ask questions about their case, the 
best answer is to encourage them to call the organizations listed on their referral sheet after they arrive. Or, ask 
the on-site shelter supervisor for assistance.  

Step 2: Intake and Registration

Set up a least one station for intake and registration of the 

Warmly greet and welcome the refugee and ask to see his or her immigration documents 
Use the attached guides to determine if there are any *red flag* mistakes that need to be changed on the paperwork 
before the immigrant will be able to travel.  

o If there are any such important mistakes, notify the Shift Coordinator immediately so he or she can notify
Annunciation House.

o Notify the guest that he or she cannot make travel arrangements until after the mistake has been fixed.

to their family members in the United States and let them know that they are safe.  
If any of the children are U.S. Citizens ask their parents to see their passport or birth certificate so you can use it 
to copy the exact spelling of their name. 

o If the guests rtificate or U.S. passport, notify 
the Shift Coordinator immediately so he or she can notify Annunciation House. 

Use the attached guides to find the needed information and to input the information into the intake form. 
o Ask the Shift Coordinator for assistance if you do not know how to fill out an answer on the form.

Frequent Issues during Intake and Registration 
o Low Spanish Fluency

Many indigenous Guatemalan guest have low Spanish fluency. You may ask other guests to help 
interpret during the intake process.  

o Exhaustion/Stress/Anxiety
Refugees are often very tired, hungry, and sick upon arrival. Please let them know that the 
volunteers are doing everything possible to help them as quickly as possible  

If a guest asks you for medicine, please notify the Shift Coordinator 
o Missing Documents/Items

Unfortunately, Immigration often seizes identity documents from the refugees. 
If these documents are from another country other than the U.S. (such as foreign 
passports, electorals, credencials, actas, DUIs, cedulas, etc.) there is nothing that we can do to 
help get them back. Most likely, the guests will be returned his or her documents at the 
end of his or her court proceedings. 

 or 
U.S. passport, notify the Shift Coordinator immediately so he or she can notify 
Annunciation House. 

Likewise, there is little that we can do to help recover seized possessions. 
o Unfortunately, families are often separated during immigration processing.

If they believe their family member was detained: 
Please comfort the guest as much as possible, and use the attached guide on ¿Tiene un ser 
querido detenido? to help with next steps 
You may also want to consider asking if the guest would like additional pastoral care to 
help cope with the pain of the separation. 

If they believe their family member was released to another shelter: 
Please comfort the guest as much as possible, and take down the name of the family 
member. Tell the guest you will do your best to find out if their family member is at 
another shelter, but that you will not be able to make any inquiries until things calm down 
later in the evening. Let them know that we are operating several shelters and that in every 
shelter their family member will have a chance to make a phone call to their family member 
in the U.S.; usually that is the easiest way to find someone.   

UPDATED 8/2019

Family Services
Legal Documents Guide

Disclaimer —These materials are for training/informational
purposes only and are not intended to be legal advice.

⊳

⊳

A courtyard play space at Casa 
Alitas in Tucson, Arizona.
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Guest Services Agreement 
and Refusal of Services

Guests are free to utilize shelter services or 
leave a shelter at any time. As noted in the 
Welcome Script chapter, all guests should be 
informed during the welcome speech of the rules 
of the shelter, the services that will be offered, 
and their right to refuse shelter services. For the 
SDRRN Migrant Shelter, JFS developed a “Guest 
Services” form and a “Refusal of Services” form 
for when a guest decides to stay at the shelter or 
refuse services. 

Sample intake questionnaire 
and handouts

Release of Information

Sensitive information is collected during 
the intake process and must be managed in 
accordance with the guest’s wishes, as their 
right to confidentiality is paramount (see the 
Data Management chapter for further detail). 
The aggregate data collected is a powerful 
indicator of migratory trends, and it highlights 
the guest population’s needs while revealing 
gaps in resources. To balance the need for 
accurate data with respect for the privacy of 
the asylum-seeker, consenting guests can sign 
a release of information form. In addition, if a 
guest agrees to have photographs or video 
footage taken, a separate form may be used to 
document that consent. The latter form can be 
used on an as-needed basis as an exception 
to the no-photography policies of shelters (for 
example, if an approved news crew or reporter 
visited the shelter).

A sample intake 
questionnaire 
provided by the IRC 
Welcome Center 
is available in the 
Resource Library.

IRC Welcome Center 
orientation handout 
is available in various 
languages in the 
Resource Library.

A sample form by 
JFS is available is 
available in English 
and Spanish in the 
Resource Library.

The forms are 
available in English 
and Spanish in the 
Resource Library.

6/10/2019 PHX Shelter: Intake/Data Gathering

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1loebkvPHY3dUZ3wBZnCLg4T5yxfJtX4106PwvR8GCL8/edit 1/7

PHX Shelter: Intake/Data Gathering
Most of the information you will be collecting for this intake is available on the family's release paperwork. 
There are some sections which are not available on their paperwork, and you will need to ask them for this 
information.

Please take a moment to introduce yourself to the family and obtain permission to review their paperwork 
before you begin gathering their data.  A simple introduction could be: 

"Buenos dias. Me llamo  _____.  Con su permiso, voy a revisar sus documentos y anotar unos datos." 

This means:  "Hello. My name is ____.  With your permission, I am going to review your documents and 
take down some information." 

* Required

1. 1st Adult - Name (Last, First) *

2. Total Number of People in Family *
Mark only one oval.

 1

 2

 3

 4

 5

 6

 More

3. How old is the youngest member of the family? *
Mark only one oval.

 0-3

 4-7

8+

4. 1st Adult - A Number *
This is the file number found in the top right corner
of the first page of release paperwork.

5. 1st Adult - birth date *
Birthdate is not in the paperwork. To ask in Spanish, say "¿Cual es su fecha de nacimiento, por favor?"
 
Example: December 15, 2012

Share	this	information	with	
your	family	

Welcome!	

Now	that	I’m	in	the	US,	what	will	happen	with	my	immigration	case?	

1. Go	to all	of your	ICE	check-ins	
These	check-ins	are	for	ICE	to	keep	track	of	your	location	in	the	US	while	your	case	is	pending	in	court.	Not	going	to

your ICE check-ins could result in ICE sending	you back to a	detention center.

2. Go	to	all	of	your	appointments	(hearings)	at	Immigration	Court	
These	appointments	(or	hearings)	are	to	determine	if	you	will	be	able	to	legally	remain	in	the	US,	or	if	you	will	have

to	return	to	your country. If you	don’t go	to	your appointments, it’s very likely that the judge will order you	deported	

(that	you be returned	to	your country) because you	didn’t come to	your hearing.

When	do	I	have	to	go	to	Immigration	court?	
Within	two	weeks	you	should	receive	a	 letter	with	 information	about	your	first	hearing	with	 immigration	court.	

(This letter should come	 to the address of your sponsor that appears in	 the documents you	were given	at the	

border.) Meanwhile, call the immigration court at 1-800-898-7180 at least once	a	week – you	might find	out the	

date	of	your	first	court	appointment	by	calling	before	you	receive	the	letter	with	that	information.	

• Dial	1-800-898-7180.	Press	1	for	instructions	in	English,	or	2	for	instructions	in	Spanish.
o To	search	for	information,	you	will	have	to	search	by	your	A	number,	not	by	your	name.

o Your	A	number	appears	in	the	documents	you	were	given	at	the	border.

§ Your	A	number:	________________________________________

§ Your	spouse’s	A	number	(if	they	are	here	with	you):	_____________________________

§ Your	child/children’s	A	number(s):	___________________________________________,	

_________________________________________, ______________________________

• It’s	possible	that	your	court	hearing	will	be	on	the	same	date	as	your	spouse	and/or	your	child/children.	But

it’s important to dial 1-800-898-7180 once a week for each	member of your family.

You	have	to	follow	two	
different	processes	

Your	appointments	
(hearings)	at							

Immigration	Court	

Your	ICE	check-ins	

AUTHORIZATION TO RELEASE/EXCHANGE INFORMATION 

Last	Name:	_______________________			First	Name:	________________________			DOB:	_____________	

I,	_______________________________________________	authorize	Jewish	Family	Services	(hereinafter	
“Provider”)	staff	to	disclose/exchange	protected	information	and	records	obtained	in	the	course	of	receiving	
services	at	the	migrant	shelter.	Such	disclosure	shall	be	limited	to	information	sharing	for	the	following	
purposes	(Check	all	that	apply):	
	

						Advocacy	and	Case	Management	 						Resource	Coordination	 						Medical	Referrals	

						Family	Sponsorship	Coordination	 						Immigration	Check-Ins	 						Off-site	appointments	

						Other:	

Rights	

I	understand	my	records	are	protected	under	federal	regulations	and	cannot	be	disclosed	without	my	written	
consent,	unless	otherwise	provided	for	in	the	regulations.	I	can	refuse	to	sign	this	authorization.	I	understand	
that	I	may	inspect	or	obtain	a	copy	of	the	information	used	or	disclosed,	as	provided	in	45	Code	of	Federal	
Regulations	section	164.524.	I	understand	that	I	have	the	right	to	revoke	this	authorization	at	any	time.	I	
understand	that	the	revocation	will	not	apply	to	information	that	has	already	been	released	based	on	this	
authorization.	Any	revocation	or	modification	of	this	authorization	must	be	in	writing	and	received	by	
Provider.		

By	signing	this	form,	I	waive	any	rights	to	tenancy	and/or	relocation	benefits	for	myself	and	all	members	of	
my	family.	This	was	provided	to	me	in	my	primary	language	either	verbally	or	written	form.	

Expiration					

This	authorization	will	remain	valid	through:		___________________________________________	(date)	
	

________________________________________________________				_____________________________	
Signature	of	Head	of	Household Date	

--For	Official	Use—	

JFS	Staff	Member	Review/Approval	

_______________________________	 _______________________________	 _______________	
Staff	Signature		 Staff	Name	 Date	

JFS Migrant Shelter – Guest Services Agreement

Revised 10.22.2019 

Jewish Family Services (JFS) is a client-centered organization in San Diego committed to helping 
the community at large. We are operating a Migrant Shelter to assist families like yours. It is important that you 
know that you are no longer detained and that you are here of your own free will. By continuing, there are FREE 
services that will be provided in this shelter.

Medical Assessment Phone Call to Country of 
Origin and Point of Contact

Clean Change of Clothes Case Management and 
Resource Coordination

Cot/Bed and Blanket Travel Coordination

3 Daily Meals (8:00AM, 
1:00PM, 6:00PM), 
Shower 

Transportation to Mode of 
Travel 

During your time at this shelter, it is very important that you and your family members follow the shelter rules 
mentioned below:

_____I will speak in respectful tones, respect the space of others (guests & staff) by refraining from the 
use of vulgar or derogatory language.
_____I will create a safe and caring environment and understand that the use or possession of illegal 
drugs in this shelter is unacceptable.
_____I will respect the safe space of others and will take the necessary precautions to prevent the spread 
of infectious disease.
_____I will limit behaviors that may result in injuries that could potentially affect traveling plans of other 
guests.
_____I understand in case of an injury or illness during my stay at the shelter, staff will respond as 
appropriate for the injury or illness.
_____I will take care of my child/children and understand they must always be supervised.
_____I will take care of my belongings and respect the property of others; I will never engage in theft or 
destruction.
_____I understand it is everyone’s responsibility to keep the shelter clean and I will pick up after myself.
_____I will respect the privacy and confidentiality of others and will avoid taking pictures of other guests 
or places that may compromise the location of the shelter. If the location is shared though Facebook, 
WhatsApp or any other means of communication, services may be denied to my family and me.
_____I understand I must speak with Case Management Staff before purchasing travel tickets, 
to ensure transportation arrangements are made from the hotel to the airport /bus station.
_____I understand I have the option to refuse services offered by the shelter at any moment, if I decide to 
refuse services/leave the shelter, shelter services will no longer be available to my family.
____ I waive any rights to tenancy and/or relocation benefits for myself and all members of my family. 

REFUSAL OF SERVICES 

Jewish Family Services of San Diego (JFS) is an organization that provides services to the community. We are 
operating a Migrant Shelter to assist families like yours. It is important that you know that you are no longer 
detained and that you are here of your own free will. 

I, _________________________, am deciding to leave the shelter early ____ before my Contact Point (POC) has 
scheduled my trip; ____ with someone who is not my POC; and / or ____ to a different place that is not the 
destination of my POC. As I leave early, I am turning down the services provided by the JFS Shelter. I understand 
that when I leave, I will not be able to return to the shelter to continue services. I also understand that I am still 
responsible for ensuring that I arrive at my destination and present myself at my Appointment with ICE (ICE 
Check-In by your name in English) on the date agreed by immigration. 

___ I carry all my belongings with me, including original immigration documents and monitor batteries. 

I also understand that I will not share any confidential information, including the address or location of this 
shelter. I will take all necessary steps to keep confidential, sensitive and proprietary information, and will not use 
any information in any way that goes against the interests of Jewish Family Services of San Diego (JFS). 

_____________________________________ Name 

_____________________________________ Signature 

_________________________ Date 

--For Official Use  

JFS Staff Member Review/Approval 

_____________________________  _____________________________       _______________ 
Staff Signature   Staff Name    Date 

⊳

⊳

⊳

⊳

As part of the welcome packet provided to 
guests during the intake process, the IRC 
Welcome Center includes a handout to orient 
guests and their family or sponsors on the 
immediate next steps in the immigration process. 
The handout is available in the Resource Library 
and more information on the immigration 
process can be found in the Legal Resources 
and Orientation chapter.
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Contacting Family Members 
via the Restoring Family 
Links Program

Contacting loved ones in their home country 
and in the United States is naturally a priority 
for guests after their release from immigration 
custody and can be incorporated into the 
shelter intake process. If guests have their own 
cellular telephones, shelters recommend making 
available the Wi-Fi information so that the guests 
can use WhatsApp and other applications to 
communicate with family members. For guests 
who do not have the means of communicating 
with family members back home, the American 
Red Cross provides free telephone calls to 
shelter guests through a program called 

Red Cross flyers are 
available in English 
and Spanish the 
Resource Library.

The chaos and confusion of war, disaster and 
international migration can separate families when 
they need each other most. The American Red Cross 
searches for family members across international 
borders, offering a free service that enables families  
to reconnect.

American Red Cross caseworkers around the United 
States help families locate missing relatives overseas 
by working with the International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) and Red Cross and Red Crescent 
organizations in nearly every country around the world. 

Once a family member is found, the Red Cross helps 
him/her reconnect through written messages or by 
phone. Red Cross messages can also be exchanged 
between families and their loved ones in refugee camps 
and detention centers to allow them to keep in contact 
and share family news. 

The Red Cross can also try to help family members 
check on the welfare of non-US citizen relatives  
overseas who are unable to be reached due to illness  
or other circumstances. 

This past year, the American Red Cross helped 
reconnect over 17,000 families—bridging months  
or years of separation, to renew critical links between 
communities in the U.S. and their families abroad.

These services are free and confidential. We do not 
share information with anyone without asking first and 
the service is made available without discrimination to 
race, color, religion, gender, national origin, immigration 
status or any other characteristics.

The three short words “I am alive” may be all that is needed 
to ease the minds of distraught relatives half a world away. 

Want to help someone find a missing family member ? 

To learn more, please visit redcross.org/ReconnectingFamilies

Contact your local Red Cross office at redcross.org/local
Call our free national helpline at 844-782-9441

307801-01 8/20

⊳

“Restoring Family Links.” This service allows 
asylum-seekers to notify loved ones of their safe 
arrival. For more information, please see the 
flyers available in the Resource Library and visit 
the American Red Cross website.

Portrait of a family making 
their way to Colombia after 
crossing the Tachira river.
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The early identification of medical conditions is 
critical to the health and well-being of guests, 
volunteers, and staff, more so now in the context 
of COVID-19. Some medical needs may require 
prompt treatment, quarantine, isolation, or other 
action to protect those at the shelter and prevent 
a severe disruption in services. Accordingly, 
this section sets forth key principles to guide 
medical screenings, response, and management 
at shelters serving asylum-seekers.

Physical ailments can range from dehydration 
and the common cold to the flu, COVID-19, and 
other potentially severe medical problems. 
Often, these are an effect of spending weeks 
traversing one or more countries to reach the 
U.S.-Mexico border. Many asylum-seekers
have spent the previous few days sharing a
cell with dozens of other people in border
authorities’ custody. Therefore, understanding
that guests have experienced prolonged
travel, days in detention, and potential
exposure to large numbers of people should
inform practices of both medical professionals
and shelter staff.

Physical ailments are compounded further by 
the mental distress asylum-seekers experience. 
Fleeing persecution in another country leads to 
varying levels of shock and trauma, which can 
require psychological support. It is common for 
asylum-seekers to be survivors of, threatened 
with, or witnesses to torture, domestic violence, 
gang violence, and cartel violence. Thus, it is 
imperative that best practices are implemented 
in all shelter services to avoid the risk of re-

traumatizing guests. [Please refer to the Mental 
Health and Psychosocial Support chapter for 
more information and best practices].

In some cases, border authorities will have 
identified an individual’s health-related issues 
while that person was in custody and may 
communicate this information to the receiving 
shelter. However, in many other cases, shelters 
do not receive any medical information prior to 
an individual’s arrival. In either situation, best 
practices dictate that shelters coordinate with 
border authorities to the best of their ability to 
obtain health information in advance of a guest’s 
arrival so that shelters can prepare to receive 
the individual and protect others at its facility.

Types of Medical Screening

Three types of medical screenings commonly 
occur in a shelter context: the initial screening for 
emergencies, wellness checks, and specialized 
programs.

Initial Screening for Emergencies

Because asylum-seekers are brought to the 
shelter immediately after they are released 
from custody, an initial welfare check should 
be completed right after the welcome speech, 
while guests await intake. Guests may not be 
used to constant air conditioning and may find 
these conditions very uncomfortable. Water, 
rehydration drinks, and baby formula should be 
made available upon arrival for adults, children, 
and infants respectively. A list of additional 

Medical Screenings
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 1: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 6: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive coordinated, 
complementary assistance.”
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suggested comfort items is available in the 
Intake System chapter.

Below is sample speech given by medical 
professionals at the Las Cruces Asylum Shelter 
when guests first arrive. The script explains that 
staff should be notified if a guest is not feeling 
well and outlines ways to keep other guests 
healthy. As mentioned in the Welcome Script 
chapter, this speech can be incorporated into a 
general welcome speech.

Wellness Checks

In light of their prolonged travel from a home 
country, detention, and likely exposure to large 
numbers of people along the way, guests may 
have medical needs that require attention from 
shelter staff or health professionals. To ensure 
that guests are well enough to travel from the 
shelter to their final destinations – trips that 
frequently take days by bus – shelters aim to 
conduct “wellness checks” on each guest ahead 
of departure, and preferably prior to purchasing 
travel tickets, in order to triage their medical 
needs and prepare them for the trip.

For guidance on integrating COVID-19 screening 
into wellness-check protocols, the CDC has 
published a sample questionnaire that can be 
employed to screen for medical issues, including 
COVID-19, and to gather relevant information, 
available here. It offers a decision algorithm 
that provides guidance on how to respond to a 
variety of issues that may arise during screening.

In addition, some shelters have updated their 
triage protocols to reflect the ongoing COVID-19 
outbreak. Tucson, Arizona’s Casa Alitas, for 
example, has implemented procedures for triage 
during guests’ initial arrival that incorporates 
safety precautions and thorough screening 
measures for COVID-19. 

For the sample 
script in English and 
Spanish, see the 
Resource Library.

A copy of Casa Alitas’ 
protocol is available 
in the Resource 
Library.

Medical Addendum to Welcome Script (English/Spanish) 
Las Cruces Asylum Shelter 

 
 
Some of you may arrive feeling sick—a cold, coughing, sore throat, nasal congestion, or fever.  
A lot of you have chronic medical conditions.  Some may have been diagnosed with the flu.  The 
flu is a very contagious disease that can infect many people.  It is more dangerous for kids and 
the elderly.  Most people recover in a week, but in some cases, it can cause pneumonia or even 
death.   
 
It’s very important that you tell us if you or someone in your group presents symptoms such as 
coughing, a cold, sore throat, or diarrhea.  There are doctors here that can check you.  So 
please, keep us informed.   
 
We are working not only for your wellbeing but also for the wellbeing of others.  For those who 
are feeling sick, we have special rooms for you to rest where you will be monitored constantly.   
 
These are some of the things that you can do to stay healthy and free from any diseases during 
your journey: 
- Avoid physical contact with others.   
- Rest and drink lots of water.   
- Do not share your food or water with others.   
- Wash your hands with soap and water often.  Here, there are stations with soap and 

water that you can use frequently.   
- Use a tissue to blow your nose and clean the rest of your face.   
- Cover your mouth with a tissue when you sneeze and then dispose of it in a trash can.   

The water fountains in the United States are safe and clean, so feel free to use them.  We will 
give you a water bottle, take good care of it and you can refill it for your journey.  Drink lots of 
water.   
 
You arrived in the United States after a long journey to improve your lives; take a deep breath, 
and congratulations on making it through safely.  Most of you are eager to arrive at your final 
destinations with friends and family.  We understand that.  We just want you to arrive safely, 
not only for your own sake but also for other’s sake.  If you need medical assistance, please, let 
us know.  If you have any questions, please, approach one of us.   
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Muchos de ustedes tienen resfriado, tos, dolor de garganta, congestión nasal o fiebre.  Muchos 
tienen condiciones médicas crónicas. Algunos han sido diagnosticados con influenza. La 
influenza es una enfermedad muy contagiosa que puede enfermar a mucha gente. Es más 
peligrosa en niños y adultos mayores. La mayoría de la gente se recupera en una semana, pero 
en algunos casos puede causar neumonía y a veces la muerte. 

Last edited 5/5/20 

 Protocols for New Guests at Alitas with COVID Precautions 

Initial Arrival of Guests and Triage: 

• All Guests who do not arrive with a mask will be given a mask (cloth or surgical) to wear and 
required to wear it at all times while on Alitas premises. 

• ALL guests and volunteers will have their temperature checked and pulse-ox taken on arrival 
at the CAWC and daily thereafter.  

o If guests are febrile (>100 deg F) or demonstrating any respiratory symptoms they will 
be escorted directly to an isolation room.  

o Any other volunteer/staff or accompanying personnel with fever should notify shelter 
management and should not enter the building.   

• All guests who are afebrile will be escorted to their own separate table outside of their pre-
assigned room for medical screening and intake (Febrile or ill guests will have this process 
completed inside their respective rooms).  

• Initial greeting of guests will include information regarding COVID-19 spread and precautions 
including continuous mask wearing, social distancing between guests, quarantine 
recommendations, plans for testing, etc. This information will be delivered in guests’ primary 
language.  

• Medical screening will be conducted in person or via telehealth interview. If in person, both 
patient and medical personnel should be wearing at least surgical masks and if available medical 
provider should wear N95 masks during interview and exams.  

• For in-person interviews, medical personnel should be seated across the table (longways) from 
non-febrile patients to maximize distance, and any exam or close proximity to the patient should 
be limited to <5 minutes.  

o For those patients who are febrile, or actively presenting with respiratory symptoms, 
all interviews and examinations should be conducted in an isolation room, and 
appropriate PPE should be used (N95 mask, gown, face shields will be available).   

o Please remember to take off all PPE except mask inside pt room (prior to leaving) and 
discard in nearest trash bin.  

o After each patient encounter, please make sure to sanitize your hands, stethoscope, 
thermometer, pulse-oximeter and any other equipment used.  

• Medical Screening should include potential exposure to COVID + individuals or high-risk settings. 
Updated medical screening forms will be available.  

• Medical coordinators should be notified about any guest who has experienced symptoms that 
may be consistent with COVID19 or has been identified as coming from high-risk locations. 
These guests should be isolated, as above, and will need to have COVID19 testing arranged as 
quickly as possible either through Banner or El Rio.   

o Any guest identified as high risk – EITHER Symptomatic or Asymptomatic will be 
advised to remain in isolation/quarantine for 14 days or until cleared by medical 
personnel. (Please note: we cannot require guests to stay with us but we can strongly 
encourage it for both their protection and community protection.) 

o If guests test positive, we will assess safety of pt remaining at Alitas vs transferring 
offsite for duration of isolation period. Careful monitoring of guest should continue to 
ensure no need for escalation of care.  

