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The National Immigration Forum (Forum) advocates for the value of immigrants and
immigration to the nation. Founded in 1982, the Forum plays a leading role in the national debate
about immigration, knitting together innovative alliances across diverse faith, labor, law
enforcement, veterans and business constituencies in communities across the country.
Leveraging our policy, advocacy and communications expertise, the Forum works for
comprehensive immigration reform, sound border security policies, balanced enforcement of
immigration laws, and ensuring that new Americans have the opportunities, skills, and status to
reach their full potential.
Introduction
The Forum appreciates the opportunity to provide its views on U.S. border policies and the asylum
process, which provide eligible individuals fleeing persecution safe haven in the United States.
The United States is a nation of laws with strong border security and established legal immigration
processes. The U.S. asylum system is a long-standing humanitarian effort consistent with our
nation’s core values. The country, in turn, has benefitted from admitted asylum seekers who make
positive contributions within our local communities and to the U.S. economy.
The U.S. Border Is More Secure than Ever
The U.S. border is more secure than ever. In fiscal year (FY) 2017, Border Patrol arrests hit a 46year low of 310,531 apprehensions, which represented a 25 percent decrease from the previous
year.1 The number of Unaccompanied Alien Children (UACs) dropped 31 percent and
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apprehensions of family units – individuals apprehended with a family member – fell 3 percent
from FY 2016.2 Additionally, the vast majority of U.S. Border Patrol sectors saw overall decreases
in apprehensions of UACs and families.3 Furthermore, the most recent figures suggest the trend
is likely to continue. In the first half of FY 2018, the U.S. Border Patrol apprehended 24 percent
fewer UACs and 32 percent fewer families at the Southern Border compared to the same period
in FY 2017.4 Throughout the first four months of FY 2018, border apprehensions remained below
FY 2017 levels. While the number of apprehensions increased in February and March of 2018, the
uptick appears to be consistent with typical seasonal fluctuations.5
The number of Border Patrol agents nearly doubled between FY 2002 and FY 2017 (increasing
from 10,045 to 19,437),6 with the Border Patrol’s budget increasing approximately 380 percent
between FY 2000 and FY 2018 (from about $1 billion to nearly $3.8 billion).7 Meanwhile, the
average annual number of apprehensions made by each Border Patrol agent dropped from 182 in
FY 2000 to under 16 in FY 2017 – fewer than 2 apprehensions per month.8
Crime rates near the border remain at low levels. A recent FBI report found that larger border
cities such as San Diego, Tucson and El Paso have below-average crime rates for cities their size.9
San Diego recorded 377.2 violent crimes per 100,000 inhabitants, which is well below the average
of 729.7 per 100,000 people seen in cities with over 1 million people in 2016.10 At the same time,
crime rates in El Paso and Tucson are 390.3 and 795.5 per 100,000 people, respectively, while the
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average for their size is 861.9 crimes per 100,000 inhabitants in 2016.11 Other border
communities in Texas such as Laredo, Brownsville and McAllen saw well-below-average crime
rates as well in 2016.12 Moreover, McAllen with 151.2 violent crimes per 100,000 people ranked
as one of the safest cities in the U.S.13 Last year, McAllen’s crime rate was the lowest in 33 years.14
(Table 1)
Table 1. Crime Rates in Border Cities (2016)
City
Average Very Large City
San Diego
Average Large City
El Paso
Tuscon
Average Medium City
Laredo
Average Small City
Brownsville
McAllen

Total Population

Violent Crimes Rate
(per 100,000 people)

1,000,000 or more people

729.7

1,413,414

377.2

500,000 to 999,999 people

861.9

687,193
533,663

390.3
795.5

250,000 to 499,999 people

745.5

259,325

362.5

100,000 to 249,999 people

485.3

185,583
142,227

241.4
151.2

Source: Crime in the U.S. 2016. (2017, May 08). Retrieved April 10, 2018, from https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-theu.s/2016/crime-in-the-u.s.-2016

