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1.  INTRODUCTION 

 The great number of people entering the United States illegally from Central America 

and Mexico along the U.S.-Mexican border, especially since 2013, has been a major topic of 

news reports, public discussion, and political rhetoric in contemporary American culture.  

Although there has been some scattered legislative action, the major attention has been centered 

largely in popular mass media:  press, television, and periodicals.  These outlets rely on a 

mixture of sources.  Some are statistical or factual; some are anecdotal; some are hearsay; most 

are ideologically slanted.  There is an abundance of scholarly material on the subject of 

immigration generally, and scholarly attention has yielded work on the phenomenon of illegal 

immigrant families in the United States and the effects on children within them.  The matter of 

unaccompanied minor children, however – children under the age of 18 and some as young as 3 

or 4 and all entering alone – remains largely unattended. 

 An offhand remark to the author on a Mexican beach highlighted, for him, the whole 

situation.  It was the frustration evident in the observation, by a chance acquaintance, which 

noted that nearly anywhere else in the world, a mass influx of over 100,000 minor children 

entering a country alone after an arduous journey from the only home they had ever known and 

crossing an international border as refugees and strangers in a strange land, would have attracted 

the attention of a grand spectrum of the world.  Yet, on the U.S.-Mexican border, the main 

spotlight seemed to be shone only by the popular media while ideological arguments and partisan 



politics clouded any systematic response by government.  Furthermore, the unstable and 

dangerous border conditions brought about by warring narcotics cartels and criminal gangs 

created the conditions where, for a largely peasant and poor population, escape at all costs was 

the only viable alternative.  This brief conversation was the genesis of the present Capstone 

project. 

 In this Capstone paper, the author will review briefly the course of immigration into the 

United States, noting the reactions to the new groups of immigrants by those already here.  The 

present situation in Central America and Mexico will be described, which is the principal driver 

of currently unlawful immigration into the United States from the south.  Historical legacies 

across the region, from the southwestern United States to nearly all of Central America, 

contribute to the difficulties encountered in approaching any solution to the problem, which is 

not simply political or practical, but is also humanitarian and international.  The problem along 

our southern border is also complicated by the world-wide phenomena of globalization, 

urbanization, and trans-national economics, as well as international criminal activity.  Integration 

and acculturation of immigrants, especially children and those who have been separated from 

their family members, will be discussed, as well as the complicating factor of immigrating 

illegally.  The real focus of this Capstone, however, is minor children.  Often unaccompanied 

and always subjected to a long and perilous journey to arrive, they find themselves strangers in a 

strange land and without money, contacts, or knowledge of the language.   

 The author will offer, quite tentatively, what he sees as a path toward a solution – or, if 

not a solution, at least a framework within which a manageable arrangement may emerge.  Such 

a structure will be, of necessity, international and cooperative, and will require political risks on 

all sides.  Globalization, modern technology, and the steady and continuing fact of urban growth, 



however, make the historic and conventional assumptions and approaches within and among 

states obsolete. 

 The problem of illegal immigration into the United States along its southern border is an 

important social and political issue, and it is especially complicated, as noted, by the massive 

influx of minor children since 2013.  The United States, like any sovereign nation, must gain 

some measure of ordered control over its borders.  Any international border, moreover, is always 

a border shared by another sovereign nation, and it is in the interest of both that each have 

control of its frontier.  Such control, if it is to be effective, must be cooperative and mutual by all 

concerned.  Mexico has effectively lost control of the northern portions of its northern states.  

Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador (which border Mexico on the south) have generally lost 

civil control of their own northern provinces to drug cartels and trans-national criminal elements.  

The extreme poverty in these countries, as well as the relative poverty of northern Mexico in 

relation to the United States, have largely precipitated the serious gradient that drives the 

immigrant flow northward.  While these problems are not going to be solved by any obscure 

Capstone project and proposal, the author hopes that it may be a small contribution to fruitful 

discussion. 

 As mentioned, there is not much scholarly literature concerned specifically with 

unaccompanied minor children.  Some current work, yet unpublished, is being done by Dr. J. 

Berger-Cardoso of the University of Houston School of Social Work.  Nearly all such material to 

date is found in the popular press or in periodicals.  There is a relative abundance of scholarly 

analysis of matters pertaining to children within families, however, relating especially to issues 

of assimilation, educational performance, psychological-emotional health, and criminal activity.   



2.  THE SITUATION IN THE SOUTH   

There has also been reaction, throughout American history, to the arrival of new 

immigrants.  The Alien and Sedition acts of the early 19th century, the “Know Nothing” 

movement, and the quota system are examples.  All have been responses, by citizens already in 

the United States, to newcomers coming from regions deemed “alien,” or who were perceived as 

threats or competitors for livelihoods or customs (1).  Reactions against European Catholics and 

Chinese dominated the first big wave of immigration, and reactions against Mexicans and other 

Latin Americans dominate the second. 

