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Cover Photo: Migrants, part of a group of 76 Guatemalans deported from the United States, wear 
face masks as a preventive measure against the novel coronavirus COVID-19 as they board a 
bus upon landing at the Air Force base in Guatemala City on May 4, 2020. (Photo by Johan OR-
DONEZ / AFP via Getty Images).
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S u m m a r y
In recent years, the United States and Mexico have taken a series of steps that make it easier 
to return Guatemalans back to their home country. These steps include policies and programs 
related to detention, deportation, and limits in asylum, such as the Remain in Mexico program 
(officially called the Migrant Protection Protocols or MPP by its acronym). These measures force 
home many Guatemalans with valid refugee claims who are at risk of persecution upon return. 
Others have legitimate fears for their security and safety when they get home because return-
ees are at greater risk of becoming targets of violence and extortion. Once back, Guatemalans 
often struggle to reintegrate. They face unique challenges in earning a livelihood; and women, 
indigenous groups, and children face particular barriers to accessing many basic public ser-
vices. Also, health care is lacking, particularly for psychological or specialized services. 

Deportations and returns carried out in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic compound these 
challenges and contribute to the spread of the virus. Indeed, at the end of April 2020, deport-
ees from the United States made up nearly 20 percent of the 500 coronavirus cases in Gua-
temala and, as of early June, deportees continue to test positive for COVID-19 upon arrival in 
Guatemala despite having clean bill of health documents from the United States.1

In the United States, the administration has responded to the pandemic by insisting on contin-
ued detention of asylum seekers by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) rather than 
using alternatives that would allow for social distancing.2 On May 24, 2020, a 34-year-old Gua-
temalan man was the second detainee to die from COVID-19 in ICE custody.3 The United States 
is also making it more difficult for unaccompanied children in the care of the Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) to unite with relatives already in the country. In addition, the administration 
has expanded its efforts to deport children to Guatemala—both children in the custody of the 
ORR or those who have just crossed the border and been picked up by Customs and Border 
Protection (CBP).4 
Since late March, under the claimed authority of Title 42 of the Public Health Safety Act, CBP 
has expelled Guatemalan asylum seekers to Mexico without any fear screening. Singling out 
asylum seekers in this way is neither justified nor necessary for public health; an alternative 

1.  Camilo Montoya-Galvez, “‘Exporting the Virus: Migrants Deported by U.S. Make up 20% of Guatemala’s Coronavirus Cas-
es,” CBS News, April 27, 2020, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/deported-migrants-guatemala-coronavirus-cases/; Monique 
O. Madan and Jacqueline Charles, “ICE Has Been Testing Migrants before Deportation. But How It’s Doing So Is Problematic.,” 
Miami Herald, May 29, 2020, https://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/immigration/article243054631.html. 
2.  “The Real Alternatives to Detention,” Justice for Immigrants, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, June 2019, 
https://justiceforimmigrants.org/what-we-are-working-on/immigrant-detention/real-alternatives-detention/.
3.  Camilo Montoya-Galvez, “Second Immigrant Dies of Coronavirus Complications While in ICE Custody,” CBS News, May 25, 
2020, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/second-immigrant-dies-of-coronavirus-complications-while-in-ice-custody/. 
4.  Camilo Montoya-Galvez, ““The table below (in Spanish) by the Guatemalan government shows that while the number of 
children deported with their parents has declined since January, deportations of unaccompanied minors increased signifi-
cantly in March”
Twitter, April 1, 2020, https://twitter.com/camiloreports/status/1245379977396322307; Molly O’Toole, “Under Trump Policy, 
U.S. Plays Custody Keep-Away with Migrant Children,” Los Angeles Times, May 18, 2020, https://www.latimes.com/politics/sto-
ry/2020-05-18/unaccompanied-migrant-kids-deportations-coronavirus;
Lomi Kriel, “The Trump Administration Is Rushing Deportations of Migrant Children During Coronavirus,” ProPublica, May 18, 
2020, https://www.propublica.org/article/the-trump-administration-is-rushing-deportations-of-migrant-children-during-corona-
virus; Caitlin Dickerson and Kirk Semple, “U.S. Deported Thousands Amid Covid-19 Outbreak. Some Proved to Be Sick,” The 
New York Times, April 18, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/18/us/deportations-coronavirus-guatemala.html.
Camillo Montoyo-Galvez, “The U.S. gave her refuge from gangs. But her 13- year old daughter was expelled under Trump’s 
new border policy,” CBS News, June 10, 2020, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/13-year-old-daughter-refugee-expelled-trump-
new-border-policy/ 
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safe screening process could be adopted at the border.5 Before invoking Title 42 authority, CBP 
placed thousands of asylum-seeking Guatemalans in the MPP program, and they continue to 
live in dangerous and poor conditions in northern Mexico.6 Health care workers in Tijuana, Ciu-
dad Juarez, and Matamoros warn that conditions for asylum seekers waiting there will make an 
outbreak of COVID-19 a “public health disaster.”7 This disaster could be averted through parole 
of those in MPP to homes of family and friends in the United States, a circumstance that would 
be available to the vast majority of them, and allowing for social distancing, quarantine, and 
isolation.8 

Mexico has worked to reduce the number of people in detention during the pandemic; as of 
May 27, 2020, 234 migrants remained in detention across Mexico’s 65 migration detention cen-
ters.9 Although the number of detained migrants has been greatly reduced since March, Mexico 
has returned nearly 5,000 Central Americans to their home countries since the pandemic be-
gan.10 Four adolescents deported from Mexico had tested positive for COVID-19 as of May 20, 
but the number of deportees could be higher because it is difficult to track these cases, given 
that many Guatemalans return through informal channels, frequently after being bused from the 
north and abandoned near the Guatemalan border.11  

In Guatemala, the government has focused its efforts on providing some basic reception ser-
vices for deportees and other returnees. However, it has struggled to provide meaningful rein-
tegration programs. The pandemic has exacerbated the impact of this failure. If a returnee has 
been exposed to COVID-19 or is COVID-19 positive upon arrival, there are few if any health care 
services to treat them, nor is there adequate shelter to allow for either quarantine or isolation. 

Guatemalans deported during the pandemic arrive home to face rising levels of food insecurity 
and a stagnant economy further hobbled by border closures and movement restrictions. Adults 
and children alike face stigma and a growing risk of violent attack as fear and misinformation 
about the disease continue to spread. A senior UN aid official in Guatemala recently observed 

5.  Yael Schacher and Chris Beyrer, “Expelling Asylum Seekers Is Not the Answer: U.S. Border Policy in the Time of COVID-19,” 
Refugees International, April 27, 2020, https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2020/4/26/expelling-asylum-seekers-is-
not-the-answer-us-border-policy-in-the-time-of-covid-19; Ruthie Epstein and Shaw Drake, “How to Co-Opt a Pandemic to Ban 
Asylum,” American Civil Liberties Union, May 20, 2020, https://www.aclu.org/news/immigrants-rights/how-to-co-opt-a-pan-
demic-to-ban-asylum/.; “Public Health Measures to Safely Manage Asylum Seekers and Children at the Border,” Human Rights 
First, May 15, 2020, https://www.humanrightsfirst.org/resource/public-health-measures-safely-manage-asylum-seekers-and-
children-border.
6.  “Deportation and Disease: Central America’s COVID-19 Dilemmas,” International Crisis Group, April 28, 2020, https://www.
crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/central-america/guatemala/deportation-and-disease-central-americas-covid-19-dilem-
mas; Kennji Kizuka, Eleanor Acer, and Rebecca Gendelman, “Pandemic as Pretext: Trump Administration Exploits COVID-19, 
Expels Asylum Seekers and Children to Escalating Danger,” Human Rights First, May 13, 2020, https://www.humanrightsfirst.
org/resource/pandemic-pretext-trump-administration-exploits-covid-19-expels-asylum-seekers-and-children 
7.  Julia Ainsley, “As COVID-19 Looms, Conditions for Migrants Stalled at U.S. Border Are a ‘Disaster in the Making’,” NBCNews.
com, May 12, 2020, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/immigration/covid-19-looms-conditions-migrants-stalled-u-s-border-
are-n1204506. 
8.  An October 2019 study of 607 asylum seekers subject to the Remain in Mexico program found that nearly 92 percent had 
family or close friends in the United States; Tom K. Wong and Vanessa Ceceña, “Seeking Asylum: Part 2,” US Immigration 
Policy Center, October 29, 2019, https://usipc.ucsd.edu/publications/usipc-seeking-asylum-part-2-final.pdf. 
9.  INM, “Da seguimiento a las medidas cautelares emitidas por @CNDH,” Twitter, May 29, 2020, 8:15 p.m., https://twitter.com/
INAMI_mx/status/1266523701467475968. 
10.  “México Ha Deportado a Cerca De 5 Mil Centroamericanos Durante La Pandemia,” Conexión Migrante,” Voz de America, 
May 19, 2020, https://conexionmigrante.com/2020-/05-/19/mexico-deportaciones-5000-centroamericanos-durante-pan-
demia/. 
11.  “Interview with Rosi Siu, Asylum Access Mexico in Tenosique, Tabasco,” Asylum Access, May 13, 2020, https://asylumac-
cess.org/asylum-in-a-pandemic-refugio-en-una-pandemia-tenosique-tabasco/. 
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that “many communities are rejecting returnees because they fear being infected.” Indeed, 
even those returnees who test negative for COVID-19 have been violently attacked.12 

Refugees International has called for testing before deportation, and the Guatemalan govern-
ment has required evidence of such testing from the United States. However, U.S. authorities 
are not conducting comprehensive and effective testing, and deportees continue to test posi-
tive upon arrival in Guatemala.13 This situation puts additional strain on the Guatemalan govern-
ment and civil society, which already lack an adequate response.

R e c o m m e n d at i o n s
To the United States Government:

• Release from detention all Guatemalans who have passed their credible fear interviews or 
are at a higher risk of succumbing to COVID-19 owing to age or pre-existing medical condi-
tions.