Central American “Caravan” Is Not a Threat
During Easter week, news broke that a number of Central American migrants gathered to travel
north to seek safe haven in the U.S. The “caravan” is an annual trip guided by "Pueblo Sin
Fronteras," an organization also known as People Without Borders.15 This year’s trip is the fifth
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in a row and the organizers claim the group to be the largest yet – over 1,000 people.16 However,
even if all the 1,000 participants reached U.S. border and applied for asylum, they would only
represent about 0.3 percent of all FY 2017 border apprehensions.
The group consists mostly of women and children17 from Honduras but also families from
Guatemala and El Salvador fleeing violence, crime, and persecution in their home countries.18
Although the journey north is very dangerous, the migrants see it as a better and safer option than
staying in their home countries where they face threats from local gangs and other groups.19
Migrants travel in a caravan to bring attention to their plight20 and because traveling with the
caravan is safer than paying coyotes to smuggle them into the U.S.21 In addition, by choosing to
travel in a caravan and openly present themselves at the border, migrants in the caravan are
seeking to adhere to the asylum process set out under U.S. law. If they instead sought to be
smuggled across the border by coyotes in violation of U.S. law, they could later be found to be
inadmissible and may have committed an aggravated felony by taking part in a smuggling
operation.22
The three neighboring Northern Triangle countries of Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador
consistently rank23 among the most violent countries in the world.24 El Salvador, Guatemala,
Honduras still have the world’s highest murder rates,25 although the numbers have fallen in the
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past few years, and significantly higher homicide rates than neighboring Costa Rica, Nicaragua,
and Panama.26
In 2015, El Salvador became the most violent not-at-war country on the world, as its gang-related
violence pushed the country’s murder rate to 103 per 100,000 people.27 While the number has
since fallen by almost 25 percent, it still remains eleven times higher than that of the United
States.28 In 2016, there were 5,278 murders in El Salvador and the country’s homicide rate
reached 81.2 per 100,000, down from the 104 per 100,000 recorded in 2015.29 Honduras saw
5,154 homicides in 2016, nearly identical to the 5,148 registered the previous year.30 Guatemala’s
murder rate fell from 29.5 per 100,000 to 27.3 with 4,520 homicides in 2016, 258 fewer than in
2015.31 In comparison, the United States recorded 5.4 homicides per 100,000 people in 2016.32
(Table 2.)
Table 2. Homicide Rates in Northern Triangle Countries vs. United States (2016)
Homicide Rate
(per 100,000 people)