The underlying driver of reaction is fear.  Fear of loss of power, fear of change from a 

comfortable status quo, fear of the unfamiliar or unknown – the list may go on and on.  Fear, 

however, is constant.  Every immigrant group, throughout American history, has encountered the 

phenomenon in some form and has struggled to find its place.  Every immigrant group has also 

established its own community, both overt and implicit, within the overall fabric of American 

culture, and these communities have been networks wherein members and new arrivals could 

find work possibilities and guidance.  The centers of these communities are in major 

metropolitan areas because these are not only where the most job opportunities are, they are 

where the large majority of people are, including the established immigrant centers.  The 

existence of “Chinatowns,” African-American organizations (including communities of 

Nigerians, Cameroonians, Ghanans, and others), “Vinatowns,” LULAC, etc., bear witness to this 

reality.  With few, if any, exceptions, hostile reactions to immigration have racist or anti-ethnic 

roots.  It must also be mentioned that all of the above immigrant communities also have their 

own centers of criminal elements, as does any other human concentration, and these elements 

furnish the anti-immigrant reaction also.        



 What could move a parent to release a minor child (or children) to undertake a nearly 

2,000 mile unaccompanied journey the length of Mexico to a foreign country and culture?  This 

question haunts many North Americans as they ponder the reality of several thousand 

unaccompanied minor children crossing the U.S.-Mexican border illegally since 2013.  Over 

100,000 such children have been apprehended by the Customs and Border Protection Service 

(the “Border Patrol”) and the influx continues (2).  The children range in age from 4 years or 

even younger to not quite 18, with the younger often accompanied by an older sibling. 

In addition to unaccompanied minor children, large numbers of parents (nearly always 

mothers) with minor children are also making the trip and crossing (3).  The question is the 

same:  what could move a mother and her child or children to make the same uncertain journey, 

departing from the only home they have ever known, and at great cost?  Although the crossing-

points and destination cities are at several locations along the U.S.-Mexican border, the licensed 

contractors.  Families with children are also sent to licensed detention centers unless or until a 

sponsor can be found.  The primary humanitarian intake facility for the family units is the 

“Respite Center” operated by Catholic Charities at Sacred Heart Catholic Church in McAllen 

where, in 2015, 18,426 children and accompanying adults were served (4) (5). 

According to the American Immigration Council and the U.S. Border Patrol, 65% of 

unaccompanied minor children crossing illegally into the United States come from Honduras, El 

Salvador, and Guatemala, which are the main countries bordering Mexico on the south.  35% of 

the unaccompanied minors come from Mexico (6).  The children are usually escorted through 

Mexico by private operators, called “coyotes” (as are the family units), who charge a fee of 

$6,000 to $7,000 per individual.  The children and adults are, quite literally, at the mercy of the 

Coyotes for robbery and violence, and nearly all female children at the pubescent and immediate 



pre-pubescent level are physically and sexually abused during the trip through Mexico.  A 

significant number of the girls are pregnant by the time of their arrival in the United States (7), 

and many of those not apprehended by the Border Patrol are in danger of being forced into 

prostitution in major American cities. 

 The hired Coyotes often merely deposit minors and adults at the border, with little 

predictability as to which side (although Coyotes take precautions to protect themselves).  

Coyotes who see possibilities for carrying girls and women to urban centers for transfer to 

prostitution networks usually try to move through any border controls on their way to points 

farther north.  The goal of the children and accompanying adults, however, is to get to the United 

States and to get in touch with a relative who is already here.  For them, as well as for the parents 

or relatives who sent them north, this means safety and a future radically different from the 

desperate situation back home.  When the arriving children or adults are separated from the 

Coyote, in whatever manner, they surrender voluntarily and immediately. 

 The money to pay the Coyotes comes primarily from funds sent back, usually by 

undocumented family members already in the United States, to assist others in escaping the 

difficult situations back home.  These “difficult situations” coalesce around three areas:  criminal 

activity related to drug cartels, international criminal gangs, and severe and persistent poverty 

that is itself life-threatening.  Reunification with family members already in the United States is a 

factor common to all, as well as extreme poverty.  In rural Honduras, Guatemala, and El 

Salvador, many of those who have employment make less than $4.00 per month (8). The “border 

country” on Mexico’s southern frontier is remote, heavily forested, and somewhat mountainous.  

There are no major cities within 100 miles and villages are isolated.  The population is very poor, 

and a bordering state is the Mexican state of Chiapas, which is the headquarters location of the 



Sinaloa drug cartel.  All of this makes for a collection, production, and shipment point for 

narcotics, destined primarily for sale in the United States.  Brutal conflict between rival drug 

interests, as well as recruiting of couriers and others employed in the lucrative narcotics trade, 

provide a tempting web to ensnare young people and adults in a criminal network that is deadly, 

but appears to offer a way out of the equally deadly cycle of extreme poverty.  In northern 

Mexico, the cartel wars have resulted in the Mexican federal and state governments losing any 

effective control of civil order so that the cartels have become the de facto governments. 

