


Casa del Migrante Saltillo, Coahuila, Mexico

The Casa del Migrante Saltillo (Saltillo Migrant Shelter, 
hereafter CMS) is a shelter in northern Mexico for 
migrants and refugees. Because of their 15+ years of 
work, team members have been threatened and the 
shelter has been attacked.

Around midday on Saturday 20 July,  federal police 
attempted to enter CMS on the pretence of conducting 
immigration status verifi cations, which the CMS  team 
refused on the grounds that it was illegal. The federal 
police threatened to call on the INM to intervene and 
cordon off  the shelter, telling a staff  member that they 
were “getting into a serious problem” by not allowing 
access. 

Three days later, the National Guard, in coordination 
with the Saltillo police, staged an operation in the area 
outside the shelter in order to carry out immigration 
status verifi cations. The shelter staff  challenged the 
National Guard that under Article 76 of the Law on 
Migration no authority was permitted to perform 
immigration status verifi cations in civilian shelters. 
They also informed the police that the CMS is a current 
benefi ciary of precautionary measures from the 
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. The 

troops responded by taking pictures before eventually 
withdrawing. The CMS is also a benefi ciary of the 
Mexican Offi  ce for Domestic Aff airs’ Mechanism for the 
Protection of Human Rights Defenders and Journalists. 

Since these events, the Fray Juan de Larios Human 
Rights Center has documented the regular presence 
of individuals who permanently observe the shelter 
director's movements when he arrives at his home. 

On July 31, days after experiencing this police and 
military harassment, CMS reported that a Salvadoran 
migrant who had just left the shelter had been chased 
and shot to death in front of his 8 year old daughter, just a 
kilometre and a half away from the shelter. The incident 
occurred when a group of migrants, among which 
were a 2-year-old boy, a 12-year-old girl, a 15-year-old 
girl, and the 8-year-old girl (who saw her father die in 
an extrajudicial execution), underwent an immigration 
verifi cation conducted by offi  cers of the Federal Police, 
the Prosecutor's Offi  ce of Coahuila and the National 
Migration Institute. Shortly after the verifi cation, the 
police opened fi re and shot at the group of migrants. 
Reports from local activists have since indicated that 
two of the offi  cers from the Prosecutor’s Offi  ce altered 
the crime scene in an attempt to criminalise the victim.

Testimony: Hugo Castro, Border Angels, Tijuana, Mexico

“These last few weeks we have been visited by soldiers accompanied by migration agents here at our shelter located 
in Playas de Tijuana, right in front of the wall. We have denounced these actions on social media and we have denied 
access to immigration status verifi cations. However, they still carry out raids in the area. What’s more, since 2010 I’ve 
been sent to secondary inspection whenever I cross back into the United States, especially after any protest activities 
that we carry out both in Mexicali and in Tijuana.”

"
"
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Casa del Migrante Monseñor Guillermo Ranzahuer 
González, Oluta, Veracruz, Mexico

On Saturday, 27 July 2019, around 12 noon, a patrol 
car with six National Guard offi  cers arrived at the 
Monseñor Guillermo Ranzahuer González shelter. Upon 
their arrival, the offi  cers sought to enter the shelter to 
conduct an immigration status verifi cation.

Three of the six offi  cers approached the shelter and 
tried to enter without requesting permission. When they 
were asked the reason for their presence, they argued 
that they had been told that the shelter was a Migrant 
Detention Centre, however, they did not present any 
offi  cial documents or order issued by a judge.

When denied access, they withdrew. In a statement 
released on 31 July 2019, the shelter staff  expressed 
concern for the safety of the people staying there as 
well as for those working there.

Photo Credit: Margarita Núñez

Testimony: Irving Mondragón, Transmigrando, Mexico

“We had a house set up as a shelter for the LGBTI+ migrant community in Tijuana and since then we have received 
constant threats. One day there were municipal police offi  cers carrying out immigration status verifi cations in front 
of the house, something which only the INM has the authority to do. So I went out to report them and prevent them 
from harassing the community. The police responded with threats and attempted to arrest me, claiming that I was 
hindering their work. One week later the federal police broke into the shelter, but now the same police offi  cer who 
had previously done the verifi cations was there as a federal police offi  cer accompanied by three other policemen in 
federal uniforms. In the end they went away but they threatened to return whenever they wanted to.”

