
My Immigration Story  

 

I had the opportunity to spend a week in Tijuana engaging in legal advocacy assisting migrants 

from the caravan seeking asylum. I immediate jumped at the opportunity, given that I had time 

off from work since the university is closed for winter break and I want to gain more experience 

in immigration law. Last spring break, I went to Pennsylvania with a group of law students and 

professors to assist migrants seeking asylum at the Berks County detention center. That 

experience solidified my desire to become an immigration attorney and to focus on asylum law 

and ending family detention. This time, I would not be a law student, but I’m also not an attorney 

until I get sworn in later in January to the DC Bar. But I would still gain valuable experience in 

the field of asylum law.  

 

Some people might be surprised by my decision to specialize in immigration law. When I started 

law school I told everyone I wanted to do education policy and I still do. Then I added family law 

and given my background as an early childhood educator that was not a surprise. But after 

taking immigration law, I realized my history as an immigrant was pushing me into this field. 

Now some of you know I was born in Panama, but others might not so I’m going to kick off my 

journal with an overview of my immigration history.  

 

In 1977 I was born in Panama. My mother is a Panamanian citizen and my stepfather (and my 

real father) was a U.S. soldier in the army stationed in Panama. We left Panama sometime 

between March 1979 and July 1980 and eventually landed in New York City before moving to 

New Jersey where I grew up.  I never felt like an immigrant growing up. My mom spoke fluent 

Spanish and so does my older sister, but the rest of us never learned our native language. It 

wasn’t until I was 17 and tried to get my driver’s license that the reality of being an immigrant hit 

me. The only documents my mother could give me were a social security card, a birth certificate 

in Spanish, a hospital certificate in English, and an expired passport.  The New Jersey DMV 

would accept none of these. I even asked my Spanish teacher to translate the birth certificate 

but that still did not work. My friends who took me the DMV were surprised to learn I was born in 

Panama and quickly dubbed me as Manuel Noriega’s daughter!  

 

  
 



It was not until I turned 18 and registered to vote in New Jersey (which did not require proof of 

citizenship) that I was able to take my NJ voter registration card to the DMV with my social 

security card and finally get a driver’s license. Things would change after 9/11 but for a while, 

when I moved to a new state, all I needed was to surrender my driver’s license and present my 

social security card and then I would receive a new driver’s license.  

 

That all changed when I was living in Indiana for graduate school. I needed to replace my MD 

driver’s license,  but I soon found out the law had changed, and I would need proof of 

citizenship to get an Indiana driver’s license. I decided to send a request to the Panama Canal 

Zone for a real birth certificate. For $30 I could finally establish myself as an American citizen.  

When my new birth certificate arrived, I was in for a shock. On the bottom of the birth certificate 

was a statement that said this does not prove citizenship because only one parent was a U.S. 

citizen and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice stamped it! I could not believe it! So now my 

birth certificate would not prove my citizenship. I learned later in immigration law that in 1997 the 

law was changed for children born abroad and now both parents had to be U.S. citizens to pass 

that citizenship on to their child.  

 

Now I was worried. All I had left was my expired passport with the cutest baby picture! Would it 

be renewed without a birth certificate? I had no idea, but I went to the post office and did an 

expedited renewal. To my complete surprise, I received a passport good for ten years. Now I 

was back in business.  

 

  
 

Even though I experienced this I never felt like an immigrant. I am a black woman and will 

always be perceived that way. Unless I were trying to get something official, no one would ever 

question citizenship. And because I did not speak Spanish, I did not feel like a person born in 

another country.  However, after learning about our convoluted immigration system I was drawn 



more to this field. I realized that although my status was secure my mom and my older siblings 

might not be so lucky.  

 

Before I left for my trip, my father asked, “What are we supposed to do with all these people 

trying to get into the country?” I understand his question; many people feel as though we just 

cannot be expected to take in all these migrants. My answer was simple. I told my dad that we 

have a system in place in this country for reviewing asylum claims. We make refugees tell us 

their story over and over again. First during their credible/reasonable fear interview. Then again 

as they wait for their day in court. Lawyers produce hundreds of documents depicting country 

conditions and gathering as much evidence as possible to prove that the fear of persecution is 

great enough to warrant asylum. And then an immigration judge decides if they believe the 

migrant or not. This process is not easy, but it is fundamental that we have a system in place to 

grant asylum because it is an international right. One day we may all become refugees. One 

day living while black in America can become so dangerous that we are forced to flee to another 

country. And if that day ever comes we will need other countries to honor the asylum process. 

