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DEL RIO — From atop the Del Río-Ciudad Acuña Interna-
tional Bridge that stretched above themakeshift migrant
camp on the U.S. side of the border, the cries of children

rose from below and the loud thunder of a government helicop-
ter boomed overhead. Families shielded themselves from the
hot sun under tents constructed from the carrizo cane that was
growing along the river.

The arrival of some 16,000 Haitian migrants to this border
town grabbed the nation’s attentionmid-September 2021. There
were images of border agents on horseback rounding up Hai-
tians, a local disaster declaration and stories of pregnantwomen
with little to eat and drink.

WhatAmericans sawas thebeginningof a crisiswas theendof
a long journey formanyHaitianmigrantswhocrossedSouthand
Central America to be there.

Thousandswereushered into the country andmade it to cities

like Houston, Miami and Boston.
Others were not so lucky.
Since mid-September, according to the International Organi-

zation for Migration, the Biden administration has flown nearly
13,000 men, women and children back to Haiti, the poorest
country in the Western Hemisphere.

But what happened in Del Rio was the bubbling up of one of
the most surprising immigration stories of the decade — a story
that traverses unexpected parts of the Americas: the Chilean
capital of Santiago, Brazilian stadiums and a place where the
Pan-American highway gives way to roadless jungle.

CHAPTER 1
NECOCLÍ, Colombia — Four dozen Haitian men and women

strap their wide-eyed children into black-and-yellow life vests

HOUSTON CHRONICLE SPECIAL REPORT

HAITIANODYSSEY

About 90 migrants leave the Las Tecas camp in Acandí, Colombia, to enter the jungle of the Darién Gap, the only way to reach North America by land, on Nov. 6.

The arrival of thousands of migrants at Del Rio last year was the end
of a long, perilous journey through South and Central America

By Elizabeth Trovall STAFF WRITER

Photography by Marie D. De Jesús STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

FIRST OF A
THREE-PART SERIES

TODAY
The perilous journey through the

Darién Gap.

WEDNESDAY
Why did Haitians end up in

Brazil and Chile?

NEXT SUNDAY
Despair a final destination

for some Haitians.

To read the complete series, visit
houstonchronicle.com/haitian-odyssey Darién Gap continues on A14

In the beginning there
was the Republic of Texas.

The wild new country
lured ambitious men like
W.R. Baker of New York.
Still a teenager when he ar-
rived in Houston, he rose
from shopkeeper to run a
railroad company, later
serving as county clerk,
state senator and mayor.

He also acquired land in
the new city at the soggy
confluence of bayous, and
by the 1850s Baker had
mapped out a neighbor-
hood bearing his name
northwest of downtown in
what would become First
Ward.

Decades passed before
the city of Houston’s sur-
veyors begandrawing lines
across the neighborhood
to mark the official street

grid. Few would have no-
ticed the bureaucrats occa-
sionally took shortcuts,
creating small errors of ge-
ometry. As far back as the
early 1900s, insurance
maps of Baker’s subdivi-
sion — now at the Inter-
states 45 and 10 spaghetti
overseen by the Mount
Rush Hour statues —
showed themeasurements
diverged 10 or more feet

City’s sloppymapping begets
suits, distress in FirstWard
By Eric Dexheimer
AUSTIN BUREAU

First Ward continues on A21

MARIUPOL, Ukraine —
Russian forcespounded the
Ukrainian port city of Mari-
upol on Saturday, shelling
its downtown as residents
hid inan iconicmosqueand
elsewhere to avoid the ex-
plosions. Fighting also
ragedon theoutskirts of the
capital, Kyiv, as Russia kept

up its bombardment of oth-
er cities throughout the
country.

Mariupol has endured
some of Ukraine’s worst
punishment sinceRussia in-
vaded. Unceasing barrages
have thwarted repeated at-
tempts to bring food, water

and medicine into the city
of 430,000 and to evacuate
its trapped civilians. More
than1,500peoplehavedied
in Mariupol during the
siege, according to themay-
or’s office, and the shelling
haseven interruptedefforts
to bury the dead in mass
graves.

Talks aimedat reaching a
cease-fireagain failedSatur-
day, and while the U.S. an-

Russia strikes near Kyiv,
tightens siege of port city
By Mstyslav Chernov
and Yuras Karmanau
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Ukraine continues on A12

• Ukrainian exchange stu-
dent finds support in her
Texas host family. Page A3

Help us change lives every day.
We need you.
Visit TexasChildrens.org/Ambassadors
to become an Ambassador today.
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HAITIAN ODYSSEY

underneath a large white tent in
this beach town on the north-
west coast of Colombia on a
cloudy November morning.
They wear their Brazilian and
Haitian passports covered in
plastic around their necks — a
badge of the lives they leave be-
hind.

It took thousands of miles on
numerous buses to get here, yet
the toughest part of the journey
is ahead of them.

Babies are crying, but the
mood is lively. The warm Carib-
bean winds that gust through
town are familiar. A vendor of-
fers popcorn and fried plantains
for the road. Men carrying small
tents and large plastic water jugs
chat energetically inHaitian Cre-
ole as they wait to board. Back-
packs and thick plastic trash
bags hold the essentials — and
the last treasures of their former
lives.

They line up to board the Per-
la II, a boat that will take them
across theGulf ofUrabá tooneof
the most secluded and danger-
ous stretches of Latin America.
They’ve already dealt with price
gouging, extortion from officials
and blatant discrimination — but
they haven’t seen the corpses
yet.

Thousands of Haitians lined
the beaches of this seaside town
tomake the trek through the Da-
riénGap.They are the same fam-
ilies who were met with chaos
and squalor under the Del Río-
Ciudad Acuña International
Bridge in fall 2021.

What drove Haitians from
South America toward the Tex-
as-Mexico border is part of a
cross-continental migration sto-
ry that started more than a de-
cade ago with the 2010 earth-
quake in Haiti. Seismic econom-
ic and political forces have
moved Haitians to South Amer-
ican slums, to the Houston sub-
urbs and even back to Haiti.

And nearly all made the jour-
ney through the Darién Gap —
the only way to reach North
America by land.

Perilous path
TheDariénGap is amountain-

ous and heavily forested stretch
of land, connective tissue that
joins northern Colombia (South
America) and southern Panama
(Central America). It is literally a
66-mile gap in the 19,000-mile
Pan-American Highway, which
runs fromsouthernSouthAmer-
ica into the United States. Logis-
tical difficulties, environmental
concerns and a desire to keep
foot-and-mouth disease out of
North America kept the gap
from being filled in over the de-
cades.

Along the Darién Gap, there
are no roads or hospitals or elec-
tricity.

There are armed groups, ven-
omous animals, flash flooding,
disease and death.

But for many, a chance at life
in the U.S. was worth it.

In 2021 alone, some 83,000
Haitians hiked this difficult,
beautiful terrain. Dozens did not

make it out alive. TheMissingMi-
grants Project confirmed at least
52 people have died in the Da-
rién Gap since January 2021,
though they say their figures
“represent only the barest of
minimums in this area.”

Necoclí
Necoclí, Colombia, is a com-

mon stopping point before ven-
turing through the Darién Gap.

With paved roads, ATM ma-
chines and cellphone service,
Necoclí is a place to soak inmod-
ern-day comfort and stock up on
supplies before migrants face
days without electricity or
plumbing. Necocli’s vendors
push their carts selling ponchos,
headlamps and knockoff Crocs
to migrants.

Normally, it is a low-key beach
town for Colombians. Not unlike
Del Rio last fall, it became an un-
expectedhot spot forHaitianmi-
gration.

From Necoclí, the migrants
take boats across the Gulf of Ura-
bá to Acandí. Motorcycles and
horses transport people on the
dirt roads that crisscross this ti-
ny, predominantly Afro-Colom-
bian town.Thosewhocancough
up the cash hitch a ride on
horse-drawn wooden carts up
the muddy hills to Las Tecas
camp, where migrants sleep be-
fore they begin the roadless trek
through the Darién Gap.