Country
El Salvador
Honduras
Guatemala

81.2
59.0
27.3
--5.4

--United States

Sources:
Gagne, D. (2017, January 16). InSight Crime’s 2016 Homicide Round-up (Rep.). Retrieved
https://www.insightcrime.org/news/analysis/insight-crime-2016-homicide-round-up/
Crime in the U.S. 2016. (2017, May 08). Retrieved April 10, 2018, from https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-theu.s/2016/crime-in-the-u.s.-2016
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The caravan originally planned to travel to the U.S. border so that its members could present
themselves to Border Patrol agents and seek asylum as participants have done in previous years.
Following extensive coverage by the American press and criticism from the Trump
administration, the caravan’s organizers decided to end their journey in Mexico City, explaining
that they wanted to avoid putting children on dangerous freight trains, which are infamous for
causing injuries, as the trek has required in the past.33
Once the caravan reaches Mexico City, many of the migrants plan to start their new lives there or
travel to other cities in Mexico such as Puebla and Tijuana.34 Others may consult their cases with
volunteer lawyers to find out whether their cases are strong enough to apply for asylum in Mexico
or the United States.35 However, applying for asylum in Mexico is a difficult process. In January
and February of 2018, Mexico detained and deported over 15,000 Central American
immigrants.36 Last year, the Mexican government detained 95,000 immigrants, most from the
three Northern Triangle countries.37 Reports indicate that while many participants in the caravan
have already decided to stay in Mexico, some may to continue traveling up north38 and go through
the legal U.S. asylum process,39 especially those whose relatives already live in the U.S. Organizers
of the caravan indicated that individuals who still wanted to present themselves at the U.S. border
to seek asylum would have to make the trip on their own.
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Central Americans Seeking Asylum Are Not in Violation of U.S. Law
Migrants who reach the U.S. border and petition for asylum at a port of entry40 are engaging in
what is known as the defensive asylum process, which is authorized by U.S. laws.41 After arriving
to one of the ports of entry at the U.S.-Mexico border, the migrants will request asylum and go
through an initial interview with a U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) officer, who will
ask them whether they face a credible fear of torture or persecution in their home country.42
Credible fear is defined by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) as a “significant
possibility” that the individual can establish in a hearing before an Immigration Judge (IJ) that
he or she has been subject to torture or persecution, or has “a well-founded fear of persecution on
account of your race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political
opinion” if returned to his or her country.43 If an individual fails to claim credible fear, he or she
is deported under expedited removal laws.44 Those who express credible fear undergo the first
round of vetting conducted by CBP.45 This process includes national security, terrorism, and
intelligence screenings via TECS.46
If the asylum seekers pass TECS screening, they are transported to immigration detention and
referred to USCIS for a credible fear interview, which should take place within 45 days after their
asylum application is filed.47 USCIS asylum officers then make a determination whether the
applicants have valid credible fear claims, and thus can either be released on parole48 or referred
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to an immigration judge to present their asylum claims.49 Those who fail the credible fear
interview are deported.50 If an IJ denies the asylum claim, the individual is either deported or
stays in detention during the appeal of his or her case.51 Generally, a final decision on an asylum
application is made within 180 days from the date when the application is filed.52
Grants of Asylum in the U.S. Are Difficult to Obtain
In FY 2016, 20,455 individuals were granted asylum in the U.S., most of whom were from China
(21.4 percent), El Salvador (10.5 percent) and Guatemala (9.5 percent).53 Most of the FY 2016
asylum cases were decided through the “affirmative” asylum process54 -- which includes only
asylum seekers who have arrived in the U.S. with a valid immigration status.55 The majority of
applicants considered through the affirmative process were from El Salvador (1,404), followed by
China (1,381) and Guatemala (1,317). The total number of individuals that were granted asylum
affirmatively (11,729) in FY 2016 was 24 percent lower than in FY 2015. Applicants below 17 years
of age accounted for more than 30 percent of successful affirmative asylum claims. Nearly 50
percent of all successful affirmative asylum claims were filed by people below the age of 24.56
Defensive asylees (such as those in the caravan) have historically accounted for a lower number
of the approved U.S. asylum applications.57 In 2016, there were successful 8,726 defensive asylum
claims, out of which 3,103 were submitted by applicants from China, followed by El Salvador (753)
and Guatemala (632).58
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For years, U.S. immigration courts have faced increasing backlogs.59 In FY 2017, there were
629,051 pending cases in the U.S. immigration court system.60 Consistent with the increasing
caseloads in the immigration courts, asylum decisions were up sharply in FY 2017, with a total of
30,179 decided cases, a 35-percent increase from 22,312 cases resolved in FY 2016. This
represented the largest number of decided asylum cases since FY 2005.61 Although asylum grants
increased in FY 2017, denials increased even faster, with immigration courts denying 61.8 percent
of asylum cases, up from 44.5 percent in FY 2012,62 marking the fifth consecutive year where the
denial rate has increased. Of the asylum cases decided by U.S. immigration courts between FY
2012 and FY 2017, applicants from El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala had some of the largest
denial rates -- about 79 percent, 78 percent and 75 percent, respectively.63 The increasing denial
rate corresponded with a larger share of asylum seekers who were unable to obtain legal
representation. While in FY 2007, only 13.6 percent of asylum seekers were unrepresented, in FY
2017 the figure reached 20.6 percent. Without representation, asylum seekers are less likely to
obtain favorable asylum rulings. Only 1 in 10 individuals wins his or her asylum petition in court.64
Conclusion
Our border is safer than ever. U.S. border policies have already proven to be effective. The last
several administrations have significantly increased the number of Border Patrol agents and CBP
officers, while number of apprehensions at the U.S. Southern border have reached a 46-year low.
The majority of the Central American migrants travelling with the caravan through Mexico are
women, children and seniors, who do not represent a threat to the U.S. Many of them plan to stay
in Mexico, where the caravan has ended its journey. While a minority may continue the trek to
the U.S.-Mexico border, they plan to apply for asylum and go through the lawful immigration
process that is consistent with U.S. law. The National Immigration Forum believes that it is in our
interest to let the asylum seekers, who reach the U.S. ports of entry and legally apply for asylum,
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to go through legal immigration process and allow those who meet the U.S. legal requirements
settle and start new lives in America.
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