
EL PASO: On June 12, Gerardo, a 41-year-old
indigenous bricklayer from Guatemala, appeared
before a US immigration judge in El Paso, Texas.
Since crossing the US-Mexico border illegally
two months earlier with his 14-year-old son, he
had been separated from the boy and forced to
wait in Mexico for his hearing. Now, he had only
one question for the judge: “Can you help me get
my son back?”

After they crossed into the United States, a
border patrol agent declared the boy’s photo-
copied birth certificate to be fake, casting doubt
on their father-son relationship. Despite Ger-
ardo’s protestations in broken Spanish, officers
took the boy, Walter, away. Gerardo was sent to
Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, to wait out his immigra-
tion court proceedings, with no idea where Wal-
ter was taken and no instructions on how to find
him, according to Gerardo and his attorneys,
who recounted the court appearance and cir-
cumstances of his case to Reuters. 

They asked that his surname be withheld be-
cause Gerardo fears for his family’s safety in
Guatemala. In a phone call to a cousin in
Arkansas, Gerardo said, he learned that Walter
was at a large migrant children’s shelter near
Miami. Separated from his dad, Walter later re-
called, “I felt like the world was crashing down
on me.” As a new Trump administration policy
rapidly expands, family separations increasingly
are complicated by a formidable barrier: an in-
ternational border.

Started in January, the policy known as “Mi-
grant Protection Protocols” (MPP) requires
some migrants to wait in Mexico for their immi-
gration cases to be processed, while others -
based largely on border authorities’ discretion -
are allowed to wait in the United States. Under

MPP, about 18,500 migrants have been returned
to Mexico, Mexican officials say.

When children are sent north of the border
and caregivers south, communication and legal
coordination suffer, kids’ emotional health can
deteriorate and simply finding one another again
can take weeks, according to about two dozen
interviews with migrant families, their attorneys
and advocates, case workers and researchers, as
well as courtroom observations. Although a
court last year halted the widespread “zero tol-
erance” separations of migrant parents and chil-
dren at the border, US officials still separate
certain family members there.

They separate children from parents if they
believe documents to be fraudulent, the parent
has a criminal record, they can’t prove parent-
age, or the child appears to be at risk. Officials
also routinely separate children from non-parent
relatives with whom they traveled, including
aunts, siblings and grandparents - an approach
also followed during the Obama administration
that is meant to stem child trafficking.

This year, under MPP, border officials in some
locations have been given the option to send
such adults to Mexico rather than detain or re-
lease them in the United States pending their
court hearings. The separated children are sent
to US-based children’s shelters.

A US Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) official said that parents are not being
separated from children due to the MPP pro-
gram, and did not respond when asked whether
they track children separated from other family
members they had traveled with. The depart-
ment’s Customs and Border Protection agency
declined to comment on Gerardo’s case, citing
privacy concerns.

In general, the Trump administration has said
that it is cracking down on fraud at the border.
“We believe (smuggling organizations) have
been coaching individuals by saying if you come
to the border with a child and you purport to be
a family unit, you will not get detained and you
will be released into the interior,” said Gregory
Nevano, assistant director at the Immigration
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agency’s
Homeland Security Investigations. “We are try-
ing to save and rescue children,” Nevano said.

ICE officials said they interviewed 2,475
“family units” (purported parents and children)
on the southwest border who “presented indicia
of fraud” between mid-April and July 5. Of those,

352 were found to be falsely claiming parent-
child relationships. Attorneys and children’s case-
workers say that when the caretaking adults are
sent to Mexico, it’s more difficult to contact them
because they often don’t have a fixed address. 