So that is why I’m going to Tijuana. I believe in a system of granting asylum and I believe 

everyone has the right to claim asylum. Yes, it might sound like 6,000+ is too many to allow to 

seek asylum, but the system in place does not guarantee all will receive asylum. But it will allow 

everyone to get their chance to ask for asylum. And that system is worth fighting for.   

 

Day 1 12/23/18 

 

We arrived in Tijuana today after a long early morning of travel. We took a Lyft to the border and 

crossed on foot at Ped West. The process was straightforward, and we got through security 

pretty easily. We then went to the Al Otro Lado office where we spend the week providing on 

the ground (OTG) assistance and received training from Luis who is a consultant working for Al 

Otra Lado and the only paid staff at our location. We learned that Luis and others had risked 

their life helping unaccompanied minors and other migrants who were at risk for persecution in 

Tijuana cross the border. Sometimes they brought in an elected member of Congress to help 

them get people across. Currently, Customs and Border Patrol (CBP) is denying people a 

chance to claim asylum at the border and that is illegal. And then Mexican immigration threatens 

to arrest the volunteers and lawyers on trumped up charges of child kidnapping and loitering.   

 

          



 

Every day presents new challenges because no one knows how many migrants will show up 

needing help and no one knows how many volunteers will show up to help. What we do know is 

that our support is greatly needed, and we will do our best to save lives.  

 

Day 2 12.24.18 

 

Today I had a range of experiences. We began by going to Al Otra Lado at 10 am for additional 

legal training and to prepare to meet our clients at 1 pm. Some of the students in our group went 

to the border at 7:30 am to talk briefly with the migrants. Because CBP and Mexican 

Immigration are deliberately turning away asylum seekers, the migrants were forced to create 

an illegal list. This list has all their assigned numbers written down to track who is there and who 

is being allowed to cross the border. A few migrants volunteer to be the list manager and every 

morning CBP calls four to six numbers that represent about ten people each and allow them to 

cross. This is very illegal, but it is also the reality at the border. Those students met up with Luis 

and tried briefly to inform those whose number would not be called to come to Al Otra Lado at 1 

pm for a Charla and a CFI prep. This is the best strategy for finding migrants and helping them 

prepare for what will happen if they can cross. Some of us will go each morning to help Luis.  

 

Our legal training prepared us to do 30-minute CFI preps after the Charla. The Charla is an 

information session given to the migrants that explains what Al Otra Lado does and the process 

for claiming asylum. Charla’s are given by volunteers who have been there for a few days and 

are given in as many languages as can provide. The migrants are not all from the Golden 

Triangle (El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala). Some are from the Caribbean and speak 

Creole Haitian and others are from many different countries and require volunteers who speak 

other languages. After the Charla, the migrants are assigned to a volunteer to do their CFI prep. 

The Credible Fear Interview (CFI) is very important for beginning the long process of applying 

for asylum. Once migrants can cross CBP typically holds them in cages that are known as ice 

boxes. They are very cold, and migrants receive thin mylar blankets that look like foil paper and 

frozen burritos. They can spend a few days up until a few weeks in a hielera or icebox. If they 

are lucky CBP moves them to detention center which can be anywhere in the country. Luis 

informed us that about 100 migrants a day being dropped off in San Diego with nothing but an 

ankle monitor and a court date. Given that the border is only processing 40 migrants a day no 

ones where these people are coming from and given the lack of immigrant shelter beds in San 

Diego, the organizations OTG (on the ground) must scramble to help these migrants find shelter 

and transportation to wherever they are going in the U.S.  