"
"
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HRDs defending the rights of migrants receive death threats from organised criminal networks, violent nationalist 
groups, and other armed non-state actors. Threats have been reported throughout Mexico and along both sides 
of the Mexico-US border.

Massive economic interests are tied to human migration, controlled in large part by organised criminal groups 
and transnational gangs. Very often, human smuggling occurs with the collaboration, corruption and consent 
of authorities at both the state and local level. HRDs conducting human rights defence activities are seen as 
disrupting human traffi  cking revenues, and therefore are potential targets for attacks by organised crime. Some 
HRDs publicly censor themselves when speaking about asylum so as not to incite violence against themselves, 
their offi  ces, and the shelters in which they volunteer.

In the US, reports of armed “militias” patrolling the Mexico-US border in Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas are 
increasing. WHRDs, in particular, report receiving death threats from Facebook accounts known to be affi  liated 
with violent, nationalist or neo-Nazi “militias.”

f. Criminal Networks, Nationalist Militias, 
Non-state Armed Actors

Case Studies 

Manuel, Caborca, Sonora Mexico

Manuel is a Salvadoran HRD who migrated to Mexico 
hoping to seek asylum in the US in 2016. He altered his 
planned migration journey, did not present for asylum 
at a US port, and stayed to help coordinate a Pueblo 
Sin Fronteras migrant shelter in the Mexican border 
town of Caborca, Sonora. As a result of his public profi le 
coordinating the humanitarian logistics of the shelter, 
Manuel has received threats from organised criminal 
groups for his refusal to assist in their recruitment of 
teenage boys.

“I have been living in Caborca for the past three years. 
We are helping our Central American brothers in their 
journey towards the American dream. We support them 
with a place to rest in this house. There are mafi as here 
in Caborca, and we are constantly harassed because 
those people are looking for the heads of shelters, 
especially places like ours that have more than 200 
people. The mafi as and gangs look for the heads and 
coordinators of shelters, people like me, to try to get us 
to give them access to boys and young men who live in 
the shelter. They want to recruit them for the gangs to 

make more money. So when they see that you do not 
give in to these requests they threaten you.”

Gabriela Castañeda, Border Network for Human 
Rights, El Paso, US

Gabriela Castañeda is the Communications Director 
for Border Network for Human Rights (BNHR), one of 
the oldest collectives of migrant rights defenders at 
the Mexico-US border. She began as a volunteer for 
BNHR in 2004, then served as BNHR East El Paso Offi  ce 
Director. She is a renowned advocate for undocumented 
communities in Texas, and oversees all communications 
for BNHR. 

As a result of her public work defending immigrants, 
refugees, asylum seekers, undocumented peoples, 
and mixed families in Texas, Gabriela has received 
death threats via social media and email and has been 
subjected to years of state harassment and judicial 
proceedings related to her immigration status in the 
United Status. In messages received in the fi rst four 
months of 2019 on Facebook, both via the private 
Messenger application and public posts, men who 
openly identify themselves with a name and phone 
number have threatened Gabriela.

On 3 August 2019 various members of organised criminal networks in Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, kidnapped 
HRDs Aarón Méndez and Alfredo Castillo, both from AMAR shelter. Federal authorities were immediately 
contacted and are working on the case. Until the end of August, Aarón and Alfredo remain missing.
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Maria, Border Kindness, Mexicali, 
Baja California, Mexico

Maria is a volunteer at Border Kindness, a migrant 
rights and humanitarian aid organisation in Mexicali 
responding to the massive infl ux of returned asylum 
seekers being bussed back across the border to Mexico 
as a result of the Trump administration’s Migrant 
Protection Protocols (MPP), also known as the “Remain 
in Mexico” policy. Under the policy, asylum seekers are 
forced back to Mexico while their claims are processed. 
Before being bussed back to ports of entry, migrants are 
detained in the US and held in conditions which violate 
international standards, denied adequate food, water, 
medical care, and often separated from their children. 
When they return to Mexico, there are no offi  cial services 
provided by either government, and asylum seekers are 
left without food, water, shelter, clothing, or medical 
care. Maria and a small core of other volunteers provide 
food, shelter, water, clothing, and medical assistance to 
asylum seekers, the vast majority of whom face severe 
threats to their life upon return to Mexico. Border 
Kindness has also worked with partner organisations 
along the border to create a transportation and tracking 
system to help thousands of migrants attend their court 
hearings in San Diego. The vast majority of migrants 
Front Line Defenders spoke to in Mexicali reported 
that without Border Kindness support, they would have 
had no way to navigate the complicated journey from 
Mexicali to Tijuana and across the border in San Diego 
for their fi rst hearing.

