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AUSTIN—Twoyears ago,Gov.GregAb
bott was so desperate to play down the ran
cor and infighting at the top of Texas state
government, he tweeted a pic of himself and
Comptroller Glenn Hegar holding a cutout
of children’s book character Flat Stanley.

“It’s Kumbaya time. Flat Stanley unites
us all,” Abbottwrote.

In the background, Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick
and thenSpeaker Joe Straus gripped and
grinned. Just as easily, though, they could
havebared their fangs, givenwhathappened
in the ensuing fourmonths: deadlock over a
bathroom bill and property taxes. A special
session. Recriminations between Patrick
and Straus. GOPdysfunction on display.

This year, by contrast, Abbott doesn’t
have to tweet in hopes of party unity. With
someexceptions,which so far seemmanage
able, the unity is real. The GOP’s new soli
darity, admittedly, may be driven by fears of
further gains by Democrats in the stillun
folding and highly uncertain presidential
election of 2020.

“Governor Abbott is aman on amission,”
Flower Mound GOP Sen. Jane Nelson, the
Senate’s top budget and taxpolicy writer,
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E L PASO— Carlos Joaquín Salinas remembers
the lies. Looking back, they lied to him and his
boy. Beginningwith the coyote.

“The smuggler told me this would be like
going to Disneyland, and that everyone would greet us
with jobs,” says Joaquín, 27.

The two men agreed on a price of $6,000, which in
cluded a special deal he couldn’t refuse. Two for one.His
son, 10yearold Fernando, would come along for free.
They would leave their hometown of Santa Rosa near
the Pacific coast of Guatemala, and Joaquín would find
work inNorthTexas.

They sold a small family plot of land, the three cows
and four chickens. They took out a loan to come upwith
the $6,000. They traveled by bus,with cushy seats and a

TV to watch movies. He and Fernando laughed and
bonded andmade it to Ciudad Juárez in just five days.

Once in Juárez, the coyote pointed to the Franklin
Mountains, emblazonedwith a giant star that is brightly
lit at night, and said, “That’s the United States. Run all
theway to theRioGrande and you’re there. Look for the
Border Patrol and turn yourself in.”

Father and son ran across a busy highway, dodging
traffic. Joaquín held on to his son’s hand as Fernando
screamed with joy, “We made it, Papi. Papi, we made it
to a new life!”

But their travails had just begun. Over the next two
days, Joaquín and his son went from being held under
an international bridge like “caged animals”to living in a
shelter and finally waiting for a bus to take them to
NorthTexas.

IMMIGRATION

‘Mymessage tomy fellowGuatemaltecos:
Don’t come. This is all onebig lie.’

Ryan Michalesko/Staff Photographer

Carlos Joaquín Salinas crosses an El Paso street with his son Fernando to board a bus for Fort Worth. After fleeing thugs holding their
hometown hostage and arriving in the U.S., they were held under an international bridge like “caged animals,” Joaquín says.
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PeggyWehmeyerwrites in thisweek’s
LivingOur Faith column that, as she
worships onEaster Sunday, shewill ask
herself the same old question:How can
I keep believing this? She reflects on
theBible story of Jacob’s encounter
with an angel.When Jacobwrestled
withGod, hewalked awaywounded,
with a limp.1P
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DUMFRIES, Va. — Five
weeks into his presidential cam
paign, Beto O’Rourke still
hasn’t shaken the rap that he’s a

bit of a lightweight.
There are no white papers.

He’s delivered no major policy
speeches. The section of his
campaign website devoted to
“vision” reads like a cutand
paste version of comments he
delivers on the stump — more
flowery eloquence than nitty
gritty.

The El Paso Democrat’s top
line principles are fairly clear,

and party activists find both the
vision and its messenger ap
pealing. He takes climate
change seriously. He wants to
limit access to militarystyle
firearms, supports wider access
to health care and favors amore
compassionate immigration
policy.

O’Rourke’s agenda includes

Vision clear, specifics fuzzy
ELECTIONS ’20 | PRESIDENT

For some O’Rourke
fans, passion trumps
lack of detailed plans

By TODD J. GILLMAN
Washington Bureau

tgillman@dallasnews.comBill O’Leary/TheWashington Post

Presidential candidate and El Paso na
tive Beto O’Rourke spoke to voters on
Saturday at the aptly named El Paso
Mexican Grill in Dumfries, Va. SeeDOES Page 12A
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NorthTexaselections
Early voting startsMondayacrossNorth
Texas as votersbegin theprocessof
selecting local leaders, including two
highprofile contests formayor inDallas and
FortWorth. Early votingcontinues through
April 30, andelectionday isMay4. (Story, 1B)
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Seeking asylum, they’ve
been ordered to go before a
judge to prove they deserve to
be in the promised land. In sev
eral interviews in the roughly
three weeks since Joaquín ar
rived, he shared his story with
The Dallas Morning News, re
counting his perilous journey
across the border, and the diffi
culties of adjusting to his new
life inNorthTexas.

Now inArlington, theywish
they could go back home. “I
wish I could turn back time,”
Joaquín says.

“Had I known what I know
now, I never would have made
thedecision,” he says. “Never.”

But now, he says, he literally
can’t afford to go back. The trip
has left him with years of bal
looningdebt.

“I’m screwed,” he says. “My
message to my fellow Guate
maltecos: Don’t come. This is
all one big lie.”

North for a new life
Joaquín, a farmer, had long

grown small plots ofmilpas —
corn—and beans. But over the
last few years, the rain cycles
have changed — as has the
amount of sun his crops could
get. Planting was no longer a
sure thing to help him and his
family of four put food on the
table, or pay for his mother’s
medication.

Climate change, according
to the World Bank, could force
more than1.4million people to
flee their homes in Central
America in the decades to
come. The change upended
Joaquín’s life. He noticed fel
low farmerswere also leaving.

Then, a cousin and a friend
were found dead for no known
reason, killed by local thugs
whoheld the townhostage.

Joaquín felt the north was
his only option.

Determined, and “ob
sessed,” Joaquín remembers
making the decision, along
with his wife, in the middle of
the night. He remembers the
sad goodbyes to his family,
their tears.

But he also recalls how ex
citedhewas, dreamingof anew
future. He prepared for the
journey. After selling the land
and the animals, he found he
was still short of the coyote’s fee
by a couple of thousanddollars.

His wife encouraged him to
call friends and relatives inTex
as. A cousin and a friend near
Dallas both agreed to help by
being cosigners to his agree
ment with the coyote. The
smuggler would hold them all
accountable for the final pay
ment.

Then came the hard part.
He looked at his three boys and
picked the one he thought had
the pilas — the wits — to sur
vive the uncertain journey
north with him. Joaquín says
he picked Fernando, the eldest,
not just because he’s wiser, but

because, “I just have a gut feel
ing about him. He’s tenacious,
determined. He pushes me
even when doubts come over
me. ‘Go,Papi, go.’ ”

Joaquín asked for his moth
er’s blessing. She didn’t want
him to leave for fear that she’d
never see him again. The road
ahead was perilous, she said.
And she had recently suffered a
stroke. That’s why he needed to
leave, Joaquín told her. To earn
money for her medicine and in
case she ended up in a hospital.
The stroke, he told her, was a
sign fromGod that leaving was

his destiny.
Joaquín assured his mother

and wife that the coyote said
the trip would be a breeze. In a
week or so, he’d be in Texas
withhis cousin.Theplanwas to
be gone only long enough to
make money, send remittances
home and save to start a new
business, away from farming.

Maybeduring that timeFer
nando could learnEnglish, and
return to Guatemala to per
haps somedaywork in the tour
ism industry, or do something
else in life that would break the
cycle of poverty that has shad

owed Central American fami
lies for centuries.

Joaquín told his family he’d
be back in two, maybe three
years.

His mother asked him to
bow his head. She blessed him.
They cried.

“Don’t worry, mother. Ev
erything will be fine,” he said,
repeating the lines given by the
coyote aboutDisneyland, and a
nation where he’d be happily
greetedwith job offers.

The journey
Joaquín and Fernando left

for Mexico. It was a surprise to
Joaquínwhen the coyote they’d
carefully selected inGuatemala
suddenly passed them on to a
Mexican smuggler, part of a
network that stretched
throughout both countries.

In the days ahead, it seemed
like in every region someone
new took over. There were new
shelters, newbribes to pay.

Mostly, Joaquín and Fer
nando were relieved that they
wouldn’t be traveling on the
train of death, widely known as
LaBestia—the beast. Over the
years,manymigrants have fall
en off the cargo train, losing
limbs or their lives. Criminals
also prey on the helpless pas
sengers, who face the threat of
robbery, rape or death.

Instead, their coyote had ar
ranged it so that they would
ride in comfortable buses. Oc
casionally, men would board
during the night, and everyone
was required to pay $200 to
$300 bribes so the coaches
could be allowed to pass
through certain regions con
trolled by organized crime.

In Puebla, Joaquín and his
son got off the bus and rode in a
taxi toMexico City. There, they
took a van — a rutera — to get
around the biggest city they’d
ever seen. They also slept in a
small shelter with dozens of
others in a town everyone
called Fresnillo. That would be
in the state of Zacatecas.

The next morning, they
loaded into a packed bus and
roared all the way to Ciudad
Juárez. There, a new coyote
met them. He took them to the
border, teeming with thou
sands of other migrants from
all over the world, especially
CentralAmerica.

The journey took a little
more than a week. Joaquín re

members driving with the new
coyote alongside the Chamizal
Park and passing the socalled
X, a giant red, iconic landmark
sculpture in Juárez. That was
when the coyote pointed to the
Franklin Mountains across the
border inElPasoand told them
to run for it, then turn them
selves in once they were across
the river. “It’s that simple,” said
the coyote.

Father and son raced across
the highway. One woman
screeched the brakes on her car
with Texas plates. She pulled to
the side and screamed: “Don’t
turn yourself in. It’ll be your
worst nightmare.”

The pair looked at each oth
er, confused. They continued
running. Joaquín held on to
Fernando, who had a big, fool
ish grin on his face and jumped
for joy.

It would not be long before
Joaquín began to understand
the woman’s meaning. His
voice cracks when he talks
about the days that followed.

The America they were told
about was a lie. They were not
welcomedwith open arms.

They spent the next four
nights underneath the Paso del
Norte international bridge
alongside hundreds more mi
grants inacramped, temporary
corral seen in photos that were
published across the U.S. and
beyond.

Care ‘is paramount’
The admittedly hard

pressed Border Patrol has said
it faces a humanitarian crisis.

In a statement attributed to
Andrew Meechan, assistant
commissioner for public affairs
of U.S. Customs and Border
Protection, the agency said “the
care of those in our custody is
paramount.” The agency added
thatCBP, theBorderPatrol and
the Department of Homeland
Security have been “transpar
ent for several months by con
veying the message both pub
licly, internationally and to
Congress that the immigration
system is broken and that they
are at critical capacity levels
across the southwest border.”

About 95,000 migrants
crossed into the U.S. in March
alone. Conditions were so diffi
cult in the temporary shelter
that many migrants, including

Photos by Ryan Michalesko/Staff Photographer

A group of immigrants,mostly Central American asylumseekers, waited at a bus station in El Paso late last month. A father and son fleeing violence in Guatemala spent four nights
underneath the Paso del Norte international bridge alongside hundreds more migrants in a cramped, temporary corral. About 95,000 migrants crossed into the U.S. in March.

Guatemalan asylumseekersCarlos Joaquín Salinas and son Fernando board a bus in El
Paso. They were on their way to North Texas, where Joaquín has a cousin. They have a
court date set for June, but he’s been told not to work until his “status” is determined.

New shelters and new bribes to pay
Continued fromPage1A
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Joaquín and his son, slept on Mylar
blankets on gravel.

They were awakened by Border Pa
trol agents who tossed them cold
sandwiches at 3 a.m. The winds of
March picked up. Dust swirled. The
nights were cold. They stood and
stared out at reporters, Joaquín says,
who took their pictures, shouted ques
tions as though “we were caged ani
mals at a circus. I had no idea what
was going on. Why we were being used
as pawns.”

Fernando would look to his father
for answers, Joaquín recalls. “I avoid
ed his gaze because I realized I had al
so lied to him. This was the United
States of America and we were treated
worse than dogs, and I say that be
cause the dogs with the agents were
treated better than we were. They
were at least given plates with their
food. We had food thrown at us.”

At night, Joaquín says, he sat with
his son, wiping away pigeon drop
pings that fell from under the bridge
where the pigeons mated. He remem
bers staring at his son and asking him
for forgiveness. He questioned why he
listened to the smuggler who said that
bringing his child would help him
pave a way into the U.S. as he would
avoid instant deportation. At that
point, he says, all he wanted to do was
head back to Guatemala.

But there was that debt, which now
felt like a pistol pointed at his head.
And then his son’s smile when he’d
wake up and say, “No, Papi, let’s try
this out. We’ll make it work.”

One morning, Fernando jokingly
told his father, “What else do we have
to lose? We’ve lost it all. Let’s get it
back.”

Into America
On day five, Joaquín was released

by government officials to a shelter op
erated by Annunciation House, which
coordinates migrant shelters through
out the region. He was eventually to
have his asylum case to make a credi
ble fear claim in the immigration

courts, but that would be months or
years away.

With the help of volunteers at the
nonprofit shelter, he finally made con
tact with his cousin in Arlington, who
had grown worried about him. The
cousin paid for two bus tickets from El
Paso to Fort Worth.

When Joaquín was told about the
tickets, he thanked the volunteer, but
quietly mused about whether he
wanted to continue the journey. He’d
been thinking a lot about his mother.
He missed his village, the smell of tor
tillas, beans on the stove, his wife, his
two other sons.

“We don’t have much, and we’ll
probably never have anything, but we
did have some dignity and respect, po
liteness from your neighbors,” he said.
“All I wanted to do was work. Nothing
more. I’m not here for handouts. I just
want to work. Not take anyone’s job
away. Just work in whatever I’m of
fered.”

On a Saturday evening, Joaquín
waited inside a makeshift bus termi
nal from which routes spread
throughout the U.S.: Denver, Los An
geles, Oklahoma City, Fort Worth,

Dallas. He looked around and recog
nized the faces of many people he met
underneath the bridge days before,
only a few blocks away from the termi
nal. All sat glumly, watching television
entertainment shows, waiting for
their buses to depart. And coughing,
like a chorus. Many were sick, includ
ing Joaquín and Fernando.

“They say we bring diseases,” he
said that day as he and Fernando
walked across the street to fetch some
water for medicine that volunteers
had given them for their colds and ris
ing fevers. “That’s true. But that is be
cause we were treated so poorly and
left outside to sleep on rocks and it was
cold. Of course we’re sick.”

The two boarded the bus for the 12
hour drive to North Texas, where Joa
quín’s cousin would meet them.

‘Jobs everywhere’
Joaquín and Fernando had their

first meeting with ICE officials and
now have a court date set for June.
Joaquín is bored and worried. Despite
what his cousin told him about work
ing immediately, he’s not supposed to

work until his “status” is determined.
But if he doesn’t work, “I become a
burden to this country, and I don’t
want to do that.”

He walks Arlington a lot with his
son. They marvel at the colorful Six
Flags Over Texas amusement park,
the imposing Cowboys Stadium sit
ting like a huge spaceship on the Texas
prairie, and the cranes and rising
frame of the new, billiondollar base
ball park going up for the Texas Rang
ers. His cousin says they’re hiring.

“I see jobs everywhere,” he says. “I
see much opportunity.”

Last week, he started accepting
small job offers, doing things like
helping replace windows at houses.
He made $100 in one day, the kind of
money he’d make in two weeks back in
Guatemala. He sent some of that
money to his wife, mother and chil
dren.

He also tried to register his son at
an elementary school. Fernando got
excited and dressed up. “I even put gel
on my hair,” Fernando says. But he was
told the spring semester is nearly over
and was encouraged to return in the
fall, “if we’re still here,” Joaquín adds.

He also used some of his money to
buy a phone to reconnect on What
sApp with friends and relatives back
in Guatemala. He had one message.
He urged them to stay put: Don’t sell
your land, your cattle, all you own for
this. Don’t come.

They were skeptical, Joaquín says,
especially after they heard about the
money he’d sent his wife. Are you try
ing to prevent us from coming so you
can keep the jobs all to yourself?

“They think I’m lying to them,” he
says.

Joaquín pushed back. The govern
ment is making things more and more
difficult, he told them. The journey is
not worth it. But he says no one listens.
By Tuesday of last week, he’d heard
from two more of his cousins. They
were in Veracruz, Mexico, and headed
for El Paso and eventually North Tex
as. They had to cross now, they ex
plained, before the U.S. government
makes it even more difficult.

“All we live on is a glimpse of hope,”
he says. “Even when that hope is based
on a lie.”

Twitter: @ajcorchado

‘All I
wanted
to do was
work’ 

Continued from Page 16A
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A Tornado Bus departed El Paso in late March, one of several carrying asylumseekers to cities including Denver, Los Angeles, Oklahoma City,
Fort Worth and Dallas. The Border Patrol says it’s facing a humanitarian crisis because of the flood of immigrants on a quest for asylum in the U.S.

HOUSTON — During Holy Week,
it’s an especially busy time for trade,
tourism and shopping on the U.S.
Mexico border.

April is also the height of Mexican
produce season, and just south of the
border, lines of idling tractor trailers
stretched for miles waiting to enter the
United States.

This year, the traffic jams at the bor
der crossings are especially bad, be
cause the federal government has reas
signed 750 staff from their usual duties
at ports of entry and inland check
points to help deal with large numbers
of Central American immigrant fami
lies who have been showing up at the
border to claim asylum.

Through March of this year, a total
of 189,584 people traveling in families
sought asylum at the southern border
— a 374% increase compared with the
same period last year.

According to Border Patrol policy,
all those migrants must be taken to
holding areas to be “processed” — in
terviewed, fed and screened for medi
cal issues.

The agents were reassigned this
month after President Donald Trump
declared a national emergency. Now
communities along the border are
starting to feel the consequences.

On Thursday, three Texas congress
men held a briefing at the Laredo port
— the county’s second largest by vol
ume after Los Angeles — to call for the
return of customs agents.

They said they had been contacting
Border Patrol officials for weeks, of
fered suggestions to alleviate delays,

and received assurances the agency
would address the problem.

Customs officers staff 328 ports of
entry on the southern border. Many of
the crossings include multiple booths
and several lanes of traffic. Some cater
exclusively to commercial traffic.

“They are a catalyst for economic
development in the Rio Grande Val
ley,” said Rep. Filemon Vela, D
Brownsville. “Our communities need
immediate relief from the extended
wait times at border crossings.”

Rep. Vicente Gonzalez, DMcAl
len, said the Trump administration ap
peared to be ignoring local feedback.

“It is inexcusable that the concerns,
questions and ideas of local officials,

business owners and citizens have fall
en on deaf ears,” Gonzalez said.

The ports aren’t the only problem.
U.S. Customs and Border Protection
runs about 170 inland checkpoints,
concentrated in the zone 100 miles
north of the border.

At the checkpoints, Border Patrol
agents with drug and peoplesniffing
dogs stop and, at times, search vehi
cles, questioning drivers.

The Border Patrol has long stressed
the significance of checkpoints in
catching smugglers of people and nar
cotics; it has frequently publicized ma
jor busts and programs like Operation
Big Rig, created to target tractor trailer
smuggling.

Some El Paso area checkpoints are
notorious for drug seizures, like Sierra
Blanca, dubbed “Checkpoint of the
Stars” by Texas Monthly for busting
tour buses of celebrities including Wil
lie Nelson and Snoop Dogg.

Last month, Border Patrol officials
closed checkpoints in southeastern
New Mexico and West Texas and redi
rected staff to process migrant fami
lies. Vehicles that would have been
stopped and inspected now flow north
freely.

In southern New Mexico’s Otero
County, commissioners voted to de
mand that the governor deploy Na
tional Guard troops to reopen the
checkpoints and declared a state of

emergency Thursday.
“If this demand is not met by the

state of New Mexico in one week’s
time, the County of Otero will take ac
tion itself to provide security and safe
ty and wellbeing for the people in this
county,” said Couy Griffin, who leads
the county commission.

Griffin said county officials might
also sue the state for “failing to follow
its constitutional duties.”

Gov. Michele Lujan Grisham, a
Democrat, refused to reopen the
checkpoints.

In February, she had pulled re
maining National Guard troops, de
ployed last year by her predecessor,
Republican Gov. Susana Martinez.

“If Otero County officials are un
happy that a federal checkpoint has
been unmanned, so to speak, their
concerns would have the best chance
of being addressed if registered with
the federal agency that made the deci
sion to shift that personnel elsewhere,”
said Tripp Stelnicki, a spokesman for
the governor’s office.

Along many parts of the border,
checkpoint closures are rare, usually
occurring only before storms and oth
er hazardous weather.

In Texas’ Rio Grande Valley — the
border’s busiest smuggling corridor —
checkpoints close only to allow people
to flee during disasters, such as Hurri
cane Harvey in 2017.

Acting Homeland Security Secre
tary Kevin McAleenan, a former Bor
der Patrol commissioner who took
over this month after Kirstjen Niel
sen’s ouster, said that processing mi
grant families remained a crisis.

He did not indicate that check
points would reopen anytime soon.

“It’s clear that all of our resources
are being stretched thin,” he said after
a visit to Border Patrol migrant hold
ing areas in McAllen. “The system is
full, and we are beyond capacity.”

Gridlock spikes during border’s busy season
Declaration of national
emergency has removed 750
agents from checkpoints

Paul Ratje/Agence FrancePresse

A couple says their farewells while crossing the bridge between downtown El Paso and Ciudad Juárez, Mex
ico. Long lines of people and vehicles are becoming routine along the U.S.Mexico border. 

By MOLLY HENNESSYFISKE
Los Angeles Times



EL PASO — Carlos Joaquin Salinas remembers the lies. Looking back, they lied to him and his 
boy. Beginning with the coyote.

“The smuggler told me this would be like going to Disneyland, and that everyone would greet us with 
jobs,” says Joaquín, 27.

The two men agreed on a price of $6,000, which included a special deal he couldn’t refuse. Two for 
one. His son, 10-year-old Fernando, would come along for free. They would leave their hometown of 
Santa Rosa near the Pacific coast of Guatemala, and Joaquín would find work in North Texas.

They sold a small family plot of land, the three cows and four chickens. They took out a loan to come 
up with the $6,000. They traveled by bus, with cushy seats and a TV to watch movies. He and Fernan-
do laughed and bonded and made it to Ciudad Juárez in just five days.

Once in Juárez, the coyote pointed to the Franklin Mountains, emblazoned with a giant star that is 
brightly lit at night, and said, “That’s the United States. Run all the way to the Rio Grande and you’re 
there. Look for the Border Patrol and turn yourself in.”

Father and son ran across a busy highway, dodging traffic. Joaquín held on to his son’s hand as Fer-
nando screamed with joy, “We made it, Papi. Papi, we made it to a new life!”

But their travails had just begun. Over the next two days, Joaquín and his son went from being held 
under an international bridge like “caged animals” to living in a shelter and finally waiting for a bus to 
take them to North Texas.

Seeking asylum, they’ve been ordered to go before a judge to prove they deserve to be in the promised 
land. In several interviews in the roughly three weeks since Joaquín arrived, he shared his story with 
The Dallas Morning News, recounting his perilous journey across the border, and the difficulties of 
adjusting to his new life in North Texas.

Now in Arlington, they wish they could go back home. “I wish I could turn back time,” Joaquín says.

“Had I known what I know now, I never would have made the decision,” he says. “Never.”
But now, he says, he literally can’t afford to go back. The trip has left him with years of ballooning 
debt.

“I’m screwed,” he says. “My message to my fellow Guatemaltecos: Don’t come. This is all one big lie.”

North for a new life

Joaquín, a farmer, had long grown small plots of milpas — corn — and beans. But over the last few 
years, the rain cycles have changed — as has the amount of sun his crops could get. Planting was no 
longer a sure thing to help him and his family of four put food on the table, or pay for his mother’s 
medication.

Climate change, according to the World Bank, could force more than 1.4 million people to flee their 
homes in Central America in the decades to come. The change upended Joaquín’s life. He noticed 
fellow farmers were also leaving.



Then, a cousin and a friend were found dead for no known reason, killed by local thugs who held the 
town hostage.

Joaquín felt the north was his only option.

Determined, and “obsessed,” Joaquín remembers making the decision, along with his wife, in the 
middle of the night. He remembers the sad goodbyes to his family, their tears.

But he also recalls how excited he was, dreaming of a new future. He prepared for the journey. After 
selling the land and the animals, he found he was still short of the coyote’s fee by a couple of thousand 
dollars.

His wife encouraged him to call friends and relatives in Texas. A cousin and a friend near Dallas both 
agreed to help by being co-signers to his agreement with the coyote. The smuggler would hold them 
all accountable for the final payment.

Then came the hard part. He looked at his three boys and picked the one he thought had the pilas — 
the wits — to survive the uncertain journey north with him. Joaquín says he picked Fernando, the 
eldest, not just because he’s wiser, but because, “I just have a gut feeling about him. He’s tenacious, 
determined. He pushes me even when doubts come over me. ‘Go, Papi, go.’”

Joaquín asked for his mother’s blessing. She didn’t want him to leave for fear that she’d never see 
him again. The road ahead was perilous, she said. And she had recently suffered a stroke. That’s why 
he needed to leave, Joaquín told her. To earn money for her medicine and in case she ended up in a 
hospital. The stroke, he told her, was a sign from God that leaving was his destiny.

Joaquín assured his mother and wife that the coyote said the trip would be a breeze. In a week or so, 
he’d be in Texas with his cousin. The plan was to be gone only long enough to make money, send re-
mittances home and save to start a new business, away from farming.

Maybe during that time Fernando could learn English, and return to Guatemala to perhaps someday 
work in the tourism industry, or do something else in life that would break the cycle of poverty that 
has shadowed Central American families for centuries.

Joaquín told his family he’d be back in two, maybe three years.

His mother asked him to bow his head. She blessed him. They cried.

“Don’t worry, mother. Everything will be fine,” he said, repeating the lines given by the coyote about 
Disneyland, and a nation where he’d be happily greeted with job offers.

The journey

Joaquín and Fernando left for Mexico. It was a surprise to Joaquín when the coyote they’d careful-
ly selected in Guatemala suddenly passed them on to a Mexican smuggler, part of a network that 
stretched throughout both countries.

In the days ahead, it seemed like in every region someone new took over. There were new shelters, 



new bribes to pay.

Mostly, Joaquín and Fernando were relieved that they wouldn’t be traveling on the train of death, 
widely known as La Bestia — the beast. Over the years, many migrants have fallen off the cargo train, 
losing limbs or their lives. Criminals also prey on the helpless passengers, who face the threat of rob-
bery, rape or death.

Instead, their coyote had arranged it so that they would ride in comfortable buses. Occasionally, men 
would board during the night, and everyone was required to pay $200 to $300 bribes so the coaches 
could be allowed to pass through certain regions controlled by organized crime.

In Puebla, Joaquín and his son got off the bus and rode in a taxi to Mexico City. There, they took a 
van — a rutera — to get around the biggest city they’d ever seen. They also slept in a small shelter with 
dozens of others in a town everyone called Fresnillo. That would be in the state of Zacatecas.

The next morning, they loaded into a packed bus and roared all the way to Ciudad Juárez. There, a 
new coyote met them. He took them to the border, teeming with thousands of other migrants from all 
over the world, especially Central America.

The journey took a little more than a week. Joaquín remembers driving with the new coyote alongside 
the Chamizal Park and passing the so-called X, a giant red, iconic landmark sculpture in Juárez. That 
was when the coyote pointed to the Franklin Mountains across the border in El Paso and told them to 
run for it, then turn themselves in once they were across the river. “It’s that simple,” said the coyote.

Father and son raced across the highway. One woman screeched the brakes on her car with Texas 
plates. She pulled to the side and screamed: “Don’t turn yourself in. It’ll be your worst nightmare.”

The pair looked at each other, confused. They continued running. Joaquín held on to Fernando, who 
had a big, foolish grin on his face and jumped for joy.

It would not be long before Joaquín began to understand the woman’s meaning. His voice cracks 
when he talks about the days that followed.

The America they were told about was a lie. They were not welcomed with open arms.

They spent the next four nights underneath the Paso del Norte international bridge alongside hun-
dreds more migrants in a cramped, temporary corral seen in photos that were published across the 
U.S. and beyond.

Care ‘is paramount’

The admittedly hard-pressed Border Patrol has said it faces a humanitarian crisis.

In a statement attributed to Andrew Meechan, assistant commissioner for public affairs of U.S. Cus-
toms and Border Protection, the agency said “the care of those in our custody is paramount.” The 
agency added that CBP, the Border Patrol and the Department of Homeland Security have been 
“transparent for several months by conveying the message both publicly, internationally and to Con-
gress that the immigration system is broken and that they are at critical capacity levels across the 



southwest border.”

About 95,000 migrants crossed into the U.S. in March alone. Conditions were so difficult in the tem-
porary shelter that many migrants, including Joaquín and his son, slept on Mylar blankets on gravel.

They were awakened by Border Patrol agents who tossed them cold sandwiches at 3 a.m. The winds of 
March picked up. Dust swirled. The nights were cold. They stood and stared out at reporters, Joaquín 
says, who took their pictures, shouted questions as though “we were caged animals at a circus. I had 
no idea what was going on. Why we were being used as pawns.”

Fernando would look to his father for answers, Joaquín recalls. “I avoided his gaze because I realized 
I had also lied to him. This was the United States of America and we were treated worse than dogs, 
and I say that because the dogs with the agents were treated better than we were. They were at least 
given plates with their food. We had food thrown at us.”

At night, Joaquín says, he sat with his son, wiping away pigeon droppings that fell from under the 
bridge where the pigeons mated. He remembers staring at his son and asking him for forgiveness. He 
questioned why he listened to the smuggler who said that bringing his child would help him pave a 
way into the U.S. as he would avoid instant deportation. At that point, he says, all he wanted to do was 
head back to Guatemala.

But there was that debt, which now felt like a pistol pointed at his head. And then his son’s smile 
when he’d wake up and say, “No, Papi, let’s try this out. We’ll make it work.”

One morning, Fernando jokingly told his father, “What else do we have to lose? We’ve lost it all. Let’s 
get it back.”

On day five, Joaquín was released by government officials to a shelter operated by Annunciation 
House, which coordinates migrant shelters throughout the region. He was eventually to have his asy-
lum case to make a credible fear claim in the immigration courts, but that would be months or years 
away.

With the help of volunteers at the nonprofit shelter, he finally made contact with his cousin in Ar-
lington, who had grown worried about him. The cousin paid for two bus tickets from El Paso to Fort 
Worth.

When Joaquín was told about the tickets, he thanked the volunteer, but quietly mused about whether 
he wanted to continue the journey. He’d been thinking a lot about his mother. He missed his village, 
the smell of tortillas, beans on the stove, his wife, his two other sons.

“We don’t have much, and we’ll probably never have anything, but we did have some dignity and 
respect, politeness from your neighbors,” he said. “All I wanted to do was work. Nothing more. I’m 
not here for handouts. I just want to work. Not take anyone’s job away. Just work in whatever I’m 
offered.”

On a Saturday evening, Joaquín waited inside a makeshift bus terminal from which routes spread 
throughout the U.S.: Denver, Los Angeles, Oklahoma City, Fort Worth, Dallas. He looked around 
and recognized the faces of many people he met underneath the bridge days before, only a few blocks 
away from the terminal. All sat glumly, watching television entertainment shows, waiting for their 



buses to depart. And coughing, like a chorus. Many were sick, including Joaquín and Fernando.

“They say we bring diseases,” he said that day as he and Fernando walked across the street to fetch 
some water for medicine that volunteers had given them for their colds and rising fevers. “That’s true. 
But that is because we were treated so poorly and left outside to sleep on rocks and it was cold. Of 
course we’re sick.”

The two boarded the bus for the 12-hour drive to North Texas, where Joaquín’s cousin would meet 
them.

Joaquín and Fernando had their first meeting with ICE officials and now have a court date set for 
June. Joaquín is bored and worried. Despite what his cousin told him about working immediately, 
he’s not supposed to work until his “status” is determined. But if he doesn’t work, “I become a burden 
to this country, and I don’t want to do that.”

He walks Arlington a lot with his son. They marvel at the colorful Six Flags Over Texas amusement 
park, the imposing Cowboys Stadium sitting like a huge spaceship on the Texas prairie, and the 
cranes and rising frame of the new, billion-dollar baseball park going up for the Texas Rangers. His 
cousin says they’re hiring.

“I see jobs everywhere,” he says. “I see much opportunity.”

Last week, he started accepting small job offers, doing things like helping replace windows at hous-
es. He made $100 in one day, the kind of money he’d make in two weeks back in Guatemala. He sent 
some of that money to his wife, mother and children.

He also tried to register his son at an elementary school. Fernando got excited and dressed up. “I even 
put gel on my hair,” Fernando says. But he was told the spring semester is nearly over and was en-
couraged to return in the fall, “if we’re still here,” Joaquín adds.

He also used some of his money to buy a phone to reconnect on WhatsApp with friends and relatives 
back in Guatemala. He had one message. He urged them to stay put: Don’t sell your land, your cattle, 
all you own for this. Don’t come.