⊳

⊳

With respect to infectious disease outbreaks, 
like the COVID-19 pandemic, shelters should be 
prepared to implement special measures when 
guests arrive and to perform targeted screenings 
for particular symptoms or conditions. In the 
context of COVID-19, for example, the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
recommends providing clean masks to new 
guests upon arrival, keeping them isolated 
initially, and screening for symptoms at entry, per 
their guidance here. The CDC has developed 
a screening tool that can be used to identify 
people with possible symptoms of COVID-19, 
available through this link. Understanding 
that not every person who has symptoms will 
have COVID-19 and that not every person with 
COVID-19 will experience symptoms, per the 
CDC, conducting daily screenings after the initial 
one that consist of a series of simple questions 
can help identify people who may need medical 
care or isolation.

Specialized programs

Through partnerships with public and private 
healthcare institutions, various shelters have 
established specialized programs for their 
guests. Partnering with their Departments 
of Public Health have enabled shelters to 
establish flu vaccination programs for guests 
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during flu season. In addition, some shelters 
have incorporated programs at the shelter that 
facilitate guests’ integration into their destination 
communities. For example, Casa Alitas is 
developing a vaccination program for school-
age children in order to avoid delays in the 
school enrollment process once they arrive in 
their destination city.

HIPAA and privacy rights

When addressing guests’ medical needs, 
medical volunteers and shelter staff are 
responsible for complying with federal standards 
on the management of medical information to 
ensure guests’ right to privacy is respected. The 
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability 
Act (HIPAA) of 1996 is a federal law requiring 
national standards to protect against the 
disclosure of sensitive health information without 
the patient’s consent. Ensuring compliance with 
HIPAA is a primary consideration as each shelter 
designs and operates its model for serving 
guests’ immediate health needs.

For example, identifying which programs (such 
as the Medical Reserve Corps) require and 
document healthcare volunteers’ training on 
HIPAA is an important factor as shelters evaluate 
available medical partnerships to serve guests. 
When planning the layout and use of shelter 
space, it is important to provide for guests’ 
privacy when conducting medical screenings 
and to mitigate the risk of stigmatizing guests as 
ill or disabled. This may include taking care to 
dispense medication out of view of other guests. 
Particular care should be taken when addressing 
medical situations that may be highly sensitive, 
such as pregnancy, sexually transmitted 
diseases, and mental illness. In addition, the 
system in place for documenting the results of 
the medical screening and for any referrals for 
additional medical services must be in line with 
HIPAA’s privacy and security rules.

For more information on HIPAA, see the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention website.

Supplies at the Las 
Cruces Asylum Shelter in 
Las Cruces, New Mexico. 
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Response Strategies

By and large, shelters work to meet the medical 
needs of arriving asylum-seekers through a 
volunteer medical community of doctors, nurses, 
other medical professionals, retired practitioners, 
and students. As with other shelter volunteers, it 
is important that the medical volunteers undergo 
the same onboarding and training procedures 
so that they are oriented to the asylum-seeking 
populations served by the shelter, their particular 
needs, and the context within which the medical 
volunteers’ services are needed. Each community 
has different medical resources available and 
therefore a variety of medical response strategies 
have been employed. These include:

• Medical Reserve Corps (MRS). Created in the 
aftermath of September 11th, 2001, this national 
medical response program mobilizes hundreds 
of volunteers in the wake of an emergency. 
The program also helps resolve any obstacles 
with licensure and expedites the licensure 
process to allow practitioners to practice out-
of-state. Shelters interested in the Medical 
Reserve Corps should contact the state and 
regional coordinators. Border Servant Corps 
and the New Mexico Hospitality Coalition 
shelters in Las Cruces were able to increase 
their available medical volunteers from 700 
to over 3,000 using MRS.

• In-shelter health clinics are staffed by 
volunteer medical personnel who are able to 
conduct screenings and medical exams on site.

• On-site pharmacy. If a shelter is expected to 
operate long term, staff may consider applying 
for a pharmacy license.

• Hub and spoke model is one in which the 
central shelter is a hub wherein all guests 
complete an intake and wellness check. The 
main shelter is responsible for conducting 
all medical screenings and prescribing all 
necessary medicine before guests are sent to 
a secondary location for lodging.

• Department of Health. Local government 
partners often can facilitate shelter access 
to Department of Public Health services, 
including flu shots and other vaccinations.

• Vaccine clinic. Flu vaccines are administered 
on site for any guests who request one.

• Well Child Clinic. An initiative of Casa Alitas, 
the program was developed to ensure school-
age children passing through the shelter 
receive the necessary vaccinations to enroll in 
school at their destination communities.

• Mobile Medical Unit is a traveling medical van 
that can visit shelters to conduct examinations 
in a clean, safe environment. The van can also 
stock and administer over-the-counter medicines.

• Partnership with a local hospital has helped 
shelters operate clinics on-site, staffed with 
residents and other medical students while 
also providing medical equipment.

• Partnerships with a local university may 
provide nursing students to present information 
sessions for shelter staff on common illnesses, 
such as lice and scabies, so that staff can 
identify outbreaks and react appropriately 
when and if such outbreaks occur.

• Prescription Donations. In order to cover 
the costs of prescription medicines, shelters 
have been able to fundraise using GoFundMe 
campaigns or otherwise reduce costs through 
programs such as AmeriCares and GoodRx, 
which subsidize pharmacy and drug costs.

• Ambulances. To reduce emergency medical 
costs, the Las Cruces Asylum Shelter negotiated 
with a local fire station to transport guests to the 
hospital in their ambulance free of cost.

• Volunteer Reference Guide. For treating 
common colds, diarrhea, and constipation, 
the Good Neighbor Settlement House in 
Brownsville, Texas, created medical reference 
manuals to assist staff and volunteers in 
handling routine, non-emergency needs.

• Multifunctional isolation rooms. Whether it be 
to contain the spread of chicken pox, the flu, 
or COVID-19, each shelter should designate 
space to isolate guests with contagious 
symptoms. It is critical these guests are not 
around other vulnerable guests, such as 
pregnant women and others with suppressed 
immune systems.
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Basic Medical Supplies

In preparation for the typical medical needs 
guests may have, it is common best practice for 
shelters to maintain a supply of basic medicines 
and supplies on hand. An example inventory list 
from Border Servant Corps lists the over-the-
counter medicines and supplies that are typically 
needed at each shelter location.

Policies for Infection Control

In a congregate setting, it is a best practice 
for shelters to develop public health policies 
proactively in consultation with medical staff 
and local public health authorities. Standardized 
procedures allow staff to respond appropriately 
to situations that involve influenza, COVID-19, 
chickenpox, and other infectious diseases 
along with infestations, such as lice. As Jewish 
Family Service of San Diego (JFS) states in their 
Infection Control Handbook for the San Diego 
Rapid Response Network (SDRRN) Migrant 
Shelter in California,

[t]emporary shelters are not expected to

administer health care services in the traditional

sense… However, screening and infection

prevention and control strategies are critical

to identify potentially infectious or acutely ill

individuals and prevent the spread of disease

within a shelter. Preventing and controlling

outbreaks in a shelter setting can be challenging.

The risk for person-to-person transmission may

be higher due to community dining, shared

bathroom facilities and sleeping quarters.

Medical Records

Medicine, identification documents, and 
medical paperwork are routinely taken from 
asylum-seekers while they are in immigration 
custody. Many guests arrive without medical 
documentation from their time in Customs 
and Border Protection (CBP) or Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) custody, and 
obtaining records from these authorities during 
the guests’ relatively short period of stay in 
the shelter is often not possible. Thus, full 
documentation of any medical issue should be 
provided to the guest for any future medical 
appointments and referrals. 

The sample inventory 
list is available in the 
Resource Library.

A sample form 
developed by Casa 
Alitas is available in 
the Resource Library.

The JFS Infection 
Control Handbook 
is available in the 
Resource Library.

Medical	Bin

A	full	bin	will	contain:	

COLD/ALLERGY	
• Allergy	relief	tablets	(Benadryl)	
• Cough	drops	/	Throat	lozenges
• Dayquil/Nyquil	packs	
• Eye	drops
• Inhaler
• Nasal	spay	
• Zyrtec	

GASTROINTESTINAL	
• Antacid	(Pepto	Bismol)
• Chewable	antacids	
• Ginger	chews	(motion	sickness)
• Imodium
• Pedialyte	(powdered)	packets
• Pepcid

OINTMENT/CREAMS	
• Aloe	gel
• Antibacterial	(Neosporin)
• Antifungal
• Diaper	cream/ointment	
• Fungal	cream
• Hemorrhoid	cream
• Lice	treatment	
• Sunscreen
• Triple	antibiotic	
• Vaginal	yeast	
• Vaseline	(large)	

PAIN/FEVER	
• Aspirin	
• Ibuprophen	(infant,	child,	adult)
• Motrin
• Tylenol	(infant,	child,	adult)

FOOD	SUPPLIES	
• Applesauce	(individual	squeeze	

bottles)
• Broth
• Chamomile	tea	bags	
• Honey
• Powdered	milk	(babies)
• Prune	juice	(individual	can)
• Saltine	crackers	(individual	packets)	
• Sprite	(cans)
• Vitamin	C	supplement	drops

OTHER	SUPPLIES	
• Alcohol	Swabs
• Band-Aids
• Clip	board
• Cotton	swabs/balls	
• Exam	gloves	
• Extra	small	pill	(condiment)	

containers
• Gloves	
• Hand	sanitizer	
• Hydrogen	peroxide
• Marker
• Masks	
• Note	pad
• Pen
• Q-Tips	
• Reading	glasses	
• Small	drinking	cups
• Snack-size	plastic	baggies	
• Thermometer
• Tongue	depressors
• Wipes	(hand,	nose)

Casa Alitas Team, Draft 4. Nov 5, 2019 

CASA ALITAS MEDICAL SCREENING & TRIAGE FORM – Welcome Center 

Date arrived: ______________________________          Room #: ________________ 
Name DOB/Age/Gender Fluvax 

given 
Country of Origin: 

A1: Days since left home 
community: 

A2: Days in Custody: 

C1: Last Food / Fluids: 

C2: Destination: 

C3: Primary Language: 

(For larger families please attach 2nd form) Read/Write in Spanish: 
[  ] Yes    [  ] No 

*Please use back of form for further notes if needed – indicate which patient notes pertain to*

A1 A2 C1 C2 C3 
Immediate/Serious  
Medical Concerns? 
Medical Care in Custody? 
If Yes, reason:  
Hospitalized? 
Pregnant? #Months 
Chronic illness? 
Meds: 
Dose: 
Last taken: 
Headache or dizziness? 
Fever/Chills? 
Cough? If yes, Productive? 
Bloody sputum? 
Runny nose or watery eyes? 
Shortness of breath? 
Chest pain? Palpitations? 
Abdominal Pain? 
Nausea/Vomiting? 
Diarrhea? If yes: Frequency? 
Watery/loose?          Bloody? 
Rash or skin changes?  Including feet 
Wounds/lesions 
Itching? Skin vs Head? 
Other: 

On-site Dispo: *MUST INFORM INTAKE LEAD for Room Assignment* *MUST INFORM TRAVEL if need Medical Clearance* 
Isolation/Immediate Tx:  [  ] Head lice    [  ] Scabies    [  ] Varicella    [  ] Rule-out TB    [  ] Other _____________________ 
  Off-site Referral: _______________________________________________________________________________ 

SHELTER INFECTION CONTROL 

SANITIZATION PROCEDURES 2 - 3 

SAN DIEGO COUNTY PUBLIC HEALTH DEPT. – INFECTION CONTROL 4 - 13 

RESPONSE PROTOCOLS 14 - 23 

DIARRHEA 14 
HEAD LICE 15 
INFLUENZA 16 - 17 
INFLUENZA OUTBREAK 18 - 20 

MEASLES 21 
MUMPS 22 
PREGNANCY 23 
SCABIES 24 
TB 25 
VARICELLA 26 

⊳

⊳

⊳

As described in the Sanitation and Hygiene 
chapter, the CDC has developed extensive 
guidance on COVID-19 infection control policies 
and procedures for a variety of congregate 
settings. In addition, guidance on infection 
control for healthcare professionals working 
in the context of COVID-19 is available at 
this link, including how to manage persons 
with and without COVID-19 symptoms and 
confirmed or suspected cases of the virus. The 
CDC recommends consulting their guidelines 
regularly for updates.
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Referral System

Referring guests to an appropriate medical 
provider in their destination cities can help 
ensure timely follow-up that addresses pending 
health issues and that starts the process of 
documenting the guest’s health history, which is 
often lost or incomplete. 

Adapting Service Models to COVID-19

Shelters are adapting to the COVID-19 outbreak by collaborating with local public health 
authorities to protect the health of guests and staff. For example, JFS and the SDRRN Migrant 
Shelter have worked with the San Diego County Department of Public Health so that it may 
continue to offer services safely to asylum-seeking families. Once families are released from 
Department of Homeland Security custody, the county arranges their transport from the detention 
facility or border custody to county-sponsored lodging at a hotel, where they spend 14 days. JFS 
typically has minimal contact with families during their time in county lodging; however, they are 
able to correspond via telephone, text, or WhatsApp, and JFS staff advocates with county and 
hotel personnel to meet any needs that arise. JFS case managers screen families by telephone for 
immediate medical needs and coordinate with the University of California San Diego to support 
families who experience pressing medical needs.

Once families complete quarantine, JFS helps them with the logistical arrangements of traveling to 
their final destinations. JFS provides individuals with personal protective equipment and other items 
(such as snacks and hand sanitizer) for their journeys. In addition, JFS offers families referral resources 
available in their respective destinations so that they may access additional support upon arrival. 
For those who will fly, JFS staff accompanies them to the airport and all the way to their departure 
gate when permitted. For additional information on travel preparations, see the chapter Preparing for 
Connecting Flights/Buses.

Adapted from 100 
Angels in Phoenix, 
Arizona, a sample 
referral template and 
instructions to support 
guests’ access to 
primary care and 
preventive services 
is available in the 
Resource Library.

The template below has been adapted from 100 Angels and provides a letter for the asylum-
seeker to present to medical personnel in their destination city. 
 
Referral Instructions: 
 “Accessing quality primary care and preventive services to support legal asylum-seeking 
families: Federally Qualified Health Centers are the U.S. safety net for those in need of primary 
care services. Creating a clear pathway for access will reduce the risk that health care will be 
neglected during the early resettlement process. Many asylum-seekers will arrive with problems 
that should be addressed on an urgent basis. This page outlines the steps to be taken to assist with 
the health care engagement process: 
 

1) Identify the geographic location where the asylum-seekers will arrive after leaving 
Phoenix. For Example, Olathe, Kansas or Cleveland, Ohio. If you have a more specific 
location, such as a home address, that’s great-but a city or town will do. 

2) On any internet connected device (computer, iPad, phone, etc.), go to:   
https://findahealthcenter.hrsa.gov/. You will see a search box on the top left. Your current 
location may be in the box. Click on the box and erase the location that is there and type 
in the asylum-seeker’s destination.  One or more health centers will pop up.  If you see a 
plus (+) sign click it to reveal the phone number and street address 

3) Copy the address and phone number into the letter attached here on the following page. 
4) Place the letter in the manila folder given to the asylum-seeker and assure that there is 

awareness that a phone call or walk-in visit is a SAFE and necessary step. Answer any 
questions.   

5) I can be reached via text or if urgent a call to assist at ### or via email at XXX.  
 
 
Sample Letter:  
 
To:  
_____________________________________________Community Health Center 
 
Phone Number: _____________________________________________________ 
 
Address: ________________________________________________________________ 
 
This letter introduces _________________________________________, a legal asylum-seeker 
in need of primary care and preventive services. All Hands AZ has assisted with transportation to 
your catchment area.  We understand and appreciate the efforts of Community Health Centers to 
provide the comprehensive services of a medical home to those most in need. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
NAME 
 

⊳

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit

65⊲ Table of Contents

https://www.unhcr.org/600f304e4.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/600f304e4.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/600f304e4.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/601230f34
https://www.unhcr.org/600f304e4.pdf


Once asylum-seekers arrive at the United 
States’ southern border, the Department of 
Homeland Security initiates immigration legal 
proceedings, during which asylum-seekers can 
apply for asylum. Asylum is the legal term for 
a status that protects people from deportation 
back to a country where they experienced 
persecution or fear future persecution. The 
right to seek asylum is a fundamental human 
right that is enshrined in both international 
and domestic law. While everyone has a 
right to seek asylum, the grant of asylum is 
not guaranteed. Asylum-seekers should be 
supported with legal information or assistance 
upon arrival to help them navigate the highly-
complex immigration and asylum system.

Due to the temporary nature of a guest’s stay, 
the legal empowerment that border shelters 
offer generally focuses on information provision 
and referrals to legal services in the guest’s 
destination, where their asylum case will be 
heard. The legal resources presented in this 
chapter are divided into three categories: an 
immigration law orientation, “Know Your Rights” 
materials, and referrals for legal services. An 
asylum case has many moving parts and can be 
incredibly complex to navigate — one misstep 
can have serious consequences. For example, 
individuals can be penalized if they miss a 
check-in appointment with their Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) deportation 
officer or a hearing date before the immigration 
court in the Executive Office for Immigration 
Review (EOIR); fail to change their address 
(with both ICE and EOIR) after a move; or do 
not file their asylum application within the one-
year deadline. In some circumstances, these 
penalties ultimately may lead to deportation. 

Legal Resources and Orientation
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 4: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis know their rights 
and entitlements, have access to information and participate in 
decisions that affect them.”

Therefore, access to at least one form of legal 
resource during a shelter stay is a critical early 
intervention for anyone entering the complex 
immigration system. Border shelters are an 
important touch point to ensure asylum-seekers 
are equipped with basic legal information that 
orients them and informs them of their rights 
and responsibilities as well as gives guests a 
referral to a trusted legal-service provider in 
their destination city.

Border shelters face significant challenges 
in ensuring all guests have access to legal 
resources. A nationwide dearth in affordable 
or pro bono legal services sufficient to meet 
demand directly impacts the number of 
attorneys and other legal professionals able to 
assist shelters with their legal programming. 
Nevertheless, creative solutions continue 
to emerge, including formal and informal 
partnerships between shelters and legal service 
providers. For example,

• Kino Border Initiative — a bi-national
organization that operates in Nogales, Arizona
and Nogales, Sonora, serving deported
Mexican individuals as well as asylum-seekers
trying to access protection in the United States
— has partnered with the Florence Immigrant
& Refugee Rights Project in Arizona to co-
host an immigration attorney employed by the
Florence Project. This dynamic arrangement
is one model that has proven effective in
providing empowering information to guests,
identifying cases in which immediate legal
intervention might improve outcomes or
interrupt a trafficking scenario, and better
connecting guests to legal services at their
destination.
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• Other organizations have established legal
programs that are able to serve shelter guests.
This type of arrangement allows organizations
like Jewish Family Service of San Diego (JFS) to
embed staff from its legal team into its shelter
team operating the San Diego Rapid Response
Network (SDRRN) Migrant Shelter. The daily
presence of legal staff in the shelter provides
a tighter safety net for guests through easy
access to professional immigration expertise,
quick intervention to address issues that might
otherwise cause complications in an individual’s
case, and in-house training support for shelter
staff and volunteers.

• Where local immigration nonprofits do exist,
shelters can reach out to them to schedule
“Know Your Rights” trainings or a legal
orientation for shelter guests during their stay.
The Humanitarian Respite Center in McAllen,
Texas has provided daily legal orientations to
guests through partnerships with area legal
providers, including Texas RioGrande Legal
Aid and the South Texas Pro Bono Asylum
Representation Project (ProBar).

Asylum-seekers typically arrive at the shelter 
exhausted and often traumatized from their 
journey, and many logistical decisions need 
to be made during a shelter stay. Guests’ 
capacity to receive and process complex legal 
information is limited during their brief stays in 
shelters. Therefore, shelters and legal-service 
providers prioritize information and materials 
that guests need immediately and/or can use 
once they arrive at their destination, rather than 
risk overwhelming them with highly-technical 

information during a time of transition. Many 
shelters have found it best to provide a concise 
“Know Your Rights” presentation and minimal 
legal orientation that is limited to information 
on navigating the immediate logistics of the 
immigration process, including upcoming court 
dates, GPS ankle monitors, and ICE check-ins. 
Best practices in presenting “Know Your Rights” 
indicate that providing people with an accessible 
amount of information and a way to follow up at 
a later point can be particularly helpful.

Including Basic Legal Information 
in the Intake Process

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) 
in Phoenix, Arizona has taken the innovative 
approach of including critical legal information 
in the intake process. This ensures that asylum-
seekers receive at least some information 
regarding the asylum system in the event that 
they are not able to receive legal orientation 
or a “Know Your Rights” presentation from an 
attorney prior to departing the shelter. For more 
guidance on the intake process, please refer to 
the Intake System chapter.

Legal Information v. Legal Advice

Any shelter staff and volunteer who is not a legal professional must be instructed not to provide legal 
advice. Giving legal advice generally means applying law to facts, or telling someone how the law works 
in their specific case. Legal advice provided by anyone other than a licensed attorney or other legal 
professional is considered “unauthorized practice of the law” and is illegal. For example, IRC informs 
its Welcome Center staff and volunteers who conduct intake that their function is to “provide basic 
information about the legal process outlined [… in IRC’s intake form], but not legal advice. When families 
ask questions about their case, the best answer is to encourage them to call the organizations listed on 
their referral sheet after they arrive. Or, ask the on-site shelter supervisor for assistance.”

The IRC Welcome 
Center sample script 
is available in English 
and Spanish in the 
Resource Library.

Sample script for review of immigration documents during intake (English/Spanish) 
IRC Welcome Center 

Legal Process Review: We would like to explain to you some of the next steps in the legal 
process. In your documentation, you have information about your first appointment with 
immigration. You will likely have several appointments. We would like to explain to you three 
things: 1) The immigration process, 2) the legal process in court, and 3) we will give you 
information to contact local organizations that can help you.  
• ICE Check-In  Please use immigration release paperwork to show them their scheduled 

check-in date.  
o Here in your documents, you can find the date for your first appointment with 

immigration. It is very important to attend all your appointments with immigration. The 
purpose is to monitor your stay in the United States while your case is pending in court. If 
you do not attend your appointment, immigration may try to detain you again in a
detention facility. If you do not show up to an appointment, it is important to call or to go 
immediately to the ICE office to explain why you did not show up.

o Check all that apply:
o ICE check-in reviewed, address and date highlighted
o ICE check-in is in WRONG city or state
o ICE check-in is less than 10 days from release date

• Immigration Court Date Some families will not have a Notice to Appear (NTA), but 
they will be given a court date in the future so it is still important to review this section. 
o If you do not have a court date yet, immigration will give you one in the future. It is very 

important to show up to the immigration court. You will have many hearings in court. 
The judge will examine your case to determine if you can remain legally in the United 
States or if you have to return to your country. If you do not show up to the court, the 
judge will likely order your deportation for not having attended the hearing. To verify 
your court date, you can call the immigration court line. The number is 1- 800-898-7180. 
It is recommended to call once per week to the 800-line to double-check your court time 
and date. 

o Check all that apply:
o No NTA - court number reviewed
o Client has NTA, court date and time highlighted
o Client has NTA but does NOT have court date or location assigned

• Destination Referral For some clients, we have resource sheets prepared to help them 
seek services in their sponsor's cities. For other clients, we do not yet have a referral sheet 
available. 

o When you arrive in your new city, it is important to consult with an attorney. There are 
also organizations that offer different services to support immigrants, for example, help 
you find a doctor or help you with school enrollment. 

o Check all that apply:
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Trouble Shooting 
Common Legal Issues

GPS Ankle Monitor

Many asylum-seekers released from ICE custody 
are placed into the Intensive Supervision 
Appearance Program (ISAP) that ICE uses 
to monitor their location while immigration 
proceedings are pending. Therefore, many 
guests arrive with GPS ankle monitors and/
or paperwork informing them of the date and 
time of their in-person or telephonic check-in 
appointment. Observing that many guests are 
fearful of the GPS monitor, Border Servant Corps 
in Las Cruces, New Mexico incorporated into 
their intake process an explanation of how the 
GPS monitor works and how to correctly charge 
the battery pack. They also labeled each battery 
pack and backup battery with the guest’s initials 
to avoid a mix-up at departure time. See below 
for ISAP “Know Your Rights” materials.

