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Central American caravan seeks asylum in the
U.S.

A Honduran man sings the Honduran national anthem in front of the border wall at Playas de Tijuana on April 29, 2018. Photo by: Alejandro
Tamayo/San Diego Union Tribune/TNS

SAN DIEGO, California — The guest room in Blair Overstreet's apartment does not have much

space. The San Diego resident and her husband, Matt Dunn, still needed to empty out a chest of

drawers. A wooden desk crammed against the wall would likely need to go.

Still, the couple said they felt prepared to host a guest — possibly one of about 200 Central

Americans who formed a caravan on their way to the U.S.-Mexico border in San Ysidro. The

travelers hope to find refuge in the U.S. but are drawing the anger of President Donald Trump and

other immigration hard-liners. They began applying for asylum on Tuesday, May 1. It is offered to

people who would be in danger if they were sent back to their home countries. 

The idea of opening up their two-bedroom, one-bath home to a stranger from another country

made sense to the couple, both 36 years old.
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The couple and others like them are taking a stand. The nation seems sharply divided on who

should be allowed to reside in the United States and what it means to be American.

The Central American caravan is the latest issue in a heated immigration debate. In California,

where state leaders approved sanctuary laws to protect people who are in the country without

proper documentation, an anti-sanctuary movement quickly followed and appears to be gaining

steam.

"The willingness of these people to house these immigrants reflects that there is a division in the

United States and in California" over immigration rules, said Louis DeSipio. He is a professor of

political science at the University of California, Irvine.

Many of the asylum seekers planned to make their claims to the U.S. at the border crossing in

Tijuana. They launched their journey weeks ago from southern Mexico.

People Across The Country Are Opening Their Doors

Heather Cronk is co-director of Showing Up for Racial Justice, a national anti-racist organization

that is coordinating help for those in the caravan seeking asylum. She said an estimated 75 people

have expressed interest in housing at least one asylum seeker. Some are from cities in California

and New York. Others are from rural areas in Montana and North Dakota.

"I think this is 100 percent about who we want to be as a nation," she said. In addition to

supporting those who need a place to go, "we offer a counter message. We want to make very clear

to the folks who are in the caravan and those across the country that Trump's voice is not the only

voice in this country. Where Trump closes doors, we open them."

The potential hosts are undergoing a screening process and it's unclear whom they will be paired

with in the caravan or if it will even happen. It may turn out to be more of a symbolic gesture.

Many People Need Refuge And Have No Place To Go

Erika Pinheiro is an immigration lawyer who is helping to coordinate efforts for the caravan. She

said many in the immigrant group will seek asylum but will unlikely be allowed immediately into

the U.S.

Many of the asylum seekers will likely be held in detention after an interview with an asylum

officer. The interview is to determine whether the person has a valid fear of harm back in their

home country. The asylum officer will determine if they are allowed to stay in the country and

have a full asylum hearing. They might be sent home.

The claims of most asylum seekers are found to be valid. However, applicants increasingly are held

while they await a full court hearing. 

Some asylum seekers who are released will want to stay with family members who live in the U.S.

Still, Pinheiro said, it's important to have people open up their homes. Some asylum seekers will

have no place to stay, she said, and many aren't part of the caravan but still need refuge.

Overstreet, a high school history teacher, and Dunn, an artist, and computer programmer, said

they are happy to provide a safe space for someone needing it. They know it may not happen.
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"I'm not tied to the results. It's more that the people in the caravan know that people have

volunteered to give them beds," Overstreet said. She hopes that people in the caravan know that

not all Americans want them to be held in detention. 

President Trump Has Promised To Prevent Them From Entering The U.S.

The caravan carries a small number of immigrants compared to prior waves of immigration —

some as recent as the tens of thousands of Haitians who asked for asylum two years ago. Yet this

caravan has gotten attention from the Trump administration's stern response, DeSipio said.

"President Trump has sort of raised this group beyond probably the level they really merit in the

broader scheme of things. It's become symbolically important," DeSipio said. "The caravan was on

'Fox & Friends' and that got the president's attention and that made it, in his mind, representative

of a larger phenomenon. By talking about this particular group he was able to take on a bigger

phenomenon. People are now traveling in groups for their safety, but that somehow makes it seem

more ominous."

Migrants have the right to request asylum in the U.S. under immigration and international law.

However, Trump has angrily promised to stop caravan members from entering the country. 

Kirstjen Nielsen leads the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. She said that caravan members

"should seek protection in the first safe country they enter, including Mexico."

"We Have To Be Part Of The Solution"

In Oakland, California, Alex Desautels, who lives with her two children and husband, decided to

open her home, seeing it as an opportunity to help.

"I've been feeling like I've just been standing witness to people all over the world being displaced,"

she said. "I think this is a time when we can all experiment with taking bold risks but also stepping

in and taking responsibility for our country's part in a situation across the globe. We've been

engaged in creating this situation. We have to be part of the solution."

Desautels said she has a detached house with two beds that she could offer to a family of four.

"This is our time to actually show up and really share — not just talk about sharing but really

share," she said. 

Recently, her daughter asked her about a sign she saw someone holding at a rally on television.

"Those are people who don't want to see new people coming to this country," she told her. "And we

are not those people. We welcome those who are in need."