• Release Guatemalan unaccompanied children from the custody of the ORR into the care of 
sponsors in the United States.  

• Ensure that Guatemalans seeking asylum and humanitarian protection at the border are 
afforded access to screenings as required under domestic and international law.

• Guatemalans in the Remain in Mexico (MPP) program should be paroled to friends and fam-
ily in the United States to await their asylum hearings. Guatemalans in MPP who have been 
“deported in absentia” after returning to Guatemala should be able to reopen their cases. 

• Institute a temporary moratorium on deportations to Guatemala during the pandemic.
• Fund reintegration programs for returned Guatemalans, including efforts to remove barriers 

to economic integration, providing loans and job trainings, and offering additional support 
for women and indigenous groups. This funding should also support efforts to contain and 
mitigate the coronavirus pandemic, such as providing medical equipment and cash transfer 
programs. 

To the Mexican Government:

• Institute a temporary moratorium on voluntary returns and deportations to Guatemala 
during the pandemic. Once the pandemic eases, coordinate with the Guatemalan gov-

12.  Adolfo Flores, “Guatemalans Deported from the US Are Being Threatened with Violence at Home over Corona-
virus Fears,” BuzzFeed News, May 1, 2020, https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/adolfoflores/guatemala-us-deport-
ees-threats-coronavirus. 
13.  “US deportation flights to Guatemala resume,” The Washington Post, June 9, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
world/the_americas/us-deportation-flights-to-guatemala-resume/2020/06/09/e24acbe2-aab0-11ea-a43b-be9f6494a87d_sto-
ry.html.
Jonathan Blitzer, “The Trump Administration’s Deportation Policy Is Spreading the Coronavirus,” New Yorker, May 13, 2020, 
https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/the-trump-administrations-deportation-policy-is-spreading-the-coronavirus. 
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ernment to ensure that returns are conducted through regular routes, with proper health 
checks before return. 

• The Mexican National Migration Institute should properly screen those Guatemalans who 
arrive at the Mexico-Guatemala border for international protection and allow those who 
wish to do so to apply with the Mexican Commission for Refugee Assistance (COMAR). 

• End the detention of migrant and refugee children in immigration facilities in accordance 
with Mexican law and invest in additional open-door shelter options for migrant and refugee 
children. Train immigration and child welfare officials to provide child-friendly information 
about their right to seek asylum. In determining where it may be in the child’s “best interest” 
to reside, Mexican child protection officials should consider the United States as a possible 
destination.

 

To the Guatemalan Government:

• Provide proper shelters for returned Guatemalans to quarantine upon arrival and ensure 
that they have access to necessities such as food, water, and sufficient space to maintain a 
safe distance from others. 

• Conduct multilingual information campaigns in Mayan languages and Spanish to combat 
stigma directed at deportees released from coronavirus quarantine. Coordinate with return-
ee organizations to provide social support and community reintegration. 

• Work with international humanitarian, civil society, and church organizations to provide 
emergency support services to vulnerable Guatemalans, including returnees. These ser-
vices should include measures to mitigate the impacts of the pandemic. Look to the best 
practices of cash-based transfer programs, food distribution, and mobile clinics that other 
countries in the region are implementing.

• Strengthen reintegration programs for Guatemalan deportees and returnees that include 
targeted services for women, girls, and indigenous groups. Work with civil society organiza-
tions with experience in reintegration to build from their best practices and include pro-
grams tailored to returnees’ culture, gender, and location. 
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B a c k g r o u n d 

Deportations from the United States and 
Mexico to Guatemala have increased over 
the past decade, but recent policy changes 
make it easier for these countries to deport 
people quickly, often without proper 
screening regarding their protection needs. 
In 2019, the United States deported nearly 
55,00014 Guatemalans to Guatemala. Mexico 
and the United States voluntarily returned 
96,74015 people the same year.

14.  Jeff Abbott, “U.S. Deportations of Guatemalans Doubled over Past Decade,” Reuters, January 3, 2020, https://www.reu-
ters.com/article/us-usa-immigration-guatemala/u-s-deportations-of-guatemalans-doubled-over-past-decade-idUSKBN1Z223M; 
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (website), “U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement Fiscal Year 2019 Enforce-
ment and Removal Operations Report,” n.d., accessed June 7, 2020, https://www.ice.gov/sites/default/files/documents/Docu-
ment/2019/eroReportFY2019.pdf. 
15.  IOM; “Guatemala,” Iniciativa de Gestión de Información de Movilidad Humana en el Triángulo Norte (International Organi-
zation for Migration), accessed June 4, 2020, https://mic.iom.int/webntmi/guatemala/. 
16.  Dora Schriro, “Weeping in the Playtime of Others: The Obama Administration’s Failed Reform of ICE Family Detention 
Practices,” Journal on Migration and Human Security 5, no. 2 (2017): 452–480, https://doi.org/10.1177/233150241700500212. 
17.  U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) (website), “In-Country Refugee/Parole Processing for Minors in Hondu-
ras, El Salvador and Guatemala (Central American Minors – CAM),” November 15, 2017, https://www.uscis.gov/CAM. 

Pre-COVID 19 Policy Changes 
in the United States

Since 2014, the United States has responded 
to increased forced migration of children 
and families from Guatemala (as well as 
El Salvador and Honduras) with a strategy 
of deterrence through detention.16 Yet the 
Obama administration also created the 
Central American Minors program to allow 
parents in the United States to apply to 
bring their children to the United States as 
refugees.17
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R e s e a r c h  O v e r v i e w
Refugees International traveled to Guatemala in February of 2020 to assess the protection 
landscape for deportees and returnees from the United States and Mexico. The team traveled 
to Quetzaltenango, Salcajá, and Guatemala City. They interviewed Guatemalan asylum seekers 
and migrants who were deported or returned from the United States or Mexico. The team also 
interviewed staff of various returnee organizations and of local and international NGOs as well 
as U.S. and Guatemalan government representatives.

Family separation and detention of chil-
dren: The Trump administration canceled this 
program in 2017, began prosecuting relatives 
who paid smugglers to bring children to the 
United States, and then initiated its “zero tol-
erance policy,” which led to the arrest of par-
ents who crossed the border without authori-
zation and separating them from any children 
who had accompanied them. Some deported 
Guatemalan parents have been reunited with 
their children, whereas other families remain 
separated to this day.18 The Trump admin-
istration also implemented several policies 
that dramatically increased the detention of 
Central American children under deteriorat-
ing conditions.19 Between late 2018 and early 
2019, five Guatemalan children died in Cus-
toms and Border Protection (CBP) custody, 

18.  “First Separated Parents Returning from Guatemala to U.S. as Part of Court Order,” Kids in Need of Defense, news release, 
January 22, 2020, https://supportkind.org/press-releases/first-separated-parents-returning-from-guatemala-to-u-s-as-part-of-
court-order/; Kevin Sieff, “They Were One of the First Families Separated at the Border. Two and a Half Years Later, They’re 
Still Apart,” Washington Post, February 17, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/the_americas/they-were-one-of-
the-first-families-separated-at-the-border-two-and-a-half-years-later-theyre-still-apart/2020/02/17/38594c98-4152-11ea-99c7-
1dfd4241a2fe_story.html. 
19.  Christopher Sherman, Martha Mendoza, and Garance Burke, “US Held Record Number of Migrant Children in Custody in 
2019,” Associated Press, November 12, 2019, https://apnews.com/015702afdb4d4fbf85cf5070cd2c6824; Caitlin Dickerson, 
“‘There Is a Stench’: Soiled Clothes and No Baths for Migrant Children at a Texas Center,” New York Times, June 21, 2019, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/21/us/migrant-children-border-soap.html; Jonathan Blitzer, “To Free Detained Children, 
Immigrant Families Are Forced to Risk Everything,” New Yorker, October 16, 2018, https://www.newyorker.com/news/dispatch/
to-free-detained-children-immigrant-families-are-forced-to-risk-everything; “No Home for Children: US Government Detention 
of Children at Homestead Facility Cruel and Unlawful,” Amnesty International USA, July 17, 2019, https://www.amnestyusa.org/
reports/no-home-for-children-us-government-detention-of-children-at-homestead-facility-cruel-and-unlawful/.
20.  “After Six Deaths, Is DHS Doing Enough to Ensure the Health and Safety of Children in Their Care?” America’s Voice, 
news release, January 14, 2020, https://americasvoice.org/press_releases/after-six-deaths-is-dhs-doing-enough-to-ensure-
the-health-and-safety-of-children-in-their-care/. 

whereas there had been no child deaths in 
CBP custody in the previous decade.20   

Limiting protection for unaccompanied 
children: In 2019, CBP apprehended more 
unaccompanied children (30,000) from 
Guatemala than any other country. These 
children were sent by CBP to the Office of 
Refugee Resettlement (ORR), where they 
are supposed to receive services, seek 
asylum via a child-appropriate interview, 
and be placed in the least restrictive setting 
(as mandated by the Trafficking Victims 
Reauthorization Act). However, information-
sharing policies between ORR and the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
and policy changes relating to filing claims 
for relief inhibited the placement of children 



This mural in Quetzaltenango depicts 
Claudia Patricia Gómez González, a 19 
year old woman from nearby San Juan 
Ostuncalco, who was shot dead by a Border 
Patrol agent on May 28, 2018 after she 
crossed the U.S. border near Laredo, Texas. 
Photo by: Refugees International.
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with relatives and made it more difficult 
for them to succeed in their applications 
for protection. Upon turning 18, children 
were transferred from ORR to Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) custody.21 
Rather than remain in detention to fight 
their cases, some young people requested 
“voluntary departure,” which does not carry 
the mandatory 10-year bar from future 
admissibility to the United States that 
deportation requires.22 In late 2019, the 
Trump administration also began a program 
to speed unaccompanied minors through 
immigration courts to rapidly deport them 
before they were released to sponsors in the 
United States.23 