Family Separation

Family members may be separated from one 
another during the journey to the United States 
or while in U.S. border custody. In the case of 
the latter, some may be released while others 
may be detained. Border shelter staff and 
volunteers may be the first to identify that a 
family has been separated either by immigration 
officials or during the journey and can support 
the guest in taking steps to locate and reconnect 
with separated family members.

If a member of the family is being detained in 
a long-term immigration detention facility, that 
person can be located via the ICE Detainee 
Locator System. Note that unaccompanied minor 
children are not held in the same facilities as 
adults, and therefore only individuals 18-years-
old and older will be visible in the ICE locator 
system. Additionally, the ICE system does not 
include information about those currently in 
Customs and Border Protection (CBP) custody or 
those held by the Bureau of Prisons during any 
criminal prosecution for irregular border 

crossing. A federal inmate can be located via 
the Federal Bureau of Prisons Inmate Locator 
System.

JFS developed a 
simple handout for 
the SDRRN Migrant 
Shelter that provides 
guidance on how to 
locate a separated 
family member, 
available in English 
and Spanish in the 
Resource Library.

Were You Separated from a Family Member? 
To locate your family member, you will need the following: Full name of family member, date of birth, country of origin and their 9-

digit identification number (“A number”) 

Comuníquese con la ACLU de los condados de San Diego e Imperial si ha sido separado de un miembro de su familia cuya 
solicitud de asilo está relacionada con la suya al 619-232-2121 x 469 o 619-232-2121 x 380. 

If they are a minor (under 18 years of age): 
Where is my family member? 

 
Currently, it is illegal to separate a biological parent from 
their child unless there exist certain circumstances to do 
so, this includes a criminal record. If you are not the 
biological parent of the child, it is likely you and the child 
have been separated. Immigration agencies detain minors 
in shelters for children of 18 years of age and under. In 
these shelters, minors should have access to education, 
medical services, legal orientation, food and resources for 
their basic needs. It is possible for minors to be released 
from these shelters and live with family members or 
friends in the United States. As long as those individuals 
are willing to go through the sponsorship process and are 
approved by the U.S. government for said responsibility. 

How can I contact my family member? 
 
Families can use these telephone numbers to acquire 
information about a relative that is under 18 years of age. 
 

Option 1: Dial 1-888-351-4024 (DRIL) 
 

Option 2: Dial 1-800-203-7001 (ORR) 
 

Option 3: E-mail information@orrncc.com1 
 
It is possible that only the minor’s biological parents may 
be able to contact them. If that is the case, share this 
information with the minor’s biological parents so they 
may contact them. 

If they are an adult (over 18 years of age): 
Where is my family member? 

 
If they entered without inspection (through the desert, 
jumped the fence, etc. and were processed by officers 
dressed in green uniforms), it is possible that your family 
member will be accused and criminally processed before 
beginning their immigration proceedings. Criminal 
proceedings can last weeks or months depending on 
various factors, including if your family member has been 
criminally processed for entering without permission 
previously. During the criminal process, it is likely that 
your family member will be in prison under federal police 
custody before being transferred to an immigration 
detention center. 
 
If your family member entered without inspection, it is 
also possible that they were not criminally processed and 
is currently in an immigration detention center waiting to 
begin their immigration process or they remain under 
Border Patrol custody waiting to be transferred to a 
detention center to begin their immigration process. 
 
If they presented themselves at the border to ask for 
asylum (they were processed at a port of entry with 
officials dressed in blue) it is possible that your family 
member is at an immigration detention center waiting to 
begin their immigration process. 
 

How can I contact my family member? 
 

If you are not sure if your family member is being 
criminally processed, you can verify if they are under 
federal criminal custody. 
 

Option 1: Detained in Federal Custody 
https://www.bop.gov/inmateloc/ 

 
If your family member is still detained under Border Patrol 
custody you will not be able to contact your family 
member until they are transferred to an immigration 
detention center. Once they have been transferred to a 
detention center, you may do the following: 
 

Option 2: Immigration Detainee Locator 
 

Use the following link to find a family member in a 
detention center. 
 

https://locator.ice.gov/odls/#/index 
Option 3: Dial 1-619-436-0410 

 
Additionally, you can contact the ICE Regional Office of 
San Diego. If there is no registry of the individual at this 
office, this means they do not have registry of the person 
detained. Generally, this means that the individual 
detained has not yet entered their database. 

1 See attached examples 
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Shelter staff may need to contact an attorney or 
legal-service provider to ensure that appropriate 
advocacy and support is offered.

Change of Address

It is critical that both the EOIR immigration court 
and ICE have the accurate address for a guest’s 
eventual destination on record. Not having 
the correct address on file could have serious 
consequences for an individual’s immigration 
case, particularly for asylum-seekers for whom 
deportation can mean a return to imminent 
danger. Thus, it is important to check guests’ 
immigration paperwork to verify that it lists the 
shelter address or another address that is not 
their final destination. If so, the intake file should 
be marked with a “red flag” for follow-up action. 
For further information on common “red flags,” 
see the Intake System chapter above.

It is a shelter best practice to support guests 
in submitting the requisite paperwork to EOIR 
and ICE to correct an address error before the 
guest departs the shelter, whenever appropriate 
support to do so is available. Guests should be 
informed that if they change addresses while 
their removal proceedings are pending, they are 
required to update their address with EOIR and 
ICE within five days of the relocation. Self-help 
guidance in English and Spanish and access 
to Change of Address forms are available on 
EOIR’s website.

EOIR’s instructions also include guidance on 
the Change of Venue procedure, which is used 

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit

68⊲ Table of Contents

https://locator.ice.gov/
https://locator.ice.gov/
https://www.bop.gov/inmateloc/
https://www.bop.gov/inmateloc/
https://www.unhcr.org/600e2f774.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/600e310d4.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/601230f34
https://www.unhcr.org/600e2f774.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/eoir/self-help-materials


to request a change in immigration court if the 
individual’s new address is under a different 
jurisdiction. For information on the Change 
of Venue procedure, see the Toolkit: Pro Se 
Motions to Change Venue produced by the 
Asylum Seeker Advocacy Project.

When filing the “Alien Change of Address Form” 
or the “Motion to Change Venue,” the forms 
must be filed with EOIR and ICE. It is an essential 
best practice for shelters to consult with a local 
legal-service provider on the general process 
and any specific local practices to ensure that 
the support the shelter provides to guests is 
accurate, informed, and appropriate.

Videos illustrating how to change an 
address with the court can be found below 
in the Collection of “Know Your Rights” and 
Educational Resources section of this chapter.

Navigating the Asylum Process

To assist asylum-seekers in understanding the 
path to obtaining asylum, Church World Service’s 
infographic presents a visual illustration of 
the asylum process. This infographic could be 
posted on shelter walls as a reference for asylum-
seekers and provided as a handout during the 
intake or legal orientation processes.

For specific information on the EOIR 
immigration court process, the IRC Welcome 
Center developed a brief overview that is 
included in their “Welcome Packet” given out 
during the intake process. The handout is 
available in eleven languages in the Resource 
Library. For the SDRRN Migrant Shelter, JFS 
also developed easy-to-follow instructions 
for calling EOIR to find out the date and 
location of an upcoming immigration court 
hearing, available in English and Spanish in the 
Resource Library. EOIR also operates the online 
Automated Case Information system to find out 
about upcoming court hearings.

The IRC handout with 
information on the 
EOIR immigration 
court process is 
available in eleven 
languages in the 
Resource Library.

Handout, developed 
by JFS, with 
Instructions for calling 
EOIR to find out the 
date and location 
of an upcoming 
immigration court 
hearing, available in 
English and Spanish 
in the Resource 
Library.

The Church World 
Service infographic in 
English and Spanish 
is available in the 
Resource Library.

Share	this	information	with	
your	family	

Welcome!	

Now	that	I’m	in	the	US,	what	will	happen	with	my	immigration	case?	

1. Go	to	all	of	your	ICE	check-ins	
These	check-ins	are	for	ICE	to	keep	track	of	your	location	in	the	US	while	your	case	is	pending	in	court.	Not	going	to

your ICE check-ins could result in ICE sending	you back to a	detention center.

2. Go	to	all	of	your	appointments	(hearings)	at	Immigration	Court	
These	appointments	(or	hearings)	are	to	determine	if	you	will	be	able	to	legally	remain	in	the	US,	or	if	you	will	have

to	return	to	your country. If you	don’t go	to	your appointments, it’s very likely that the judge will order you	deported	

(that	you be returned	to	your country) because you	didn’t come to	your hearing.

When	do	I	have	to	go	to	Immigration	court?	
Within	two	weeks	you	should	receive	a	 letter	with	 information	about	your	first	hearing	with	 immigration	court.	

(This letter should come	 to the address of your sponsor that appears in	 the documents you	were given	at the	

border.) Meanwhile, call the immigration court at 1-800-898-7180 at least once	a	week – you	might find	out the	

date	of	your	first	court	appointment	by	calling	before	you	receive	the	letter	with	that	information.	

• Dial	1-800-898-7180.	Press	1	for	instructions	in	English,	or	2	for	instructions	in	Spanish.
o To	search	for	information,	you	will	have	to	search	by	your	A	number,	not	by	your	name.

o Your	A	number	appears	in	the	documents	you	were	given	at	the	border.

§ Your	A	number:	________________________________________

§ Your	spouse’s	A	number	(if	they	are	here	with	you):	_____________________________

§ Your	child/children’s	A	number(s):	___________________________________________,	

_________________________________________, ______________________________

• It’s	possible	that	your	court	hearing	will	be	on	the	same	date	as	your	spouse	and/or	your	child/children.	But

it’s important to dial 1-800-898-7180 once a week for each	member of your family.

You	have	to	follow	two	
different	processes	

Your	appointments	
(hearings)	at							

Immigration	Court	

Your	ICE	check-ins	

¿DONDE VOY A TENER Ml AUDIENCIA CON EL TRIBUNAL DE 
INMIGRACIÓN? 

Para averiguar el lugar y la fecha de su audiencia con el tribunal de inmigración usted puede llamar al
sistema automatizado del tribunal de inmigración. El sistema automatizado esta disponible las 24 horas
del día, los siete días de la semana.

Marque el número 1-800-898-7180
Para escuchar las instrucciones en español marque el número 2.

El sistema automatizado le va a pedir que marque su número de extrajeron/número de expediente, también 
conocido como su número A. El número de extranjero/número de expediente se encuentra en su 
Notificación para Comparecer (en inglés, Notice to Appear) y empieza con la letra "A" seguido por una serie 
de nueve números. Por ejemplo, A123-456-789.  

Número de 
extranjero/número 
de expediente

Marque su número de extranjero/expediente, y luego marque el número "1" y escuche con atención, el 
sistema empezara a deletrear su apellido(s) y nombre(s). Tenga en cuenta que si su nombre(s) o apellido(s) 
están incorrectos en su Notificación para Comparecer ("NTA"), los nombre(s) y apellido(s) incorrectos
son los que el sistema va deletreara. Si su nombre aparece como esta en la Notificación para Comparecer, 
marque el número 1. Después el sistema automatizado le va a dar varias opciones.

Marque el número 1 para escuchar la fecha, hora, y dirección de su próxima audiencia con el
tribunal de inmigración.

***Si su audiencia no es en el tribunal mas cercano a usted, consulte de inmediato con 
un abogado de inmigración o con el tribunal de inmigración. ***

Marque el número 3 para escuchar si el juez ha tomado una decisión sobre su caso.
*** Esta opción es recomendable si su nombre aparece en el sistema automatizado, pero 
no menciona una audiencia con el juez de inmigración. ***

***Si el sistema automatizado dice "el número de expediente no concuerda con los datos en 
nuestro sistema," eso quiere decir que el Departamento de Seguridad Interna ("DHS," por sus 
siglas en inglés) aún no ha archivado la Notificación para Comparecer con el tribunal de 
inmigración. ***

***LLAME A ESTE NÚMERO UNA VEZ POR SEMANA SI EL SISTEMA NO 
MENCIONA UNA AUDIENCIA CON EL TRIBUNAL DE INMIGRACIÓN Y EL JUEZ 

NO HA TOMADO UNA DECISION EN SU CASO***

RELEASED
Pending removal proceedings

• Food, clothing, showers
• Assistance with bus tickets
• Onward travel packet
• CWS Call Center Card

TRAVEL TO NEW COMMUNITY
 Meet relatives or accompaniment group.

• Inform local ICE department of any address or sponsor 
changes upon arrival if not already completed

• Accompaniment groups can refer to toolkit 
• Accompaniment for legal support and navigating resources 

INTERVIEW NOT PASSED
 Processed for deportation

PRESENT AT
PORT OF ENTRY

or to a CBP offi cer.

ICE CHECK-IN
Follow up dates are scheduled and check-ins 

are required. Failing to appear at ICE check-ins 
may result in being detained again.

IMMIGRATION COURT HOTLINE (EOIR)
1-800-898-7180. Call regularly. Attend 
all immigration court hearings. Failure 

to attend may result in deportation.

CONNECT WITH A LOCAL RESETTLEMENT AGENCY 

• Legal services, Know Your Rights training, referral to pro 
bono attorney

• English language classes and other community referrals
• School enrollment for children
• Mental Health or Survivor of Torture programs
• Airbnb Open Homes program (as available)

To fi nd one near you, or to ask any questions throughout the asylum 
process, call the free and confi dential CWS hotline at 1-800-375-1433.

APPLY FOR WORK PERMIT
Apply for Employment Authorization 

Document (EAD)/Work Permit (I-765). 
If Paroled, apply for EAD immediately. 

Otherwise, apply for EAD 150 days 
after Asylum Application date.

FINAL  HEARING
Give evidence of persecution 

in home country.

ASYLUM DENIED
You have 30 days to 
submit an appeal. 

WAIT FOR DECISION FROM JUDGE

DETAINED
Begin process for removal. If expresses fear of returning 

to home country, credible fear or reasonable fear interview 
will be conducted while detained or at a later time.

ASYLUM GRANTED
Connect with a local resettlement 

agency right away.
• Employment Authorized
• Social Security Card
• Immediately petition spouse and 

children 
• Permanent Residency (after 1 year)
• Citizenship (after 5 years)

FIRST COURT 
HEARING 

Submit the Asylum 
Application (I-589) 
within one year of 

your entry to the U.S. 
Date of entry to the 
U.S. may not be the 
same date listed on 
your parole (I-94). 

• Each case is unique. Obtaining legal assistance 
is imperative

• Be sure to bring all documents
• File a Change of Venue and a Change of Address 

(EOIR-33) with the Immigration Court if you move
• File asylum application, if able

MEET WITH PRO BONO ATTORNEY 

ASYLUM PROCESS MAP

YOU MAY ALSO BE ELIGIBLE FOR ADDITIONAL SERVICES IN YOUR CITY OR THROUGH A LOCAL RESETTLEMENT AGENCY, INCLUDING:
• Medicaid
• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
• Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF Cash 

Assistance) or Refugee Cash Assistance (RCA)

• Legal Assistance 
• Case Management
• Matching Grant Program– an alternative to public assistance 

(if eligible, must enroll within 90 days of being granted asylum)

• Employment Assistance
• Interpretation/Translation 
• English Language Classes

CHURCH WORLD SERVICE    |   475 Riverside Drive   |   New York, NY 10115    |   800-297-1516    |    cwsglobal.org

DISCLAIMER:  THIS MAP INDICATES THE IMMIGRATION COURT ASYLUM PROCESS. THE INFORMATION CONTAINED IS GENERAL AND SHOULD NOT REPLACE INDIVIDUALIZED LEGAL ADVICE. INDIVIDUALS SEEKING LEGAL ADVICE SHOULD CONTACT AN IMMIGRATION ATTORNEY. 

LIBERADO DE DETENCIÓN
Procedimientos de deportación 

pendiente. 
• comida, ropa, duchas
• asistencia con boletos de bus
• paquete de viaje en adelante
• tarjeta con información de centro 

de llamadas de CWS

VIAJE A NUEVA COMUNIDAD
Reunir con familiares o grupos de acompañamiento. 
• Informar a departamento de inmigración local (ICE) de cambio 

de dirección o patrocinador al llegar si aún no lo ha hecho
• Grupos de acompañamiento pueden referirse al kit de 

herramientas
• Acompañamiento para soporte legal y recursos de navegación

ENTREVISTA NO APROBADA 
Procesado para deportación. 

PRESENTE EN EL 
PUERTO DE ENTRADA/

FRONTERA 
o presente a un ofi cial de 
inmigración y aduanas.

REPORTARSE CON INMIGRACIÓN (ICE)
Fecha para reportarse con inmigración será programada 

y requiere que se presenten a inmigración. Falta de 
reportarse o comparecer puede resultar en detención. 

LÍNEA DE INFORMACIÓN DE CORTE DE INMIGRACIÓN (EOIR)
1-800-898-7180. Llame frecuentemente. Comparezca a todas 
audiencias programadas con el tribunal de inmigración. Falta 

de comparecer puede resultar en deportación. 

CONECTARSE CON UNA AGENCIA DE
RESTABLECIMIENTO LOCAL

• Servicios legales, entrenamiento de derechos, guía a abogados gratuitos 
• Clases de ingles y otras referencias de la comunidad
• Inscripción de escuela para niños
• Salud mental o programa de sobrevivientes de tortura
• Programas de casas de refugio y Airbnb (según disponibilidad)

Para encontrar una agencia cerca de usted, o para hacer preguntas sobre el proceso 
de asilo, llame a la línea directa gratuita y confi dencial de CWS al 1800-375-1433. 

SOLICITAR PERMISO DE TRABAJADO
Solicitar el documento de 

autorización de empleo (EAD). 
Solicite EAD inmediatamente si tiene 
un parole (I-94). Si no, solicite EAD 
150 días después de que presente la 

solicitud de asilo. 

AUDIENCIA FINAL
Dar testimonio y evidencia de 

persecución en el país de origen. 

ASILO NEGADO
Tiene 30 días para 

someter una apelación. 

ESPERE DECISIÓN DEL JUEZ DE INMIGRACIÓN 
SOBRE SU SOLICITUD DE ASILO

DETENIDO
iniciar el proceso de deportación. Si expresa miedo de regresar 
a su país, se realizará una entrevista de miedo creíble o miedo 
razonable mientras este detenido o en un momento posterior. 

ASILO CONCEDIDO
Póngase en contacto con su agencia 

de restablecimiento local de inmediato. 
• Empleo autorizado
• Tarjeta de seguro social
• Petición inmediata para cónyuge e hijos
• Residencia permanente (después 

de 1 año)
• Ciudadanía (después de 5 años) 

• Cada caso es único. Obtener asistencia legal es crucial 
• Asegúrese de llevar todos los documentos de 

inmigración
• Presentar un cambio de dirección o de jurisdicción 

(EOIR-33) con el tribunal de inmigración 
• Presentar solicitud de asilo, si se puede

REUNIRSE CON EL ABOGADO GRATUITO

PRIMERA AUDIENCIA 
EN CORTE DE 
INMIGRACIÓN

Presentar su solicitud 
de asilo (formulario 
I-589) dentro de un 
ano de su ingreso a 
los EE.UU.  La fecha 
de ingreso puede no 
ser la misma fecha 
que fi gura en su 
“parole” (I-94). 

MAPA DEL PROCESO DE ASILO

TAMBIÉN PUEDE SER ELEGIBLE PARA SERVICIOS ADICIONALES EN SU CIUDAD O A TRAVÉS DE UNA AGENCIA DE RESTABLECIMIENTO LOCAL, QUE INCLUYE:
• Seguro de salud
• Programa de asistencia nutricional suplementaria (SNAP)
• Asistencia temporal para familias necesitadas (TANF asistencia 

en efectivo de TANF) o asistencia en efectivo para refugiados

• Asistencia legal 
• Manejo de caso
• Programa de donaciones complementarias. Programa alternativa a 

la asistencia pública  
(si es elegible, debe inscribirse dentro de los 90 días de haber recibido el asilo)

• Asistencia de empleo
• Traducciones
• Clases de idioma de ingles

CHURCH WORLD SERVICE    |   475 Riverside Drive   |   New York, NY 10115    |   800-297-1516    |    cwsglobal.org

DESCARGO DE RESPONSABILIDAD: ESTE MAPA INDICA EL PROCESO DE ASILO DEL TRIBUNAL DE INMIGRACIÓN. LA INFORMACIÓN ES GENERAL Y NO DEBE REEMPLAZAR EL ASESORAMIENTO LEGAL INDIVIDUALIZADO. LOS INDIVIDUOS QUE BUSCAN 
ASESORÍA LEGAL DEBERÍAN CONTRATAR A UN ABOGADO DE INMIGRACIÓN. 
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Collection of Know Your Rights 
and Educational Resources

Although the asylum process is very complicated, 
asylum-seekers have certain basic rights and 
protections that exist as part of that process. 
For instance, the following is an explanation 
of an individual’s rights while in immigration 
proceedings, adapted from resources developed 
by Lutheran Social Services of the Southwest, 
based in Phoenix, Arizona. 

There are numerous “Know Your Rights” and 
other educational resources from which shelters 
can draw when informing guests of their 
rights and orienting them to the asylum and 
immigration processes. With information sharing 
taking place across various digital platforms 
in addition to traditional in-person or handout 
methods, shelters have an opportunity to learn 
which format works best within their operations 
and for their guests.

“Know Your Rights” On the Go

• Wallet-sized business cards with “Know Your
Rights” information can be ordered or printed
directly from a template via the National
Immigrant Law Center. They are available in
nine languages, including Spanish.

• An audio version of the “Know Your Rights”
in Maya Mam available here. Additional
resources in Maya Mam are available via the
Mayan League.

Videos

In the absence of a regular legal partner or in-
house legal staff, the videos below are available 
resources that may help orient guests to the 
immigration process and to answer many 
common questions guests may have.

• The Florence Immigrant and Refugee Rights
Project (the Florence Project) created a video
that is relevant for guests in a shelter context.
Shelters are advised to check the Florence
Project’s website for updates to the content as
policy changes take effect.

• The American Bar Association Commission
on Immigration and partners produced a
“Know Your Rights” video on navigating the
court system for individuals in immigration
detention.

• The New Mexico Hospitality Coalition in
Las Cruces created a YouTube playlist that
aggregates six videos from various legal
nonprofits, including the Asylum-seeker
Advocacy Project (ASAP) and the Women’s
Refugee Commission. The videos are in
Spanish and cover several immigration topics,

It is important to know your rights so you 
can be prepared and protected during 
your immigration process.

• You have the right to a lawyer.
Immigration law is one of the most
complicated laws in the United States.
A lawyer is the best way to make sure
your rights are protected and you are
well informed.

• You have the right to an interpreter
while appearing in court. Whenever
you go to court, you have the right
to know what is going on. The court
must provide an interpreter.

• You have the right to a defense
against the immigration law violation
for which you are accused. You have
the right to make your case for why
you should be allowed to stay in the
United States.

• You have the right to be heard in
court before the judge decides on
whether you should be deported.

• If you are being harassed, threatened,
or physically hurt, you have the
right to call 911 and ask for police
assistance. The police have the duty
to serve and protect you as well.
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such as how to change your address with the 
court, how to call about your next court date, 
and what happens when an asylum-seeker 
goes to court.

• ASAP has published a multipart video series
on what asylum-seekers should expect in
immigration court proceedings. The Spanish-
language video series can be viewed via this
link.