In Mexico, Maria and her colleagues report increasing 
threats from the owners of migrant hotels and 
“shelters,” many of which exploit migrants for fi nancial 
gain. By providing free services to migrants, Maria and 
her colleagues are seen to be limiting the extent to 
which migrants can be exploited for fi nancial gain, and 
members of Border Kindness have received indirect 
threats to cease visiting shelters and stop their work. 

Local bus companies in Mexicali, which are profi ting off  
of the Remain in Mexico policy by coercing returned 
migrants to go back to Guatemala and Honduras instead 
of waiting in Mexico for their court hearings, have also 
begun sending staff  to the community kitchen, offi  ce, 
and shelters supported by Border Kindness.

Maria has also received violent threats related to her 
migrant rights work from social media accounts that 
appear to be based in the US.

“In Spring 2018, I had been involved in supporting 
detainees in ICE detention centres and got invited 
to give speeches about detention centres to high 
school students in my area. When photos of the event 
were posted on a local community Facebook page, 
comments started coming like, ‘Where’s that bitch, give 
us her address’ and ‘Tell us where that bitch is, I have 
an AK-47.’ I also get messages on Facebook Messenger 
saying things like ‘I know where you live.’ On Instagram 
I got a message threatening they would ‘kick your ass, 
you fucking bitch. I hope you have illegals at your home 
so we can hang them by their balls.’ One time someone 
sent me a picture of my own house to prove they knew 
where I was.

Others said ‘how can you be doing this,’ ‘how can 
you be helping illegals’ and obviously ‘why aren’t you 
helping people here who are homeless who need help.’ 
Sometimes when I got really annoyed I would reply 
asking what they were doing about the homelessness 
issue in California. Then they’d send another fl urry 
of insults and racist comments, then block me. I was 
receiving most of these messages from 4 or 5 diff erent 
accounts. They usually had a lot of pro-Trump posts on 
their walls but no identifying pictures or information. I 
deleted the messages really soon after receiving them 
because I didn’t want my husband to see them and get 
even more nervous. He knows I won’t stop working 
in Mexicali, but the stress would just create tension 
between us.”

Photo Credit: Cristóbal Sánchez
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IV. Final Observati ons
The criminalisation of migration and of migrant rights 
defenders is not a new process. Many of the violations 
documented in this report have been taking place for 
several decades. However, organisations across the 
region and internationally, including the authors of 
this report, have documented a signifi cant increase 
in attacks against migrant rights defenders since the 
end of 2018 and are observing with great concern 
that as of May 2019 the situation is progressively 
worsening, particularly with regard to criminalisation. 
The persecution of HRDs assisting migrants through 
existing legal immigration processes (for example, 
presenting for asylum at a US port of entry, or acquiring a 
humanitarian visa in Mexico) undermines the discursive 
binary that exists in both the US and Mexico which 
posits “legal” immigrants as desirable and acceptable, 
while condemning, stigmatizing, and criminalizing those 
who enter “illegally.” The attacks on defenders assisting 
migrants through existing legal processes demonstrates 
the erosion and criminalization of immigration itself 
throughout the region.

This intensifi cation of criminalisation also coincides 
with the rise of new modalities of migration, namely 
caravans, into which migrants have organised in order 
to travel with greater safety. While this form of group 
migration has existed in Central and North America 
for over 10 years, the radical spike in media and state 
attention it garnered, with varying economic, political 
and electoral motives, has facilitated the accompanying 
rise in hate speech, defamation, threats, arbitrary 
detention, lack of access to justice and due process 
violations documented in this report.

Across the region, there exists a repeated refusal to 
protect and guarantee the right to defend human 
rights, provided for by the UN Declaration on Human 
Rights Defenders.

a) Intergovernmental Coordination

FLD, PRAMI and Red TDT’s research on attacks against 
HRDs along the migrant routes points to coordination 
between multiple governments aimed at criminalising 
and preventing the legitimate and peaceful work of 

migrant rights defenders throughout the Central 
and North America region. Deportations, arrests at 
ports of entry, and threats of arrest in one country 
issued by authorities in another demonstrate the 
collaborative targeting of HRDs. The circumstances 
of several HRD deportations from Mexico as well 
as numerous encounters between CBP agents and 
HRDs accompanying asylum seekers at ports of entry 
indicate collaboration and/or the threat of collaboration 
between Mexican and US security forces as a means of 
discouraging HRDs from continuing their work.