 

If a migrant gets transferred to a detention center they will be there until their CFI. The CFI is 

held with an asylum officer and this is the first time the migrant has a chance to make their claim 

for asylum. If they fail the CFI they will likely be deported although they have one more chance 

to go before an immigration judge, however, the judge is likely to agree with whatever the 

asylum officer found, so it is imperative that the migrant pass their CFI. And that is where we 

come in. No, we do not tell them what to say. We review the requirements for asylum and we 

ask them to tell us their story. We ask them to explain what happened to make them leave, who 



did it to them, why did they do it, did they go to the police for help, and do they have an option 

for internal relocation. Given the limited capacity of Al Otra Lado, this is a very quick process. If 

you are doing CFI prep at a detention center you can spend hours going through their story, but 

here we have about 30 minutes. After hearing their story, we speak with the attorney and then 

we tell them if they have a good asylum claim or not and what their next option might be.  

 

My first client was a man from Honduras who did not have a very good asylum claim. He knew 

this after the Charla but met with us anyway. Unfortunately, being poor, unable to find work, and 

wanting to see your daughters who live in the U.S. will not get you asylum. My second client 

was a different story. She traveled from Cameroon through seven countries to make it to 

Tijuana and her reason for fleeing would make an excellent claim for asylum if her number is 

ever called and she can cross. We reviewed the types of questions she will likely here during 

her CFI and informed her that as heartbreaking as her story is she would have to tell it over and 

over again. We wished her luck and sent her on her way.   

 

After working we broke into two groups to visit shelters for Christmas Eve. I learned that in 

Mexico and much of Central America, Christmas is celebrated on Christmas Eve. I went with the 

group to the YMCA to visit about 40 unaccompanied minors who have been denied entry and 

temporarily being housed in Tijuana. Some of you may have heard but two migrant teens were 

killed in Tijuana right before we arrived. The two teens were living at the YMCA. The man who 

runs the YMCA gave us an informational overview. He told us that for the most part, they have 

enough food and clothes however they did need bath towels and the few girls needed feminine 

hygiene products. He also told us the story of how three migrant boys were lured out of the 

building by the cartel and how two of them were murdered and a third was severely injured and 

remains in critical condition. As we stared at the altar created to honor the boys I was wracked 

with grief. The fact is had we let them cross and detained them in the U.S. they would still be 

alive today. These children left home alone to embark on a dangerous journey because they 

have no other option. Staying at home and staying alive is not possible. So, they came here 

seeking assistance and we are refusing to even allow them to ask for asylum. One boy tried to 

cross and was denied and when they tried to deport him back to Honduras he refused and 

instead returned to the YMCA. The children I met were between 14 and 17 and seemed like 

normal teenagers. We wanted to keep the mood light and festive, so we did not ask them about 

why they fled but it was obvious that many were still traumatized and scared. If a minor is able 

to come to the U.S and apply for asylum they can apply for Special Juvenile Immigrant 

classification, but it must happen before they turn 18. The 17-year olds know they are running 

out of time. We cooked for the children, served them dinner, listened to them rap, and danced 

with them before heading out.  



 

           

                   
  

 

After such an emotional day we were fortunate to spend Christmas eve with a caring family. 

One of the volunteers invited us to her uncle’s house who lives in Rosarito for dinner with the 

family and to celebrate her uncle’s birthday. I cannot express how much I needed to be around 

a loving caring family that invited nine people into their home for a wonderful Christmas dinner. 

After listening to the harrowing journey many migrants take to get her and the pain and suffering 

that caused them to leave their homes, it was a blessing to end the evening with friends, family, 



food, and love.  

       
 

 
 

 

 

Day 3 12.25.18 

 



Merry Christmas. Today was probably the least busy day we will experience. Those who went to 

the border learned that the CBP was not letting anyone cross today. As a result, we did not 

meet with many clients. Instead, Luis decided to use the downtime to have us do a variety of 

tasks that would allow us to be ready for tomorrow which should be a very busy day. I did some 

data entry while others copied forms, wrote letters to get us to visit a detention camp, received 

training, and assisted the few clients we had. We hoped to have a wedding today, but no one 

showed up. Each day at 3 pm people who want to get married are encouraged to come and we 

hope to have someone there to conduct the ceremony. I heard it’s the best part of the day and I 

hope I get to see one soon.  