• Many asylum-seekers will need to change their
address on their immigration paperwork and
will need to notify the court. This Innovation
Law Lab video explains how to change an
address with the court.

• “Su Caso Está en Sus Manos,” created by
Innovation Law Lab, is a Spanish-language
video that explains the concept of asylum
by using a hand to illustrate the five central
questions of an asylum claim: “who, what, why,
police, and another place?”

• Many other videos that cover specific
immigration questions and themes are
available on the Asylum-seeker Advocacy
Project website, including links to other
organizations.

Donated toys and hand-
knit hat for guests at the 
IRC Welcome Center in 
Phoenix, Arizona.
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Referrals for Legal and Other 
Community Services

Analyses of immigration proceedings show that 
asylum-seekers represented by an attorney 
are much more likely to be successful in 
making their asylum claim than those who are 
not. Consequently, one of the most important 
resources that border shelters can provide to 
asylum-seekers is information on how to obtain 
trusted legal representation. Asylum-seekers 
have the right to be represented in their asylum 
claim, but not at government expense. Referrals 
can be made to private immigration attorneys 
who charge fees, private attorneys who take 
asylum cases pro bono (at no charge), or public 
interest attorneys at nonprofit legal service 
providers who often charge fees on a sliding 
scale. In addition to legal services, wraparound 
social services to support asylum-seekers’ 
needs while they navigate the asylum process 
improve outcomes for asylum-seeking families in 
the immediate and long term.

The following resources connect asylum-seekers 
to trusted immigration legal professionals in 
their destination cities. Some of the resources 
also connect asylum-seekers to other 
community services and/or provide information 
about the asylum process. Please note, legal 
representation is not guaranteed and there is not 

sufficient pro bono or low bono representation to 
meet the need in most communities. Therefore, 
asylum-seekers should be advised to start 
looking for an attorney as soon as possible.

Online Resources and 
Companion Applications

• EOIR maintains a List of Pro Bono Legal
Service Providers by state and provides the list
to all individuals in immigration proceedings.

• ImmigrationLawHelp.org is a popular
directory to locate free and low-cost legal
services in a destination city. The user can
search in multiple languages to locate a legal
organization by zip code. It is also available as
an application called Immigo.

• If an organization is not able to provide
legal services for free, ASAP has shared a
list of private attorneys recommended by
immigration nonprofits around the country.

• The American Immigration Lawyers
Association maintains a database of
immigration attorneys that is searchable by
area of expertise (such as asylum), language,
and location. The database is not limited to
low-cost representation.

• FindHello, a web-based and mobile application
resource created by USAHello, connects
asylum-seekers to legal-service providers and
other community resources, including housing,
healthcare, education, and employment
services. It is available in English, Spanish, and
Arabic.

• Immi, a resource created by the Immigration
Advocates Network and Pro Bono Net, helps
inform immigrants and asylum-seekers about
their rights, stay up-to-date on changes
to immigration law, understand their legal
options, and connect to legal help.

“Notario” fraud

In many Spanish-speaking countries, a 
“notario publico” describes a qualified legal 
professional, but when translated literally 
into English means a notary public. Notario 
scams seek to deceive immigrants and 
asylum-seekers into hiring notary publics, 
believing they are consulting a qualified 
legal practitioner. Victims of notario fraud 
may face significant financial loss and 
immigration consequences as severe as 
deportation as a result of the unqualified 
services. For more information, visit the 
American Bar Association’s Fight Notario 
Fraud project here.
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Hotline Referrals

Another important resource for asylum-
seekers once they reach their destinations is 
a referral hotline to connect asylum-seekers 
with services in their community. These hotlines 
can complement any referral lists and other 
printed materials given by the shelters to guests, 
and they can serve as a “back up” in case the 
paperwork is lost along the journey.

• Church World Service (CWS) operates the 
CWS Resource Call Center, a free hotline for 
asylum-seekers in English and Spanish (with 
additional interpretation available). Asylum-
seekers can call the hotline at 1-800-375-1433 
to be connected to legal and social services 
in their community. More information about 
the hotline can be found here. CWS can send 
wallet-sized cards with the Resource Call 
Center information and a flyer is available in 
the Resource Library.

• Advocates for Human Rights operates the 
National Asylum Help Line to connect asylum-
seekers to free legal services in their area and to 
provide information about the legal process. The 
hotline telephone number is 1-612-746-4674.

• RAICES operates the “Canopy Hotline,” a 
free service to connect migrants to social 
services in their area and provide assistance 
with common challenges, such as school 
enrollment and local transportation. Users can 
call or text the hotline at 1-800-437-3071.

• The Houston Immigration Legal Services 
Collaborative operates the Immigrant Rights 
Hotline, providing up-to-date information 
about immigration policies and referrals to 
legal service providers, as well as receiving 
reports of discrimination. The hotline number 
is 1-833-HOU-IMMI (468-4664).  Hotline 
posters are available in nine languages here.

For specialized referrals for LGBTQI guests, see 
the LGBTQI Guests chapter.

A flyer about the CWS 
Resource Call Center 
is available in the 
Resource Library.

Call Center

The call center is available to asylum seekers, asylees, 
refugees, and unaccompanied children and their sponsors.
Phone interpretation is available.

The call center provides free and confidential resource 
referrals to callers in their local communities. Resource 
referrals may include: 

• Legal

• Medical

• Education 

• Employment

• Housing, Food, Clothing

CALL  CENTER HOURS
9AM - 5PM EST
Monday through Friday
Voicemail option available

1-800-375-1433
resourcecenter@cwsglobal.org

CWSGLOBAL.ORG
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The International Rescue Committee 
Welcome Center in Phoenix, Arizona. 
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Often, a guest’s priority is to reach their 
friends or family as soon as possible. One of 
the most important functions of a shelter is to 
arrange guests’ travel to their final destinations. 
Ultimately, shelters have a shared goal: to 
confirm ticket purchases so that the guests 
can depart for their destinations as soon as 
possible. In practice, this involves a great deal 
of coordination, both in terms of communication 
and logistics. The process of making travel 
arrangements involves a number of factors, 
such as sponsor contact and communication, 
ticket purchases, travel logistics, layovers, and 
language-access issues. The travel arrangement 
process must fit the needs of the guest 
population and staff capacity. For example, if 
an organization has the funding, shelters often 
prefer the travel coordinator be a paid position 
to ensure continuity and institutional memory.

Note that developing relationships early on with 
bus and airline companies will help resolve any 
obstacles that may arise. However, staff and 
volunteers should be vigilant in advocating for 
the rights of their guests. Many shelters noted 
discriminatory practices by some transportation 
companies that required staff advocacy on 
behalf of the guests.

Sponsor Contact and 
Management

The majority of asylum-seekers served by shelters 
have a family member or friend who agrees to 
serve as a sponsor during their time in the United 

States, thereby ensuring the asylum-seeker 
has a place to live pending the outcome of the 
immigration proceedings. The sponsor’s address 
is typically the asylum-seeker’s destination 
address. Frequently, the sponsor’s name and 
contact information are listed on the asylum-
seeker’s immigration paperwork to indicate that 
the sponsor is responsible for the asylum-seeker. 
In the event that an asylum-seeker does not have 
a family member or a friend to serve as a sponsor, 
a community member can fill that role.

Most commonly, shelters initiate communication 
with an asylum-seeker’s sponsor via telephone, 
whether it be a designated shelter telephone 
used exclusively for making travel arrangements 
or a telephone provided through the Restoring 
Family Links program, a free service of the 
American Red Cross. It is not recommended that 
shelter staff or volunteers use personal cellular 
telephones for making travel arrangements.

It is common that asylum-seekers may be 
reconnecting with a family member or with a 
friend whom they have not seen in some time or 
with whom they only had a distant connection. 
However, the lack of a relationship may be 
a potential indicator of a human-trafficking 
situation, and shelter staff and volunteers may 
be in a position to identify such. If there is a 
trafficking concern, it is best practice to quickly 
raise the issue with a designated shelter staff 
member who can follow the shelter’s protocol for 
handling such situations. Please see the chapter 
on Protection from Exploitation and Abuse for 
more information on human trafficking.

Sponsor Contact and Travel Arrangements
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 1: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 6:  
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive coordinated, 
complementary assistance.”
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The transition from the shelter to a sponsor’s 
household is an important step in the asylum-
seeker’s journey. It is important to manage 
expectations regarding the role of the sponsor 
and the conclusion of the shelter’s role vis-à-vis 
the asylum-seeker. Shelter best practices include 
utilizing a waiver and release-of-liability form for 
both the asylum-seeker and the sponsor. 

• The Humanitarian Respite Center in McAllen,
Texas operates a model that reduces the
burden on shelter staff and volunteers by
hosting representatives from the bus and
airline companies in the shelter. After guests
complete the intake process, the travel
representatives work directly with them and
their sponsors to book travel.

• Employing the Oak Tree Software developed
by the Diocese of Las Cruces, New Mexico,
the shelters in Las Cruces and Deming have
booked the tickets themselves to minimize
mistakes and then were reimbursed by the
guests or sponsors.

• La Posada Providencia in San Benito, Texas
employs a model that also reduces the burden
on staff by delegating all travel arrangements
to a travel agent. This model is more easily
employed by shelters with a smaller guest
population.

Documenting Travel Payments

As a general rule, most shelters recommend that 
the sponsor purchase the travel ticket directly 
from the provider (i.e. an airline or bus line) 
rather than exchange money with shelter staff 
or volunteers. However, in certain scenarios in 
which it may be necessary for shelter staff to 
take a primary role in purchasing a guest’s travel 
ticket, documenting that purchase is imperative. 
As noted above, some shelters have employed 
this as their preferred model, facilitated by 
software that manages the reimbursement 
process. For other shelters employing this 
practice on an ad hoc basis, a sample receipt 
documenting the transaction developed by the 
JFS is available in the Resource Library.

For use at the 
San Diego Rapid 
Response Network 
Migrant Shelter in 
California, Jewish 
Family Service of 
San Diego (JFS) 
developed guest and 
sponsor waiver and 
release of liability 
forms, available in 
the Resource Library.

 

1 

Sponsor Family Waiver of Liability 

I, _______________________________, have decided to sponsor a family from the San Diego 
Migrant Family Shelter operated by JFS. I understand that the following support is important while 
the family is in my care: 

• Provision for the physical and mental well-being of the family, including but not limited to, 
food, shelter, clothing, education, medical and other services as needed. 

• Assistance to the migrant family in presenting at all future proceedings before Immigration 
Customs Enforcement and the Immigration Court. For immigration case information contact 
the Executive Office for Immigration Review’s case information system at 1-800-898-7180. 

• Assistance to the migrant family in notifying the U.S. Citizenship & immigration Service 
within (10) ten days of any change of address, by filing an Alien’s Change of Address Card 
(AR-11) or electronically at: https://egov.uscis.gov/coa/displayCOAForm.do

• Notification to local law enforcement or your state or local Child Protective Services if any 
minors in the house have been or is at risk of being subjected to abuse, abandonment, neglect, 
or maltreatment or if you learn any minor has been threatened, has been sexually or physically 
abused or assaulted, or has disappeared. Notice should be given as soon as it becomes 
practicable or no later than 24-hours after the event or becoming aware of the risk or threat.  

• Notification to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children at 1-800-843-5678 if 
any minor in the household disappears, has been kidnapped, or runs away. Notice should be 
given as soon as it becomes practicable or no later than 24-hours after learning of the minor’s 
disappearance.  

I, _______________________________, understand the release of the aforementioned family from 
the JFS Shelter to your care does not grant the family any legal immigration status and the family 
must present for immigration court proceedings. 

I, _______________________________, will not share any confidential information, including the 
address or location of the JFS Shelter. I further understand that I will take all necessary steps to keep 
confidential, sensitive information regarding the sponsored family.  

Release and Waiver of Liability 
In consideration for participation in voluntary family sponsor activities and all related events and 
activities, including any activities incidental to such participation (collectively, “family sponsor 
activities”)I, the undersigned on behalf of myself, my next of kin, heirs and representatives, do hereby 
release from all liability and agree not to sue JFSSD or its officers, directors, employees, sub-
contractors, sponsors, agents, affiliates and volunteers from any and all claims for bodily injury and 
physical or mental illness including disability, paralysis and wrongful death, and/or property damage, 
and economic or emotional loss that Sponsor may have arising out of participation in the  activities  

 

1 

 
Waiver of Liability 

SPONSORED GUEST 
 
I, ______________________________, do not have a point of contact or family in the U.S. and 
am seeking placement with a sponsor family.  
 
I, _______________________________, understand that once I leave the JFS Migrant Family 
Shelter I will not be able to return to the shelter and continue to receive services offered at the 
JFS Migrant Family Shelter. I also understand that JFS and SDRRN are not responsible for my 
family after I leave the shelter.  
 
I, ______________________________, understand that after leaving the JFS Migrant Family 
Shelter, it will be important for me to do the following: 

• Attend all future proceedings before Immigration Customs Enforcement and the 
Immigration Court. For immigration case information contact the Executive Office 
for Immigration Review’s case information system at 1-800-898-7180.  

• Notify the U.S. Citizenship & immigration Service within (10) ten days of any 
change of address, by filing an Alien’s Change of Address Card (AR-11) or 
electronically at: https://egov.uscis.gov/coa/displayCOAForm.do 

• Notify local law enforcement or your state or local Child Protective Services if any 
minors in the house have been or is at risk of being subjected to abuse, abandonment, 
neglect, or maltreatment or if you learn any minor has been threatened, has been 
sexually or physically abused or assaulted, or has disappeared. Notice should be given 
as soon as it becomes practicable or no later than 24-hours after the event or 
becoming aware of the risk or threat.  

• Notify the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children at 1-800-843-5678 if 
any minor in the household disappears, has been kidnapped, or runs away. Notice 
should be given as soon as it becomes practicable or no later than 24-hours after 
learning of the minor’s disappearance. 

I, _______________________________, understand that my family’s release from the JFS 
Migrant Family Shelter to a sponsor family does not grant my family any legal immigration 
status and that my family must present for immigration court proceedings. 

⊳

Travel Arrangements

The design of a travel arrangement system 
depends on a number of factors, including the 
number of guests served on a daily basis and the 
shelter’s proximity to bus stations and airports. 
Consequently, there are a wide variety of models.

• The most common model, used by the
International Rescue Center (IRC) Welcome
Center in Phoenix, Arizona entails the sponsor
purchasing the ticket and then sending a
photograph of the confirmation number
to shelter staff. The photograph method
minimizes mistakes in transcribing the
confirmation number for the guest’s record.

If a family is unable to afford the price of an 
airline ticket, a guest can apply to receive 
donated sky miles from the Miles4Migrants 
Program. Securing an airline ticket through 
this program typically takes a few days, 
thus adding to the length of a guest’s stay 
at the shelter.

A sample receipt 
is available in the 
Resource Library.

Cash Receipt/ Recibo 

Date/ Fecha:  

I, __ _,  have given Jewish Family Service of San Diego, the 

cash amount of  $_______   in return for loan to buy my airplane tickets.  

Yo, _________________, le he dado a Jewish Family Service of San Diego la siguiente cantidad 

en efectivo $____ por préstamo para la compra de mi boleto de viaje. 

Ticket Information/ Información de boleto:  

Airline/ Línea:  

Confirmation No./ Numero de Confirmación: 

Departure/ Salida:  

Guest Signature/ Firma _________________________ 

Print Name/ Nombre __________________________ 

Received by/ Recibido por ______________________________ 

Signature/ Firma ______________________________ 

GL Acct../Cuenta interna: 11-1413- 6420 
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The Travel Arrangements Process

Procuring travel arrangements can be the 
most complex service the shelter provides. 
The following general outline is an aggregate 
of instructions on how to make travel 
arrangements, taken from shelters which have 
experience coordinating travel for tens of 
thousands of asylum-seekers:

1 An initial call is made to the guest’s sponsor. 
Guests should be given a moment to 
communicate with their sponsor if they have 
not had a prior chance. Please refer to the 
Intake System chapter for more information on 
the Restoring Family Links program.

 ɨ A sponsor can be a family member, a friend, 
or a community member. Some guests 
may be reticent to provide details if the 
sponsor is undocumented, although it is 
not a requirement that sponsors have a 
certain immigration status. However, staff 
should be vigilant if it seems like the guest is 
connecting with a person they do not know 
well. This could be a red flag for a possible 
human-trafficking scenario, a delicate 
situation that should be navigated with 
caution. Shelter staff should be consulted 
to determine if they need to contact law 
enforcement. (Please see the chapter on 
Protection from Exploitation and Abuse for 
more information on human trafficking.)

 ɨ The process of buying an airplane or bus 
ticket is explained and contact information 
for the shelter is given. Staff members’ 
personal cellular telephone numbers never 
should be given out. To ensure a call is not 
missed, only provide the number of the 
dedicated shelter transportation telephone.

 ɨ Ask the family to buy bus or airplane tickets 
with departure hours between 10 a.m. 
and 10 p.m. This makes it easier to recruit 
volunteers to drive guests to the airport and 
bus station.

 ɨ Give the appropriate airport code. Example: 
departure is from El Paso, Texas (airport 
code: ELP).

 ɨ Inform the family they should NOT print the 
ticket and should not buy open bus tickets 
(“boletos abiertos” in Spanish).

2 A ticket is purchased.

 ɨ Confirm that the departure and arrival cities 
are correct.

 ɨ Confirm enough time is provided during 
layovers.

3 Receive a photograph of the confirmation 
number for the airline flight or bus (a 
photograph sent via text minimizes errors and 
helps avoid costly mistakes).

4 Schedule the departure of the guest.

5 Explain to the guest how to change flights 
or buses (see the chapter on Preparing for 
Connecting Flights/Buses).

6 Dispense care packages to everyone in the 
family.

7 Connect the guests with the driver taking 
them to the airport or bus station.

The Resource Library 
includes a sample 
telephone script used 
to arrange travel and 
a sample family travel 
information sheet 
developed by the 
IRC Welcome Center, 
as well as sample 
guidance from El 
Paso’s Annunciation 
House on making 
travel arrangements.

        Travel Arrangement Phone Script 

IMPORTANT REMINDERS 
● Remind the family that we are in city, state
● Remind the family to send us the departure date & time, confirmation number, and other

travel information to #### as a screenshot or text if possible
● Remind the family that nobody will be able to answer the phone between 9pm-9am

Hola, me llamo (your name) y soy un voluntario/a con una iglesia en city, state. No somos de 
inmigración. Estoy hablando de parte de su familiar  (client’s name)   para decirle que su familia está 
bien, están descansando y tienen comida.    

Su familia esta segura aqui, pero necesita que usted les compre un boleto de autobus por 
Greyhound, lo más pronto posible. Llame a Greyhound al 1-800-531-5332 y compre un boleto para 
(# of people) desde PHOENIX, ARIZONA para la estacion en calle (name of street). 

Necesita una tarjeta de crédito para pagar. Si solo tiene dinero en efectivo, tiene que ir a la estación 
de Greyhound más cercana antes de las 5 pm.  

Por favor, mande un texto con una foto de la confirmacion al 
numero ### para confirmar la fecha y hora del viaje.  

IF THEY ASK ABOUT BUYING AIRLINE TICKETS  
Si quiere comprar un boleto de avión, por favor solo compre vuelos que salgan después de 9 am y 
antes de 11 de la noche. El vuelo tiene que ser reservado por lo menos 4 a 5 horas antes de la hora 
de salida para poder llevarlos a tiempo al aeropuerto. 

Asegúrese que el vuelo salga de (name of local airport). El codigo es XX (code of local airport). 
¿Necesita los nombres y las fechas de nacimiento de todos? 

Algunas veces, es mas facil para llamar un agente de viaje para comprar los boletos, pero no 
tenemos los numeros de agentes en su ciudad.

Durante la noche, no podemos contestar el telefono. Si compras 
boletos para la mañana, necesitas llamar antes de 9pm aquí.

● Delta- 1-800-221-1212
● American Airlines- 1-800-633-3711 
● Southwest- 1-800-435-9792

● Frontier- 1-801-401-9000
● JetBlue- 1-800-538-2583
● United- 1-800-864-8331

IRC	WELCOME	CENTER	TRAVEL	ASSISTANCE	FORM

Name:	

Preferred	Language:	

Total	number	of	family	members:				______				 Name	&	Age	of	Family	Members	(list	all):	

Travel	Information	

Traveling	by	(Circle	One):						 		Bus		 														Air	 Family	pick-up	

Confirmation	#:		 Final	Destination	City:				

Departure	Day	and	Time:	

Arrival	Day	and	Time:	

Sponsor	contact	Information	

Name:	

City	and	State:	 	

Notes:		

Pick	up	location:	_____________________	Driver:	_______________________Pick-up	Time	at	Shelter:	_____________	

REMINDERS	FOR	TRAVEL	

REMINDERS	

à Bring	IRC	Phone	
à Ensure	family	has	food	for	each	day	of	their	journey	________	days	journey	
à Ensure	family	has	a	bottle	of	water	(and	remind	them	to	empty	if	they	are	flying)	
à Show	the	family	their	route	via	map	&	explain	any	layovers	and	transfers	

Travel & Transportation Committee 

This committee is responsible for ensuring that the refugees are able to make travel plans to reunite with their family 
members in the United States and that they are transported to the bus station or airport on time for their departures. 
This committee must work closely with the Site Director and the Shift Coordinators.  

Travel Arrangements 
o Creating a system for assisting guests with calling their family members in the United States in order

for them to make travel arrangements i.e., explain to them how to purchase plane or bus tickets.
o Training volunteers on the process of assisting guests with making travel arrangements
o Scheduling trained volunteers to assist with making travel arrangements during specific hours,

especially in the late afternoons and evenings on the days that new guests arrive.

Transportation 
o Creating a system for the transportation of refugees to the airport and bus stations. Depending on the

location of the site, it might be possible to have guests walk to the bus stations.
o Annunciation House strongly suggests that drivers plan to pick up guests departing by bus at least two

hours early and guests departing by airplane at least three hours early.
o Creating, updating, and maintaining a database of drivers and the general hours of availability who can

be called upon to transport guests to the bus stations and airports.
o Ensuring that Shift Coordinators have access to the driver database and have a clear plan in place in

order to schedule drivers as guests receive their confirmed travel plans.
o Training drivers about what they are supposed to do with their guests once they arrive at the bus

station or airport, and what they are supposed to do if there are any problems

Annunciation House has learned that making travel arrangements and finding 
drivers to transport guests to the airport and bus stations is one of the most 

difficult parts of operating a refugee hospitality center. However, it is one of the 
most important and fundamental roles of hospitality helping to reunite 

families!

Each site and every volunteer puts their own personal spin on the 
process of helping the guests to make their travel arrangements. This 

process can be difficult, but is definitely a skill that improves with 
practice. Annunciation House suggests that travel arrangement 
volunteers have very strong oral Spanish skills because it can be 

difficult understanding Spanish on the telephone, especially when 
speaking to indigenous guests and their family members who are not 

always fluent in Spanish themselves. Depending on volunteer 
availability and the numbers of guests arriving, travel arrangement 

volunteers may be able to provide detailed instructions to family 
members about how to purchase tickets; other times, there may only be 

time to provide brief information and request that the family member 
seek help elsewhere.  
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Border shelters are a critical early touch 
point along an asylum-seeker’s journey in 
the United States, during which shelter staff 
and volunteers can provide guests with 
information to help prepare them for the 
transition to their destination locations. Guests 
are empowered when they understand the 
rights and responsibilities that accompany 
immigration proceedings and the asylum 
process and when they know how to find and 
access assistance at their destination. While 
the guests’ time at a shelter may be limited, 
best practices in presenting “Know Your Rights” 
information indicate that providing people with 
an accessible amount of information and a way 
to follow up at a later point can be particularly 
helpful. Therefore, many shelters provide each 
guest with a resource packet of materials upon 
departure that guests can read during the next 
leg of their travel and reference as needed when 
questions arise later.