Similarities in the harassment, defamation, threats, 
arrests, deportations and criminal charges committed 
against HRDs in the United States, Mexico, Guatemala 
and Honduras reveal regional patterns, including 
governments increasingly seeking to associate the 
defence of migrant rights with human traffi  cking. 

Likewise, since the beginning of 2019, there has been 
an increase in the use of the “migratory alert”  as a 
coercive measure against defenders. These alerts off er 
governments the possibility of denying defenders entry 
to their countries with the excuse that the alert may have 
been expedited based on a criminal record, while also 
allowing them arbitrary access to the defenders’ private 
and work-related information through intimidating 
interrogations or invasive searches of personal devices 
such as mobile phone or laptops. 

In all cases, on diff erent levels and through various 
mechanisms, the objective is to intimidate defenders, 
implying that their work is against the law despite 
the fact that both human rights defence work and 
humanitarian assistance are protected by domestic and 
international law.

In a coordinated manner across the region, governments 
use fear to single out and stigmatize human rights 
defenders with the goals of discouraging people from 
joining the ranks of those defending the rights of 
migrants and keeping migrants from seeking their 
support and assistance. This all serves to remove even 
more protections from the region’s migrants, leaving 
them vulnerable to additional human rights violations.

Migratory alerts are records placed in governments’ migration databases in order to warn of possible irregularities with an individual when crossing borders. These are 
said to be issued when someone has an arrest warrant in any country, in order to prevent them from escaping. They are also related to Interpol surveillance activities 
because of alleged threats to national and international security. In practice, however their use is highly discretional and there is no clear standard for when or how 
alerts are placed on people’s passports or immigration records, nor even regarding which authority or government places them. In Mexico, according to Article 3 of the 
Law on Migration, an alert is a “warning generated because of a coincidence in names or registered document in migration control lists”. Secretaría de Gobernación, 
Article 3. Available at: https://www.dof.gob.mx/nota_detalle.php?codigo=5270615&fecha=28/09/2012 

28.
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b) Criminalisation of HRDs Helping Migrants Through 
Legal Immigration Processes 

Anti-immigrant rhetoric in the US has long posited 
a binary between those who immigrate “legally” 
and those who enter as “illegal aliens,” contrasting 
present-day undocumented communities and migrants 
crossing the desert or Rio Grande with an imagined, 
ahistoric, “good immigrant” narrative. Conservative, 
right-wing, populist politicians often refer to their own 
families’ stories of “legal” migration to the US, with little 
grounding in historical fact given the radical changes in 
US immigration policy and legal frameworks in recent 
decades, coupled with the spike in Mexico-US border 
militarisation since 2011.

Many human rights defenders supporting migrants are 
helping migrants through legal immigration processes. 
The right to seek asylum is recognised by all the 
governments concerned. Many of the actions of the 
police and other offi  cials documented in this report are 
illegal and/or designed to block migrants from accessing 
their legal rights. The binary rhetoric is a deliberate 
falsehood. The arrests, detentions, interrogations, 
threats, intimidation, and criminalisation of HRDs 
working to assist migrants seeking asylum in the US—a 
right recognised even by domestic US law—undermines 
this binary rhetoric, however, and makes clear that the 

US administration is criminalising immigration itself. 
This is evidenced in a range of cases, from Al Otro 
Lado’s staff  and volunteers in Tijuana who have been 
detained and threatened with deportation, to HRDs 
accompanying asylum seekers at multiple US ports of 
entry receiving threats from armed CBP agents. HRDs 
helping migrants to understand, navigate, and prepare 
for immigration regularisation processes in the US are 
being criminalised and attacked.