It’s also harder for the adults and children to
connect: The 1-800 number available online to
locate children in US shelters doesn’t work from
Mexico. Meanwhile, younger children may not
know the details of their asylum case or even the
location of family members who might help or
sponsor them in the United States. And in cases
like Gerardo’s, the geographic boundary can
make it harder to identify and rectify a separa-
tion apparently made in error. — Reuters
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Mass immigration 
roundups in US 
to start Sunday 
NEW YORK: Roundups of undocumented im-
migrant families will start Sunday in 10 US cities,
fulfilling a hardline immigration stance from US
President Donald Trump which will be a key
issue in his 2020 re-election bid, the New York
Times reported. The raids will be conducted by
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
agents over a number of days starting July 14, the
Times reported citing unnamed sources includ-
ing two current and one former homeland secu-
rity officials. 

Reuters could not independently confirm the
pending government action early today. The of-
ficials told the Times that ICE agents were tar-
geting at least 2,000 immigrants who have been
ordered deported but remain in the country il-
legally.

Trump said on July 5 that the mass roundups
would begin “fairly soon,” even as migrant ad-
vocates vowed their communities would be
“ready” when immigration officers come. He

postponed the operation last month after the
date was leaked, but last week said it would take
place after July 4. “They’ll be starting fairly soon,
but I don’t call them raids, we’re removing peo-
ple, all of these people who have come in over
the years illegally,” Trump told reporters at the
White House on Friday.

Last month ICE officials said operations
would target recently-arrived undocumented
migrants in a bid to discourage a surge of Cen-
tral American families at the southwest border.
ICE said in a previous statement its focus was
arresting people with criminal histories but any
immigrant found in violation of US laws was sub-
ject to arrest. The threatened raids have rattled
immigrant communities and come after appre-
hensions of migrants on the southwest border hit
a 13-year high in May before easing in June as
Mexico increased immigration enforcement.

Democratic lawmakers visited an El Paso,
Texas, Border Patrol station on Monday and said
migrants were being held in “horrifying” condi-
tions, with women told to drink out of a toilet, a
claim that has been disputed. Immigrant families
arrested together will be held together, when
possible, in family detention centers in Texas and
Pennsylvania, the officials told the Times. But be-
cause of space limitations, some might stay in
hotel rooms until travel is arranged. — Reuters

Migrant whose 
daughter died 
slams ‘cruelty’
WASHINGTON: A Guatemalan woman
whose infant daughter died after being held by
US immigration authorities denounced the
“cruelty” of the country’s migrant detention
centers on Wednesday. Yazmin Juarez spoke
out at “Kids in Cages: Inhumane Treatment at
the Border,” a congressional hearing staged
amid a series of scandals over poor conditions
suffered by detained migrants that has rocked
Washington.

“If today I can make a change, if I can make
a difference by telling you what is happening
with the ICE detentions, the cruelty... it is ex-
tremely unfair,” a tearful Juarez told reporters
before the hearing, referring to US Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement. Juarez said she
fled to the United States last year with her 19-
month-old Mariee “because I feared for our

lives in Guatemala.”  She crossed the border
and claimed asylum but says she and Mariee
were “locked in a freezing cold cage for a few
days,” then moved to an ICE detention center,
when her daughter became ill.

“I begged the doctors and medical staff to
give her the care I knew she needed but they
didn’t,” Juarez said. “When ICE finally released
us, I took Mariee... to a doctor and then to the
emergency room. But it was too late. Mariee
never left the hospital,” she said. Speaking be-
fore the House Civil Rights and Civil Liberties
subcommittee, Juarez said that “I watched my
baby girl die-slowly and painfully-a few
months before her second birthday.”

“The world should know what is happening
to so many babies and children inside these
ICE detention facilities,” she said. “My bright
beautiful girl is gone but I hope her story will
spur America’s government to act.” Represen-
tative Elijah Cummings, the chairman of the
House Committee on Oversight and Reform,
denounced what he termed “government-
sponsored child abuse on a grand scale.”
“There must be greater accountability,” said
Representative Joaquin Castro, the chairman of
the Congressional Hispanic Caucus. —AFP 

TEXAS: A Customs and Border Patrol truck drives through a local golf course in Eagle Pass, Texas. —AFP

When US puts a border between 
migrant kids and their caretakers

Can you help me get my son back?