At Las Tecas, migrants pitch
tents in a large clearing, just be-
fore the land becomesmore rug-
ged and a thick forest takes
shape.

Under black and green tarps
held up by wooden posts, locals
from Colombia’s Chocó depart-
ment surround the camp in
makeshift storefronts to sell
food, water, alcohol and even
WiFi to the night’s guests.

On a cool night in November,
many Haitians, Syrians and Ven-
ezuelanshave setup tentsbefore
they venture into the forest.
They mostly stick together by
nationality and common lan-
guage.

The Venezuelans tend to be
young men traveling alone,
while the Haitian cohort are
more likely to arrive in families.
Haitian mothers sit cross-legged
inside their camping tents, tend-
ing to their small children. The
men stand outside, protectively,
and talk.

No protection
Jean Jeanbaptiste arrives at

the camp late with his wife and
son. Tall and full of energy, Jean-
baptiste explains how he got to
Las Tecas camp — and why he’s
willing to riskhis life tomake it to
the United States.

Originally from Haiti, Jean-
baptiste arrived here after living
for eight years in Curitiba, a city
in southern Brazil.

“(Haiti) isn’t safe,” Jeanbap-
tiste says in Spanish, one of sev-
eral languages he speaks. “The
governmentwasn’t goodwith us
poor Haitians, and it’s even
worse today.”

He moved to Brazil to escape
the instability and insecurity in
Haiti, which grewmore acute af-
ter the assassination of Haitian
president JovenelMoïse last July.

The country also has dealt with
an uptick in kidnappings and
gang violence.

“Nobody is protecting us
there (in Haiti),” he says. “A
chicken has more value than we
do.”

He found safety when he im-
migrated to Brazil, which many
Haitians did in the 2010s. There
he said heworked at an Outback
Steakhouse — and though life
wasn’t bad, he found it difficult
to get ahead living off the mini-
mum wage of about $200 per
month. He managed to save up

for this journey with the tips he
got.

Smiling comes easy to Jean-
baptiste, even as he describes
his current predicament: being
broke midway through the jour-
ney. He’s spent his last $300 to
pay for a guide to take him to the
Panamanian border. The jour-
ney has been pricey so far —
around $3,000 for the three of
them.

“The police is what’s killing
us, taking a lot of ourmoney,” he
says. When they’ve taken buses,
officials will come aboard and

threaten to turn them back to
the city they came from if they
don’t pay up.

He traveled from Brazil
through Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador
and Colombia to get here.

Now he’s worried if the mon-
ey he paid will really get him to
the Panamanian border. There’s
no money-back guarantee if he
doesn’t make it.

He’sheaded to theU.S.,where
he has family in Massachusetts.
He’s heard about people getting
sent back to Haiti at the border
and is worried he could be sent
away, too.

“I can’t say (the U.S. is) aban-
doning us. They’re helping us
because sometimes we cross
and they let us in, no big deal,
but sometimes they also deport
us,” he says.

He admits he doesn’t know
many specifics about the jour-
ney ahead of him. He’s taking it
step by step — he knows tomor-
row they have to climb a hill to
eventually reach Panama — but
from there he isn’t sure.

A local guide standing nearby,
Andres Aristizabal Meza, pulls
out his phone to show him
photos and text messages from
the other Haitians he’s shep-
herded into Panama’s southern
border with Colombia.

The guide reassures Jeanbap-
tiste and reminds him that at
dawn the group will depart and
the most difficult leg of the jour-
ney begins.

Runway to America
Panama’s official migration

statistics indicate that in 2021,
some83,000Haitians andanad-
ditional 18,000 children of Hai-
tians born in Brazil and Chile
were detected at Panama’s
southern border with Colombia.
Migration experts use this num-
ber as a proxy for howmanymi-
grants are headed to the United
States, though not all make it
there.

The some 100,000 making
this journey in 2021 are nearly
three times the number of peo-
ple that made the same odyssey
during the entire previous de-
cade.

It’s not just Haitians. Panama-
nian border authorities have a
long list of nationalities they’ve
seen crossing into their forested
southern border on their way to
the United States — some have
traveled shockingly far from
home countries like Bangladesh
and Uzbekistan.

A small but increasing num-
ber of Africans have been cross-
ing through this region as well,
according to the Migration Poli-
cy Institute.

“We’re talking about more
than 10 nationalities that pass
through here, Haitians in the
largest volume,” Acandí’s for-
mer mayor, Lilia Córdoba, said
in Spanish. Córdoba handles lo-
cal migrant issues for the area.

In Las Tecas camp, a boister-
ous group of Venezuelans —
mostly slender men in their 20s
— talk about why they left home.

They joke that the only reason
to go to Venezuela is to lose
weight. Hyperinflation and food
shortages have led to roughly a

“Nobody is protecting us there (in Haiti). A chicken has more value than we do.”
Jean Jeanbaptiste, Haitian migrant

A child gets zipped up in a life preserver before boarding a boat from Necoclí to Acandí in Colombia as migrants start their journey to the Darién Gap on Nov. 4.
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from South America to Central America. One common
migratory route through the gap starts by boat through
the Gulf of Urabá to Acandí.

DARIÉN GAP
From page A1

Darién Gap continues on A15

Source: Servicio Nacional de Migración de Panamá Kirkland An / Staff

Irregular transit of foreigners across the Panama-Colombia border
in 2021, top 5 countries of origin

Jan. April July Oct.
0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16

Haiti Cuba Chile* Brazil* Venezuela

*Chile and Brazil numbers represent children of Haitian citizens whose birth records correspond to
these countries.

x1,000

Irregular transit of Haitians across the Panama-Colombia border,
2011-2021

Source: Servicio Nacional de Migración de Panamá Kirkland An / Staff

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
0

10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80 x1,000

82,952
2021

16,742
2016 10,490

2019



MEET THE TEAM
Elizabeth
Trovall is the
immigration
reporter at the
Houston
Chronicle, where
she’s covered

the evacuation and
resettlement of Afghans after
the Taliban takeover of
Afghanistan and the arrival of
thousands of Haitian migrants
at the U.S.-Mexico border.
Trovall previously covered
immigration for the NPR
affiliate in Houston, Houston
Public Media. Her reporting has
aired nationally on public radio
programs including “Morning
Edition,” “All Things
Considered,” “Marketplace,”
“The World” and “Here and
Now.” Trovall landed her first
reporting job in Santiago, Chile,
where she lived for four years
and covered business, travel
and culture. Reach her at
elizabeth.trovall@chron.com or
on Twitter @elizTrovall.

Marie D. De
Jesús is an
award-winning,
staff
photojournalist
at the Houston
Chronicle and

the first Latina president of
NPPA. She was a finalist for the
Pulitzer Prize in the team
category of Public Service and is
a winner of the staff award for
public service from the Scripps
Howard Foundation. Her works
tell the stories of
underrepresented communities,
including migrants and
refugees, and focuses on
subjects such as education and
other societal issues. De Jesús
was born and raised in Puerto
Rico and is a proud member of
her family of three consisting of
her partner Myr Olivares and
their dog Kodak.

third of the country being food
insecure.

They are bracing themselves
for the journey ahead, equipped
with few personal belongings.

One young man, Daniel Alex-
ander Olivero Coronel, explains
how his father was killed in Ven-
ezuela and his mother didn’t
take care of him, so he left the
country onhis ownwhenhewas
17 — roughly five years ago.

“To save your life, you have to
immigrate,” he says in Spanish.

Since then, he’s been adrift in
South America, moving from
city to city to find a place where
he could make a living and an-
chor himself.

He’s traveling without any
money or help from his family,
finding odd jobs here and there,
or asking for charity.

He writes songs. But his note-
book with his lyrics was de-
stroyed in a downpour. He
hopes he can start writing again
when he finds a home.

“We’re fighting for a good fu-
ture, to have something better,”
he says.

On the other side of camp,
two Syrians stand near a make-
shift bar run by locals, where
reggaeton and a blend of pop
and old classic songs in Spanish
blare throughout the camp.