Similarly, in Mexico, shelters, organisations and 
defenders who accompany migrants in migratory 
regularisation processes are threatened for helping 
migrants access their rights through a state-sanctioned 
system. Many government policies and actions create 
barriers to obtaining legal status in Mexico. These include 
increasing requirements arbitrarily, noncompliance 
with established deadlines (forcing people to wait 
for unsustainable lengths of time), requiring online 
procedures for people without Internet access, closures 
of INM regularisation offi  ces and the reduction of 
operational budget for COMAR, the Mexican agency in 
charge of reviewing asylum applications. In spite of this, 
high-ranking offi  cials in the Mexican government have 
justifi ed their acts of repression and criminalisation 
by pointing to migrants’ illegal status, thus associating 
rights defence work with illicit activities. 

Photo Credit: Margarita Núñez
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c) Terrorism Rhetoric

FLD, PRAMI and Red TDT research highlights the 
increasing use of terrorism, anti-terrorism and state 
security rhetoric to defame, threaten and negatively 
profi le WHRDs and HRDs defending the rights of migrants 
along the migration routes. Migrant rights activists are 
increasingly being labelled “terrorists” and a threat to 
state security in public and state-sponsored messaging, 
private death threats received by organisations and 
individual defenders, and interrogations at US ports of 
entry and Mexican police stations.

Regional government discourse uses language that 
discredits HRDs while claiming  government actions 
are in “strict compliance with the Law,” or even, in the 
case of Mexico, “in favour of migrants and respecting 
their human rights.” Meanwhile, documentation by 
defenders who witness the daily reality of migration 
completely contradict these public declarations which 
legitimise the politics of criminalisation. The eff ect of 
government misinformation is to manipulate public 
opinion from what is truly happening to migrants and 
those who defend them.

d) Risks of Militarisation and Increasing 
Border Security

The current regional trend towards the militarisation of 
borders to contain and reduce migration has increased 
the risk of a wide range of human rights violations for 
migrants and refugees. PRAMI and Red TDT as well as 
many other NGOs in the region have long documented 
how in countries such as Mexico, Guatemala, Nicaragua, 
and Honduras, the deployment of military forces to 
address civilian issues increases instances of forced 
disappearance, torture and extrajudicial killings. 

On the other hand, the presence of soldiers is not 
a suffi  cient reason for criminal organisations to 
reduce their activities. On the contrary, this forces the 
organisations to adapt, which can pose new risks to 
migrants whose undocumented status inhibits their 
capacity to take actions to protect themselves. Finally, 
stepping up security for borders and migrant routes 
will lead migrants and refugees to seek new ways to 
traverse Mexico increasing the likelihood of hiring 
smugglers and exposing themselves to greater risks of 
crimes and human rights violations. 

The militarisation of borders and migrant routes does 
not reduce the fl ow of people in transit through Central 
America and Mexico seeking to reach the United States. 
Rather, it diversifi es the fl ow and makes it more complex, 
resulting in negative implications for nearly all actors but 
especially for the migrant population and their allies. 
The only actors who benefi t from these policies are 
politicians who rely on fear-mongering for political gain, 
military-security corporations that continue to develop 

technology and other products aimed at the ‘border 
security marketplace’,  and organised criminal groups 
who capitalise on the vulnerability and desperation of 
migrants.

e) Identities

In addition to the risks faced by HRDs with citizenship 
or another legal immigration status in the countries 
in which they work, undocumented HRDs, queer and 
LGBTI+-identifying HRDs, and HRDs who are migrants, 
refugees and asylum seekers living in shelters face 
life-threatening risks associated with their legal, 
personal, and sexual identities that intersect with those 
associated with their defence work.

HRDs who are migrants, refugees and asylum seekers 
have made a profound and potentially lethal choice 
to delay their own migration journeys and asylum 
claims in order to return south and accompany future 
caravans, or to stay in one city along the route and 
organise shelters for fellow migrants. Repeatedly 
Walking the caravan routes not only exposes them 
to the same physical and environmental risks, but 
increases the likelihood that they will be recognised by 
state authorities. Similarly, those who choose to remain 
in one place along the route in order to organise food 
and shelter for fellow migrants expose themselves to 
dangerous levels of visibility as local authorities learn 
their names and faces. This presents physical risks in 
the short term, and could impact future asylum claims 
should they be targeted, arrested and detained before 
reaching the US.