Increased barriers to asylum: Under the 
Trump administration, DHS’s policy of refus-
ing to parole asylum seekers who passed 
credible fear screenings—instead keeping 
them detained for months or even years 
waiting for immigration court hearings—has 
led many Guatemalan asylum seekers to 
abandon their claims.24 Further, decisions by 
Attorney General Sessions and Barr have  
narrowed asylum eligibility for those fleeing 

21.  “Lawsuit against Homeland Security Says New Asylum Policy Violates Child Immigrants’ Rights,” Kids in Need of Defense, 
press release, July 8, 2019, https://supportkind.org/press-releases/homeland-security-lawsuit/;
“Resources on Special Immigrant Juvenile Status,” Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (Catholic Legal Immigration Network 
(CLINIC), April 7, 2020, https://cliniclegal.org/resources/childrens-issues/special-immigrant-juvenile-status; “The ORR and DHS 
Information-Sharing Agreement and its Consequences,” Justice for Immigrants, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 
October 3, 2019, https://justiceforimmigrants.org/what-we-are-working-on/unaccompanied-children/orr-and-dhs-informa-
tion-sharing-agreement-its-consequences/; Hannah Dreier, “Trust and Consequences,” Washington Post, February 15, 2020,  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/national/immigration-therapy-reports-ice/. 
22.  There is nothing truly voluntary about that provision; the leaving is mandatory; Nicholas Novy, “The Problem of Coerced 
Consent: When Voluntary Departure Isn’t So Voluntary,” Kansas Law Review 68, no. 2 (2019): 315–349.
23.  Golden McCarthy, “The Fast-Tracking of Detained Unaccompanied Children to Deportation,” Florence Immigrant and 
Refugee Rights Project, January 28, 2020, https://docs.house.gov/meetings/JU/JU01/20200129/110402/HHRG-116-JU01-
20200129-SD012.pdf. 
24.  Laura Riviera and Dan Werner, “No End in Sight: Why Migrants Give Up on Their U.S. Immigration Cases,” Southern Pover-
ty Law Center, 2018, https://www.splcenter.org/sites/default/files/leg_ijp_no_end_in_sight_2018_final_web.pdf. 
25.  “Report Card: The Trump Administration’s Performance on Refugee and Humanitarian Protection,” Refugees International, 
June 20, 2018, https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2018/6/19/report-card-on-the-trump-administrations-perfor-
mance-on-refugee-and-humanitarian-protection; The Attorney General’s narrowing of the standard also conflicts with determi-
nations of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. See “Guidance Note on Refugee Claims Relating to Victims of 
Organized Gangs,” United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, March 2010, https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/4bb21fa02.
pdf;
Chiara Cardoletti-Carroll, Alice Farmer, and Leslie E Velez, eds., “Women on the Run,” United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees, October 2015, https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/publications/operations/5630f24c6/women-run.html. 
26.  “Fact Sheet: Grant Rates Plummet as Trump Administration Dismantles U.S. Asylum System, Blocks and Deports Refu-
gees,” Human Rights First, June 2020, https://www.humanrightsfirst.org/sites/default/files/AdministrationDismantlingUSAsy-
lumSystem.pdf.

gang or domestic violence, or violence di-
rected toward family members. As Refugees 
International has indicated in other reports, 
these decisions by the Attorneys General 
overturned rulings by the Justice Depart-
ment’s own Board of Immigration Appeals 
and have been opposed by some federal 
courts.25 The AG decisions have resulted in a 
dramatic drop in asylum grant rates for Gua-
temalans.26 In 2019, the administration further 
barred asylum seeking by those who transit 
a third country. These policies have led to 
increasing returns and deportations of Guate-
malans at great risk of harm. 

Migrant Protection Protocols: Also in 
2019, in the face of increasing numbers of 
asylum-seeking Central American families 
at the southern border, the administration 
initiated its Remain in Mexico—officially, the 
Migration Protection Protocols (MPP)—policy, 
requiring these families to wait in Mexico for 
months while their cases proceed through 
the U.S. immigration courts. Of the almost 
16,000 Guatemalans in the MPP program in 
May 2020, less than 600 have been able to 
secure legal representation, thus making it 



12 | Harmful Returns: The Compounded Vulnerabilities of Returned Guatemalans in the Time of COVID-19

very difficult for them to succeed in court.27 
Many Guatemalan families, especially 
indigenous language speakers, have found 
conditions in northern Mexico too dangerous 
and difficult to survive (especially the lack 
access to food, shelter, work, and services), 
and have felt forced to abandon their 
cases. As one Guatemalan mother told an 
immigration judge in El Paso, “Over there (in 
Guatemala), if they do something to me, my 
children have somewhere to go. Over here 
(in Mexico), they have nothing if something 
happens to me.”28 The Remain in Mexico 
program has also led to the separation of 
many Guatemalan families,29 with some family 
members in the United States and others 
waiting in Mexico or returned to Guatemala.30  

PACR: In late 2019, the Trump administration 
initiated a new program called Prompt 
Asylum Claim Review (PACR) to fast track 
the deportation of Central American asylum 
seekers. Before PACR, asylum seekers at the 
border typically were transferred from CBP 

27.  “Details on MPP (Remain in Mexico) Deportation Proceedings,” TRAC Immigration, May 2020, https://trac.syr.edu/phptools/
immigration/mpp/. 
28.  Robert Moore, “Guatemalan Family First to Be Deported from U.S. in Trump ...,” Borderzine: Reporting Across Fronteras, 
May 10, 2019, https://borderzine.com/2019/05/guatemalan-family-first-to-be-deported-from-u-s-in-trumps-remain-in-mexico-
program/. 
29.  Daniella Silva, “Migrant Families Are Being Separated under Remain-in-Mexico Policy, Complaint Alleges,” NBCNews, 
August 20, 2019, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/migrant-families-are-being-separated-under-remain-mexico-pol-
icy-complaint-n1044466; Adolfo Flores, “Asylum-Seekers Keep Getting Sent Back To Mexico Without Their Children Based 
On Unreliable Information” BuzzFeed News, December 26, 2019, https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/adolfoflores/
asylum-seekers-families-separated-bad-info; “New Report Reveals Danger of ‘Remain in Mexico’ Including New Cases of 
Family Separation, Confiscated Identity Documents, New Inhumane CBP Custody Tents,” Women’s Refugee Commission 
press release, May 16, 2019, https://www.womensrefugeecommission.org/press-releases/new-report-reveals-danger-of-re-
main-in-mexico-including-new-cases-of-family-separation-confiscated-identity-documents-new-inhumane-cbp-custody-tents/;
Priscilla Alvarez, “At Least 350 Children of Migrant Families Forced to Remain in Mexico Have Crossed over Alone to US,” 
CNN, January 24, 2020, https://www.cnn.com/2020/01/24/politics/migrant-children-remain-in-mexico/index.html; “Forced 
Apart: How the ‘Remain in Mexico’ Policy Places Children in Danger and Separates Families,” Kids in Need of Defense, Febru-
ary 24, 2020, https://supportkind.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/MPP-KIND-2.24updated-003.pdf.
30.  At least one federal court objected to DHS sending a Guatemalan child to wait in Mexico with her father rather than unit-
ing her mother in the United States. E.O.H.C.; M.S.H.S., a minor child v. Secretary DHS et. al. (19-2927, U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the Third Circuit, February 13, 2020), https://www2.ca3.uscourts.gov/opinarch/192927p.pdf.
31.  Robert Moore, “Trump Administration Testing Rapid Asylum Review, Deportation Process in Texas,” Washington Post, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/immigration/trump-administration-testing-rapid-asylum-review-deportation-process-in-tex-
as/2019/10/24/caa91a62-f5d8-11e9-a285-882a8e386a96_story.html;
“Policies Affecting Asylum Seekers at the Border,” American Immigration Council, January 29, 2020, https://www.americanim-
migrationcouncil.org/research/policies-affecting-asylum-seekers-border. 
32.  “LAWG Strongly Condemns Administration’s Abrupt & Irrational Announcement to Cut Aid to Central America & Punish 
Refugees for Seeking Protection,” Latin America Working Group, press release, April 1, 2019, https://www.lawg.org/press-re-
lease-lawg-strongly-condemns-administrations-abrupt-irrational-announcement-to-cut-aid-to-central-america-punish-refu-
gees-for-seeking-protection/;
 “As Central America Aid Resumes, the U.S.’s Return of Refugees and Immigrants May Undermine Impact,” Kids in Need of De-
fense, press release, April 29, 2020, https://supportkind.org/press-releases/as-central-america-aid-resumes-the-u-s-s-return-

to ICE custody, where they might consult 
with counsel before their interviews with 
asylum officers. Under PACR, asylum seekers 
are held exclusively in CBP custody (where 
conditions are poor and they cannot access 
supporting evidence) and have limited access 
to counsel before their asylum interviews.31 
Within 10 days of crossing the U.S.-Mexico 
border, asylum-seeking Guatemalans whose 
claims are summarily denied have been 
deported back to Guatemala through this 
program.
 
Cuts to development and anti-corrup-
tion initiatives: Beyond border and deporta-
tion policy, U.S. foreign policy toward Guate-
mala since 2018 has focused on forcing the 
Guatemalan government to stop migration 
rather than supporting humanitarian and civil 
society efforts to address the violence, impu-
nity, corruption, and poverty pushing Guate-
malans to migrate.32 This focus was evident 
in the Trump administration’s effort to under-
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mine the International Commission against 
Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG), the UN agen-
cy effectively combatting government corrup-
tion in that country.33 It is also evident in the 
U.S. State Department’s reorientation of pro-
grams from the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and Bureau of Interna-
tional Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs 
toward migration prevention,34 and its insis-
tence that foreign aid is contingent on imple-
menting an asylum cooperative agreement 
(ACA) with the United States.35 Honduran and 
Salvadoran asylum seekers returned under 
an ACA in early 2020 filled the only migrant 
shelter in Guatemala City, making it unable to 
accommodate Guatemalan returnees.