UNHCR created a template “onward movement 
packet” available for shelters to adopt and 
adapt to suit their guests’ needs. The packet is 
designed to be a general guide for guests as they 
navigate the immigration process and search out 
needed services in their destination community. 
The information presented is basic and, ideally, 
can be complemented with referral lists for legal 
and social services in the guest’s destination 
community (see the Case Management chapter 

for more information on wraparound support for 
asylum-seekers). This “onward movement packet” 
template has been updated and translated by 
Church World Service (CWS) into 14 languages.

Onward Movement to Destinations 
in the United States

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 4: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis know their rights 
and entitlements, have access to information and participate in 
decisions that affect them.”

The “onward 
movement 
packet” is 
available in the 
Resource 
Library.  

Welcome to the United States! 

You have been released by U.S. government officials at the 
U.S.-Mexico border. 

You have already been through a lot, but your journey is not 
over yet. 

We are giving you this small packet as a resource to help 
you while you travel to your new address.  

The information in this packet is not legal advice, and it 
does not have everything you need to know. It is only 
meant to help you get started.  

There may be other resources in your 
destination, and online, that can better 
answer your questions.   

Safe travels and best wishes!

⊳

For additional resources to supplement the 
“onward movement packet,” see the Legal 
Resources and Orientation chapter. Included 
there are various options to assist guests who 
are searching for legal and other services in 
their destination communities. The following 
examples are user-friendly and accessible in 
multiple languages.

• FindHello, a web-based and mobile
application resource created by USAHello,
connects asylum-seekers to legal-service
providers and other community resources,
including housing, healthcare, education,

UNHCR Border Shelter Toolkit

77⊲ Table of Contents

https://www.unhcr.org/601230f34
https://www.unhcr.org/600f3a3e4.pdf
https://usahello.org/about-us/findhello-app/
https://usahello.org/


and employment services. It is available in 
English, Spanish, and Arabic.

• The Church World Service (CWS) Resource
Call Center is a free hotline for asylum-
seekers in English and Spanish (with additional
interpretation available). Asylum-seekers can call
the hotline at 1-800-375-1433 to be connected
to legal and social services in their community.
Flyer available in the Resource Library.

• The Canopy Hotline is a free service operated
by the Refugee and Immigrant Center for
Education and Legal Services (RAICES) to
connect migrants to social services in their
area and provide assistance with common
challenges, such as school enrollment and
local transportation. Users can call or text the
hotline at 1-800-437-3071.

In the context of COVID-19, it is also important to 
provide guests with information about COVID-19-
related resources in their destination community, 

including contacts with local public health 
authorities. The following organizations have 
collected COVID-19 resources for immigrant and 
refugee populations:

• USAHello has developed and collected
extensive information on staying healthy and
how to access healthcare, Know Your Rights
during the pandemic, and other COVID-
19-related information, available in many
languages.

• The Asylum Seeker Advocacy Project (ASAP)
has compiled information for asylum-seekers,
including community support and health
resources, and updates from immigration
authorities on changes in response to
COVID-19.

• Refugee Council USA has compiled a list of
print and audio/visual resources from various
sources on health as well as relief and legal
resources related to COVID-19.

The view departing 
southern California.  
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One of the biggest challenges shelter guests 
face during the next leg of their trip (i.e. from 
the shelter to their destination) is navigating 
an airport or bus station for their connecting 
flight or bus. While many asylum-seekers travel 
great distances to seek safety in the United 
States, the experience of navigating busy 
airport or bus terminals in another language 
can be intimidating, particularly for those 
guests who have never flown on an airplane 
before or even used an escalator. To prepare 
guests for the journey ahead and to try to ease 
their apprehensions, many shelters provide 
information on what to expect during their 
onward travel. Many shelters provide guests 
with clear instructions on their travel itinerary 
and explain how travelers can ask for help.

Orientation on Navigating 
Airport and Bus Terminals

In order to familiarize guests with the spaces 
and practices they will navigate during their 
onward movement to destination locations, 
some shelters have made use of video guides 
and have developed their own information 
sheets to use with guests at the shelter. The 
topics addressed typically include how to read 
an airplane or bus ticket, where/how connecting 
travel information is displayed, and the process 

Preparing for Connecting Flights/Buses
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

of passing through security checkpoints. 
Explaining the security process to guests, 
including that their bags and person will be 
searched, is critical to avoiding confusion and to 
mitigating the anxiety that asylum-seekers may 
experience. Resources used by shelters include 
the following:

• A playlist of Spanish language videos that
orient individuals traveling by airplane and by
bus, created by New Mexico Hospitality, based
in Las Cruces, New Mexico;

• A presentation on bus tickets, which are often
difficult to understand due to the many legs
of a journey, created by Casa Alitas in Tucson,
Arizona;

• A handout (below) describing the departures
board at an airport, developed by Annunciation
House in El, Paso, Texas.

This handout 
describing the 
departures 
board is 
available in 
the Resource 
Library.

⊳
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Tools During Travel

In addition to an orientation on what to expect 
during the trip, common practices the shelters 
employ to ensure guests are able to make their 
connections include:

• Giving each guest a folder to safeguard their 
immigration and travel documents;

• Providing a handout with transfer information 
in the guest’s native language so that it is 
easily referenced during transit;

• Attaching a simple note in English to the 
outside of the folder that asks for assistance 
and provides the connecting flight/bus 
information;

• Suppling the guests with a letter to airport or 
bus station staff requesting assistance, in case 
needed;

• Requesting airline assistance ahead of time with 
finding a connecting gate or the baggage claim 
area (this can be done when booking the flight 
and the request is marked on the ticket);

• Requesting an escort pass at the ticket 
counter so that shelter staff or volunteers can 
accompany guests through the Transportation 
Security Administration’s (TSA) security 
checkpoint all the way to the departure gate;

• Establishing contact with local TSA 
representatives and liaising to develop 
practices for handling guests’ immigration 
identification documents.

Sample forms and letters are available in the Resource Library:

A travel itinerary 
developed by Border 
Servant Corps in Las 
Cruces, New Mexico.

⊳ A travel assistance 
form developed by 
Jewish Family Service 
of San Diego (JFS) for 
the San Diego Rapid 
Response Network 
Migrant Shelter in 
California.

A sample letter 
to TSA officials, 
developed by JFS.

Date:	 PICK UP TIME     	
Staff	/Volunteer:	  

▢  FD ▢  FR	 ▢ 	QC 
Name: Name: Name: 
Revised 1.19.2020 

SC:  
TRAVEL ASSISTANCE FORM 

The following passengers NEED TRAVEL ASSITANCE GETTING TO THEIR DESTINATION. They 
may have a language barrier and/or may not read. They need help finding connecting flights or bus changes. 
Important travel and contact information are included below. For further assistance contact the Point of Contact 
listed below or 858-361-8872. 

MY NAME IS: _____________________________________________________________________ 

PREFERRED LANGUAGE IS: _______________________________________________________ 

Name:  Age:  

Name:  Age: 

Name:  Age: 

Name:  Age: 

 
 

POINT OF CONTACT INFORMATION (POC) 
Name:                                                                                     Relationship: 

 

Address:                                                                                  Phone #: 

 

TRAVEL INFORMATION (please select one) 

▢ 	GROUND 
 

   GREYHOUND                    AMTRAK 
 
   FAMILY PICK UP:             VEHICLE MAKE & COLOR: 
 

▢  AIR 
 
   AIRLINE: 
 

  TERMINAL:               1                     2 

Confirmation #: Destination: Luggage: 
                                Quantity          Size/Weight    
   
Personal Items 
        
      Carry-ons                                       
 
Checked Bags                         
(paid / not paid) 
 
 
▢  CM ▢  OPS ▢  VC 
Name: Name: Name: 

Departure: Date: Time: 

Arrival: Date: Time: 

Flight #: Layover(s): 

 

  

Shelter 24/7 Line: 858-361-8872   Immigration Legal Services: 858-637-3365 

 

TSA Employee,  

 

The individual(s) standing in front of you have recently been discharged from a U.S. immigration 

detention facility and must cross the country to present themselves for an ICE check-in 

approximately two weeks from now. 

They are currently showing you all of their identifications in their possession, which should be 

adequate for them to be able to be searched in Secure Flight. Please find them in Secure Flight 

and then allow entry if cleared. 

There may be an American citizen accompanying this person (or persons) that would like to take 

them to the gate, as this may be their first time in an airport. If this is possible, please allow it. 

 

Thank you. 
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When regularly receiving asylum-seekers, 
shelters spend a significant amount of time each 
day facilitating their guests’ departures as they 
journey on toward their destinations across the 
United States. Shelters have developed a variety 
of practices to manage guest departures that 
are tailored to their specific contexts, taking 
into account the guests’ needs, the shelter’s 
resources, and the shelter’s proximity to airports 
and bus stations.

The primary task, of course, is the guests’ actual 
transport to the airport or bus station from 
which they will depart. Shelters have employed 
a range of methods, including the use of a 
shelter-owned passenger van, volunteer drivers 
(see the chapter on Onboarding and Training 
Procedures for Staff and Volunteers regarding 
background checks), a private shuttle service, 
ride share services, and public transportation. 
Any transportation plan must account for the 
safe transportation of children, including the use 
of age- and weight-appropriate car or booster 
seats in private and shelter-owned vehicles.

To manage guests’ questions as they await 
their departure from the shelter, many shelters 
have used monitors or whiteboards to display 
the upcoming departure times, which help 
reduce guests’ anxiety about missing a flight or 
bus. Coupling the departure board with clocks 
positioned around the shelter helps guests feel 
a degree of control during the transit process. 
Depending on the mode of transportation to 
the airport or bus station, it is important that the 
departing guests are introduced to the driver 
and are informed as to where they are being 
driven and how long the trip to the airport or bus 
station is expected to take. To ensure children 
are safely transported, shelters maintain a supply 

Transport to Airport and Bus Stations
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

of car and booster seats that can be borrowed 
for use in private vehicles.

To ensure that guests are prepared and 
equipped for the travel ahead, shelters typically:

• Provide a folder containing their immigration 
paperwork and travel documents.

• Include a resource folder, including an 
“onward movement packet” (see the Onward 
Movement chapter), legal referrals, and any 
other applicable community service referrals.

• Give the guests a care package with enough 
food for the duration of the trip (see the 
Meal Planning chapter). When supplies are 
available, a small blanket, coloring books 
with crayons or other children’s activities, and 
homemade English vocabulary flashcards may 
be included.

• Ensure the guests have all of their personal 
belongings, having been advised of the 
luggage weight restrictions and costs for 
checked luggage. Jewish Family Service of 
San Diego (JFS) developed a basic guide to 
each airline’s luggage restrictions and fees, 
available in various languages in the Resource 
Library.

A luggage guide 
developed by JFS 
is available in the 
Resource Library.

 

 

 

Pe rsona l: 

$0

Ca rry-On
$0

Che cke d :
- 2 maletas gratis
- 2 bagaj pou gratis
- 2 багажа бесплатно
- 2 bagagem grátis
- 2 bagages gratuits

- 2 hành lý miễn phí
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Shelters have employed various approaches to 
ensure the check-in and security processes run 
smoothly once a guest arrives at the airport or 
bus station. When guest numbers are particularly 
high, the Las Cruces, New Mexico Border 
Servant Corps stations a volunteer at the airport 
or bus terminal to receive traveling shelter 
guests and to help them check-in. Various 
shelters have requested Transportation Security 
Agency (TSA) provide escort passes that allow 
shelter volunteers to accompany guests through 
the airport security process and all the way to 
their gates. As a standard precaution, shelters 
arrange travel to the airport or bus station so 
that guests have ample time to check-in and go 
through the security checkpoints, knowing that 
the process may be unfamiliar for the guests and 
also take longer than usual due to the guest’s 
immigration paperwork.

If a shelter runs into consistent challenges 
with a travel company or staff at a bus station 
or airport, shelter staff have found success 
in improving services through the corporate 
administration for the company. For example, 
some shelters were able to secure a travel 
company’s agreement to designate its regional 
manager as “on-call” to address repeated 
challenges and liaise with its headquarters. 
Also, some shelters, working through their U.S. 
Congressional Representatives, communicated 
with the “Governmental Liaisons” for each airline 
to obtain escort passes for their volunteers. It is 
important to note that whenever concerns arise, 
documenting as much information as possible 
about the incident (i.e. date, time, location(s), 
names and titles of all involved, and as detailed a 
description of the event as possible) is essential 
to their resolution.

Two examples of guidance for volunteer 
drivers accompanying guests to the airport 
or bus station are available in the Resource 
Library, developed by the International Rescue 
Committee (IRC) Welcome Center in Phoenix, 
Arizona and Annunciation House in El Paso, 
Texas.

Guidance for 
volunteer drivers 
developed by the IRC 
Welcome Center.

Travel Coordination:  
Protocols for transport of families to airport/bus 

● Verify date, time and means of travel
● Notify family members of mode of transportation, departure time and ask them to gather

their belongings for travel to airport/bus station. (Make sure families have their chargers
for the ankle bracelets and their order of release from ICE)

○ If the family is traveling by airplane; luggage must fit carryon dimensions and 
each passenger can have one carryon and one personal item. Notify family of 
travel restrictions in regards to sharp objects, razors, liquids (nothing over 2oz.),
toothpaste (nothing over 2.5oz.), no drinks.

○ If the family is traveling by bus; luggage must fit in the overhead compartment or
under the seat in front (same as the airlines). There are no travel restrictions in 
regards to liquids etc...

○ Ask the family if they need any baby bottles and or formula, diapers and wipes
etc...

● Prepare sack lunches for each member of the family
○ If traveling by airplane; do not include any snacks with liquid i.e...fruit cups

etc… (squeezable applesauce and baby food are OK) 
○ Take into consideration that the family may have a layover, especially if they are

travelling cross country so pack accordingly, extra sandwiches etc.... Food and
drinks are very expensive at the airport.

○ The family will not be able to take full water bottles through TSA so you will need 
to include empty water bottles or refillable water bottles that the family will be 
able to refill once they pass through TSA.

The exception to the water bottle rule is if the family includes a child that still drinks from 
a baby bottle. TSA will let a full baby bottle go through and may or may not let a bottle of 
water go through so let them know it is for baby formula. 

○ If traveling by Bus; prepare two sack lunches per family member per day of
travel. There are no food or water restrictions for bus travel. Ask family how many
bottles of water they would like to take with them on the bus or provide them with 
a refillable water bottle if possible, educate the family on the ability to refill the 
water bottles at various stops along their route. They will request fewer water
bottles and therefore reduce the weight that they will have to carry.

● Prepare Van for travel
○ Verify the ages of the children traveling and stock vehicle with age appropriate 

car seats..
○ Physically guide families(many of them) through seat belt protocol.

⊳

Guidance for 
volunteer drivers to 
the airport or the bus 
station developed 
by the Annunciation 
House.
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Guidelines for Volunteer Drivers: Airport 
 

 Please do not take pictures of the guests in order to respect their privacy and dignity. 
 You will receive a white travel slip for each family you will be transporting. The slip will have the family member’s names, 

number of people, airline, and confirmation number. Please keep this travel slip safe you will need it once you arrive at the 
airport 

 Park in the airport parking lot and walk the guests into the airport and to their airline ticket counter
 Use the ticket kiosks to try to print the guests’ tickets. If this does not work, wait in line with the guests at their ticket 

counter. Once you get to the ticket counter, hand the employee the white travel slip with the confirmation number. The 
guest will need to show their immigration paperwork to receive the tickets. 

 You do NOT need to stay with the guests until their airplane arrives. However, if you do want to accompany the guest all 
the way to their gate, you may ask for a “gate pass” at the ticket counter with a valid ID. This is not required.  

 If you do not feel comfortable with your Spanish ability, ask the ticket counter employee to please explain the connections 
to the guest. Afterwards, if possible, explain the connections to the guest again and try to check for comprehension. 
o Explain to them that the airplane will only have one stop, and that everyone gets off at that stop. Also explain to 

them that when they get off the airplane, to look for someone with a uniform on who can help them find their 
connecting gate. 

o Explain that in some airports (Dallas, Denver, Atlanta, Chicago), they may have to take a FREE train to get to their 
connecting gate and to not be worried, just ask for directions and help.  

o Explain that there are generally more good people in the world than bad people and that the guests should ask for 
help if they do not know what flight to take—it is better to feel embarrassed than to miss your flight. 

 Point out the bathrooms and the water fountains. Explain that tap water is safe to drink in all of the United States. 
Explain that the water in the sink is automatic and turns on if they wave their hands under the tap. 

 Point out the electrical outlets and explain that the guests can use that electricity to charge their ankle bracelets without
having to pay; they can also use the outlets for free at any other airports.  

 Security Preparation 
o Hand the guest their tickets and ask them to take out their immigration paperwork—that should be all they have in 

their hands when they go through security. 
o Explain to the guests that they must take off shoes, belt and go through metal detector; therefore, ask them that 

they take *everything* out of their pockets and put it in their bags. 
o Explain to the guests that they will be “patted-down” (touched) and all of their things will be inspected. 

 Because of their immigration status, TSA security does a special check called “modified.” 
o Therefore, please take the guests up the escalator and then go to the “Priority Access” Line on the right and ask the 

guests to stand against the wall of reflective windows that look like mirrors.  
o Then notify a TSA agent that you have “modifieds” with you, and tell them how many adult (over 18) males and 

females need the modified check.  
 (e.g., “Hi! How are you? I’ve brought you two female modifieds and one male modified.”).  

o This way, TSA will prepare to do the special screening. 
o Border Patrol will likely also check their paperwork; tell them not to be worried.  
o At that point, you can leave or go through security with your gate pass.  

 Problems 
o Sometimes there are problems with the tickets. Do your best to solve these problems depending on your 

availability—for example, you might need to call the sponsor to get the correct confirmation code because it 
was written down wrong. 

o Sometimes, however, the problems are not easily solvable—such as when the sponsor accidentally buys the 
ticket from the wrong city. In these cases, help as much as possible and then feel free to bring the guest back 
to the shelter and let the volunteer on shift know what happened.  

35 

Guidelines for Volunteer Drivers: Bus Stations 
 

 Please remember that some of our guests have never traveled in the U.S. before and are nervous about 
getting lost.  

 Please do not take pictures of the guests in order to respect their privacy and dignity.  
 You will receive a white travel slip for each family you will be transporting. The card will have the family 

member’s names, number of people, Bus Company, and confirmation number. Please keep this travel slip 
safe you will need it once you arrive at the bus station. 

 Park in the bus station parking lot. (Greyhound, El Tornado, Los Paisanos, Limousines)  
 Wait in line with the guests. Once you get to the ticket counter, hand the employee the white travel slip with 

the confirmation number. 
 The guest will need to show their immigration paperwork and sign for the tickets; if they cannot sign, they

can mark an “X” 
 Ask the ticket counter employee to please explain the connections to the guest. Afterwards, explain the 

connections to the guest again and try and check for comprehension 
o You do NOT need to stay with the guests until their bus arrives.  

 Take the guest into the bus station waiting room and point out the bathrooms and the water fountains. 
Explain that tap water is safe to drink in all of the United States.  

 Point out the electrical outlets and explain that the guests can use that electricity to charge their ankle 
bracelets without having to pay; they can also use the outlets for free at any other bus stations. Most 
Greyhound busses do not have outlets on the bus (Tornado busses do have outlets). 

 Explain that the Border Patrol is going to board the bus after about an hour-and-a-half and that they should 
not be scared. All they have to do is show them their immigration paperwork.  

 Explain that there are generally more good people in the world than bad people and that the guests should ask for
help if they do not know what bus to take—it is better to feel embarrassed than to miss your bus. 

 Additional Greyhound Tips 
o Explain that their bus will likely board 10-20 minutes before the time listed on their ticket. Point out 

the clock in the cafeteria and the clock by the ticket counter in case they do not have a watch.  
o Point out the loudspeaker in the ceiling and explain that the guest must listen for their bus to be 

called—if they cannot understand what was said over the loudspeaker, they should go and ask at the 
ticket counter.  

o Explain that Greyhound busses do not have assigned seats—they are allowed to sit anywhere on the 
bus once they board. People get to choose their seats based on where they were in line waiting to get 
on the bus. If they are parents, they are allowed to go to the front of the line to board the bus first.  

 Problems 
o Sometimes there are problems with the tickets. Do your best to solve these problems depending on your 

availability—for example, you might need to call the sponsor to get the correct confirmation code because it 
was written down wrong. 

o Sometimes, however, the problems are not easily solvable—such as when the sponsor accidentally buys the 
ticket from the wrong city. In these cases, help as much as possible and then feel free to bring the guest back 
to the shelter and let the volunteer on shift know what happened.  
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A “helping hand” wall displaying 
supportive messages from volunteers 
at the San Diego Rapid Response 
Network Migrant Shelter in San 
Diego, California.
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The present section outlines key considerations 
when working with vulnerable populations. Whether 
due to the underlying harm experienced that led to 
an asylum-seeker’s flight from their home country, 
the perilousness of the journey, the uncertainty 
and fear while in immigration custody, or the mere 
fact of displacement, the guests served by shelters 
have endured much prior to their arrival and come 
to the shelter without the protection and familiarity 
of extended family and community. Tailoring shelter 
operations and services to the needs of the guests 
helps ensure a safe and welcoming environment for 
those in need of respite.

Working with 
Vulnerable 
Populations
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A Nicaraguan asylum seeker stands 
in temporary lodgings in a border 

community in Costa Rica. 



Mental Health & Psychosocial Support 
for Families at the US-Mexico Border

A Field 
Guide

When working with vulnerable populations such 
as asylum-seekers, shelters play an important, 
albeit brief, role in attending to the mental health 
and psychosocial support (MHPSS) needs of 
their guests. Embedding a MHPSS perspective 
throughout a shelter operation works to promote 
guests’ wellbeing and bolsters the work shelters 
do to meet the guests’ immediate physical 
needs, orient and inform them of their rights, and 
connect them with their families.

UNICEF’s field guide, Mental Health and 
Psychosocial Support for Families at the U.S.-
Mexico Border, speaks to the particular context 
of shelters along the U.S. southern border, the 
populations they receive, and how the guests’ 

Mental Health and Psychosocial Support
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 1: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 8:  
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive the 
assistance they require from competent and well-managed staff 
and volunteers.”

mental health and psychosocial responses may 
manifest:

Migrants and refugees often faced extreme 

hardships and danger in their countries of origin 

and during their journeys. Disruption to familiar 

ways of life, lack of information, uncertainty 

about immigration status, potential hostility, 

changing policies, undignified and protracted 

detention all add to migrants’ already heavy 

burden of stress.

Forced migration erodes pre-migration 

protective support, such as those provided by 

extended family, and may challenge cultural, 

religious and gender identities. Forced 

migration requires multiple adaptations in short 

periods of time. People, especially but not only 

children, become more vulnerable to abuse 

and neglect. Pre-existing psychosocial and 

mental health problems can be exacerbated. 

Importantly, the ways in which people are 

received and how protection and assistance is 

provided may induce or aggravate problems. […]

Migrants and refugees can experience a 

range of mental health and psychosocial 

responses to their situation. They may feel 

overwhelmed, confused or distressed, and 

experience extreme fear and worries, outbursts 
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of strong emotions such as anger and sadness, 

nightmares and other sleep problems. Initially, 

on immediate arrival to their destinations, some 

may experience joy and elation. Many are 

affected by multiple losses and are grieving for 

places and life left behind.

Refugees and migrants may feel fearful, 

anxious, numb or detached. Some may have 

reactions that affect their functioning and 

thinking capacities, thereby undermining their 

ability to care for themselves and their families. 

It is important to realize that many stress 

responses are natural ways in which the body 

and mind react to stressors and should not be 

considered abnormal.

The effects of stress can be buffered by basic 

services, safety, and social support. Most 

emotional suffering is directly related to current 

stresses, worries and uncertainty about the 

future. Being a migrant does not, therefore, by 

itself, make one significantly more vulnerable 

to mental disorders. Rather, migrants can be 

exposed to various stress factors that influence 

their mental health and psychosocial wellbeing. 