 

Given the light work day, I and a few others took an opportunity to visit family in San Diego. My 

mother lives about 30 minutes from the border and I rarely see her Christmas, so it was nice to 

visit with her and my brother. As we rode in a car to visit my brother, I told my mom about what 

was happening. She was a little shocked, but mainly she could not understand why the migrants 

would come to the U.S. when they know our government is actively trying to keep them away. 

We talked about how people are drawn here because they believe they can have a piece of the 

American Dream and back in their country they have no opportunity to survive. While I was at 

the YMCA last night it dawned on me that for most of the unaccompanied minors who are 

fortunate to make it to the U.S., the American dream would probably never be a reality. The 

truth is most of them will work 16-20 hours a day just trying to make a living. As bad as the 

situation may be in their country, the economic situation in this country is only slightly improved. 

But I guess when you have no opportunity to make anything, a hard opportunity is better than 

anything.  And that is the American dream the migrants seek. The ability to come here with 

nothing and make a better life is worth dying for.  

 

I was able to take a lot more pictures today.  

These are the view from the roof of Enclave Caracol where Al Otra Lado is based.  

       

      
    



   
 

I had an amazing lunch down the street from the office.  

 

  
 

And I was able to visit with my mom and brother on Christmas. And we watched A Christmas 

Story!  

 

  
Day 4 12.26.18 



 

Today was the longest day I had since arriving on Sunday. I took my first visit to Chaparral. This 

is where the migrants line up each morning to check where they stand on the illegal quota list. 

Our goal is to talk the migrants who are not going to be able to get through today and 

encourage them to come to our office at Enclave Caracol to participate in the Charla and 

receive a one-on-one consultation to help prepare them for the CFI. If someone’s number has 

been called then we try and do an on the spot consultation and give them as much information 

as possible. Al Otra Lado created a hand out that we call manitas that is a quick way to explain 

the most important questions they should be able to answer during the CFI. We bring those 

handouts in as many languages as possible along with a map on how to get to the office.  

 

     

  
 

 
  

 

There was probably 50-75 people out there this morning. Because Al Otra Lado is suing 

Mexican Immigration and CBP about the illegal list they gave it to the migrants and forced them 

to be in charge of it. CBP tells Mexican Immigration how many people to allow through and then 

they tell the list managers to start calling the numbers. I cannot express how illegal this. Asylum 

law does not allow for a person to be denied entry or to use a quota system. But this is the 

reality and they are making the best of it. I was able to speak to a group from Cameroon that 

spoke English. They had not been to our office and I convinced them to come in for a consult.   

 

One little boy had a smile on his face all day. He walked around saying hola to everyone and 

when we talked to his mom he promised to explain everything to her. He was probably 8-10 



years old. When his number was called the joy on his face was contagious. We watched him 

proudly grab his suitcase and walk to the other side with his mother. I was so happy for him but 

then I realized that although this was a joyous moment what came next could be so much 

worse. Although the current administration claims to not be separating children we must warn 

people that this might happen. And since the administration is pushing for indefinite detention 

the worst-case scenario is that the family stays in detention until their court date which could be 

a year from now. Nonetheless, that boy’s smile will stay in my heart and was needed to get 

through the rest of the day.  

 

We realized that today was going to be busy since no one was allowed to cross on Christmas 

and we only had 1 or 2 clients. At our 10 am OTG check-in I counted 35 volunteers, but we 

could have had more. We reviewed the assignments and sent people to training. Some for our 

group was able to go to other locations including Benita Juarez, Barretal, and an LGBT safe 

house. Benita Juarez was the first official outdoor shelter coordinated by the local government. 

It was supposed to be shut down on December 2nd and the migrants were encouraged to leave 

to the new shelter Barretal. Currently, there are still many people sleeping in tents who do not 

want to go to Barretal because it is far away and in a dangerous area owned by the cartels.  

 

Barretal is the largest shelter in Tijuana. From what I gathered people who are there without an 

ID cannot leave, but can also be thrown out for not having an ID. When people come to Al Otra 

Lado and they stay at Barretal they must leave early to get back in time because the 

neighborhood is so dangerous.  Currently, there are two LGBT safe houses. When we go to any 

of these locations we do the same thing that we do in the office, provide consultation for their 

CFI prep.  

