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Fleeing death threats, family joins record number
crossing border in search of asylum
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In early November, Maria packed up her four children, paid a smuggler $12,000 and fled her small
Guatemalan village, embarking on the long journey that a record number of families from south of the

Maria (right) embraces her 11-year-old, as her son, 8, gets help with a computer from Belinda Hernandez-Arriaga.
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border are choosing to make.

It would take her and the children, ages 2 to 11, a month to reach the Rio Grande and enter the United
States.

Maria, who arrived in the Bay Area less than two weeks ago, recounted the terrifying trip, the days
without food, the cold, the endless nights of walking with children in tow and with hopes of receiving
asylum — a story that is unfolding repeatedly along the border.
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In November, the Border Patrol apprehended 25,172 families with children along the southern border —
a record high and more than three times the 7,000 families picked up over the same period last year.

They are coming in droves despite the costly and dangerous trek, which led to the death of a 7-year-old
Guatemalan girl at the New Mexico border this month.

Like Maria, they have kept coming despite federal efforts to deter their entry, reports of frigid
temperatures and inedible food during detention, and a ban on asylum for those fleeing domestic or
gang violence — a policy blocked by a federal judge Wednesday.

They remain undeterred even though 65 percent of asylum petitions were denied this year, up from 42
percent six years ago, according to Syracuse University’s TRAC database.

The number of migrants with children seeking refuge in the United States has jumped in the past two
months, with 23,115 families processed in October and 16,658 in September, which broke all previous
records.

The Trump administration proclaimed in November that only those coming into the U.S. at designated
ports of entry would be allowed to apply for asylum, and that those who entered somewhere else, as
Maria did, could not apply. Immigration advocates sued to block the new policy, and a federal judge in
San Francisco ruled in their favor. On Friday, the U.S. Supreme Court denied the administration’s
request to begin enforcing the policy.

The Department of Homeland Security announced Thursday that all southern border asylum seekers
will now have to wait in Mexico for the duration of their legal proceedings.

Still, those seeking safety will probably continue to make the journey, immigrant activists say.
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“I think it’s just the conditions in their countries are worsening,” said Barbara Pinto, immigration and
policy director at Centro Legal de la Raza, an Oakland legal services agency. “People just continue to
come.”

Those who made the horrific trip with few prospects, Pinto said, often offer the same reason: “I had no
choice if I wanted to live.”



Maria left, she said, because she, too, feared for her life — she had no other choice. She is now in the Bay
Area, living in San Mateo County.

“I wasn’t planning on ever leaving, but the dad of the children threatened to kill me and take the
children,” said Maria, 25, who was already married and a mother at age 14. “I was desperate.”

She asked that her real name not be used to prevent her husband from tracking her or sending someone
after her.

Back home in her Guatemalan rural community, no one knew how bad the journey would be, she said.
The stories from America were only glowing accounts of making it across the border, she said.

And the “coyotes” sold them a story of a 2,000-mile car ride up to Texas and a 15-minute walk into the
U.S. where Border Patrol agents would pick them up and initiate the process to asylum.

Instead, she and the children were forced to walk much of the 30-day journey, traveling only at night,
the trail marked with tiny shoes and pieces of clothing discarded or lost as others ahead of them dodged
Central American authorities.

“My heart would hurt a lot because I saw the journey that so many made,” she said. “That it wasn’t just
me and my children.”

On the evening of Dec. 5, the coyote dropped Maria’s family, and the group they were traveling with, in
the middle of nowhere near the Texas border with no water, food or adequate clothing.

They wandered the desolate brushland for 12 hours, Maria’s 8-year-old son begging to sleep. At 8 a.m.,
an agent found them and piled them into the truck, saying he was shocked they had made it through the
night.

Once in custody, they were taken in for processing at the U.S. Border Patrol McAllen Station and spent
the first night shivering in a holding pen, Maria said. Migrants call these cells hieleras, or iceboxes.

They were then taken to the what Maria called the perrera — the kennel — where her eldest daughter
was held in a separate cage until their release five days later. Inside, they were served food that was still
frozen, with spoiled milk.

Immigration advocacy groups are litigating the conditions inside such facilities, despite government
denials about the cold or other concerns raised by those detained.

Tears rolled down Maria’s cheeks as she recounted a recent morning in U.S. detention. Her eldest



daughter, a bubbly girl who wants to play basketball in school, sat with a vacant expression as Maria
talked about the separation and conditions. The three other children, who had been playing nearby,
gravitated to their mother, crawling in her lap.

The family had planned to go to New York, but a sponsor arranged by Maria’s sister fell through. Instead,
Maria, released with an ankle monitor, found another option while staying at a Catholic Charities respite
center in McAllen. A group of University of San Francisco professors and graduate students volunteering
at the center offered to help, buying the family a bus ticket to San Francisco and finding a temporary
home for them in San Mateo County.

“She told me if she didn’t make it (to the U.S.), they would lose everything,” said Belinda Hernandez-
Arriaga, a professor of counseling and psychology in the USF school of education. Back home, Maria had
no way to repay the bank loan for the coyote fee, and she had used her mother’s home as collateral.

Hernandez-Arriaga made the trip to Texas with students in part to volunteer and support families at the
border, traveling with the Bay Area Border Relief effort. But she said the experience gave her and the
future school social workers and counselors significant insight about the immigrant children and
families in local schools and communities.

“Definitely what’s happened to all of us, it transformed the way we understand the journey and the lives
of asylum-seeking families and migrant families in our communities,” she said.

Maria plans to enroll her children in school starting in January and find work as well as more permanent
housing for her family while her asylum request winds its way through the courts. She will have to
petition to get her ankle monitor removed and obtain a work permit.

The legal process for permanent residency could take a year or more, even under an expedited process
for new families entering the country.

In the meantime, “she’s here legally,” Hernandez-Arriaga said. “And our community has really wrapped
their arms around her.”

Maria, however, is still afraid. Her future is uncertain. At least for the moment, she and her children are
safe and warm.

“In Guatemala, we are working people,” she said. “I want to work.

“My dream is for my children to have a good future.”
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