U.S. Office of Special Counsel
1730 M Street, N.W., Suite 218
Washington, D.C. 20036-4505

Whistleblower Disclosure Prompts Improvements in
Background Checks of Sponsors of Refugee Children

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
CONTACT: Nick Schwellenbach, (202) 254-3631; nschwellenbach@osc.gov

WASHINGTON, D.C./November 16, 2016 —

Yesterday, in a letter to the White House and Congress, the U.S. Office of Special Counsel (OSC) reported on
weaknesses in the Office of Refugee Resettlement’s (ORR) background checks of adults serving as custodians for
unaccompanied children, potentially putting these children under the care of individuals with criminal histories. ORR is
an office within the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). An anonymous federal whistleblower expressed
particular concern regarding approximately 300 custodians with serious criminal records.

The HHS Office of Inspector General (HHS OIG) investigated the disclosures. The OIG report determined that
documentation to confirm background checks of sponsors was not always present in ORR case files it reviewed. And, in
some cases, other adults living in the homes of the sponsors did not receive background checks in possible violation of
ORR policy. OIG also acknowledged that, since-mid 2014, it has received “significant incident reports involving
allegations of sexual and physical abuse and fraud” perpetrated against children in this program.

However, the HHS OIG could not confirm the whistleblower’s core disclosure because it had trouble matching
and verifying the names of sponsors with crimes associated with their names in spreadsheets provided by the
whistleblower. Furthermore, the OIG’s efforts to fully investigate the allegations were hindered by the Federal Bureau
of Investigation’s refusal to provide it access to National Crime Information Center databases.

In response to the weaknesses identified, HHS OIG stated it is conducting a deeper review of the program, to be
completed early in 2017, to determine if appropriate background investigations are conducted. HHS OIG further noted
that HHS is working with the Department of Homeland Security to gather and exchange information about children after
placement to ensure children are safe and sponsors adhere to agreements. HHS has made a number of recent
enhancements to the sponsor screening process, while expanding disqualifying criteria to include convictions or pending
charges for crimes where it is reasonable to believe the safety and well-being of a child could be put at risk.

“I' urge the inspector general to quickly conduct a thorough review and for all of the agencies involved to fully
cooperate moving forward. We owe it to these children to ensure they are placed in safe homes,” said Special Counsel
Carolyn Lerner.

*k*

The U.S. Office of Special Counsel (OSC) is an independent federal investigative and prosecutorial agency. Our basic authorities come
from four federal statutes: The Civil Service Reform Act, the Whistleblower Protection Act, the Hatch Act, and the Uniformed Services
Employment & Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA). OSC's primary mission is to safequard the merit system by protecting federal
employees and applicants from prohibited personnel practices, especially reprisal for whistleblowing, and to serve as a safe channel
for allegations of wrongdoing. For more information, please visit our website at www.osc.gov.
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