 International criminal gang activity, notably by the gang MS-13, is the other peril from 

which poor families try to escape.  “MS” stands for “Mara Salvatrucha,” and the MS-13 gang 

originated in Los Angeles, California mainly among Salvadoran immigrants in urban and 

suburban sections (9).  The gang grew and spread, and now is found in El Salvador, Honduras,  

Guatemala, and Mexico; in Toronto (Canada,) and in many U.S. cities, notably San Francisco, 

Houston, New York, Washington, Charlotte, and Boston.  MS-13 started with Salvadorans in 

Los Angeles after the Salvadoran civil war of the 1980s, and was established to protect 

Salvadoran immigrants from established gangs who were mainly composed of Mexicans and 

African-Americans.  Since most of the MS-13 organizers were Salvadoran civil war veterans and 

were militarily trained, the gang developed a reputation for violence and brutality that moved it 

into prominence in both the underworld and legitimate society.  It is estimated that MS-13 now 

has an international membership of over 70,000, with 10,000 members in the United States.  MS-

13 is involved in drug trafficking, extortion, robbery, human trafficking, murder, prostitution, 

illegal immigration, arms trafficking, and kidnapping, among others.  The gang actively and 

forcefully recruits in Central America, especially among impoverished and isolated youth, 



offering a community of belonging and identification.  Once a person is initiated into the gang, 

however, there is no safe retreat. 

 The Rev. Jorge Gomez, a native of Mexico and Chancellor of the Catholic Diocese of 

Brownsville, states that the reunification of families is also an important reason for the influx, 

especially of accompanied children from Mexico, but also from Central America and especially 

El Salvador.  Fr. Gomez noted that the northern states of Mexico (Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leon, 

Coahuila, Chihuahua, Sonora, and Baja California) are largely rural, mountainous, and poor, in 

spite of major cities such as Monterrey, Nuevo Laredo, and Ciudad Juarez, and in spite of the 

maquiladores installations of foreign manufacturing interests.  Competing drug cartels and urban 

gangs, as noted, are also active in these states to the extent that local and state law enforcement 

maintains only minimal control, if at all (10).  In some Mexican border municipalities, public 

officials and police chiefs have sought refuge and safety across the Rio Grande in the United 

States!  Criminal activity is notably vicious, with beheadings, gun battles, and assassinations 

occurring.  Public corruption, especially within law enforcement agencies, is also an important 

ingredient in the breakdown of civil order in these states.   

A common motivator, however, especially for children with parents, for starting the long 

and perilous journey through Mexico is the reunification of families.  Illegal immigrants, nearly 

all men, who have come north seeking a better life, have sent back money that is saved to pay 

Coyotes to escort wives and children north to reunite the family.  This is also done at great risk, 

and the majority of women suffer physical or sexual abuse along the way.  The United States is 

seen as “the promised land,” and traffickers use this picture to spread false rumors that, if the 

journey can be completed successfully, there will be jobs and social benefits and, above all, 



safety. It is of no matter that the jobs may be menial in the extreme, for even the slightest wage is 

superior to whatever could be made back home. 

Negotiations between the U.S. State Department, the Central American countries, and 

Mexico have resulted in increased attempts, by Mexico, to apply stricter controls on its southern 

border.  Unaccompanied minors and family units trying to cross into Mexico from Honduras, 

Guatemala, or El Salvador are, in many cases, interdicted and turned back, and this has reduced 

the influx, from these countries, into the United States.  Conditions in the areas remain out of 

control, however (11).  It must be noted that not 100% of those trying to escape the conditions in 

the countries noted come to the United States.  A few of the refugees have also gone to Belize 

and Nicaragua, but the number is miniscule.  Belize and Nicaragua are, likewise, very poor 

countries with severely limited resources for accommodation (12). 

This is the ambience that prevails along the northern southern borders of Mexico, and 

from which caring but impoverished parents try desperately to free their children.  In the author’s 

view, it is somewhat analogous to the predicament of South Vietnamese parents who, during the 

final days and hours of American withdrawal at the end of the Vietnam War, tried desperately to 

get aboard departing airplanes and helicopters.  When there was no more room, news photos 

recorded the scene of parents lifting their children to be taken aboard when there was no room 

for more adults – anything to get the children out of harm’s way. 

3.  AT THE BORDER 

 Minor children arriving at the U.S.-Mexican border fall into two groups:  accompanied 

and unaccompanied.  Unaccompanied minors are those under the age of 18 without any 

accompanying adult.  They may or may not be alone and are sometimes with younger or older 



minor siblings.  Accompanied minors are those who come with an adult, usually a parent but 

sometimes with an adult sibling. In all cases, whether unaccompanied minors or minors 

accompanied by a parent, those crossing into the United States surrendered voluntarily to the 

Border Patrol, with initial intake “epicenter” is the section of the Rio Grande River at McAllen, 

Texas.  For unaccompanied children, intake is at specially licensed detention centers at various 

locations, operated by proceeding as prescribed by law, and discussed in detail below.  Under 

existing U.S. law, processing is separate and different for unaccompanied minors than for those 

accompanied by an adult (13).  The Border Patrol must transfer unaccompanied minors to the 

Office of Refugee Resettlement of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services within 72 

hours of apprehension, and the children are transferred to an approved detention center to await 

location and contact of a responsible adult.  If no family member can be located, individual or 

organizational sponsors may qualify.  In any case, the child will be scheduled to appear in 

immigration court.  In the case of family units, the Border Patrol fits adults with ankle monitors 

for location purposes and either sends them on, within 72 hours, to a legal sponsor (by 

commercial bus) or to an approved family detention center for evaluating and scheduling before 

an immigration court.    