They were skeptical, Joaquín says, especially after they heard about the money he’d sent his wife. Are 
you trying to prevent us from coming so you can keep the jobs all to yourself?

“They think I’m lying to them,” he says.

Joaquín pushed back. The government is making things more and more difficult, he told them. The 
journey is not worth it. But he says no one listens. By Tuesday of last week, he’d heard from two more 
of his cousins. They were in Veracruz, Mexico, and headed for El Paso and eventually North Texas. 
They had to cross now, they explained, before the U.S. government makes it even more difficult.

“All we live on is a glimpse of hope,” he says. “Even when that hope is based on a lie.”



Father Roy’s mission
‘Cowboy priest’ becomes face of resistance on border

By Alfredo Corchado
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It is late in her annual spring
training assignment. Emily
Jones, who has reported from
next to theTexasRangers’ dugout
for 15 seasons, is wrapping up
some interviews when she sidles

up to ShinSoo Choo’s locker. He
is dripping something viscous
from a strange bottle into an iced
coffee.

“Is that honey from Korea?”
Jones asks.

“No,” Choo shoots back imme
diately. “Costco.”

She doubles over in laughter.
And so does he. It is not a typical
reaction for the reserved and con
templative Choo. But, then again,

TEXASRANGERS

A mom to her team
at home, on the fi�eld

By EVAN GRANT
Staff Writer

egrant@dallasnews.com

TV reporter, employee
a trusted confi�dant for
players: ‘She’s one of us’

SeeREPORTER Page 6A

EMILY JONES,
who works for
the Rangers on
Fox Sports
Southwest
broadcasts, is
“trusted in both
the clubhouse
and the front
office,” says GM
Jon Daniels.
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M ISSION—Father
Roy Snipesmay have
saved his small histor
ic chapel, La Lomita,

frombeingwalled off from its pa
rishioners along the banks of the
RioGrande. But he’s far fromde
claring victory.

Noting the rising number of
migrants turning themselves in at
the border and approaching 2020
elections, Snipes confesses a deep
worry.

At home, he seeks solace from
his “guardian angels”— three res
cue dogs—andpeace by taking his
boat on theRioGrande. At church,
the priest urges his parishioners to

stand firmanddefend their com
munity and church,which receives
support andmonies fromacross
the country, including theCatholic
Diocese inDallas.

He urges them to speak up on
behalf of theirmaligned border
region.Recently, he stayed up late
into the eveningwriting a letter to
themanhe says is responsible for
his sleepless nights, President
DonaldTrump:

“Your neighbors downhere on
the south side of theRioGrande
pray thatGod blesses youwith

IMMIGRATION

“Weare theworld’s richest,most powerful and smartest people onearth, sowe shouldbeable

to comeoutwith somethingbetter than adamnwall.”

Photos by Ryan Michalesko/Staff Photographer

Father Roy Snipes begins a sunrise Mass at the historic La Lomita chapel near Mission in the Rio Grande Valley. The 153yearold landmark
was set to be sealed off behind a border fence, but a lastminute congressional border security deal kept that from happening for now.

Father Roy’s mission

Snipes urges his parishioners, including retirees from the Midwest,
locals from both sides of the border, ranchers and Border Patrol
agents, to defend their community and church.

‘Cowboy priest’ becomes face of resistance on border
By ALFREDO CORCHADO
BorderMexico Correspondent
acorchado@dallasnews.com

SeeALL Page 14A

EXETER, N.H. — Joe Biden’s
entry into the 2020 campaign
halted the momentum of a num
ber of rivals. Beto O’Rourke was
among the casualties.

Like 20 other contenders, the
Texan can’t touch the former vice
president’s experience. But at least
he could harness a thirst for
youthful energy and an upbeat de
meanor — until smalltown may
orPeteButtigiegboxedhimout on
that flank, becoming the flavor of
themonth.

How long can the Texan sur
vive in these twin shadows?

“Obamawas the underdog by a
longshot. It’s still early,” said Ross
Mainville, 30, a union carpenter
who came to see O’Rourke in Sa
lem,N.H., with hiswifeKirsten.

She’s 28 and works in insur
ance and became such a fan last
year that she started sending$5 or
$10 amonth for his Senate race.

They describe themselves as
“very liberal.” They love Vermont
Sen. Bernie Sanders and New
YorkRep. AlexandriaOcasioCor
tez, a selfdescribed socialist. They
see O’Rourke as a centrist — and
like him because of that, not de
spite of it, because it makes him
more electable.

“Hehits anotewitha lot of peo
ple,” Kirsten Mainville said. “He
bridges the gap, where I haven’t
seen it in the other 22 yet. If there
were just three people hewould be
way up there.”

Biden now commands support

Biden,
Buttigieg
eclipse
O’Rourke

ELECTIONS ’20

Experience, fresher face
outshine Texan, but
‘there’s a lot of time left’

By TODD J. GILLMAN
Washington Bureau

tgillman@dallasnews.com

UKRAINE pushes back on
hope of Biden investiga
tion. 10A

SeeO’ROURKE Page 10A

INSIDE: Troops will stay till border is
secure, says acting Defense Secre
tary Patrick Shanahan. 7A
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robustwisdomof heart, a hearty spirit
and vigorousmental clarity and agility,”
hewrote. “A great and extremely expen
sivewall betweenus and a Sacred old
Chapel and our SacredRiver (Rio
Grande), even if it could solve all our
problemswith immigration and illegal
drugs, would still be a crying shame, a
‘WailingWall’ for us!”

Snipes, called by some the “cowboy
priest,” has become the face of resis
tance in a region searching for a hero, in
a placewhere he says “fear and loathing
is affecting ourway of life.”

His parishioners don’t all agreewith
him, but they do love him.His congre
gants include retirees from theMid
west, locals fromboth sides of the bor
der, ranchers andBorder Patrol agents.

About the letter he plans to send
Trump in the comingweek, Snipes
quips, “I doubt he’ll ever read it, but it’s
important to get this offmy chest, ex
presswhat I feel.”

‘Mean spirits’
Snipes has encouraged his parishio

ners to defend their community, and its
tiny chapel, againstwhat he calls “mean
spirits.”His calling has generated sup
port fromacross theworld, including
the faithful inDallas, according to guest
books at LaLomita. The comments
bring fleeting succor to Snipes, now
caught up in the simmering debate over
immigration andwary of Trump’s push
formore funding for his borderwall.
Recently, Trumpasked for $4.5 billion
in additional border security.

Snipes’ profile has grownwith the
battle to save easy access to the153

yearold landmarkmission, LaLomita,
whichmeans “little hill.” The tiny chapel
was set to be sealed off behind a border
fence thatwould loomover the area
atop a levee,making it difficult for
parishioners to visit. But a lastminute
bipartisan congressional border securi
ty deal in February prohibited con
struction of the fence aroundLaLomita
chapel.

That deal also prevented the same
fate for several other environmental
and cultural sites—BentsenRio
GrandeValley State Park and theNa
tional Butterfly Center inMission. The
threat of the border fence hindering
access to these lands had generated
public and legal protests.

Under the deal, Congress and the

WhiteHouse agreed to $1.4 billion in
funding for an additional 55miles of
border fencing in the region. That and a
subsequentmove byTrump to raise
billionsmore in revenue for his border
wall throughhis declaration of a na
tional emergency on the border has
renewed fears about LaLomita’s long
term fate.

“The situation remains precarious.
With this emergency, he can still take
funds from somewhere else to build his
wall,” said Snipes. “We are theworld’s
richest,most powerful and smartest
people on earth, sowe should be able to
come outwith something better than a
damnwall.Weneed to remember our
humanity, our decency andhumility as
a country and as a people.”

For the third straightmonth, the
number ofmigrant families appre
hended byU.S. authorities— thema
jority of themvoluntarily turned them
selves in toBorder Patrol agents— set a
record high.More than109,000
crossed the border andwere taken into
custody inApril.

That’s over 5,400more thanMarch’s
total and the biggestmonthly appre
hension number since 2007.More than
1,700were apprehendedThursday by
theEl Paso Sector of theU.S. Border
Patrol. Similar numberswere recorded
in theRioGrandeValley Sector.

“The high numbers suremake this
look like an emergency, and I can see
why somepeoplemay see this as a cri
sis, but I’m still not surewhat’s behind
those numbers, other thanhysteria,”
Snipes said. “The real crisis is within
ourselves.Demonizing, with this kind
of ferocious hostility, against the poor
andhelpless is a real evil, really is evil
and you can just see amovement afoot.”

Snipes’ views on immigration, he
conceded, are testing the patience and
tolerance of people across the country.

Mixed feelings
MontyAwbrey, 41, is a local rancher

whomet Trumpduring the president’s
trip to theRioGrandeValley in Janu
ary. Awbrey gave the president a per
sonal rodeo championship buckle as a
gift for Trump’s sonBarron. Awbrey
considers Snipes a friend. The priest
baptized himat LaLomitawhenhe
becameCatholic, at hisMexicanAmer
icanwife’s request.

While he agreeswith Snipes that the
chapel is “sacred ground andmust be
respected as such,” overall he sees a

Photos by Ryan Michalesko/Staff Photographer

José Ramírez, a longtime congregant at La Lomita, joins other parishioners in prayer during a sunrise Mass. Father Roy Snipes graduated with a degree in agriculture from Texas
A&M in 1967, and a few years after a professor suggested he move to the Rio Grande Valley to work with the largely Hispanic community, Snipes decided to become a priest.

Visitors pen notes of support for La Lomita in the chapel’s guest book. La
Lomita receives wide support, including from the Dallas Catholic Diocese.

A helicopterwith the Department of Homeland Security flew above La
Lomita recently while patrolling the border.

All love him, agree or not

Laurie Joseph/Staff Artist
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The planned border fence would have cut off access to La Lomita chapel,
Bentsen-Rio Grande Valley State Park and the National Butterfly Center, but
a last-minute bipartisan congressional border security deal spared them.
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need for “a wall to curb the influx of
illegal aliens and narcotics. A wall will
definitely slow them down ... just as
ranchers we use fences to separate
sections in our property to hold ani
mals.

“Father Roy is a sacred man and a
man of God and he believes in all peo
ple,” Awbrey added. “I have no problem
with that. The problem I do have is our
system is so overrun with illegal aliens
and their kids, and Border Patrol have
their hands full,” creating a financial
burden for U.S. taxpayers, he said.

Snipes says most of his parishioners
remain supportive, which gives him
hope. Others have mixed feelings, and
he’s OK with that, “as long as we don’t
shut down from one another.”

One of his parishioners is Patrick
Hight, 51, a Border Patrol agent for 22
years.

“You couldn’t find a bigger cheer
leader for Father Roy than me,” Hight
said. “But I just don’t happen to agree
with his same exact belief regarding
immigration. I understand him and see
validity in his views. But I have also
experienced the darker side, and that’s
what forms my opinion,” noting the
number of drug traffickers that cross
the border, he said, or migrants who he
said are “gaming the system” by bring
ing their children with them to guaran
tee their quick release from custody.

“I’m not forawallorelse person,”
Hight said. “I see areas where there are
options other than a barrier, like using
technology. A wall is not the overall
solution. You need Congress to reform
our broken immigration laws.”

For other parishioners like Marisela
Garza, 52, Snipes is simply the face of
resistance in a region searching for a
hero. Someone not afraid to speak up.

“He’s unconventional. A fantastic
person and a voice we need today,”
Garza said on a recent Sunday morning
outside Our Lady of Guadalupe Church
in Mission as the sermon of “Father
Roy” echoed loudly from inside.

A native of San Antonio, Snipes
prays and speaks in a mixture of Span
ish and English — Spanglish. He sprin
kles his Mass with stories of some of
those he admires, including Gene Au
try, John Wayne, Dolly Parton and even
the conjunto musical group Intocable.

A simple man, he seeks solace from
his “guardian angels,” as he refers to his
three rescued dogs — Bendito, Wiglet
and Charlotte. “They’re good for my
soul.”

Activism among Catholic priests
isn’t new, particularly throughout
Latin America, where priests have led
movements seeking social justice. The
concept may be novel to some Amer
icans, Snipes said, but activism and
social justice are what drew him to
work as a priest. It’s a role that has
taken on renewed importance today,
he said.

He hands out plastic bottles, donat
ed by businesses, containing holy water
from the Rio Grande to his parishio
ners, including “Winter Texans” as they
head back to the Midwest, and to pass
ing migrants on their way to the un
known. He carries a bottle of holy water
in his pocket and is known to bless all,
from cops to waiters, Border Patrol
agents to reporters.

“I’m sure some parishioners may
think, ‘He’s crazy, but we’re glad he’s
here with us,’ ” he said. “I’m just out
there trying to be a face of engagement

and answer the church’s call to shed
light in the darkness.”

Snipes said he was inspired by his
mother to be a gradeschool teacher. He
graduated with a degree in agriculture
from Texas A&M in 1967, and a profes
sor suggested he move to the Rio
Grande Valley to work with the largely
Hispanic community. Seven years later,
he decided to be a priest, moved by
stories of the Oblate Cavalry of Christ,
who traveled the border on horseback,
building missions, including La Lomi
ta.

‘No Wall Between Amigos’
Snipes is not sure how or why people

started calling him the cowboy priest.
And at age 73, he no longer rides hors
es, except during special events.

He says he doesn’t drink beer as
much as he used to. But he does often
travel in an old SUV with a sign plas
tered on the door — “No Wall Between
Amigos” — and an ice chest filled with
Lone Star and Shiner Bock for “special
moments. I do love to drink beer.”

He’s quick with a laugh and poi

gnant oneliners.
“Believe it or not, I’m not a new

shound,” he said, pointing to news
reports that have appeared about him
all over the world. “I just want to be a
good shepherd and lead the sheep into
the land of the living with their dignity
and integrity intact.”

And that’s what drives Snipes in
these troubled times: Pushing back
against what he calls a movement
brewing with vestiges of Nazism and
McCarthyism — “mean spirits that are
unenlightened, uncultivated and un
dernourished, and that’s what scares
me.”

Whenever possible, he takes his
fourlegged guardian angels and seeks
quiet peace by taking his boat out on
the Rio Grande to reflect. He recently
relished a stunning sunset reflected in
the rippling waters under a hazy sky at
dusk, and waved to neighbors on the
Mexican side. Some responded, “Bue
nas tardes, Padre.”

He waved back with a smile and
adjusted his worn hat and glasses, his
blue eyes peering with a squint.

“At the end of the day, I’m just a

stubborn old priest fighting the battle
of my life with the help of Novenas,” he
said, referring to the Catholic ritual of
nine days of prayer and meditation to
ask God for special, dire requests.

He began the Novenas last fall to
pray against the wall. He has no plans
to stop anytime soon. He holds a
special Mass at La Lomita every Fri
day at 6:55 a.m. to ask for divine in
tervention for those seeking asylum
and to “rid the evil penetrating our
community. I remind people that we
all have a mean streak, but by facing
evil and grappling with it, you become
healthier and heartier. If you don’t
grapple, struggle, you become weaker
and toxic. And unfortunately that’s
what we have today, a very toxic envi
ronment.”

Snipes turned the boat around and
headed for the dock. His words sud
denly pierced the early evening with
tenacity and hope.

“I’m not going to clamp up, or go
hide, that’s for sure,” he said. “I got
more prayers than I know what to say.”

Twitter: @ajcorchado

La Lomita sits near a levee (left) where a border fence has been planned, which would put the chapel between the fence and the Rio Grande (upper right, not pictured).

Border Patrol
agents sit 
in their truck
on a levee
overlooking
La Lomita
chapel and
the Rio Grande.

Father Roy Snipes finds solace from his three rescue dogs and peace by taking his boat out on the Rio Grande.
“I’m not going to clamp up, or go hide, that’s for sure,” he says. “I got more prayers than I know what to say.”

Photos by Ryan Michalesko/Staff Photographer
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MISSION — Father Roy Snipes may have saved his small historic chapel, La Lomita, from 
being walled off from its parishioners along the banks of the Rio Grande. But he’s far from 
declaring victory.

Noting the rising number of migrants turning themselves in at the border and approaching 2020 elec-
tions, Snipes confesses a deep worry.

At home, he seeks solace from his “guardian angels” — three rescue dogs — and peace by taking his 
boat on the Rio Grande. At church, the priest urges his parishioners to stand firm and defend their 
community and church, which receives support and monies from across the country, including the 
Catholic Diocese in Dallas.

He urges them to speak up on behalf of their maligned border region. Recently, he stayed up late into 
the evening writing a letter to the man he says is responsible for his sleepless nights, President Don-
ald Trump:

“Your neighbors down here on the south side of the Rio Grande pray that God blesses you with robust 
wisdom of heart, a hearty spirit and vigorous mental clarity and agility,” he wrote. “A great and ex-
tremely expensive wall between us and a Sacred old Chapel and our Sacred River (Rio Grande), even 
if it could solve all our problems with immigration and illegal drugs, would still be a crying shame, a 
‘Wailing Wall’ for us!”

Snipes, called by some the “cowboy priest,” has become the face of resistance in a region searching for 
a hero, in a place where he says “fear and loathing is affecting our way of life.”

His parishioners don’t all agree with him, but they do love him. His congregants include retirees from 
the Midwest, locals from both sides of the border, ranchers and Border Patrol agents.

About the letter he plans to send Trump in the coming week, Snipes quips, “I doubt he’ll ever read it, 
but it’s important to get this off my chest, express what I feel.”

‘Mean spirits’

Snipes has encouraged his parishioners to defend their community, and its tiny chapel, against what 
he calls “mean spirits.” His calling has generated support from across the world, including the faithful 
in Dallas, according to guest books at La Lomita. The comments bring fleeting succor to Snipes, now 
caught up in the simmering debate over immigration and wary of Trump’s push for more funding for 
his border wall. Recently, Trump asked for $4.5 billion in additional border security.

Snipes’ profile has grown with the battle to save easy access to the 153-year-old landmark mission, La 
Lomita, which means “little hill.” The tiny chapel was set to be sealed off behind a border fence that 
would loom over the area atop a levee, making it difficult for parishioners to visit. But a last-minute 
bipartisan congressional border security deal in February prohibited construction of the fence around 
La Lomita chapel.

That deal also prevented the same fate for several other environmental and cultural sites — Bent-
sen-Rio Grande Valley State Park and the National Butterfly Center in Mission. The threat of the 
border fence hindering access to these lands had generated public and legal protests.



Under the deal, Congress and the White House agreed to $1.4 billion in funding for an additional 55 
miles of border fencing in the region. That and a subsequent move by Trump to raise billions more in 
revenue for his border wall through his declaration of a national emergency on the border has re-
newed fears about La Lomita’s long-term fate.

“The situation remains precarious. With this emergency, he can still take funds from somewhere else 
to build his wall,” said Snipes. “We are the world’s richest, most powerful and smartest people on 
earth, so we should be able to come out with something better than a damn wall. We need to remem-
ber our humanity, our decency and humility as a country and as a people.”

For the third straight month, the number of migrant families apprehended by U.S. authorities — the 
majority of them voluntarily turned themselves in to Border Patrol agents — set a record high. More 
than 109,000 crossed the border and were taken into custody in April.

That’s over 5,400 more than March’s total and the biggest monthly apprehension number since 2007. 
More than 1,700 were apprehended Thursday by the El Paso Sector of the U.S. Border Patrol. Similar 
numbers were recorded in the Rio Grande Valley Sector.

“The high numbers sure make this look like an emergency, and I can see why some people may see 
this as a crisis, but I’m still not sure what’s behind those numbers, other than hysteria,” Snipes said. 
“The real crisis is within ourselves. Demonizing, with this kind of ferocious hostility, against the poor 
and helpless is a real evil, really is evil and you can just see a movement afoot.”

Snipes’ views on immigration, he conceded, are testing the patience and tolerance of people across the 
country.

Mixed feelings

Monty Awbrey, 41, is a local rancher who met Trump during the president’s trip to the Rio Grande 
Valley in January. Awbrey gave the president a personal rodeo championship buckle as a gift for 
Trump’s son Barron. Awbrey considers Snipes a friend. The priest baptized him at La Lomita when he 
became Catholic, at his Mexican American wife’s request.

While he agrees with Snipes that the chapel is “sacred ground and must be respected as such,” overall 
he sees a need for “a wall to curb the influx of illegal aliens and narcotics. A wall will definitely slow 
them down ... just as ranchers we use fences to separate sections in our property to hold animals.

“Father Roy is a sacred man and a man of God and he believes in all people,” Awbrey added. “I have 
no problem with that. The problem I do have is our system is so overrun with illegal aliens and their 
kids, and Border Patrol have their hands full,” creating a financial burden for U.S. taxpayers, he said.
Snipes says most of his parishioners remain supportive, which gives him hope. Others have mixed 
feelings, and he’s OK with that, “as long as we don’t shut down from one another.”

One of his parishioners is Patrick Hight, 51, a Border Patrol agent for 22 years.

“You couldn’t find a bigger cheerleader for Father Roy than me,” Hight said. “But I just don’t happen 
to agree with his same exact belief regarding immigration. I understand him and see validity in his 
views. But I have also experienced the darker side, and that’s what forms my opinion,” noting the 



number of drug traffickers that cross the border, he said, or migrants who he said are “gaming the sys-
tem” by bringing their children with them to guarantee their quick release from custody.

“I’m not for-a-wall-or-else person,” Hight said. “I see areas where there are options other than a bar-
rier, like using technology. A wall is not the overall solution. You need Congress to reform our broken 
immigration laws.”

For other parishioners like Marisela Garza, 52, Snipes is simply the face of resistance in a region 
searching for a hero. Someone not afraid to speak up.

“He’s unconventional. A fantastic person and a voice we need today,” Garza said on a recent Sunday 
morning outside Our Lady of Guadalupe Church in Mission as the sermon of “Father Roy” echoed 
loudly from inside.

A native of San Antonio, Snipes prays and speaks in a mixture of Spanish and English — Spanglish. 
He sprinkles his Mass with stories of some of those he admires, including Gene Autry, John Wayne, 
Dolly Parton and even the conjunto musical group Intocable.

A simple man, he seeks solace from his “guardian angels,” as he refers to his three rescued dogs — 
Bendito, Wiglet and Charlotte. “They’re good for my soul.”

Activism among Catholic priests isn’t new, particularly throughout Latin America, where priests have 
led movements seeking social justice. The concept may be novel to some Americans, Snipes said, but 
activism and social justice are what drew him to work as a priest. It’s a role that has taken on renewed 
importance today, he said.

He hands out plastic bottles, donated by businesses, containing holy water from the Rio Grande to his 
parishioners, including “Winter Texans” as they head back to the Midwest, and to passing migrants 
on their way to the unknown. He carries a bottle of holy water in his pocket and is known to bless all, 
from cops to waiters, Border Patrol agents to reporters.

“I’m sure some parishioners may think, ‘He’s crazy, but we’re glad he’s here with us,’” he said. “I’m 
just out there trying to be a face of engagement and answer the church’s call to shed light in the dark-
ness.”

Snipes said he was inspired by his mother to be a grade-school teacher. He graduated with a degree 
in agriculture from Texas A&M in 1967, and a professor suggested he move to the Rio Grande Val-
ley to work with the largely Hispanic community. Seven years later, he decided to be a priest, moved 
by stories of the Oblate Cavalry of Christ, who traveled the border on horseback, building missions, 
including La Lomita.

‘No Wall Between Amigos’

Snipes is not sure how or why people started calling him the cowboy priest. And at age 73, he no lon-
ger rides horses, except during special events.

He says he doesn’t drink beer as much as he used to. But he does often travel in an old SUV with a 
sign plastered on the door — “No Wall Between Amigos” — and an ice chest filled with Lone Star and 



Shiner Bock for “special moments. I do love to drink beer.”

He’s quick with a laugh and poignant one-liners.

“Believe it or not, I’m not a newshound,” he said, pointing to news reports that have appeared about 
him all over the world. “I just want to be a good shepherd and lead the sheep into the land of the liv-
ing with their dignity and integrity intact.”

And that’s what drives Snipes in these troubled times: Pushing back against what he calls a movement 
brewing with vestiges of Nazism and McCarthyism — “mean spirits that are unenlightened, unculti-
vated and undernourished, and that’s what scares me.”

Whenever possible, he takes his four-legged guardian angels and seeks quiet peace by taking his boat 
out on the Rio Grande to reflect. He recently relished a stunning sunset reflected in the rippling wa-
ters under a hazy sky at dusk, and waved to neighbors on the Mexican side. Some responded, “Buenas 
tardes, Padre.”

He waved back with a smile and adjusted his worn hat and glasses, his blue eyes peering with a 
squint.

“At the end of the day, I’m just a stubborn old priest fighting the battle of my life with the help of 
Novenas,” he said, referring to the Catholic ritual of nine days of prayer and meditation to ask God for 
special, dire requests.

He began the Novenas last fall to pray against the wall. He has no plans to stop anytime soon. He 
holds a special Mass at La Lomita every Friday at 6:55 a.m. to ask for divine intervention for those 
seeking asylum and to “rid the evil penetrating our community. I remind people that we all have a 
mean streak, but by facing evil and grappling with it, you become healthier and heartier. If you don’t 
grapple, struggle, you become weaker and toxic. And unfortunately that’s what we have today, a very 
toxic environment.”

Snipes turned the boat around and headed for the dock. His words suddenly pierced the early evening 
with tenacity and hope.

“I’m not going to clamp up, or go hide, that’s for sure,” he said. “I got more prayers than I know what 
to say.”
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T
heir lives are filledwith nervous try
outs, crappy fast food jobs, new shoes
andnewgirlfriends.
Through it all, the questions lurk,

tucked behind the latest Snapchat sensation or
Ozunahit song:Whatwill the judge say atmy
next court appearance?Willmy dadmake it
home tonight? Should I tellmy girlfriend I
might be gone nextmonth?
TheThomas JeffersonHigh School boys soc

cer team is entirelyHispanic, withmostmem
bers fromMexico and a handful fromCentral
America. Some areU.S. citizens, while others
crossed the border illegally but are seeking to
stay through asylum, residency or other legal

means.
They don’t watch or listen to the news. “It

makesmymomworry,” saidCésar Escobar, who
migrated fromHonduras as an unaccompanied
minor in 2015 to escape gang violence.
As the number of unauthorizedmigrants

crossing the southern border soars, we argue
about caravans anddetention centers, right
wing and left wing, whowins politically andwho
loses. But for these guys, the issue is personal.
Most are happy to see their former lives fade

into the rearviewmirror. Their gaze is on the
future and the promise ofwhatmight be.
But it’s a clouded gaze. The past doesn’t re

cede as easily as they’d like.

ABOVE: Bryan Gámez,
an 18yearold senior
soccer player at Thom
as Jefferson High
School in Dallas,
looked through the
field house window
while waiting out a rain
delay before a game in
February 2018. Born in
El Salvador, Bryan
came to the U.S. with
his mother and youn
ger brother in 2014
after he was recruited
by Mara Salvatrucha,
one of the largest
street gangs in Central
America. For the past
five years, Bryan and
his family have accli
mated to American life
while their asylum re
quest remained unset
tled.

The time we have here
Ayear and a half in the lives of northwest Dallas immigrant students

Photographyand story
by JEFFREYMcWHORTER
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El PASO — Border Patrol su
pervisors were so overwhelmed by
the number of immigrants taken
into custody along the Southwest
border this spring they resorted to
an unorthodox way to accelerate
their release: They gave agents
prechecked and presigned med
ical forms that cleared unautho
rized immigrants and asylum
seekers for travel.

The forms appear to have al
lowed the Border Patrol to bypass
required medical checkups of mi
grants on their way to join spon
sors in different parts of the coun
try, includingDallas.

Carlos Favela, executive vice
president of National Border Pa
trol Council Local 1929, which
represents more than 1,400
agents, said it’s unclear howmany
immigrants received such forms
as they were distributed for at
least four weeks. He also said he
didn’t know how many of the 11
stations in the El Paso Border Pa
trol sector used them before the
practice stopped in midJune fol
lowing complaints by the union.

The Border Patrol chief for the
El Paso sector, Aaron Hull, said
Thursday that he could not com
ment specifically on the use of the
medical forms because “I’m not
sure thatwas brought tomy atten
tion.”

“I do know that sometimes
agents, just to speed processing,
we apply shortcuts,” he said, but
he stressed that the agency is “al
ways looking for ways to do things
efficiently without compromising
any of the quality that we do.”

But Border Patrol agents say
the use of the prefilled medical
forms and the decision to blow the
whistle on the practice illustrate a
widening divide between agents
and supervisors.

Agents, who signed up for law
enforcement on the border, say
the crisis has almost overnight
forced them to becomebabysitters

Border
Patrol
in grip
of crisis

IMMIGRATION

Morale falls as divide
grows betweenmanagers,
overwhelmed agents

By ALFREDO CORCHADO
BorderMexico Correspondent
acorchado@dallasnews.com

SeeBORDER Page 11A

COOPER—Teresa Thomp
sonwas less than twohours into
her shift at the Dairy Queen
when ithappened.

The 58yearold cook, hair
slung into a long, blond pony
tail, had just returned from a
smokebreakwhenanemployee
of the Enloe State Bank next
door rushed into the restaurant.

“The bank is on fire,” Brenda
Miller,whocleansthebankwith
her husband, told Thompson.
“Call911.”

Thompson found her glit
tery purple iPhone and dialed.
When the call wouldn’t go
through, she resorted to Dairy
Queen’s landline.

“The Enloe State Bank is on
fire,” she told an emergency dis
patcher.

TheMay11fire atEnloeState
Bank set off a chain of events
unlike anything the town’s
2,000 residents had ever seen.

Fire, fraud sink
small-town bank

NORTHEASTTEXAS

Why it’s fi�rst to fail in
state in years mystifi�es
2,000 Cooper residents

By ORLA MCCAFFREY
Staff Writer

orla.mccaffrey@dallasnews.com

SeeFIRE Page 10A

John Minchillo/The Associated Press

Visitors pose for photos at the Armstrong Air & Space Mu
seum inWapakoneta, Ohio, hometown of Neil Armstrong,
the first man to walk on the moon. Special events were held
in several states Saturday, as the nation commemorated the
50th anniversary of the first moon landing.

ALSO: Fifty years ago, Dallas was up late to watch in awe.
(Stories, 2A)

50 years since Apollo 11
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and detention officers, without
any additional training. They
say migrants are more tense
and shorttempered after long
detentions in overcrowded
holding centers — a situation
that has many agents con
cerned about their own safety.

“This is an impossible mis
sion,” said Favela, adding that
the union decided to be more
vocal to help the public better
understand the challenges fac
ing agents. “We can’t win with
this situation. We’re being set
up for failure.”

The rift between Border Pa
trol agents and management
comes amid the recent expo
sure of squalid conditions at
Border Patrol holding facili
ties, including the one in Clint
and the El Paso del Norte Pro
cessing Center. Agents say it is
not unusual for two or three of
them to supervise 200 to 300
migrants at a time. 

Since December, five mi
grant children and one teen
died in U.S. custody, mostly in
Texas and New Mexico. 

The agents are also strug
gling with the public backlash
from news accounts of hateful,
racist postings by some Border
Patrol workers belonging to a
private Facebook group. And
there is a growing feeling
among some workers that
overtaxed agents are being ig
nored by an administration in
Washington that is pursuing a
sweeping immigration crack
down underscored by Presi
dent Donald Trump’s desire for
a border wall. 

Agents report that crowded
conditions at some holding fa
cilities are so bad and the
stench so strong that agents
shower and change out of their
uniforms before going home.
Many complain of low morale,
echoing one of several negative
findings in an inspector gener
al’s report in May.

About the challenges of
overcrowding, squalid condi
tions, Hull said: “We’re not
afraid to address this chal
lenge. But when we say that we
need resources, we need staff
ing, we need facilities, it’s be
cause we need them.”

He said he appreciates the
recent $4.6 billion Congress
approved to help address the
issues faced by agents.

Rank-and-file agents
To get a more complete pic

ture of conditions confronting
the Border Patrol, The Dallas
Morning News interviewed
seven current agents, the ma
jority in the El Paso sector.
Most spoke on the condition
that their names not be pub
lished for fear of losing their
jobs. They were not authorized
to speak publicly.

Many said they feel the
agency in charge of securing
the nation’s border is at a
breaking point, caught in the
grips of partisan fighting be
tween the White House and
the Democraticcontrolled
House. Some say poor plan
ning by management has hurt
their operations on the ground. 

The vast majority of agents
joined the Border Patrol to pro
vide security along the nearly
2,000mile southwestern
frontier with Mexico and to
man checkpoints.

These days, one agent said,
“our primary duty has become
our secondary duty” after tak
ing care of the thousands of im
migrants who cross every
month, most seeking asylum.
He worries that when he’s busy
going to Sam’s Club to buy “Or
eos, Cheerios, Famous Amos
cookies, White Castle ham
burgers ... baby food, feminine
products” for immigrants in
the strained holding cells, even
more illicit drugs than normal
are transported across the bor
der undetected.

Hull said he’s aware of the
concerns from his agents.

“No one’s going to say
they’re happy about that, but I
give the agents credit as profes
sionals for working through
this and doing it with dignity
and continuing to do the kind
of things that brings them posi

tive recognition,” he said.
Asked if he would sign up

again for the Border Patrol, the
agent, whose sibling is also a
veteran agent, paused and said,
“Probably not. This is not what
I signed up for.” He added that
given the growing backlash he
“doesn’t wear the uniform in
public anymore.”