As a kid, Ashraf Al Kontar left
Syria to live with his dad, who
worked in Venezuela. On top of
the economic and political crisis
in Venezuela, he wasn’t able to
secure permanent immigration
documents there. He decided to
leave and go to Philadelphia to
reunite with family there.

“(TheU.S.) is the only country
that’s going to give the freedom
that one needs, the freedom to
work, to live, to enjoy what
you’re doing,” he says.

Life begins and ends
The journey is arduous;

guides explain that travelers
must repeatedly cross and re-
crosswaterways along the route.

Lilia Córdoba knows the sto-
ries from her months working
with Haitian migrants.

“In the audio messages, they
tell me there are a lot of dead

people on the path,” says Córdo-
ba.

She remembers one woman
who was traveling alone with
her two daughters, around ages
3 and5,who insistedon continu-
ing her journey through the Da-
rién Gap.

“I told thewoman that itwon’t
go well for her because she
doesn’t have someone to help
her to take the two girls,” Córdo-
ba says.

She asked some of the other
people traveling with the moth-
er to help out. Concerned about
the family, she followed up with
someone else traveling in the
same group.

The girls’ mother had died
along the path, Córdoba was
told.

“And these girls?” says Córdo-
ba. “Nobody is going to claim
them.”

On her phone, she pulls up an
audio message from a Haitian
manwhorecounts crossing a riv-
er in Panama. He said he saw
two people die while trying to
cross, washed away by the river,
including a pregnant woman.

Doctors Without Borders,
which provides medical and
mental health consults for peo-
ple passing through the Darién
Gap, said migrants reported 328
incidents of sexual violence and
86 cases of other types of vio-
lence from April 2021 through
December. Half of sexual vio-
lence survivors were Haitian.

In their consults, migrants
have presented with respiratory
infections, skin and gastrointes-
tinal issues and physical injuries
from falling. Mental health pa-
tients have been treated after
witnessing and experiencing vi-
olence from armed groups and
seeing dead bodies.

But the forest also can be a
place for small miracles.

Andres Aristizabal Meza — a
Colombian guide who leads mi-
grants to the Panamanian bor-
der — says he enjoys this work
because he’s helping others. He
beams as he reveals a photo of a
woman lying on the ground in a
tent — she had just given birth.

With the help of a Colombian
woman managing one of the
makeshift shops at the remote
camp, without access to a doc-
tor, hospital or painmedication,

the Haitian woman gave birth to
a baby girl.

“Luckily everything worked
out, but it was scary,” says Aristi-
zabal Meza. “It was crazy; it was
beautiful.”

Into the heart of the gap
Before the sun rises at the

camp, small children start to cry
inside the tents, their voices cut-
ting through the soft chirping of
the frogs and insects. Pans clink
over crackling fires as migrants
prepare breakfast ahead of the
tiresome journey.

The light begins to illuminate
the panorama visible from the
camp — dewy, bright green
grass, a melange of lush trees
and the shaded curves of forest-
ed hills in the distance. A tourist
might call it paradise.

Birds sing with gusto and peo-
ple start taking down their tents
andbegin topack.Theychat and
joke in Haitian Creole and Span-

ish.
Those with the cash pay a

“mochilero” or backpacker to
carry their bags for them
through the jungle. As the jour-
ney continues, these bags get
lighter and lighter as people
shed their heavy belongings to
lighten the load as they make
their way up and down hills and
wade through rivers.

On the other side
If Jean Sony Eugene had

known the journeywouldbe this
dangerous, he never would have
sold off his belongings in Chile
and risked the lives of his wife
and unborn daughter to come to
the United States.

He still finds it difficult to talk
aboutwhat he saw in the forest —
the murders, robberies, crying
… the families forced to leave
loved ones behind and forge
ahead.

“I sawa lot of grotesque things
in this place,” he says in Spanish.

The 32-year-old from Port-au-
Prince recalls stepping over
corpses in the forest on the jour-
ney.

“Haitians, Cubans, Venezue-
lans … I saw a lot of dead people
on that route,” Eugene says.
“Each person who goes through
this path and makes it here is a
hero.”

He and his wife ended up in
Del Rio with the thousands of
other Haitians who gathered
there in the late summer and
early fall of 2021.

They had crossed South and

Central America to get there —
abandoning the life they built in
Chile — yet they had no idea that
afterward, the United States still
might not let his family in at all.

elizabeth.trovall@chron.com

“I saw a lot of dead people on that route. Each person who goes through this path and makes it here is a hero.”
Jean Sony Eugene, Haitian migrant

Migrants fortunate enough can pay for a carriage ride in Acandí to Las Tecas camp before heading into the Darién Gap. About 90 migrants stayed overnight Nov. 5.

Dozens of tents serve as makeshift rooms for hundreds of migrants at Terraza
Fandango shelter on Nov. 19 in Ciudad Acuña, Mexico, across from Del Rio.

Migrants walk about four hours from the coast of Acandí to Las Tecas camp on
Nov. 5 in Colombia. The following day, they will start a trek to Panama.

DARIÉN GAP
From page A14

ABOUT THIS SERIES
When thousands of mostly
Haitian migrants showed up at
the Texas-Mexico border, it was
a shock to most in the U.S. But
the humanitarian crisis under an
international bridge was part of
a much larger story. The scene
was the culmination of more
than a decade of Haitian
migration across the Americas
after the 2010 earthquake, a
journey the Chronicle traces in
this series.

Migrants cross the Río Muerto on Nov. 6 as they enter the
Darién Gap jungle. Numerous travelers do not make it out.
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It started with a rumble. One of the
deadliest natural disasters on record,
it was the seismic event that left 1.5

million Haitians homeless.
Jean Sony Eugene and a buddy were

hanging out at his girlfriend’s house in
Port-au-Prince when the 7.0 magnitude
earthquake hit. It was just a month be-
fore hewas going to turn 20, Jan. 12, 2010.

His girlfriend’shomewas relativelyun-
scathed, and he remembers rushing to
his family’s house.

Everyone inside died under the rub-
ble. (His mother wasn’t home and was
spared.)

“The house where I lived was com-

pletely destroyed,”Eugene said. “If it had
been me in my house, I could have lost
my life.”

He remembers corpses being pulled
out from under collapsed houses around
him. He felt weak assessing the damage.
His cousin was among the victims.

The United Nations estimates some
220,000 people died.

Eugene and his mom didn’t have a
place to live. They gathered tents and
sheets to create shelter on the ground ina
clearing. Eugene lived in the makeshift
tent city for two years.

Like Eugene, Haiti is still recovering

HOUSTON CHRONICLE SPECIAL REPORT

UPROOTED,AGAIN

Jean Sony Eugene and his wife, Naomise Merone, coo over their 3-month-old daughter, Neissa, who was born in Houston.

After deadly 2010 quake, Haitians sought opportunity in Brazil, Chile

SECOND OF A
THREE-PART SERIES

SUNDAY
The perilous journey through the

Darién Gap.

TODAY
Why did Haitians end up in Brazil

and Chile?

NEXT SUNDAY, MARCH 20
Despair a final destination for

some Haitians.

To read the complete series,
visit houstonchronicle.com/

haitian-odyssey

By Elizabeth Trovall STAFF WRITER

Photography by Marie D. De Jesús STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

Migration continues on A12

Mark Vande Hei broke a NASA
record for the longest single space-
flight on Tuesday, surpassing Scott
Kelly’s 340 consecutive days in
space.

The milestone came amid ten-
sions that weren’t anticipated
whenVandeHei reached the Inter-
national Space Station on April 9,
2021. Russia has since invaded
Ukraine, disrupting some space
missions andprompting questions
about space station operations,
andNASA’sprevious recordholder
has adamantly denounced the

country’s actions on Twitter. At
one point, Kelly and the head of
Russia’s space agency were in-
volved in an escalating back-and-
forth on Twitter.

Still, NASA continues to empha-
size its long history of cooperation
in space.And it confirmedMonday
that Vande Hei will return to Earth
on March 30 in a Russian Soyuz
capsule — as planned prior to the
Russia-Ukraine war.

