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Deportation and the rapid removal of non-citizens to their country of origin has become a 

contested political issue. However, relatively few studies focus specifically on what it is like to 

be deported and how the official practices and policies of immigration enforcement officials 

deviate from the lived experiences of deported1 migrants (See Martínez et. al 2017 and Slack et. 

al 2015). Of particular concern are the experiences of unaccompanied minors who have been 

assigned special protections through bilateral agreements between the United States and Mexico 

known as repatriation accords. These agreements dictate fair treatments for all migrants, such as 

returning people with all of their possessions and at a reasonable hour of the day. For children, 

these accords place limits on the number of hours they can spend in custody, the type of 

interrogation allowed by officials, and ensure access by the Mexican consular officials to the 

children. Through interviews and surveys with recently repatriated minors we have found 

systematic violations of these terms, particularly with regard to unaccompanied minors who 

inform U.S. officials that they fear for their lives in Mexico and are summarily repatriated 

without respecting their right to an asylum hearing.   

 

Repatriated Minors along the U.S. Mexico Border 

Mexico’s Secretaría de Gobernación documented 219,905 repatriations of Mexican nationals 

from the United States in 2016, with minors representing 6% of the total at 13,7372 (Unidad de 

Política Migratoria 2017). About 80% of the minors repatriated that year were male, compared to 

90% among repatriated adult migrants.. Nearly half of all minors repatriated to Mexico in 2016 

were returned to Sonora (3,184) and Tamaulipas (3,618).  (Unidad de Política Migratoria 2016). 

The following year experienced a decrease in the repatriation of Mexican minors from the United 
 

1 There is a distinction between repatriation and deportation, namely, that deportation is a criminal 
process while repatriation, particularly voluntary returns are an administrative one, with much less 
severe consequences for future immigration. All minors should only be subject to voluntary returns, 
however, as this term creates a loaded image of the voluntary nature of removal, we will use the terms 
interchangeably for this report.  
2 This includes all repatriated minors, not just unaccompanied minors. 



States, which stemmed from an overall decrease in unauthorized Mexican migration. Although 

repatriations of minors decreased to 8,907 in 2017 (Unidad de Política Migratoria 2017), Sonora 

and Tamaulipas still received 54% of all repatriated Mexican minors that year.  

 

The decreases in unauthorized Mexican migration and deportation come during a polemic 

atmosphere in the United States, which has led to additional scrutiny directed toward migrants as 

well as increased fears of reprisals for those living in the United States. An emboldened 

immigration enforcement apparatus has been increasingly brazen in the push to arrest and 

remove all those with questionable status. Our interviews took place in the midst of this political 

turmoil between August 2016 and August 2017 at government run shelters for repatriated 

unaccompanied migrants (UAM). UAM are required to remain in such shelters until their next of 

kin can be contacted and assume custody of the child. This is usually occurs quickly, as many of 

the children’s families live near the border with the United States. Many of unaccompanied 

minros are employed through migration, taking an extra risk to support their household by 

trafficking drugs or guiding other migrants through the desert (Moreno Mena and Avedaño 

Millán 2015, Hernández 2011). Agents are suspicious of teenagers because they suspect 

involvement with drug trafficking or human smuggling, and these issues seem to be at the core 

of much of the abuse we found. The following sections outline preliminary results from our year-

long fieldwork with repatriated UAMs in Sonora and Tamaulipas. Through the course of our 

research, we systematically asked survey participants questions regarding physical and verbal 

abuse they experienced by U.S. officials as well as institutional problems in treatment regarding 

due process.  

 

Methodology 

For this study we surveyed 97 recently deported UAMs about their experiences crossing the 

border as well as their treatment by U.S. authorities while in custody after being apprehended 

and after being repatriated from the United States. All surveys were completed in the cities of 

Matamoros, Tamaulipas (N = 57) and Nogales, Sonora (N = 40). The survey instrument 

contained 99 questions as well as a mental health scale to assess the emotional stress stemming 

from migration and removal (DASS) (Henry and Crawford 2005). The face-to-face interviews 

lasted about a half hour to one hour each. We administered surveys in shelters run by the Sistema 



de Desarrollo Integral de la Familia (DIF) in the research sites. Because this survey deals with 

sensitive topics, and because we were working with minors, we took precautions to secure 

approval from shelter staff to approach and survey children, asking if they would be willing to 

participate before receiving verbal assent as per our Institutional Review Board approval at the 

University of Texas at El Paso.  

 

The present study draws off the MBCS methodology, which uses a random sample survey 

strategy in migrant shelters and at ports of entry to systematically gather generalizable 

information about people’s migration and deportation experiences (Martínez et al. 2017, Slack et 

al. 2015, Slack et al. 2013). For the current study, shelter workers chose participants based upon 

availability, as many had to leave the shelter quickly upon contacting their parents or guardians. 

We screened potential participants for eligibility by asking whether they had crossed the border, 

been apprehended by U.S. authorities, and repatriated to Mexico within the past week prior to 

being surveyed. The questionnaire follows the migratory journey chronologically, asking 

respondents about their crossing experience, apprehension, and treatment in the U.S. legal 

system, followed by questions about mental health, and demographic characteristics. 

 

The age of participants in our study ranged from eight to 17 years old, , with a mean age of 15.6 

years. Of the 97 respondents we interviewed, 87% were male and 13% were female. Despite 

being minors, a significant portion of the children interviewed have adult responsibilities. 