“We want the American
people to know that we’re try
ing hard,” he said. “But we need
help from the president, the
Democrats, Republicans. We
need everyone to be on the
same page.” 

A second agent, who has
been with the Border Patrol for
almost a decade, likened his
duties to that of an “Uber driv
er,” saying he was required to
fetch supplies from local super
markets and pharmacies.

A third agent, who said he
“bleeds green” given his loyalty
to the agency, said: “We’re gon
na do our job because that’s
what we’re here to do, but it
doesn’t mean that if it’s not
right we’re just going to be qui
et about it. We need to make it
better, and we need to do it to
the best of our ability.”

But the agent, the father of
the toddler, added: “It’s an in
justice what they’ve done to the
agents, let alone the aliens. ...
When you look down you see
these little baby girls, little baby
boys. They have no clue where
they’re at or what’s going on.
You can, just by looking at
them as a parent, [know] they
haven’t probably been changed
in 24 hours. When was their
last meal? Who knows? ...
That’s hurtful on your psyche
as a human. You want to give
and make that better, but you
can’t.”

The discovery of the Face
book group of agents, first re
ported by ProPublica, signals
bigger frustrations, he said.
Several agents noted the views
there do not represent the feel
ings of all Border Patrol agents.

“I have a family, my wife
who’s my rock and I’m able to
vent every night to,” said the
agent. “Some of these guys have
no one but social media. Every
one is frustrated, and this can
get dangerous for the migrants
and for us.”

There’s also a psychological
toll. 

The third agent called it the
“desensitization” of agents. He
recalled “standing outside in
the sun with Mylar blankets for
shade because, oh, nobody ever
thought these people are going
to be standing on pavement in
the sun. It’s hot, the desert.
How are we going to care for
them?” he asked. One migrant
fainted in front of the agents. 

“These are human lives,”
said the agent, who described
what he would say to his super
visors. “You guys know this is
wrong. You guys know we need

to make a change, and we need
to adjust right now.”

Favela, a father of four, said
“it’s hard” to visit holding facili
ties like the one in Clint be
cause “you can see your own
kids in there. ... These aren’t
conditions to keep big kids in.
Just the fact that you don’t have
windows. ...”

He said it is especially hard
to see messages scrawled on
cots by departing children,
passed on for incoming kids.

“They write in Spanish,” he
said. “Some are really well
versed, like little poets.” Mes
sages like, “Hang in there. Stay
tough. This jail is only tempo
rary.” Or, “I pray for you. You’ll
be OK. You’ll be out soon.”

Safety concerns 
Agents are also concerned

about overcrowding and their
own safety, especially in all
male holding facilities, some
crowded with as many as 700
men, where migrants are kept
far past the normal 72hour
limit.

Once migrants cross the
border and are taken into cus
tody, agents try to verify each
person’s identity, put them
through national and interna
tional criminal background
checks, and put those seeking
asylum through a crediblefear
interview that determines
whether they may have a legiti
mate case.

All migrants undergo “ini
tial medical screenings,” said
Hull. “We don’t want to keep
an unaccompanied alien child
or any other alien in our custo
dy one second longer than they
have to be.”

The process usually takes
days, but when the Border Pa

trol is overwhelmed with doz
ens or even hundreds of arriv
als, it can take weeks.

On processing migrants,
Hull said, “We have to get them
processed: We have to do
things as quickly as we can but
thoroughly.”

But long stays in Border Pa
trol facilities, agents say, result
in a prisonlike environment
taking root in some places,
complete with “cell, or tent
leaders” as detainees form
ganglike groups based on
their nationality. 

Most are Central Ameri
cans, but the migrants in the El
Paso area include Brazilians,
Cubans and Venezuelans. Most
Cubans have military training
and are highly organized, caus
ing agents to be especially wary
around them after an incident
in which one shoved an agent
to the floor. 

“They’re also making
shanks out of toothbrushes,”
Favela said.

Many of the agents’ stories
reinforce an inspector general’s
report, which stated in May
that “overcrowding and pro
longed detention represent an
immediate risk to the health
and safety not just of the de
tainees, but also ... agents and
officers” of the Department of
Homeland Security, which in
cludes the Border Patrol.

“Overcrowding is bad news
for everyone,” Hull said.

“We’re not happy about the
influx, not being able to pro
vide the care, not being able to
transfer them over as soon as
we can, of not having enough
people to work the line or work
the checkpoints,” Hull said. 

The inspector general’s re
port noted that management at
the site — one of the five facili

ties in the El Paso sector — said
“there is a high incidence of ill
ness among their staff.” It said
management also “raised con
cerns about employee morale
and that conditions were ele
vating anxiety and affecting
employees’ personal lives.”
Many agents, the report said,
had “accelerated their retire
ment dates, while others were
considering alternative em
ployment opportunities.” 

“Morale is in the gutter,” the
report said. 

Asked about morale, Hull
said:

“I credit the agents for their
morale being as good as it is.
No one’s happy about this situ
ation here in El Paso from me
starting on down. But it’s the
reality of what everyone is fac
ing.”

But Favela points to the pre
signed medical forms as a glar
ing example of bottledup frus
tration and mistrust between
management and agents.

He said an agent in the Las
Cruces, N.M., Border Patrol
station brought a copy of the
form to the union’s attention
and explained that the Border
Patrol supervisor had a stack of
forms piled up on a desk, al
ready signed and marked for
medical clearances. The form,
a copy of which was obtained
by The News, was dated May 9,
2019, at the peak of the surge of
migrants.

It indicated that the newly
arrived migrant required no
medication and that the “sub
ject is cleared for travel.” 

“You can see, I guess, the
frustration of trying to get the
people through as fast as possi
ble, and that may have trig
gered this,but it’s still not
right,” Favela said, adding that
he doesn’t believe there was
“malice” behind the practice,
just overwhelmed manage
ment. “This puts the immi
grants and agents at risk. And
also communities at risk.”

The political question
Border Patrol agents know

the huge influx of mostly Cen
tral American immigrants is a
real crisis. But most blame pol
itics for making that crisis, and
their jobs, far worse.

They say that by focusing on
building a border wall, the
Trump administration has
overlooked the most vital ele
ment ensuring a secure border:
agency personnel, some of
whom are beset by low morale,
many eager for early retire
ment even as the Border Patrol
fights a high attrition rate.

“The wall is pointless,” said
the agent who worries about
increased drug smuggling. “Do
you want the wall or do you
want more agents? I’ll take
more agents because we don’t
need the wall.”

He noted that right now,
migrants are “walking up and
saying, ‘We’re here.’ They’re not
jumping a wall. They’re not
jumping fences. They’re not
running from us. They’re turn
ing themselves in, so what
would a wall do?”

“Everything you see today
that is broken is a consequence
of what we’re seeing in politics,”
said Victor Manjarrez Jr., who
was a Border Patrol sector chief
in both El Paso and Tuscon be
tween 2007 and 2011. Now he
is associate director for the
Center for Law and Human
Behavior at the University of
Texas at El Paso. “Politics has a
big impact on the agents,” he
added.

Hull insists the agency is
apolitical: “We are focused on
protecting the border, protect
ing the people of the United
States, doing our jobs profes
sionally and humanely. To us,
this is not a political or emo
tional conversation. It’s a bor
der security conversation. We
do the best we can to stay out of
that.”

With the flow of migrants
falling by as much as 28%
along the border in June — 51%
in the El Paso sector alone —
Favela hopes the agency can
take a step back, learn from
past mistakes and focus on
planning for the next crisis. 

In the El Paso sector, appre
hensions declined dramatical
ly, from 38,630 in May to
18,878 in June, a fall that Hull
credits to interagency coopera
tion and steppedup efforts by
Mexico. Under a tariff threat by
Trump, Mexico posted some
21,000 national guardsmen on
its southern and northern bor
ders to “rescue” migrants and
keep them in Mexico or return
them to Central America.

Despite the lull, Hull said,
“We’re accessing the path for
ward. We’re not declaring vic
tory.”

Favela and other agents pre
dict the downward trend won’t
last. The summer heat will cool
off and smugglers will adjust to
new tactics implemented by
the U.S. and Mexican govern
ments, including the Mexican
national guard and the Trump
administration’s unilateral at
tempt to force migrants to ap
ply for asylum in countries
south of the United States.

It is too early to see any ef
fect of the policy on the border.
The migrants are still arriving,
and the Border Patrol must de
tain them.

“Call it a minivacation, but
this ain’t over,” said the agent,
who has been with the Border
Patrol for almost a decade. 

Angela Korcherga of the Al
buquerque Journal contribut
ed to this report.

Twitter: @ajcorchado

Border Patrol may be at breaking point
Continued from Page 1A
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A Border Patrol agent views the wall that separates Tijuana, Mexico, and San Diego. Some agents say that by focusing on building a wall, the Trump
administration has overlooked the most vital element ensuring a secure border: agency personnel, some of whom are beset by low morale.

Alfredo Corchado/Staff 

Agents said supervisors gave them presigned medical
forms, shown here with signatures obscured, that cleared
migrants for travel to their sponsors.



El PASO — Border Patrol supervisors were so overwhelmed by the number of immigrants taken 
into custody along the Southwest border this spring they resorted to an unorthodox way to ac-
celerate their release: They gave agents pre-checked and pre-signed medical forms that cleared 

unauthorized immigrants and asylum seekers for travel.

The forms appear to have allowed the Border Patrol to bypass required medical checkups of migrants 
on their way to join sponsors in different parts of the country, including Dallas.

Carlos Favela, executive vice president of National Border Patrol Council Local 1929, which rep-
resents more than 1,400 agents, said it’s unclear how many immigrants received such forms as they 
were distributed for at least four weeks. He also said he didn’t know how many of the 11 stations in 
the El Paso Border Patrol sector used them before the practice stopped in mid-June following com-
plaints by the union.

The Border Patrol chief for the El Paso sector, Aaron Hull, said Thursday that he could not comment 
specifically on the use of the medical forms because “I’m not sure that was brought to my attention.”

“I do know that sometimes agents, just to speed processing, we apply shortcuts,” he said, but he 
stressed that the agency is “always looking for ways to do things efficiently without compromising any 
of the quality that we do.”

But Border Patrol agents say the use of the pre-filled medical forms and the decision to blow the whis-
tle on the practice illustrate a widening divide between agents and supervisors.

Agents, who signed up for law enforcement on the border, say the crisis has almost overnight forced 
them to become babysitters and detention officers, without any additional training. They say migrants 
are more tense and short-tempered after long detentions in overcrowded holding centers — a situa-
tion that has many agents concerned about their own safety.

“This is an impossible mission,” said Favela, adding that the union decided to be more vocal to help 
the public better understand the challenges facing agents. “We can’t win with this situation. We’re 
being set up for failure.”

The rift between Border Patrol agents and management comes amid the recent exposure of squalid 
conditions at Border Patrol holding facilities, including the one in Clint and the El Paso del Norte Pro-
cessing Center. Agents say it is not unusual for two or three of them to supervise 200 to 300 migrants 
at a time.

Since December, five migrant children and one teen died in U.S. custody, mostly in Texas and New 
Mexico.

Safety concerns

The agents are also struggling with the public backlash from news accounts of hateful, racist postings 
by some Border Patrol workers belonging to a private Facebook group. And there is a growing feeling 
among some workers that overtaxed agents are being ignored by an administration in Washington 
that is pursuing a sweeping immigration crackdown underscored by President Donald Trump’s desire 
for a border wall. 



Agents report that crowded conditions at some holding facilities are so bad and the stench so strong 
that agents shower and change out of their uniforms before going home. Many complain of low mo-
rale, echoing one of several negative findings in an inspector general’s report in May.

About the challenges of overcrowding, squalid conditions, Hull said: “We’re not afraid to address this 
challenge. But when we say that we need resources, we need staffing, we need facilities, it’s because 
we need them.”

He said he appreciates the recent $4.6 billion Congress approved to help address the issues faced by 
agents.

Rank-and-file agents

To get a more complete picture of conditions confronting the Border Patrol, The Dallas Morning 
News interviewed seven current agents, the majority in the El Paso sector. Most spoke on the condi-
tion that their names not be published for fear of losing their jobs. They were not authorized to speak 
publicly.

Many said they feel the agency in charge of securing the nation’s border is at a breaking point, caught 
in the grips of partisan fighting between the White House and the Democratic-controlled House. 
Some say poor planning by management has hurt their operations on the ground.

The vast majority of agents joined the Border Patrol to provide security along the nearly 2,000-mile 
southwestern frontier with Mexico and to man checkpoints.

These days, one agent said, “our primary duty has become our secondary duty” after taking care of 
the thousands of immigrants who cross every month, most seeking asylum. He worries that when he’s 
busy going to Sam’s Club to buy “Oreos, Cheerios, Famous Amos cookies, White Castle hamburgers 
... baby food, feminine products” for immigrants in the strained holding cells, even more illicit drugs 
than normal are transported across the border undetected.

Hull said he’s aware of the concerns from his agents.

“No one’s going to say they’re happy about that, but I give the agents credit as professionals for work-
ing through this and doing it with dignity and continuing to do the kind of things that brings them 
positive recognition,” he said.

Asked if he would sign up again for the Border Patrol, the agent, whose sibling is also a veteran agent, 
paused and said, “Probably not. This is not what I signed up for.” He added that given the growing 
backlash he “doesn’t wear the uniform in public anymore.”

“We want the American people to know that we’re trying hard,” he said. “But we need help from the 
president, the Democrats, Republicans. We need everyone to be on the same page.”

A second agent, who has been with the Border Patrol for almost a decade, likened his duties to that of 
an “Uber driver,” saying he was required to fetch supplies from local supermarkets and pharmacies.

A third agent, who said he “bleeds green” given his loyalty to the agency, said: “We’re gonna do our 



job because that’s what we’re here to do, but it doesn’t mean that if it’s not right we’re just going to be 
quiet about it. We need to make it better, and we need to do it to the best of our ability.”

But the agent, the father of the toddler, added: “It’s an injustice what they’ve done to the agents, let 
alone the aliens. ... When you look down you see these little baby girls, little baby boys. They have no 
clue where they’re at or what’s going on. You can, just by looking at them as a parent, [know] they 
haven’t probably been changed in 24 hours. When was their last meal? Who knows? ... That’s hurtful 
on your psyche as a human. You want to give and make that better, but you can’t.”

The discovery of the Facebook group of agents, first reported by ProPublica, signals bigger frustra-
tions, he said. Several agents noted the views there do not represent the feelings of all Border Patrol 
agents.

“I have a family, my wife who’s my rock and I’m able to vent every night to,” said the agent. “Some of 
these guys have no one but social media. Everyone is frustrated, and this can get dangerous for the 
migrants and for us.”

There’s also a psychological toll.

The third agent called it the “desensitization” of agents. He recalled “standing outside in the sun with 
Mylar blankets for shade because, oh, nobody ever thought these people are going to be standing on 
pavement in the sun. It’s hot, the desert. How are we going to care for them?” he asked. One migrant 
fainted in front of the agents.

“These are human lives,” said the agent, who described what he would say to his supervisors. “You 
guys know this is wrong. You guys know we need to make a change, and we need to adjust right now.”

Favela, a father of four, said “it’s hard” to visit holding facilities like the one in Clint because “you can 
see your own kids in there. ... These aren’t conditions to keep big kids in. Just the fact that you don’t 
have windows. ...”

He said it is especially hard to see messages scrawled on cots by departing children, passed on for 
incoming kids.

“They write in Spanish,” he said. “Some are really well-versed, like little poets.” Messages like, “Hang 
in there. Stay tough. This jail is only temporary.” Or, “I pray for you. You’ll be OK. You’ll be out soon.”

Agents are also concerned about overcrowding and their own safety, especially in all-male holding fa-
cilities, some crowded with as many as 700 men, where migrants are kept far past the normal 72-hour 
limit.

Once migrants cross the border and are taken into custody, agents try to verify each person’s identity, 
put them through national and international criminal background checks, and put those seeking asy-
lum through a credible-fear interview that determines whether they may have a legitimate case.

All migrants undergo “initial medical screenings,” said Hull. “We don’t want to keep an unaccompa-
nied alien child or any other alien in our custody one second longer than they have to be.”

The process usually takes days, but when the Border Patrol is overwhelmed with dozens or even hun-



dreds of arrivals, it can take weeks.

On processing migrants, Hull said, “We have to get them processed: We have to do things as quickly 
as we can but thoroughly.”

But long stays in Border Patrol facilities, agents say, result in a prison-like environment taking root in 
some places, complete with “cell, or tent leaders” as detainees form gang-like groups based on their 
nationality.

Most are Central Americans, but the migrants in the El Paso area include Brazilians, Cubans and Ven-
ezuelans. Most Cubans have military training and are highly organized, causing agents to be especial-
ly wary around them after an incident in which one shoved an agent to the floor.

“They’re also making shanks out of toothbrushes,” Favela said.

Many of the agents’ stories reinforce an inspector general’s report, which stated in May that “over-
crowding and prolonged detention represent an immediate risk to the health and safety not just of the 
detainees, but also ... agents and officers” of the Department of Homeland Security, which includes 
the Border Patrol.

“Overcrowding is bad news for everyone,” Hull said.

“We’re not happy about the influx, not being able to provide the care, not being able to transfer them 
over as soon as we can, of not having enough people to work the line or work the checkpoints,” Hull 
said.

The inspector general’s report noted that management at the site — one of the five facilities in the El 
Paso sector — said “there is a high incidence of illness among their staff.” It said management also 
“raised concerns about employee morale and that conditions were elevating anxiety and affecting em-
ployees’ personal lives.” Many agents, the report said, had “accelerated their retirement dates, while 
others were considering alternative employment opportunities.”

“Morale is in the gutter,” the report said.

Asked about morale, Hull said:

“I credit the agents for their morale being as good as it is. No one’s happy about this situation here in 
El Paso from me starting on down. But it’s the reality of what everyone is facing.”

But Favela points to the pre-signed medical forms as a glaring example of bottled-up frustration and 
mistrust between management and agents.

He said an agent in the Las Cruces, N.M., Border Patrol station brought a copy of the form to the 
union’s attention and explained that the Border Patrol supervisor had a stack of forms piled up on a 
desk, already signed and marked for medical clearances. The form, a copy of which was obtained by 
The News, was dated May 9, 2019, at the peak of the surge of migrants.

It indicated that the newly arrived migrant required no medication and that the “subject is cleared for 
travel.”



“You can see, I guess, the frustration of trying to get the people through as fast as possible, and that 
may have triggered this,but it’s still not right,” Favela said, adding that he doesn’t believe there was 
“malice” behind the practice, just overwhelmed management. “This puts the immigrants and agents 
at risk. And also communities at risk.”

The political question

Border Patrol agents know the huge influx of mostly Central American immigrants is a real crisis. But 
most blame politics for making that crisis, and their jobs, far worse.

They say that by focusing on building a border wall, the Trump administration has overlooked the 
most vital element ensuring a secure border: agency personnel, some of whom are beset by low mo-
rale, many eager for early retirement even as the Border Patrol fights a high attrition rate.

“The wall is pointless,” said the agent who worries about increased drug smuggling. “Do you want the 
wall or do you want more agents? I’ll take more agents because we don’t need the wall.”

He noted that right now, migrants are “walking up and saying, ‘We’re here.’ They’re not jumping a 
wall. They’re not jumping fences. They’re not running from us. They’re turning themselves in, so what 
would a wall do?”

“Everything you see today that is broken is a consequence of what we’re seeing in politics,” said Victor 
Manjarrez Jr., who was a Border Patrol sector chief in both El Paso and Tuscon between 2007 and 
2011. Now he is associate director for the Center for Law and Human Behavior at the University of 
Texas at El Paso. “Politics has a big impact on the agents,” he added.

Hull insists the agency is apolitical: “We are focused on protecting the border, protecting the people of 
the United States, doing our jobs professionally and humanely. To us, this is not a political or emo-
tional conversation. It’s a border security conversation. We do the best we can to stay out of that.”

With the flow of migrants falling by as much as 28% along the border in June — 51% in the El Paso 
sector alone — Favela hopes the agency can take a step back, learn from past mistakes and focus on 
planning for the next crisis.

In the El Paso sector, apprehensions declined dramatically, from 38,630 in May to 18,878 in June, 
a fall that Hull credits to interagency cooperation and stepped-up efforts by Mexico. Under a tariff 
threat by Trump, Mexico posted some 21,000 national guardsmen on its southern and northern bor-
ders to “rescue” migrants and keep them in Mexico or return them to Central America.

Despite the lull, Hull said, “We’re accessing the path forward. We’re not declaring victory.”

Favela and other agents predict the downward trend won’t last. The summer heat will cool off and 
smugglers will adjust to new tactics implemented by the U.S. and Mexican governments, including 
the Mexican national guard and the Trump administration’s unilateral attempt to force migrants to 
apply for asylum in countries south of the United States.

It is too early to see any effect of the policy on the border. The migrants are still arriving, and the Bor-
der Patrol must detain them.



“Call it a mini-vacation, but this ain’t over,” said the agent, who has been with the Border Patrol for 
almost a decade.

Angela Korcherga of the Albuquerque Journal contributed to this report.



Detainee appears to be U.S. citizen
Birth certificate shows he was born in Dallas, but 18 -year -old still in 

custody after 3 weeks

By Obed Manuel
Published July 23, 2019

Click here to view the online story.
Username: contests@dallasnews.com / Password: ontestCPass1!

https://www.dallasnews.com/news/immigration/2019/07/26/a-dallas-born-citizen-picked-up-by-the-border-patrol-has-been-detained-for-three-weeks-his-lawyer-says/
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19 deaths linked
tomurder suspect
The deaths of 19 people have
now been linked to Billy Chemir
mir, the serial murder suspect
accused of smothering elderly
North Texans for years without
detection. 1B

Equifax to pay $700M
in huge data breach
Equifax will pay at least $700
million to settle lawsuits over a
2017 data breach that exposed
the sensitive information of
roughly half of the U.S. pop
ulation. 3B

NATION
Trump, lawmakers
reach deal on budget
President Donald Trump and
congressional leaders an
nounced a deal to raise spending
limits by $320 billion and sus
pend the federal debt ceiling
until after the 2020 presidential
election. 3A
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Tenmonths after a Dallas Coun
ty jury said it couldn’t decide
whether a former Mesquite officer
had acted reasonably in opening
fire on an unarmed man, a second
set of jurors has found him not
guilty of an assault charge.

Derick Wiley, 37, had faced five
to 99 years or life in prison if con
victed of the single count of aggra

vated assault by a
public servant.

In his first trial,
the jury was dead
locked 84 in favor
of acquittal.

Wiley, who was
fired after the
shooting, said after
Monday after

noon’s verdict that he plans to re
turn to work as a police officer as
soon as possible because the work is

“just in my blood.” He has appealed
his termination from the Mesquite
Police Department.

The former patrol officer hugged
his attorneys and fought back tears
as the verdict was announced. His
supporters, including his wife and
his mother, leaned forward to con
gratulate him.

Wiley testified last week that he
was sure he would die when Lyndo
Jones, then 31, broke away from
him and ran in a dark Mesquite

parking lot in November 2017.
He had described Jones’ behav

ior as erratic and maintained that
his aggressive approach during the
encounter had been necessary to
control theman he initially thought
was a stranded motorist, then de
cided could be a vehicle burglar.

“I thought I was going to die out
there,” Wiley testified. “His body
language just wasn’t right.”

MESQUITEPOLICESHOOTING

Ex-officer acquitted

Lynda M. Gonzalez/Staff Photographer

DerickWileywiped away tears after a jury decided he was not guilty of aggravated assault on Monday. Wiley, 37, had faced five to 99
years or life in prison if convicted of the single count of aggravated assault by a public servant.

DERICK
WILEY

By SARA COELLO
Staff Writer

sara.coello@dallasnews.com

In 2nd trial, jury fi�ndsWiley acted reasonably in fi�ring on unarmedman

SeeEXMESQUITE Page 2A

RoyceWestonMondaylaunched
his campaign for Senate, joining a
crowded field of Democrats looking
tounseatU.S.Sen.JohnCornyn.

West,whohasservedintheTexas

Senate since 1993, was boosted by
hundreds of supporters at a Com
munications Workers of America
union hall in Dallas, including U.S.
Rep.EddieBerniceJohnson, former
U.S. Trade Rep. Ron Kirk and for
mer Dallas Cowboys Hall of Fame
runningbackEmmittSmith.

“It’s going to be a long road,” he
said, nodding to a primary fight and
potentialgeneralelection.

“I’m battle tested,” he said.
“You’ve seen me in battle, and I’m

ready today to announce my candi
dacy for theUnitedStatesSenate.”

West called for a “New Texas of
America” that “incorporated theval
ues of the past,” while acknowledg
ingtheneedforchange.

He said of his style: “I will be a
LBJtypesenatorwhositsdownand
gets the jobdone.”

West’s entry into the Senate race
fuelsafiercefightfortheDemocratic

West enters race for Senate
ELECTIONS ’20

Dallas’ state senator joins
crowded Democratic fi�eld
seeking to unseat Cornyn

By GROMER JEFFERS JR.
Political Writer

gjeffers@dallasnews.com

WASHINGTON — The Trump ad
ministration on Tuesday will signifi
cantly expand its power to quickly de
port unauthorized immigrants who
have illegally entered the United States
within the past two years, using a fast
track deportation process that bypasses
immigration judges.

Officials are calling the new strategy,
which will take effect immediately, a
“necessary response” to the influx of
Central Americans and others at the
southern border. It will allow immigra
tion authorities to quickly remove im
migrants from anywhere they encoun
ter them across the United States, and
they expect the approach will help alle
viate the nation’s immigration court
backlog and free up space in Immigra
tion andCustomsEnforcement jails.

The stated targets of the change are
people who sneaked into the United
States anddonothave anasylumcaseor
immigration court date pending. Until
now, the administration’s policy for “ex
pedited removal” has been limited to

Fast-track
deportation
to expand
Trump officials to bypass
judges inmore cases; critics
fear abuses, promise to sue

By MARIA SACCHETTI
TheWashington Post

SAN JUAN, Puerto Rico —Waving
flags, chanting and banging pots and
pans, tens of thousands of Puerto Ri
cans jammed a highwayMonday to de
mand the resignation of Gov. Ricardo
Rosselló in a crisis triggered by a leak
of offensive, obscenityladen chat mes
sages between him and his advisers.

The demonstration appeared to be
the biggest protest on the island in
nearly two decades.

“Finally, the government’s mask has
fallen,” said Jannice Rivera, a 43year
old mechanical engineer who lives in

Houston but was born and raised in
Puerto Rico and flew in to join the
crowds.

The protest came 10 days after the
leak of 889 pages of online chats in

‘Awakened’ protesters march
for 10th day against governor

PUERTORICO

Rosselló vows he’s ‘making
amends’ for lewdmessages as
tens of thousands fi�ll capital

By DANICA COTO
The Associated Press

Joe Raedle/Getty Images

A protester marched on Monday
against Gov. Ricardo Rosselló.

SeeTRUMP Page 4A

Shaban Athuman/Staff Photographer

State Sen. RoyceWest (right) was
endorsed by former Dallas Mayor
Ron Kirk at a ceremony announc
ing his campaign for Senate.

An18yearold Dallasborn U.S. cit
izen has been in the custody of U.S.
Customs and Border Protection and
Immigration and Customs Enforce
ment formore than three weeks, his at
torney says.

Now, his family fears he may be de
ported.

Francisco Erwin Galicia was de
tained at a CBP checkpoint in Falfur
rias on June 27, said Claudia Galan, his
attorney.

Galicia was traveling with his 17
yearold brother,Marlon Galicia, and a
group of friends from Edinburg, where
they live, to Ranger College in North
Texas for a soccer scouting event when
they came upon a CBP checkpoint,
said Sanjuana Galicia, his mother.

It was about 8 p.m. Marlon, who
was born in Mexico and lacked legal
status, had only been through a border
checkpoint on school trips and had
never been pressed to provide travel
documents.

But this time was different, Marlon
said. He had only a school ID. His
brother was carrying only his Texas ID,
which can only be obtained with a So
cial Security number.

“We were confident that we’d be
able to pass. We were going to do
something good for our futures,” he
said. “I didn’t imagine this could hap
pen and now I’m so sad that I’m not
with my family,” Marlon said by phone
from Reynosa, Mexico, where he is

WORLD:Mexico reports a 36%
drop in arrests along the U.S.
border since a Trumpordered
crackdown. 6A

Detainee
appears
to be U.S.
citizen

IMMIGRATION

Birth certifi�cate shows he was
born in Dallas, but 18yearold
still in custody after 3 weeks

By OBED MANUEL
Staff Writer

obed.manuel@dallasnews.com

SeeMOM Page 4A

SeeMORE Page 4A

SeeWEST Page 2A

A protester marched on Monday
against Gov. Ricardo Rossello.

Joe Raedle/Getty Images
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migrants caught within 100
miles of the U.S. border who
have been in the country less
than two weeks. The new rule
would apply to immigrants
anywhere in the United States
who have been in the country
up to two years—adhering to a
time limit included in the 1996
federal law that authorized the
expedited process.

Immigrants apprehended
in Iowa, Nebraska or other in
land states would have to prove
to immigration officials that
they had been in the United
States continuously for two
years, or they could end up in
an immigration jail facing
quickdeportation.And it could
be relatively lowlevel immi
gration officers, not officers of a
court,making the decisions.

Nearly 300,000 at risk
President Donald Trump

has promised to deport mil
lions of immigrants and has
threatened enforcement raids
targeting those in asmany as10
major cities.

Nearly 300,000 of the ap
proximately 11 million unau
thorized immigrants in the
United States entered the
country illegally and could be
subject to expedited removal,
according to the nonpartisan
Migration Policy Institute. The
typical unauthorized immi
grant has lived in the United
States for 15 years, according to
the PewResearchCenter.

Though border apprehen
sions have fallen in June and
July as the Trump administra
tion and Mexico have intensi
fied their crackdown on the
southern border, actingHome
land Security Secretary Kevin
McAleenan said in a draft no
tice Monday that “the imple
mentation of additional mea

sures is a necessary response to
the ongoing immigration cri
sis.”He said the new rulewould
take effect immediately upon
publication in the Federal Reg
ister, which is scheduled for
Tuesday.

“DHS has determined that
the volume of illegal entries,
and the attendant risks to na
tional security and public safe
ty presented by these illegal en
tries, warrants this immediate
implementation of DHS’s full
statutory authority over expe
dited removal,” McAleenan
said in the notice. “DHS ex
pects that the full use of expe
dited removal statutory au
thoritywill strengthennational
security, diminish the number
of illegal entries, and otherwise
ensure the prompt removal of
aliens apprehended in the
United States.”

Immigration lawyers said
the expansion is unprecedent
ed and effectively gives U.S.
agents the power to issue de
portation orders without
bringing immigrants before a
judge or allowing them to
speakwith a lawyer.

“Under this unlawful plan,
immigrants who have lived
here for years would be deport
ed with less due process than
people get in traffic court,”
Omar Jadwat, director of the
Immigrants’ Rights Project of
the American Civil Liberties
Union, said in a statement. “We
will sue to end this policy
quickly.”

‘Prosecutor and judge’
Royce Bernstein Murray of

the American Immigration
Council also vowed to chal
lenge the policy in court, argu
ing that the broadened author
ity allows DHS “to essentially
be both prosecutor and judge.”

Advocates warned that the
policy could snare longtime le

gal residents or even U.S. citi
zens, who have been deported
in error before. Vanita Gupta,
president of the Leadership
Conference on Civil and Hu
manRights, said the rule could
lead to increased racial profil
ing and turn ICE into a “ ‘show
me your papers’militia.”

“This newdirective flowsdi
rectly from the racist rhetoric
that the president has been us
ing for the lastweekand indeed
months, but this new rule is go
ing to terrorize communities of
color,” said Gupta, who headed
the Justice Department’s Civil
Rights Division under Presi
dent Barack Obama. “It really
reads as a sendthemallback
policy,” she added, referring to
the audience’s chants at a
Trump rally last week that said
“send her back” in response to
the president’s attacks on a So
maliborn Muslim congress
woman, IlhanOmar.

‘Huge swath of people’
David Leopold, a Cleveland

immigration lawyer and for
mer president of the American
Immigration Lawyers Associa
tion, said expanding the expe
dited removal program shifts
the decisionmaking to immi
gration officers who might not
have much experience with
such a policy and means that
many immigrants who might
have the right to remain in the
country won’t be given the op
portunity to show it.

“That is going to apply to a
huge swath of people,” he said,
noting that the rule requires
migrants to prove that they
have been in the United States
for years — a particularly diffi
cult onuswhen they are, bydef
inition, lacking legal immigra
tion documents. “My view is:
How are they going to prove it?
The burden is on them to prove
it. If I can’t prove it, I’mdone.”

More to face deportation
without ruling by a judge

Continued fromPage1A

which Rosselló and some of
his close aides insulted women
and mocked constituents, in
cluding victims of Hurricane
Maria.