In addition to the risks related to their visibility and 
activism, HRDs living and working in shelters or “tent 
cities” endure an enormous range of additional physical, 
psychological, and legal threats faced by people fl eeing 

Photo Credit: Cristóbal Sánchez
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violence and persecution across borders. These include 
homelessness, hunger, sickness, lack of access to 
medical treatment for infectious diseases, separation 
from their families, discrimination on the basis of their 
(perceived) national identity, arbitrary and mass arrests 
of migrant communities and military raids on shelters.

Undocumented HRDs in the US who have Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrival (DACA) status have had that 
status revoked. Other undocumented HRDs have faced 
deportation hearings and threats to other legal status 
proceedings. Asylum seekers have faced threats of 
consequences for their cases. On a daily basis, the risks, 
threats and persecution faced by all undocumented 
people in the US intersect with and exacerbate the risks 
faced by defenders. Such risks include the constant fear 
of deportation, family separation, fi nancial insecurity 
and pervasive discrimination and exploitation in 
employment, education, hospitals, and the vast majority 
of social and state institutions. 

HRDs who identify as members of queer and LGBTI+ 
communities, such as those organising with Trans 
Queer Pueblo in Phoenix, Arizona, face risks to their 
legal status, personal relationships and socio-emotional 
well-being which intersect with, and often occur as a 
result of, the dangers associated with activists’ increased 
visibility. In their families, the risk of being “outed” as 
queer, non-heterosexual, or gender nonconforming 
can radically increase as HRDs become well-known 
LGBTI+ advocates in their undocumented migrant 
communities. Trans HRDs have reported that even 

for parents who do not hold expressly homophobic 
views, many rightly fear their undocumented children 
will face disproportionate risk of ICE targeting and 
deportation as a result of their gender expression or 
perceived sexuality. Undocumented queer and trans 
people who are separated from their families often 
lack visibility, campaigns and community protests when 
held incommunicado in ICE detention facilities; HRDs 
report that targeted campaigns calling for the release 
of specifi c detainees have been successful in the past. 
Trans Queer Pueblo organises targeted campaigns 
calling for the freedom of individual trans detainees, 
as many trans detainees do not have biological families 
networks to publicly organise calls for their release.

Transgender HRDs, as members of the trans community 
more broadly, face disproportionate application of 
Arizona’s manifestation law, an anti-sex work law 
which criminalises the perceived solicitation of sex. 
For undocumented HRDs, an arrest related to alleged 
manifestation could result in indefi nite detention in 
an ICE facility and deportation. In recognition of the 
ways in which manifestation laws disproportionately 
aff ect trans-presenting people, and in particular the 
life-threatening risk of deportation that this poses to 
undocumented trans people, HRDs with Trans Queer 
Pueblo dedicated their 2019 Stonewall anniversary 
campaign to fi ghting for the repeal of Arizona’s 
manifestation law.

Front Line Defenders, American HRD Alejandra Pablos Espriu remains in detention. 
Available at: https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/case/american-hrd-alejandra-pablos-espriu-remains-detention#case-update-id-7580 

29.
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V. Recommendati ons

The governments of the United States, Mexico, Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador are urged to:

• Separate migration policies from national security policies and adopt a human rights framework focused on 
protecting individuals in the context of migration, such that migrant rights defenders are not stigmatised as a 
threat to states but rather that their work is recognised as fundamentally legal and legitimate.

• Immediately cease persecution, harassment, surveillance, physical aggression, criminalisation and prosecution 
of the humanitarian actions of individuals who  provide accompaniment, documentation and humanitarian 
assistance to migrants throughout the entire Central and North American region.

• Recognise the important work historically carried out by shelters, human rights organisations, activists and civil 
society in the entire region, which has not only fulfi lled obligations towards migrants properly corresponding to 
the state, but has also generated and promoted the creation of community support networks that strengthen 
diverse and inclusive democratic societies. 

• Recognise, protect and guarantee the right of all individuals, regardless of race, gender, nationality, age or 
migrant status to defend human rights.

• Put a stop to fake news campaigns, generated by both state and non-state actors and spread by media outlets 
that stigmatise, criminalise and legitimise actions that place migrant human rights defenders at risk. 

• Put an end to migratory alerts and to the sharing of private information that is protected by personal data laws 
between governments in order to surveil and harass human right defenders.

• End the stigmatization and criminalization of defenders who speak openly and honestly about their work in 
defence of migrant rights, and publicly acknowledge this work as wholly distinct from the crime of human 
traffi  cking.

