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Background and purpose: 
 
At the end of the Obama administration (2009-2016), but beginning in earnest during the 
Trump administration (2017-2020), thousands of asylum seekers were blocked at the border 
through exclusionary policies clearly aimed at deterring people from seeking protection in 
the United States. Through different legal and extralegal actions by the US government, they 
were forced to wait for months or even years in the northern Mexican cities.  
During the health emergency caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, migrants had to wait 
indefinitely. In March 2020, the Mexican and U.S. governments announced the partial 
closure of the border to non-essential travel. Asylum applications and migrants who crossed 
the border in order to claim fear were deemed non-essential, while U.S. immigration 
authorities continued deporting hundreds of Mexican migrants and began expelling asylum 
seekers in rapid succession. Since January 2021, despite some policy changes by the Biden 
administration to readmit asylum seekers with court cases in the United States, expulsions 
have escalated, and crossing restrictions to most asylum seekers continue at ports of entry.  
The rejection of asylum seekers at the US ports of entry leads to multiple forms of violence 
stemming from the very liminality of their situation. The indefinite wait fuels the powerful 
migration industry and the booming criminal markets. Coyotes (migrant smugglers) hanging 
around shelters and camps were particularly noticeable during our fieldwork. The 
unprecedented growth of the floating foreign population continually overwhelmed 
humanitarian assistance capacities, leading most of this population to live in extreme poverty, 
highly vulnerable to falling victim to unscrupulous criminal actors. 
The purpose of this research was to examine, through mixed methods, the conditions of 
asylum seekers waiting in Tijuana and Ciudad Juárez, associated with security risks by the 
state, patterns of victimization by criminals and officials (violence and coercion), difficult 
conditions of transportation and shelter, access to health care, and kidnapping and trafficking.  



 
Fieldwork:  
 
The research was carried out in three stages. At the end of 2019, we did explorative fieldwork 
in shelters and camps. Between January and March 2020, also between January and August 
2021 we conducted online interviews with workers of the shelters CIM Leona Vicario in 
Ciudad Juárez and Carmen Serdan in Tijuana, identifying the transformation of humanitarian 
infrastructures, as the COVID pandemic evolved. Finally, between September and December 
2021, we collected quantitative data. The survey drew on previous methodology used by 
Jeremy Slack and Daniel Martínez for the Migrant Border Crossing Survey (MBCS). The 
questionnaire was adapted to the population of asylum seekers waiting in Mexico. This 
quantitative data focused on three populations: those that crossed the border and were 
returned under title 42, those that are stuck waiting to cross and those that have been placed 
into the remain in Mexico program (MPP) and are undergoing their asylum process from 
Mexico. While different, the population surveyed have many shared experiences 
(demographics, employment, dynamics of crossing the border, extortion and kidnapping).We 
surveyed 64 asylum seekers in the Integration Center for Migrants (CIM) Leona Vicario, in 
Juarez, and 15 asylum seekers in the CIM Carmen Serdán, in Tijuana. 

In Tijuana, during the second semester of 2019, we conducted 15 in-depth interviews with 
Hondurans who had been sent to Mexico under the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP), also 
known as “Remain in Mexico” where people are sent to Mexico to aqait the conclusion of 
their asylum hearings.  Between September and October 2021, we conducted 26 interviews 
with forcibly displaced Mexicans (10) and Central American asylum seekers (6 Salvadorans, 
5 Hondurans, and 5 Guatemalans).  

 
Findings: 
 
Most of the participants were women (59%) and the average age was 31. Interviewees had 
fled from their places of origin due to criminal violence (68%), gender-based or domestic 
violence (18%), poverty or debts (9%), and environmental disasters (5%). The decision to 
head towards Mexico's northern border resulted from information provided by relatives and 
friends regarding the opportunity of seeking asylum in the United States. However, those 
who did manage to get to the U.S. border, far from reaching a safe place, were subjected to 
different forms of institutional violence: overcrowded places with low temperatures, 
destruction of the “evidence of persecution” they brought along, humiliations, and lack of 
due process. 
Migrants interviewed in 2019 were in an asylum process; they were unaware of almost all 
legal and practical aspects. They only knew that they had an appointment at the port of entry 
to be taken to court by US authorities. Their wait was characterized by great social 
precariousness lacking basic services. However, the community they had temporarily built 