The leak has intensified
longsmoldering anger in the
U.S. territory over persistent
corruption and mismanage
ment by the island’s two main
political parties, a severe debt
crisis, a sickly economy and a
slow recovery from Maria,
which devastated Puerto Rico
in September 2017.

“The people have awakened
after so much outrage,” said
69yearold retired nurse Ben
edicta Villegas. “There are still
people without roofs and high
ways without lights. The chat
was the tip of the iceberg.”

The crowd surged along the
Americas Expressway despite
the punishing heat— toddlers,
teenagers, professionals and
the elderly, all dripping in
sweat and smiling as they
waved Puerto Rico flags large
and small and hoisted signs.

“This is to show that the
people respect themselves,”
said Ana Carrasquillo, 26.
“We’ve put up with corruption
for so many years.”

In an interview Monday
with Fox News, Rosselló said
that he will not resign and that
he is focused on tackling cor
ruption and helping the island
recover fromMaria.

“I’m making amends,” he
said. “I’ve apologized for all the
comments that I made on the
chat.”

On Sunday evening, Ros
selló, a Democrat, sought to
calm the unrest by promising
not to seek reelection in 2020
or continue as head of his pro
statehood New Progressive
Party. That only further an
gered his critics, who have
mounted street demonstra
tions for more than a week.

“The people are not going
to go away,” said Johanna Soto,
of the city of Carolina. “That’s
what he’s hoping for, but we
outnumber him.”

Asked who was advising
Rosselló on staying in office,
Rosselló’s secretary of public
affairs, Anthony Maceira, said
the governor was speaking
with his family, and “that car
ries a great weight.” Rosselló’s
father, Pedro, was governor
from1993 to 2001.

The biggest newspaper in

this territory of more than 3
million American citizens, El
Nuevo Dia, added to the pres
sure with the frontpage head
line: “Governor, it’s time to lis
ten to the people: You have to
resign.”

Asked whether the gover
nor should step down, Presi
dent Donald Trump said that
Rosselló is a “terrible” gover
nor and that hurricane relief
money sent to Puerto Rico has
been “squandered, wasted and
stolen” and the island’s top

leadership is “totally, grossly
incompetent.”

The demonstrations re
present the biggest protest
movement on the island since
Puerto Ricans rallied to put an
end to U.S. Navy training on
the island of Vieques more
than 15 years ago.

Monday was the 10th con
secutive day of protests, and
more are being called for later
in the week. The island’s larg
estmall, Plaza de las Americas,
closed ahead of the protest, as

did dozens of other businesses.
The upheaval also prompted at
least four cruise ships to cancel
visits to Puerto Rico.

The crisis has stirred fears
about the effects on the al
ready fragile economy.

Puerto Rico is struggling to
restructure part of its $70 bil
lion in debt under federal su
pervision and deal with a 13
year recession through school
closings, cutbacks in infra
structure maintenance and
other austerity measures.

At the same time, the island
is trying to rebuild from Ma
ria, which caused more than
$100 billion in damage, threw
Puerto Rico into a yearlong
blackout and left thousands
dead, most of them succumb
ing during the sweltering af
termath.

The island has also seen a
recent string of arrests of
Puerto Rico officials on cor
ruption charges. Those arrest
ed included the former educa
tion secretary.

Trump blasts Rosselló, government

Pedro Portal/Tribune News Service

Tens of thousands of Puerto Ricans surged along the Americas Expressway on Monday to demand the resignation of Gov. Ricardo Rosselló in a crisis
triggered by a leak of offensive, obscenityladen chat messages between him and his advisers.
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now.”
The Dallas Morning

News reviewed a copy of the
birth certificate, and it says
Galicia was born at Park
land Memorial Hospital on
Dec. 24, 2000. Other docu
ments include a congratula
tory certificate his mother
was given by hospital staff
when he was born, a high
school ID and a health in
surance card.

Neither ICE nor CBP re
sponded to requests for
comment.

The ICE detainee locator

staying with his grandmoth
er.

After two days in deten
tion, Marlon signed a volun
tary deportation form.

‘Wait, see, hope’
“I signed because I want

ed to talk with my mom.
Now, we just have to wait
and see and hope that they
release my brother,” Marlon
said.

Francisco Galicia told his
mother, who lives in Edin
burg, that he was detained
because he didn’t have his
U.S. passport. But she said
he did present CBP with his
Texas ID.

Galicia wasn’t allowed to
use the phone for the three
weeks he was in CBP custo
dy, his mother said. But he
has been able to make col
lect calls to her since since
Saturday, when Galicia was
transferred to ICE’s custody.

Galan said she met with
CBP officers last week and
presented them with Gali
cia’s birth certificate and
some other documents but
was unsuccessful in getting
him released. She plans on
presenting the same docu
ments to ICE officers later
this week.

Parkland birth
“I presented them with

his original birth certificate
and other documents and
they ignored them. So now
I’ve faxed over all the docu
ments to the ICE agent han
dling the case,” Galan said.
“He’s going on a full month
of being wrongfully de
tained. He’s a U.S. citizen
and he needs to be released

system shows Francisco is
being held at the South Tex
as Detention Facility in
Pearsall and lists him as be
ing born inMexico.

Francisco’s mother said
she lived in Dallas from
1998 to 2001 and moved to
South Texas after his birth.

“I need my son back,” she
said. “I just want to prove to
them that he is a citizen.
He’s not a criminal or any
thing bad. He’s a good kid.”

Twitter:@obedmanuel

Mom fears teen born in
Dallas will be deported

Continued fromPage1A

Sanjuana Galicia

“I presented themwith his original birth

certifi�cate andother documents and they

ignored them. ... He’s goingona full

monthof beingwrongfully detained.He’s

aU.S. citizen andheneeds tobe released

now.”

SanjuanaGalicia, themotherof FranciscoErwinGalicia
(above)whohasbeendetained since June27



An 18-year-old Dallas-born U.S. citizen has been in the custody of U.S. Customs and Border Pro-
tection and Immigration and Customs Enforcement for more than three weeks, his attorney 
says.

Now, his family fears he may be deported.

Francisco Erwin Galicia was detained at a CBP checkpoint in Falfurrias on June 27, said Claudia 
Galan, his attorney.

Galicia was traveling with his 17-year-old brother, Marlon Galicia, and a group of friends from Edin-
burg, where they live, to Ranger College in North Texas for a soccer scouting event when they came 
upon a CBP checkpoint, said Sanjuana Galicia, his mother.

It was about 8 p.m. Marlon, who was born in Mexico and lacked legal status, had only been through a 
border checkpoint on school trips and had never been pressed to provide travel documents.

But this time was different, Marlon said. He had only a school ID. His brother was carrying only his 
Texas ID, which can only be obtained with a Social Security number.

“We were confident that we’d be able to pass. We were going to do something good for our futures,” 
he said. “I didn’t imagine this could happen and now I’m so sad that I’m not with my family,” Marlon 
said by phone from Reynosa, Mexico, where he is staying with his grandmother.

After two days in detention, Marlon signed a voluntary deportation form.

‘Wait, see, hope’

“I signed because I wanted to talk with my mom. Now, we just have to wait and see and hope that they 
release my brother,” Marlon said.

Francisco Galicia told his mother, who lives in Edinburg, that he was detained because he didn’t have 
his U.S. passport. But she said he did present CBP with his Texas ID.

Galicia wasn’t allowed to use the phone for the three weeks he was in CBP custody, his mother said. 
But he has been able to make collect calls to her since since Saturday, when Galicia was transferred to 
ICE’s custody.

Galan said she met with CBP officers last week and presented them with Galicia’s birth certificate 
and some other documents but was unsuccessful in getting him released. She plans on presenting the 
same documents to ICE officers later this week.

Parkland birth

“I presented them with his original birth certificate and other documents and they ignored them. So 
now I’ve faxed over all the documents to the ICE agent handling the case,” Galan said. “He’s going on 
a full month of being wrongfully detained. He’s a U.S. citizen and he needs to be released now.”

The Dallas Morning News reviewed a copy of the birth certificate, and it says Galicia was born at-



Parkland Memorial Hospital on Dec. 24, 2000. Other documents include a congratulatory certificate 
his mother was given by hospital staff when he was born, a high school ID and a health insurance 
card.

Neither ICE nor CBP responded to requests for comment.

The ICE detainee locator system shows Francisco is being held at the South Texas Detention Facility 
in Pearsall and lists him as being born in Mexico.

Francisco’s mother said she lived in Dallas from 1998 to 2001 and moved to South Texas after his 
birth.

“I need my son back,” she said. “I just want to prove to them that he is a citizen. He’s not a criminal or 
anything bad. He’s a good kid.”



For mixed-status families, life of fear
Detention of Dallas  born U.S. citizen harsh reminder 

for many living near border

By Obed Manuel
Published Aug. 4, 2019

Click here to view the online story.
Username: contests@dallasnews.com / Password: ontestCPass1!

https://www.dallasnews.com/news/immigration/2019/08/04/u-s-citizens-detention-is-a-reminder-that-mixed-status-families-can-feel-trapped-along-the-border/
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NATION
3 killed when cliff collapses
Three women gathered with fami
ly for a celebration on the beach
were killed when a Southern Cali
fornia sea cliff collapsed. 4A

WORLD
Familiar scene plays out
Tens of thousands marched Satur
day in Hong Kong in a prodemoc
racy rally, the latest in a summer
long movement. 12A

METRO
Photos of the month
Go behind the lens with our staff
photographers’ favorite images
from July. 3B

BUSINESS
Success is his brand
Prolific Dallas entrepreneur Guil
lermo Perales opened his 1,000th
franchised store location last
month as he grapples with scaling
his business in the public eye. 1D

ARTS & LIFE
Music got him through
Arlington composer Kevin Day
has overcome adversity to reach
success. At his life’s darkest mo
ments, music was his salvation. 6E
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EL PASO — At least 20
people were shot and killed
and 26 more were wounded
Saturday morning when a
gunman opened fire in an El
Paso Walmart packed with
backtoschool shoppers.

The shooting suspect, who
has ties to Collin County, had
not been publicly identified,
but El Paso Police Chief Greg
Allen described him as a “21
yearold white male from Al
len, Texas.”

When he encountered El
Paso police officers, the sus
pect laid his weapon down
and surrendered near the
scene, Allen said.

The chief said the gunman
faces capital murder charges
and possible hatecrimes
counts, if the FBI determines
they are warranted.

He also attributed a mani
festo posted online to the sus
pect, who claimed he was act
ing in response to “the His
panic invasion of Texas.”

“I am simply defending my
country from cultural and eth
nic replacement brought on by
an invasion,” the manifesto
states.

ELPASOSHOOTING

Suspect a 2017 Plano
Senior High graduate

Authorities to seek
capital murder charges

20 dead as gunman
opens fi�re inWalmart

‘So many bodies’
Manifesto
‘fueled by hate’
attributed to
shooter

Mark Lambie/The El Paso Times

Saturday’s shooting took place at a mall complex near Interstate 10 on El Paso’s east side. It’s one of the busiest shopping centers in the region,
attracting families from both sides of the border.

By ALFREDO CORCHADO,
LAVENDRICK SMITH
and LOYD BRUMFIELD

Staff Writers

SeeATLEAST Page 19A

In the world of Englishdubbed
anime, Grapevine resident Vic Mig
nogna is a voice to be reckonedwith.

Mignogna once again voiced fan
favorite “Broly” in the latest install
ment of the Dragon
Ball Z series, and the
movie, released in
January, skyrocketed
to a$22.7millionU.S.
box office in less than
a week. It looked like
2019 would be anoth
er can’tmiss year for
the actor.

But the wildly suc
cessful opening also unleashed a tor
rent of chatter about the 56yearold
actor’s longrumored alleged inappro
priate behavior — such as aggressive
kisses, hugs and unwanted sexual ad
vances—withwomen.

Mignogna lost a deal with a Flower
Moundbased anime distribution

#MeToo
moment
for anime

COURTBATTLE

As accusers target fellow voice
actor, fans take sides, he digs
in with defamation lawsuit

By SHARON GRIGSBY
Staff Writer

sgrigsby@dallasnews.com

SeeSOCIAL Page 14A

VIC
MIGNOGNA

EDINBURG — Francisco Erwin
Galicia settles into the light brown
wraparound couch that takes up a
corner of his family’s modest trailer
home. A portable fluorescent light
shines on his face.

“Where were you born?” the TV
reporter asks.

“In Dallas,” the 18yearold U.S.
citizen replies in Spanish with a

slight chuckle and a grin.
Since July 22, when The Dallas

Morning News first reported that
Galicia was detained for 23 days in a
U.S. Border Patrol holding facility,
he’s told this story over and over, re
counting conditions that he says
were so poor he almost agreed to be
deported by his own government.

But things have started to slow
down. Fewer reporters are coming
by for interviews.

As the headlines fade, Galicia, his
mother andbrothers are leftwith the
reality that, as amixedstatus family,
their right to be together is not guar
anteed.

Although Galicia is a U.S. citizen,

his mother Sanjuana is an unautho
rized immigrant and vulnerable to
deportation. His younger brother
Marlon, who is not a U.S. citizen but
had hopes of a soccer scholarship,
was deported shortly after the two

were detained together on June 27
and now lives in a dangerous Mexi
can border city.

Like many other mixedstatus

Ryan Michalesko/Staff Photographer

After his release from custody, a storm of media swarmed to share
18yearold U.S. citizen Francisco Erwin Galicia’s story of being de
tained for 23 days in a U.S. Border Patrol holding facility.

For mixed-status
families, life of fear

IMMIGRATION

Detention of Dallasborn
U.S. citizen harsh reminder
for many living near border

By OBED MANUEL
Staff Writer

obed.manuel@dallasnews.com

SeeMANY Page 16A

SUSPECTWROTE an antiimmigrant ‘mani
festo’ before the attack, authorities say. 18A

FOUR OTHERmajor shooting sprees in the last five
years haunt Texas. 18A

BETO O’ROURKE cancels campaign stops;
Texas lawmakers express support. 18A
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families in the Rio Grande Val
ley, the Galicias have always
lived knowing that their lives
could be disrupted by a Border
Patrol checkpoint. One 2017
study estimated that 16.7 mil
lion people in the U.S. had at
least one unauthorized immi
grant family member in the
home.

In this small slice of the Val
ley alone—McAllen, Edinburg
andMission— there are an es
timated 85,000 unauthorized
immigrants living in mixed
status families.

The Galicias’ story serves as
a reminder that if those fami
lies want to stay together,
they’ll stay here in the Valley,
trapped between the check
points and theMexican border.

The rest of the U.S. is closed
to them.

Amixed-status family
A small black and white

spotteddognamedCoco roams
this Edinburg colonia made up
of dirt lots and trailer homes.
He survives off the scraps resi
dents give him.

Coco is especially fond of
theGalicia home, where he can
often be found under Sanjuana
Galicia’s violetredChevyMali
bu getting a break from the un
forgiving sun. He knows she’ll
give him chicken bones to
gnaw.

But bones were scarce the
past month. Sanjuana strug
gled to find the time for her job
of selling Veracruzstyle tama
les around town. Here she’s
known as “la señora de los ta
males,” or the tamale lady.

The single mother was in
stead focused on getting her
sonFrancisco out of Border Pa
trol custody and making sure

that her middle sonMarlon, 17,
was safe in her hometown of
Reynosa,Mexico.

“I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t
eat. I sat here reading the Bible
and begging God to help me
find out about my son. I didn’t
know anything about him for
so long,” she says.

Francisco andMarlon, both
soontobe seniors at Johnny
G. Economedes High School,
were hoping to secure scholar
ships to continue their educa
tion when they and their three
friends set out for Ranger Col
lege, west of Fort Worth, for a
soccer scouting event.

But when Border Patrol
agents pulled the group aside
at the Falfurrias checkpoint —
almost 60miles north of Edin
burg — Marlon and one of the
other passengers were found to
have no stateissued ID and
were suspected of being in the
U.S. without authorization.

Francisco says he told
agents hewas a citizen andpre
sented his Texas ID, a copy of
his walletsized birth certifi
cate and a Social Security card,
but agents doubted their valid
ity. Then, after he was finger
printed, agents discovered he
had a tourist visa to visit the
U.S. That caused agents to fur
ther doubt that he was born in
North Texas and they detained
him.

While in custody, Francisco
says, he lost 26 pounds and
wasn’t allowed to shower. Bor
der Patrol agents taunted him
and the other suspected unau
thorized immigrants held
there, he says, and told them
they didn’t have rights.

Almost two decades ago,
when Sanjuana lived in Dallas,
she used a fake ID to work.
When she gave birth to Fran
cisco at Parkland Memorial
Hospital, staff used the name

on the ID rather than her real
name.

Yes, Sanjuana says, she had
fake papers then, but there’s
more to the story.

When Sanjuana’s contrac
tions started on Christmas Eve
2000, Francisco’s birthday, her
thenpartner drove her to
Parkland, opened the passen
ger door, told her to go inside
anddrove away.

Sanjuana says the man,
whom she declined to identify,
wasmarried to anotherwoman
and was in the middle of ob
taining legal permanent resi
dency.

Sanjuana says he told her
not to tell hospital staff that he
was the father because it might
affect his status adjustment
process. Sanjuana didn’t say
anything because she feared
she’d be thrown in jail or worse
— that Francisco would be tak
en away fromher.

“I had no one. I was alone. I
didn’t have family in Dallas,
and the person who was sup
posed to be my support system
abandonedme,” she says.

Sanjuana moved back to
Mexico to be with family when
Francisco was about a year old.
She left Dallas pregnant with
Marlon, who was born in Rey
nosa. They lived there for about
14 years.

But fights betweencartels to
control the smuggling routes
fueled by Americans’ con
sumption of drugs chased her
away. When the boys were
about to start high school, she
decided to move back to the
U.S. She entered on a visitor’s
visa and overstayed it.

Though Francisco had been
born in Dallas, Sanjuana got
him a visitor’s visa when she
moved back into the U.S. She
says she knew itwaswrong, but
saw it as the only way to legally

travel across the border with
him because her name isn’t on
his birth certificate. She feared
that would make it impossible
for him to get aU.S. passport.

Sanjuana has been attacked
by online commenters since
the Galicia family’s story went
viral. She’s been called a bad
mother and criminal. Francis
co says he wishes people would
listen.

“People always talk without
knowing the whole story,”
Francisco says. “She’s our pillar
and I know everything she’s
gone through and everything
she’s ever done has been for us
because she loves us.”

Stuck in a bubble
TheNewsmade repeated re

quests for interviews with Bor
der Patrol officials but none
was granted. The agency made
the following statement in re
sponse to The News’ inquiry
about the fear that mixedsta
tus families have of check
points:

“When Border Patrol en
counters an illegal alien,
whether or not at a checkpoint
and regardless if that indivi

dual resides in the United
States, the individualwill be ar
rested for the immigration vio
lation, processed, and referred
to theappropriate agency for fi
nal disposition.”

An estimated 75,000 U.S.
citizen children live in mixed
status families in the Valley, ac
cording to a 2018 study com
missioned by local immigrants
rights nonprofit La Union Del
PuebloEntero, or LUPE.

Conventional wisdom for
mixedstatus families is that
you can’t go too far north or
you’ll run into the checkpoints
in Falfurrias or Sarita, and you
can’t go too far west because
you’ll hit a checkpoint before
you reach Laredo, says Ansel
mo Suarez, a 28yearold Mis
sion resident.

There’s a string of check
points across America at vary
ing distances fromMexico. The
Falfurrias checkpoint, for ex
ample, is more than 70 miles
from the border by McAllen.
The Sarita checkpoint is about
a hundred miles from the bor
der by Brownsville. And the
Border Patrol can set up im
promptu checkpoints on high
ways within 100 miles of the

border.
“You know your bounds.

We’re stuck in this bubble.
Eventually you do get used to
it,” says Suarez, who is a benefi
ciary of Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals, the Oba
maera program that grants
unauthorized immigrants
brought to the U.S. as children
renewable twoyear work per
mits and reprieve from depor
tation.

Suarez, whose family
moved toMission fromMexico
when he was 9, says that grow
ing up, the only way through
the checkpoints for himwas on
school field trips. Border Patrol
agents wouldn’t bother to
check students’ papers.

DACA allows him to travel,
both by air and through check
points. He can get a Texas ID
every two years that he can
show at Border Patrol check
points, but he still gets nervous
driving through. Two of his
brothers also have DACA and
onewas born in theU.S.

But his parents have no le
gal status.

There’s a guilt that comes

Many border families
living life in ‘bubble’

Ryan Michalesko/Staff Photographer

Sanjuan Galicia leaned into her son Francisco’s shoulder as they talked with each other
outside their home.

Continued fromPage1A
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with traveling freely, Suarez
says, because he can have expe
riences that his parents may
never have. He’s traveled to Los
Angeles and other major Texas
cities.

His father has always
dreamed of seeing the Grand
Canyon, but without status, it’s
out of the question.

“My parents don’t know
what’s past the checkpoint;
they can only imagine. I don’t
know what’s worse: to know
that you can’t go past the
checkpoint or being able to go
and knowing that you can’t
take family with you,” Suarez
says.

Brenda Sanchez, a 25year
old lifelong Valley resident,
knows that guilt all too well. 

She says her parents lack le
gal status, but they never told
her that she couldn’t partici
pate in school activities that
took her past checkpoints to
compete against other stu
dents in Texas when she was
growing up. 

Still, family trips had to take
into account the fact that her
parents simply couldn’t travel
past the checkpoints.

“I knew the situation, so I
wasn’t going to ask for some
thing that we couldn’t do,” San
chez says. “Everything has to be
done here in the Valley. Noth
ing can be done across the
checkpoint.”

Now Sanchez also faces the
inability to travel with her hus
band, Luis Segundo, who’s
lived in the U.S. without autho
rization since he was 14.

Segundo and Sanchez grew
up together. They were high
school and college sweethearts
and have been married for
about two years. They’re ex
pecting a baby in December.

Both have college degrees
from the University of Texas
Rio Grande Valley, where they
pushed each other to graduate.

Though the couple is in the
process of adjusting Segundo’s
status through a family peti
tion, he’s unable to work legally
while that process unfolds.

Sanchez has traveled to Chi
cago, Washington, D.C., and
California, places Segundo
knows only through the photos
she takes and video phone calls
when the spotty cellphone re
ception in the Valley will allow
it. 

“I feel like there’s a rock in
the middle of the road that I

have to jump. Once I jump it, I
know I’ll be able to move faster
in life,” Segundo says. 

In the detention center
That rock in the road was

different for both Francisco
and Marlon.

After the boys had been in
Border Patrol custody for two
days, Marlon selfdeported, de
ciding he needed to tell their
mother where they’d been and
about Francisco’s situation —
he knew she’d be worried sick.
He phoned Sanjuana as soon as
he got to his grandmother’s
house in Reynosa.

But without a proper ID,
Sanjuana didn’t dare get close
to the Falfurrias checkpoint,
the last place where her oldest
son had been seen. For about
two weeks, she waited and wor
ried, at a loss about what to do.

“How was I supposed to ap
proach immigration and tell
them that they had my son and
that I wanted to know how he
was? They would take me and
deport me, too,” Sanjuana says.
“I would’ve kept fighting for my
son wherever they sent me if
that happened, but it was too
big a risk to take.”

She also had to take care of
her youngest son, Cesar, and
scrape by to make sure bills
were paid. 

Sanjuana finally hired attor
ney Claudia Galan, who went
to Border Patrol authorities
and presented Francisco’s orig

inal birth certificate and other
school and hospital paper
work. But they still didn’t re
lease him.

Customs and Border Pro
tection and Immigration and
Customs Enforcement officials
have said that, “Generally, situ
ations including conflicting re
ports from the individual and
multiple birth certificates can,
and should, take more time to
verify.”

Meanwhile, Francisco and
60 men took turns sleeping on
a grimy concrete floor, some in
the restroom area, of a Falfur
rias Border Patrol detention
center. 

They were fed dry bologna
sandwiches for breakfast and
junior cheeseburgers for din
ner. Francisco says the men
were bitten by ticks and some
were very sick.

Federal authorities have not
responded to questions about
conditions at the center.

The powers that be
Father Roy Snipes, the

“cowboy priest” as he’s known
in Mission, says from his rus
tic office behind the historic
Our Lady of Guadalupe cha
pel that for decades, his pa
rishioners have been wary
that they could be picked up
by immigration.

But lately the fear has been
worse. Even some U.S. citizens
who long attended La Lomita
have stopped going to the small

chapel that sits on the U.S.
Mexico border to avoid the has
sle of impromptu Border Patrol
checkpoints. 

“The talk from the powers
that be is much more belliger
ent and hostile. Much more
cruel and unforgiving. Much
more rigid and frigid and fero
cious,” Snipes says.

Sometimes immigrant fam
ilies are in situations where
their kids may need medical
treatment in Houston or San
Antonio, says Abraham Diaz,
who works with the immigrant
rights nonprofit LUPE.

Diaz says immigrants have
approached LUPE and asked
for help in getting their chil
dren across checkpoints. The
group tries to find sponsors
who can help, or uses other
methods like powers of attor
ney to temporarily grant custo
dy of a child to someone who
can travel beyond the check
points. But it doesn’t always
work.

“You’re giving a parent a
choice of either risking their
lives in the U.S. by trying to
cross the checkpoint or risking
the life of their child by not
crossing. Sometimes these are
matters of life and death,” Diaz
says. “It’s a dilemma and some
parents don’t know what to
do.”

Diaz says he wishes there
would be exceptions to cross
checkpoints for medical rea
sons or if an unauthorized
youth has a college acceptance

letter to a university outside the
Valley. 

Back to normal
At night, Francisco says, he

thinks about the men he met
during his 23 days in Border
Patrol custody. Some told him
they’d been there longer than a
month. They were from all
over, he says — Honduras,
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Colom
bia, Venezuela. 

They weren’t bad people, he
says, and were searching for a
better life. 

On the morning of June 20,
Francisco heard his name
called. He was told he’d be
transferred from the Border
Patrol station to ICE custody.
The men around him formed a
prayer circle. 

“We prayed and thanked
God that some of us were leav
ing. We prayed to God that he
would give the people staying
strength to be there for the rest
of the time they would be held
there,” Francisco says. 

The men who were staying
rushed to find whatever scraps
of paper they could: torn paper
cups and old Whataburger re
ceipts from agents’ meals. One
of the men had managed to
keep a pen after not being
searched thoroughly. 

They wrote relatives’ phone
numbers on the scraps and
asked Francisco to call them.
He collected about 15. He’s
since been able to connect with
five families.

But Francisco thinks mostly
of his brother, Marlon. They
talk every day on the phone and
text constantly through What
sApp. This is the longest the
two have ever been apart. 

“I feel like I’m missing a
piece of myself. He belongs
here with us. I know he’s not

alone, but I wish he was here
with us,” Francisco says. “Apart
from being my brother, he’s my
best friend. We’ve lived our best
experiences together, and now
even our worst experience hap
pened to us together.”

Francisco’s documents,
some clothes, a gold necklace
and the car in which the boys
were riding when detained
have not yet been returned. 

Sanjuana says the focus now
is getting her family back to
gether. But Marlon returning
without papers, she says, isn’t
an option. His chance of play
ing college soccer is now slim or
altogether gone. 

“I just want to know if some
one can help me with Marlon,
but we don’t know how to do it
or have the means to do it. He
was deported. How are we sup
posed to do it?” Sanjuana says,
tears streaming down her face. 

When the interview ends,
and the reporter leaves, a door
near the back of the Galicia
home that leads to the bed
room area swings open. It’s her
youngest son, Cesar, hungry for
a snack. 

Sanjuana worries ICE will
come knocking at their door to
take her away from Francisco
and Cesar, who is also a U.S. cit
izen. She has done her best to
keep him from the spotlight
and hasn’t allowed for him to
be photographed or inter
viewed.

As is the case with Francis
co, Cesar’s future is stuck be
tween two borders and two lan
guages. He has every right to be
in the U.S. but his mother
doesn’t. 

“He speaks more English
than Spanish,” Francisco says.
“But we speak to him in Span
ish so he doesn’t forget.”

Twitter: @obedmanuel

Photos by Ryan Michalesko/Staff Photographer

Seated in his family’s living room, Francisco Galicia, a Dallasborn U.S. citizen who spent three weeks in the custody of U.S. Customs and Border Protection and Immigration and Cus
toms Enforcement, participated in a media interview for a local television station on July 26 in Edinburg.

Home, but ‘missing a piece of myself’
Continued from Page 16A
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As Galicia prepared for his release, other detainees wrote relatives’ phone numbers on
scraps of paper and asked Galicia to call them. He collected about 15, but so far has only
been able to connect with five of the families. 
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EDINBURG — Francisco Erwin Galicia settles into the light brown wrap-around couch that takes 
up a corner of his family’s modest trailer home. A portable fluorescent light shines on his face.
“Where were you born?” the TV reporter asks.

“In Dallas,” the 18-year-old U.S. citizen replies in Spanish with a slight chuckle and a grin.

Since July 22, when The Dallas Morning News first reported that Galicia was detained for 23 days in 
a U.S. Border Patrol holding facility, he’s told this story over and over, recounting conditions that he 
says were so poor he almost agreed to be deported by his own government.

But things have started to slow down. Fewer reporters are coming by for interviews.

As the headlines fade, Galicia, his mother and brothers are left with the reality that, as a mixed-status 
family, their right to be together is not guaranteed.

Although Galicia is a U.S. citizen, his mother Sanjuana is an unauthorized immigrant and vulnera-
ble to deportation. His younger brother Marlon, who is not a U.S. citizen but had hopes of a soccer 
scholarship, was deported shortly after the two were detained together on June 27 and now lives in a 
dangerous Mexican border city.

Like many other mixed-status families in the Rio Grande Valley, the Galicias have always lived know-
ing that their lives could be disrupted by a Border Patrol checkpoint. One 2017 study estimated that 
16.7 million people in the U.S. had at least one unauthorized immigrant family member in the home.

In this small slice of the Valley alone — McAllen, Edinburg and Mission — there are an estimated 
85,000 unauthorized immigrants living in mixed-status families.

The Galicias’ story serves as a reminder that if those families want to stay together, they’ll stay here in 
the Valley, trapped between the checkpoints and the Mexican border.

The rest of the U.S. is closed to them.

A mixed-status family

A small black and white spotted dog named Coco roams this Edinburg colonia made up of dirt lots 
and trailer homes. He survives off the scraps residents give him.

Coco is especially fond of the Galicia home, where he can often be found under Sanjuana Galicia’s 
violet-red Chevy Malibu getting a break from the unforgiving sun. He knows she’ll give him chicken 
bones to gnaw.

But bones were scarce the past month. Sanjuana struggled to find the time for her job of selling Vera-
cruz-style tamales around town. Here she’s known as “la señora de los tamales,” or the tamale lady.

The single mother was instead focused on getting her son Francisco out of Border Patrol custody and 
making sure that her middle son Marlon, 17, was safe in her hometown of Reynosa, Mexico.

“I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t eat. I sat here reading the Bible and begging God to help me find out about 
my son. I didn’t know anything about him for so long,” she says.



Francisco and Marlon, both soon-to-be seniors at Johnny G. Economedes High School, were hoping 
to secure scholarships to continue their education when they and their three friends set out for Rang-
er College, west of Fort Worth, for a soccer scouting event.

But when Border Patrol agents pulled the group aside at the Falfurrias checkpoint — almost 60 miles 
north of Edinburg — Marlon and one of the other passengers were found to have no state-issued ID 
and were suspected of being in the U.S. without authorization.

Francisco says he told agents he was a citizen and presented his Texas ID, a copy of his wallet-sized 
birth certificate and a Social Security card, but agents doubted their validity. Then, after he was fin-
gerprinted, agents discovered he had a tourist visa to visit the U.S. That caused agents to further 
doubt that he was born in North Texas and they detained him.

While in custody, Francisco says, he lost 26 pounds and wasn’t allowed to shower. Border Patrol 
agents taunted him and the other suspected unauthorized immigrants held there, he says, and told 
them they didn’t have rights.

Almost two decades ago, when Sanjuana lived in Dallas, she used a fake ID to work. When she gave 
birth to Francisco at Parkland Memorial Hospital, staff used the name on the ID rather than her real 
name.

Yes, Sanjuana says, she had fake papers then, but there’s more to the story.

When Sanjuana’s contractions started on Christmas Eve 2000, Francisco’s birthday, her then-partner 
drove her to Parkland, opened the passenger door, told her to go inside and drove away.

Sanjuana says the man, whom she declined to identify, was married to another woman and was in the 
middle of obtaining legal permanent residency.

Sanjuana says he told her not to tell hospital staff that he was the father because it might affect his 
status adjustment process. Sanjuana didn’t say anything because she feared she’d be thrown in jail or 
worse — that Francisco would be taken away from her.

“I had no one. I was alone. I didn’t have family in Dallas, and the person who was supposed to be my 
support system abandoned me,” she says.

Sanjuana moved back to Mexico to be with family when Francisco was about a year old. She left Dal-
las pregnant with Marlon, who was born in Reynosa. They lived there for about 14 years.

But fights between cartels to control the smuggling routes fueled by Americans’ consumption of drugs 
chased her away. When the boys were about to start high school, she decided to move back to the U.S. 
She entered on a visitor’s visa and overstayed it.