 

Back in the office, we had 41 attend the Charla. Because the English speaking Cameroonians I 

met at Chaparral showed up I was able to do their Charla in English with Luis. The Charla is an 

overview of the asylum process, the illegal list quota, and what to expect when they are allowed 

into the United States. We must prepare them for the worse case scenarios: being put 

immediately into deportation proceedings or indefinite detention.  We had 16 children come with 

their parents. There is a small corner filled with children’s toys, so the kids can play while their 

parents attend the Charla and receive their consultation. Of the 41 who attended only 21 

received a CFI consultation. The process takes a long time and they must wait for a volunteer. 

Because many of them are staying far away in dangerous neighborhoods they must leave 

before it gets dark. Many will come back tomorrow and try again. We open the doors at 12:30, 

try and start the Charla between 1 and 1:30. Not sure if I mentioned the weddings, but if people 

want to get married we try and have someone onsite to perform weddings at 3. Then we plan for 

a closing debrief at 5. Yesterday I believe one couple got married, but we did not start the 

closing debrief until 6 or 6:30. So for those of us who went to Chaparral at 7:30 in the morning it 

was an 11-hour day. We were exhausted and troubled by the stories we heard.  

 



  

 
The children's play area  

 

I want to end by noting that I once again had a man without a really good asylum claim. When I 

told him this I thought he would make something up to make his story more believable, but he 

didn’t. He said he was afraid to go back, but he did not lie or tell stories that would elevate his 

fear to the status needed to get asylum. I know many people think the migrants are lying 

because we are telling them what to say. But when they need to lie to save their lives they can’t. 

And when they should keep something to themselves that might harm their case they don’t. 

When you spend months walking to escape home, lying is not necessary. Even if it means you 

don’t get to claim asylum.  

 

Here are some pics from our walk from Chaparral back to Enclave Caracol.  

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day 5 12.27.18 



 

Today was busier than yesterday which means we are reaching more and more people every 

day. As always some went to Chaparral to check on the illegal quota list. We learned that 

instead of going through about 60 numbers they went through 250 meaning most of those 

people were not there because they did not expect those many numbers to be called. So, when 

they show up tomorrow and learn that their number was already called things could go south.  

 

Back at the office during our OTG check-in one of the UDC law students suggested that we go 

to the hotel where we were told 50 English speaking Cameroonians are staying and encourage 

them to come to the 1 pm Charla. Luis agreed so three of us went including me. We saw a 

couple of the men we worked with the day before and they greeted us, and we sat and talked to 

them for a while. We hoped that others who had not come to Al Otra Lado would come down 

and speak to us but only one person did. We learned that given the horrific things that 

happened to them they do not trust anyone. This has encouraged us to continue building trust 

and possibly send a team to the hotel to do the Charla and the CFI consultations before we 

leave.  

 

In the morning I volunteered to buy food for the migrants who come to the Charla. Unfortunately, 

food is only available if someone is willing to buy it and give it away. I went to my favorite 

restaurant and ordered 60 tacos. I had no idea that would not be enough, but fortunately, 

another volunteer stepped up and brought even more food, so we could feed everyone who 

came.  

 

Our numbers for the day included 68 people attending the Charla, 45 receiving a CFI 

consultation, 11 countries represented, and four languages spoken. We also learned that in the 

past three months Al Otra Lado has served over 1200 people.   

 

I was prepared to lead another English Charla, but it wasn’t needed. So before doing CFI preps, 

I was blessed to hang out with two babies. Sitting with the babies and playing with them was a 

joyous moment, even when one of them peed on me! Even during my CFI prep, I was able to 

hold and comfort one little boy who was missing his parents. But they were upstairs getting 

married! We had seven weddings and I did not get to see one, but tomorrow I will be the 

marriage lead meaning I will organize and witness the weddings! This is my way of engaging in 

self-care because the CFI preps have been emotionally taxing. I feel myself losing my ability to 

focus on my client and be as present as possible. I think the strain of hearing so many stories is 

making it hard to concentrate. Of course, if needed I will do a CFI prep and an English Charla, 

but I hope that as a witness and coordinator of a wedding will allow me to recharge my spirit and 

feed my soul with love and happiness.  