Pre-COVID Policy Changes in 
Mexico
Strict enforcement and inhumane 
detention: Since 2014, Mexico has been 
increasing its enforcement capacity on its 
southern border with Belize and Guatemala.36 

of-refugees-and-immigrants-may-undermine-impact/. 
33.  Colum Lynch, “Corrupt Guatemalans’ GOP Lifeline,” Foreign Policy, February 5, 2019, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2019/02/05/trump-republican-lawmakers-weaken-u-n-anti-corruption-commission-guatemala-jimmy-mo-
rales-white-house-putin/. 
34.  This reorientation is evident in the responses of Kirsten D. Madison, Assistant Secretary of the Bureau of Narcotics and 
Law Enforcement Affairs, to questions by members of Senate Foreign Relations Committee at a September 25, 2019 hearing 
on the migration crisis at the U.S. border: U.S. Policy in Mexico and Central America: Ensuring Effective Policies to Address the 
Crisis at the Border: United States Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Hearing before the United States Senate Commit-
tee on Foreign Relations, September 25, 2019, https://www.foreign.senate.gov/hearings/us-policy-in-mexico-and-central-amer-
ica-ensuring-effective-policies-to-address-the-crisis-at-the-border.
35.  Michael R. Pompeo, “United States Continues U.S. Foreign Assistance for El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras—
United States Department of State,” U.S. Department of State, press statement, April 13, 2020, https://www.state.gov/unit-
ed-states-continues-u-s-foreign-assistance-for-el-salvador-guatemala-and-honduras/. 
36.  Clay Boggs, “Mexico’s Southern Border Plan: More Deportations and Widespread Human Rights Violations,” Washington 
Office on Latin America (WOLA), March 19, 2015, https://www.wola.org/analysis/mexicos-southern-border-plan-more-deporta-
tions-and-widespread-human-rights-violations/. 
37.  Jeff Ernst and Kirk Semple, “Mexico Moves to Encourage Caravan Migrants to Stay and Work,” New York Times, January 
25, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/25/world/americas/migrant-caravan-honduras-mexico.html. 
38.  Stephanie Eschenbacher, Miguel Angel Lopez, and Roberta Rampton, “Mexico Expects Relief on U.S. Tariff Threat as 
Migrant Flows Drop,” Reuters, September 6, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-immigration-mexico/mexico-expects-
relief-on-u-s-tariff-threat-as-migrant-flows-drop-idUSKCN1VR1KC. 
39.  “The Comprehensive Development Plan Is an Innovative Proposal that Addresses the Structural Causes of Migration, 
With a Focus on Growth, Equality and Environmental Sustainability,” United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America 
and the Caribbean (ECLAC), press release, January 15, 2020, https://www.cepal.org/en/pressreleases/comprehensive-devel-
opment-plan-innovative-proposal-addresses-structural-causes. 
40.  “México Refuerza La Presencia De La Guardia Nacional En La Frontera Sur Para Frenar La Migración,” Agencia EFE, July 
4, 2019, https://www.efe.com/efe/usa/mexico/mexico-refuerza-la-presencia-de-guardia-nacional-en-frontera-sur-para-fre-
nar-migracion/50000100-4015529. 
41.  “Overcrowding, Abuse Seen at Mexico Migrant Detention Center,” Associated Press; NBCNews.com, June 17, 2019, 

Although Andrés Manuel López Obrador 
began his presidency with a welcoming 
stance toward migrants,37 policies quickly 
shifted toward stricter enforcement, 
particularly after tariff threats from the 
United States in the summer of 2019.38 The 
Mexican government’s stance was that it 
wanted to end the drivers of migration, and 
it even launched a development program 
with Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. 
39 However, these initiatives have done 
little to stem the flow of migrants, and the 
government has moved its focus toward 
enforcement. The Mexican government has 
legislated significant policy shifts, militarizing 
the southern border with the deployment of 
the National Guard,40 issuing regulations that 
prohibit bus companies from selling tickets 
to undocumented migrants, and using force 
to keep immigrant caravans from entering 
the country. The Mexican National Migration 
Institute (INM) holds migrants and asylum 
seekers in “prison-like” enclosed settings 
with overcrowded facilities, food scarcity, 
and a lack of proper hygiene.41 Migrants 
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have been detained for extended periods, 
including children and other vulnerable 
groups.42 

Rapid deportation of children: Many Gua-
temalan children who migrate north for sur-
vival (fleeing extortion, poverty, and violence) 
or to reunite with parents do not make it to 
the United States. Instead, they are blocked 
from accessing U.S. ports or detained further 
south in Mexico and rapidly deported without 
a substantive evaluation of their best inter-
ests or the dangers they could face upon 
return. Civil society organizations that monitor 
the human rights situation of migrants and 
refugees in Tapachula reported that about 50 
unaccompanied children who traveled with 
the January 2019 caravan were detained by 
migration officials and deported within 24 
hours. Even if INM turns children over to the 
Mexican child welfare agency, they receive 
little help in applying for asylum, and most 
best-interest determinations do not consider 
the option of placing children with relatives in 
the United States.43

Lack of funding for Mexico’s asylum sys-
tem: Mexico has adopted a broader refugee 
definition than the United States and grants 
a higher percentage of asylum applications.44 
The overall 2019 asylum grant rates averaged 
71 percent, according to the Mexican Com-
mission for Refugee Assistance (COMAR), but 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/overcrowding-abuse-seen-mexico-migrant-detention-center-n1018231. 
42.  The shelter for unaccompanied children in Quetzaltenango Guatemala told Refugees International in an interview that 
some children were detained for 20 to 30 days in Mexico.
43.  “The Invisible Wall: Obstacles to Protection for Unaccompanied Migrant Children Along Mexico’s Southern Border,” Kids 
in Need of Defense, July 26, 2019, https://supportkind.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Tapachula-report-FINAL-7-26-19-002.
pdf; “Blocked from Safety: Unaccompanied Children Along the U.S.-Mexico Border,” Kids in Need of Defense, April 29, 2019, 
https://supportkind.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Blocked-From-Safety-KIND-Border-Report-FINAL.pdf. 
44. Asylum Access, “Mexican Asylum System for U.S. Immigration Lawyers FAQ,” November 2019, https://asylumaccess.org/
wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Mexican-Asylum-FAQ-for-US-Immigration-Lawyers.pdf. 
45.  “Mexican Asylum System.”
46.  Asylum Access, “Mexican Asylum System.”
47. Boletín Estadístico Anual 2020, Secretaria de Gobernación, Mexico, http://www.politicamigratoria.gob.mx/es/PoliticaMigra-
toria/CuadrosBOLETIN?Anual=2020&Secc=.3.
48.  Carrie Kahn, “Migrants In Mexico Face Crackdown, But Officials Say They’re Being ‘Rescued,’” National Public Radio, 
January 29, 2020, https://www.npr.org/2020/01/29/800385857/migrants-in-mexico-face-crackdown-but-officials-say-theyre-
being-rescued. 
49.  “Overlooked, Under-Protected: Mexico’s Deadly Refoulement of Central Americans Seeking Asylum,” Amnesty Interna-
tional, January 2018, https://www.amnestyusa.org/reports/overlooked-under-protected-mexicos-deadly-refoulement-of-cen-
tral-americans-seeking-asylum/.

for Guatemalans this number is much lower, 
at only 34 percent. In comparison, the rate for 
Venezuelans was 99 percent.45 The restric-
tionist policies of the United States have 
directly affected the Mexican asylum system, 
contributing to a significant rise in asylum 
claims in the last few years. The capacity of 
the Mexican system is limited. It has not pro-
vided a commensurate budgetary increase to 
process the applications. COMAR is severely 
under-resourced—approximately 48 protec-
tion staff decided the cases of up to 80,000 
asylum seekers in 2019.46

Increased deportations and “volun-
tary returns”: Although Mexico’s asylum 
system is more generous than that of the 
United States, its apprehension and return 
numbers have been on the rise since June 
2019.47 According to Mexican government 
data, deportations from Mexico to Guatemala 
appear low because the INM uses ambiguous 
terminology to describe enforcement actions. 
“Assisted returns” of Central Americans are, 
in fact, deportations and not voluntary at all.48 
Many Guatemalans who flee serious harm 
have been dissuaded from pursuing their 
legitimate asylum claims in Mexico because 
of detention conditions and discouragement 
by officials there. In Mexico, Guatemalans are 
often returned before they have the chance 
to make asylum claims.49 
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While in Guatemala in February, Refugees In-
ternational interviewed recently returned asy-
lum seekers who had first-hand experience 
with changing U.S. and Mexican enforcement 
policies. Marco (a pseudonym) told us of 
having fled his hometown in Peten in June 
2019, fearful of violent retribution against him 
and his pregnant wife after her family report-
ed a theft to the police. Upon reaching the 
U.S. border, Marco was placed in the Remain 
in Mexico program and his wife was allowed 
to pursue her case from within the United 
States. After three weeks of living on the 
streets of Juarez, Marco went to Campeche 
to find work. On his way back to Juarez to re-
port for his November hearing, INM detained 
him. INM did not give him his MPP paperwork 
when they released him from Villa Hermosa. 
“I couldn’t travel north, and my only option 
was to go home,” Marco said. He took a bus 
to Peten. “I haven’t seen my wife and son.”