Though Francisco had been born in Dallas, Sanjuana got him a visitor’s visa when she moved back 
into the U.S. She says she knew it was wrong, but saw it as the only way to legally travel across the 
border with him because her name isn’t on his birth certificate. She feared that would make it impos-
sible for him to get a U.S. passport.

Sanjuana has been attacked by online commenters since the Galicia family’s story went viral. She’s 



been called a bad mother and criminal. Francisco says he wishes people would listen.

“People always talk without knowing the whole story,” Francisco says. “She’s our pillar and I know 
everything she’s gone through and everything she’s ever done has been for us because she loves us.”

Stuck in a bubble

The News made repeated requests for interviews with Border Patrol officials but none was grant-
ed. The agency made the following statement in response to The News’ inquiry about the fear that 
mixed-status families have of checkpoints:

“When Border Patrol encounters an illegal alien, whether or not at a checkpoint and regardless if that 
individual resides in the United States, the individual will be arrested for the immigration violation, 
processed, and referred to the appropriate agency for final disposition.”

An estimated 75,000 U.S. citizen children live in mixed-status families in the Valley, according to 
a 2018 study commissioned by local immigrants rights nonprofit La Union Del Pueblo Entero, or 
LUPE.

Conventional wisdom for mixed-status families is that you can’t go too far north or you’ll run into the 
checkpoints in Falfurrias or Sarita, and you can’t go too far west because you’ll hit a checkpoint before 
you reach Laredo, says Anselmo Suarez, a 28-year-old Mission resident.

There’s a string of checkpoints across America at varying distances from Mexico. The Falfurrias 
checkpoint, for example, is more than 70 miles from the border by McAllen. The Sarita checkpoint is 
about a hundred miles from the border by Brownsville. And the Border Patrol can set up impromptu 
checkpoints on highways within 100 miles of the border.

“You know your bounds. We’re stuck in this bubble. Eventually you do get used to it,” says Suarez, 
who is a beneficiary of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, the Obama-era program that grants 
unauthorized immigrants brought to the U.S. as children renewable two-year work permits and re-
prieve from deportation.

Suarez, whose family moved to Mission from Mexico when he was 9, says that growing up, the only 
way through the checkpoints for him was on school field trips. Border Patrol agents wouldn’t bother 
to check students’ papers.

DACA allows him to travel, both by air and through checkpoints. He can get a Texas ID every two 
years that he can show at Border Patrol checkpoints, but he still gets nervous driving through. Two of 
his brothers also have DACA and one was born in the U.S.

But his parents have no legal status.

There’s a guilt that comes with traveling freely, Suarez says, because he can have experiences that his 
parents may never have. He’s traveled to Los Angeles and other major Texas cities.

His father has always dreamed of seeing the Grand Canyon, but without status, it’s out of the ques-
tion.



“My parents don’t know what’s past the checkpoint; they can only imagine. I don’t know what’s 
worse: to know that you can’t go past the checkpoint or being able to go and knowing that you can’t 
take family with you,” Suarez says.

Brenda Sanchez, a 25-year-old lifelong Valley resident, knows that guilt all too well.

She says her parents lack legal status, but they never told her that she couldn’t participate in school 
activities that took her past checkpoints to compete against other students in Texas when she was 
growing up.

Still, family trips had to take into account the fact that her parents simply couldn’t travel past the 
checkpoints.

“I knew the situation, so I wasn’t going to ask for something that we couldn’t do,” Sanchez says. “Ev-
erything has to be done here in the Valley. Nothing can be done across the checkpoint.”

Now Sanchez also faces the inability to travel with her husband, Luis Segundo, who’s lived in the U.S. 
without authorization since he was 14.

Segundo and Sanchez grew up together. They were high school and college sweethearts and have been 
married for about two years. They’re expecting a baby in December.

Both have college degrees from the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley, where they pushed each 
other to graduate.

Though the couple is in the process of adjusting Segundo’s status through a family petition, he’s un-
able to work legally while that process unfolds.

Sanchez has traveled to Chicago, Washington, D.C., and California, places Segundo knows only 
through the photos she takes and video phone calls when the spotty cellphone reception in the Valley 
will allow it.

“I feel like there’s a rock in the middle of the road that I have to jump. Once I jump it, I know I’ll be 
able to move faster in life,” Segundo says.

In the detention center

That rock in the road was different for both Francisco and Marlon.

After the boys had been in Border Patrol custody for two days, Marlon self-deported, deciding he 
needed to tell their mother where they’d been and about Francisco’s situation — he knew she’d be 
worried sick. He phoned Sanjuana as soon as he got to his grandmother’s house in Reynosa.

But without a proper ID, Sanjuana didn’t dare get close to the Falfurrias checkpoint, the last place 
where her oldest son had been seen. For about two weeks, she waited and worried, at a loss about 
what to do.

“How was I supposed to approach immigration and tell them that they had my son and that I wanted 



to know how he was? They would take me and deport me, too,” Sanjuana says. “I would’ve kept fight-
ing for my son wherever they sent me if that happened, but it was too big a risk to take.”

She also had to take care of her youngest son, Cesar, and scrape by to make sure bills were paid.

Sanjuana finally hired attorney Claudia Galan, who went to Border Patrol authorities and presented 
Francisco’s original birth certificate and other school and hospital paperwork. But they still didn’t 
release him.

Customs and Border Protection and Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials have said that, 
“Generally, situations including conflicting reports from the individual and multiple birth certificates 
can, and should, take more time to verify.”

Meanwhile, Francisco and 60 men took turns sleeping on a grimy concrete floor, some in the re-
stroom area, of a Falfurrias Border Patrol detention center.

They were fed dry bologna sandwiches for breakfast and junior cheeseburgers for dinner. Francisco 
says the men were bitten by ticks and some were very sick.

Federal authorities have not responded to questions about conditions at the center.

The powers that be

Father Roy Snipes, the “cowboy priest” as he’s known in Mission, says from his rustic office behind 
the historic Our Lady of Guadalupe chapel that for decades, his parishioners have been wary that they 
could be picked up by immigration.

But lately the fear has been worse. Even some U.S. citizens who long attended La Lomita have 
stopped going to the small chapel that sits on the U.S.-Mexico border to avoid the hassle of impromp-
tu Border Patrol checkpoints.

“The talk from the powers that be is much more belligerent and hostile. Much more cruel and unfor-
giving. Much more rigid and frigid and ferocious,” Snipes says.

Sometimes immigrant families are in situations where their kids may need medical treatment in 
Houston or San Antonio, says Abraham Diaz, who works with the immigrant rights nonprofit LUPE.

Diaz says immigrants have approached LUPE and asked for help in getting their children across 
checkpoints. The group tries to find sponsors who can help, or uses other methods like powers of at-
torney to temporarily grant custody of a child to someone who can travel beyond the checkpoints. But 
it doesn’t always work.

“You’re giving a parent a choice of either risking their lives in the U.S. by trying to cross the check-
point or risking the life of their child by not crossing. Sometimes these are matters of life and death,” 
Diaz says. “It’s a dilemma and some parents don’t know what to do.”

Diaz says he wishes there would be exceptions to cross checkpoints for medical reasons or if an unau-
thorized youth has a college acceptance letter to a university outside the Valley.



Back to normal

At night, Francisco says, he thinks about the men he met during his 23 days in Border Patrol custody. 
Some told him they’d been there longer than a month. They were from all over, he says — Honduras, 
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Colombia, Venezuela.

They weren’t bad people, he says, and were searching for a better life.

On the morning of June 20, Francisco heard his name called. He was told he’d be transferred from 
the Border Patrol station to ICE custody. The men around him formed a prayer circle.

“We prayed and thanked God that some of us were leaving. We prayed to God that he would give the 
people staying strength to be there for the rest of the time they would be held there,” Francisco says.

The men who were staying rushed to find whatever scraps of paper they could: torn paper cups and 
old Whataburger receipts from agents’ meals. One of the men had managed to keep a pen after not 
being searched thoroughly.

They wrote relatives’ phone numbers on the scraps and asked Francisco to call them. He collected 
about 15. He’s since been able to connect with five families.

But Francisco thinks mostly of his brother, Marlon. They talk every day on the phone and text con-
stantly through WhatsApp. This is the longest the two have ever been apart.

“I feel like I’m missing a piece of myself. He belongs here with us. I know he’s not alone, but I wish he 
was here with us,” Francisco says. “Apart from being my brother, he’s my best friend. We’ve lived our 
best experiences together, and now even our worst experience happened to us together.”

Francisco’s documents, some clothes, a gold necklace and the car in which the boys were riding when 
detained have not yet been returned.

Sanjuana says the focus now is getting her family back together. But Marlon returning without pa-
pers, she says, isn’t an option. His chance of playing college soccer is now slim or altogether gone.

“I just want to know if someone can help me with Marlon, but we don’t know how to do it or have 
the means to do it. He was deported. How are we supposed to do it?” Sanjuana says, tears streaming 
down her face.

When the interview ends, and the reporter leaves, a door near the back of the Galicia home that leads 
to the bedroom area swings open. It’s her youngest son, Cesar, hungry for a snack.

Sanjuana worries ICE will come knocking at their door to take her away from Francisco and Cesar, 
who is also a U.S. citizen. She has done her best to keep him from the spotlight and hasn’t allowed for 
him to be photographed or interviewed.

As is the case with Francisco, Cesar’s future is stuck between two borders and two languages. He has 
every right to be in the U.S. but his mother doesn’t.



“He speaks more English than Spanish,” Francisco says. “But we speak to him in Spanish so he 
doesn’t forget.”



Again? Yes, again
Pain runs deep in city that’s face of Latino, immigrant America

By Alfredo Corchado
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Click here to view the online story.
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https://www.dallasnews.com/news/immigration/2019/08/05/el-paso-the-face-of-hispanic-and-immigrant-america-reels-but-vows-to-fight-back
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ELPASO—Thosewhowere
shot include a twoyearold, a
coach and a 15yearold shop
ping for school supplies. Most
shared another commonality:
They were largely Mexican
Americans orMexicans, people
of color — brown — living in a
border city that’s long been un
der attack by fiery antiimmi
grantrhetoricandnow,bullets.

With thedeath toll fromSat
urday’smassacre at a localWal
mart at 20, leaders called not so
much for sympathy, but for im
mediate action. Everything
from gun control to more voter
participation. In a tightknit
predominately Hispanic com
munity, the grieving is especial
ly heartfelt: The shooting sus
pect drove about 10 hours from
Allen, apparently on a mission
to kill immigrants in this city
where the population is more
than80%Hispanic.

Hismanifestodetailedplans
to stop a “Hispanic invasion of
Texas.”

Thosewords shookAnaTru
jillo, 68, who prayed in church
Sunday for the victims, the sus
pect and his family. Prayers
aside, Trujillo said, “He could
have done this at NeimanMar
cus inDallas.Butno,hechoseto
drive hundreds ofmiles to hunt
downMexicans likeme.”

She paused and fought back
tears. “I’msorry.This isveryper
sonal,” shesaid.

The shooting broke the
calmnessofaSaturdaymorning
and a false sense of security that
one of the safest cities in the na
tionhas.Itwas, infact,awakeup
call forallLatinosacrossAmeri
ca. The massacre more than
doubles the number ofmurders
ElPasohas inatypicalyear.

TWOSHOOTINGS,29DEAD

Again? Yes, again
Dayton: Quick police response
prevented greater tragedy

El Paso: Capital murder
charges fi�led, more likely

Caustic political rhetoric
blamed for fueling hate

Vernon Bryant/ Staff Photographer

Samantha Salazar (left) and Sarah Estrada joined hundreds at a vigil in El Paso on Sunday night. The El Paso region is nestled in the spot where three
states and two nations meet. Residents across the border in Ciudad Juárez have also held vigils for the victims.

By ALFREDO CORCHADO
BorderMexico Correspondent
acorchado@dallasnews.com

EDITORIAL: “We Must StopWhite
Nationalist Terrorism.” 13A

SHARON GRIGSBY: Finding hope in
church after latest massacres. 1B

IN PICTURES: 16 hours, 2 massacres,
29 lives lost. 8A

DALLAS Hispanics cope with mas
sacre fallout. 9A

SUSPECTwith address in Allen
called ‘standoffish.’ 9A

Themassshooting inElPaso
has rampedup scrutiny of Pres
ident Donald Trump’s caustic
rhetoric about immigrants that
critics say creates an environ
mentofhateanddivision.

Hispanic activists andDem
ocrats say Texas Republican
leaders should not only push
back against Trump’s rhetoric,
but also look inward at policies
they say are antiHispanic and
feed the storm of resentment,
hateandanger.

Formore thanadecade,Tex

as lawmakers have produced
legislationandpoliciesaimedat
undocumented immigrants
from Mexico and Central
America, including antisanc
tuary cities laws, voter ID legis
lation, theattemptedpurgingof
Hispanic residents from voter
rolls, and support for Trump’s
proposed border wall between
theUnitedStates andMexico.

But Republicans say these
policies were necessary to keep
Texans safe and maintain the
integrity of our elections, and
there’s no connection between
themor the rhetoric to the gun
man’s actions.

Hispanic activists, while not
directly blaming Republicans
for the shooting that killed 20

Dems denounce
Trump, Texas GOP

ELPASOSHOOTING | POLITICS

Republicans rebuke
claim their tone creates
‘toxic environment’

By GROMER JEFFERS JR.
Political Writer

gjeffers@dallasnews.com

SeeDEMS Page 11A

UPDATE Latest developments
The man accused of killing
20 people and wounding
26 more Saturday at an El
PasoWalmart had no
contacts in the city, the
FBI says.

The suspect is probably
the author of a rambling,
hatefilled manifesto post
ed on the 8chan website in

the hours before Saturday
morning’s shooting, au
thorities believe, but they
are still investigating.

The 21yearoldwith ties to
Collin County was booked
Sunday into the El Paso
County Jail on a capital
murder charge, according
to jail records.

State authorities said they
intend to seek the death
penalty, and federal au
thorities will pursue hate
crime and firearms charg
es against the 2017 Plano
Senior High graduate.

11 of the 20 shooting vic
tims were identified Sun
day.

Most of the woundedwere
taken to two El Paso hos
pitals. At Del Sol Medical
Center, eight were listed in
stable condition, and three
were in critical. Another 13
were treated at University
Medical Center. Two chil
dren were taken to El Paso
Children’s Hospital.

It took just 30 seconds in
OhioandzerobulletsinTexas
for officers to stop two mass
shooters this weekend, but
not before 29 people were
killedandabout50injuredin
lessthan24hours.
Officers gunned down the

Ohio shooter at the doorstep
of a barturnedhiding place
in the middle of the Dayton,
Ohio, nightclub district, and
arrested the El Paso shooter
as hundreds fled a crowded
shoppingcenter.
Though the two attacks

staggered a nation accus

tomed to gun violence, the
bigger shock may have been
that the death toll wasn’t
worse.
Theattackscameless than

a week after a 19yearold
gunman killed three people
and injured 13 others at the
popularGilroyGarlicFestival
inCaliforniabeforedyingofa
selfinflictedgunshotwound.
Hours after a gunman

opened fire Saturday morn
inginanElPasoshoppingar
ea, a gunman wearing body
armor and carrying extra
magazines opened fire in a
Dayton popular nightlife ar
ea, killing nine and injuring
at least26people.
Authorities inDaytonsaid

four women and five men
were killed. Of the 27 people

who were injured, 15 have
been discharged from the
hospital.
Exactly what precipitated

thechaos isunknown.
“As a mayor, this is a day

thatwe all dreadhappening,”
Dayton Mayor Nan Whaley
said in a Sunday morning
news conference. “And cer

Gunman killed
sister, 8 others

DAYTONSHOOTING

John Minchillo/The Associated Press

Victims’ shoeswere left at the scene of a mass shooting
Sunday in Dayton, Ohio. Police said Connor Betts, 24,
set out on a street rampage there the night before.

Police respond quickly
at second attack
in less than 24 hours

FROMWIRE REPORTS

SeeMOTIVE Page 7A

See ‘WE’ Page 11A

Pain runs deep in city
that’s face of Latino,
immigrant America
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The man accused of killing
20 people and wounding 26
more Saturday at an El Paso
Walmart had no contacts in the
city, according to the FBI. 

Patrick Crusius, a 21year
old with ties to Collin County,
was booked Sunday into the El
Paso County Jail on a capital
murder charge, according to jail
records. 

State authorities said they
intend to seek the death penalty,
and federal authorities will pur
sue hate crime and firearms
charges against Crusius. 

Jeanette Harper, a spokes
woman with the FBI’s El Paso
division, said Sunday that Cru
sius had no contacts in El Paso. 

She said investigators were
interviewing acquaintances of
his to determine if he was work
ing with others to plan attacks,
but they had “no credible intelli

gence” indicating so.
FBI agents have served three

search warrants in the Dallas ar
ea. Officials have not provided
details about the evidence col
lected, and an FBI spokeswom
an said the affidavits are sealed.

In a written statement a fam
ily friend read publicly Sunday,
Crusius’ grandparents said he’d
moved out six weeks ago. He’d
lived there while attending Col
lin College and also spent a few
nights there while they were out
of town, they said.

“We are devastated by the
events of El Paso and pray for
the victims of this tragedy,” the
statement said. 

At a news conference Sun
day, El Paso County District At
torney Jaime Esparza said his
office will seek the death penalty
against Crusius.

“The loss of life is so great.
We have certainly never seen
this in our community,” he said.
“We pride ourselves on the fact
that we’re so safe. Certainly, this
community is rocked and
shocked and saddened by what
has happened here.” 

John Bash, U.S. attorney for

the Western District of Texas,
said federal authorities were
treating the massacre as domes
tic terrorism and would pursue
hate crime and firearms charg
es. 

“We are going to do what we
do to terrorists in this country,
which is deliver swift and cer
tain justice,” he said.

El Paso Police Chief Greg Al
len said Crusius has cooperated
with police, but he declined to
say what Crusius has told them. 

“He was forthcoming with
information,” Allen said. “He
basically didn’t hold anything
back.”

Police said Sunday evening

that the victims’ bodies had
been removed from the Wal
mart and they were still working
to notify victims’ families. 

El Paso Mayor Dee Margo is
sued a local disaster declaration
Sunday to trigger financial and
other assistance from the state,
the city said. 

The Associated Press contrib
uted to this report.

dana.branham@
dallasnews.com, 

cscudder@
dallasnews.com

Twitter: @danabranham,
@cscudder

FBI: Suspect had no
contacts in El Paso
State to seek death
penalty; feds eye hate
crime, fi�rearm charges

By DANA BRANHAM 
and CHARLES SCUDDER

Staff Writers

Mark Lambie/The Associated Press

El Paso Police Chief Greg Allen said Sunday that the shoot
ing suspect had cooperated with police, but he declined
to share details of what was said.

“El Pasoans like to think of
their town as a unique bastion of
social harmony and low crime,”
said Howard Campbell, a bor
der expert and anthropologist at
the University of Texas at El
Paso. “But that utopian dream
has been exploded as El Paso has
become the focal point of U.S.
political struggles over immi
gration and race. The U.S.Mex
ico border is now an epicenter
for the key issues of the U.S.
presidential election and the
question of whether the country
succumbs to xenophobia and
hate or progresses with unity
and global cooperation.”

The El Paso region is nestled
in the spot where three states
and two nations meet. “One
heartbeat,” says a popular T
shirt. People here see their bina
tional, bicultural daily existence
as an important asset. A
strength, not a burden or weak
ness.

Police Chief Greg Allen said
Sunday that shooting suspect
Patrick Crusius, 21, is the man
behind the hatefilled antiim
migrant manifesto posted just
minutes before the massacre.

The manifesto warned white
Americans that foreigners are
replacing them. Most of the peo
ple interviewed Sunday — lead
ers and locals — blame political
leaders, particularly President
Donald Trump, for fueling the
fires of antiimmigrant and an
tiHispanic racial discontent.
They say they’re using them as
political prods. 

“We cannot ignore this any
more, the combination of two
evils, guns and antiimmigrant
rhetoric,” said Fernando Garcia,
executive director of the Border

Network for Human Rights, an
immigrant rights organization.
He said the president’s rhetoric
is placing a “choke hold” on mi
grants from the Americas and
Mexican Americans on the bor
der.

The otherwise peaceful com
munity of El Paso, he said, is be
ing targeted simply for fighting
against antiimmigrant mea
sures with generosity.

“This was an attack against
the symbol of resistance of this
community,” he said. “We won’t
stop,” he vowed. “We won’t be si
lenced.”

State Rep. Cesar Blanco,
whose district includes the Wal
mart where the shootings hap
pened, had a message for the vic
tims of mass killings, including
those in Dayton, Ohio, where
another massacre was reported
hours after the one in El Paso.

“Be strong Ohio,” he said,
during a news conference in
which he highlighted the work
of first responders and locals
during blood drives, as well as
other acts of kindness like hand
ing out food and bottled water to
strangers. “In the face of the
worst, El Paso responded with
the best.”

Still, Saturday’s tragedy, lo
cals said, is a result of being in
the troubling national spotlight
that’s drawn harsh rhetoric
about bad hombres on the bor
der, plans to build walls — even a
private one — armed militias, all
playing out amid the crush of
thousands of Central American
families arriving each month to
seek asylum.

“That city is I see on the news
is nothing from what I know and
love,” said Ana Pejmannia, 60.
“We’re a generous, giving, toler
ant city. We somehow coexist

and get along,” she said, refer
ring to the proximity of Ciudad
Juárez, the sprawling city across
the Rio Grande in Mexico,
where many El Pasoans have
friends and relatives. 

Francisco Barrios, 43, on
Sunday drove from Chihuahua
City in Mexico for his monthly
shopping spree, which usually
includes a stop at Walmart. He
was still in disbelief.

“I thought this kind of trage
dy only happened in Mexico,” he
said. “El Paso is our best example
of what we can be.”

Barrios, who shares the same
name as a popular politician in
Mexico’s north who led a mass
political movement in the late
1980s, said it’s ironic that the
sense of safety in El Paso has
been shattered not by migrants
from Mexico or Latin America,
but by a white man from Dallas.

“On this day, we’re all El
Pasoans,” he said. “Mexicans.
Mexican Americans. We’re all
one.”

Asked if he would return to
El Paso to shop, he hesitated.
“Truth is I don’t really know any
more.”

As many as six of the massa
cre victims are from Mexico, ac
cording to Marcelo Ebrard,
Mexico’s foreign minister.

“This will mark the first time
that Mexico condemns an act of
this kind as terrorism,” Ebrard
said in a recorded message on
his Twitter feed. He threatened
to use legal action to protect
Mexican and Mexican Ameri
can communities in the United
States.

“Mexico declares its pro
found rejection and complete
condemnation of this barbaric
act, in which innocent Mexican
men and women lost their lives,”

he said.
On Saturday night, throngs

of Juárez residents held a can
dlelight vigil. Many raised their
cell phones, pointing them to
ward El Paso in solidarity with
residents across the border. One
held a sign that read: “No More
Guns. Give Love.”

One of the vigil’s leaders,
Jorge Contreras, called on
Trump to stop hate and show re
spect toward immigrants from
Latin America.

El Paso County Sheriff Rich
ard Wiles, in a lengthy state
ment posted on Facebook over
night Saturday, called the shoot
ings “beyond comprehension”
and worried that things may on
ly get worse. 

“This Anglo man came here
to kill Hispanics. ... This entire
nation should be outraged. In
this day and age we are still con
fronted with people who will kill
another for the sole reason of the
color of their skin.

“Not pointing out anyone in
particular, but I’m sick of people
jumping in front of the cameras
offering prayers and condolenc
es as things just keep getting
worse. ... It’s time to rise up and
hold our representatives ac
countable at all levels. I want
representatives who will stand
up against racism.” 

Martha Alarcon, 67, has rela
tives on both sides of the border.
Regardless of who, or what, is to
blame, she said, “El Paso is a
wounded city that needs a lot of
healing. Enough with the ha
tred. Yes, we’re Mexicans, Mexi
can Americans, but we’re also
human beings.”

Staff writer Cassandra Jara
millo contributed to this report. 

Twitter: @ajcorchado

‘We won’t be silenced’
Continued from Page 1A

Andres Leighton/ The Associated Press

El Pasoans have seen their utopian dream of social harmony explode as the city has become the focal point of U.S. polit
ical struggles over immigration and race, said Howard Campbell of the University of Texas at El Paso.

plan was not feasible.
In Texas, Trump’s call for a

border wall was followed by a
controversial sanctuary cities
law passed in 2017 that allowed
local law enforcement officials
to stop residents and inquire
about their citizenship status.
Democrats called it the “papers,
please” law.

The law was so controversial
that on the last day of the legis
lative session, former Republi
can state Rep. Matt Rinaldi of
Irving told Democrats he called
U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement on a crowd of
mostly Hispanic protesters in
the House gallery. That sparked
an ugly exchange and threats of
violence from Rinaldi and
Democrat Poncho Nevárez of
Eagle Pass.

Democrats have also decried
the state’s voter ID law and the
botched attempt by former sec
retary of state David Whitley to
challenge the citizenship of
thousands of Texas voters. Ini
tially hailed by some Republi
cans, Whitley’s effort proved a
farce and led to his resignation.

To make matters even more
tense, Texas Gov. Greg Abbott
has said he would sign a bill that
repeals the law allowing unau
thorized immigrants to pay in
state tuition.

“For too long, politicians
have been stoking the flames of
hate with antiLatino rhetoric
and policies,” said state Rep. Ra
fael Anchia of Dallas, chairman
of the Mexican American Legis
lative Caucus. “Trump did it at
the very outset of his campaign
and is making it the centerpiece
of his reelection. Gov. Abbott
has done it throughout his ca
reer as AG and governor.”

Through a spokesman, Ab
bott declined to address An
chia’s comment. On Saturday in
El Paso, he said it was too soon
after the tragedy to talk politics.

Numerous Texas Republi
cans contacted by The Dallas
Morning News echoed Abbott
and would not comment on
charges that their policies are
antiHispanic, saying there will
be time for politics later.

Arlington Rep. and House
Democratic Caucus chairman
Chris Turner agreed that the
sanctuary cities law and other
legislation was “horrible policy”
and “manufactured fear about
immigration.”

“It’s a cumulative effect of all
this stuff,” Turner said of the po
litical environment. “This con
stant demonization of people
seems to be a common thread
and must stop.”

Gun control legislation
Democrats are also demand

ing that Republicans return to
Washington and pass gun con
trol legislation.

That’s unlikely to happen.
Burgess, the Pilot Point Re

publican, said enforcing exist
ing laws could help identify po
tential shooters. The lawmaker
added that less than 1% of peo
ple who lie on background
checks are prosecuted.

U.S. Rep. Will Hurd said he
was one of a handful of Republi
cans to vote for recent legisla
tion to expand background
checks for gun purchases.

“It’s pretty straightforward
and simple,” he said of the goal
to prevent guns from getting in
to the “hands of people who
shouldn’t have them.”

On Twitter, Sen. John
Cornyn said progress to curb
mass shootings has occurred,
but more action was needed.

“We have made progress: by
improving the broken back
ground check system, improv
ing access to mental health
treatment, by hardening soft
targets like our schools, by en
hanced training for law enforce
ment and mental health profes
sionals,” he said. “But we need to
keep trying. Focusing on law
abiding citizens exercising their
constitutional rights solves
nothing. We need to treat these
crimes as problems to be solved,
rather than one to be exploited
for partisan political gain.”

Twitter: @gromerjeffers

people and injured 26 others,
say the atmosphere in the era of
Trump breeds hate.

“In his manifesto the gun
man clearly lays out that he’s
acting because there’s an ‘inva
sion’ of Texas,” Domingo Garcia,
a former Texas lawmaker and
national president of the
League of United Latin Ameri
can Citizens said from El Paso.
“It’s clear that President
Trump’s inflammatory rhetoric
and racebaiting has created a
dangerous environment. Com
bined with Republican leaders
in Texas making immigrants
and Latin residents political pi
ñatas, their policies have creat
ed a toxic environment in our
political discourse.”

The Texas Republican view
on immigration issues is in
stark contrast with where lead
ers stood at the dawn of the cen
tury, when representatives from
both major political parties had
what’s described as a more com
passionate approach to legisla
tion.

A prime example: In 2001,
Rick Perry signed into law legis
lation that allows children
brought to the country illegally
to pay instate college tuition.
The theory was that all resi
dents deserve a good education,
and that such helps the entire
state. Only five lawmakers out
of 181 voted against the legisla
tion.

“We’ve gotten away from
that recently and started follow
ing the rhetoric of Donald
Trump,” said Mario Carrillo, the
Texas director of an advocacy
group called America’s Voice.
“That rhetoric stokes racial re
sentment and hate.”

Carrillo, a Mexican immi
grant who grew up in El Paso,
said antiHispanic legislation in
Texas sends the wrong message
to residents.

But Republicans say the leg
islation enacted by wellintend
ed lawmakers has no relation
ship to a gunman shooting up
an El Paso Walmart.

“That nexus is quite tenu
ous,” said former state Rep. Ja
son Villalba, RDallas. “I don’t
think it’s fair to castigate Re
publicans that have had anti
Hispanic rhetoric as a cause of
the shooting. ... There’s no con
nection between those things.”

Villalba, who is Hispanic
and is considered a centrist Re
publican, lost a primary re
election bid in 2018 in part be
cause of his opposition to
Trump.

“I’m no fan of Trump, and I
certainly recognize the demon
ization of Hispanics that has
been occurring,” he said.

U.S. Rep. Michael Burgess
agreed that issues like a border
wall or voting rights have no rel
evance to mass shootings.

“I don’t see how being in fa
vor of border security and a bor
der wall leads to that,” he said.

Texas and immigration
In 2012, Perry, who was run

ning for president, was attacked
for his stand that unauthorized
immigrants in Texas should be
educated in the same way as
other Texans by thenpresiden
tial candidate Mitt Romney.

That Romney, a moderate
Republican, was criticizing a
Texas law signaled a major shift
in Republican politics.

President George W. Bush
had pushed for a comprehen
sive immigration overhaul that
included a path to citizenship
for the millions of people in the
country without authorization.
And Republicans understood
the role of immigrant labor to
the Texas economy.

But Bush never got an immi
gration plan through Congress,
nor did his successor, President
Barack Obama.

Instead, the new Republican
mantra involved securing the
border before any talk of pro
posals like guest worker pro
grams. With the emergence of
Trump, base Republicans em
braced building a wall along the
southern border with Mexico,
even as some of them knew the

Dems, GOP debate
rhetoric’s effects

Continued from Page 1A



EL PASO — Those who were shot include a 2-year-old, a coach and a 15-year-old shopping for 
school supplies. Most shared another commonality: They were largely Mexican Americans or 
Mexicans, people of color — brown — living in a border city that’s long been under attack by 

fiery anti-immigrant rhetoric and now, bullets.

With the death toll from Saturday’s massacre at a local Walmart at 20, leaders called not so much 
for sympathy, but for immediate action. Everything from gun control to more voter participation. 
In a tight-knit predominately Hispanic community, the grieving is especially heartfelt: The shooting 
suspect drove about 10 hours from Allen, apparently on a mission to kill immigrants in this city where 
the population is more than 80% Hispanic.

His manifesto detailed plans to stop a “Hispanic invasion of Texas.”

Those words shook Ana Trujillo, 68, who prayed in church Sunday for the victims, the suspect and his 
family. Prayers aside, Trujillo said, “He could have done this at Neiman Marcus in Dallas. But no, he 
chose to drive hundreds of miles to hunt down Mexicans like me.”

She paused and fought back tears. “I’m sorry. This is very personal,” she said.

The shooting broke the calmness of a Saturday morning and a false sense of security that one of the 
safest cities in the nation has. It was, in fact, a wakeup call for all Latinos across America. The massa-
cre more than doubles the number of murders El Paso has in a typical year.

“El Pasoans like to think of their town as a unique bastion of social harmony and low crime,” said 
Howard Campbell, a border expert and anthropologist at the University of Texas at El Paso. “But that 
utopian dream has been exploded as El Paso has become the focal point of U.S. political struggles 
over immigration and race. The U.S.-Mexico border is now an epicenter for the key issues of the U.S. 
presidential election and the question of whether the country succumbs to xenophobia and hate or 
progresses with unity and global cooperation.”

The El Paso region is nestled in the spot where three states and two nations meet. “One heartbeat,” 
says a popular T-shirt. People here see their binational, bicultural daily existence as an important 
asset. A strength, not a burden or weakness.

Police Chief Greg Allen said Sunday that shooting suspect Patrick Crusius, 21, is the man behind the 
hate-filled anti-immigrant manifesto posted just minutes before the massacre.

The manifesto warned white Americans that foreigners are replacing them. Most of the people inter-
viewed Sunday — leaders and locals — blame political leaders, particularly President Donald Trump, 
for fueling the fires of anti-immigrant and anti-Hispanic racial discontent. They say they’re using 
them as political prods.

“We cannot ignore this anymore, the combination of two evils, guns and anti-immigrant rhetoric,” 
said Fernando Garcia, executive director of the Border Network for Human Rights, an immigrant 
rights organization. He said the president’s rhetoric is placing a “choke hold” on migrants from the 
Americas and Mexican Americans on the border.

The otherwise peaceful community of El Paso, he said, is being targeted simply for fighting against 
anti-immigrant measures with generosity.



