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The Women’s Refugee Commission (““WRC”) submits this statement to the Senate Homeland
Security Subcommittee on Government Operations and Border Management for the September
6, 2023 hearing, “After Apprehension: Tracing DHS Responsibilities After Title 42.”

WRC is a non-profit organization that advocates for the rights of women, children, and families
fleeing violence and persecution. The Migrant Rights and Justice (“MRJ”) Program focuses on
the right to seek asylum in the United States and strives to ensure that migrants and refugees,
including women and children, are provided with humane reception in transit to and in the
United States, given meaningful access to legal protection, and are protected from exposure to
gender discrimination or gender-based violence.

Since 1996, MR staff have made numerous visits to the southwest border region, including
along Mexico’s northern border, as well as to immigration detention centers for adult women and
families and to shelters housing unaccompanied children throughout the country. WRC has
interviewed hundreds of detained women, families, and children seeking asylum in the United
States, as well as other critical and relevant stakeholders, including service providers and
government officials.' Based on the information that we collect on these visits and our analysis
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of the laws and policies relating to these issues, we advocate for improvements and make
recommendations for changes to U.S. policy and practice. Below we highlight three critical
issues facing people seeking asylum and provide recommendations.

The Biden administration’s new rule blocks access to asylum and forces vulnerable people
to wait in danger in Mexico

This hearing comes several months after the Biden administration began implementing its new
rule, “Circumvention of Lawful Pathways,” at the US-Mexico border and in courtrooms across
the country.? Since the lifting of Title 42° and with this rule now in effect, WRC has found that
people are illegally blocked from being able to seek asylum—other than for narrow
exceptions—despite their guaranteed right under US law to do so regardless of place of entry. A
federal court has already found the rule unlawful, but it remains in effect while the Biden
administration appeals.* A class action lawsuit is challenging Customs and Border Protection’s
(“CBP”) practice of turning away individuals seeking protection at US ports of entry at the
southern border without CBP One appointments.® Due to these routine turnbacks, CBP One
appointments have essentially become the exclusive way to seek asylum at the US-Mexico
border, despite the rule’s supposed exceptions for unaccompanied children and others.

Since the lifting of Title 42 on May 11, 2023, migrants continue to face challenges to entering

the US and seeking safety. Many vulnerable people wait weeks or months in Mexico to secure a
CBP One appointment, at risk of violent attacks and living in squalid and dangerous conditions.
During a recent visit to northern Mexico, WRC spoke with dozens of people seeking asylum and
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humanitarian service providers who confirmed that kidnappings, extortion, and sexual violence
against women is common.

Fear screenings in CBP facilities fail to comply with due process obligations

Since April, the Department of Homeland Security (“DHS”) and the Department of Justice
(“DOJ”) have required some individuals to undergo credible fear interviews while in custody in
CBP facilities at the border. The rushed process has caused credible fear positive rates to drop
dramatically.” Few people have time to consult with counsel, and USCIS has failed to notify
attorneys of their clients’ scheduled fear interviews.® Legal consultation and representation
providers found that individuals asked for or accepted deportation due to medical neglect in
custody.” There have also been several individuals enrolled in the program whose primary
language was not Spanish and should not have been enrolled in the first place. This program
harms people’s ability to meaningfully access legal counsel and pursue an asylum claim. Indeed,
more than 65 Members of Congress have called for DHS and DOJ to halt fear screenings in CBP
facilities.'

Humanitarian service providers need federal support

During times of low and high arrivals, nonprofit organizations and local governments have
received newly arrived migrants and provided shelter and respite. Rather than rely on costly and
inhumane Immigration and Customs Enforcement (“ICE”’) immigration detention, which
Women’s Refugee Commission has documented for years is harmful, traumatizing, and impedes
due process, communities every day coordinate release of individuals and families from CBP
custody to their care.!" At shelters and respite sites, individuals and families provide food,
clothing, medical aid, legal information, and transportation support. Without this critical
assistance, CBP facilities would experience overcrowding and migrants would be stranded
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without their basic humanitarian needs met.'? In fiscal year 2023, Congress provided CBP $800
million for the Shelter and Services Program (“SSP”) to help ensure the efficient, humane, and
sustainable reception of newly arrived migrants. Although the initial disbursement lacked
transparency and failed to support some service providers, WRC is hopeful that SSP, if funded
by Congress again, will improve and better meet the needs of shelter networks to provide critical
services."?

Beyond meeting initial basic humanitarian needs, service providers and local governments are
trying to provide migrants longer-term assistance, including transitional housing away from
shelter, immigration case support, and community integration. Congress is behind in supporting
this assistance and ensuring that community-based case management and longer-term support
can be provided while people seeking asylum wait for much-needed work authorization.'

Recommendations

e Members of Congress should conduct regular oversight over the agencies responsible for
implementing the “Circumvention of Lawful Pathways” rule and encourage the Biden
administration to rescind it, and investigate border management policies and practices
that block people seeking protection in the United States or force them to wait in Mexico.

e Members of Congress should call on DHS and DOJ to halt credible fear interviews at
CBP facilities.

e Members of Congress should robustly fund the Shelter and Services Program to support
local nonprofit, governmental social service organizations, and states/localities in
providing humanitarian support to migrants arriving at the border, and conduct oversight
to ensure that the funding is being transparently and appropriately administered.

e Instead of ICE immigration detention or electronic surveillance programs, Members of
Congress should robustly fund longer-term services outside of ICE for people seeking
asylum to help meet their humanitarian needs, assist them in successfully navigating the
immigration process, and support them in accessing services and finding stability in their
new communities.
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