U.S. and Mexico Deportation 
Policy Changes under 
COVID-19 
Since the March 20, 2020 order by the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
invoking Title 42 of the Public Health Safety 
Act, CBP has been refusing to accept protec-
tion requests and expelling asylum seekers at 

50.  “Indefinite Suspension of Protections for Asylum Seekers and Unaccompanied Children Under May 19, 2020 Order 
by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,” Refugees International, Advocacy Letter, May 27, 2020, https://www.
refugeesinternational.org/reports/2020/5/27/indefinite-suspension-of-protections-for-asylum-seekers-and-unaccompanied-
children-under-may-19-2020-order-by-the-centers-for-disease-control-and-prevention.
51.  Camilo Montoya-Galvez, “U.S. Suspends Protections for Migrant Kids at Border, Expelling Hundreds amid Pandemic,” CBS 
News, May 7, 2020, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/coronavirus-immigration-migrant-children-protections-border/. ; Hamed 
Aleaziz, “A 16-Year-Old Boy Is Suing The Trump Administration, Claiming It’s Using The Pandemic As An Excuse To Deport 
Him,” Buzzfeed News, June 10, 2020, https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/hamedaleaziz/trump-admin-coronavirus-de-
port-children-asylum-lawsuit
52.  “Citing Coronavirus, U.S. Won’t Release Migrant Kids,” Los Angeles Times, May 12, 2020, https://www.latimes.com/politics/
story/2020-05-12/trump-officials-coronavirus-refuse-releasing-migrant-kids. 
53.  Adolfo Flores, “Guatemalan Immigrants Are Caught Between ICE Detention or Deportation. Either Way, They Fear Getting 
COVID-19,” Buzzfeed News, April 30, 2020, https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/adolfoflores/coronavirus-immigrants-gua-
temala-deported-ice-jail-covid19. 
54.  Camilo Montoya-Galvez, “ICE Asked Migrant Parents Whether They Wished to Be Separated from their Children, Agency 
Tells Court,” CBS News, May 17, 2020, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/ice-asked-migrant-parents-whether-they-wished-to-be-
separated-from-their-children-agency-tells-court/. 
55.  Kera Mallory Falk, “Asylum Seekers in Mexico Worry about Waiting Longer in Dangerous Conditions Due to 
COVID-19,” Houston Public Media, April 28, 2020, https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/articles/news/politics/immigra-
tion/2020/04/28/368196/asylum-seekers-in-mexico-worry-about-waiting-longer-in-dangerous-conditions-due-to-covid-19/. 

the U.S. southern border, including Guatema-
lans. The order allows DHS to return asylum 
seekers—including children—to Mexico or 
deport them directly to their home countries 
without any real screening regarding the 
dangers they would face.50 Guatemalans 
expelled by CBP are just pushed into Mexico 
and left there with no support or help from 
Mexican officials. CBP is expelling rather than 
referring unaccompanied Central American 
minors to the care of the ORR within the 
Department of Health and Human Services as 
required by the Trafficking Victims Protection 
Reauthorization Act.51 Also, fewer Guatemalan 
children are being released by the ORR to 
sponsors in the United States; instead, they 
are being deported; 417 minors were de-
ported from the United States to Guatemala 
between March and early May.52 

Many other Guatemalan migrants are in 
a panicked limbo. Those in ICE custody 
awaiting deportation worry that they will 
be infected in detention or be quarantined 
upon return.53 ICE has begun to ask asylum-
seeking parents currently detained with their 
children in family detention centers to give 
up custody in exchange for the children’s 
release from detention.54 Guatemalans in 
the Remain in Mexico program are waiting in 
desperate circumstances.55 In April, Refugees 
International spoke with Martin, a Guatemalan 
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asylum seeker in the program, who was 
waiting for his El Paso court hearing in Juarez 
while living in a house with 15 others and 
with little access to food. Martin’s situation 
is not untypical of the thousands of asylum 
seekers who must wait for months in northern 
Mexico without security, means of support, or 
adequate protection from COVID-19.56 Out of 
desperation, many of these asylum seekers 
in the Remain in Mexico program, as well 
those being expelled, are trying to enter to 
the United States undetected via remote and 
perilous routes.57 

In May, even when the Guatemalan 
government suspended flights in response to 
the arrival of returnees who tested positive 
for COVID-19, it continued to accept flights 
of unaccompanied minors and families and 
individuals that the United States claimed 
tested negative. Many of these individuals 
nonetheless tested positive upon arrival in 
Guatemala. 58 In June, Guatemala resumed 
acceptance of flights with less than 50 
people aboard.59 

Guatemala called on the Mexican 
government to halt deportations in early 
March, but assisted returns continue, as 
do unregulated voluntary returns. Since 
the pandemic began, Mexico has returned 

56.  Jasmine Aguilera, “Many Asylum Seekers in Mexico Can’t Get U.S. Court Hearings Until 2021. A Coronavirus Outbreak 
Could ‘Devastate’ Them,” Time, May 19, 2020, https://time.com/5830807/asylum-seekers-coronavirus-mpp/. 
57.  Camilo Montoyo-Galvez, “U.S. Ramps Up Mass Expulsions of Migrants as Border Crossings Rise,” CBS News, June 13, 
2020, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/us-ramps-up-mass-expulsions-migrants-border-crossings-rise-coronavirus-restrictions/.
58.  Sonia Perez D., “More Guatemalans Deported from US Test Positive for Virus,” Associated Press, May 18, 2020, https://ap-
news.com/a16adc250c399aaa3a360c44de26c877; Madan and Charles, “ICE Has Been Testing Migrants before Deportation”; 
Sonia Perez D., “Guatemala President Fumes over Infected Deportees from US,” Associated Press, May 21, 2020, https://ap-
news.com/6d7909336525780f3b21f10a7928cb04. 
59.  “U.S. Resumes Deportation Flights to Guatemala,” Time, June 10, 2020, https://time.com/5851118/guatemala-deporta-
tions-u-s-immigration/
60.  INM,“INM da seguimiento a las medidas cautelares.”
61.  Paula Dupraz-Dobias, “Coronavirus in Guatemala Compounds a Long List of Problems,” The New Humanitarian, May 4, 
2020, https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/feature/2020/05/04/coronavirus-Guatemala-violence-drought-poverty. 
62.  Sofia Menchu, “Cuatro Adolescentes Guatemaltecos Dan Positivo a Coronavirus Tras Ser Deportados de México,” Reu-
ters, May 7, 2020, https://lta.reuters.com/articulo/salud-coronavirus-guatemala-inmigracion-idLTAKBN22J395. 
63.  https://twitter.com/palabrasdeabajo/status/1272712839954944002?s=20
64.  Maria Verza, Elliot Spagat, and Astrid Galvan, “EEUU y México Cierran Paso a Solicitantes Asilo por COVID-19,” Associat-
ed Press, April 9, 2020, https://apnews.com/44ccc46fb18944b5b80ce5953f061b2d. 
65.  Marcos González Díaz, “Coronavirus en Guatemala: Los Contagios de Covid-19 Entre Migrantes Que Llevaron Al País a 
Suspender los Vuelos de Deportados Desde EE.UU,” BBC News Mundo, April 21, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noti-
cias-america-latina-52364025. 

nearly 5,000 Central Americans back to 
their home countries.60 Mexican officials only 
take deportees’ temperatures but do not 
test for COVID-19.61 The number of people 
who returned of their own accord is likely 
far higher. As of May 20, four adolescents 
deported from Mexico tested positive for 
COVID-19.62 On June 15, 40 Guatemalan 
migrants were deported from Mexico.63 
However, migration experts in Guatemala 
state that there are many voluntary returns 
from Mexico who do not pass through 
authorized border points. Recent reports 
claim that Mexican officials have even 
encouraged Central Americans to return 
home via irregular routes.64 Many people 
are returning to their communities and not 
being quarantined.65 For example, Salvadoran 
and Honduran migrants are passing through 
Guatemala on their way back home without 
any screenings. 

Although deportations continue, 
Guatemalans can still seek asylum in 
Mexico during the pandemic; there are 
limitations, however. COMAR briefly halted 
accepting applications in March but has 
resumed accepting and processing claims. 
Hundreds of people are applying each 
week despite the pandemic, attesting to 
the fact that those fleeing persecution have 
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no choice but to cross a border to seek 
refuge. 66 Unfortunately, COMAR’s hours are 
inconsistent, and it is issuing only a limited 
number of the identification cards needed for 
access to health care.67 

Upon return to Guatemalan, deportees and 
returnees face heightened levels of pover-
ty and food insecurity.68 As one indigenous 
teenager rapidly deported from the U.S. 
border said, “I didn’t get the opportunity to 
say why I was coming” and now “we owe a 
big debt.”69 By early June, Guatemala’s public 
hospitals were overwhelmed by COVID-19 
cases,70 and flooding from a tropical storm 
was causing extensive displacement within 
the country.

P r o t e c t i o n  C o n c e r n s 
i n  G u at e m a l a  u p o n 
R e t u r n 
Guatemalans who fled violence, crime, and 
persecution, and were unable to receive 
international protection, may face the same 
or exacerbated protection concerns upon re-
turn. Other Guatemalans may have legitimate 
fears for their security and safety when they 
go home because returnees are at greater 
risk of being targets of violence and extortion. 
Although there are government and civil soci-

66.  “Death Threats Drive Refugees to Flee Coronavirus Lockdown,” Relief Web, UN High Commissioner for Refugees, April 
28, 2020, https://reliefweb.int/report/mexico/death-threats-drive-refugees-flee-coronavirus-lockdown. 
67.  “Interview with Rosi Siu.”
68.  Jeff Abbott, “Guatemala’s White Flags Indicate Pandemic’s Deadly Side Effect: Hunger,” The Guardian, May 22, 2
020, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/may/22/guatemala-white-flags-hunger-coronavirus.
69.  Camilo Montoya-Galvez, “Citing Coronavirus, the U.S. Is Swiftly Deporting Unaccompanied Migrant Children,” CBS News, 
March 30, 2020, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/coronavirus-us-swiftly-deporting-unaccompanied-migrant-children-cit-
ing-covid-19/. 
70.  Elsa Coronado, “Zulma Calderón, PDH: ‘El 90 % De Los Pacientes Con COVID Nunca Debieron Ser Hospitalizados,’” 
Plaza Publica, May 30, 2020, https://plazapublica.com.gt/content/zulma-calderon-pdh-el-90-de-los-pacientes-con-covid-nun-
ca-debieron-ser-hospitalizados. 
71.  “Salienda Adelante: Why Migrants Risk It All,” Creative Associates International, accessed June 8, 2020, http://www.cre-
ativeassociatesinternational.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Migration-Study-Brief.pdf.
72.  Chris Dalby, “Gang Presence in Guatemala City,” InSight Crime, April 26, 2019, https://www.insightcrime.org/investigations/
extortion-gang-presence-in-guatemala-city/. 

ety organizations that provide integration and 
support services for returnees, offering pro-
tection against crime, violence, gender-based 
violence, and discrimination is outside of the 
mandate of these organizations. Corruption, 
high levels of violence and extortion, and a 
lack of accountability in government and in-
stitutions all contribute to a fragile protection 
ecosystem that often does not afford return-
ees the ability to reintegrate safely. These 
challenges are only compounded during the 
pandemic. 