The Border Patrol is a law-enforcement agency and is neither equipped nor authorized to 

be a child-care or family-care organization.  Persons crossing the border illegally are 

apprehended and arrested, but the Border Patrol has no facilities for housing or caring for them.  

Furthermore, as an officer told the author, “Only the bad guys try to run or resist arrest; the 

children and parents seek us out to surrender (14)!”  The Border Patrol screens adults for any 

criminal record, fits them with ankle monitors (for tracking), and releases them to the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement and, if a destination is known, takes them to a bus station with a ticket.  



The Border Patrol returns illegal entrants to the border (deports them) only if screening reveals a 

criminal record.  In compliance with the law, both accompanied and unaccompanied minors and 

family units must be released to the Office of Refugee Resettlement of the U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services within 72 hours of apprehension. 

 Unaccompanied minors are transferred  and taken to one of many detention centers 

located around the United States.  These centers are operated by private contractors who are 

licensed under state and federal regulations for child care and child protection safeguards.  As a 

result, it is very difficult for a researcher to gain access for interviews or observation.  In fact, an 

interview with Ms. Ofelia de los Santos, Director of Jail/Prison Ministry and Immigration 

Services for the Catholic Diocese of Brownsville, indicated that the Bishop of Brownsville was 

almost denied entrance to a facility for a pastoral visit to the children, who were nearly all 

Roman Catholic.  The detention center management wanted to require a background check and 

fingerprinting  (15).  At the detention center the children are housed while the Office of Refugee 

Resettlement attempts to locate a relative or responsible adult, and the child is scheduled to 

appear in immigration court.  Within the Diocese of Brownsville there are 17 licensed detention 

centers operated by 3 church agencies (2 Baptist and 1 Lutheran) and 2 contracting groups:  

Southwest Key Programs and International Education Services.  All of these centers are for 

unaccompanied minors. 

 Family units (accompanied minors) are processed as noted by making background checks 

of adults for any criminal record and fitting them for ankle monitors.  The children and adults are 

turned over to the Office of Refugee Resettlement and then sent on, by commercial bus, to a 

legal sponsor if one is designated and can be located.  Otherwise, the adults and children are sent 

to an approved family detention center for evaluation and scheduling before an immigration 



court.  Family detention centers, likewise, are operated by licensed private contractors and are in 

several locations in the United States.  Access to these centers is considerably easier than for the 

children’s facilities. 

 Statutory requirements are fixed and prescriptive, however, and nongovernmental 

organizations and volunteers have responded to the situation.  The private contractors noted 

above operate the detention centers, which are running at or over capacity, sometimes as much as 

200%.  In McAllen, Texas, the bus station was nearly overwhelmed by the numbers of persons 

delivered and the local station management appealed to a nearby church for help.  The resulting 

community response will be discussed in some detail below, but it was typical in that it was 

local, cooperative, and flexible.  It involved the Catholic parish, neighboring churches, the 

Salvation Army, the City of McAllen, the local Red Cross, and miscellaneous local volunteers.  

It was, by nature, humanitarian and, in the words of the Director of Catholic Charities, aimed at 

“restoring dignity.” 

4.  INSIDE THE UNITED STATES 

 What happens to minor children, unaccompanied or accompanied, after they have crossed 

the Rio Grande and entered the United States?  Apprehension by the Border Patrol, as noted, is 

usually voluntary and quick.  Arrest, as noted, is actually sought out. 

As mentioned, unaccompanied minors are transferred, within 72 hours, to the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement and are taken to a licensed detention center, usually within Texas (16).  In 

addition to the 17 centers located within the Catholic Diocese of Brownsville, there are centers in 

San Antonio and other locations, all within 250 miles of the Lower Rio Grande Valley.  

Although Texas Child Protective Service regulations are, understandably, strict and detailed and 



the author did not obtain access to any center, hearsay accounts indicate that the centers are clean 

and well-run and the children are provided medical attention if needed, interim schooling, 

recreation space, and good overall care.  The centers, however, are secure from the surrounding 

communities and with no general access.  The children are often separated into age groups for 

purposes of age-appropriate schooling, care, and administration, and this results in the separation 

of younger from older siblings, which can be traumatic for younger children who do not speak 

English and are separated, in a strange country, from the only person they know. 

 Operators of the detention centers, along with the Office of Refugee Resettlement, 

attempt to locate a relative or other responsible adult on behalf of the child or children.  If this 

person is in the United States illegally, he or she is usually reluctant to come forward.  If the 

person is in the country legally, however, the child or children are released to his or her 

sponsorship and the minors are given a date, time, and place for an immigration hearing.  