“I can tell you, for sure, Mark is
coming home on that Soyuz,” Joel
Montalbano, NASA’s International
Space Station program manager,
said during a news conference.

NASA astronaut breaks
record for spaceflight

Kayla Barron / Associated Press

Mark Vande Hei has broken the NASA record for the longest
spaceflight, previously held by Scott Kelly.

By Andrea Leinfelder
STAFF WRITER

Astronaut continues on A10

An increasing number of Hous-
ton employers say they’ve been
“ghosted” by potential hires, the
latest sign of a market in which
job seekers have the upper hand.

About 40 percent of local em-
ployers said they’ve had more
candidates unexpectedly cease
communications with them than
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic,
according to a recent report from
Robert Half, a hiring consultancy
firm based in Menlo Park, Calif.
About half of the workers in the
report said they stopped commu-
nicatingwithpotential employers
because they received another
job offer, or because remotework
options weren’t available.

Patrick Jankowski, senior vice
president of researchat theGreat-
er Houston Partnership, said it’s
an indication of a job market in
which employees have more op-
tions and bargaining power.

Employers
saymore
job seekers
‘ghosting’
By Robert Downen
STAFF WRITER

Ghosting continues on A10

KYIV, Ukraine — The White
House announced Tuesday that
President Joe Biden will travel to
Europe next week to meet with
leaders there about the war in
Ukraine, while the prime minis-
ters of Poland, Slovenia and the
Czech Republic met Tuesday in
Kyiv with Ukrainian President Vo-
lodymyr Zelenskyy in a show of
support as the Russian military
edged closer to the center of the
city.

Zelenskyy’s government said it
saw possible room for compro-
mise in talks with Russia even as
Moscow’s forces stepped up their
bombardment of Kyiv and an esti-
mated 20,000 civilians fled the
desperately encircled port city of
Mariupol by way of a humanitari-
an corridor.

The fast-moving developments
on the diplomatic front and on the
ground came on the 20th day of
Russia’s invasion,as thenumberof
Ukrainians fleeing the country
amid Europe’s heaviest fighting
since World War II eclipsed 3 mil-
lion.

A top Ukrainian negotiator,
presidential adviser Mykhailo Po-
dolyak, described the latest round
of talks with the Russians, held via
videoconference, as “verydifficult
and viscous” and said there were
“fundamental contradictions” be-
tween the two sides. But he added
that “there is certainly

Biden
heading
to Europe
for talks
Meeting set as Kyiv
shelling intensifies,
talks show bit of hope

By Andrea Rosa
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Ukraine continues on A6
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HAITIAN ODYSSEY

from those seismic wounds
12 years ago. The disaster,
which exacerbated the
country’s political instabil-
ity and poverty, has pro-
voked waves of Haitian mi-
gration across the region.

Scores of Haitians, like
Eugene, looked to the
Americas for new opportu-
nities. Two South Ameri-
can countries drew in de-
termined Haitians over the
next decade.

Building stadiums
Ahead of hosting two

major international sport-
ing events, Brazil put Hai-
tian migrants in the coun-
try to work in the early
2010s. These immigrant
workers helped build new
stadiums for the 2014
World Cup and the 2016
Olympics. Brazil reaped
the benefits of affordable
immigrant labor.

But those jobs dried up
after those sporting events
were over and unemploy-
ment in Brazil doubled in
the latter half of the 2010s.

While Haiti was still reel-
ing from the earthquake,
another migration pattern
emerged —Haitians (in Bra-
zil andHaiti) began tomove
to a second South Ameri-
can country known for its
strong economy, Chile.

In contrast to Haiti, the
poorest country in the
Americas, Chile in the
2010s had a growing inter-
national reputation for its
vibrant economy in South
America, attracting entre-
preneurs, study-abroad
students and foreign direct
investment.

“Chile has been portray-
ing this imageof being a sta-
ble economicandalso a sta-
ble political country,” said
Marcia Vera Espinoza, an
immigration researcher at
Queen Margaret University
in Edinburgh.

Vera Espinoza said
“news travels fast” among
migrants, and Chile — an
isolated country wedged
between the Andes moun-
tains and thousands of
miles of coastline—became
an immigrant destination.

Eugene had read about
Chile in school, but he
hadn’t considered it as a
place to live.

But in 2013, hismomwas
murdered while working at
a small butcher shop. She
had financially supported
Eugene, who grew desper-
ate after her death.

His cousin in Santiago
knew how to help – he per-
suaded Eugene to join him
in Chile.

Eugene didn’t speak
much Spanish at the time,
but he was running out of
options. In 2015, his cousin
bought his plane ticket and
even welcomed him at the
airport.

Even though he brought
a coat, prepared for the
cold Chilean winter, it still
took Eugene off guard
when he stepped out of the
airport.

“The cold said to me,
‘welcome.’ It hit me in the
stomach, and that’s when I
realized that I’m not in my
country anymore,” he said.

Chile was still relatively
open to newcomers at the
time.Espinoza saidChilean
business owners told her in
2015 they needed immi-
grants to fill jobs.

The country had fewer
visa restrictions. Haitians
who could afford a flight
were eligible for an auto-
matic tourist visa upon en-
try. Then, once they were
in Chile, laws allowed them
to apply for an employ-
ment-based visa, if they
found work.

Haitians trickled into the
country in the first half of
2010 this way — but after
2015, something changed.

From 2014 to 2019, the
immigrant population
grew rapidly from 410,000

to 1.5 million — in a country
with just 19 million resi-
dents. Most of that growth
was fromHaitians and Ven-
ezuelans.

Haitian newcomers
started having children in
the country, and an Afro-

Chilean population
emerged for the first time.
The cultural and racial
identity of Chilewas chang-
ing in real time.

Open arms, then closed
Some Chileans em-

braced this evolution—oth-
ers did not. The arrival of
many low-income, Black
and brown newcomers,
some who spoke only Hai-
tian Creole, was a shock to
some Chileans. Many view
themselves as whiter than
other Latin American
countries, according to a
survey by the country’s Na-
tional Human Rights Insti-
tution.

Haitian-Chilean educa-
tor Carl Abilhomme has
carefully observed the in-
flux of Haitian migrants to
Chile sincehe arrived in the
country 15 years ago and
how it’s been a catalyst for
more overt anti-Black, anti-
immigrant discrimination.

“When I first got here,
people accepted me with
open arms,” he said in
Spanish.

When Abilhomme first
arrived in the 2000s, he re-
members feeling like a ce-
lebrity. People asked to
take photos with him and
sometimes would even ask
to touch his skin because
they hadnever seen aBlack
person before.

“It was a tremendous ex-
perience for me,” Abil-
homme said.

But he said he noticed a
distinct change in how he
and other Haitians were
treated during the latter
part of the 2010s. The sud-
den increase in Haitian mi-
gration sparkedmore vocal
and overt xenophobia, rac-
ism and classism.

At a Chilean presidential
debate in 2017, conserva-
tive candidate Sebastián
Piñera promised voters to
“open the doors to those
who are good for Chile”
and warned, “We are going
to close the doors to those
who come to hurt, those
who come to bring crime,

drug trafficking, organized
crime.”

Piñera won the election,
and it didn’t take long after
he took office in 2018 for
him to impose new migra-
tion limitations that target-
ed poor immigrants from
Haiti and Venezuela, who
were arriving in historic
numbers.

Haitians were no longer
allowed to arrive in Chile
without visas — and were
deniedmost visa requests –
drastically limiting the ar-
rival ofHaitiannewcomers.
Another temporary visa,
often used by Haitians, was
eliminated.

For the many Haitians
with expired visas, the gov-
ernment did try to offer
amnesty — but it soon be-
came a major frustration
for Haitians. The program
required documents, such
as a background check,
which were virtually im-
possible to get from the
Haitian government in a
timely manner.

“I decided to abandon
Chile because of the docu-
mentation issue,” Domin-
gue Paul said in Spanish.
“They (Chile) don’t want to
legalize (us).”

Many Haitian migrants
like Paul have said that if it
hadn’t been so hard to get a
work visa, they would have
stayed in Chile instead of
making the cross-country
trek to the United States.