“This was an attack against the symbol of resistance of this community,” he said. “We won’t stop,” he 
vowed. “We won’t be silenced.”

State Rep. Cesar Blanco, whose district includes the Walmart where the shootings happened, had a 
message for the victims of mass killings, including those in Dayton, Ohio, where another massacre 
was reported hours after the one in El Paso.

“Be strong Ohio,” he said, during a news conference in which he highlighted the work of first respond-
ers and locals during blood drives, as well as other acts of kindness like handing out food and bottled 
water to strangers. “In the face of the worst, El Paso responded with the best.”

Still, Saturday’s tragedy, locals said, is a result of being in the troubling national spotlight that’s 
drawn harsh rhetoric about bad hombres on the border, plans to build walls — even a private one — 
armed militias, all playing out amid the crush of thousands of Central American families arriving each 
month to seek asylum.

“That city I see on the news is nothing from what I know and love,” said Ana Pejmannia, 60. “We’re a 
generous, giving, tolerant city. We somehow coexist and get along,” she said, referring to the proximi-
ty of Ciudad Juárez, the sprawling city across the Rio Grande in Mexico, where many El Pasoans have 
friends and relatives.

Francisco Barrios, 43, on Sunday drove from Chihuahua City in Mexico for his monthly shopping 
spree, which usually includes a stop at Walmart. He was still in disbelief.

“I thought this kind of tragedy only happened in Mexico,” he said. “El Paso is our best example of 
what we can be.”

Barrios, who shares the same name as a popular politician in Mexico’s north who led a mass political 
movement in the late 1980s, said it’s ironic that the sense of safety in El Paso has been shattered not 
by migrants from Mexico or Latin America, but by a white man from Dallas.

“On this day, we’re all El Pasoans,” he said. “Mexicans. Mexican Americans. We’re all one.”

Asked if he would return to El Paso to shop, he hesitated. “Truth is I don’t really know anymore.”
As many as six of the massacre victims are from Mexico, according to Marcelo Ebrard, Mexico’s for-
eign minister.

“This will mark the first time that Mexico condemns an act of this kind as terrorism,” Ebrard said in a 
recorded message on his Twitter feed. He threatened to use legal action to protect Mexican and Mexi-
can American communities in the United States.

“Mexico declares its profound rejection and complete condemnation of this barbaric act, in which 
innocent Mexican men and women lost their lives,” he said.

On Saturday night, throngs of Juárez residents held a candlelight vigil. Many raised their cellphones, 
pointing them toward El Paso in solidarity with residents across the border. One held a sign that read: 
“No More Guns. Give Love.”

One of the vigil’s leaders, Jorge Contreras, called on Trump to stop hate and show respect toward 



immigrants from Latin America.

El Paso County Sheriff Richard Wiles, in a lengthy statement posted on Facebook overnight Saturday, 
called the shootings “beyond comprehension” and worried that things may only get worse.

“This Anglo man came here to kill Hispanics. ... This entire nation should be outraged. In this day and 
age we are still confronted with people who will kill another for the sole reason of the color of their 
skin.

“Not pointing out anyone in particular, but I’m sick of people jumping in front of the cameras offering 
prayers and condolences as things just keep getting worse. ... It’s time to rise up and hold our repre-
sentatives accountable at all levels. I want representatives who will stand up against racism.”

Martha Alarcon, 67, has relatives on both sides of the border. Regardless of who, or what, is to blame, 
she said, “El Paso is a wounded city that needs a lot of healing. Enough with the hatred. Yes, we’re 
Mexicans, Mexican Americans, but we’re also human beings.”

Staff writer Cassandra Jaramillo contributed to this report.



Scales of video justice divide
Judges, lawyers say practice adds to problems straining backlogged courts, 

but officials defend system
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bit off the animal’s headand
spit it into a bucket.

Thiswasn’t the first time
the Cowboys barbarically
killed a hamster in that
manner. In fact, it’s become
something of a recent tradi
tion at the annual retreat
for the group, whose illus
trious alumni include gov

ernors, U.S. senators, judges and prominent
businessmen.

Last year’s retreat ended in tragedy. Nicky
Cumberland, a 20yearold student from

AUSTIN—After a raucous night of chug
ging beers, grilling burgers and playing foot
ball, a few dozen members of the Texas Cow
boys — one of the University of Texas’ oldest
andmost elite student organizations— gath
ered at a barn on a private ranch in Brown
County last September.

“Do it! Do it!” they yelled, forming a circle
around a student who was gripping the body
of a live hamster. Then, theman at the center

Hazing, hamsters,
alcohol fueled party

UNIVERSITYOFTEXAS

By REBEKAH ALLEN
Austin Bureau

rebekah.allen@dallasnews.com

Before student’s fatal crash, Texas
Cowboys threw a raucous retreat

SeeUT Page 19A
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Grambling .........................36
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CONROE — It’s a steamy
Friday night and, this being
Texas, that means high school
football — the glaring lights,
the band and cheerleaders
pumping up the crowd.

Parents in the stands aren’t
talking politics. But if you can
get them to take their eyes off

the game, it doesn’t take long
to figure out this is Trump
country.

“Trump 2020!” declared
Alicia Elliott, 40, who owns an
electrical business with her
husband. “If he wasn’t doing a
good job, that would be one
thing.”

Republicans can’t win the
White House without carrying
Texas. And the firewall within
the firewall state runs through
places likeMontgomery Coun
ty, just north of Houston. For

Cracks inside
Texas’ firewall?

POLITICS

As some suburbs shift
left, Trump hopes GOP
strongholds stay red

By TODD J. GILLMAN
Washington Bureau

tgillman@dallasnews.com

Todd J. Gillman/Staff

When a neighbor planted
Beto O’Rourke yard signs
last year in Conroe, the
Elliotts responded with their
preferences.

SeeGOP Page 12A

Jurorsheardonlyabout fivemin
utes of testimony Saturdaymorning
before court ended for the day in the
murder trial of Amber Guyger, the
firedDallas officerwho fatally shot a
maninhishomelastyear.

Guyger, 31, killed her upstairs
neighbor Botham Jean the night of
Sept. 6, 2018, in his apartment near
downtown Dallas. When she took
the stand Friday, she told jurors

through tears how she mistook the
26yearold accountant’s apartment
forherownandbelievedJeantobea
burglar.

“Iwas scaredwhoeverwas inside
of my apartment was going to kill
me,” Guyger said Friday, her voice
shaking and lip quivering. “I have to
livewiththateverysingleday.”

Before she opened fire, Guyger
testified, she shouted, “Let me see
your hands!” twice as Jean walked
quicklytowardheryelling“Hey!”

SheshotJeanonce in thechest—
andthenrealizedwhatshe’ddone.

Texas Ranger David Armstrong
briefly took the stand Saturday, tell
ing jurors how stress can affect the
senses of someone “confronted with
a quickly evolving, tense, dynamic
confrontationwitha suspect,” as one
of Guyger’s attorneys, Robert Rog
ers,put it.

“Some of the physical sensations
… would be auditory exclusion,
which basicallymeans that youmay
not hear at the normal volume that
you normally would because you’re
understress,”hesaid.

Armstrong, who served as lead

investigator on the case, also noted
that a personmight experience tun
nel vision, shortterm memory loss
and an elevated heart rate in such a
situation.

Underquestioningbyprosecutor
JasonHermus,theRangeralsotesti
fied that Jean’s white shorts had no
pockets.Thiswaslikelydonetoshow
thejurythatJean’shandswouldhave
been visible to the Guyger and not
hidden.

Armstrong was the only witness

AMBERGUYGERTRIAL

Tense situation can affect officer’s senses, Ranger testifi�es

Tom Fox/Staff Photographer

Fired Dallas policeOfficer Amber Guyger listens to her attorney Saturday as her murder trial continued. Jurors heard from Texas
Ranger David Armstrong, the lead investigator on the case, but Judge Tammy Kemp deemed defense testimony inadmissible.

Jury hears of effects of stress
By JENNIFER EMILY,
DANA BRANHAM

and LAVENDRICK SMITH
Staff Writers

SeeSTRESS Page 18A

InFortWorth, a judge in ablack robe sits
in a small courtroom with nowhere for the
public towatch the proceedings.

Thirtymiles to the east in aDallas court
room, a government attorney sits before a
judge’s empty bench.

At a federal lockup hundreds of miles
away inBig Spring, detainees in prison garb

line up in front of a
camera.

In all threeplaces,
their images are
beamed back and
forth to one another
so that asylum seek
ers and other immi

grants can learn their fate on big flatscreen
TVs. This is immigration court, where some
attorneys and judges say a rapid expansion
in the use of video conferencing — includ
ing innumerousnew tent courtroomsalong
theborder— is exacerbatingdifficult condi
tions in a system plagued by a backlog of
more than1million cases.

Distant, garbled voices and dropped vid
eo signals are just some of the aggravations
for those in immigration courts. Attorneys
for immigrants say they are inefficient.
Judges cope with crushing caseloads.
There’s little electronic filing. Many judges
are former government attorneys, and the
judges are not independent of their Justice
Department bosses, unlike in U.S. civil and

Scales
of video
justice
divide

IMMIGRATION

Judges, lawyers say practice adds
to problems straining backlogged
courts, but officials defend system

By DIANNE SOLÍS
Staff Writer

dsolis@dallasnews.com

INSIDE:
Expansion
of fast
deportations
blocked.4A

SeeCONFUSION Page 20A

LATE SCORES
For results from last
night’s games, go to
sportsdaydfw.com/scores.

TOPWATCHDOG jobs go
unfilled at several federal
agencies. 12A
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criminal courts.
And sharp increases in the

number of people detained af
ter crossing into the U.S.,
along with the way President
Donald Trump’s immigration
crackdown leads to constant
policy changes, have added to
the stress: The immigration
court backlog has nearly dou
bled in the Trump years. 

Attorneys worry that due
process — that linchpin of jus
tice — will suffer for both de
tained immigrants and those
free but fighting deportation. 

“It’s way messier than I
have ever seen it,” said Dan Gi
viden, an immigration attor
ney who until May had been
deputy chief counsel in Dallas
for Immigration and Customs
Enforcement, or ICE. 

“It is a different planet
now,” said Kelli Stump, an im
migration attorney who has
practiced in Dallas courts for
13 years.

Paul Hunker, ICE’s chief
counsel for the Dallas region,
defends the system, including
the use of video hearings,
which federal immigration law
allows. 

“It is fundamental to immi
gration due process that per
sons in removal proceedings
can understand the charges
against them, be heard and de
fend themselves,” Hunker said
in a statement. “Immigration
hearings conducted by video
teleconference fully accommo
date these requirements.”

We visited the immigration
courts in Dallas in recent
weeks to take a look at the cur
rent state of affairs, and here is
what we found.

Crushing caseloads
On the 10th floor of the Ear

le Cabell Federal Building, a
line weaves down the hallway.
There aren’t enough wooden
benches to seat all those
who’ve come to Judge Richard
Ozmun’s immigration court. 

Inside Courtroom 3 on this
day are many small immigrant
children. Ozmun towers over
them, rubbing his temples
near his thick white hair. Then,
he rubs his eyes, too. 

“I am going to be continu
ing cases for several years,” the
judge says to an attorney. 

Judge Ozmun finds himself
uttering almost the same re

frain day after day:
“Some of these cases are

years out.”
“We are so overloaded with

cases.”
In the last year of President

Barack Obama’s administra
tion, the backlog in the immi
gration courts was 516,000
cases. Now it is more than a
million.

The Transactional Records
Access Clearinghouse, a Syra
cuse University nonprofit, says
cases for immigrants wait an
average of two years, but some
judges are scheduling cases to
be heard six years out. 

The number of immigrants
apprehended at the border —
there were 550,000 in 2016
and about 810,000 thus far
this year — has overwhelmed
an already overtaxed system.
Trump’s Justice Department
has attempted to remedy
things by, for example, decree
ing a year ago that judges must
complete 700 cases each year
to earn a satisfactory perfor
mance rating.

Union leaders for the judg
es say they should control their
dockets in the interest of due
process, not quotas or goals.
Changing case priorities add

to the backlog too, they said.
Because of Justice Depart
ment orders, the cases of some
more recent immigrant arriv
als take precedence over the
cases of immigrants who have
been waiting longer. 

“We’ve seen this constant
shuffling of the docket back
and forth continuing,” Ashley
Tabaddor, an immigration
judge speaking as president of
the National Association of
Immigration Judges, said at a
Friday news conference in
Washington, D.C. “We’ve seen
interference with every ele
ment of the judge’s role. And
we’ve seen the court essentially
turned into a widget factory
where everyone and every part
is being treated as if they’re
some sort of property being
wiggled around.”

In Dallas, on another court
day, Ozmun is plowing
through a day’s docket of 60
cases again. 

He’s preparing to call a
break. But attorney Amanda
Doom stands up and asks if
she might squeeze in her case.
It’s for a 16yearold Honduran
girl who was approved for a
special visa for juveniles who
have been abused, abandoned
or neglected. A critical portion

of the process has already been
approved — and her deporta
tion case needs to be terminat
ed. 

ICE attorney Eric Bales
agrees to let the girl’s hearing
happen right away. The judge
teases that he’s being kind.
“That’s because I didn’t have to
carry 800 pounds of files to
day,” Bales jokes.

Piles of file folders are not
unusual in immigration
courts. That’s because, despite
years of planning, the courts
still don’t have an electronic
filing system here as they do in
the criminal courts. 

All parties quickly agree
that Daffne Canales has passed
requirements to get her visa
and get going on her new life
in the U.S. “Thank you, thank
you. This is the best news all
day,” Doom says.

Outside, the jeanclad teen
ager beams. Friends take turns
hugging her. “You don’t have to
come back again,” Doom says.

She also says such smooth
proceedings are rare.

Court date confusion 
The way things have gone

for Laura, a 29yearold asy
lum seeker from Mexico, is

rare, too. But not nearly as rare
as it used to be.

The woman, who asked to
be identified by her first name
only because of security con
cerns, crossed the border in
Nogales, Ariz., before making
her way to relatives in the Dal
las area.

“There’s so much insecurity
where I live,” she said. The
mother of two says she fled be
cause of the constant threat of
violence from cartel gangs.
There are even beheadings in
the central Mexican region
where she lived. “I want a bet
ter future for my children. I
don’t want them to grow up in
fear.”

But navigating the system
can be mindboggling. The
Department of Homeland Se
curity sent her two notices to
appear at different places at
the same time on the same day.

One was for her first official
hearing in the civil immigra
tion court. She feared she
would be ordered deported in
absentia if she missed it.

When she arrived at court,
she was told she wasn’t on the
docket.

Laura then rushed to the
other Dallas location she’d
been told to go to by the sec
ond DHS document. It was a
location where government
contractors place ankle moni
tors on immigrants as an alter
native to detaining them.

But once there, she says,
she was told to go to a third lo
cation: 8101 Stemmons Free
way, an ICE office.

Once there, she was told to
report back in May 2020. 

Lawyers and immigrants
have complained for at least a
year about being given fake or
dummy court appearance
dates issued by the govern
ment. The Dallas Morning
News first reported on the na
tionwide problem in Septem
ber 2018.

Not independent
The immigration courts are

administrative courts super
vised by the Justice Depart
ment and thus not an indepen
dent judiciary system, as is the
case in all state and federal
criminal courts.

The judges’ union has
pushed for years for full inde
pendence. 

Confusion, backlogs hamper courts

Photos by Eric Gay/The Associated Press

A courtroom in a tent for immigrants applying for asylum is seen at the migration protection protocols immigration hearing facility in Laredo. The tent courtrooms along the border
are among those using video conferencing, which some attorneys and judges say is exacerbating difficult conditions in a system plagued by a backlog of more than 1 million cases. 

Immigrants applying for asylum wait in a holding area at a tent courtroom in Laredo. Distant, garbled voices and
dropped video signals are just some of the aggravations for those whose cases are heard in immigration courts.

Staff Graphic

The backlog blows up
The nation's immigration courts face an unprecedented backlog 
of more than a million cases — and it's nearly doubled during 
the Trump presidency. In Dallas, the backlog has nearly tripled. 
Open cases:

NATION DALLAS

SOURCE: Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse, or TRAC, at Syracuse 
University. Numbers current through Aug. 2019 
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“The incessant backlogs and loss
of public faith in the court are insur
mountable obstacles without the cor
rection of the fundamental design
flaw of having a court in a law en
forcement agency,” said Tabaddor, the
union president and immigration
judge.

The American Bar Association
supports the idea of an independent
immigration court judiciary.

Within the courts, attorneys also
complain that too many former pros
ecutors become immigration judges.

A year ago, the Justice Depart
ment opened 15 immigration courts
in a granite federal building in Fort
Worth where judges exclusively hear
cases by video. The immigrants and
attorneys they talk to are scattered
across the nation.

The public generally can’t enter
those courts, but can watch proceed
ings by video from venues like the
Dallas courtrooms. 

On one recent day, Fort Worth im
migration Judge Joseph T. Leonard
tells Jose Felipe Martinez, via video
conference, that he is prepared to re
cuse himself in the detainee’s immi
gration case. Only a year ago, Leon
ard worked as a federal prosecutor in
McAllen, and that very Justice De
partment office had handled the case
that put Martinez behind bars on
drug charges.

Leonard says he didn’t think he
prosecuted Martinez’s case, but if
Martinez wants him to step away
from his deportation proceedings, the
judge is willing. Martinez says no.
He’s soon ordered removed to Mexico
after serving his time on the criminal
charges.

Then Leonard faces delays in an
other case as he sits in his Fort Worth
court, waiting to hear from ICE attor
ney Bales via video in Dallas Court
room 2, because Bales has recently
changed jobs and court documents he
needs were sent to his old Justice De
partment email address.

Only a few months earlier, Bales
was Judge Bales, with his own immi

gration court.

The fight over video
Justice by video has been around

since at least 1996. But its use has
widened rapidly in recent years. At
torneys are fighting the video hear
ings, but federal courts have said that
such hearings are “consistent with le
gal due process,” said Hunker, the re
gional ICE chief counsel.

But video hearings give an unfair
advantage to the government, said
Gividen, the exgovernment attorney. 

“You can just make a better im
pression in person,” he says.

Many immigration attorneys
agree with him. Video conferences
hamper direct contact between im
migrants and their attorneys or make
it difficult to examine key documents.
At times, the audio or video can falter,
hurting the effectiveness of the de
fense. 

In Courtroom 6 in Dallas, Judge
Deitrich Sims hears the case of a 21
yearold Guatemalan. At his side is a
big batch of legal files in blue folders
that nearly reach up to his shoulders.

The Guatemalan is in court sooner
than expected because he was con
victed of driving while intoxicated. 

Asylum hearings can be closed un
less the immigrant agrees to allow
them to be open to members of the
public. This asylum seeker from Gua
temala lets a reporter watch the pro
ceedings so long as his name is not
published. He’s in a lockup in Okmul
gee, Okla. Wearing an orange jump
suit, he appears by video in Sims’
courtroom.

His attorney, GianCarlo Franco, of
the nonprofit Refugee and Immi
grant Center for Education and Legal
Services, or RAICES, submits an un
usual motion, asking the judge to or
der that the detainee be brought to
Dallas for an inperson hearing. At is
sue: due process and an equal footing
for all parties in what’s an adversarial
setting. 

Sims says no. If the video or audio
falter, he says, he’ll just stop proceed
ings until things are fixed. As for not
being able to see the client’s body lan
guage, he says he can see it just fine. 

But the fact that the law allows
video conferencing does not mean

that it is appropriate for every case,
said Andrea Saenz of Brooklyn De
fender Services. Her organization is
challenging its use in a federal court
in New York. 

“Judges are empowered and can
make sure that the court hearing is
fair,” she said.

In Sims’ courtroom, the Guatema
lan and his attorney attempt to prove
he’s worthy of asylum because he says
he was tortured. 

The government attorney says he
has two photos that show the man
suffered injuries. But Franco notes
the photos are only of a thigh and a
knee, and there’s much more. 

The judge asks why Franco didn’t
take his own photos of his client’s
scars. Franco explains he wasn’t al
lowed to take his camera phone into
the lockup. 

The Guatemalan man soon at
tempts to show his scars by unzipping
his orange jumpsuit, but Sims tells
him not to remove his clothes.
Through an interpreter who can
speak his native K’ekchi language, the
man then describes his beatings by a
gang known in his community simply

as “the torturers.” He lists at least nine
areas of his body that he says were cut
by gang members.

It’s a threehour hearing. At times,
the Guatemalan puts his head down,
but, through the video screen, it’s un
clear if he is upset, or crying.

The judge says he won’t make a
ruling immediately.

“If we lose, we will appeal,” Franco
says in the lobby.

Amiena Khan, executive vice pres
ident of the judges union, says many
judges understand why the govern
ment is using more video courts to
deal with the backlog crisis. 

“The agency is looking to speed the
entire process up,” she said. But with
many of the changes, “what they are
actually doing is lessening the effec
tiveness and efficiency of the court.”

The judge made clear she was
speaking as a union official, not in her
capacity as a New Yorkbased judge.

“That adage you hear that ‘justice
delayed is justice denied’ applies,”
Khan said.

She is scheduling cases into 2024.

Twitter: @disolis

Lynda M. Gonzalez/Staff Photographer

Immigration lawyer Dan Gividen speaks to Maria Munoz (left) and family members in the lobby of the Earle Cabell Federal Building in Dallas. Givi
den, the former chief counsel for the Dallas office of Immigration and Customs Enforcement, now practices immigration law for private clients.

Hearings 
by video
often hit
key snags

Continued from Page 20A

LOWELL, Mass. — Asian Ameri
can groups are objecting to the Trump
administration’s efforts to step up de
portations of Cambodians, as dozens
of refugees with criminal convictions
are being ordered to report to federal
officials this week for removal. 

At least 20 people in California
have been served notices to report to
U.S. Immigration and Customs En
forcement to begin the deportation
process, according to Ny Nourn, a San
Franciscobased community advocate
with the Asian Americans Advancing
JusticeAsian Law Caucus. The state
is home to the largest population of
Cambodians in the U.S. 

In Massachusetts, the state with
the nation’s secondlargest Cambodi
an community, at least 10 residents
have received them, said Bethany Li,
director of Greater Boston Legal Ser
vices’ Asian Outreach Unit. 

Cambodians in Minnesota, Texas,
Rhode Island, Washington and Wis
consin have also received orders, said
Elaine Sanchez Wilson, spokeswom
an for the Southeast Asia Resource
Action Center in Washington, D.C. 

Asian American activists are plan
ning demonstrations in San Francis
co, Sacramento and Boston next week.
They argue that many of those facing
deportation served criminal sentences
years and in some cases decades ago,
when they were troubled young refu
gees struggling to adjust to a new
country after their families fled Cam
bodia’s brutal Khmer Rouge regime. 

“Many of these people have served
their time and rebuilt their lives,” said
Kevin Lam, an organizer with the
Asian American Resource Workshop,

which is helping organize Monday’s
protest in Boston. “They have families,
careers and contribute to their com
munities.” 

Increase in cases
The deportations have been hap

pening since about 2002, when Cam
bodia agreed to begin repatriating ref
ugees convicted of felony crimes in the
U.S. But they’ve risen sharply since
President Donald Trump took office
and imposed visa sanctions on Cam
bodia and a handful of other nations
in order to compel them to speed up

the process. 
The result has been a roughly

280% increase, from 29 removals in
federal fiscal year 2017 to 110 in 2018,
according to U.S. Immigration and
Customs Enforcement data. 

Through the current fiscal year,
which ends Monday, 80 Cambodians
have been removed, the agency said
this week. There are nearly 1,800
Cambodians with final removal or
ders living in the country. The majori
ty have criminal convictions but are on
supervised release and not in deten
tion, ICE said. 

“ICE fully respects the constitu

tional rights of all people to peacefully
express their opinions,” the agency
said in response to the planned dem
onstrations. “That being said, ICE re
mains committed to performing its
immigration enforcement mission
consistent with federal law and agency
policy.”

Asian American organizations say
they’re focused on finding ways to get
criminal convictions reduced or
dropped so that Cambodian refugees
can avoid deportation. 

Democratic governors in Califor
nia and Washington state have recent
ly granted pardons to a handful of

Cambodians, and at least two Cambo
dians recently returned to the U.S. af
ter successfully challenging the crimi
nal convictions that had prompted
their removal. 

A nationwide class action lawsuit
challenging immigration raids on the
Cambodian community is also pend
ing in a California federal court. 

Nourn says sending refugees back
to Cambodia now only sets them up
for failure. Many have little connec
tion to the country, let alone the lan
guage and other skills needed to navi
gate the unfamiliar environment. 

Last year, 27yearold Sophorn
San, who had lived most of his life in
Rhode Island after he family fled
Cambodia in the 1990s, was deported
after pleading guilty to a gun charge as
a teen. He was struck and killed by a
truck in the Cambodian capital city,
Phnom Penh, a few months later. 

‘Just insane’
In Lowell, an old mill city in Mas

sachusetts where about 15% of resi
dents are of Cambodian descent, a 40
yearold refugee from Cambodia said
he’s lived almost half his life with a re
moval order hanging over him. 

The man, who requested anonymi
ty because he’s trying to resolve his im
migration status, said he came to the
U.S. when he was 4, got involved in a
street gang as a youth and received fel
ony convictions by the age of 18 that
made him deportable.

The man said his attorney has
helped him address the old convic
tions, but he now has to persuade im
migration officials to reconsider his
deportation case. 

“I consider myself an American,” he
said. “I have kids that are American,
and a wife that is an American citizen.
But just because of the past, they can
pick you up and deport you at any mo
ment. That’s just insane to me.”

Groups fight deportations of Cambodian refugees
Removal orders for criminal
convictions sent to Texas,
California, Massachusetts

By PHILIP MARCELO
The Associated Press

Elise Amendola/The Associated Press

A man of Cambodian descent who has lived in the U.S. since childhood faces possible deportation from Low
ell, Mass., for an old criminal conviction. There has been a 280% increase in removals since 2017.



In Fort Worth, a judge in a black robe sits in a small courtroom with nowhere for the public to 
watch the proceedings.

Thirty miles to the east in a Dallas courtroom, a government attorney sits before a judge’s empty 
bench.

At a federal lockup hundreds of miles away in Big Spring, detainees in prison garb line up in front of a 
camera.

In all three places, their images are beamed back and forth to one another so that asylum seekers and 
other immigrants can learn their fate on big flat-screen TVs. This is immigration court, where some 
attorneys and judges say a rapid expansion in the use of video conferencing — including in numerous 
new tent courtrooms along the border — is exacerbating difficult conditions in a system plagued by a 
backlog of more than 1 million cases.

Distant, garbled voices and dropped video signals are just some of the aggravations for those in immi-
gration courts. Attorneys for immigrants say they are inefficient. Judges cope with crushing caseloads. 
There’s little electronic filing. Many judges are former government attorneys, and the judges are not 
independent of their Justice Department bosses, unlike in U.S. civil and criminal courts.

And sharp increases in the number of people detained after crossing into the U.S., along with the way 
President Donald Trump’s immigration crackdown leads to constant policy changes, have added to 
the stress: The immigration court backlog has nearly doubled in the Trump years.

Attorneys worry that due process — that linchpin of justice — will suffer for both detained immigrants 
and those free but fighting deportation.

“It’s way messier than I have ever seen it,” said Dan Gividen, an immigration attorney who until May 
had been deputy chief counsel in Dallas for Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE.
“It is a different planet now,” said Kelli Stump, an immigration attorney who has practiced in Dallas 
courts for 13 years.

Paul Hunker, ICE’s chief counsel for the Dallas region, defends the system, including the use of video 
hearings, which federal immigration law allows.

“It is fundamental to immigration due process that persons in removal proceedings can understand 
the charges against them, be heard and defend themselves,” Hunker said in a statement. “Immigra-
tion hearings conducted by video teleconference fully accommodate these requirements.”

We visited the immigration courts in Dallas in recent weeks to take a look at the current state of af-
fairs, and here is what we found.

Crushing caseloads

On the 10th floor of the Earle Cabell Federal Building, a line weaves down the hallway. There aren’t 
enough wooden benches to seat all those who’ve come to Judge Richard Ozmun’s immigration court.

Inside Courtroom 3 on this day are many small immigrant children. Ozmun towers over them, ru



bing his temples near his thick white hair. Then, he rubs his eyes, too.

“I am going to be continuing cases for several years,” the judge says to an attorney.

Judge Ozmun finds himself uttering almost the same refrain day after day:

“Some of these cases are years out.”

“We are so overloaded with cases.”

In the last year of President Barack Obama’s administration, the backlog in the immigration courts 
was 516,000 cases. Now it is more than a million.

The Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse, a Syracuse University nonprofit, says cases for im-
migrants wait an average of two years, but some judges are scheduling cases to be heard six years out.

The number of immigrants apprehended at the border — there were 550,000 in 2016 and about 
810,000 thus far this year — has overwhelmed an already overtaxed system. Trump’s Justice Depart-
ment has attempted to remedy things by, for example, decreeing a year ago that judges must complete 
700 cases each year to earn a satisfactory performance rating.

Union leaders for the judges say they should control their dockets in the interest of due process, not 
quotas or goals. Changing case priorities add to the backlog too, they said. Because of Justice De-
partment orders, the cases of some more recent immigrant arrivals take precedence over the cases of 
immigrants who have been waiting longer.

“We’ve seen this constant shuffling of the docket back and forth continuing,” Ashley Tabaddor, an 
immigration judge speaking as president of the National Association of Immigration Judges, said at 
a Friday news conference in Washington, D.C. “We’ve seen interference with every element of the 
judge’s role. And we’ve seen the court essentially turned into a widget factory where everyone and 
every part is being treated as if they’re some sort of property being wiggled around.”

In Dallas, on another court day, Ozmun is plowing through a day’s docket of 60 cases again.

He’s preparing to call a break. But attorney Amanda Doom stands up and asks if she might squeeze 
in her case. It’s for a 16-year-old Honduran girl who was approved for a special visa for juveniles who 
have been abused, abandoned or neglected. A critical portion of the process has already been ap-
proved — and her deportation case needs to be terminated.

ICE attorney Eric Bales agrees to let the girl’s hearing happen right away. The judge teases that he’s 
being kind. “That’s because I didn’t have to carry 800 pounds of files today,” Bales jokes.

Piles of file folders are not unusual in immigration courts. That’s because, despite years of planning, 
the courts still don’t have an electronic filing system here as they do in the criminal courts.

All parties quickly agree that Daffne Canales has passed requirements to get her visa and get going on 
her new life in the U.S. “Thank you, thank you. This is the best news all day,” Doom says.

Outside, the jean-clad teenager beams. Friends take turns hugging her. “You don’t have to come back 



again,” Doom says.

She also says such smooth proceedings are rare.

Court date confusion

The way things have gone for Laura, a 29-year-old asylum seeker from Mexico, is rare, too. But not 
nearly as rare as it used to be.

The woman, who asked to be identified by her first name only because of security concerns, crossed 
the border in Nogales, Ariz., before making her way to relatives in the Dallas area.

“There’s so much insecurity where I live,” she said. The mother of two says she fled because of the 
constant threat of violence from cartel gangs. There are even beheadings in the central Mexican re-
gion where she lived. “I want a better future for my children. I don’t want them to grow up in fear.”

But navigating the system can be mind-boggling. The Department of Homeland Security sent her two 
notices to appear at different places at the same time on the same day.

One was for her first official hearing in the civil immigration court. She feared she would be ordered 
deported in absentia if she missed it.

When she arrived at court, she was told she wasn’t on the docket.

Laura then rushed to the other Dallas location she’d been told to go to by the second DHS document. 
It was a location where government contractors place ankle monitors on immigrants as an alternative 
to detaining them.

But once there, she says, she was told to go to a third location: 8101 Stemmons Freeway, an ICE office.
Once there, she was told to report back in May 2020.

Lawyers and immigrants have complained for at least a year about being given fake or dummy court 
appearance dates issued by the government. The Dallas Morning News first reported on the nation-
wide problem in September 2018.

Not independent

The immigration courts are administrative courts supervised by the Justice Department and thus not 
an independent judiciary system, as is the case in all state and federal criminal courts.

The judges’ union has pushed for years for full independence.

“The incessant backlogs and loss of public faith in the court are insurmountable obstacles without the 
correction of the fundamental design flaw of having a court in a law enforcement agency,” said Tabad-
dor, the union president and immigration judge.

The American Bar Association supports the idea of an independent immigration court judiciary.
Within the courts, attorneys also complain that too many former prosecutors become immigration 



judges.

A year ago, the Justice Department opened 15 immigration courts in a granite federal building in Fort 
Worth where judges exclusively hear cases by video. The immigrants and attorneys they talk to are 
scattered across the nation.

The public generally can’t enter those courts, but can watch proceedings by video from venues like the 
Dallas courtrooms.

On one recent day, Fort Worth immigration Judge Joseph T. Leonard tells Jose Felipe Martinez, via 
video conference, that he is prepared to recuse himself in the detainee’s immigration case. Only a year 
ago, Leonard worked as a federal prosecutor in McAllen, and that very Justice Department office had 
handled the case that put Martinez behind bars on drug charges.

Leonard says he didn’t think he prosecuted Martinez’s case, but if Martinez wants him to step away 
from his deportation proceedings, the judge is willing. Martinez says no. He’s soon ordered removed 
to Mexico after serving his time on the criminal charges.