Dockets for these hearings are very crowded, however, and it is not unusual for hearing dates to 

be as much as two years in the future. Meanwhile, the released child is in the custody of the 

responsible adult, who assumes charge of education, medical care, and nurturing.  When no 

relative or other such responsible adult comes forward or can be located for the unaccompanied 

minor child, the focus shifts to a search for foster care (18). 

 Minor children who are accompanied by an adult, after surrender to the Border Patrol and 

after the adult has been screened for any criminal records or activity and provided with an ankle 

monitor, are part of the family unit that is provided with a commercial bus ticket to a designated 

sponsor and released to the Office of Refugee resettlement.  Upon arrival at the sponsor’s 

location, the family unit is given a date, time, and place for an immigration court hearing, which 

again may be as much as two years in the future due to overcrowded dockets.  If no sponsor can 



be located, the family unit is taken to an approved and licensed family detention center.  These 

centers are not only located in Texas, they are throughout the United States, ranging from the 

Carolinas to Virginia to Iowa to the Dakotas to the Pacific Northwest (19). 

 Disposition of the cases in immigration court depends on the entered pleas.  Since the 

unaccompanied minors and the family units typically have no money, no knowledge of the U.S. 

judicial norms or system, and little or no fluency in the language, legal representation before the 

immigration court is vital.  There are competent immigration attorneys, although the case 

backlog is large and not many will work pro bono (20).  Some unaccompanied minors in the 

detention centers have stayed as long as 6 to 9 months, and some families in the family centers 

for as long as 2 years (21).  Since most of those who have entered the United States unlawfully 

have very little, if any, knowledge of English, the long wait for an immigration court date is seen 

as “permiso”, or a permit to stay. 

Current U.S. laws allow for pleas as “refugees,” or for “political asylum,” to persons 

from areas not contiguous to the United States, but no such plea is allowed to persons from 

Mexico or Canada, which are contiguous (22).  The reality, however, is that because of the case 

backlog for immigration court and the distant future dates assigned for appearances, many of 

those who have fled the conditions in their home country never make their assigned court date.  

They join the 11 million illegal immigrants in the United States.  The adults who were fitted with 

ankle monitors have usually discarded them. 

5.  CONCERNS AND RESPONSES 

 The mass of people, child and adult, that has been arriving across the U.S.-Mexico border 

since 2013 raises many issues and concerns, morally, socially, legally, and politically.  These 



issues include border security (actually, border control), the burdens and costs accruing to state 

and local educational and assistance structures, and the fact of an immigrant community that has 

by-passed the normal legal requirements for residence.  They also include the mass influx of 

migrating people, including a very large number of unaccompanied minor children, who are 

seeking a safe refuge from real danger or violence as well as deep poverty, and who have been 

driven, in desperation, to a humanitarian reality not foreseen by a legal or political structure.  In 

the view of the author, these concerns and the debate stemming from them, cannot be easily 

dismissed either as xenophobia, racism, or mere vehicles for partisan political agendas, even 

though elements of all are usually present.  There is understandable resentment by those who 

followed the rules and the law to achieve their resident alien status or their citizenship.  There is 

also the concern and reminder that these are human beings fleeing from dangerous and 

dehumanizing forces, both economic and criminal, that are out of control.  How order can be 

maintained and dignity restored and upheld are pertinent and legitimate questions. 

 Other concerns involve the likely social and psychological costs, in years to come, 

induced by the traumas suffered by minor children as they grow to adulthood.  In ten years these 

children will be in their teens to later twenties.  They will have endured, in critical and formative 

years, separation from home and family, the deprivations of a long and sometimes dangerous 

journey, physical and sexual abuse, and deposit in a foreign culture and country without any 

money or cultural introduction.  There are language issues, educational issues, health care 

concerns, and residence issues.  These young people will be vulnerable to recruitment by gangs, 

especially MS-13, which offer a community of belonging and identification, however socially 

pathological.  Another concern is the fact that many of these children have seen and experienced 

things that are normally associated with adults in wartime situations.  They have seen murders, 



beheadings, and extreme acts of violence.  The impact of these experiences on their later years, 

along with their own developed methods of survival, are issues for the future. 

 Anecdotal accounts from Texas public school teachers known to the author indicate that 

behavioral problems in Hispanic youth (presumed to be immigrants) are serious and common, 

especially in the intermediate school grades.  Admittedly, these reactions may be colored by 

racism or expectations derived from norms developed for student performance in different 

conditions, but common elements in the accounts are language and communication problems, 

physical violence in reaction to norms of class order, and general hostility to classroom direction.  

All of the teachers are experienced and include Anglos, African-Americans, and Hispanics.  The 

Hispanic teachers report an advantage in communication, since they are Spanish-speaking, but 

all of the teachers reported the social and behavioral problems.  Since the children from 

Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador mainly come from isolated and impoverished villages 

with rudimentary or poor schooling, most are placed in remedial or special classes, which often 

aggravates the hostile behavior.  As these children grow older the problems will only grow.  

Opportunity for work, as well as for healthy social interaction, will diminish and anti-social 

opportunity will increase. 