“It’s very hard to get a
good job,” said Paul, who
worked at a warehouse in
the Chilean capital of Santi-
ago that would transport
cellphones, laptops and
clothing throughout the
country. He can name all
the Chilean cities they
would ship to, even though
he’s never been to any of
them.

He was working with an
expired visa and ID and
tried for more than a year
to get that paperwork from
Haiti so he could stay, but
Haiti’s government isn’t cut
out for that.

“Inmy country, they still
live in the 1950s,” he said,
chuckling.

Then the pandemic hit –
jobs were drying up, espe-
cially for informal work.
More restaurants and
stores closed their doors.
Homicide rates spiked. To
stop the spread of CO-
VID-19, in some parts of the
country, residents were on
strict lockdown and al-
lowed to leave their homes
only with special permis-
sion.

Domingue Paul’s chil-
dren are Chilean citizens,
and he speaks fluent Span-
ish, but that didn’t shield
him from suspicion.

He said he was stopped
by police officers and
wrongly sent to the police
station for not having the
correct permission slip to
be out in public during the
pandemic.

Paul said he did have au-
thorization, but it didn’t
matter because he’s Hai-
tian.

“I saw Chileans walk by,

“As a Black person, there’s always this uprootedness … your relationship with where you arrive is different.”
Wooldy Edson Louidor, a researcher at Pontifical Xavierian University in Bogotá, Colombia

Migration continues on A13
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Thousands of Haitians
displaced by the 2010
earthquake or by violence
migrated to Brazil and
Chile, only to face poverty
and discrimination. Many
then made their way
through the dangerous
Darién Gap to get to the
United States. Some
made it in, but others
were expelled and sent
back to Haiti, now an
even more violent and
poverty-stricken nation.

ABOUT THIS
SERIES
When thousands of mostly
Haitian migrants showed
up at Texas-Mexico border,
it was a shock to most in
the U.S. But the
humanitarian crisis under
an international bridge was
part of a much larger story.
The scene was the
culmination of more than a
decade of Haitian
migration across the
Americas after the 2010
earthquake, a journey the
Chronicle traces in this
series.
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but (the police) never stop
them,” he said. “This is why it
doesn’t hurt me to leave Chile.”

Wooldy Edson Louidor, a re-
searcher at Pontifical Xavierian
University in Bogotá, said Hai-
tian immigrants to South Amer-
ica are dealing with alienation
beyond simply a languageor cul-
tural barrier.

“In the soul, one has an injury
from being uprooted, because
we’re not from here, from the
American continent.We’re from
the African continent,” said
Louidor, who is Haitian and lives
in Colombia.

He said it’s important to con-
sider the history of Haitian peo-
ple being uprooted when their
ancestors were ripped from
their communities in Africa and
taken to the Caribbean to be
slaves.

“As a Black person, there’s al-
ways this uprootedness, and on
top of that when you have to mi-
grate, your relationship with
where you arrive is different.
There are more things at play.”

Uprooting again
While many Haitians were

struggling to get visas in Chile
and earn a living during the so-
cial crisis andpandemic,Eugene
was doing so well he had started
his own business. He opened a
small corner shop, where he
sold things like cigarettes and
Gatorade in a Santiago commu-
nity called Quilicura, where
many Haitians live.

“Itwasn’t a largebusiness, but
with it I started tomake a living,”
he said.

But one day he arrived at his
shop to find the padlocks re-
moved and much of his invento-
ry stolen. When he went to the
police to file a report, they told
him they couldn’t help because
he hadn’t completed all the pa-
perwork for his business.

He talked to his wife. They de-

cided to invest theirmoney in re-
stocking the empty shelves and
toughing it out.

But the attacks continued.
One day, six guys showed up

to the business.
“One of thempulled out a gun

and said, ‘Give me the money,’”
Eugene said.

He pretended to reach for the
cash but instead hid behind a
wall. They shot at him. He fell to
the ground in shock as the group
fled the scene.

He called his wife. He was
done.He couldn’t lose his life for
this. His mom had been mur-
dered the same way. Within a
week, they knew what they had
to do.

“We made the decision to
leave the country,” he said. He
quickly closed his business in Ju-

ly 2021.
Hiswife never had awork visa

anyway. They sold their car,
their belongings and decided
they would start over in the
country he’d heard about since
he was a kid: the United States.

Despite anti-immigrant dis-
crimination and stark racial and
economic inequalities in the
United States, it generally lives
up to its reputation for highwag-
es and plenty of jobs. Then,
when President Joe Biden took
office, many Haitians saw the
shift in leadership as a signal that
border officials would be friend-
lier to asylum-seekers and other
migrants in need.

They made the long journey
by land across the Americas,
through theDariénGap. Starting
in January 2021, Panamanian

border officials were tracking
hundreds of Haitians coming in
from South America, heading to
the United States. By March,
thousands were making this
trek.

Eugene, like many others, be-
lieved that if they survived the
journey, theUnited Stateswould
let them in without a hitch.

“I thought … they would have
compassion for us,” he said, “I
knew I was going to get in.”

But it wasn’t compassion that
greeted him when he arrived in
Del Rio with his pregnant wife.
Instead, he was met with the
harsh realities of a militarized
border and many of the same
Trump-era immigration poli-
cies.

elizabeth.trovall@chron.com

“I thought … they would have compassion for us. I knew I was going to get in.”
Jean Sony Eugene, on why he thought the U.S. would accept him after Joe Biden was elected

Sadraque Cius, an evangelist from Haiti who now lives in Houston, talked with Jean Sony
Eugene, a Haitian migrant who arrived in Houston from Chile four months ago.

MIGRATION
From page A12

MEET THE TEAM
Elizabeth
Trovall is the
immigration
reporter at the
Houston
Chronicle,
where she’s

covered the evacuation and
resettlement of Afghans after
the Taliban takeover of
Afghanistan and the arrival of
thousands of Haitian migrants
at the U.S.-Mexico border.
Previously, Trovall covered
immigration for the NPR
affiliate in Houston, Houston
Public Media. Her reporting has
aired nationally on public radio
programs including Morning
Edition, All Things Considered,
Marketplace, The World and
Here and Now. Trovall landed
her first reporting job in
Santiago, Chile, where she
lived for four years and covered
business, travel and culture.
Reach her at
elizabeth.trovall@chron.com
or on Twitter @elizTrovall.

Marie D. De
Jesús is an
award-winning,
staff
photojournalist
at the Houston
Chronicle and

the first Latina president of
NPPA. She was a finalist for
the Pulitzer Prize in the team
category of Public Service and
is a winner of the staff award
for Public Service from the
Scripps Howard Foundation.
Marie’s works tell the stories of
underrepresented
communities, including
migrants and refugees, and
focuses on subjects such as
education and other societal
issues. Marie was born and
raised in Puerto Rico and is a
proud member of her family of
three consisting of her partner,
Myr Olivares, and their dog,
Kodak.

FORT LAUDERDALE, Fla. —
Haitianmigrants are reaching this
state’s shores in large numbers as
human smuggling operations
ramp up, surpassing 2021’s migra-
tion waves.

The rise in the desperate and
sometimes deadly voyages on
overloaded vessels comes amid
deepening political instability,
skyrocketing inflation, severe fuel
shortages and a spike in gang-re-
lated violence and kidnappings in
Haiti.

About 140 Haitian migrants
cameashoreMondayonSummer-
land Key, about 20 miles up the
highway from Key West.

Earlier this month, a wooden
boat carrying hundreds of mi-
grants grounded in shallow water
off Key Largo, and 163 people
swamashore.Manyneededmedi-
cal treatment, federal officials
said.

Another boat carrying 176 Hai-
tians was stopped in January just
off the FloridaKeys, theU.S. Coast
Guard said.

The Coast Guard routinely re-
turns people interdicted at sea to
their country of origin. Those ar-
riving in the U.S. generally are tak-
en into custody and face deporta-

tion unless they have viable asy-
lum claims.

The U.S. has sent an estimated
18,000 people back to Haiti in re-
cent months.