Crime
Guatemalans migrate to Mexico and the Unit-
ed States for a complex mix of reasons, but 
crime and insecurity often play an important 
role in their decision to leave.71 Returning to 
Guatemala can amplify vulnerability to crime; 
extortionists, gang members, and narco-traf-
fickers target returned Guatemalans because 
criminals perceive them to have money due 
to their ability to migrate and their time spent 
working abroad. 

Returned Guatemalans are especially 
vulnerable to crimes at the airport because 
gang presence is more prevalent in 
Guatemala City than in other areas of the 
country.72 Deportees from the United States 
stand out; most arrive without shoelaces and 
carrying plastic bags given to them while in 
CBP custody. Exiting the airport is chaotic—
the presence of many taxis, buses, money 
exchangers, and families of returned often 
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cause crimes to go unnoticed. Outside of the 
airport, the Guatemalan government provides 
transport to the north and south bus terminals 
for leaving Guatemala City. Both terminals 
are in areas of the city with elevated crime 
rates.73 Returned Guatemalans must pay 
for their bus fare; returnees described to 
Refugees International that those who have 
no money to get back to their hometowns 
have to beg on the street.74

 
The risks do not abate once returned 
Guatemalans arrive in their hometowns. 
Refugees International spoke with one 
Guatemalan who returned to his town 
and attempted to start a business. He was 
robbed repeatedly, extorted, and threatened. 
He claimed the extortionists targeted him 
because they knew he had returned from 
the United States with money. Stories 
like this one are not unique; Refugees 
International spoke with multiple individuals 
and organizations about the pervasiveness 
of extortion. In Guatemala City, one returnee 
organization had to move several returned 
Guatemalans because their businesses were 
being extorted. Extortion is one of the most 
prevalent crimes in Guatemala.75 Gangs 
commit some of it, but a growing number of 
extortions originate in prisons,76 revealing 
just how little control the police system has 
over this crime—or their complicity in it. 
Low-level corruption and impunity make it 
difficult to report crimes or receive justice. In 
2018, Guatemala had a 97.6 percent impunity 

73.  Dalby, “Gang Presence in Guatemala City.”
74.  Refugees International interviewed a deportee who begged for days before getting enough money to board a bus north. 
75.  “Study: Over 63,000 Victims of Extortion in Guatemala,” teleSUR English, June 28, 2019, https://www.telesurenglish.net/
news/Study-Reports-Over-63000-Victims-of-Extortion-in-Guatemala-20190628-0018.html. 
76.  Phoebe Studdert-Kennedy, “Half of Extortion Calls in Guatemala Are Made from One Prison,” InSight Crime, December 
30, 2019, https://www.insightcrime.org/news/brief/extortion-calls-guatemala-prison/. 
77.  “Sistema Integrado De Justicia” (CICIG), accessed June 4, 2020, https://www.cicig.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Pre-
sentacion_GIZ_SIJ_2019.pdf. 
78.  Tristan Clavel, “Copycat Extortionists: Guatemala’s Criminal Chancers,” Insight Crime, April 30, 2019, https://www.insight-
crime.org/investigations/copycat-extortionists-guatemalas-criminal-chancers/
79.  Clavel, “Copycat Extortionists.”
80.  Clavel, Copycat Extortionists.” 
81.  “World Factbook: Guatemala,” Central Intelligence Agency, accessed June 5, 2020, https://www.cia.gov/library/publica-
tions/the-world-factbook/geos/print_gt.html. 
82.  “WFP Guatemala Country Brief, December 2019—Guatemala,” ReliefWeb, World Food Programme, February 6, 2020, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/guatemala/wfp-guatemala-country-brief-december-2019. 

rate for all crimes.77 In 2017, Guatemalans 
filed nearly 8,400 extortion complaints, but 
the courts handed down fewer than 700 
convictions.78

Most Guatemalans cite corruption as the 
major challenge confronting the governance 
of their country. For years, CICIG, a unique 
joint UN-Guatemalan mechanism, made 
significant headway in battling government 
corruption. In 2019, however, then-President 
Jimmy Morales dissolved the CICIG with help 
from the Trump administration, which with-
drew support for the initiative. The ousting 
of CICIG marked a downward turn in govern-
ment accountability and any confidence the 
Guatemalan people may have had that things 
would get better.

Discrimination and 
Mistreatment of Women and 
Indigenous Groups
Most Guatemalans who migrate to the United 
States and Mexico are from the western high-
lands area of the country79 where the largest 
populations of indigenous people live.80 The 
Guatemalan government and mainstream 
society systematically exclude indigenous 
people in Guatemala. 79 percent of indige-
nous people live in poverty and 40 percent 
of them are in extreme poverty.81 One-third of 
the rural population faces food insecurity.82 
Guatemalans who have left farming commu-
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nities say that they “barely eat” at home.83 
Returned indigenous migrants cite additional 
barriers to reintegration in their communities, 
such as loss of cultural practices, restruc-
turing of community dynamics,84 and loss of 
language.85 

Although Mayan languages are a corner-
stone of their culture, they are also a basis 
for exclusion from public and social services. 
For example, at the unaccompanied minors’ 
shelter in Quetzaltenango, counselors pro-
vide psychological services in Spanish, but 
many children who return and desperately 
need counseling speak Mam, Ki’ché, or other 
Mayan languages. Organizations like Asoci-
ación IDEI86 provide volunteers who speak 
Mayan languages to facilitate counseling, but 
they are not a solution for a lack of indige-
nous psychologists, social workers, doctors, 
and other professionals. 

Indigenous communities are dispropor-
tionately excluded from social services and 
access to the rule of law, and also are dispro-
portionately victims of human rights viola-
tions.87 Because of this discrimination, de-
ported and returned indigenous people are 

83.  Nomaan Merchant and Sonia Perez D., “Trump Ramps Up Expulsions of Migrant Youth, Citing Virus,” Associated Press, 
May 13, 2020, https://apnews.com/b64523bed9c1ed15c6185b37896bd586. 
84.  According to interviews conducted with Asociación Pop No’j.
85.  According to interviews conducted with Colectivo Vida Digna and Asociación IDEI. 
86.  Asociación IDEI (website), accessed June 8, 2020, https://www.asociacionidei.org/. 
87.  Maria Martin, “Killings Of Guatemala’s Indigenous Activists Raise Specter Of Human Rights Crisis,” National Public Radio, 
January 22, 2019, https://www.npr.org/2019/01/22/685505116/killings-of-guatemalas-indigenous-activists-raise-specter-of-hu-
man-rights-crisis. 
88.  “2018 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Guatemala,” U.S. Department of State, Section 6., Discrimination, 
Societal Abuses, and Trafficking in Persons, April 29, 2019, https://www.state.gov/reports/2018-country-reports-on-hu-
man-rights-practices/guatemala/. 
89.  “Misión,” Asociación Pop No’j (website), accessed June 8, 2020, https://www.asociacionpopnoj.org/mision/. 
90.  “A Dignified Life in Guatemala,” Vida Digna ,2017, https://www.vidadignaguatemala.org/. 
91.  Lizbeth Gramajo Bauer, “’Otra Vez a Lo Mismo’”: Migración De Retorno y Procesos De Reintegración En El Altiplano Occi-
dental De Guatemala (Guatemala: Universidad Rafael Landívar, Editorial Cara Parens, 2019), p. 51; states that between 2008 
and 2018, nearly 300,00 Guatemalans were deported to the western highlands of Guatemala. 
92.  Gramajo Bauer, “’Otra Vez a Lo Mismo.’”
93.  Priscila Molina, “WFP Guatemala Country Brief,” World Food Programme, December 2019, https://docs.wfp.org/api/docu-
ments/WFP-0000112440/download/?_ga=2.61276972.1660492243.1587577490-1861731502.1587577490. 
94.  “2019 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Guatemala,” U.S. Department of State, accessed June 5, 2020, https://
www.state.gov/reports/2019-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/guatemala/. 
95.  “2019 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Guatemala.”
96.  Ana Landa Ugarte, Elizabeth Salazar, Magali Quintana, and Raul Molina Herrera, “USAID/Guatemala Gender Analysis Final 
Report September 2018,” USAID, September 14, 2018, https://banyanglobal.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/USAID-Guate-
mala-Gender-Analysis-Final-Report.pdf. 

less likely to receive social support from the 
government or help from the state if they are 
victims of crime.88 Asociación Pop No’j89 and 
Colectivo Vida Digna90 are returnee organi-
zations that provide reintegration services for 
returned indigenous Guatemalans while con-
sidering their cultural heritage, language, and 
community roles. These support services are 
critical for returned indigenous migrants but 
have limited reach compared to the number 
of indigenous deportees and returnees who 
arrive each day.91 

Women and girls also face discrimination and 
violence in Guatemala. Although Guatemalan 
law establishes the principle of gender equal-
ity and criminalizes discrimination,92 Guate-
mala has the highest gender inequality index 
in the region.93 Women experience soaring 
rates of sexual violence,94 exclusion from po-
litical and economic participation,95 and rigid 
gender norms96 that can prevent them from 
engaging in certain types of work or attend-
ing school. In 2017, gender-based violence 
(GBV) was the most reported crime, which 
overwhelmed the Guatemalan courts’ ability 
to provide justice to women who experience 
GBV as there were not enough prosecutors 
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to handle the high caseload.97 Indigenous 
women experience intersectional discrimi-
nation for their ethnicity and gender. Women 
and girls who left Guatemala because of 
violence and gender discrimination find it 
difficult to reintegrate safely into Guatemalan 
society because of these pervasive structural 
barriers. 