 Possible and actual responses to these issues fall into three categories:  official, unofficial 

or cultural, and proposed.   Official response is essentially current policy and is, of course, 

governed by current statute.  Unofficial and cultural responses are informal and vary from 

humanitarian to protectionist and xenophobic.  Proposed responses tend to be ideologically and 

politically driven. 



 Official responses are defined and constrained by the law.  The U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security (which includes the Border Patrol), the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, the Texas Child Protective Service, the county health units, and other official 

agencies must follow the statutes.  As mentioned, the Border Patrol is a law-enforcement agency 

and must transfer apprehended illegal immigrants, after criminal checks of adults, within 72 

hours.  Unaccompanied minors are taken to detention centers while attempts are made to locate 

responsible sponsoring adults or foster care.  Family units, likewise, are transferred by the 

Border Patrol within 72 hours of apprehension.  The specified procedures are defined and clear.   

 Drawbacks are also clear.  The detention centers are merely places to warehouse the 

children and family units if there is no legal sponsor to receive them.  Since qualified family 

members themselves are highly likely to be in the United States illegally themselves, they are 

understandably afraid and reluctant to come forward.  The detention centers, therefore, take on 

the character of prison facilities even though they are operated in good faith by the contractors.  

The very long elapsed time before any scheduled appearance before and immigration court is 

another problem.  Not only is there the cost of detention, there are the humanitarian questions of 

detaining foreign nationals without resolving charges and without counsel.  Another drawback is 

the anticipated effect on the minor children who are not legally responsible as adults.  The very 

young children may be separated from older siblings and neither know nor understand their 

situation. 

Unofficial and cultural responses vary, and are usually the subjects of popular media 

attention.  One cultural response is the armed patrolling, by individual landowners, of their 

properties along the border.  The international borders of the United States historically have been 

barrier-free.  Long reaches of the U.S.-Canada border, for example, involve open farm or ranch 



land with only periodic small monuments or an unpaved road marking the international 

boundary.  The U.S.-Mexico border, in Texas, is the Rio Grande River, while elsewhere the 

historical markers have been similar to those in the north.  Along the Mexican border, however, 

the element of racism must be considered.  The history of Texas and the recorded activity of 

early state and local law enforcement are rife with societal attitudes that view Mexicans as lazy, 

servile, and socially inferior.  Likewise, the legacy of the Mexican War contributes to these 

attitudes, along with the activities of Mexican outlaw leaders such as Francisco “Pancho” Villa.  

The historic turbulence of life in the American Southwest and the northern Mexican states has 

also helped to condition such racism.  This type of vigilante response, however, exists and must 

be noted.  The response is often explained as a legitimate protection of private property, and 

there are cases where persons crossing the border have been held, by property owners, until the 

Border Patrol or the county sheriff arrived.  Protection of property is a law-enforcement 

responsibility, however, and the armed intervention by undeputized private citizens may be 

questioned legitimately in a society governed by law. 

 Another unofficial response is a humanitarian one within the local community, or at the 

point of entry.  This response is generated locally, is usually always cooperative, and is exercised 

with some flexibility and less restraint (23).  An example is that in McAllen, Texas, which arose 

ad hoc from an immediate situation.  The commercial bus station, in 2013, found itself 

overwhelmed with people delivered by the Border Patrol with nothing but bus tickets to a variety  

of destinations.  The people were exhausted, hungry, thirsty, quite dirty, and had no money.  

They were sleeping on sidewalks and floors of the station as they waited for buses.  In 

desperation, the bus station contacted Sacred Heart Catholic Church, 2 blocks away, to seek any 

sort of help. 



 Sister Norma Pimentel, MJ, was attached to the parish and, in consultation with the 

pastor, set up the parish hall into a makeshift receiving center as a call went out to the parish for 

water, sandwiches, and cast-off clothing, and some tables were set up at the bus station to serve 

the people.  Very quickly it became apparent that this effort could not handle the volume, and the 

call was expanded to other churches and denominations, along with general and non- 

governmental organizations, as well as the City of McAllen.  Other churches responded with 

both clothing and volunteers; the city provided some tents, portable toilets, and portable showers; 

and the Salvation Army provided a food service van.  The Sacred Heart parish hall had been 

turned into a center for donated clothing.  In 2016, all facilities are still in place and the church is 

building a new parish hall (24).  Day-to-day financing for the Respite Center comes from 

donations. 

A proposed response, which nevertheless finds itself influencing official discourse, leans 

toward advocating the deportation of all immigrants in the United States who are here illegally, 

along with the refusal of entry to the unaccompanied minors and other Central Americans and 

Mexicans currently crossing the border.  With an estimated 11 million persons already in the 

United States illegally, methodological discussions of this proposal often border on the draconian 

but they have, nevertheless, been proposed.  

Another proposed response (and one prominent in current U.S. political debate) is the 

construction of a physical barrier along the southern U.S. border.  Portions of such a barrier exist, 

and have existed, for over 10 years.  The fence is intermittent, mostly confined to urban areas 

and border crossings, and is installed for around 250-300 miles of the Texas-Mexico border.  