Another 10,000 Haitians have
been deported from neighboring
Dominican Republic, which
shares the island of Hispaniola, in
recent months in a crackdown on
migrants. Once back, many of the
former expatriates have added to
Haiti’s unemployment crisis.

The United Nations Security
Council reported inmid-February
that gangs in Haiti have been
growing more powerful and seiz-
ingmore territory, with an under-
funded and understaffed police
force struggling to contain them.

“The actions of these armed
criminal groups have had a cata-
strophic impact on the economy
of Haiti and threaten the funda-
mental rights of all Haitian citi-
zens, especially their rights to life,
freedom of movement, work,
health care and education,” the
U.N. report concluded.

Kidnappings in the country of
more than 11 million people have
increased by 180 percent and ho-
micides by 17 percent in the past
year, with more than 500 people
alone killed between September
and December, including 40
womenandchildren as young as 5
years old, according to the report.

Meanwhile, instances of civil
unrest jumped by more than 80
percent as a growing number of
Haitians sink deeper into poverty,
with inflation reaching the double
digits.

U.S. Customs and Border Pro-
tection is taking the lead in the in-
vestigation into the most recent
case in the Florida Keys.

The Coast Guard has stopped
other Haitian boats navigating
near the Bahamas with dozens of
migrants. On Sunday, the agency
transferred 127 Haitians and three
Cuban nationals to Bahamian au-
thorities after picking them up in
two locations near Anguilla Cay,
Bahamas.

In this fiscal year, which began
Oct. 1, Coast Guard crews have en-
countered 1,193 Haitians at sea.
That compares with 1,527 Haitian
migrants in all of fiscal 2021, 418 in
2020 and 932 in 2019, the Coast
Guard said.

“The Coast Guard maintains a
persistent presence patrolling the
waters around Haiti, the Domini-
can Republic, Cuba, Puerto Rico
and the Bahamas, to help prevent
loss of life,” U.S. Coast Guard Lt.
Cmdr. Salomee Briggs said in a
news release.

“Taking to the sea is very dan-
gerous,” she added, urging Hai-
tians not to put themselves or
their loved ones at risk.

Haitians aiming for FloridaKeys
outpacing last year’smigration
By Danica Coto
and Freida Frisaro
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Associated Press

About 140 Haitian migrants came ashore Monday on Summerland Key, Fla. Haitian migrants are
reaching Florida’s shores in a string of suspected smuggling operations.

PORT-AU-PRINCE,Haiti — Thou-
sands of doctors, nurses and other
health professionals across this na-
tionhavegoneonstrike toprotesta
spike in gang-related kidnappings
as supporters burned tires and
blocked roads Tuesday.

The three-day strike that began
Monday shut down public and pri-
vate health institutions in the cap-
ital of Port-au-Prince and beyond,
with only emergency rooms ac-
cepting patients.

“We are living a catastrophic sit-
uationwhere no one is protected,”
said Dr. Louis Gerald Gilles, who
closedhisprivatepracticeTuesday
in the neighborhood of Delmas to
protest the recent kidnappings of
two doctors. “No professional is
protected. Today it could be a doc-
tor, tomorrow they could enter the
office of a lawyer or an architect.”

Kidnappings in Haiti increased
180 percent in the past year, with
655 of them reported to police, ac-
cording to a mid-February report
by the United Nations Security
Council. Authorities believe the
number ismuchhighersincemany
kidnappings go unreported.

“No social group was spared;
among the victims were laborers,
traders, religious leaders, profes-
sors, medical doctors, journalists,
human rights defenders and for-
eign citizens,” the report said.

The most recent kidnappings of
two doctors spooked the staff at
Port-au-Prince’s General Hospital,
where union workers gathered
Tuesday and said conditions had
becomeincreasinglydysfunctional
since the July 7 killing of President
Jovenel Moise.

They accused the administra-
tion of Prime Minister Ariel Henry
of not releasing sorely needed
funds to the Ministry of Health for
basic services, adding that they
were worried about the lack of se-
curity.

“They can walk in here, grab
anyone and leave with no worry,”
saidGuerline Jean-Louis,a44-year-
old hospital janitor who joined the
strike. “This is whywe support the
movement.”

Some patients, including Mario
Fleurimon, a 39-year-old primary
school teacher, were unaware of
the strike.

On Tuesday, he strode into a
medical complex that was empty
except for a lone security guard.
While frustrated he couldn’t see a
doctor for his diabetes, he said he
supported the strike.

“There should be a general ris-
ing up to fight the insecurity,” he
said.

In a recent statement, Haiti’s
Medical Association demanded
that the government push to have
kidnapped doctors released with-
out conditions and implement
measures to “stop thewaveof inse-
curity that strips us of our funda-
mental freedom to go freely about
our lives.”

One of the doctors was released
Tuesday, although the conditions
of his release weren’t immediately
known.

The strike by health profession-
als is scheduled toendWednesday,
while another strike by the Associ-
ationofOwners andDrivers inHai-
tiwasexpectedtostartThursdayto
protest theft of vehicles in the com-
munity of Martissant, ground zero
for warring gangs who have kid-
napped or killed several civilians.

Odelyn Joseph / Associated Press

Zamilus Marie Nicolas uses a piece of cardboard to keep the flies
off her pastor, Vener Chateau, at a hospital in Port-au-Prince,
Haiti, during a strike by health workers last month.

Haitian healthworkers
strike over kidnappings
By Evens Sanon
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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Jean Sony Eugene and his eight-
months-pregnantwife arrived inCiudad
Acuña, Mexico, in mid-September, still
shaken after coming upon corpses in
the Darién Gap during a hellish two-
month journey from Santiago, Chile.

Domingue Paul arrived with his wife
and two kids in October.

They were among thousands who
endedup in this border town, across the
Rio Grande from Del Rio.

Like many others in the camp, the
families had been fleeing violence for
years. Eugene’s mom was shot and
killed in the small shop she ran in Haiti.
When he moved to Santiago, his small

business was targeted by a street gang.
Paul also fledHaiti after themurderof

a family member. He, too, abandoned
his life in Santiagoand riskedeverything
for the shot at getting into the United
States.

The stories of both families lay bare
the contradictions of U.S. immigration
policy.

From September 2021 to the end of
the year, 40 percent of Haitians detec-
ted byCustoms andBorder Protection—
10,666 individuals, according to agency
data — were sent on flights to Haiti, in-
cluding women and children.

HC SPECIAL REPORT: HAITIAN ODYSSEY

DIVERGENT FINAL
DESTINATIONS

Quettlie Fanfan, husband Domingue Paul and their daughter wait for a bus leaving Ciudad Acuña for Torreón in Mexico.

Who gets released in U.S., deported can come down to sheer luck
By Elizabeth Trovall STAFF WRITER

Photography by Marie D. De Jesús STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER

LAST OF A
THREE-PART SERIES

MARCH 13
The perilous journey through the

Darién Gap.

WEDNESDAY
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Kim Ogg has frequently been at
the podium in the lobby of 500 Jef-
ferson during her tenure as Harris
County district attorney, announc-
ing aggressive and high-profile pros-
ecutions — of corrupt cops involved
in a botched raid, of executives at a
chemical firm accused of allowing
poisonous fumes to be released, of a
doctor chargedwith stealing vaccine
doses and giving them to his family.

But after those cases ended in qui-
etdismissals or losses,Ogghas found
herself politically isolated and bat-
tling criticism on all sides as she
strives to navigate a dysfunctional ju-
dicial system.

No one denies Ogg has had bad
luck: a long-standing case backlog
cemented into gridlock by
Hurricane Harvey damage at the

courthouse; a pandemic; inability to
pry desired funds from county com-
missioners; rising crime; court set-
tlements and judicial decisions be-
yond her control. But self-inflicted
wounds have plagued her tenure
and muted recognition of her
achievements.