on the margins of Mexican institutions allowed them regular access to food, as well as a 
certain safety net against violence.  
In the case of the migrants surveyed and interviewed at the Integration Centers for Migrants 
in Juárez and Tijuana, in 2021, although they felt safe from their persecutors and had access 
to basic services, the conditions of overcrowding and daily militarization caused stressors 
added to the uncertainty of waiting without knowing if they could ever cross the border to 
request asylum. This research also demonstrated how certain points and activities became 
dangerous areas. For example, one man and his 14 year old boy from El Salvador were 
followed and attempted to be kidnapped after they went to the bridge where they asked the 
agents stationed at the top if they would be allowed to apply for asylum. Time and again, 
asylum seekers that went to the bridges attempting to apply for asylum only to be turned 
away were followed, or attacked. This was particularly true when people were no longer 
travelling with coyotes. 
 
This research demonstrates that people blocked or expelled to the northern border of Mexico 
relapse into risky situations, often the victim of aggression and abuse, not only because of 
the strong presence of criminal organizations but also because of the lack of resources to 
cover the endless wait. Violence comes again into play as a continuum that begins with the 
identification of migrants by actors linked to criminal organizations such as police, coyotes, 
taxi drivers, or other migrants. In kidnapping cases, they are tortured to reveal the phone 
numbers of their relatives in the United States. In addition to paying a ransom, they are often 
forced to perform forced labor. 
According to online fieldwork carried out with the workers in the Centers for Migrants 
Integration during the health emergency, the CIMs in Tijuana and Juarez have had 3 stages 
of change to adapt to new needs and sanitary situation: 

 

Since their inauguration until December 2021, the Migrant Centers have served an estimated 
14,000 people, with diverse migrant profiles, mostly asylum seekers, followed by IDPs and 
Title 8 and 42 deportees. On average, family profiles are predominant and 60% of the 
population have been accompanied migrant children and adolescents. These centers have 
become the most important spaces along the border for understanding asylum seekers. It has 
become the place where people have the most access to legal aid, health care as well as safety. 

The first stage, from the inauguration to serve MPP in 2019
until the arrival of COVID in March 2020

Second stage, the readaptation of spaces for health security
and receive people returned by title 42 between March 2020
and January 2021

Third stage, the reactivation of spaces from February 2021
to the present



However, the only thing that has remained constant during the research period is change. As 
the populations seeking asylum change and evolve, as well as the legal processes, these 
spaces will face more and more pressure to justify funding and challenges maintaining 
knowledgeable and caring personnel. The alternative will likely be migrant camps where 
people create their own spaces to demand access to asylum however, with increasingly 
dangerous and violent consequences for many of the people that  
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Challenges: 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, fieldwork was suspended in March 2020. At that time, we 
were working on the questionnaire to survey the population stuck waiting along the U.S. 
Mexico border and exploring spaces where people were waiting in limbo in Tijuana and 
Ciudad Juárez. We resumed fieldwork in June 2021. However, we were able to conduct 
several virtual interviews during 2020 due to resources we leveraged from this grant and 
institutional support that allowed for internet access and computers in shelters. 
Unfortunately, the challenges of establishing a rapport and interviewing in a virtual setting 
limited some of this data collection. Additionally, when we originally proposed this research, 
we were initially focused on the impacts of the migrant protection protocol (MPP) as well as 
metering that stopped people from presenting their cases at the port of entry. However, we 
did not anticipate Title 42, which led to rapid returns of all nationalities to Mexico. This was 
followed by the Biden Administration removing MPP upon taking office, only to have the 
program return in 2022 when a federal judge ordered it restarted. This order has been reversed 
yet again but we have yet to witness a draw down. Especially for a quantitative survey 
instrument these distinct processes make surveying difficult. However, we have succeeded 
in the early phases of quantitative research and will be producing important data about this 
unique and tumultuous period. 