Prior to the installation, according to an interviewed Border Patrol officer, apprehensions of drug 

runners and other felony criminals often took place in urban areas, since most these are where 



most border crossings are located, with pursuits occurring in neighborhoods and downtown 

areas.  According to this officer, the main advantage of the fence as it currently exists is to move  

the illegal crossings of criminals away from metropolitan areas (Brownsville, McAllen, Laredo, 

Eagle Pass, El Paso, etc.) and into the country, thus giving the Border Patrol likely locations in 

which to station officers and to make things generally safer for town life (25).  A problem with 

the fence (which is 20 feet high and composed of black-iron bars) is that it is still being climbed 

and tunneled and the location seems to have nothing to do with where the Border is.  The fence 

is, quite often, located anywhere from 200 feet to 2-3 miles inside the United States, and cuts off 

privately owned and cultivated farmland.  The gates may only be opened by a Border Patrol 

officer and must be guarded while open.  A local farmer who wants to access the cropland on the 

south side of a fence portion located on his land must call the Border Patrol and wait for an 

officer to arrive and open the gate.  The fence may be continuous for a mile or two and then be 

absolutely discontinuous for anywhere from a mile to several miles, and may block a border 

crossing bridge but may extend for only 500 feet or so on either side of the crossing.  Sentiment 

in the Lower Rio Grande Valley is mixed as to the desirability of the structure, since both sides 

of the Border have relied on each other economically for generations.  The fact that the local 

interests have established a working relationship in spite of the fence is illustrated that, for the 

fiscal year 2015, commercial sales tax collection in the City of McAllen saw 52% of revenues 

come from sales to Mexican citizens (26). 

 Television news footage as recently as March, 2016, has shown the rapid and easy 

scaling of a portion of border fence by two Mexican young men, each carrying a backpack.  This 

portion of fence was 20 feet high, located in either Arizona or New Mexico, and composed of 

solid sheet piling.  The two young men came over the wall into the United States, saw the 



camera, and were back over the wall and into Mexico in seconds, and the entire activity was 

caught on video! 

 It is notable that local communities, businesses, and social interests are working to 

develop a framework of living and accommodation in the midst of competing political rhetoric 

and general unrest.  A significant portion of U.S. citizenry along the border have their roots in 

Mexico and have family members who are Mexican citizens living in Mexico.  Historically, 

business and social intercourse back and forth have been facts of life.  North Americans routinely 

cross to Mexico for pharmaceuticals, dental care, and miscellaneous shopping while Mexicans, 

equally routinely, cross into the United States to malls and supermarkets.  Family celebrations 

take place freely on both sides of the border.  Municipal ties between border towns and cities, 

while varied in detail, are nevertheless common.  Criminal actions and dangers, largely generated 

by competing drug cartels, have affected the historic trans-border network of relationships but 

have not stopped them. 

 State of Texas response has been essentially twofold.  The regulations of the Department 

of Health govern installations such as the Respite Center in McAllen and the detention centers, 

and are complied with.  The Department of Public Safety operates gunboats in the two 

international reservoirs, Amistad and Falcon.  These are employed primarily to counter any drug 

cartel operations, since illegal immigrants seeking refuge or family reunification have neither the 

means nor the desire to attempt a lake crossing.  The Department of Public Safety also provides 

Highway Patrol officers to assist and supplement the U.S. Border Patrol, especially on weekends, 

in apprehending illegal immigrants crossing the Rio Grande (27).  These responses have been 

amid the ongoing political debate that includes all sides of the situation.  Texas is a big state, and 



sentiment in the Lower Rio Grande Valley differs from that in the Panhandle or East Texas.  

Both the Legislature and the Governor tend to view the influx if illegal immigrants in 

conservative terms, while the Valley legislators and those from San Antonio, El Paso, Laredo, 

and parts of Houston are more liberal.  All tend to agree, however, on the fact of a looming crisis 

for public education and services.  The nature of proposed solutions ranges across the political 

spectrum. 

 Federal responses, in large part, have been similar in nature to those at the state level.  

The statutory requirements have been discussed and are being complied with.  The political 

rhetoric ranges from deporting all illegal immigrants and building a physical barrier to a blanket 

granting of legal status and an unqualified welcome to all who come.  A common concern is the 

recognized need for review and reform of immigration policies. 

6.  A PATH TOWARD A SOLUTION?  

Five sovereign nations are mired in the problem of minor children unlawfully crossing 

the U.S.-Mexico border, as well as that of family units crossing:  Honduras, Guatemala, El 

Salvador, Mexico, and the United States.  The major factors contributing to the massive influx 

are rooted in criminal activity that is both internal and external to the countries, as well as deep 

and persistent poverty.  Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador have essentially lost control of 

the maintenance of civil order, especially in their northern regions, and Mexico has lost control 

of civil order in much or its northern states as well as the southern state of Chiapas.  Aside from 

any administrative or humanitarian addressing of issues arising from this migration, all five 

countries must cooperate in dealing with the law enforcement, border control, and trans-national 

issues.  This will require diplomatic cooperation, joint military cooperation (since international 



order is threatened), and joint police cooperation against the trans-national criminal interests and 

organizations. 