Ogg came into office as a progres-
sive reformer in 2016. She’s prom-
ised, and delivered on, a number of
reforms. She’s lost the backing of
many who propelled her to office
and say she hasn’t fulfilled her cam-
paign promises of reform and decar-
ceration. At the same time she’s bat-
tled headwinds from critics on the
right, who say she is not tough
enough on crime. The exoneration
of an accused cop killer andprosecu-
tions of officers have strained rela-
tions with police.

“She’s turned into a politician and

DAOgg
battling
critics on
all sides
String of high-profile
defeats leaves her
politically isolated

By St. John Barned-Smith
STAFF WRITER

No one denies Ogg has had
bad luck. … But self-inflicted
wounds have plagued her
tenure and muted recognition
of her achievements.

Ogg continues on A6

Earlier thisweek, aHous-
ton-area mother of a 17-
year-old transgender boy
panicked when she heard a
knock at her door.

She made sure her chil-
dren were upstairs, then
answered cautiously, fear-
ful the woman outside

could be an investigator
with the state’s child wel-
fare agency. Republican
Gov. Greg Abbott ordered
the agency last month to in-
vestigate parents who help
their children transition as
potential child abusers.

“Itwas just like this elder-
ly neighbor who wanted to
askwhatkindof treewehad

Fearful families of
trans kids flee state
By Taylor Goldenstein
AUSTIN BUREAU

Families continues on A10

Don D. Jordan for years
thought the Grand Champi-
on steer should sell for $1
million on the Houston
Livestock Show and Rode-
o’s 100th anniversary.

“But, I’m not sure I’m
gonna be here on the 100th
birthday,” the 90-year-old

rancher said as he stood in
the dusty backstage of the
auction arena.

So, Jordan and his wife,
Barbara, decided this
would be the year.

“It’s the first year back
since we were off for (two
years),” the Piney Point res-
ident said. “But it’s also an
anniversary year. It’s 90

Yi-Chin Lee / Staff photographer

AvenHorn’s Junior Market Steer Grand Champion,
Vanilla Ice, was auctioned for $1million Saturday.

No bull: $1M bid
tops rodeo record
By Hannah Dellinger
STAFF WRITER

Rodeo continues on A5
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Those flights took off under
Title 42, a U.S. public health
rule, which has been used by
both the Trump and Biden ad-
ministrations to expel migrants
in the name of preventing the
spread of COVID-19. (Facing legal
scrutiny, the policy has recently
been partially blocked.)

Under pressure, when so
many people assembled at the
border in September, the admin-
istration acted quickly to clear
the area — expelling some Hai-
tians but allowing thousands
more into the United States.

By contrast, the Biden admin-
istration has turned back hun-
dreds of thousands of Central
Americans with asylum claims —
more than 90 percent of single
adults from the Northern Trian-
gle.

But images of border agents
on horseback rounding up Hai-
tians were an unintended re-
minder of the role racismplayed
in the ordeal Haitians under-
went over the last decade. Black
descendants of slaves were un-
welcome in the South American
countries where they settled af-
ter fleeing violence and natural
disaster in Haiti. They were an
unwelcome presence at the bor-
der. That many ended up back
amid thepoverty andviolence in
their home country is an indica-
tion of the overwhelmed and
chaotic U.S. border policy.

Stuck at the border
He had expected to be in the

U.S. by now.
On a chilly November eve-

ning, Paul,wearing abrownbea-
nie, leaned back on a parked
semi truck outside a dancehall-
turned-shelter in Ciudad Acuña.
The40-year-old shot awary look
at a crowd of fellow Haitians
rushing around a trailer full of
donatedwinter clothes and toys.
He sat back, watching.

“It embarrasses me, because

foreigners think that we’re all
the same,” he said in Spanish, re-
ferring to the stigma of being a
Haitian migrant. “This is the
time when we (Haitians) need to
present ourselves differently.”

It was Paul’s final night at the
migrant shelter, which would be
cleared out by month’s end. He
was ready to leave but feared
crossing the Rio Grande into Del
Rio.

Dozens of Haitians had found
temporary housing in the Mexi-
can shelter since leaving Brazil
or Chile. Many had been in the
area since September and were
waiting to be processed by Mex-
ican immigration officials.

Paul’s son called out to him.
Both of his kids were sick.

After traveling around 10,000
miles to get to the border, they
were stymied at the final mile.

“We thought with Joe Biden it

was going to be better,” Paul
said. He expected the left-lean-
ing president would have more
humanitarian policies toward
migrants, which was the case in
Chile, where more progressive
leadership had welcomed Hai-
tians years back.

“With Donald Trump, of
course this would happen,” he
said. He almost prefers Trump’s
tactic — at least his anti-immi-
grant message was clear and
consistent.

“I don’t like it when people
say they love you to your face
and then treat you differently
behind your back,” he said.

He had decided not to risk de-
portation and insteadwas taking
up theMexicangovernment’s of-
fer to build a new life in Torreón,
a city of 720,000 in northern
Mexico. In the morning, he and
his familywould take a bus there

with dozens of others.
Tens of thousands of Haitians

have decided not to continue in-
to the U.S., causing a sharp in-
crease in Haitian asylum seekers
in Mexico with nowhere else to
go. Mexico saw a 773 percent in-
crease in Haitians seeking asy-
lum in 2021, nearly 52,000 peo-
ple, along with nearly 7,000
Chileans who are children of
Haitians, according to the coun-
try’s refugee agency COMAR.

With the support of the Unit-
ed Nations refugee agency, Hai-
tians at the temporary shelter,
like Domingue Paul, were en-
couraged to pursue their asylum
claims inMexico. Local business
owners said theywould hireHai-
tians, and with the goal of clos-
ing the migrant shelter, the gov-
ernment began busing families
to Torreón.

The next morning, the sun
was shiningonacrispNovember
day in Ciudad Acuña. Standing
in the bus line within the shel-
ter’s concrete walls was Paul’s
wife, Quettlie Fanfan.Withmini-
mal luggage in tow, she smiled in
anticipation of finally leaving.

“We want to thank the Mexi-
can people, above all Acuña,”
Fanfan said in Spanish. “It’s a
town with a heart of gold.”

She said if it weren’t for their
help, they would be dead.

She was ready to get on with
her life, especially for her kids,
both Chilean citizens, both ex-
tremely sick.

She hopes they can forgive
her and understand it was all
done for them.

“We believe, God willing, in
Mexico we can find what we
were looking for,” Fanfan said.

A disastrous change of mind
Not long after the family

moved to Torreón, a friend told
the couple that immigration au-
thorities released him into the
U.S. after he crossed the border.
The friend convinced the family
theywould be able to enterwith-

out any problems.
They made a snap decision to

cross into the U.S. from Ciudad
Juárez.

In WhatsApp messages, Fan-
fan described what happened.

They were caught and de-
tained by border officials and
spent a week in cold detention
centers with little food.

Then, one night around 3
a.m., theywere suddenlywoken
up without any word of what
was going on. Their feet and
hands were bound, so she
couldn’t hold her own children,
and they were put on a plane.

“They deported us. Now we
are in Haiti,” she said, her voice
lethargic and strained.

After three years, they were
back where they started, and
conditions were much worse
than before.

“Returning to this country is
like hell. There’s no electricity,
there’s no potable water, there
isn’t anything,” she said.
“There’s no life.”

The violence and political in-
stability in Haiti has reached
alarming levels. It was severe
enough for the Biden adminis-
tration to give temporary immi-
gration protections to Haitians
in August 2021after President Jo-
venel Moïse was assassinated.
The U.S. State Department has
advisedU.S. citizensnot to travel
to Haiti due to “kidnapping,
crime, civil unrest, and CO-
VID-19” under a level 4 advisory
(the most serious). For context,
Guatemala, El Salvador and
Honduras are all at a level 3.

Fanfan and Domingue were
living at her mother’s house in
northwest Haiti, by the border
with the Dominican Republic.
They left home only during the
day, though the possibility of be-
ing killed for no reason was an
everyday threat.

They had to live with family
because she left everything in
Haiti behind when shemoved to
Chile.

“We don’t know what to do
with the kids,” she said, begin-
ning to weep.