• Focus all security eff orts in the eff ective protection of migrants and defenders. This includes dismantling human 
traffi  cking networks, guaranteeing the principle of non-refoulment of victims and stopping the discretionary use 
of justice systems.

• We call for a dialogue between governments and civil society, in order to promote substantive solutions to the 
problems that affl  ict the region on human mobility issues, in order to foster tolerant and diverse societies in 
which human rights are respected humans for all people without distinction.

Migration is intrinsic to the history of humanity, and will continue to occur in the Americas until many of its root 
causes—systematic violence, political, religious, gender-based and race-based persecution, poverty, lack of 
employment, scarce opportunities for education, mega development projects, climate change and overall lack of 
alternatives to guarantee a dignifi ed way to live—are addressed. Instead of coordinating to criminalise migration, 
migrants, and migrant rights defenders, we urge the governments named in this report to jointly guarantee the 
human rights of all individuals irrespective of nationality or immigration status.
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The government of Mexico is urged to:

• Separate Stop the criminalisation of forced migrants who organise during their journey to defend human rights. 
The right to free association of people must be respected.

• Oversee and limit the actions taken by the National Guard with respect to shelters and to detaining migrants to 
maintain the scope of their operations within the confi nes of the terms established by the law. 

• Provide precautionary measures to migrant shelters and HRDs, and carry out all needed actions to guarantee 
physical and emotional integrity in case of attacks or human rights violations of defenders, in order to avoid 
irreparable damage.

The governments of Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador are urged to:

• Refrain from signing agreements relating to establishing itself as a Safe Third Country, as this represents a threat 
to the guarantee of the human rights of migrants seeking asylum in the United States.

The United States Department of Homeland Security is urged to:

• Immediately cease the harassment, arbitrary detention, arrest and interrogation of migrant rights defenders, 
including at US ports of entry, along the border and those providing humanitarian aid in the desert.

• Refrain from collaborating with Mexican law enforcement on surveillance operations against migrant rights 
defenders, and from threatening to do so during interactions with activists, volunteers, lawyers, journalists and 
other HRDs along the border.

• Fully collaborate with and make public the results of any investigations by DHS oversight mechanisms, including 
those investigating DHS actions, operations, and surveillance against migrant rights defenders.

• Immediately cease the sexualized, sexist, homophobic, transphobic, and gendered verbal abuse of WHRDs, LGBTI 
rights defenders and queer-identifying migrant rights defenders by DHS personnel, including during customs 
inspections, interrogations, and secondary questioning at US ports of entry.

The United States Department of State is urged to:

• In line with the US Department of State’s fact sheet, “US Support for Human Rights Defenders,” which states that 
“Protecting and supporting human rights defenders is a key priority of US foreign policy,” provide direct support 
to migrant rights defenders of all nationalities working in Mexico. In consultation with HRDs, off er to: provide 
emergency assistance; visit detained and imprisoned defenders; maintain regular contact with HRD, including 
at the ambassadorial level; ensure a designated human rights offi  cer oversees HRD support; document and 
publicly report on the situation of migrant rights defenders, including in the annual US Department of State 
Country Reports on Human Rights Practices.30

• Invite the UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders to conduct a country visit to the 
US.

• Publicly affi  rm that migrant rights defenders who are foreign nationals will not be denied access into the US as a 
result of their human rights or humanitarian work.

U.S. Support for Human Rights Defenders, Fact Sheet. US Department of State. https://www.state.gov/u-s-support-for-human-rights-defenders/30.
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The United States Congress is urged to:

• Increase oversight of DHS and DOJ in order to prevent them from misusing the US criminal justice system and 
ensure an end to surveillance of migrant rights defenders, organisations, collectives, and activist networks.

• Strengthen DHS and DOJ accountability mechanisms, including the Offi  ce of the Inspector General, to hold 
responsible any law enforcement personnel who harass, intimidate, threaten, verbally abuse or physically 
assault migrant rights defenders.

• Hold public hearings on harassment, surveillance, detentions, arrests, intimidation, and investigations against 
migrant rights defenders.

• In line with the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, publicly affi  rm the right of individuals, collectives, 
organisations, and networks to defend and promote human rights; condemn in particular the gendered and 
sexualized abuse experienced by WHRDs and LGBTI or queer-identifying defenders in the border region.

Photo Credit: Erin Kilbride
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