 The legacy of past interventions by the United States is one obstacle to such international 

collaboration.  The legacy of racism, within the United States and along its border with Mexico, 

is another obstacle.  U.S. activity and intervention, historically, in Central America is usually 

perceived as activity either to promote and support certain American commercial interests or to 

support dictatorships, however oppressive or brutal, that were seen as allied with the United 

States (28).  Another legacy that must be addressed is that of the vestiges of colonialism in the 

region and the inherent inequality of peonage that exacerbates the poverty that drives people to 

desperate acts.  Even with the modern phenomenon of international trade agreements, Central 

and South America have the world’s highest rate of economic and social inequality (29).  As a 

result the countries themselves are impoverished and lack the resources to provide and maintain 

adequate enforcement or protection of civil order, and the current police forces are vulnerable to 

bribery by the criminal elements, as are public officials. 

 The United States is arguably the wealthiest country in the world, and certainly the 

wealthiest in the Western Hemisphere.  A logical step would be for the United States to offer a 

kind of “Marshall Plan” program to assist the nations of Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and 

Mexico in the necessary upgrading and training of their police and military resources for border 

control, maintenance of civil order, and neutralization of the trans-national criminal elements.  

The United States did this for Europe at the end of World War II, and could use the same 

approach to an essentially prostrate Central America that is largely subject to international 

criminal interests.  For the United States, this means an important and difficult political debate 

and a reexamination of policy elements, perhaps, from elsewhere in the world to an immediate 



threat next door.  The United States is also the primary market for the narcotics suppliers.  As 

long as such an insatiable market exists, the cartels and illicit networks will continue to thrive.  

Any proposals or program specifics are clearly beyond the scope of this paper and are subjects 

for debate, but doing nothing cannot be an option, and shifting the responsibility to the relatively 

impoverished nations to the south cannot be an option. 

 The international cooperation and action described above also must be among peers and 

approached with mutual respect.  Latin American sensitivities, with all of their historical 

conditioning, must be respected if there is to be any chance at success.  Similarly, Latin 

resentment of past U.S. activities  as well as colonial carryovers must be laid to rest and laid 

aside, including the colonial legacy of padrones and peones that still affects Latin American 

culture. 

 Such action, if it is to succeed, will have to be truly international and cooperative, and 

will mean that each nation will be an equal player, similar to the Allied effort in Europe in World 

War II.  Although the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union were the principal 

powers, respectful inclusion involved France and Poland.  The Supreme Commander, by 

common consent, was an American, but the vice-commander was British, the air chief was 

British, and the theater commanders were mixed.  Such an arrangement means that each nation 

surrenders a measure of sovereignty in the interest of a common effort.  An appropriate legal 

framework for permanent border cooperation between the United States and Mexican security 

forces currently does not exist. 

 These measures only seek to stabilize border control and civil order.  The problem of 

oppressive and destabilizing poverty remains, as well as the fact of over 11 million illegal 



immigrants currently in the United States.  How can the United States deal with these people, 

who came seeking safety, reunification with family members, and a tolerable way of life, all in 

the context of a coherent legal structure and, in Sr. Norma’s words, “restore dignity”?  The 

legislative challenge will be somehow to create a new zero base for matters of legal residency  

status as well as a regularization of steps to citizenship for those who wish to seek it.  The United 

States is faced with a present reality that cannot be addressed by some kind of mass roundup, 

interrogation, and deportation.  Some of the current immigrants have been in the country illegally 

for a generation or more; they pay taxes and are gainfully contributing members of the 

communities in which they live.  Admittedly, this represents a one-time modification of all the 

consistent norms of legal procedure, and is, indeed, unfair to those who have followed the rules, 

but there appears to be no other humane way that is congruent with other, and equally important, 

values within American culture. 

 As a cooperative path to greater economic parity and social order can be established, and 

as civil order can be established and maintained, the forces that impel the wave of desperate 

children and parents will subside.  The author is also convinced that living conditions will 

improve throughout the currently impoverished areas of Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador, 

as well as those in Mexico.The alternative to action is a continuance of the current situation, and 

that is intolerable. 

 Finally, world events have overtaken the general subject of this paper.  In many places, 

movements of desperate people to get away from conditions of deadly danger, extreme poverty, 

ethnic and religious persecution, and political oppression are inundating nations where refuge is 

sought.  Countries in the European Union are experiencing a critical onslaught of refugees who 



make perilous journeys across the Mediterranean Sea and along hazardous land routes in search 

of safety and a better life.  The similarities with the subjects raised in this paper are obvious. 

 One may speculate as to whether all these events are elements of a period of general 

world-wide migrations, as have occurred at other significant times in world history.  Modern 

communications technology, as well as the facts of globalization, urbanization, and interrelated 

economies have made obsolete most of the geopolitical and commercial structures of only a half-

century ago.  These realities are not going to disappear or diminish.  How it can all be addressed 

in ways that avoid the commodification of people and give due consideration to human dignity is 

a central and critical question.  The scene at the U.S.-Mexico border is a very good place to 

begin trying to resolve the question, as we are faced with the most vulnerable of our brothers and 

sisters.   
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