Tough political decisions
The Biden administration’s

decision to ramp up the expul-
sions of Haitians in September
2021wasmade under a challeng-
ing political context for the new
president.

The sudden influx of Haitians
in early fall was part of a sharp
increase in border crossings to
historic levels, which happened
over Biden’s first year in office.
Furthermore, the newpresident
inherited hawkish Trump-era
border policies, like Title 42, at a
timewhen immigration and bor-
der security has been a rallying
cry among many conservatives.

Before September, Biden had
been allowing a largemajority of
Haitians at the border into the
UnitedStateswhile turning away
most Central Americans. But
then, whenHaitians began to ar-
rive en masse and the national
press descended on the Del Rio
camp, Biden quickly ramped up
the expulsions of Haitians back
to Haiti.

“Returning to this country is like hell. There’s no electricity, there’s no potable water, there isn’t anything. There’s no life.”
Quettlie Fanfan, a migrant deported back to Haiti

Victor Johnson stands on a trailer giving instructions on how clothing and shoes will be distributed at a migrant shelter on Nov. 18 in Ciudad Acuña.

DEPORTED
From page A1

Haitian children hope to get a toy from the back of a trailer brought by the Uniting America
Outreach nonprofit from San Antonio to Ciudad Acuña to deliver the items to the migrants.

Domingue Paul, 40, prepares snacks for his two children before boarding a bus from Ciudad
Acuña to Torreón, Mexico, on Nov. 19. The family soon would make a disastrous change of plans. Deported continues on A13
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“I think that the expulsions in
September were both a re-
sponse to a situation that was
overwhelming the U.S. authori-
ties but probably more so an at-
tempt to signal to potential fu-
ture migrants that they would
not be let in without question,”
said Jessica Bolter, analyst at the
nonpartisanMigration Policy In-
stitute.

Bolter said Biden’s strategy to
deter Haitian migration from
South America has been at least
partially effective — many fami-
lies turned back to Mexico; oth-
ers never reached the U.S. at all.

But Guerline Jozef, director of
the Haitian Bridge Alliance,
which advocates for asylum
seekers, said there’s no excuse
for the cruelty of sending Hai-
tians back to a violent, impover-
ished country.

“Thepolitical turmoil inHaiti,
the insecurity in Haiti is forcing
displacement in the country,
pushing people to leave. And yet
we continue to deport people in-
to that same system,” said Jozef.

She sees the U.S. treatment of
Haitian migrants as a continua-
tion of the country’s history of
anti-Black racism, a resistance to
adding to the Black population.

“How can you talk about civil
rights when you have Haitians
here, you don’t even allow them
to go to a judge to make a case,”
said J. Sadraque Cius, founder of
People Outreach Ministry and a
Haitian community leader in
Houston. “It’s all about racism.
Let’s call it like it is.”

In the U.S.
Eugene sat on a squeaky stool

at the kitchen counter in a spa-
cious two-story brick home in
northwest Houston. In the living
room, his wife, Naomise Me-
rone, held their daughter,Neissa
Lindsey.

He recalled that after the long
journey to the border, he was

shocked to hear of his friends
who were sent back to Haiti. He
hadassumedhe—andotherHai-
tians — would be admitted to the
United States.

In Del Rio, his family waited
for three days that hit triple-digit
temperatures with limited ac-
cess to food and water.

“I came with a lot of faith. I
knew I was going to get in,” he
said.

He was right — by sheer luck.
His family was among the

thousands of Haitians who did
gain entry to the U.S. They were
quickly released and took a bus
to Houston, where they’ve de-
cided to stay for now.

“I think (in the U.S.) we can
have a certain security, we can
work, we can achieve our goal,”
he said.

But his story is far from over.
His newborn is aU.S. citizen, but

he has an asylum case to win
(which Haitians rarely do), a
work permit to apply for and
housing to secure.

After learning Spanish and
building a life in Chile, he’s start-
ing over— again.Nowwith awife
and newborn. He said he’s been
blessed to find a temporary
home through the Haitian com-
munity for the last few months,
but the clock is ticking for him to
become self-sufficient.

“We arrived to the best place
to have a better life, a better op-
portunity to live in peace,” he
said, grateful he no longer has to
worry about the lawlessnesshe’s
endured over the years. “It’s the
best place for us to live.”

Back to square one
In Haiti, Quettlie Fanfan and

Domingue Paul are still process-
ing all they’ve been through.

In a voice message, one of
their kids screams out for their
grandmother, who lives with
them, saying, “abuela, abuela,”
in Spanish, a foreign language in
the Haitian Creole-speaking
country.

They’re starting from zero —
again, in a country Fanfan said is
more dangerous thanwhen they
left.

“The gangs havemore power-
ful guns than the police, and
there are many more of them
than police,” she said.

She’s still shaken from the
trauma of their journey — the
horrors of the Colombian forest
and the cruel treatment by U.S.
immigration officials. It makes
her sad whenever she thinks
about it.

Her children are still sick.
Things that hadbeen easy in Lat-
in America, like charging a
phone or making a call, are an
ordeal in Haiti. Her mom is suf-
fering from diabetes and is dev-
astated to see them back.

Theyput everything intomak-
ing a better life for themselves
but were rejected by Chile and
the United States — among the
wealthiest countries in the
Americas.

And in the teetering republic
of Haiti, it’s as if their own gov-
ernment has turned its back,
too.

“For now, we are in Haiti, liv-
ing in fear,” she said. “One
doesn’t know what could hap-
pen each day. One can only
count on the day that’s already
passed. But what happens to-
morrow,we leave in thehandsof
God.”

Update: Weeks after being ex-
pelled to Haiti, in mid-February
2022, Quettlie Fanfan and Dom-
ingue Paul were able to fly back to
Santiago, Chile, with their two
children.

elizabeth.trovall@chron.com

“How can you talk about civil rights when you have Haitians here, you don’t even allow them to go to a judge to make a case.”
J. Sadraque Cius, founder of People Outreach Ministry and a Haitian community leader in Houston

Many Haitian migrants in Ciudad Acuña decided not to cross the Rio Grande into Del Rio, risking deportation to their country, and instead sought asylum in Mexico.

DEPORTED
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ABOUT THIS SERIES
When thousands of mostly
Haitian migrants showed up at
the Texas-Mexico border, it was
a shock to most in the U.S. But
the humanitarian crisis under an
international bridge was part of
a much larger story. The scene
was the culmination of more
than a decade of Haitian
migration across the Americas
after the 2010 earthquake, a
journey the Chronicle traces in
this series.
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Elizabeth Trovall
is the
immigration
reporter at the
Houston
Chronicle, where
she’s covered the

evacuation and resettlement of
Afghans after the Taliban
takeover of Afghanistan and the
arrival of thousands of Haitian
migrants at the U.S.-Mexico
border. Previously, Trovall
covered immigration for the NPR
affiliate in Houston, Houston
Public Media. Her reporting has
aired nationally on public radio
programs including “Morning
Edition,” “All Things Considered,”
“Marketplace,” “The World” and
“Here and Now.” Trovall landed
her first reporting job in Santiago,
Chile, where she lived for four
years and covered business,
travel and culture. Reach her at
elizabeth.trovall@chron.com or
on Twitter @elizTrovall.

Marie D. De
Jesús is an
award-
winning staff
photojournalist
at the Houston
Chronicle and the

first Latina president of NPPA.
She was a finalist for the Pulitzer
Prize in the team category of
Public Service and is a winner of
the staff award for Public Service
from the Scripps Howard
Foundation. Her work tells the
stories of underrepresented
communities, including migrants
and refugees, and focuses on
subjects such as education and
other societal issues. De Jesús
was born and raised in Puerto
Rico and is a proud member of
her family of three consisting of
her partner Myr Olivares and
their dog Kodak.

Migrants try to ride a hoverboard at the Terraza Fandango shelter, about a mile from the Del Rio
International Bridge in Ciudad Acuña, on Nov. 19.

Mexico saw a 773 percent increase in Haitians seeking asylum in 2021, nearly 52,000 people,
along with nearly 7,000 Chileans who are children of Haitians, according to COMAR.
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