Then Leonard faces delays in another case as he sits in his Fort Worth court, waiting to hear from ICE 
attorney Bales via video in Dallas Courtroom 2, because Bales has recently changed jobs and court 
documents he needs were sent to his old Justice Department email address.

Only a few months earlier, Bales was Judge Bales, with his own immigration court.

The fight over video

Justice by video has been around since at least 1996. But its use has widened rapidly in recent years. 
Attorneys are fighting the video hearings, but federal courts have said that such hearings are “consis-
tent with legal due process,” said Hunker, the regional ICE chief counsel.

But video hearings give an unfair advantage to the government, said Gividen, the ex-government 
attorney.

“You can just make a better impression in person,” he says.

Many immigration attorneys agree with him. Video conferences hamper direct contact between immi-
grants and their attorneys or make it difficult to examine key documents. At times, the audio or video 
can falter, hurting the effectiveness of the defense.

In Courtroom 6 in Dallas, Judge Deitrich Sims hears the case of a 21-year-old Guatemalan. At his side 
is a big batch of legal files in blue folders that nearly reach up to his shoulders. The Guatemalan is in 
court sooner than expected because he was convicted of driving while intoxicated.

Asylum hearings can be closed unless the immigrant agrees to allow them to be open to members of 
the public. This asylum seeker from Guatemala lets a reporter watch the proceedings so long as his 
name is not published. He’s in a lockup in Okmulgee, Okla. Wearing an orange jumpsuit, he appears 
by video in Sims’ courtroom.



His attorney, GianCarlo Franco, of the nonprofit Refugee and Immigrant Center for Education and 
Legal Services, or RAICES, submits an unusual motion, asking the judge to order that the detainee be 
brought to Dallas for an in-person hearing. At issue: due process and an equal footing for all parties in 
what’s an adversarial setting.

Sims says no. If the video or audio falter, he says, he’ll just stop proceedings until things are fixed. As 
for not being able to see the client’s body language, he says he can see it just fine.

But the fact that the law allows video conferencing does not mean that it is appropriate for every case, 
said Andrea Saenz of Brooklyn Defender Services. Her organization is challenging its use in a federal 
court in New York.

“Judges are empowered and can make sure that the court hearing is fair,” she said.

In Sims’ courtroom, the Guatemalan and his attorney attempt to prove he’s worthy of asylum because 
he says he was tortured.

The government attorney says he has two photos that show the man suffered injuries. But Franco 
notes the photos are only of a thigh and a knee, and there’s much more.

The judge asks why Franco didn’t take his own photos of his client’s scars. Franco explains he wasn’t 
allowed to take his camera phone into the lockup.

The Guatemalan man soon attempts to show his scars by unzipping his orange jumpsuit, but Sims 
tells him not to remove his clothes. Through an interpreter who can speak his native K’ekchi lan-
guage, the man then describes his beatings by a gang known in his community simply as “the tortur-
ers.” He lists at least nine areas of his body that he says were cut by gang members.

It’s a three-hour hearing. At times, the Guatemalan puts his head down, but, through the video 
screen, it’s unclear if he is upset, or crying.

The judge says he won’t make a ruling immediately.

“If we lose, we will appeal,” Franco says in the lobby.

Amiena Khan, executive vice president of the judges union, says many judges understand why the 
government is using more video courts to deal with the backlog crisis.

“The agency is looking to speed the entire process up,” she said. But with many of the changes, “what 
they are actually doing is lessening the effectiveness and efficiency of the court.”

The judge made clear she was speaking as a union official, not in her capacity as a New York-based 
judge.

“That adage you hear that ‘justice delayed is justice denied’ applies,” Khan said.

She is scheduling cases into 2024.



Lines grow at low-cost clinics
But number of kids with federal medical assistance declines

By Dianne Solís
Published Dec. 1, 2019

Click here to view the online story.
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https://www.dallasnews.com/news/immigration/2019/11/30/immigrants-patch-together-medical-care-with-charity-clinics-health-fairs-and-medicine-rationing/
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The light of hope
We asked community and faith leaders and
people who lead extraordinary lives to
answer the question: When life feels dark, what
gives you hope? Today we begin publishing their answers,
including an essay on responding to fear with love.Opinion, 1P

METRO
Battling for himself, others
A North Texas teenager battling a
rare blood disorder finds inspira
tion in Captain America, and he
wants to help others. 1B
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Wintry blast stalls travel
Wintry weather bedeviled
Thanksgiving travelers across
much of the country as a danger
ous stormmoved east. 4A
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The lineof patients starts
well before sunrise, as early
as 4 a.m. at Agape Clinic in
Old East Dallas. Their trou
bles aremany.

No one will be shut out
for lack ofmoney.

One patient, a teenage
boy, arrived at the clinic
dangerously close to shock,
telling doctors that a border
official seized his insulin as

he returned from Mexico.
Another, a young boy, had
an arm fracture so serious
he needed to see an ortho
pedic surgeon. Others wait
ing in the line suffered from
anxiety and depression trig
gered by fears that deporta
tion could split the family.

They make their way
here and to other lowcost
and nocost clinics or medi
cal fairs. This is what the in
formal medical system
looks like, especially for
workingclass immigrants.

Lately it has become in
creasingly clear to the care

Lines grow at
low-cost clinics

SeeLOWCOST Page 12A

IMMIGRANTHEALTHCARE

But number of kids
with federal medical
assistance declines
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TORREÓN, Mexico — As
MexicanPresidentAndrésMa
nuel López Obrador marks his
first year in office on Sunday,
Mexicans’ romance with the
leftleaning populist leader re
mains strong.

But a newpoll conducted by
Mexico City’s Reforma news
paper, cosponsored by The
Dallas Morning News and The
Mission Foods TexasMexico
Center at Southern Methodist
University, shows signs of fad
ing enthusiasm as the nation
faces weariness over shocking

violence and slowing economic
growth.

Additionally, Mexicans are
divided in their opinions about
the U.S. They overwhelmingly
dislike Donald Trump, but
more are planning to migrate
north, according to the poll.
Only 45% of people polled said
they felt safe shopping in the
U.S., while 44% said they felt
unsafe.

The poll was taken more
than three months after the
mass shooting at a Walmart in
El Paso that claimed the lives of
22 people, eight of themMexi

MEXICO

One year in, citizens still
behind López Obrador

Photos by Joel Angel Juarez/Special Contributor

Maritza Gurrola (left), 15, and her mother, Alicia Hernández, 40, both of Ciudad Juárez, hand out bread and hot chocolate
to asylumseekers. In a new poll, 40% of the respondents said they or a family member planned to migrate to the U.S.

However, poll shows signs that fervor may be fading
By ALFREDO CORCHADO
MexicoBorder Correspondent
acorchado@dallasnews.com

AMexican asylumseeker, 4, is wrapped in a blanket near
the entrance of the Paso Del Norte Port of Entry in Ciudad
Juárez. On the border, security is the overwhelming rea
son Mexicans say they are fleeing their country.SeePOLL Page 19A

AUSTIN — In October,
University of Texas senior
Candace Kosted came
across a tweet that unnerved
her.

It saidher environmental
ethics professor, Sahotra
Sarkar, was suspended for a
semester in 2017 for a sexual
misconduct violation after
students complained that he
had talked to them about
swimmingorposingnude.

“Ididhavea lotofpositive
feelings and thoughts to
wardhimbefore I foundout,
and then when I heard that
news, itwashard,” saidKost
ed, who is from Pflugerville.
“Iwas justdisappointed.”

So when a group of stu
dents stormed into Kosted’s
class about a week ago to
confrontSarkarandaskoth
er students to walk out in
protest,Kosted followed.

She and other students
who have participated in
several campus protests say
they want the university to
providea listofallprofessors
with sexual misconduct vio
lations and to remove the
professors from courses or
fire them.

Withroughlyoneweekof
classes left in the fall semes
ter, they’re growing impa
tient and frustrated. But ex
perts say meeting students’
demands would break the
precedent of how universi
ties traditionally handle sex
ual misconduct and could
challenge federal and state
antidiscrimination and pri

UT students
call for action

SEXUALMISCONDUCT

They want faculty with
histories of violations
fi�red, transparency

SeeUNIVERSITY Page 18A

By MARÍA MÉNDEZ
Austin Bureau

maria.mendez@dallasnews.com

WASHINGTON — The
forecast for July 25 was typi
cal for Washington: sunny,
mid80s. President Donald
Trumphad good reason to be
feeling bright and sunny
himself.

It was the morning after

Robert Mueller’s congressio
nal testimony at the conclu
sion of the Russia investiga
tion, and Trump and his al
lies were expressing relief,
thinking the rumblings
about impeachment would
fade, even if the special coun
sel hadn’t offered the presi
dent the total exoneration
Trump claimed.

By 7:06 a.m., Trump was
tweeting positive reviews of
his favorite TV show, Fox &
Friends, where cohost Ain

sley Earhardt declared, “Yes
terday changedeverything; it
really did clear the presi
dent.”

An hour later, Trump
moved on to a tweet talking
up his approval ratings, the
stockmarket, lowunemploy
ment and more. “Country
doing great!” hewrote.

But a reconstruction of
what started as an unre
markable Thursday reveals

On fateful day, phone call
raised new risks for Trump

IMPEACHMENTINQUIRY

Going off script on
Ukraine alarmed
some of those present

By NANCY BENAC
The Associated Press

SeeHOW Page 8A
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providers that a growing num
ber of children are using these
services, and it is stressing the
system.

These days, more immi
grants fear that sharing person
al information while using gov
ernmentbacked medical care
could end up threatening their
chances at getting permanent
residency in the U.S. The num
ber of children in clinics like
Agape is rising even as the num
ber of children getting federal
medical assistance declines.

The Trump administration’s
push to reduce immigrants’ de
pendency on federally funded
services is, experts say, leading
to a decline in the number of in
sured children. The administra
tion wants to implement what it
calls the “public charge rule,”
which would make immigrants
ineligible for visas and green
cards that give them legal per
manent residency if it is found
that they are overly dependent
on federally funded social ser
vices.

The federal government says
that declines in Medicaid and
the Children’s Health Insurance
Program enrollment are due to
a strong economy. The new
public charge rule is stalled in
federal courts, but it has been
widely reported that the pro
posal has already created fear
and confusion among immi
grants. It has many people turn
ing to alternative care.

At Los Barrios Unidos Com
munity Clinic, Cesar VaronOr
tiz, the eligibility manager, said
confusion about the use of fed
eral programs is common there.
Los Barrios started decades ago
in a trailer on an unpaved road
in West Dallas. It expects
90,000 patient visits this year,
up from about 83,000 two years
ago. Most patients are Spanish
speaking.

Even attorneys seem con
fused, and they are telling cli
ents not to apply for benefits,
VaronOrtiz said. “It’s a lot of
miscommunication,” he said.

Vanna Slaughter, senior pro
gram manager for the city of
Dallas’ Welcoming Communi
ties and Immigrant Affairs, said
immigrant parents are unen
rolling their U.S. citizen chil
dren from federal programs like
Medicaid and the Children’s
Health Insurance Program even
though the children are eligible.

“Everyone is still so confused
about it,” Slaughter said. “People
don’t know what they are eligi

ble for. So they just get off every
thing.”

That has increased the de
mand for help through the in
formal medical system. “I am
just deluged,” Slaughter said.

At Agape Clinic, the clinic
expects 18,000 patient visits
this year. Two years ago, less
than a fourth of Agape’s patients
were children. Now nearly a
third are, said Gary Foster, Aga
pe’s chief of clinical operations
and a nurse practitioner.

Foster said it’s frustrating to
see immigrant patients struggle
to patch together health care,
especially with so many policy
proposals that place more re
strictions on immigrants.

“I’ll do whatever I can to
make it better for them,” Foster
said.

More uninsured 
The Children’s Health Insur

ance Program was created in the
mid1990s as a bridge for fami
lies that make too much to qual
ify for Medicaid but can’t afford
private insurance.

In Texas, nearly 230,000
fewer children are using feder
ally supported children’s Medic
aid and CHIP. As of August, the
Medicaid enrollment decline
was about 168,000 children
from its high point in December
2017. The number of Texas chil
dren enrolled in CHIP fell by
about 60,000 in that same peri
od.

Nationally, Dallas County
was No. 2 in the number of un
insured children in 2018, right
behind Harris County, accord
ing to a Georgetown University
study released last month.

In Dallas, half of all children
live in a household with at least
one parent who is an immi
grant, with or without legal sta
tus, according to Kids Count, an
initiative of the Annie Casey
Foundation.

When families move away
from federal programs, they
cobble together care through
lowcost to nocost clinics, free
health fairs, rationed medicines
and cheaper medications sent
by relatives in Latin America.

Agape CEO Stephanie Bo
han said clinics like hers are
bustling in part because they
take no government funding
and are free to serve all in need.
It’s all about trust, she said.

“There are a million barriers
to getting care, and it’s even
worse with immigration issues,”
Bohan said. “Because we have
been in the community for 36

years, they trust us.”
A spokesman for the Depart

ment of Health and Human
Services in Washington said the
agency “expects downturns in
Medicaid enrollment during
times of booming economic
performance, like we are experi
encing today under President
Trump’s leadership.” 

States with the most signifi
cant enrollment declines also
have strong economic growth,
the spokesman said.

But while the Texas economy
is indeed redhot — the jobless
rate is at a historic low 3.4% —
the rising number of uninsured
people indicates that some of
those new jobs might not in
clude health insurance or some
parents are choosing not to pay
the premiums.

A long history 
In Texas, government pro

grams are out of reach for those
without legal status, with a few
exceptions such as emergency
care. Alternative paths to medi
cal care have existed for many
years.

Many unauthorized immi
grants use clinics and health
fairs because they fear going to
hospitals because their infor
mation could be placed in a
database that might eventually
link to federal immigration
agencies. “They don’t want to
jeopardize staying here legally,”
Foster said.

Some get nervous at the sight

of hospital security agents.
“They look like cops and pa
tients get scared to death be
cause they don’t have papers,”
Foster said.

Other people who use them
have legal status but jobs that
don’t provide health insurance.

Agape started in the base
ment of an aging Methodist
church in Old East Dallas al
most four decades ago. It moved
into a new, larger building in
2015. Agape now sees patients
every day, including Sundays,
when they have a special weekly
clinic for Dallas’ large popula
tion of refugees from Myanmar.
They ask for a donation of $30
but don’t require it.

“We desperately need addi
tional funding and additional
volunteers,” Bohan said.

Sandra Duarte, a Colombian
immigrant, came to the clinic
worried that her two small boys
had the flu. The boys, 3yearold
Matias and 5yearold Samuel,
squirmed in their chairs as they
were checked by Agape staff.

“Everyone here is very kind
and caring,” Duarte said.

Health fairs
Faith groups also are step

ping up with health fairs to re
spond to the growing need.
Medical students frequently
pitch in with free services.

This summer, organizers for
Dallas Area Interfaith held a
trio of free health fairs at Catho
lic churches, a trusted safe space

for families, and the fairs drew
hundreds, said Socorro Perales,
an organizer for Dallas Area In
terfaith.

A midOctober health fair at
Mountain View College drew
nearly 6,000 people. The event
has been organized by the Mexi
can consulate for nearly 20
years, but this year had the high
est attendance ever, with an ap
proximately 20% boost, orga
nizers said.

“I basically designed a hospi
tal with specialties,” said Edgar
Carmona, who specializes in
health initiatives at the consul
ate.

College classrooms were
converted into monitoring sta
tions with a range of services
from flu vaccines to hearing
tests, oral cancer screenings to
dental exams, mammograms to
kidney exams. Midway through
the event, about 100 people
were still lined up outside to get
in.

Maria Reyes came early with
her husband because they
lacked health insurance. “We’ve
saved hundreds of dollars,”
Reyes said. She received a mam
mogram, cholesterol checkup,
flu vaccine and kidney exam.

Some of the longest lines
were at a dental clinic in a class
room.

There, Dr. Alina Garciamen
dez, a pediatric dental resident,
asked 6yearold Victor Ro
sales, “Do you speak Span
glish?”

He nodded yes.

She assured the little boy that
the exam wouldn’t hurt. “Did
you eat something red, Cheetos,
tomatoes?” she asked.

The boy giggled.
No cavities, she said.
“Because I don’t eat that

much candy,” Victor said.
Garciamendez said children

and their parents are always
deeply grateful for the care they
get. But she was surprised by the
size of the crowd that day. If
health fair visitors needed more
advanced care, she referred
them to Agape Clinic, where her
dental school provides resi
dents, she said.

The dangers ahead 
At Georgetown University’s

Center for Children and Family
in Washington, D.C., Kelly
Whitener, an associate profes
sor of practice, said the health
care system for working class
immigrant families is over
stretched, and that can lead to
other problems.

“Over time, you will see more
reliance on emergency rooms,
more avoiding of treatment,
and then that can really exacer
bate costs,” Whitener said. 

Many immigrant families al
so rely on visits to botanicas —
stores and stands within flea
markets that sell soaps, teas for
digestion problems or dubious
creams like Chupa Panza, a
cream that promises to suck
away belly fat. They also sell an
tibiotics such as ampicillin for as
little as 12 capsules for $10.

Others head for the carnival
like pulgas — flea markets
where antibiotics from Mexico
and El Salvador can be bought
cheaply and without a prescrip
tion.

At Agape Clinic, physician
assistant Eduardo Alvarez
warns patients away from these
products. “There is no way to
know what it is,” Alvarez said.
“There is no way to validate its
efficacy. A lot of it has more of a
placebo effect.”

Some immigrants put off
their care. Delayed care can be
deadly, whether it’s a child with
influenza or an adult with can
cer.

“When people don’t have
health insurance, they will ra
tion their medicine,” Bohan
said. “They will not do followup
testing. They don’t keep an eye
on their lab work. So all their
problems become worse and
worse.” 

Twitter: @disolís

Low-cost, no-cost clinics see rising need
Continued from Page 1A

Photos by Ben Torres/Special Contributor

Nursing student Stephanie Beaton (left), measures the height of 3yearold Matias Bonilla as his father, Jhonatan Bonilla, helps keep him calm during a checkup at Agape Clinic in Old
East Dallas. Agape sees patients seven days a week and asks for a donation of $30, though no one is turned away for inability to pay.

Marcus Ruis and Alina Garciamendez check the teeth of 12yearold Roberto Rosales (left)
and 6yearold Victor Rosales during this year’s annual free health fair coordinated by the
Mexican Consulate at Mountain View College in Dallas.

FROM THE FRONT PAGE



The line of patients starts well before sunrise, as early as 4 a.m. at Agape Clinic in Old East Dal-
las. Their troubles are many.
No one will be shut out for lack of money.

One patient, a teenage boy, arrived at the clinic dangerously close to shock, telling doctors that a bor-
der official seized his insulin as he returned from Mexico. Another, a young boy, had an arm fracture 
so serious, he needed to see an orthopedic surgeon. Others waiting in the line suffered from anxiety 
and depression triggered by fears that deportation could split the family.

They make their way here and to other low-cost and no-cost clinics or medical fairs. This is what the 
informal medical system looks like, especially for working-class immigrants.

Lately it has become increasingly clear to the care providers that a growing number of children are 
using these services, and it is stressing the system.

These days, more immigrants fear that sharing personal information while using government-backed 
medical care could end up threatening their chances at getting permanent residency in the U.S. The 
number of children in clinics like Agape is rising even as the number of children getting federal medi-
cal assistance declines.

The Trump administration’s push to reduce immigrants’ dependency on federally funded services is, 
experts say, leading to a decline in the number of insured children. The administration wants to im-
plement what it calls the “public charge rule,” which would make immigrants ineligible for visas and 
green cards that give them legal permanent residency if it is found that they are overly dependent on 
federally funded social services.

The federal government says that declines in Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program 
enrollment are due to a strong economy. The new public charge rule is stalled in federal courts, but it 
has been widely reported that the proposal has already created fear and confusion among immigrants. 

It has many people turning to alternative care.

At Los Barrios Unidos Community Clinic, Cesar Varon-Ortiz, the eligibility manager, said confusion 
about the use of federal programs is common there. Los Barrios started decades ago in a trailer on 
an unpaved road in West Dallas. It expects 90,000 patient visits this year, up from about 83,000 two 
years ago. Most patients are Spanish-speaking.

Even attorneys seem confused, and they are telling clients not to apply for benefits, Varon-Ortiz said. 
“It’s a lot of miscommunication,” he said.

Vanna Slaughter, senior program manager for the city of Dallas’ Welcoming Communities and Im-
migrant Affairs, said immigrant parents are unenrolling their U.S. citizen children from federal 
programs like Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program even though the children are 
eligible.

“Everyone is still so confused about it,” Slaughter said. “People don’t know what they are eligible for. 
So they just get off everything.”

That has increased the demand for help through the informal medical system. “I am just deluged,”-



Slaughter said.

At Agape Clinic, the clinic expects 18,000 patient visits this year. Two years ago, less than a fourth 
of Agape’s patients were children. Now nearly a third are, said Gary Foster, Agape’s chief of clinical 
operations and a nurse practitioner.

Foster said it’s frustrating to see immigrant patients struggle to patch together health care, especially 
with so many policy proposals that place more restrictions on immigrants.

“I’ll do whatever I can to make it better for them,” Foster said.

Most uninsured

The Children’s Health Insurance Program was created in the mid-1990s as a bridge for families that 
make too much to qualify for Medicaid but can’t afford private insurance.

In Texas, nearly 230,000 fewer children are using federally supported children’s Medicaid and CHIP. 
As of August, the Medicaid enrollment decline is about 168,000 children from its high point in De-
cember 2017. The number of Texas children enrolled in CHIP fell by about 60,000 in that same peri-
od.

Nationally, Dallas County was No. 2 in the number of uninsured children in 2018, right behind Harris 
County, according to a Georgetown University study released last month.

In Dallas, half of all children live in a household with at least one parent who is an immigrant, with or 
without legal status, according to Kids Count, an initiative of the Annie Casey Foundation.

When families move away from federal programs, they cobble together care through low-cost to no-
cost clinics, free health fairs, rationed medicines and cheaper medications sent by relatives in Latin 
America.

Agape CEO Stephanie Bohan said clinics like hers are bustling in part because they take no govern-
ment funding and are free to serve all in need. It’s all about trust, she said.

“There are a million barriers to getting care, and it’s even worse with immigration issues,” Bohan said. 
“Because we have been in the community for 36 years, they trust us.”

A spokesman for the Department of Health and Human Services in Washington said the agency “ex-
pects downturns in Medicaid enrollment during times of booming economic performance, like we are 
experiencing today under President Trump’s leadership.”

States with the most significant enrollment declines also have strong economic growth, the spokes-
man said.

But while the Texas economy is indeed red-hot — the jobless rate is at a historic low 3.4% — the rising 
number of uninsured people indicates that some of those new jobs might not include health insurance 
or some parents are choosing not to pay the premiums.



A long history

In Texas, government programs are out of reach for those without legal status, with a few exceptions 
such as emergency care. Alternative paths to medical care have existed for many years.

Many unauthorized immigrants use clinics and health fairs because they fear going to hospitals be-
cause their information could be placed in a database that might eventually link to federal immigra-
tion agencies. “They don’t want to jeopardize staying here legally,” Foster said.

Some get nervous at the sight of hospital security agents. “They look like cops and patients get scared 
to death because they don’t have papers,” Foster said.

Other people who use them have legal status but jobs that don’t provide health insurance.

Agape started in the basement of an aging Methodist church in Old East Dallas almost four decades 
ago. It moved into a new, larger building in 2015. Agape now sees patients every day, including Sun-
days, when they have a special weekly clinic for Dallas’ large population of refugees from Myanmar.  
They ask for a donation of $30 but don’t require it.

“We desperately need additional funding and additional volunteers,” Bohan said.

Sandra Duarte, a Colombian immigrant, came to the clinic worried that her two small boys had the 
flu. The boys, 3-year-old Matias and 5-year-old Samuel, squirmed in their chairs as they were checked 
by Agape staff.

“Everyone here is very kind and caring,” Duarte said.

Health fairs

Faith groups also are stepping up with health fairs to respond to the growing need. Medical students 
frequently pitch in with free services.

This summer, organizers for Dallas Area Interfaith held a trio of free health fairs at Catholic churches, 
a trusted safe space for families, and the fairs drew hundreds, said Socorro Perales, an organizer for 
Dallas Area Interfaith.

A mid-October health fair at Mountain View College drew nearly 6,000 people. The event has been 
organized by the Mexican consulate for nearly 20 years, but this year had the highest attendance ever, 
with an approximately 20% boost, organizers said.

“I basically designed a hospital with specialties,” said Edgar Carmona, who specializes in health initia-
tives at the consulate.

College classrooms were converted into monitoring stations with a range of services from flu vaccines 
to hearing tests, oral cancer screenings to dental exams, mammograms to kidney exams. Midway 
through the event, about 100 people were still lined up outside to get in.

Maria Reyes came early with her husband because they lacked health insurance. “We’ve saved hun-
dreds of dollars,” Reyes said. She received a mammogram, cholesterol checkup, flu vaccine and kid-



ney exam.

Some of the longest lines were at a dental clinic in a classroom.

There, Dr. Alina Garciamendez, a pediatric dental resident, asked 6-year-old Victor Rosales, “Do you 
speak Spanglish?”

He nodded yes.

She assured the little boy that the exam wouldn’t hurt. “Did you eat something red, Cheetos, toma-
toes?” she asked.

The boy giggled.

No cavities, she said.

“Because I don’t eat that much candy,” Victor said.

Garciamendez said children and their parents are always deeply grateful for the care they get. But she 
was surprised by the size of the crowd that day. If health fair visitors needed more advanced care, she 
referred them to Agape Clinic, where her dental school provides residents, she said.

The dangers ahead

At Georgetown University’s Center for Children and Family in Washington, D.C., Kelly Whitener, an 
associate professor of practice, said the health care system for working class immigrant families is 
overstretched, and that can lead to other problems.

“Over time, you will see more reliance on emergency rooms, more avoiding of treatment, and then 
that can really exacerbate costs,” Whitener said.

Many immigrant families also rely on visits to botanicas — stores and stands within flea markets that 
sell soaps, teas for digestion problems or dubious creams like Chupa Panza, a cream that promises to 
suck away belly fat. They also sell antibiotics such as ampicillin for as little as 12 capsules for $10.

Others head for the carnival-like pulgas — flea markets where antibiotics from Mexico and El Salva-
dor can be bought cheaply and without a prescription.

At Agape Clinic, physician assistant Eduardo Alvarez warns patients away from these products. 

“There is no way to know what it is,” Alvarez said. “There is no way to validate its efficacy. A lot of it 
has more of a placebo effect.”

Some immigrants put off their care. Delayed care can be deadly, whether it’s a child with influenza or 
an adult with cancer.

“When people don’t have health insurance, they will ration their medicine,” Bohan said. “They will 
not do follow-up testing. They don’t keep an eye on their lab work. So all their problems become 
worse and worse.”



Living in Camp Fear
Asylum  seekers wait in misery in Mexico for a shot at life in the U.S.

By Dianne Solís
Published Dec. 22, 2019

Click here to view the online story.
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MONT BELVIEU — Becky McMa
nus signed up for internet at her home,
and it worked until spring, when leaves
bloomed on the trees and blocked her
signal.

Across town, Richard LeJeune
moved into a new subdivision. His
family’s only internet optionwas a local
company with speeds so slow, his wife
had trouble running her online hand
made jewelry store and his daughter
sometimes couldn’t do her homework.

For years, residents of this fast
growing town on the outer ring of
Houston complained to local leaders
about slow and spotty internet. They
put satellite dishes on their rooftops.
They endured intermittent service and
frequent outages.

“I believe squirrels run on a wheel
for my internet,” one halfjoked on a
city survey.

The problem facingMont Belvieu is
one familiar to many towns and rural
areas in Texas and around the country.
Major internet service providers don’t
see a strong enough business case to
expand their footprint, upgrade inter
net speeds or offer any internet service
at all.

So Mont Belvieu took matters into
its own hands: It decided to build and
operate its own highspeed internet
service.

The town of almost 7,500 joined a
growing number of cities pouring mil
lions of dollars into municipal broad
band networks after feeling overlooked
by big, publicly traded companies.

Town goes
ownway
for internet

TECHNOLOGY

Tired of subpar service, Mont
Belvieu built its own network

By MELISSA REPKO
Staff Writer

mrepko@dallasnews.com

See TOWN Page 19A
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Duncanville denied again, 3117

Juan Figueroa/Staff photographer

Duncanville's
Roderick

Daniels (13)
tries to break
through the
North Shore

defense in the
Class 6A Divi

sion I state
championship
game Satur
day at AT&T

Stadium.
Duncanville

fell 3117 — its
second

straight title
loss to Galena
Park. (Cover

age, 1C)

MATAMOROS,Mexico—EdwinVaquiz’s frustration
was rising as the 42yearoldHonduran asylumseek
er passed out supplies froma tentwith a handlettered

“TiendaNo. 3” sign. Therewas little water available for drinking
at StoreNo. 3, but therewere two kinds of soap forwashing
clothes in the dirtyRioGrande. Therewere fewportable toilets,
but plenty of toilet paper.

Soon the camp of asylumseekers
would be blanketed in darkness and
therewould be no security.

“Miserable,” Vaquiz said lastweek
of conditions at the migrant camp
where he and his wife and daughter

have been waiting for the last five
months.

This sprawling camp is one of the
most visible signs along theborderof

IMMIGRATION

Lynda M. Gonzalez/Staff Photographer

Patricia Giron of Chiapas, Mexico, holds her daughters, Yesenia (left), 6; Wendy, 1; and Yocelyn, 6, at the temporary tent camp of asylum
seekers in Matamoros, Mexico. The Migrant Protection Policy requires asylumseekers to wait in Mexico while their claims are processed.

Living in
Camp Fear
Asylumseekers wait in misery in
Mexico for a shot at life in the U.S.

By DIANNE SOLÍS
Staff Writer

dsolis@dallasnews.com

See IT’S Page 8A

WASHINGTON—Could fallout
from the House impeachment vote
affect congressional races in Texas?

Five Texas lawmakers — two
freshmen Democrats and three Re

publicans — face challengers taking
them to task for their party loyalty
in the votes to formally accuse Pres
ident Donald Trump of abusing his
office and obstruction of the con
gressional inquiry.

While the vast majority of dis
tricts nationwide are safe turf for
one party or the other, these five
Texans hold battleground districts.

InDallas, Rep. Colin Allred oust
ed 11term GOP Congressman Pete
Sessions last year. In Houston, Rep.

Lizzie Fletcher ended John Culber
son’s career after nine terms.

Both waited until after the Judi
ciary Committee recommended two
articles of impeachment before de
claring their support, making them
two of the last holdouts in either
party to reveal their intentions
ahead ofWednesday’s historic votes.

Republicans are determined to
winback those seats andhavequick

Impeachment key in close
Texas congressional races

ELECTIONS ’20 | U.S.HOUSE

Both sides are using
Wednesday’s votes as
campaign ammunition

By TODD J. GILLMAN
and PAUL COBLER
Washington Bureau

SeeBOTH Page 18A
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how the U.S. asylum process has
slowed to a crawl, leaving thousands of
people essentially stranded in Mexico,
many in danger because of the high
crime rate and violent cartels.

The violence in the state of Tamau
lipas, where Matamoros sits, has
forced about 2,000 asylumseekers to
cluster for protection here at the banks
of the Rio Grande and along the Gate
way International Bridge into Browns
ville in Texas. A former Army nurse
here estimates 18 people were kid
napped through October, probably by
the dominant criminal group in this
region. Then she stopped counting.

Volunteers from around the U.S. —
from Dallas and Houston to Florida
and Maine — regularly cycle through
the border’s camps with food, tents,
blankets, jeans, sweat shirts, diapers,
toys — and even songs for the children.
While the efforts are extraordinary
and a patchy organization is slowly
emerging, it clearly isn’t enough.

Vaquiz is grateful for the kindness.
But what he could really use to protect
his family is a batterypowered lamp.
That way no one could sneak up on
their tent.

Many people here whisper about
the dangers. Migrants are taken by the
local cartel members and their look
outs, who openly walk into the camp,
at any hour, said a Honduran who
didn’t want to be identified because he
feared for his safety. A Honduran
woman who has been at the camp for
several months said a man posing as an
asylumseeker within the camp has
molested two small girls. “We can’t
complain. It’s a mafia and they will
come and beat us,” she said.

No one runs the camps. There are
no controls for who enters the en
campment. Some migrants have clus
tered their tents on the sidewalks lead

ing to the nearby Gateway Interna
tional Bridge to be ready if their asy
lum cases are called, but they’re also
hoping for more safety. Passing cars
provide a bit of light. But the vast ma
jority of people, hundreds more, have
secured space on the treelined
grounds near the river where the camp
has grown. They are the most vulnera
ble.

“This is one of the worst situations I
have been in, merely for the fact there
are so few resources and security is so
bad,” said Helen Perry, a former Army
nurse who now runs operations for the
small nonprofit Global Response
Management. “We know people are
trafficked out of the camps, and kid
napped. … It goes back to not having
formal camp management.”