In Quetzaltenango, Refugees International 
spoke with Maria, an indigenous woman 
with little formal education who was a victim 
of domestic violence perpetrated by her 
partner. After her sister migrated to the 
United States, Maria started a small business 
weaving traditional Mayan clothing. Like 
many of those with relatives in the United 
States and successful small businesses, 
Maria was targeted repeatedly for extortion. 
The extortion escalated to kidnapping 
when her adolescent daughter was held for 
ransom. After her release, the extortion calls 
continued, the police were of no help, and 
two women in her town were abducted and 
never returned. For these reasons, Maria 
and her children left Guatemala to seek 
asylum in the United States in early 2019. 
Maria’s eldest daughter was allowed into the 
United States to make an asylum claim, but 
the U.S. government placed Maria and her 
two younger children in the MPP program 
in Tijuana. After a man threatened Maria 
and her children, they felt too unsafe to wait 
there, and so abandoned their asylum claim 
and returned to Guatemala. Although Maria’s 
return appeared voluntary, she left Tijuana 
because of insecurity and a sense of fear 
for her and her children’s safety. Back in 
Guatemala, she still feels unsafe and has had 
to change her phone number and address 
to avoid threats. She is a target for crime 
because of her gender and being a returnee 
with a successful weaving business. She 
worries daily that her estranged and abusive 

97.  “Situation of Human Rights in Guatemala,” Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, December 31, 2017, https://www.
oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/Guatemala2017-en.pdf. 
98.  Introduction, Lauren Heidbrink, Migranthood: Youth in a New Era of Deportation (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2020).

ex-husband will find out where she lives, 
and that she will have nowhere to turn if he 
finds her. She cannot reunite with her older 
daughter in the United States and lives in fear 
that something will happen to her and her 
younger children in Guatemala, or that her 
ex-husband will find and hurt her. 

Increased Vulnerability for 
Children
Over the last decade, the number of 
Guatemalan children deported from the 
United States and Mexico has increased 
nine-fold. The vast majority are indigenous 
youth from communities in the highlands 
and along the Mexican-Guatemalan border. 
Their average age is 14.5 years old. Most 
left Guatemala for survival (fleeing extortion, 
poverty, and violence), and a significant 
percentage traveled north to reunite with 
family in the United States. 98 

Children returned to Guatemala from the 
United States and Mexico by plane are bused 
by the Guatemalan Secretariat of Social 
Welfare from the airport in Guatemala City 
to a nearby government-run shelter, where 
they are screened by social workers and 
picked up by guardians. Those not picked 
up become wards of the state. Refugio de 
La Ninez, a shelter, helps in cases involving 
children who cannot be returned to abusive 
homes and those involving returned pregnant 
teens or young mothers. Asociación Pop 
No’j conducts follow-up visits with families of 
returned children, providing them with funds 
for necessities and counseling. This follow-up 
is crucial because of a rise in suicide among 
this population of returnees.
 
Children deported from southern Mexico 
are bused to Casa Raices, a shelter in 
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Maria and her younger daughter walking 
through the main square in Salcajá. Photo by 
Refugees International.



22 | Harmful Returns: The Compounded Vulnerabilities of Returned Guatemalans in the Time of COVID-19

Quazteltnango, where their parents pick 
them up. In February 2020, Casa Raices 
received about 100 children, mostly 15- and 
16-year-olds, on two buses each week. Many 
of the children are traumatized or sick from 
having spent a month or more in detention 
in Mexico, deprived of sufficient showers 
and food. The director of social work at 
the shelter told Refugees International that 
about 30 percent of returnees had parents in 
the United States and 10 percent had been 
neglected, abandoned, or abused. 

Some children also are unable to return to 
school. The Guatemalan Education Ministry 
has passed a regulation allowing returned 
children to reenter school at any time. How-

99.  Karen Musalo and Pablo Ceriani Cernadas, Childhood and Migration in Central and North America: Causes, Policies, 
Practices and Challenges (San Francisco, CA: University of California Hastings College of the Law, Center for Gender & Ref-
ugee Studies, 2015). P. 155-6 https://cgrs.uchastings.edu/sites/default/files/Childhood_Migration_HumanRights_FullBook_En-
glish.pdf
100. Alejandra Argueta et al., “The Realities of Returning Home: Youth Repatriation in Guatemala” (Wilson Center Latin Amer-
ica Program, June 2015), p. 23-25, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/publication/Guatema-
la%20Repatriation_June%202015-%20FINAL.pdf. 
101.  ibid, Lizbeth Gramajo Bauer, p. 86

ever, under-resourced local schools often do 
not have enough spaces to accommodate 
all children, especially in the western high-
lands.99 Few teenagers see the benefit of 
finishing high school, given the lack of at-
tainable jobs and higher education in Guate-
mala.100 Some returned Guatemalan children 
received public high school education for 
free in the United States and face the disap-
pointment that school may no longer be an 
option in Guatemala.101

Many children with parents in the United 
States return to live with their extended fam-
ilies. Although returnees who receive remit-
tances from parents in the United States may 
have a higher standard of living compared to 

Casa Nuestras Raices is one of only two government run shelters operated by the Secretariat of Social 
Welfare for returned unaccompanied minors in Guatemala. This shelter in Quetzaltenango receives chil-
dren deported from Mexico by land. Photo by: Refugees International.
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those not receiving them, returnee children 
may re-migrate because they want more than 
financial help—they want to be with their 
parents.

S o c i o e c o n o m i c 
B a r r i e r s  t o 
I n t e g r at i o n
Protection concerns are typically accompa-
nied by socioeconomic constraints that all 
Guatemalan returnees face. Government 
services aimed at assisting returned Guate-
malans focus heavily on reception, not rein-
tegration services.102 Returned Guatemalans 
face a myriad of challenges upon return, and 
each experience is unique. Yet before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, returned Guatemalans 
typically faced barriers to economic integra-
tion and health services, and lacked family 
support. These challenges have been com-
pounded during the pandemic.

Barriers to Economic 
Integration
Migrants often take out loans for paying 
smugglers to take them through Mexico 
to the United States.103 Many turn to high-
interest loans from unregulated actors, such 

102.  The Guatemalan Migration Institute (IGM for its acronym in Spanish) registers deportees arriving by air from Mexico and 
the United States in Guatemala City and Tecun Uman for returnees arriving via land from Mexico. In Guatemala City, the IGM 
transports families and children to shelters operated by the Secretary of Social Welfare (SBS), which provides psychological 
support, shelter, humanitarian care, and medical screenings. The SBS also receives unaccompanied minors from Mexico in 
Quetzaltenango and provides similar services to those in Guatemala City. Single adults who arrive in Guatemala City can 
access limited government services, such as a cursory medical screening at the airport, an arrival orientation, and transport to 
bus terminals for migrants not from Guatemala City.
103.  Kevin Sieff, “The Migrant Debt Cycle,” The Washington Post, November 4, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
world/2019/11/04/migrant-debt-cycle/?arc404=true. 
104.  Lauren Heidbrink, “The Coercive Power of Debt: Migration and Deportation of Guatemalan Indigenous Youth,” The Jour-
nal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology 24, no. 1 (March 2019): pp. 263–281, https://doi.org/10.1111/jlca.12385. 
105.  Heidbrink, “Coercive Power of Debt.”
106.  Corroborated in Lizbeth Gramajo Bauer, “Otra Vez lo Mismo.” 
107.  Gramajo Bauer, “’Otra Vez a Lo Mismo.’”

as moneylenders and cooperatives, and use 
land, homes, vehicles, or goods as collateral. 
104 If they return, they may come back with 
significant debt and limited options to pay 
it off.105 Organizations that work to provide 
services to returned indigenous Guatemalans 
in the western highlands told Refugees 
International that debt increases the chances 
of re-migrating because deportees in debt 
can pay it off through a higher-paying job in 
the United States.106

Finding a job can be very difficult upon 
return.107 Several organizations facilitate labor 
market integration for returnees in Guatemala 
City and the highlands. Multistakeholder 
initiatives such as Guate te Incluye provide 
skills trainings and certifications to migrants 
who gained technical skills abroad, such 
as culinary services or construction. They 
also link returned Guatemalans to jobs in 
the private sector. In addition, Guate te 
Incluye works to provide loans to returned 
migrants because it is difficult for them to 
get a formal loan to start a business. Such 
loans are especially important because 
there are no legal services available to help 
returnees recover property left in the United 
States. Many returnees quickly sell off their 
property at low prices before leaving and 
have little capital upon arrival in Guatemala. 
Other organizations like Te Conecta connect 
returned Guatemalans to meaningful job 
opportunities, which can take anywhere 
from a few weeks to months, depending on 
the skills and language level of the returned 



24 | Harmful Returns: The Compounded Vulnerabilities of Returned Guatemalans in the Time of COVID-19

migrant. Employers are sometimes hesitant to 
hire returned migrants because they fear the 
latter will migrate again;108 this perception can 
negatively affect migrants’ job search. 

Organizations providing support can 
increase returned Guatemalans’ chances 
of overcoming barriers to work. These 
organizations are few, however, and suffer 
from resource constraints that limit their 
scope and effectiveness. There is no shelter 
where returned Guatemalans can stay 
while looking for work in Guatemala City. 
Though Te Connecta works with government 
partners, it does very little to help returnees 
find work. “I don’t know what CONAMIGUA 
(Consejo National de Atencion al Migrante 
de Guatemala) does and I never heard of any 
returnee getting a job at the Labor Ministry,” a 
Te Conecta representative said. 

USAID has set up “stay here” centers in 
Guatemala City and elsewhere to promote 
reintegration of returned Guatemalan teens,109 
but a large number of young returnees 
fall through the cracks. At the airport in 
Guatemala City, Refugees International met 
Jaime, a young man in his early twenties 
who had lived in Oklahoma with his family for 
more than a decade, although they arrived in 
the United States too late for him to qualify 
for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA). He had been arrested for unpaid 
parking tickets, transferred to ICE custody, 
and granted voluntary departure. He did not 
know anyone in Guatemala City. 