Thirteen percent  respondents had children of their own, 69% work to support their family 

economically, and 9% consider themselves the head of their household (see table 1 below). We 

found significant connections to the United States among our respondents. Of those surveyed,  

78% have family in the United States and nearly 55% have family members who are U.S. 

citizens.  



 
 

Abuse by U.S. Authorities 

We found multiple cases of physical abuse by U.S. authorities against unaccompanied minors. 

About 7% reported physical violence. One said, “They slapped me and my nose started to 

bleed.” Another explained, how an agent struck him on the back with the butt of a gun. 

Furthermore, 15% reported verbal abuse such as “Hey you motherfucker stop! Son of a bitch!” 

These instances show that previous studies of violence committed by the Border Patrol are not 

isolated to adults (Slack et al. 2016, Phillips, Hagan, and Rodriguez 2006, NMD 2008, Heyman 

2001). An atmosphere of violence pervades the organization and greater oversight could help 

curb this problem.  Additionally, 19% of UAM reported having their possessions taken and not 

returned by authorities, which is in direct violation of the repatriation accords. This can cause 

significant problems for those who are unable to reach family members due to lost contact 

information such as phone numbers stored on a cell phone. Because the Mexican government 

requires that a parent or guardian to pick up the children at the DIF shelters, not having one’s 

possessions can slow this process down significantly. Furthermore, 29% of respondents reported 

a significant level of stress on the DASS addendum.  

 

Due Process Abuse 

Nearly 74% were interrogated alone without the presence of any consular official. While most 

reported that these interviews consisted of demographic questions such as where they were from 

Characteristic Percent
Male 86.6%
Female 13.4%
Age (mean) 15.6 years
     Age (min) 8 years
     Age (max) 17 years
Help household economically? 69.1%
Head of household? 9.4%
Family in the US? 78.1%
US citizen family members? 54.6%
Have children 13.1%
N = 97

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics and Ties to the 
United States



and where they were going, others reported being questioned about being the guide, if they were 

smuggling drugs, or who they were working for. Only 8% reported contact with a Mexican 

official such as the consulate while in U.S. custody. This raises concerns about their ability to 

sign legal documents that carry potential criminal or immigration consequences. Most, 84% 

signed some type of paperwork while in custody. However, only 40% said they were explained 

what the form meant and 15% felt pressured or forced to sign. About 50%  were handcuffed 

during their time with U.S. authorities.  

 

Perhaps most egregious, 6 UACs reported they explicitly told U.S. officials that they were afraid 

to return to Mexico. This should have immediately halted removal proceedings and allowed the 

children access to the asylum system. Upon telling the agent that he was afraid to return to 

Matamoros, the agent responded, “Why? Because you lost your backpack of marijuana?” 

(Ramon, 15, Tamaulipas). Another boy was told: “those things exist in the United States too,” 

when he explained he was afraid to return (Diego, 15, Michoacán). Each of these cases is a clear 

violation of international law. However, there are more questions to be answered. We do not 

know the total number of children who were afraid to return to Mexico or how many children 

were allowed to pursue their legal right to asylum. Therefore, the frequency of UAMs being 

denied access to these rights is cause for concern. Over 48% of UAMs were asked if they were 

afraid to return, suggesting that agents do know they are required to check if the respondents are 

eligible for asylum. However, if a significant number of those people who claim fear are being 

told they have no options to stay in the United States and convinced not to file an asylum claim, 

then the practice of asking about fear is in fact detrimental to their future asylum prospects. If the 

UACs attempt to return to the United State and file an asylum claim, the fact that they did not do 

so before will negatively affect their cases. Moreover, people who were denied their right to 

pursue asylum will now have an additional repatriation on their record.  

 

Moreover, while 6 people claimed fear, 19% of respondents informed us they were in fact 

worried about being returned to Mexico. These worries stemmed from a variety of concerns. 

“My state is very violent. If they don’t know you, they will kill you,” explained one 15 year-old 

male from Michoacán. One 16 year-old girl from Morelos explained that she was afraid to be 

separated from her father, raising questions about why they were separated in the first place, as 



children are not supposed to be separated from parents once apprehended by U.S. authorities. 

The fact that they did not feel entitled to inform the authorities of this fear, as well as to assert 

their rights when they did claim fear is symptomatic of the problems associated with having the 

Border Patrol serve as arresting officer as well as potential ally. This is an extremely difficult 

task to perform, and must be changed. Certainly, we do not expect a police officer to also act as a 

public defender in our criminal system. There needs to be a buffer between agent and migrant in 

order to accurately explore the legal options available to each person. This is especially true of 

minors who are less aware of the legal system and their internationally protected human rights.  

It is imperative that attorneys or, at the very least, asylum officers have access to children prior 

to removal to ensure that the arresting officers are not simultaneously interrogating a suspect, 

while also tasked with protecting their basic rights.  

 

Conclusions 

Despite additional protections for unaccompanied minors, more oversight is necessary to ensure 

that these norms are followed and their rights are respected. Overall, many of the same violent 

and illegal processes that shape adult migration are experienced by children. So too are the 

pressures to continue to migrate. When asked if they will cross again sometime in the future,  

42% responded “yes,” while 19% stated they were uncertain. Despite the dangers and risks, 

many of these children will continue to cross despite the lack of access to protections that are 

required by law. If there is no change in the system of apprehension and interrogation it will 

simply be impossible to ensure that those children in need of asylum or other protection are able 

to access this system. This can only happen by increased transparency and a shift in who is 

tasked with interviewing migrants about their needs for asylum.  
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