 

After the debrief, a few from our group went to Costco to buy supplies for the unaccompanied 

minors we visited on Christmas Eve at the YMCA. For everyone who donated to the Go Fund 

Me, please know that some of your funds were used to buy tables, chairs, towels, and feminine 

hygiene project for 45 unaccompanied minors.  

By the end of the day, as I tried to hold on to the joy of feeding a 10-month old boy while his 



parents were married, I saw the picture of Felipe Gomez the 8-year old boy from Guatemala 

who died in CBP custody. I wondered of all the children I saw at Chaparral and who came to Al 

Otra Lado who might be next to die because my country does not believe they have a right to 

seek asylum. As the grief hit me I knew that I needed to take care of myself and find and hold 

onto any piece of joy that may present itself, even if for a moment.  

 

Rest in power! 

  

 
 

Some of the supplies we bought to the YMCA 

 

 
   

 

The crew who went to build trust with the Cameroonians. 



 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day 6 12.28.18 

 



I think the reality that we are only here for two more days hit us this morning. Some might stay 

and work on Sunday because their flights are late at night, but others must leave earlier so 

Saturday will be there last day working with Al Otra Lado. I decided to head to Chaparral this 

morning. The woman from Cameroon that I worked with on Christmas Eve did not come back 

and I wanted to see if she was still waiting to cross. But before we went there we decided to 

make a quick stop and see where the border wall meets the ocean. Although it was beautiful it 

was extremely sad to see the lengths people go to deny other people their humanity. To be 

human is to care about the suffering of others and to build walls to keep people out is as anti-

humanity as it gets.   

 

 
 

 

  
   

At Chaparral there were so many issues given how many numbers were called the day before 

and how many people were skipped over. One issue that got some of the UDC Law crew 

involved was when two women with young girls were told they would have to leave their girls 

behind and go by themselves. When they first went to be put their name on the illegal quota list 

they were told they did not have to add their children. Then yesterday they were told their 

children were not on the list and could not go. I understand the situation is stressful but how can 

anyone tell a mother to leave her two children behind! Unfortunately, I was getting coffee and 

trying to find transportation for a family who arrived today and did not have anywhere to go, so I 

missed the entire altercation, but I soon learned that Larry Rodriguez and Elizabeth (Liz) 

Limones held it down. Larry used this male privilege to argue with Grupos Betas (Mexican 

immigration) and demand the entire family stay together. Liz also continued to be a fierce 

advocate. We stayed there until they were safely able to cross and managed to get another 

family across that had a similar situation.  And I saw the Cameroonian woman I was looking for. 

She hugged me and thanked me for helping her prepare for what comes next. She was 



confident her number would be called today. After the first group left, they began calling more 

numbers. I left by then, but I pray her number was called. Although I know the next 2-6 weeks 

can be horrific beginning with staying in a hierela and then being detained but given what she’s 

been through in her own country, and her harrowing journey through seven countries to get 

here, I know she is strong enough to handle the remaining hurdles.  

 

Back at the office, I was excited to be the wedding lead. After three days of doing CFI preps, I 

needed some joy to serve as self-care. But first I had to get the food to feed the migrants who 

showed up for the Charla. I decided to get 75 tacos this time and even though I didn’t feel like I 

paid too much, I soon found that I was paying way too much. So tomorrow a couple of other 

people who are willing to negotiate will oversee getting food.  

 

There was no need for an English Charla so after helping to serve food I waited eagerly to 

coordinate a wedding. One couple who wanted to get married had the cutest baby girl. I wanted 

to hold her during the ceremony, so I spent an hour making faces at her and getting her to smile 

so during wedding time she would be comfortable with me. Then I got asked to a CFI prep. I 

could not say no because not everyone has the skill set to do them, so I sat down with an older 

man and had him tell me his story. And of course, I missed the wedding, and another volunteer 

got to hold and dance with my baby! One more couple had signed up for weddings, so I thought 

all was not lost but then at the last minute they canceled!! I was so sad that I hated seeing my 

name on the board as the wedding lead (but the no white saviors made up for it). But I did sign 

up to give it one more try tomorrow. I am determined to witness one wedding before I leave!  