Traditionally, the United Nations
refugee agency might be one of the
groups that would play a role in orga
nizing and running the place. But dan
ger is keeping the usual help away.

Mike Benavides, a veteran of the
Iraq War and a cofounder of the non
profit Team Brownsville, said much
more help is needed.

“It infuriates me. This is a crisis,”
Benavides said.

Life in the camp
Conditions were more sanitary in

Iraq than they are here at this camp,
Benavides said. Infectious diarrhea
and dehydration are two of the biggest
dangers. Recently, children have been
coming down with the flu. And there
are many pregnancies.

Giovanni Lepri, the deputy repre
sentative for Mexico for the U.N. refu
gee agency, praised Team Brownsville
and other volunteers for work he called
“amazing.” But they aren’t trained in
camp management, he said. The U.N.
was focused more on Mexico’s south
ern border where Mexico’s tiny refugee

agency maintains an office, he said.
They also opened an office in Monter
rey, about four hours west of Matamo
ros.

Lepri acknowledged that the U.N.’s
security advisers warned against open
ing a permanent office in Matamoros
because of the danger in the region,
which includes the more dangerous
cities of Reynosa and Nuevo Laredo.
“Our security unit, which is the U.N.
security unit, has recommended for
the moment we don’t establish a per
manent presence,” Lepri said.

In November, the U.N. began using
a mobile unit in the region. The staff
sleeps on the U.S. side of the border,
Lepri said.

The U.S. State Department has is
sued its harshest notravel warning for
the Mexican border state of Tamauli
pas — a level 4 warning like the ones in
wartorn Syria and Somalia.

More than 56,000 asylumseekers
who have made it to the U.S. border
from Central America and other places
have been sent back to Mexico by U.S.
authorities to await the processing of
their cases under what President Don
ald Trump’s administration calls the
Migration Protection Protocols. The
policy was phased in earlier this year;
in the past, once asylumseekers got to
the U.S., they would await the outcome
of their cases in the States.

Most asylumseekers wait in Mexi

co in the haphazard camps. 
Kidnapping is rampant in Mata

moros, said immigration attorney
Charlene D’Cruz, who runs a Lawyers
for Good Government resource center
near the camp. Asylumseekers expect
to be kidnapped and the risk increases
the longer they stay.

“The resignation to die is how we
dehumanize them,” the attorney said.

In the stench of the camp, families
have begun building their own ovens
with mud bricks. They cut wood
branches from trees for fires. And the
smoke covers the smell of feces.

In a country of music lovers, there is

Kurt Anderson (center), Melissa Robertson (right) and other Rio Valley Relief Project
volunteers rush to finish preparing beef or bean burritos to feed camp residents. 

Edwin Vaquiz and his wife, Alejandra (right), asylumseekers from Honduras, tend to Tien
da No. 3, or “store three,” filled with donations like hygiene products and clothes.

Photos by Lynda M. Gonzalez/Staff Photographer

Asylumseekers walked through a dusty gust of wind in the Matamoros, Mexico, tent camp last weekend. Living conditions have affected residents’ health, medical volunteers said. 

It’s worse than Iraq, war vet says
Continued from Page 1A

Volunteer Maria Calabro (right) reads to a group of children by the Gateway International Bridge in Matamo
ros, Mexico. Mental health professionals are worried about depression among the young asylumseekers.

See FRUSTRATED Page 9A

A9 M 12222019 Set: 21:04:14
Sent by: rstumpf@dallasnews.com News CYANMAGENTAYELLOWBLACK

The Dallas Morning News dallasnews.com M Sunday, December 22, 2019 9AFROM THE FRONT PAGE

no music here. Muffled conver
sations come from inside tents.
Sometimes, children can be
heard laughing, but even that is
infrequent.

Some families have been giv
en pallets to place their tents on
in case of rain. Others string
clothes lines among the trees or
place laundered clothes on
fuchsiaflowering bougainvillea
bushes near the entry lanes into
Texas.

Last Sunday at the camp,
some of the children received an
early Christmas with gifts from
a Brownsville group called An
gry Tias y Abuelas of the Rio
Grande Valley. The volunteers
wrapped the gifts and tagged
them with the names of chil
dren they saw regularly.

Others in the group pre
pared to read to the children,
who in a normal world would be
in school. There are geography
lessons with an emphasis on the
countries of origin of the mi
grating families. And lessons on
the colors of the rainbow.

“Apurate,” shouted a skinny
little girl to a smaller compan
ion. “Apurate,” Hurry up, the lit
tle school is about to start, she
urged.

On another night, a Houston
volunteer plopped herself on
the sidewalk to read to children
a story from a picture book illus
trated with Monarch butterflies,
a symbol of migration.

“You are very valiant. You are
so strong. Your journey is a mir
acle. I admire you,” she told the
children in Spanish.

Then, she explained, “That’s
what the butterfly says because
they have flown so far.”

Another group of boys
played checkers, using bottle
caps made of creamy white and
red plastic.

Other boys sat comfortably
on flattened cardboard that cov
ered the powdery dirt. They
pushed their plastic green dino
saurs through a kingdom of the
imagination. Then a child hit
another on the head. Wails be
gan. A father came to scold the
group.

Another day, a toddler in a
diaper waddled toward a ham
mock in stripes of blue, purple,
yellow and red. But he was sul
len. Vaquiz, the Honduran,
stroked his puffy cheeks and
called him “Donald Trump.”
Why? “Because the child is al
ways angry,” the Honduran said.

Grasp as they might for a

normal childhood and a normal
world, the children’s anxiety lev
els are high, medical doctor and
volunteer Anjali Niyogi said.
Some seem traumatized by the
violence they fled in their home
countries — and some are trau
matized by the dangers within
the camp.

“We see a lot of depression,
anxiety, PTSD,” said Niyogi,
who teaches at Tulane Universi
ty School of Medicine in New
Orleans.

Some children in the camp
are even emotionless, so strong
is their depression, the doctor
said. “Moms tell me, ‘He just
stopped eating.’ ”

Recently, fierce dust storms
swept through the camp, mak
ing it difficult to see until the
wind died down. The doctor
fears fecal matter has been
scooped up into the air and chil
dren will be most susceptible to
health risks.

The asylum program
Every weekday, immigrants’

names will come up for hearings
in the U.S. immigration courts
near the international bridge.
Hearings are held in tent courts
in Brownsville. Asylumseekers
cross into the U.S., and are sent
back to wait in Mexico unless
their asylum cases are advanced
so that they can formally enter
the U.S.

In Brownsville, hearings un
der new program began in Sep
tember. The asylum caseloads

there have rapidly made this the
border’s secondbusiest area for
Border Patrol apprehensions
through November, according
to the Syracuse University non
profit Transactional Records
Access Clearinghouse, or
TRAC.

Already, through November,
a fourth of all Migrant Protec
tion Protocol asylum cases —
nearly 14,000 — are pending
here, TRAC data shows. About
16,400 cases are pending in the
El Paso area.

“How can we really say that
somebody can make a free
choice to continue an asylum
claim in the U.S., when they
have to spend several months ...
risking to be kidnapped or
worse?” said Lepri, the U.N. rep
resentative.

Mexicans, too, are showing
up in the camps. An increasing
number of them are mostly in
digenous Tzotzil Mayan people
from the southernmost state of
Chiapas. About a dozen Chia
pans told The Dallas Morning
News about a resurgence in vio
lence there related to decades
old oppression against their
people, including the murder of
family members and the seizure
of their land and homes.

Under U.S. asylum law, a
wellfounded fear of persecu
tion because of race or national
ity would be acceptable grounds
for an application.

But a man from Chiapas who
wanted to be identified only as
Osiel said, “The guard just told

us that asylum has been shut
down. We are suffering here,” he
said.

“We want to know if there is
still asylum. If not, we don’t
want to be here suffering,” he
said.

Nearby, Gloria, a Honduran
woman, said some parents are
so worried about lengthy waits
at the camp that they’ve sent
their children alone across the
border. “At times, it is the only
exit one has,” she explained.

Jodi Goodwin, a Harlingen
immigration attorney, said she
faces difficult choices in what
she tells asylumseekers. Still,
she persists in giving sidewalk
workshops near the bridge to let
them know their rights, or
threading them into the volun
teer network of Lawyers for
Good Government.

Only 4 percent of immi
grants in the Migrant Protec
tion Protocols program are re
presented by lawyers, according
to TRAC.

What does Goodwin tell an
immigrant who feels hopeless?

Sometimes it’s, “You got to
fight and fight to the end.” But
other times, she says she is bru
tally honest.

“Why sit here in squalor
without the ability to minimally
take care of your family for a
case that I can tell you right now
has zero chance of winning?”
she explained.

Goodwin fears that the attor
neys’ work will get only more
difficult in January when asy

lum cases will be partially trans
ferred to judges who sit in a
yearold immigration court
center in Fort Worth, which
handles cases by video confer
ence. Government attorneys are
in another courtroom in anoth
er city and immigrants can be in
yet another location.

“It is so messed up,” Goodwin
said. “This is not how you prac
tice law.”

Caught amid the camp squa
lor, the danger and the tent
court system, many immigrants
aren’t showing up for their asy
lum hearings. TRAC found that
of those required to wait in Mex
ico, about half failed to show up
for a hearing. By comparison, 9
out of 10 immigrants who are al
lowed to remain in the U.S.
while their cases are adjudicat
ed attend every court hearing.

Trying to help
Into this misery flows charity

aid, everything from beef bur
ritos and chicken soup, sliced
oranges and cashews, powder
milk and plastic buckets for
hauling water of dubious quality
to volunteer medical teams.
Late last week, a huge water pu
rification system was being test
ed thanks to a charity donation
from the Planet Water Founda
tion.

“We need to build everything
to U.N. standards so, should the
U.N. show up, all this will stay,”
said Blake Davis, a volunteer
with Global Response Manage

ment. The paramedic from
Maine was overseeing the prize
donation of the water purifica
tion system, hoping it would
make a significant change in the
bleakness and sickness at the
camp.

Businesses, veteran charities
and foundations, and some
freshly formed nonprofits all
lend assistance. Among them
are Samaritan’s Purse, Church
World Service, Physicians for
Human Rights, Good Neighbor
Settlement House, Manos Jun
tas of the Mexican Methodist
Church, Lawyers for Good Gov
ernment, and an anonymous T
Mobile manager who forgave a
huge bill run up when migrants
at the Brownsville shelter called
family in Central America in
stead of the U.S.

Cassie Stewart, a former
child protection social worker,
started her nonprofit Rio Valley
Relief Project during the sum
mer of 2018 when she was
shocked by seeing migrant par
ents separated from their chil
dren, causing global protest.
Stewart began collecting dona
tions, clothes, powdered milk,
and diapers for long drives to a
respite center run by Catholic
Charities of the Rio Grande Val
ley.

Sometimes, she would bring
along her husband, immigra
tion lawyer Daniel Stewart, who
inspired her with stories about
his work.

This night, the Rio Valley Re
lief Project distributed 1,000
beef tamales and 850 bean bur
ritos as the sun set in hues of
pink and orange. Cassie Stew
art’s group spent hours in the
Brownsville kitchen of the non
profit Good Neighbor Settle
ment House, where asylum
seekers lucky enough to pass
U.S. review can shower, get new
clothes and move on to their
next destination.

Later, a slowmoving man
dressed in soiled clothes shuf
fled along the sidewalk to ask if
there was any comida left. No,
Stewart quickly said. Then, the
Dallas woman took note of his
brown eyes, his small, thin
frame. She told him to wait.

Stewart grabbed the last
canister of cashews and al
monds and poured a mound on
a white paper plate with some
dried mangoes.

The man took the plate and
disappeared into the indigo
night. 

Twitter: @disolis

Frustrated nonprofits try to help
Photos by Lynda M. Gonzalez/Staff Photographer

The line for pedestrians to enter the U.S. at the Gateway International Bridge hovers above the river bank trail used by about 2,000 tent camp residents seeking U.S. asylum. 

Asylumseekers charge their phones at the only charging station in the temporary tent
camp in Matamoros, Mexico. Residents rely on a single outlet hanging from a utility pole.
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Soon the camp of asylum-seekers would be blanketed in darkness and there would be no security.
“Miserable,” Vaquiz said last week of conditions at the migrant camp where he and his wife and 
daughter have been waiting for the last five months.

This sprawling camp is one of the most visible signs along the border of how the U.S. asylum process 
has slowed to a crawl, leaving thousands of people essentially stranded in Mexico, many in danger 
because of the high crime rate and violent cartels.

The violence in the state of Tamaulipas, where Matamoros sits, has forced about 2,000 asylum-seek-
ers to cluster for protection here at the banks of the Rio Grande and along the Gateway International 
Bridge into Brownsville in Texas. A former Army nurse here estimates 18 people were kidnapped 
through October, probably by the dominant criminal group in this region. Then she stopped counting.

Volunteers from around the U.S. — from Dallas and Houston to Florida and Maine — regularly cycle 
through the border’s camps with food, tents, blankets, jeans, sweat shirts, diapers, toys — and even 
songs for the children. While the efforts are extraordinary and a patchy organization is slowly emerg-
ing, it clearly isn’t enough.

Vaquiz is grateful for the kindness. But what he could really use to protect his family is a battery-pow-
ered lamp. That way no one could sneak up on their tent.

Many people here whisper about the dangers. Migrants are taken by the local cartel members and 
their lookouts, who openly walk into the camp, at any hour, said a Honduran who didn’t want to be 
identified because he feared for his safety. A Honduran woman who has been at the camp for several 
months said a man posing as an asylum-seeker within the camp has molested two small girls. “We 
can’t complain. It’s a mafia and they will come and beat us,” she said.

No one runs the camps. There are no controls for who enters the encampment. Some migrants have 
clustered their tents on the sidewalks leading to the nearby Gateway International Bridge to be ready 
if their asylum cases are called, but they’re also hoping for more safety. Passing cars provide a bit of 
light. But the vast majority of people, hundreds more, have secured space on the tree-lined grounds 
near the river where the camp has grown. They are the most vulnerable.

“This is one of the worst situations I have been in, merely for the fact there are so few resources and 
security is so bad,” said Helen Perry, a former Army nurse who now runs operations for the small 
nonprofit Global Response Management. “We know people are trafficked out of the camps, and kid-
napped. ... It goes back to not having formal camp management.”

Traditionally, the United Nations refugee agency might be one of the groups that would play a role in 
organizing and running the place. But danger is keeping the usual help away.

Mike Benavides, a veteran of the Iraq War and a co-founder of the nonprofit Team Brownsville, said 
much more help is needed.

“It infuriates me. This is a crisis,” Benavides said.

Life in the camp

Conditions were more sanitary in Iraq than they are here at this camp, Benavides said. Infectious 



diarrhea and dehydration are two of the biggest dangers. Recently, children have been coming down 
with the flu. And there are many pregnancies.

Giovanni Lepri, the deputy representative for Mexico for the U.N. refugee agency, praised Team 
Brownsville and other volunteers for work he called “amazing.” But they aren’t trained in camp man-
agement, he said. The U.N. was focused more on Mexico’s southern border where Mexico’s tiny ref-
ugee agency maintains an office, he said. They also opened an office in Monterrey, about four hours 
west of Matamoros.

Lepri acknowledged that the U.N.’s security advisers warned against opening a permanent office in 
Matamoros because of the danger in the region, which includes the more dangerous cities of Reynosa 
and Nuevo Laredo. “Our security unit, which is the U.N. security unit, has recommended for the mo-
ment we don’t establish a permanent presence,” Lepri said.

In November, the U.N. began using a mobile unit in the region. The staff sleeps on the U.S. side of the 
border, Lepri said.

The U.S. State Department has issued its harshest no-travel warning for the Mexican border state of 
Tamaulipas — a level 4 warning like the ones in war-torn Syria and Somalia.

More than 56,000 asylum-seekers who have made it to the U.S. border from Central America and 
other places have been sent back to Mexico by U.S. authorities to await the processing of their cases 
under what President Donald Trump’s administration calls the Migration Protection Protocols. The 
policy was phased in earlier this year; in the past, once asylum-seekers got to the U.S., they would 
await the outcome of their cases in the States.

Most asylum-seekers wait in Mexico in the haphazard camps.

Kidnapping is rampant in Matamoros, said immigration attorney Charlene D’Cruz, who runs a Law-
yers for Good Government resource center near the camp. Asylum-seekers expect to be kidnapped 
and the risk increases the longer they stay.

“The resignation to die is how we dehumanize them,” the attorney said.

In the stench of the camp, families have begun building their own ovens with mud bricks. They cut 
wood branches from trees for fires. And the smoke covers the smell of feces.

In a country of music lovers, there is no music here. Muffled conversations come from inside tents. 
Sometimes, children can be heard laughing, but even that is infrequent.

Some families have been given pallets to place their tents on in case of rain. Others string clothes lines 
among the trees or place laundered clothes on fuchsia-flowering bougainvillea bushes near the entry 
lanes into Texas.

Last Sunday at the camp, some of the children received an early Christmas with gifts from a Browns-
ville group called Angry Tias y Abuelas of the Rio Grande Valley. The volunteers wrapped the gifts and 
tagged them with the names of children they saw regularly.

Others in the group prepared to read to the children, who in a normal world would be in school. There 



are geography lessons with an emphasis on the countries of origin of the migrating families. And les-
sons on the colors of the rainbow.

“Apurate,” shouted a skinny little girl to a smaller companion. “Apurate,” Hurry up, the little school is 
about to start, she urged.

On another night, a Houston volunteer plopped herself on the sidewalk to read to children a story 
from a picture book illustrated with Monarch butterflies, a symbol of migration.

“You are very valiant. You are so strong. Your journey is a miracle. I admire you,” she told the chil-
dren in Spanish.

Then, she explained, “That’s what the butterfly says because they have flown so far.”

Another group of boys played checkers, using bottle caps made of creamy white and red plastic.

Other boys sat comfortably on flattened cardboard that covered the powdery dirt. They pushed their 
plastic green dinosaurs through a kingdom of the imagination. Then a child hit another on the head. 
Wails began. A father came to scold the group.

Another day, a toddler in a diaper waddled toward a hammock in stripes of blue, purple, yellow 
and red. But he was sullen. Vaquiz, the Honduran, stroked his puffy cheeks and called him “Donald 
Trump.” Why? “Because the child is always angry,” the Honduran said.

Grasp as they might for a normal childhood and a normal world, the children’s anxiety levels are high, 
medical doctor and volunteer Anjali Niyogi said. Some seem traumatized by the violence they fled in 
their home countries — and some are traumatized by the dangers within the camp.

“We see a lot of depression, anxiety, PTSD,” said Niyogi, who teaches at Tulane University School of 
Medicine in New Orleans.

Some children in the camp are even emotionless, so strong is their depression, the doctor said. 
“Moms tell me, ‘He just stopped eating.’”

Recently, fierce dust storms swept through the camp, making it difficult to see until the wind died 
down. The doctor fears fecal matter has been scooped up into the air and children will be most sus-
ceptible to health risks.

The asylum program

Every weekday, immigrants’ names will come up for hearings in the U.S. immigration courts near 
the international bridge. Hearings are held in tent courts in Brownsville. Asylum-seekers cross into 
the U.S., and are sent back to wait in Mexico unless their asylum cases are advanced so that they can 
formally enter the U.S.

In Brownsville, hearings under new program began in September. The asylum caseloads there have 
rapidly made this the border’s second-busiest area for Border Patrol apprehensions through Novem-
ber, according to the Syracuse University nonprofit Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse, or 



TRAC.

Already, through November, a fourth of all Migrant Protection Protocol asylum cases — nearly 14,000 
— are pending here, TRAC data shows. About 16,400 cases are pending in the El Paso area.

“How can we really say that somebody can make a free choice to continue an asylum claim in the U.S., 
when they have to spend several months ... risking to be kidnapped or worse?” said Lepri, the U.N. 
representative.

Mexicans, too, are showing up in the camps. An increasing number of them are mostly indigenous 
Tzotzil Mayan people from the southernmost state of Chiapas. About a dozen Chiapans told The 
Dallas Morning News about a resurgence in violence there related to decades-old oppression against 
their people, including the murder of family members and the seizure of their land and homes.

Under U.S. asylum law, a well-founded fear of persecution because of race or nationality would be 
acceptable grounds for an application.

But a man from Chiapas who wanted to be identified only as Osiel said, “The guard just told us that 
asylum has been shut down. We are suffering here,” he said.

“We want to know if there is still asylum. If not, we don’t want to be here suffering,” he said.
Nearby, Gloria, a Honduran woman, said some parents are so worried about lengthy waits at the 
camp that they’ve sent their children alone across the border. “At times, it is the only exit one has,” 
she explained.

Jodi Goodwin, a Harlingen immigration attorney, said she faces difficult choices in what she tells 
asylum-seekers. Still, she persists in giving sidewalk workshops near the bridge to let them know their 
rights, or threading them into the volunteer network of Lawyers for Good Government.

Only 4 percent of immigrants in the Migrant Protection Protocols program are represented by law-
yers, according to TRAC.

What does Goodwin tell an immigrant who feels hopeless?

Sometimes it’s, “You got to fight and fight to the end.” But other times, she says she is brutally honest.
“Why sit here in squalor without the ability to minimally take care of your family for a case that I can 
tell you right now has zero chance of winning?” she explained.

Goodwin fears that the attorneys’ work will get only more difficult in January when asylum cases will 
be partially transferred to judges who sit in a year-old immigration court center in Fort Worth, which 
handles cases by video conference. Government attorneys are in another courtroom in another city 
and immigrants can be in yet another location.

“It is so messed up,” Goodwin said. “This is not how you practice law.”

Caught amid the camp squalor, the danger and the tent court system, many immigrants aren’t show-
ing up for their asylum hearings. TRAC found that of those required to wait in Mexico, about half 
failed to show up for a hearing. By comparison, 9 out of 10 immigrants who are allowed to remain in 
the U.S. while their cases are adjudicated attend every court hearing.



Trying to help

Into this misery flows charity aid, everything from beef burritos and chicken soup, sliced oranges and 
cashews, powder milk and plastic buckets for hauling water of dubious quality to volunteer medical 
teams. Late last week, a huge water purification system was being tested thanks to a charity donation 
from the Planet Water Foundation.

“We need to build everything to U.N. standards so, should the U.N. show up, all this will stay,” said 
Blake Davis, a volunteer with Global Response Management. The paramedic from Maine was oversee-
ing the prize donation of the water purification system, hoping it would make a significant change in 
the bleakness and sickness at the camp.

Businesses, veteran charities and foundations, and some freshly formed nonprofits all lend assistance. 
Among them are Samaritan’s Purse, Church World Service, Physicians for Human Rights, Good 
Neighbor Settlement House, Manos Juntas of the Mexican Methodist Church, Lawyers for Good Gov-
ernment, and an anonymous T-Mobile manager who forgave a huge bill run up when migrants at the 
Brownsville shelter called family in Central America instead of the U.S.

Cassie Stewart, a former child protection social worker, started her nonprofit Rio Valley Relief Project 
during the summer of 2018 when she was shocked by seeing migrant parents separated from their 
children, causing global protest. Stewart began collecting donations, clothes, powdered milk, and dia-
pers for long drives to a respite center run by Catholic Charities of the Rio Grande Valley.

Sometimes, she would bring along her husband, immigration lawyer Daniel Stewart, who inspired her 
with stories about his work.

This night, the Rio Valley Relief Project distributed 1,000 beef tamales and 850 bean burritos as the 
sun set in hues of pink and orange. Cassie Stewart’s group spent hours in the Brownsville kitchen of 
the nonprofit Good Neighbor Settlement House, where asylum-seekers lucky enough to pass U.S. 
review can shower, get new clothes and move on to their next destination.

Later, a slow-moving man dressed in soiled clothes shuffled along the sidewalk to ask if there was any 
comida left. No, Stewart quickly said. Then, the Dallas woman took note of his brown eyes, his small, 
thin frame. She told him to wait.

Stewart grabbed the last canister of cashews and almonds and poured a mound on a white paper plate 
with some dried mangoes.

The man took the plate and disappeared into the indigo night.



The time we have here
A year and a half in thelives of northwest Dallas immigrant students politics
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PHOTO STORY

Their lives are filled with nervous tryouts, 
crappy fast food jobs, new shoes and new 
girlfriends.

 Through it all, the questions lurk, tucked 
behind the latest Snapchat sensation or Ozuna 
hit song: What will the judge say at my next court 
appearance? Will my dad make it home tonight? 
Should I tell my girlfriend I might be gone next 
month?
 The Thomas Jefferson High School boys 
soccer team is entirely Hispanic, with most mem-
bers from Mexico and a handful from Central 
America. Some are U.S. citizens, while others 
crossed the border illegally but are seeking to stay 
through asylum, residency or other legal means.

 They don’t watch or listen to the news. “It 
makes my mom worry,” said César Escobar, who 
migrated from Honduras as an unaccompanied 
minor in 2015 to escape gang violence.
As the number of unauthorized migrants crossing 
the southern border soars, we argue about car-
avans and detention centers, right wing and left 
wing, who wins politically and who loses. But for 
these guys, the issue is personal.
 Most are happy to see their former lives 
fade into the rearview mirror. Their gaze is on the 
future and the promise of what might be.
 But it’s a clouded gaze. The past doesn’t 
recede as easily as they’d like.

Left: Bryan Gámez, 
an 18-year- old senior 
soccer player at Thomas 
Jefferson High School in 
Dallas, looked through 
the field house window 
while waiting out a rain 
delay before a game 
in February 2018. Born 
in El Salvador, Bryan 
came to the U.S. with 
his mother and younger 
brother in 2014 after he 
was recruited by Mara 
Salvatrucha, one of the 
largest street gangs in 
Central America. For the 
past five years, Bryan 
and his family have 
acclimated to American 
life while their asylum 
request remained unset-
tled.
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Members of the Thomas
Jefferson High School

boys soccer team joked
around before the final game
of the Governor’s Cup Elite
soccer tournament in
Georgetown, Texas, in Janu
ary 2018. Known locally as
“TJ,” the high school is in one
of Dallas’ wealthiest, whitest
neighborhoods, yet 95% of its
students are Hispanic and at
least 76% percent are eco
nomically disadvantaged,
according to Dallas ISD.
While the school district does
not keep records on immigra
tion status, teachers and stu
dents at TJ estimate 60% to
70% of the students were not
born on U.S. soil. Sergio Mén
dez Mejía (clockwise from
top left), Bryan Gámez, César
Escobar and Fernando Nuñez
all immigrated from Central
America in 2014 or 2015. Hugo
Avina (bottom) was brought
to the U.S. from Mexico when
he was 9 months old and has
resident status.

César Escobar celebrated a goal in the first game of the tournament in Georgetown. “It
was like a dream, you know,” said César, who was named the team’s coMVP this year, “a

dream to be in the United States and won a trophy of your whole school — you know, some
guy that didn’t speak English.” César left Honduras to escape gang violence in 2015 and ar
rived in the U.S. as an unaccompanied minor. He was detained at the border for two weeks
and was released to live with his mother and stepfather in Dallas.

The time we have here

During an endofseason party at
coach Mark Wolveck’s house,

players prayed over Danny Leon, an
avid supporter of the soccer team who
had been diagnosed with cancer.
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Families of Thomas Jefferson High School students attended the school’s gradua
tion ceremony in May 2018 and stood during the national anthem. Few parents

attended the boys’ soccer games during the school year, however, because of long
work hours and the fear of deportation. “They have other priorities,” said team captain
Juan Romano, “and we just have to deal with it.”

Bryan Gámez’s mother, Lilian, cried as she discussed her
deportation order in April 2018 at her apartment in Dallas.

She immigrated from El Salvador with her two sons to protect
them from gang recruitment and applied for asylum in the U.S.
after crossing the border in 2014. After four years of court dates
and appeals, her request was denied and she was given one
month to selfdeport.

César Escobar answered questions about the American
government during a mock naturalization test in his U.S.

government class in December 2018.

Bryan Gámez discussed the uncertainty of his immigration status in November
2018 as he sat at the kitchen table in the home his family was renting in southern

Dallas County. “I know there’s other immigrants, but I also know there’s many laws
that don’t allow me to be here,” Bryan said. “I have to live every day like it was my last
one in the United States.” 

Photo story by 
JEFFREY McWHORTER
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“It’s always there — the idea that life could just change tomorrow without you doing anything to cause it. 

It’s always there, but you just do your best to try to not think about it

and do your best with the time you do have here.”

Willie Ruiz, an inclusion ESL teacher at Thomas Jefferson High School

Bryan Gámez played with the family dog as his mother, Lilian, mopped the floor of the trailer home they moved into in June 2018. After Lilian’s asylum request was denied, the
family tried to rent another apartment in their northwest Dallas neighborhood but lost $2,000 in a scam. Looking for the cheapest option, they moved to a small community

of mobile homes south of Dallas.

Bryan picked up his girlfriend, Sophie Rojas, to attend prom together
in Addison in April 2018. He paid $120 to buy her a dress for the

dance. The two were only on the dance floor for a few songs because
Bryan doesn't like to dance and Sophie had to make a strict 11 p.m.
curfew.

Some of the team members held jobs to help take the load off their
families. Bryan (above) worked in the kitchen of a Japanese ramen

restaurant. Team captain Juan Romano said: “We work hard to help our
parents out and just to take another problem off their shoulder. We’re
here at TJ to learn and stuff like that, but after school, that’s when the
real work for us begins.” 

César Escobar hugged Bryan (back to camera), his teammate and
best friend, after Bryan’s graduation ceremony. Bryan’s mother

smiled as she took a photo during his graduation ceremony. “The only
motive for coming to the United States was to save the lives of our
sons,” Lilian said. “Not to get rich, like everyone would imagine. Simply
to save the lives of our sons.”

Bryan wrote on the field house window while waiting out a rain delay
before a game in February 2018. “It’s hard for me to just think that,

after four years of being in the United States, having dreams of staying
here, enjoying your life, doing something good for your family, thinking
about a future with the people that you love, one day you can just give
up on it and then go back from where you started,” he said.

PHOTO STORY
By JEFFREY McWHORTER

ONLINE: The story continues with a 10minute minidocumentary film and more photographs. Hear the boys tell their stories and read a

Spanishlanguage version of the project that includes a 30minute podcast. dallasnews.com/thomasjeffersonsoccer
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ABOUT THIS PROJECT
Jeffrey McWhorter has worked for The
Dallas Morning News as a freelance photo
journalist since 2012. A Dallas native and
resident of northwest Dallas, he met a
group of immigrants at nearby Thomas
Jefferson High School while doing outreach
to student athletes in spring 2017 through
his church, The Village ChurchDallas
Northway. The church is next to the school
on Walnut Hill Lane between Midway Road
and Marsh Lane.

When McWhorter proposed to the soccer
players that he interview and photograph
them for a story on their lives beyond the
soccer field, Dallas ISD and the school re
quired him to get signed releases from the
kids’ parents. Over the next year and a half,
McWhorter spent countless hours docu
menting the journeys of two key students,
César Escobar and Bryan Gámez, and their
families and friends. He viewed their im
migration documents and letters received
from the government, verifying their stories.

Each person shown in a photo agreed to be
photographed, identified and have his or
her immigration status described. In English
and through Spanish translators, they
agreed to allow their stories to appear in
print and online, including in The Dallas
Morning News and Al Dia, The News’ Span
ishlanguage publication.

The resulting project, “The Time We Have
Here” — first published on McWhorter’s
website and social media — has been
shown in classes at Thomas Jefferson High
School in discussions of journalism, im
migration and current events. Many of the
students in the photos have shared their
images widely.

Earlier this year, “The Time We Have Here”
was recognized as one of four finalists for
the Community Awareness Award in the
University of Missouri’s prestigious Pictures
of the Year competition.

You can see more of McWhorter’s work at
jeffreymcwhorter.com and on Instagram at
@jmcwhorter11. He can be reached at
jmcwhorter11@gmail.com.

Bryan Gámez’s mother, Lilian, grabbed her son’s belt at the Thomas
Jefferson High School graduation ceremony at Loos Field House in

Addison on May 29. Since graduating a year earlier, Bryan has picked up
contract labor with his father and brother. He also takes care of his fami
ly’s home and drives his mother to and from her two jobs.

César Escobar waited with classmates in the hallway of Loos Field
House before his graduation ceremony in May. He said he was

thinking about his family back in Honduras in this moment.

As his mother, Rosa, looked on, César Escobar was lifted off the floor by fellow senior Kendrick Murphy after he signed a letter of intent May 14 to
play soccer at Austin College next year. Though César received some athletic scholarship money from Austin College and $2,500 from the

Thomas Jefferson High School Alumni Association, he will have to take out student loans to cover the remaining costs.

Mark Wolveck, head soccer coach at Thomas Jefferson, explained basic principles of borrowing
money to César as the two looked up information about student loans on the seniors’ last day

of classes on May 17. “I’m stressed,” César said. Because neither César nor his mother is an American
citizen, a classmate’s mother has agreed to cosign for César’s loans.

Bryan drove César
home after they

played video games
and watched telenove
las at Bryan’s house on
May 23, a few days
before César’s gradua
tion. Bryan, who grad
uated a year before
many of his close
friends and did not go
to college, expressed a
sense of detachment.
“It’s just different now,
you know,” he said.
“Sometimes I feel like
I’m in a dark hole, and I
can’t see any light.”

EPILOGUE
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