These are normal responses to abnormal 

situations.9

The full field guide contains information 
on the general principles of MHPSS for 
asylum-seeking families, resources for 
training and supporting staff and volunteers 
in their role supporting families, and best 
practices shelter organizations, staff, and 
volunteers can employ to maintain their 
own wellbeing. For more information 
on staff and volunteer self-care, please 
refer to the Secondary Trauma/Resiliency 
Training sub-section of the Onboarding 
and Training Procedures chapter. 

One component of MHPSS in a shelter is a 
trauma-informed care approach to engaging 
with guests. Such an approach recognizes 
the potential presence of trauma symptoms 
among the shelter’s guests (or even staff and 
volunteers) and requires appropriate adaptation 
of shelter practices to avoid re-traumatization 
and to ensure services are accessible. The 
following chart from the Institute on Trauma 
and Trauma-Informed Care at the University 
of Buffalo lays out five guiding principles of 
trauma-informed care.10
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Another important component of MHPSS in 
a shelter context is the use of Psychological 
Fist Aid (PFA), which provides a framework for 
a compassionate and practical response to 
individuals who recently have experienced an 
extremely distressing event. The World Health 
Organization’s publication, Psychological first 
aid: Guide to field workers, states that PFA 
seeks to support individuals in a way that 
respects their dignity, culture, and abilities. 
The guide lays out the principles behind PFA, 
how to deliver PFA responsibly, how to care for 
oneself, and case scenarios to practice. For a 
quick reference material, the pocket guide is 
available here. For additional information on 
building cultural competence into programming, 
see the report commissioned by the Center for 
Mental Health Services within the Department 
of Health and Human Services, Developing 
Cultural Competence in Disaster Mental 
Health Programs: Guiding Principles and 
Recommendations, available here.

While PFA is designed as an immediate, safe 
response to an individual who has recently 
experienced a distressing event, a more 
direct intervention at the shelter is generally 
not advisable when follow-up counseling is 
not available or guaranteed on site or at their 
destination location. Intrusive questions asked 
without the time or expert services in place 
to support the guest as they work through 
their emotional response may violate the 
humanitarian imperative to “do no harm.” See 
the Protection from Exploitation and Abuse 
chapter for additional information.

There are many ways that shelters have 
designed their spaces, established rules, and 
delivered services with the guests’ perspectives 
and needs as the guiding principle. The following 
examples illustrate steps shelters have taken 
to make their space feel more inviting, provide 
information so that guests are informed and feel 
a measure of control, and establish rules with 
guest safety in mind:

• Provide signage (with both words and pictures)
so guests can navigate the building easily and
without being dependent upon others.

• Post daily schedules and digital clocks (using
military time) in visible locations to restore a
sense of control.

• Decorate the shelter with colorful artwork and
murals. Including culturally significant symbols
that are immediately recognizable can convey
a sense of safety and security to guests upon
their arrival.

• Display an “About Us” bulletin board with
photographs and names of shelter staff
members and regular volunteers.

• Enforce the “no photography” policy.

• Screen age-appropriate movies that are
available in multiple languages, such as
animated films.

• Offer childcare so that parents can participate
in “Know Your Rights” presentations or other
group sessions designed for adults.

• Create “inspiration walls” with messages of
hope and encouragement from community
members, past guests, staff, and volunteers.
The photograph on page 89 shows a “helping
hand” wall in which volunteers write supportive
messages on cut-outs of their hands.

• Create safe spaces for guests to parent their
children. Experiences in detention and moving
through government processes wherein a
parent is not in control may erode a parent’s
authority. Simple gestures, such as asking a
parent’s permission before offering help or
even a treat (i.e. a toy, candy, a movie) to a
child, are important markers of respect for
the parent’s authority. Similarly, when staff
and volunteers provide services (such as
interpretation during a medical screening),
it is critical that questions about a child are
answered by the parent. “Understanding that
parents are the experts on their own children
creates an environment of respect.”11
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A mural depicting a hummingbird, a 
common symbol in many cultures, including 
in the Aztec tradition, at the San Diego 
Rapid Response Network Migrant Shelter.
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In the United States, in the months and (often) 
years leading to a final adjudication of an asylum 
case, an asylum-seeker will navigate the many 
challenges of starting a new life in a new city 
with a new language. When available, case 
management is an excellent tool to ensure 
asylum-seekers do not have to navigate the 
challenges alone and to connect asylum-seekers 
to specialized resources. As explained by the 
International Rescue Committee (IRC) San Diego,

Case management is defined as a systematic 

process to respond to an individual’s needs in a 

timely manner that is appropriate for the client’s 

age, gender, culture and developmental stage. 

In the case management process, a trained 

and supervised caseworker collaboratively 

assesses the needs, strengths and wishes of 

the client, and when appropriate, the client’s 

family members. Caseworkers may provide 

direct support or refer to other services 

available in the context.12

Case Management
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 6: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive coordinated, 
complementary assistance.”

Asylum-seekers face particular challenges when 
trying to meet their basic needs, in part because 
they must wait one year from filing their asylum 
application to apply for a work authorization 
document. Therefore, a case manager who has 
expertise in assisting asylum-seekers access 
available help while awaiting an outcome on 
their case can offer transformative support. 
Fortunately, there are a number of organizations 
that provide case management services for 
asylum-seekers in common destination cities 
across the country. These include organizations 
that traditionally have provided case 
management services to resettled refugees and 
some legal service organizations that offer case 
management to the clients they are representing 
on immigration matters.

The IRC San Diego 
handout, “Case 
Management: The 
Basics,” is available in 
the Resource Library.

IRC San Diego   
Case Management: The Basics 

From Harm To Home  |  Rescue.org San Diego Access and Crisis Line: (888) 724-7240 
 

The basics: Case management is defined as a systematic process to respond to an individual’s 
needs in a timely manner that is appropriate for the client’s age, gender, culture and developmental 
stage. In the case management process, a trained and supervised caseworker collaboratively 
assesses the needs, strengths and wishes of the client, and when appropriate, the client’s family 
members. Caseworkers may provide direct support or refer to other services available in the 
context. Caseworkers arrange, coordinate, monitor, evaluate and advocate for multiple services to 
be provided to the client to meet their specific, and often complex, needs. A comprehensive case 
management approach requires coordination and referral options among and between service 
providers in order to ensure a protective and holistic response. International Rescue Committee 
(IRC) adheres to a Strengths Based and Trauma-Informed approach to all services including case 
management, recognizing the agency and self-determination of our clients, as well as recognizing 
clients as the expert in their own experiences and needs.  

Case management entails: 
 The creation of a professional relationship with a client in which there are clearly defined roles, 

responsibilities, and boundaries aimed at building upon client strengths and resources to achieve the 
client’s goals. The professional relationship includes: 

o Providing services within scope of service and during business hours 
o Securing permission from client(s) via a signed Authorization to Release Information to share or 

obtain information regarding the client(s) as is necessary for service provision.
o Closing case when complete or no longer appropriate to client needs

 Intake: Determining a person’s eligibility to access case management through a particular program
o Do they meet program/donor requirements (e.g live in San Diego, meet certain demographic 

requirements, etc.)
o Do the issues with which they need assistance fall under the program’s “scope of work”  (i.e.

what the program is funded/contracted to do)  IF YES, the next step is:

 Assessment: Learning about a client(s)’ resources, needs, challenges/barriers and priorities 

 Case Planning: Making a plan (at IRC this is the Individual Support Plan, or ISP) in collaboration with
the client(s) that includes 

o Goals to address each identified client need that the program can address
o Objectives to be completed to progress toward the goal, including the person(s) to whom each 

objective is assigned and timelines as appropriate to the objective, e.g.
 Additional internal services
 External services
 External resources 
 Internal resources 

⊳

For a list of case management services or to 
find out if such services are available in any 
given community, asylum-seekers or their 
advocates can contact the Church World 
Service (CWS) Resource Call Center toll 
free at 1-800-375-1433. The CWS Resource 
Call Center is operated in English and 
Spanish (interpretation available for other 
languages) and connects asylum-seekers 
to legal and social service providers across 
the country. CWS Resource Call Center 
flyers are available in six languages in the 
Resource Library.
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Case management services can unlock certain 
resources for guests.  For example, for guests 
facing uncertain housing arrangements at their 
destination locations, Airbnb’s Open Homes 
Initiative pairs hosts with asylum-seekers and 
refugees in need of temporary housing. Now an 
independent nonprofit organization, Airbnb.org 
works with partner nonprofit organizations that 
refer clients to the Open Homes program and 
also provide support to the hosts during a stay. 

Shelter best practices include directly referring 
guests to such services where available 
or otherwise ensuring that available case 
management services are included in the 
“onward movement” packet. See the Onward 
Movement chapter for more information. 

If a guest discloses that they are a torture 
survivor, it is especially important that they are 
connected with specific services designed to 
support their recovery. 

• The National Consortium of Torture Treatment 
Programs maintains a list by state of member 
organizations that provide specialized services 
to victims of torture. 

• A map of healing centers in the United States 
is available here. 

• The Center for Victims of Torture provides 
resources for survivors.

Various shelters have incorporated case 
management services into their programing, 
particularly for asylum-seekers who remain 
at the shelter beyond a brief stay or in the 
community where the shelter is located. For 
example, La Posada Providencia in San Benito, 
Texas has case managers on staff who work 
with the longer-term guests, while Safe Harbors 
Network in San Diego, California and the IRC 
Welcome Center in Phoenix, Arizona each have 
partnered with the local IRC office to provide 
case management services to guests remaining 
at the shelter or in the community which address 
their long-term needs.

More detailed information regarding public 
benefits available to asylum-seekers in each 
state can be accessed via this resource, 
“Mapping Public Benefits for Asylum-seekers in 
the States.” 

FIRST STEPS
An LIRS Guide for Refugees, 
Asylum Seekers, and Migrants 
Released from Detention

ANGELA EDMAN

Asylum-seekers who are unable to access case management services 
can benefit from a comprehensive resource developed by the Lutheran 
Immigration and Refugee Service, First Steps: An LIRS Guide for Refugees, 
Asylum Seekers, and Migrants Released from Detention. First Steps 
provides important information on legal rights, responsibilities, and eligibility 
for services and benefits (such as healthcare and education) depending on 
immigration status.

• The full guide in English can be found here.

• The full guide in Spanish can be found here. 

• The condensed supplement in English can be found here. 

• The condensed supplement in Spanish can be found here. 
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When planning to shelter families, it is important 
to address the specific needs of children of all 
ages. Their safety and health needs, as well 
as appropriate trauma responses, differ from 
adults’ and therefore require support specifically 
designed for children. When serving children 
in families, it is important to prioritize creating 
child-friendly spaces, implementing activities 
designed for children, and supporting parents so 
their children can thrive.

Organizations such as Save the Children and 
UNICEF have helpful guidance, trainings, and 
material resources to support children in a 
shelter context. Acknowledging the unique 
needs of children, these resources address how 
to create “child-friendly” spaces and activities 
as well as how to ensure the shelter services 
provide support to the whole family and are in 
line with the principle of “do no harm.”

Child-Friendly Spaces

Child-friendly spaces are designated areas 
within shelters for children to play and socialize 
in a safe, supportive setting. The Child-Friendly 
Spaces program, an initiative of Save the 
Children’s humanitarian work in emergencies, 
is designed to ensure that children in shelters 
have an outlet wherein they feel safe to be 
children and can participate in a program of 
activities created for them. The Child-Friendly 
Spaces program, managed and supervised by 
trained staff, also offers parents an important 
reprieve, allowing them to participate fully in 
“Know Your Rights” presentations and other 
sessions organized by the shelter as well as to 
attend to their own needs. Save the Children has 
partnered successfully with various shelters to 

Children
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 1: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs.”

implement the program, including the Deming 
Shelter and the Las Cruces Asylum Shelter, both 
in New Mexico. Whether in partnership with 
Save the Children or organized and managed 
by shelter staff and volunteers, creating child-
friendly spaces are vital to providing a sense of 
normalcy for children, for temporarily relieving 
some of the immediate pressure on parents, and 
to help shelters serve all their guests.

Children’s Activities

Shelters have developed creative and easy-to-
implement ways to make children feel included 
and welcome in the shelter space, such as:

• Involving children in painting projects to
decorate the shelter with colorful artwork and
murals;

• Offering personal arts and crafts projects,
such as painting a “worry rock” that children
can take with them on the next leg of their
trip (this provides them a sensory object onto
which they can direct their worries while
reminding them of community support);

• Screening movies in Spanish and other
languages spoken by guests;

For more information 
on the Child-Friendly 
Spaces program, see 
the flyer available in 
the Resource Library.

Child-Friendly Spaces is Save the Children’s 
signature emergency response program in the 
United States and around the world, meeting a 
Common Standard of Mass Care in Domestic 
Disaster Response that helps ensure children 
are safe and protected in shelters and other 
locations where families congregate during 
disasters.

THE NEED 
Emergency evacuation shelters usually place children 
and their families together with strangers in cramped 
quarters that lack learning materials, toys, safe places to 
play and activities for children. Child-Friendly Spaces are 
a critical component in providing support to children 
and families in temporary locations following a disaster. 
The program’s structured, supervised activities offer 
needed comfort to children who are used to daily rou-
tines, they strengthen children’s resilience, and they help 
them begin to cope. These spaces also provide a forum 
for sharing valuable child safety and recovery informa-
tion with families when they need it most.

AN INNOVATIVE SOLUTION

Save the Children’s Child-Friendly Spaces program:
•    Gives children a sense of normalcy and community

when their lives are disrupted by disasters
•    Provides children with a safe, designated area where

they can play, socialize and express themselves under
the supervision of caring, trained adults

•    Helps children interact with peers, build self-esteem
and begin the recovery process by working through
their emotions and building on their natural resilience

•   Enables parents to have time to register for emergency
assistance and start to re-establish their lives.

In partnership with the American Red Cross,  
Save the Children has prepositioned Child-Friendly 
Spaces kits in high-risk areas across the U.S. to support 
our Child-Friendly Spaces program. Kit materials include 
age-appropriate, fun, activities items, such as jump ropes, 
books, toys, arts and craft supplies and board games.

Save the Children offers Child-Friendly Spaces train-
ing that supports emergency leaders, organizations 
and communities in meeting the needs of children in 
disasters. The training includes best practices on site 
selection, organization and set-up of the spaces, gives 
guidance for addressing children’s unique needs, and 
promotes child safety and well-being while in tempo-
rary locations. The Child-Friendly Spaces program, 
also referred to as temporary respite care for children, 
helps communities meet the Common Standards of 
Mass Care in Domestic Emergency Response.

Every day. In times of crisis. For our future.

Child-Friendly Spaces
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N When crisis strikes,  

we do whatever it takes 
to keep children safe, 
so they can cope with 
their losses, recover 
and get back to being 
kids again.

Since Hurricane Katrina, 
Save the Children has 
served more than 1 million 
children affected by U.S. 
emergencies.

With nearly 100 years of 
emergency response expe-
rience, we are committed to 
ensuring the unique needs 

of children are met before, 
during and after disasters. 
Through advocacy, part-
nerships and the Get Ready 
Get Safe initiative, Save the 
Children helps U.S. com-
munities better protect and 
support children in times  
of disaster.

OUR COMMITMENT 

899 North Capitol 
Street, NE, Suite 900 
Washington, DC 20002 

800-Save the Children 
SavetheChildren.org/USA
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• Creating indoor and outdoor playrooms 
furnished with books and favorite toys (like 
dolls, building blocks, kites, and scooters).

Save the Children has developed and collected 
various materials to entertain and educate 
children during their shelter stay. These include 
learning activities by age group, Spanish 
language videos on a range of topics, a 
curated list of free educational websites and 
applications, and many other resources available 
here. In conjunction with Border Servant Corps, 
Save the Children created a coloring book in 
English and Spanish called “Let’s Go!” that takes 
children through the steps of their journey and 
includes simple lessons on topics including their 
stay at a shelter, traveling by airplane and bus, 
and safe drinking water. The coloring book is a 
fun resource to use during a shelter stay or to 
include with crayons in a child’s care package 
intended for their onward journey to their 
family’s destination community.

Support for Parents

One of the primary ways to ensure children feel 
safe and cared for is to make sure their parents 
or other caregivers are equipped and supported 
and thereby able to care for their children. 
Save the Children has developed resources for 
shelter staff and volunteers working with families 
that support parents and caregivers who are 
managing a difficult journey while also caring for 
children.

Save the Children’s tips for shelter staff and 
volunteers to engage parents and children 
encourage simple approaches that provide 
support while respecting and affirming the 
parent’s parental role. Many shelter guests have 
experienced a loss of control during their flight 
from home or while in immigration custody; 
therefore, it is important for shelters to provide a 
safe space for parents to parent their children. 

Save the Children’s 
“Let’s Go” coloring 
book.

Save the Children’s 
guidance is available 
in English and 
Spanish in the 
Resource Library.
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Caring for Families with Very Young Children 
• Families with very young children are coping with life 

changing events just like the other people at the 
shelter, but they have the added stressor of meeting 
the physical and emotional needs of their young 
children.  

• This added stressor may make them feel extra-
protective or overwhelmed.  

• Helping to care for the parents of very young children 
nurtures them so they can care for and comfort their 
children.  

• Remember: Your approach with a family sets the tone 
for how receptive they are to receiving help. This will 
become more comfortable with time. Below are some 
tips for talking to parents of very young children in 
shelters to find out their specific needs and offer them 
comfort. 

 

Tips for Talking to Parents 
• Approach gently. Ask if it is an OK time to talk, and 

maintain a respectful distance from their personal 
space. Respect that parents are feeling protective of 
themselves and their children. Begin by offering 
something tangible (e.g., water, blanket). 

• Pay attention to the parents’ cues. If they seem 
hesitant, try again later. Listen—nod your head and use body language to let the parents know you are engaged. 
This is not the best time to share your own similar experiences.  

• Know what resources you have for very young children (e.g., material items, places to change or feed a young 
child, toys). 

• Ask them how you can help. Be honest and realistic about what you can offer.  
• Avoid judgment. If you find yourself making a judgment turn it into a statement that begins with “I wonder…” 

Remember: Your goal is to meet their needs so they can meet their children’s needs. For example, if you find 
yourself becoming judgmental about a family’s hygiene, you might say, “I wonder if a warm shower might help 
you to relieve some stress.” Or, if you are feeling judgmental about how loud a family is becoming, you might say, 
“I wonder if you want a place where you can talk and get things off your chest.” 

• If they seem receptive, you might introduce them to other parents of young children.  
• Be available, but do not hover. Let the parents know where they can find you and how often you will try to check 

in with them. This approach allows them to know you are available but are not trying to take over.  
• If the parents look exhausted, ask if it is OK if you stay by them and make a picture with their child or read a 

book to the child.  
• If the parents are arguing, ask if you could take the child to the play area. Always stay in sight of the parents. If 

they seem resistant, stay close to them and ask if you could read to, or make a picture with, the child.  
• Gently ask if you can play with the child instead of commenting on the fact that they are not meeting their needs. 

Working with the Child: 
Introduce yourself to the child. Give your name and tell them 
who you are in the shelter. 

Talk directly to the child as you play about how different it is to 
be in this shelter with all these new faces. 

Speak calmly and gently while smiling and not getting too close 
to the child at first. 

If you can, get on their eye level. 

Ask if you can make a picture /play with a doll/ truck (adjust 
activity depending on resources). Be prepared that they may 
climb in your lap once they feel safe. 

If they ask you to take them to the bathroom, have the parents 
do it to give them some control. 

Ask the parents first before doing anything. For example, ask “is 
it ok if I offer your child crayons? Is it ok to give her an apple? 
Can I sit by your family for a moment?” 

If the children do not want to talk or play, check back with 
them later and accept their limits. If they want to play, but not 
talk, do not continue to ask questions. Color next to them. 
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Cómo trabajar con un niño: 
Preséntese con el niño. Dígale cómo se llama y que es lo que 
usted hace en el refugio.  

Hable directamente con el niño y a medida que juegan, platique 
con el sobre lo diferente que es estar en este refugio con todas 
estas nuevas caras. 

Hable con calma y suavidad, mientras sonríe, sin acercarse 
demasiado al niño al principio.  

Si puede, bájese al nivel de los ojos de los niños.  

Pregunte si puede dibujar o jugar con una muñeca o un camión 
(adapte la actividad según los recursos). Esté preparado para 
cuando los niños quieran subirse en su regazo una vez que ellos 
se sientan seguros con usted. 

Si le piden que los lleve al baño, indique a los padres que lo 
hagan ellos para darles algún control. 

Pregunte a los padres antes de hacer cualquier cosa con el 
niño. Por ejemplo: “¿Está bien si le doy crayones al niño? ¿Está 
bien si le doy una manzana? ¿Puedo sentarme al lado de su 
familia por un momento?”. 

Si los niños no quieren hablar ni jugar, pregúnteles más tarde si 
desean hacerlo y acepte sus límites. Si quieren jugar, pero no 
hablar, no hagan más preguntas. Coloreen al lado de ellos. 

 

Apoyando a Familias Con Niños Muy Pequeños 
• Las familias con niños muy pequeños enfrentan 

situaciones difíciles de la misma forma que otras 
personas alojadas en el refugio, pero con el factor de 
estrés adicional de atender las necesidades físicas y 
emocionales de sus niños pequeños.  

• Este factor de estrés adicional puede hacerlas sentirse 
sobreprotectoras o abrumadas.  

• Ayudar a cuidar a los padres de los niños muy pequeños 
es una forma de apoyarlos para que puedan cuidar y 
reconfortar a sus hijos.  

• Recuerden, la forma en que se acerquen a una familia 
establece el tono para que sean más receptivas en 
aceptar su ayuda. Esa tarea se facilitará con el 
transcurso del tiempo. A continuación, se ofrecen 
algunos consejos para hablar con los padres de los niños 
muy pequeños en los refugios con el fin de determinar 
sus necesidades y apoyarlos. 

 

Consejos para hablar con los padres 
• Acérquense con delicadeza. Pregunten si es un momento 

apropiado para hablar y mantengan una distancia respetando 
su espacio personal. Respeten el hecho de que los padres se 
sienten sobreprotectores de sus hijos y de sí mismos. 
Comiencen por ofrecer algo tangible (como agua o una 
cobija).  

• Presten atención a las indicaciones de los padres. Si parecen dudosos, regresen más tarde. Escuchen- afirmen con la cabeza y 
usen su lenguaje corporal para indicarles que ustedes están prestando atención. Este no es el mejor momento para compartir 
que ustedes han tenido experiencias similares a las de ellos.  

• Asegúrense que saben qué recursos disponen para los niños muy pequeños (por ejemplo, artículos materiales, lugares para 
cambiarlos o alimentarlos, juguetes, etc.).  

• Pregúntenles cómo pueden ayudarlos. Sean francos y realistas con respecto a lo que pueden ofrecer.  
• Absténganse de juzgar. Si se encuentran en una situación en que deben emitir un juicio, exprésense con una frase que 

comience con algo como “Tal vez...”. Recuerden que su meta es atender las necesidades de los padres para que ellos puedan 
atender las de sus hijos. Por ejemplo, si la familia necesita atender su higiene personal, podrían decir: “Quizás un(a) 
baño/ducha caliente podría ayudarles a aliviar parte del estrés”. O si ellos están hablando en voz muy alta, podrían decir: 
“Tal vez deseen estar en un lugar donde puedan hablar y desahogarse”. 

• Si parecen receptivos podrían presentarlos con otros padres de niños pequeños. 
• Estén a disposición de ellos, sin acosarlos. Háganles saber dónde pueden encontrarlos y cada cuánto tiempo se comunicarán 

con ellos. Este método les indica que ustedes están a disposición, pero que no tratan de hostigarlos. 
• Si los padres parecen estar exhaustos, pregúntenles si está bien que ustedes jueguen un rato con el niño para que ellos 

descansen.  
• Si los padres discuten, pregunten si ustedes pueden llevar al niño al cuarto de juegos. Manténganse siempre a la vista de los 

padres. Si se resisten a acceder, pregúntenles si podrían dibujar, pintar, o leerle un libro al niño.  
• Sean gentiles y pregunten si ustedes pueden jugar con el niño en lugar de comentar que ellos no atienden las necesidades del 

menor.  