  

 
  

 

I did a total of two CFI preps and as always, they were emotionally draining. I am in awe at how 

the migrants can tell their story and remain composed. Some break down, but others talk as 

though what happened to them was expected. You can see the trauma lurking behind their 

eyes, but they try and stay strong because that is the only way to manage their current situation 

and what they will face if and when they make it the U.S.  

 

Many in our group took the opportunity to do outreach at other shelters. Benito Juarez is still 

open and there about 200 people living there. They do not want to go Barretal because it is 

farther away than where they stay now. However, they noted that they are not safe there 



because someone comes around each day to harass them. Another team went to Barratel 

which holds about 3000 people. Liz worked with a group of young women who were raped the 

night before by so-called employees (people who take it upon themselves to run the shelter). 

Although we try to identify MVP (Most Vulnerable Person) there is not much we can do for them 

except note that they need immediate assistance. This frustrates everyone especially Luis who 

is in charge. But after our evening debrief he met with the team and they created a plan to go 

early in the morning and get the girls out. Although they want to stay together, two are over 18 

and one is under 18 so they cannot find shelter together. The plan is to convince them to 

separate into two shelters.   

 

During our closing debrief we shared our sorrows/anger, joys, and plans for the next day. It’s a 

very emotional time, but it’s important that we reflect and not hold in the pain. Today was Liz’s 

last day so she asked for a group picture.  

 

 
 

I must say I am thankful for the volunteers who show up to do this incredible work. I by myself 

could not offer much assistance if I didn’t have someone willing to interpret for me. The 

interpreters are angels. I can only imagine how hard it is to communicate back and force 

between two languages when discussing such traumatic events. I shared how frustrating it is to 

tell an 18-year-old that he does not have a strong case. The current administration is preventing 

gang recruitment from being grounds to receive asylum. Had he been allowed to cross when he 

was 17 there would be more options for him, but he was forced to say in Mexico. He told me 

that he would take his slim chance because going back to Honduras was not an option, and he 

didn’t feel safe in Mexico. The gangs are everywhere.   

 

We ended the day with a group dinner at Telefonica Gastro Park. It’s a Tijuana version of Union 



Market for those of you from DC. It was nice but felt a bit like gentrification. Nonetheless, I was 

grateful not to have to eat another taco! 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day 7 12.29.18 and Day 8 12.30.18 

 

Yesterday was our last day and it was an intense emotional roller coaster. And so was this 

morning so I’m combining this last post.  I did not go to Chaparral yesterday morning although 

some from our team was there. They continued to talk to the migrants and invite them to come 

to Enclave Caracol for the 1 pm Charla. Since it was my last day and I did not need to attend 

any training the morning felt a bit lite. I helped in the office before grabbing lunch and buying 



souvenirs/late Christmas gifts for the family.   

 

As people began to file in I noticed a few people I worked with who came back. One was a 

woman who had a hard time finishing her story and had just received a number at Chaparral so 

would probably be in Tijuana for 5-6 weeks. The other was my 18-year old client from the day 

before. Although he did not feel safe in Tijuana he did not have an immediate threat, so I did not 

refer him as an MVP. But I told him if something happened to make him feel as though the 

threat was imminent he should come back. I noticed him motioning to me and felt the pit of my 

stomach drop because I knew something was wrong. I found someone to interpret for me and 

he told us that he was attacked by four men when he left the shelter to get food in the morning. 

He said they told him “you didn't think we would find you did you”. As they attempted to cut him 

someone came out and they fled. He returned to the shelter and waited a while and then had 

someone walk out with him, so he could get back to the office. It took all I had not to dissolve 

into a puddle as I completed the MVP form. His claim is not that strong because he fears gang 

recruitment and he was convinced to apply and was granted asylum in Mexico. But it was 

obvious he is not safe here and needed immediate shelter. I told him to have a seat and I 

promised we would do our best to find him somewhere to sleep for the night.  