108.  According to an interview with Te Conecta, February 2020.  
109.  Kevin Sieff, “The Stay Here Center,” The Washington Post, April 19, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/world/
wp/2019/04/19/feature/this-school-aims-to-keep-young-guatemalans-from-migrating-they-dont-know-its-funded-by-the-u-s-
government/. 
110.  “Guatemala: Health and Nutrition,” USAID, USAID, August 30, 2019, https://www.usaid.gov/guatemala/health-nutrition. 
111.  Benemérito Comité Prociegos y Sordos, “Prevención de la Ceguera,” accessed June 9, 2020, https://www.prociegosysor-
dos.org.gt/. 
112.  Salil Shetty, “Most Dangerous Journey: What Central American Migrants Face When They Try to Cross the Border,” 
Amnesty International USA, February 20, 2014, https://www.amnestyusa.org/most-dangerous-journey-what-central-american-
migrants-face-when-they-try-to-cross-the-border/. 
113.  “Mental Health: Central American Refugee Health Profile,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, U.S. Department 

Health Care
Poor-quality health care is a less common 
but nevertheless significant reason some 
Guatemalans migrate and, according to 
Asociación Pop No’j, is a determining factor 
in preventing re-migration. The health care 
of poor and indigenous Guatemalans is 
the worst in the hemisphere because of 
limited resources, infrastructure, personnel, 
and inadequate supplies of medicines and 
materials.110 

Refugees International spoke with Martin, 
a returned Guatemalan, whose reasons for 
migrating included worries about the health 
of his son Juan, who had lost vision in one 
eye following a head injury. Juan went to a 
reputable hospital111 in Guatemala City and 
underwent two operations, but his injury 
required specialized care not available in 
Guatemala. Martin and Juan left to go to 
the United States and, like Maria who fled 
because of crime, were also placed in the 
MPP program. They returned to Guatemala 
because of the dire shelter conditions in 
Mexico but went back to Juarez to attend 
their court date. 

Furthermore, migration introduces health 
issues that persist upon return. Sexual 
assault, robbery, kidnapping, and abuse 
sadly are all too commonplace for many 
migrants who travel through Mexico.112 The 
need for mental health care upon return 
is essential, but the psychological support 
services nongovernmental organizations 
provide are not a replacement for long-term 
care.113 Asociación IDEI reported a case of a 
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boy who was trafficked and sexually abused 
during his travel to the United States. He 
contracted HIV because of the abuse he 
endured. He now lives with intense stigma 
because of the nature of his abuse and the 
virus he contracted. He needs HIV treatment 
and counseling to process the prior trauma 
and current stigma, but access to treatment 
in Guatemala is low—only 43 percent114 of 
HIV-positive people in Guatemala are on 
antiretroviral treatment. 

C o m p o u n d e d 
C h a l l e n g e s  d u r i n g 
t h e  C O V I D - 1 9 
Pa n d e m i c 
The COVID-19 pandemic poses unprecedent-
ed and urgent concerns for returning Guate-
malans, and exacerbates the existing vulnera-
bilities laid out in the previous section.  

Guatemala has confirmed 10,272 cases of 
COVID-19, 115 186 of which are Guatemalans 
deported by the United States.116 The country 
is ill equipped to handle a rise in COVID-19 
cases, and many gaps can be seen in the 
government response to date. 
For all Guatemalans, and especially those 
returning, a major vulnerability during the 

of Health and Human Services, January 25, 2017, https://www.cdc.gov/immigrantrefugeehealth/profiles/central-american/
health-information/mental-health/index.html. 
114.  “Guatemala,” UNAIDS, December 8, 2016, https://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/countries/guatemala.  
115.  Coronavirus Resource Center, John Hopkins University. Accessed June 16, 2020. https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
116.  “U.S. Resumes Deportation Flights to Guatemala,” Time, June 10, 2020, https://time.com/5851118/guatemala-deporta-
tions-u-s-immigration/
117.  Asociación Pop No’j, “El Grupo Articulador de la Sociedad Civil en Materia Migratoria de Guatemala, Organizaciones 
Sociales y Personas Individuales ante la Deportación de Estados Unidos de Migrantes durante la Propagación del COVID-19,” 
March 26, 2020, https://www.asociacionpopnoj.org/el-grupo-articulador-de-la-sociedad-civil-en-materia-migratoria-de-guate-
mala-organizaciones-sociales-y-personas-individuales-ante-la-deportacion-desde-estados-unidos-y-mexico-de-personas-mi-
grantes-du/.
118.  Abbott, “White Flags.”
119.  Abbott, “White Flags.”
120. Abbott, “White Flags.”
121.  Abbott, “White Flags.”

lockdown is an inability to cope with the fi-
nancial burden.117 As social distancing contin-
ues, Guatemalans who work in the informal 
economy and in agriculture and temporary 
work, will be affected negatively, like many 
returning to the country. Although the Gua-
temalan Congress approved an emergency 
stimulus of 1,000 quetzals (roughly $130) and 
food boxes to roughly 2 million people, as of 
May 22, many poor Guatemalans say they 
still have not received any support.118

The World Bank predicts that even more 
Guatemalans will fall into poverty.119 Returned 
Guatemalans already encounter difficulties in 
finding work, and the pandemic will extend 
this job insecurity for a longer period. Re-
porting from Guatemala shows the suffering 
already underway. Guatemalans across the 
country hang flags outside their windows 
in different colors to signal they need help. 
White flags mean hunger; red is for medicine; 
black, yellow, or blue means that a woman, 
child, or elderly person is in danger of vio-
lence.120

For rural and indigenous communities, the 
impact could be much worse. Although the 
Guatemalan government is promoting hand 
washing campaigns, the message falls flat for 
rural and indigenous Guatemalans who do 
not have necessities like potable water.121 It is 
encouraging that the government has trans-
lated these campaigns into Mayan languages 
so indigenous communities have access to 
information, but deep inequalities in access 
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to necessities still prevail. Throughout Gua-
temala, the availability of hospital beds and 
equipment,122 and the number of physicians, 
is low.123 Some indigenous people worry that 
their understaffed health centers will not be 
prepared for the virus.124 Food insecurity is 
also a challenge in rural areas; the World 
Food Program predicts the number of food 
insecure people in the world will double 
under COVID-19.125 This staggering increase 
could be true for Guatemala as well. 

Women who live in a situation of domestic 
violence are in more danger during this time. 
Rates of violence against women are on the 
rise in Latin America,126 and economic stress-
ors and limited freedom of movement will 
affect levels of violence. 

For deported Guatemalans who have arrived 
on flights carrying a person tested positive 
for COVID-19, the Guatemalan government 
has failed to provide suitable places for them 
to quarantine. The government has isolated 
Guatemalans exposed to the virus in places 
without adequate support for social distanc-
ing or humanitarian care. In April 2020, the 
government  placed roughly 234 Guatemalan 
deportees in quarantine in the Ramiro de 

122.  Arturo Wallace, “Coronavirus: Qué Capacidad Tienen Realmente Los Países De América Latina Para Hacer Frente a La 
Epidemia De Covid-19,” BBC News Mundo, March 23, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-51916767. 
123.  “Healthcare Access and Conditions in Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador,” Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion, U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, January 25, 2017, https://www.cdc.gov/immigrantrefugeehealth/profiles/
central-american/healthcare-diet/index.html;
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126.  Megan Janetsky, “Violence against Women Up Amid Latin America COVID-19 Lockdowns,” Al Jazeera, April 20, 2020, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/violence-women-surges-latam-coronavirus-quarantines-200420020748668.html. 
127.  Sofia Menchu, “Deported from U.S., Guatemalans Fear Infection in Mass Quarantine,” Reuters, April 18, 2020, https://
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Leon Carpio sports complex, a few blocks 
from the Guatemala City airport.127 Other 
returned Guatemalans have been isolated in 
the Guatemalan airport.128 The Guatemalan 
government is hospitalizing patients who are 
sick with the virus, even if they do not have 
serious symptoms.129 The Guatemalan Human 
Rights Ombudsman’s office states that this 
policy is contributing to a near collapse of 
hospital systems in the country.130

The stigma associated with deportation has 
intensified and worsened now that many 
returned Guatemalans have tested positive 
for COVID-19. In Quetzaltenango, community 
members have threatened to burn deport-
ees131 who they believed were infected with 
COVID-19. Returned Guatemalans cited fear 
of discrimination or violence following quar-
antine.132 

C o n c l u s i o n
During the COVID -19 crisis, the United States 
and Mexico should institute a temporary 
moratorium on deportations and returns, 
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eliminate barriers Guatemalans face in 
seeking asylum, and ensure that children and 
adults are not unnecessarily detained. The 
Guatemalan government should seek to ease 
the vulnerabilities of deportees by providing 
them with more comprehensive reintegration 
services and access to proper safeguards 
during the pandemic. 

But Mexican and U.S. policies jeopardizing 
the safety of Guatemalans long precede the 
COVID-19 crisis. And, on June 15, 2020 the 
Trump administration proposed a regulation 
that would make it all but impossible for 
Guatemalan fleeing domestic violence or 
attempted recruitment or extortion by gangs 
to gain refuge in the United States long after 
pandemic recedes. The rule explicitly denies 
eligibility for asylum to those who pass 
through a third country or claim they fear 
being specifically targeted for persecution in 
Guatemala because they are returnees from 
the United States.133  

Policies that address protection needs rather 
than exacerbate them require humanity, 
political will, and flexibility to achieve. Now 
more than ever, policymakers must ensure 
that Guatemalans fleeing harm have access 
to refuge in the United States and Mexico and 
that Guatemalan returnees have access to 
safety, healthcare, and economic opportunity.

133. “Procedures for Asylum and Witholding of Removal; Credible Fear and Reasonable Fear Review,” Federal Register, 85.115, 
June 15, 2020, 36279, https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/06/15/2020-12575/procedures-for-asylum-and-with-
holding-of-removal-credible-fear-and-reasonable-fear-review.
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