⊳

⊳

Just as with child-friendly spaces, it is important 
to create baby-friendly spaces where parents of 
newborns and infants can care safely for their 
baby’s needs while nurturing their parental 
bond. Save the Children developed operational 
guidance on baby-friendly spaces for the 
border shelter context, Establishing a baby 
friendly space for families with children under 
2 years and pregnant women, available here. 
It addresses the physical space and necessary 
supplies, activities for parents and young babies, 
and support for parents on feeding and care for 
infants. Designating a space for parents of young 
babies provides the opportunity for parents to 
connect with one another. Also, it is a useful 
space for shelter staff and volunteers to engage 
with parents and empower them through sharing 
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Children painting wall hangings 
at the Deming Shelter in 
Deming, New Mexico.
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information on finding and accessing needed 
support in their destination communities.

Save the Children developed a handout of 
general tips for parents on caring for children 
while at the shelter and how to promote a sense 
of safety, available in the Resource Library. In 
addition, resources on self-care for families 
are available here. Adult and family self-care 
activities can be incorporated into an activities 
schedule for the baby- and child-friendly spaces 
or otherwise shared with guests one-on-one or 
in a group.

Save the Children’s 
general tips 
for parents are 
available in English 
and Spanish in the 
Resource Library.
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Caring for your children in a temporary shelter 
• Long journeys can of course cause disruption in routine and predictability in children and 

their families’ lives. 

• The different noises, smells, people, and general environment may cause your child to 
feel unsafe. Creating some sort of predictability and routine during your journey can help 
make everyone, but especially young children, feel safe. 

• Because of the trusting, caring relationship, you have established with your child, your 
presence is steadying and comforting. 

• Your ability to remain calm and offer them comfort will help make them feel safe. 

• You make all the difference! 

Tips to Help Your Child to Feel Safe: 
• Nest! Arrange your personal space, such as your cots, to make your own space– knowing 

that there is a space that you have made your own can feel comforting for the whole 
family. 

• Move your child so that she is facing you while holding, feeding, or playing with her. 

• Use a soothing voice when speaking to your child. 

• Move to a rhythm—rock, sway, or gently bounce while you sing a song to calm your child. 

• Distract them—tell stories, do finger play, or sing their favorite songs. 

• If your children ask questions or make requests regarding being in the Hospitality Center, 
validate their feelings and give brief, factual information, but not enough to alarm them. 
For example, if your child says, “I want to go home, Mommy.” You might reply, “I know! 
Me too, but tonight we are staying here together.” Or “It’s hard not to be at home, but 
tonight we will stay here together.” 

• Keep to your routines as much as you can—eating at a set time, then play, then nap, then 
more active play. 

• Keep scary conversations away from children. If you need to have an adult conversation 
about losses or uncertainty around your journey, have it away from your child. When with 
the children, walk away from other adults who are discussing those things. 
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Cuidando a Sus Hijos en Los Refugios Temporales 
• Los viajes largos interrumpen la rutina y la estabilidad del cuidado que los niños reciben en casa 

y en la guardería. 

• La estabilidad ayuda para que las personas, particularmente los niños pequeños, se sientan 
seguros. 

• Los diferentes ruidos, olores y personas, además del ambiente general, pueden hacer que el 
niño se sienta inseguro. 

•  Pero ustedes están ahí y su presencia es vital para sus hijos. Ellos encuentran estabilidad 
cuando ustedes están presentes gracias a la relación confiable y delicada que han establecido 
con ellos. 

• Su capacidad de mantenerse calmados y de animar a los niños los hará sentirse más tranquilos 
y seguros. 

• ¡Ustedes marcan toda la diferencia! 

Consejos Para Ayudar a sus Hijos a sentirse Más Seguros 
• ¡Preparen un sitio acogedor! Arreglen su espacio personal, por ejemplo, sus catres, para formar 

su propio espacio, a sabiendas de que ese lugar que han adoptado como propio puede ser 
reconfortante para toda la familia. 

• Coloque a su hijo de frente a usted, de manera que le  dé  la  cara  mientras  lo  arrulla,  lo  
alimenta, o juega con él. 

• Cuando hable con el niño, háganlo con voz calmada. 

• Muévanse rítmicamente: pueden mecerse, balancearse o brincar suavemente mientras cantan 
una canción para calmarlo. 

• Distraiga a los niños: nárrenles cuentos, hagan juegos con los dedos (por ejemplo, la araña Itsy 
Bitsy) o canten sus canciones favoritas. 

• Si el niño hace preguntas acerca de lo que está pasando o por qué están en el refugio, explíquele 
brevemente los hechos, pero sin darle demasiada información que pueda alarmarlo. Por 
ejemplo, si el niño le dice: “mami, quiero irme a mi casa.” Usted puede responder: “Sí, lo sé. Yo 
también, pero esta noche nos quedaremos aquí juntos.”  También pueden decir: “Es difícil no 
estar en casa, pero esta noche nos quedaremos aquí juntos”. 

⊳

For assistance in setting up baby- and child-
friendly spaces within a shelter, partner 
organizations such as Save the Children 
respond to requests for assistance and will 
help ensure shelters are outfitted to meet 
families’ needs. The following items are 
shelter staples for baby- and child-friendly 
areas as well as for transportation:

• Portable cribs;

• Rocking chairs;

• Strollers;

• Car seats;

• Baby bathtubs;

• Diapers and wipes;

• Child and infant hygiene kits;

• Children’s clothing;

• Nursing pillows and other supplies.

A mother and baby at the San Diego 
Rapid Response Network Migrant 

Shelter in San Diego, California. 
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In addition to the harm experienced in a 
home country, LGBTQI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer, and intersex) asylum-
seekers are particularly vulnerable to abuse 
while displaced and on the move. Shelters are 
important, safe waystations along the journey 
in which staff and volunteers can ensure that 
the rights and dignity of LGBTQI guests are 
respected, their immediate needs are met, 
and they receive referrals for targeted services 
available in their destination locations. It is 
important that any particular accommodations 
a shelter makes for a guest identifying as 
LGBTQI (such as offering a private sleeping 
space to foster a sense of safety and security) 
are made with the consent of the guest and are 
not imposed in such a way as to stigmatize or 
isolate the guest. Confidentiality on a guest’s 
status as a member of the LGBTQI community 
must be respected along with the right to non-
discrimination.

Case management services are an important 
tool that address the vulnerability that many 
LGBTQI asylum-seekers face even after they 
are united with their sponsors. Where available, 
shelters should aim to connect LGBTQI guests 
with case management services for specialized 
support in their destination communities. 
Please refer to the Case Management chapter 
for more information. If case management 
support is not available, the resources outlined 
below can be incorporated into the guest’s 
onward movement packet.

LGBTQI Guests
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 1: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

Referral Resources

The organization Asylum Connect hosts a 
database that connects LGBTQI asylum-seekers 
to legal service providers and other community 
resources, such as housing, food, medical, 
and mental health services. The nation-wide 
database can be searched using a zip code and 
accessed via their website or mobile applications. 
For further information, Asylum Connect has 
published seven legal guides related to LGBTQI 
asylum that are available on their website under 
the “Download Legal Guides” button.

LGBTQI asylum-seekers often require additional 
support. Ensuring that all guests feel welcome 
and safe is a priority for shelters. To this end, 
the following resources have been developed 
to guide organizations in creating a supportive 
environment:

• Rainbow Bridges: A Community Guide to 
Rebuilding the Lives of LGBTI Asylum-seekers 
and Asylees, published by the Organization or 
Refuge, Asylum, and Migration (ORAM);

• Serving LGBTQ Asylum-seekers and Building 
Welcoming Communities, published by the 
Center for American Progress;

• Stronger Together: A Guide to Supporting 
LGBT Asylum-seekers, published by LGBT- 
Freedom and Asylum Network.

The following LGBTQI organizations can offer 
direct assistance or specialized support to 
asylum-seekers:
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• Immigration Equality can connect LGBTQI 
and transgender asylum-seekers to legal 
resources and answer legal questions via their 
confidential inquiry form.

• The Heartland Alliance International – 
Rainbow Welcome Initiative offers a database 
with resources for asylum-seekers facing 
emergency, health, legal, employment, and 
social support needs.

• LGBT Freedom and Asylum Network hosts 
a resource library that includes a list of 
community support groups.

For transgender guests, the Transgender Law 
Center offers support for legal needs and 
connects clients to services, such as housing 
and health resources. A sample of the resources 
available include:

• “Help Desk” referral page for legal and 
community resources;

• “Know Your Rights” handout for Transgender 
or Gender Non-Confirming asylum-seekers;

• How to Prepare for a Credible Fear Interview 
as a Transgender or Gender Non-Confirming 
Immigrant.

A welcoming 
banner hangs at 

the Deming Shelter 
in Deming, New 

Mexico. 
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Asylum-seekers with disabilities have unique 
needs and thus require specialized hospitality. 
Ideally, disability inclusion functions as a 
wide umbrella that covers a variety of topics, 
ranging from respect for disability rights to the 
protection and care of guests with physical and 
mental disabilities. Often these topics overlap 
and inform one another. Therefore, the following 
content should be read in relation to companion 
topics, with suggested policies and approaches 
for guests with physical disabilities also guiding 
practices for the elderly and guests with mental 
disabilities.

Shelters typically consider disability inclusion 
before the shelter doors ever open to guests. 
The process often starts with shelter access, by 
ensuring the facility is up-to-code and compliant 
with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). 
For ADA guidance on access to emergency 
shelters, see Chapter 7, Addendums 2 and 3 
of the ADA’s Best Practices Toolkit for State 
and Local Governments. Complying with ADA 
regulations that ensure persons with disabilities 
have easy access to places and services is 
important fundamentally, but it also signifies to 
guests with disabilities that they are welcome 
and expected at the shelter.

Some shelters may become specialized in 
this form of hospitality. If a shelter location is 
designated to receive asylum-seekers with 

Disability Inclusion
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 1: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis receive assistance 
appropriate and relevant to their needs.”

disabilities, further comprehensive guidance can 
be found in the following resources:

• UNHCR, Need to Know Guidance on Working 
with Persons with Disabilities in Forced 
Displacement;

• Women’s Refugee Commission, Disability 
Inclusion: Translating Policy into Practice in 
Humanitarian Action;

• United States Committee for Refugees and 
Immigrants, Resource Guide for Serving 
Refugees with Disabilities.

While recognizing the limited amount of time 
guests may spend at the shelter, there are 
many opportunities for shelters to identify and 
accommodate guests with disabilities, thereby 
ensuring their stay is safe, comfortable, and 
dignified and that they are equipped to travel 
to their final destinations. It is recommended 
that intake and medical personnel be trained 
to screen for disabilities and then ensure those 
guests’ needs are met. As the guest prepares 
to depart, it is important to provide specialized 
community service referrals when available. 
Additionally, if case management is available 
in their destination cities, the guests should be 
connected to the local provider. Please refer 
to the Case Management, Legal Resources 
and Orientation, and Preparing for Connecting 
Flights/Buses chapters for further guidance.
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Individualized Shelter Orientations. Shelter 
orientations serve to help persons with visual 
or cognitive disabilities (or older persons who 
are disoriented from their journey) adjust to the 
shelter environment.

 ☑ Provide a walk-through of the shelter interior 
(i.e. bathrooms, dormitories, and eating 
areas) to help disabled persons familiarize 
themselves with the shelter layout; explain 
shelter schedule and rules; introduce guests 
to shelter staff.

 ☑ Provide a verbal mapping of the shelter facility 
in addition to a walk-through for people with 
visual disabilities; verbally explain any signage 
or written rules.

Shelter Accessibility. Pre-identify shelters that 
meet the following standards for accessibility 
and endeavor to direct disabled guests to those 
shelters. Buildings with these basic points 
of accessibility will enable persons who use 
wheelchairs or other mobility aids to function 
with greater independence.

 ☑ Parking that is close to the building entrance 
with appropriate curb cuts;

 ☑ An accessible entrance to the shelter (i.e. an 
entrance ramp in addition to stairs, doors that 
are easy to open or are automatic);

 ☑ Accessible access to all shelter service areas 
(eating, sleeping, and bathrooms);

 ☑ Restrooms that allow for free access to toilets 
and washing facilities;

 ☑ Navigable aisles. Once the shelter is in 
operation, arrange furniture and equipment 
as needed to keep access aisles clear of 
obstructions and to ensure the space is 
navigable for someone with a visual or mobility 
disability.

Sample Guidance

The Alameda County Operational Area 
Emergency Management Organization’s guide 
on shelter planning includes detailed guidance 
on ensuring that shelter space and services are 
accessible to guests with a disability.12 The guide 
also includes checklists, adapted below, to help 
ensure staff are preparing for disability inclusion 
in all aspects of shelter operations.13

Identify Special Needs at Registration. Use the 
shelter registration process to identify needs 
that older or disabled persons may have for 
special assistance. For example:

 ☑ Prescription Medications. People may arrive 
at shelters without their medications; identify 
if there is a need for emergency medication 
replacement.

 ☑ Dietary Needs. Many older adults with 
hypertension or diabetes have important 
dietary restrictions and this should be noted 
during the registration process.

One-to-One Assistance. Community volunteers 
or other shelter residents may provide one-to-
one assistance to older or disabled persons in 
disaster shelters.

 ☑ People with Visual Disabilities. Volunteers can 
help as sighted guides or readers.

 ☑ People with Mobility Disabilities. Volunteers 
can help with some support services, such as 
transferring the person from their chair to a cot. 
Ask the person with a disability for advice on 
safe methods before lifting or moving them.

 ☑ People with Developmental or Cognitive 
Disabilities. Establish a buddy system between 
volunteers and persons with developmental or 
cognitive disabilities to provide reassurance, 
calm explanations of procedures, and attention 
to their needs.

 ☑ People Who Are Deaf or Hearing Impaired. 
Volunteers can help with basic communication 
needs, such as writing or slowly repeating 
instructions.
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Donation Accessibility.

 ☑ Ensure that donations are distributed equally. 
A “first come, first served” policy will preclude 
those with disabilities or mobility limitations.

 ☑ Use signage to clearly indicate what items 
guests are allowed to use. For example, having 
bottled water displayed on a table does not 
necessarily communicate that guests can take 
water whenever they need it.

Basic Communication. Ensure that persons 
who are deaf or hearing impaired (or who 
seem disoriented) receive and understand all 
shelter announcements. Have note pads, pens, 
and pencils available at the shelter for staff or 
volunteers to use to communicate with deaf 
or hearing-impaired persons. Keep language 
simple and draw pictures if necessary.

Medications, Supplies, and Equipment. 
Physically disabled persons may have had less 
opportunity to access their personal items and 
emergency medical supplies before evacuating 
their home to disaster shelters.

 ☑ Request certain disability-specific supplies 
from supporting organizations, like items 
ranging from colostomy bags to air mattresses 
and hearing aids.

 ☑ Where cots and blankets are limited, give first 
priority to seniors and people with disabilities.

 ☑ Establish vendor agreements with local 
pharmacies to expedite purchases for 
medication or personal equipment needs.

Privacy Area. Create a section of the shelter 
that is separated from other shelter residents 
for use as a “privacy room.” Some persons with 
disabilities must change catheter bags and 
attend to other personal hygiene needs and 
desire privacy. In addition, some elderly persons, 
persons with psychiatric disabilities, and even 
parents with very young children may benefit 
from a quieter, secluded space.

Guests make use of the 
outdoor space at the San 
Diego Rapid Response 
Network Migrant Shelter 
in San Diego, California.
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Border shelters are an important point of 
intervention during asylum-seekers’ journeys 
in the event that they are still in danger or 
are heading into dangerous situations. It is 
best practice to build safeguards into shelter 
operations that prevent further abuse and 
exploitation of guests (such as domestic violence 
and human trafficking) as well as prevent any 
abusive behavior by shelter staff and volunteers. 
If staff and regular volunteers are trained 
appropriately, they can identify and respond to 
these situations when they are present.

The resources included in this chapter identify 
safeguards and responses that shelters can 
implement that protect guest safety and are 
appropriate for the short duration of the guest’s 
stay. Some shelters have established follow-up 
support for guests after they have departed the 
shelter in order to ensure that the guests have 
arrived safely to their destination communities 
and are connecting with needed support 

Protection from Exploitation and Abuse
Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 3: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis are not negatively 
affected and are more prepared, resilient and less at-risk as a 
result of humanitarian action.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 4:  
“Communities and people affected by crisis know their rights 
and entitlements, have access to information and participate in 
decisions that affect them.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 5: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis have access to safe 
and responsive mechanisms to handle complaints.”

Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability Commitment No. 7: 
“Communities and people affected by crisis can expect delivery 
of improved assistance as organisations learn from experience 
and reflection.”

networks. For example, the Galilee Center in 
Mecca, California conducts check-in calls with 
former guests, while the International Rescue 
Committee Welcome Center in Phoenix, Arizona 
provides departing guests with business cards 
containing the shelter’s contact information so 
former guests can reach shelter staff if they do 
not know where else to turn for help.

For information on how shelters address 
potential abuse of guests by shelter staff or 
volunteers, see the Onboarding and Training 
Procedures for Staff and Volunteers chapter for 
information on background vetting and shelter 
code of conduct and the Volunteer Management 
chapter for information on shelter complaint 
mechanisms.
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Sexual and Gender-based 
Violence

Many asylum-seekers displaced from Central 
America and Mexico and seeking safety in the 
United States suffer from one or more forms 
of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), 
including rape, sexual assault, transactional 
sex, forced prostitution, and sex trafficking. 
Asylum-seekers from the north of Central 
America and Mexico (particularly women and 
those who identify as LGBTQI) report a lack of 
protection in their home countries from SGBV, 
and displaced people are especially vulnerable 
to SGBV while on the move.14

Understanding this context in conjunction 
with the brief nature of most guests’ stays at 
a border shelter informs the ways in which 
shelters support guests who have suffered a 
form of SGBV. The baseline protection shelters 
offer is the creation of a safe and welcoming 
environment for all guests. As mentioned in 
the Mental Health and Psychosocial Support 
chapter, an overall trauma-informed approach to 
operating a shelter and interacting with guests 
helps create such an environment and is a 
critical component of adhering to the principle 
of “do no harm.” If there is imminent risk to a 
guest’s well-being, it is incumbent upon shelter 
staff to take immediate action. However, a 
shelter’s ability to provide non-emergency SGBV 
services is curtailed by the short duration of a 
typical guest’s stay. It is generally not advisable 
to offer guests intervention when follow-up 
counseling is not available or guaranteed on 
site or at their destination location. That said, 
detecting victims of SGBV remains important 
as it enables staff to offer psychological first aid 
and to provide appropriate referrals to follow-up 
services in the guests’ destination locations.

Detecting victims of SGBV is challenging 
in a shelter context, especially given a 
transitory guest population and limited time 
to build trust between staff/volunteers and 
guests. As aforementioned, it is generally not 
recommended to screen for SGBV in a setting 
without follow-up support available. However, 
there are steps that shelters proactively can 

take to encourage guests to feel able to share 
their SGBV histories and to seek support if 
they so choose. The Silence I Carry: Disclosing 
gender-based violence in forced displacement 
– Guatemala & Mexico report presents findings
and recommendations from a project that
examined SGBV disclosure among refugees
moving through Central America and Mexico.
The report’s follow-up Practitioners’ Toolkit
for Mexico offers tools developed to boost
such disclosure to service providers, including
shelters. The tools developed include guided
discussions to understand SGBV disclosure
in one’s own work context and on how an
organization can create an environment that
enables SGBV disclosure; a non-exhaustive
list for creating such an environment; guidance
on how to listen to refugees to understand
what information on SGBV they need;
recommendations for how common spaces can
be used to educate about SGBV; examples of
facilitated group discussions among shelter
guests to raise awareness about SGBV; and
resources that direct readers where to find help.

For additional guidance on supporting survivors 
of SGBV in the context of a humanitarian 
response, see the field resource, How to support 
survivors of gender-based violence when a GBV 
actor is not available in your area: A step-by-
step pocket guide for humanitarian practitioners 
(GBV Pocket Guide), developed to accompany 
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee’s GBV 
Guidelines. The GBV Pocket Guide is a practical 
guide that uses a survivor-centered approach to 
provide valuable information on how to respond 
to survivor disclosures, including easy-to-
reference Do’s and Don’ts.

Example Tool: 
“Enabled Disclosure” 
of SGBV: Some Do’s 
and Don’ts.

SGBV DISCLOSURE: PRACTITIONERS’ TOOLKIT (2020) 
TOOL 3: ENABLED DISCLOSURE DO’S AND DON’TS

1

TOOL 3 | “Enabled Disclosure” of SGBV:  
Some Do’s and Don’ts 

TO
O

L  3 

Do’s for individual staf members 
● Ofer help with basic needs before asking questions about reasons for leaving, experiences 

of violence in transit, etc. 
● Show empathy and compassion. 
● Emphasize and demonstrate confidentiality. 
● Practice active listening, including making eye contact, being attentive when the person 

is speaking, ensuring you are not distracted. 
● Show that you believe their story. 
● Be honest, transparent, and patient. 
● Build self-esteem by afirming a person’s feelings, desires and expressions. 
● Learn refugees’ and migrants’ colloquial or euphemistic expressions for sexual acts. 
● Check in spontaneously to see how someone is doing; pay attention to details and 

demonstrate care in small ways (eg, giving new shoelaces or playing with children). 
● Play games with children and sit on the floor with them to be at the same physical level. 
● REMOTE TIP: Ofer secure messaging options if appropriate, like exchanging voice 

messages on Signal and enabling the auto-erase function for all messages. This should 
only be attempted with clear consent and understanding of survivor. 

● REMOTE TIP: On phone, start with yes/no questions so a possible survivor can answer 
without putting herself in danger. For example, “Are you by yourself right now?”; (If no) 
“Is it safe to speak to me with that person there?”; “Do you feel you are in danger right 
now?” In some cases, you may also establish a code word the individual can use to 
indicate danger. 

Do’s for organizations and institutions 
● Create an inviting facility that is clean, well-lit, and comfortable. For shelters, it may help to 

replicate aspects of “home” as much as possible, with resident access to a kitchen or garden, 
or rooms for reading or watching TV. 

● Ensure there are confidential spaces for one-on-one talks. 
● Display posters and other materials about SGBV and support services. 
● Train all staf on psychological first aid and SGBV detection and response. 
● Ensure greatest possible diversity of gender, ethnicity, age, language, and sexual orientation/ 

identity on staf. 
● Have dormitories for LGBTI individuals and women who solicit this option. 
● Engage refugees and migrants in routine activities, chores, etc., to create rapport and 

provide more opportunities for speaking freely. 
● Ensure that shelter or reception staf are visibly accessible to residents for formal and 

informal conversation. 
● Provide diverse staf-resident interaction opportunities, including group activities (know 

your rights trainings, group therapy, etc.). 
● Establish peer support groups amongst refugees and migrants. 
● Discuss SGBV in info sessions, stressing that it is never ok and help is available. 
● Assign one person to a case (eg, one case worker always sees the same individual) and 

ensure each case worker or manager has no more than 25 cases at a time. 
● Maintain safe, confidential, and updated inter-agency referral and case management systems. 
● Ensure access to religious and spiritual counsel if desired. 
● Provide for self-care check-ins, trainings, and support of your staf. 
● Establish feedback and community-based complaint mechanisms accessible to all 

population groups, including women, girls, boys, men from diverse backgrounds. 
● REMOTE TIP: Provide case workers with reliable access to secure phones, SIM cards, and 

internet so they can continue communicating with potential survivors. 
● REMOTE TIP: Create virtual “safe spaces” by inviting refugees and migrants to group chats or 

meetings to discuss COVID-19-related issues, such as public health measures, mental health 
tips, or service availability; use this opportunity to share information about SGBV services. 

Don’ts for individual staf members 
● Never ask someone about violence in the presence 

of a partner, family member or friend. 
● Don’t judge or blame an individual for anything that 

happened to them. Remember that your own life 
experiences and background may influence how you 
view or interpret someone else’s experiences and 
behavior. 