 

The other client who returned made me realize an important aspect of my language and 

education privilege. As we sat down to go back over her story, she told the interpreter that she 

didn’t feel comfortable with the interpreting. The interpreter had enough knowledge to do 

consultation in Spanish, so she worked one-on-one with this woman. At the debrief another 

volunteer pointed out how we should not privilege the English speakers over the native Spanish 

speakers because we were lawyers or law students. After training anyone can do the CFI 

consultation because of all us then go and seek advice from the supervising attorney about our 

cases.  I realized that being put in the position to do CFI preps with an interpreter because I'm a 

recent law school graduate did not make sense if the goal is to not retraumatize and to make 

people feel as comfortable as possible. Some clients do not mind the interpreting but would it 

not be easier to just train all the Spanish seekers on how to do a consultation and cut down on 

the need to interpret in the first place? When I go back in March I’ll be sure to make this happen.  

 

We had 59 people show up for the Charla and 21 adults had a CFI prep and nine identified as 

MVP.  Since I did not do a CFI prep and was waiting for someone to find a shelter for my other 

client, I got to really be the WEDDING LEAD. AND WE HAD FOUR WEDDINGS (while I was 

there, but we also had a wedding at Chaparral in the morning). And the minister is a Unitarian 

Univeralist (my church)! I was so psyched! We did the first three together. The minister began 

with a prayer (an assumption on my part because it was in Spanish, but it ended with amen). 

And then she went to each couple and had them say their vows. We have cheap gold and silver 

rings and white roses for the women. After all the individual vows, we came together for the final 

words. Then it was time for sparkling juice and chocolate!! The fourth couple had an individual 

wedding. I cannot express how touching it was to officially be a witness for these people. I 

smiled from ear to ear but did not have to fight back the tears. It was truly joyous to witness.  

Some of you might be wondering why Al Otra Lado bothers with weddings. It’s simply another 

type of documentation to help these people as they prepare to apply for asylum. Many migrants 



are in common law marriages that will not be recognized. So, if we have a volunteer minister 

why not give them something official even if it’s only a religious ceremony and does not come 

with a civil marriage license. And in case you were wondering, it is not done for people looking 

to use marriage for immigration purposes. An American woman came with a Mexican man 

looking to get married to help his immigration case, but Luis said no. The weddings we do are 

only for refugees seeking asylum.   

 

    
 



 
 

I continued to worry about my client as he sat patiently waiting for help with shelter. I found 

myself in the child care area holding a baby because I thought it would be a good way to keep 

myself together. Her name was Samantha and she was 4-6 months. As I held her I promised 

her that I would continue to fight for her and all the children who through no fault of their own are 

being treated so poorly by my government. That was the second time I had to fight back the 

tears.   

 



The third time was when my client finally had somewhere to go. Another woman who works Al 

Otra Lado was able to find him a ride to a church that had shelter. I hugged him and wished him 

luck on his journey. And as he walked away I prayed that I did not see him in the news as the 

next tragic victim. As we went through the debrief I wasn’t sure if what I was feeling was sorrow 

or joy. I decided it was sorrow because even when we identify a potential MVP there is not 

much we can do. Oh, as an update, my colleagues got the three girls out from Barratel and they 

spent the day at the office, eating and doing arts and crafts. We then found them shelter as well, 

a place where they could stay together.   

 

The realization that leaving meant taking 12 volunteers away was painful. Many of us would 

have stayed had we had the financial means to quit working and be full-time volunteers. It hurts 

to leave knowing that the need is still so strong. And you realize that all we can be is a band-aid 

for a horrible gaping wound. We cannot perform a miracle surgery and make the patient whole 

again. All we can do is try and patch as many small cuts as possible.   

 

As I got back to the states I realized that I would need a 15-hour sleep, a really good cry, and 

self-care. Well, my friend Tulip helped with the last one. She insisted Larry and I go with her on 

a scooter to Balboa Park! I was super hesitant since I never rode one before, but it was a 

beautiful day and I didn’t want to be the only scaredy cat, so I said yes! OMG, I so needed that. I 

felt like an 8-year old and it was amazing. And I was scared most of the time, but I rode for like 

six blocks in traffic and did not fall or hurt myself. It was the best self-care I could imagine. I’m 

off to Denver for more self-care visiting a best friend and her family!!!!  

 

     



     
  

   Proof that I wedding a successful wedding lead!!            

  

 



 
 