● Don’t criticize an individual if they admit later to 
having lied about their story previously. 

● Avoid body language such as crossing your arms or 
facial expressions that convey disbelief or irritation. 

● Don’t push someone to talk if they are uncomfortable 
or not ready to do so. Instead reassure them that they 
can talk to you later or refer them to 
someone else who can help. 

● Don’t speak openly with colleagues in visible settings 
about a case or whisper with a colleague right afer 
an individual shares sensitive information with you. 
This can erode trust and create anxiety. 

● REMOTE TIP: Don’t bring up SGBV or sensitive 
information on the phone or Zoom unless you have 
verified that all parties are in a private, confidential 
space. 

● REMOTE TIP: If an individual agrees to communicate 
by secure texting platform, don’t send specific case 
information or details that could endanger him/her, 
if found. 

● REMOTE TIP: Don’t expect prompt responses by 
phone or text message. 

Don’ts for organizations and institutions 
● Don’t assume your facility feels safe or welcoming: 

ask for client feedback and ideas about how to create 
a more comfortable environment. 

● Don’t expect one SGBV training to be enough. Provide 
ongoing sensitization and skills-building to improve 
your team’s quality of support and knowledge. 

● Don’t tolerate discriminatory or stigmatizing 
comments toward persons or staf in your care. 
Establish an organizational procedure to confront 
ofending individuals. 

● Don’t perpetuate isolation, discrimination, or stig-
matization of marginalized and diverse groups (eg, 
indigenous, LGBTI individuals) in shelters, reception 
centers, during social activities or discussions; be 
inclusive, sensitive, and compassionate. 

● Don’t allow staf or the organization to share or use 
any information a survivor has revealed without first 
asking permission from the survivor and explaining 
the purpose of sharing. 

● REMOTE TIP: Don’t allow recording of conversations 
with refugees and migrants. 
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Trafficking in Persons

Trafficking in persons is a serious crime and 
a violation of human rights that involves the 
recruitment, movement, harboring, or receipt 
of persons by unlawful or otherwise improper 
means to be exploited sexually, for labor, or 
in other ways. As the graphic below from the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) illustrates, the crime of trafficking is 
analyzed in three parts: the act, the means, and 
the purpose. As per the international definition 
of trafficking in persons, all three parts must be 
present to constitute a trafficking crime, except 
in the case of trafficking children; children under 
18 years old are victims of trafficking regardless 
of the means by which an act was committed 
and with the purpose of their exploitation.15

There is often confusion about what constitutes 
trafficking in persons and how it occurs in 
the United States. The U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security’s “Blue Campaign” works 
to educate the public and law enforcement on 
how to recognize situations of human trafficking 
and how to appropriately respond. The Blue 
Campaign website provides helpful resources 
to understand better and to detect trafficking 
in persons along with infographics and other 
materials available to download and print.

In addition, the National Human Trafficking 
Hotline, operated by Polaris, is a resource 
available nationally to protect trafficked persons 
in the United States. The hotline connects 
trafficked persons with services to reach safety 
and receive help. The hotline also receives tips 
about potential trafficking situations, facilitating 
the reporting of that information to the 
appropriate authorities when necessary. Flyers 
advertising the National Human Trafficking 
Hotline are available in 23 languages, and 
Polaris has developed guidance on how to 
recognize human trafficking.

With the general lack of public awareness about 
human trafficking and how it manifests in the 
United States, there are common myths and 
misconceptions that have taken root. Among 
these myths are the idea that human trafficking 
is always sex trafficking; only women and girls 
are targeted; it always involves the movement 
of a person across a border; and other myths 
debunked on the National Human Trafficking 
Hotline’s website. A common misunderstanding 
that arises in the context of movements of 
people across borders is the conflation of 
human trafficking with human smuggling. Human 
trafficking can involve, but does not require, 
an element of movement across borders for 

Source: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, available at https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/human-
trafficking/what-is-human-trafficking.html

Act Means Purpose

Recruitment

Transport

Transfer

Harbouring

Receipt of persons

Threat of use of force

Coercion

Abduction

Fraud

Deception

Abuse of power or vulnerability

Giving payments or benefits

Exploitation, including

• Prostitution of others

• Sexual exploitation

• Forced labor

• Slavery or similar practices

• Removal of organs

• Other types of exploitation
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the purpose of exploitation. Human smuggling, 
however, is the crime of assisting people to 
enter or stay in a country illegally for profit; it 
always involves movement across borders but 
does not include, necessarily, the means and 
purposes that are elements of human trafficking. 
UNODC provides a detailed explanation of 
the difference between human trafficking and 
human smuggling with accompanying examples.

For guidance on responding to human trafficking 
in the context of uprooted populations, the 
Global Protection Cluster Task Team on Anti-
Trafficking in Humanitarian Action produced An 
Introductory Guide to Anti-Trafficking Action in 
Internal Displacement Contexts. The guide is 
a useful resource on the roles of responders 
to human trafficking in a humanitarian context, 
and includes information on how to detect and 
identify cases of human trafficking as well as 
how to refer and manage such cases.

Detecting human trafficking 
at a border shelter

In the context of a border shelter, there are 
two primary ways in which a human-trafficking 
scenario could play out and which the shelter 
potentially could detect. The first scenario is 
when a trafficker poses as the family member 
of the victim and avoids detection by border 
officials as a trafficker. The second scenario is 
when an asylum-seeker is en route to a sponsor 
who intends to exploit the asylum-seeker. In 
this latter situation, it may be that the sponsor 
is known to the guest or it may be a person the 
guest has never met before.

Detecting a human-trafficking situation, 
particularly while it may be unfolding, can be 
difficult and uncertain. It is critical that shelters 
have an action plan in place in the event a 
human-trafficking situation is detected; it is 
equally critical that staff and volunteers are 
trained on its implementation. A key element 
of any action plan is the referral process to 
appropriate law-enforcement and social-

Trafficking in Persons Defined

“Trafficking in persons” is defined in Article 3 of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children as:

(a) “Trafficking in persons” shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt 
of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, 
of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of 
payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person, for the 
purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of 
others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to 
slavery, servitude or the removal of organs;

(b) The consent of a victim of trafficking in persons to the intended exploitation set forth in 
subparagraph (a) of this article shall be irrelevant where any of the means set forth in subparagraph (a) 
have been used;

(c) The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for the purpose of 
exploitation shall be considered “trafficking in persons” even if this does not involve any of the means 
set forth in subparagraph (a) of this article;

(d) “Child” shall mean any person under eighteen years of age.
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service agencies, including obtaining the 
guest’s consent for such a referral and knowing 
which shelter staff members are designated to 
make those calls. Shelters have an important 
responsibility to safeguard the guest’s privacy, 
including not disclosing the details of the 
incident or the guest’s identity without the 
guest’s informed consent. In addition to how to 
carry out the shelter’s plan, staff and volunteer 
training should include an explanation of 
human trafficking, tips for detecting a victim of 
trafficking and guests at risk of trafficking, and 
information on how to engage with guests using 
a trauma-informed approach. Being attentive to 
the demeanor and behavior of guests as well as 
the arrangements being made with sponsors is 
crucial in order to observe when a guest appears 
at risk of harm.

Examples of shelter best practices

• The New Mexico Hospitality Coalition in Las 
Cruces, New Mexico created a trafficking 
action plan that designates staff members 
with specific response roles in the event 
shelter staff or volunteers suspect a guest is 
at risk of trafficking. The shelter site director 

and staff or volunteers serving in roles with 
significant one-on-one interaction with guests 
(such as shift coordinator, travel coordinator 
or case manager, and medical coordinator) 
are to attend a human-trafficking training. 
Any concern about human trafficking is to be 
reported first to the shift coordinator or site 
director. If the shift coordinator or site director 
determines further screening is merited, 
they should contact the local Homeland 
Security Investigations’ (HSI) designated 
special agent, a contact the site director has 
established previously. The HSI special agent 
would then respond in plain-clothes, pursuing 
a conversation-based inquiry with the guest 
on site in order to assess the situation and 
to address it in a proportionate manner. With 
such an action plan in place, shelters are 
able to minimize the risk of inadvertently 
causing harm by unduly escalating a situation 
while also ensuring appropriate follow-up on 
any trafficking concerns raised. The action 
plan also instructs that the shelter should 
contact local law enforcement in the event of 
a specific disclosure of human trafficking or 
potential for immediate harm.
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An asylum-seeker waits 
to apply for asylum in 

Tijuana, Mexico.
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• Jewish Family Service of San Diego (JFS) in 
California partners with a local organization 
with trafficking expertise to host an annual 
training on human trafficking for shelter staff 
at the San Diego Rapid Response Network 
(SDRRN) Migrant Shelter. Staff are trained 
to be alert to potential indicators of human 
trafficking when speaking with guests and 
their sponsors. If a trafficking concern is noted, 
JFS first relies on its Immigration Advocate 
to advise on how to proceed, including 
whether contacting law enforcement is 
necessary and communicating with the guest 
as to whether they prefer to remain at the 

National Human Trafficking Hotline Recommendations

• If you or someone you know is in immediate danger, please call 911.

• If you believe you may have information about a trafficking situation:

 ɨ Call the National Human Trafficking Hotline toll-free hotline at 1-888-373-7888. Anti-Trafficking 
Hotline Advocates are available 24/7 to take reports of potential human trafficking. 

 ɨ Text the National Human Trafficking Hotline at 233733.

 ɨ Chat the National Human Trafficking Hotline via www.humantraffickinghotline.org/chat.

 ɨ Submit a tip online through the anonymous online reporting form via https://
humantraffickinghotline.org/report-trafficking. However, please note that if the situation is urgent 
or occurred within the last 24 hours, we encourage you to call, text or chat.17

shelter. The Immigration Advocate is part of 
JFS’ immigration legal-services team and is 
embedded at the SDRRN Migrant Shelter to 
enhance the shelter’s ability to address guests’ 
legal needs.

• For an example of a simple but important tip, 
the United Methodist Committee on Relief 
recommends that staff “[c]onsider posting 
signs for the National Human Trafficking 
Hotline in private, discrete locations (bathroom 
stalls, changing rooms).”16 These are locations 
in which an at-risk guest is most likely to have 
enough privacy to read the posters.
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Cots are set up at the San Diego 
Rapid Response Network Migrant 

Shelter in San Diego, California. 



Opening a new shelter can be daunting. There 
are many considerations at the outset, ranging 
from the logistics necessary to open and operate 
a shelter to the short- or long-term nature of 
the commitment and the degree of community 
support in place (or needed) to sustain the 
shelter’s operations. Fortunately, there are 
tools to guide the decision-making processes 
and useful reference resources to assist a 
new shelter that have been compiled from the 
collective experience of the contributing border 
shelters named throughout this toolkit.

Considerations before opening a 
new shelter for asylum-seekers

Lutheran Social Services of the Southwest in 
Phoenix, Arizona developed materials to guide 
new shelters.

New Shelter? Start Here

An adapted excerpt 
highlighting important 
concerns when 
opening a new 
shelter is available in 
the Resource Library.

The Doña Ana 
County/City of 
Las Cruces Office 
of Emergency 
Management’s 
Hospitality Shelter 
Guide is available in 
the Resource Library.

Excerpt from Lutheran Social Services of the Southwest’s Shelter Toolkit 

What does it mean to open a Shelter?  

Location: The very first thing we need to consider is if we have a location available that can 
receive our clients. This location has to be safe, functional, legal and available.  

Safe: The location must be private, and staff has to easily control who comes in and out 
of the facility. Our clients are a vulnerable population and people with a different 
political ideology, journalistic advances or different personal religious beliefs can be 
dangerous to them. The location also must be up to code with emergency exists, 
bathroom facilities, and clean to ensure the clients are comfortable and not exposed to 
hazardous materials or diseases.  

Functional:  Considering the needs of our clients, we need to have enough room in the 
shelter to feed them, allow them to shower, use the bathroom, receive new clothes and 
hygienic items, set up cots to sleep, etc. It is important to note that this does not mean 
that every shelter should have a kitchen and showers. However, they do need to have 
space to allow volunteer groups to bring cooked meals to feed the families, and outdoor 
space to have mobile showers brought to them.  

Legal and Available: When setting up a shelter it’s important to check and see if the 
building is zoned to become a shelter or if any documentation is necessary to allow it to 
become one. If the building is used by different groups (congregations, community 
centers, etc.) it is important to set a schedule that allows for the shelter staff to use the 
location until all the families have left with minimal disturbance. 

 

Staff and Volunteers: Our operation is not a governmental one so in order to have a successful 
shelter we need to have both staff members hired by the organization and a number of 
volunteers dedicated to the cause that we can count on.  

Staff: The members of staff need to concern themselves with the standards of 
operation, shelter management, case management, data entry and volunteer 
coordination. Staff members need to create a standard procedure for the way the 
shelter operate to ensure that every client that stays at the shelter receives an above 
standard care and volunteers can be properly trained and know what to expect and how 
to proceed every time since staff members are responsible for client care and volunteer 
performance. Staff members are also responsible to deal with specific cases and needs 
of the client as well as collecting and handling most of the sensitive data pertaining to 
the client.  

Volunteers: Volunteers need to do background check and be screened to ensure that 
they can work with vulnerable population such as asylum seeker families. Once they are 

Excerpts from the Hospitality Shelter Guide written by the Doña Ana County/City of Las Cruces Office of 
Emergency Management (DAC/CLC OEM), July 2019. 

A. Considerations for preparing to create a Hospitality Center for transitional 
sheltering of Asylum Seekers: 

 
1. Church or NGO self-identifies as willing to participate as a Hospitality Center –  
2. Provide a presentation to its’ elders, deacons, and other leadership (PPT)  

i. Considerations include: 
a) Space designation 
b) Commitment to hosting 
c) Liability: check with insurer to ensure coverage 
d) Kitchen/shower/bathroom facilities 
e) Volunteer coordination 
f) Translator assistance – See Appendix B 
g) Other:  

3. Authorization from the NGO or church leadership may be needed to participate 
4. Ensure that facility meets minimum life safety regulations (see information on Las 

Cruces Fire Department (LCFD) Temporary Measures page ___).  Must have Fire 
Department approval prior to occupancy 

5. Must identify a bilingual site coordinator, shift coordinators, travel coordinators and 
others as needed (See Annunciation House Rules – Appendix ___) 

6. Identify a representative to participate in weekly NM Hospitality Coalition meeting 
7. Hospitality Center Considerations:  

i. Minimum life-safety requirements for creating a shelter operation (refer to 
LCFD temporary measures for emergency shelter operations (page ____) 

ii. Volunteer Management:  
a) Volunteers interacting with asylum seekers must receive a background 

check  
b) Associated forms:  

i. Hospitality for Asylum seekers 
ii. Volunteer Do’s and Don’ts 

iii. Hospitality for Asylum seekers – Volunteer application  
iii. Space requirements for sleeping facilities: 

a) Type of bedding  
b) Storage when not being used 
c) Laundry (bedding and asylum seekers laundry) 
d) Overnight monitor required 

i. Must have receive a criminal and sexual offender a background 
check 

ii. Associated form: (Overnight Volunteer Instructions) 
iv. Availability of bathroom and showers: 

a) Showers are not a requirement, may use other facilities such as local 
gyms or City or County pools or recreation facilities  

⊳

⊳

Tools to assist shelter start-up

The American Red Cross offers a library of forms 
and checklists for starting a new shelter. The 
Shelter Field Guide published by the American 
Red Cross and FEMA provides detailed 
instructions and checklists for operating a 
shelter. In addition, the American Red Cross and 
FEMA have developed guidance on COVID-19 
sheltering in congregate and non-congregate 
settings. Because the American Red Cross 
generally is involved in sheltering in a mass-
care disaster setting, not all materials will be 
applicable to a border context; nonetheless, they 
offer a strong foundation in developing shelter 
expertise.

The physical layout of a shelter is instrumental 
in providing safe, efficient, and effective service 
delivery. In general, shelters aim to maximize 
space based on the flow of services provided. 
The charts on the next page provided by Casa 
Alitas in Tucson, Arizona and Annunciation 
House in El Paso, Texas highlight systems 
common to any shelter welcoming asylum-
seekers.

In addition, the Doña Ana County/City of Las 
Cruces Office of Emergency Management’s 
Hospitality Shelter Guide includes a section 
on considerations when preparing to shelter 
asylum-seekers as well as a facility set-up 
checklist. They are available in the Resource 
Library and are based on procedures developed 
by the Peace Lutheran Church in Las Cruces, 
New Mexico.
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A range of international resources exist to guide 
UNHCR, other UN agencies, and partners during 
global emergency response. The resources 
below provide global guidance and best 
practices for sheltering people displaced due to 
conflict or natural disaster.

UNHCR Emergency Handbook

The UNHCR Emergency Handbook is the 
primary tool for UNHCR in emergency 
operations. This comprehensive resource 
covers a range of topics critical to providing a 
coordinated, thorough response to displaced 
peoples’ needs during an emergency, from 
preparations and contingency planning to 
service delivery, protection of rights, staff well-

Additional Resources for Sheltering 
Displaced Populations

being, and communications and media. Each 
topic includes key standards and guiding 
principles, good practices, and considerations 
for coordinating services alongside other 
actors. While the content is focused on large-
scale emergency response, many sections 
may help strengthen overall shelter operations. 
The following operations-focused sections are 
particularly relevant:

• Collective Centre Management and 
Coordination;

• Protecting and Empowering;

• Site Planning for Transit Centres;

• Alternatives to Camps – Response in Urban 
and Rural Settings.

A young boy who fled with 
his family from their home 

holds his toys in Mexico City. ©
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Global Camp Coordination 
and Camp Management 
(CCCM) Cluster Resources

In the context of emergency response to internal 
displacement caused by conflict or natural 
disaster, a “cluster” is a group of agencies – 
UN and otherwise–that work together toward 
common objectives in a particular sector. 
The “cluster” approach seeks to enhance 
coordination among various actors in order 
to improve overall service delivery and 
outcomes. The Global Camp Coordination and 
Camp Management (CCCM) Cluster seeks to 
coordinate humanitarian actors around the 
services provided to displaced populations 
within communal settings and work with the 
affected population to ensure representation 
and access to information about services 
provided. The CCCM Cluster has deep expertise 
in emergency response and has compiled a 
range of resources reflecting good practices in 
humanitarian/human rights service delivery. The 
following two resources are particularly relevant:

• Urban Displacement and “Out of Camps” 
Review. In recent decades, people displaced 
by conflict and natural disasters have shifted 

away from sheltering in camps or camp-
like settings toward living in urban areas. 
This resource explores how existing CCCM 
resources and experiences from more camp-
focused responses can be applied to meeting 
the needs of people displaced and living 
outside camp settings, in particular in urban 
areas.18 The complete review and other online 
resources on urban and “outside of camp” 
displacement can be found here.

• Collective Centre Guidelines. Many people 
forced to flee conflict or natural disasters 
seek “temporary shelter accommodation 
and protection in pre-existing buildings and 
structures commonly known as Collective 
Centres.”19 The CCCM Cluster has developed 
guidelines for the management and 
coordination of collective centers, much of 
which may be useful for the shelter context 
as well. Found and referenced here, the 
Collective Centre Guidelines “assist in 
the planning, implementation, monitoring, 
maintaining and overall management of 
Collective Centres to ensure protection and 
assistance to those in need.”20

International Organizations’ Resources on COVID-19 Response

For guidance from the international humanitarian field on managing COVID-19, including among 
displaced populations around the world, the following resources are available:

• International Federation of Red Cross Red Crescent (IFRC) website’s COVID-19 page collates 
resources by category, including sanitation and infection prevention and control.

• United Nations Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), Interim Guidance on Scaling-Up 
COVID-19 Outbreak Readiness and Response Operations in Humanitarian Situations, Including 
Camps and Camp-Like Settings can be found here.

• World Health Organization, Considerations for quarantine of contacts of COVID-19 cases can be 
found here.
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Shelters and Shelter-Coordinating 
Organizations

These shelters represent those that UNHCR visited as part of its field research conducted in 2019 and 
early 2020. It is not an exhaustive list of all border shelters that have received asylum-seeking families 
in recent years and does not reflect necessarily a current list of border shelters in operation as of 
publication.

San Diego

• San Diego Rapid Response
Network Migrant Shelter,
operated by Jewish Family
Service of San Diego

• Safe Harbors Network and
Christ Ministry Center

Mecca, CA

• Galilee Center

Phoenix

• International Rescue
Committee Welcome Center

• Lutheran Social Services of
the Southwest

Tucson, AZ

• The Inn

• Casa Alitas

Nogales, AZ/ 
Nogales, Sonora

• Kino Border Initiative

Deming, NM

• The Deming Shelter

Las Cruces, NM

• Border Servant Corps

• New Mexico Hospitality
Coalition

El Paso, TX

• Annunciation House

Laredo, TX

• Holding Institute
Community Center

• La Frontera Shelter

Eagle Pass, TX

• Mission: Border Hope

McAllen, TX

• Humanitarian Respite
Center

Brownsville, TX

• Good Neighbor Settlement
House

• Ozanam Center

San Benito, TX

• La Posada Providencia
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Notes

1 Some individuals, even asylum-seekers, are not released from government custody and can remain in detention for months and even years 
while their immigration proceedings are pending. Those who are released are often required to wear a GPS ankle monitor and report to 
regular check-in appointments with Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).

2 United Nations Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), OCHA on Message: Humanitarian Principles, available at https://
www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Documents/OOM-humanitarianprinciples_eng_June12.pdf

3 Sphere Project, Chapter 2, The Sphere Handbook: Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response, 2018 Edition, 2018, 
available at: https://handbook.spherestandards.org/en/sphere/#ch003

4 Ibid, Chapter 3, available at: https://handbook.spherestandards.org/en/sphere/#ch004
5 The Core Humanitarian Standard, Frequently Asked Questions, available at: https://corehumanitarianstandard.org/resources/frequently-

asked-questions
6 Ibid.
7 The Sphere Handbook, Chapter 4, available at: https://handbook.spherestandards.org/en/sphere/#ch005; and the Core Humanitarian 

Standard, Frequently Asked Questions, available at: https://corehumanitarianstandard.org/resources/frequently-asked-questions. 
8 This video was produced by HIAS in collaboration with the Catholic Legal Immigration Network, Inc., Feerick Center for Social Justice, and 

Fordham University School of Law.
9 UNICEF, Mental Health and Psychosocial Support for Families at the US-Mexico Border, 2020, avaiable at: https://www.unicef.org/

media/71491/file.
10 The Institute on Trauma and Trauma-Informed Care, available at: http://socialwork.buffalo.edu/social-research/institutes-centers/institute-on-

trauma-and-trauma-informed-care/what-is-trauma-informed-care.html.
11 Church World Service, Border Volunteer Corps Handbook, 2019.
12 International Rescue Committee of San Diego, California, “Case Management: The Basics,” unpublished fact sheet.
13 Alameda County Operational Area Emergency Management Organization, A Guide for Local Jurisdictions in Care and Shelter Planning (Sept 

2003) 65-69, available at: https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/Docs/Guide_for_Local_Jurisdictions_Care_and_Shelter_Planning.pdf.
14  UNHCR, Women on the Run: First-Hand Accounts of Refugees Fleeing El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico, 2015, available at: 

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/publications/operations/5630f24c6/women-run.html.
15 OHCHR, Human Rights and Human Trafficking, Fact Sheet No. 36, page 2, available at: https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/

FS36_en.pdf.
16  UMCOR, Tips for United Methodist-Affiliated Transitional Shelters along the U.S.-Mexico Border. Available in the Resource Library.
17  The National Human Trafficking Hotline, Report Trafficking, available at: https://humantraffickinghotline.org/report-trafficking
18  Global CCCM Cluster, Desk Review: Urban Displacement & Outside of Camp, 2014; available at: https://cccmcluster.org/index.php/resources/

urban-displacement-out-camps-review-udoc
19  Global CCCM Cluster, Collective Centre Guidelines, 2010, available at: https://www.sheltercluster.org/sites/default/files/docs/Collective%20

Centre%20Guidelines%202010.pdf

20  Ibid.
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