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This report presents the results of Protection Monitoring 
jointly conducted by DRC and JRS in Ciudad Juarez 
and Tapachula, Mexico between July and September 
2021. During the quarter, 394 households covering 
a total of 892 individuals were surveyed with a standardized 
Protection Monitoring instrument, gathering information about 
protection risks and related humanitarian needs.

Different priority needs were identified among 
persons of concern in the two locations 
where Protection Monitoring was conducted.  
In Tapachula, documentation, food and income 
are the main concerns, while in Ciudad Juarez, 
health, security and the asylum process are 
the dominant priorities.

A majority of persons of concern in Tapachula 
(76.3%) manifest an intention to settle in 
Mexico, of which 84.3% have initiated or 
attempted to initiate the asylum process 
with the COMAR. Only one person monitored in 
Ciudad Juarez had initiated and subsequently 
abandoned the COMAR process. This 
suggests that those who file for asylum in 
Mexico plan to remain in the country.

Overall, 31.0% of respondents have not 
received any documentation confirming 
asylum-seeker status or otherwise conferring 
migratory status in Mexico. These individuals 
are more likely to resort to risky transit routes 
and to smugglers.

There are significant gaps in humanitarian 
assistance. In Tapachula, those who have not 
been able to initiate an asylum application 
with the COMAR are not eligible to access 
multi-purpose cash assistance programs 
targeting asylum-seekers. In Ciudad Juarez, 
many church shelters are beyond capacity 
and can offer only very limited food assistance. 
In both locations, there is an evident need 
for additional mental health and psychosocial 
support services. 

This quantitative data was complemented by qualitative 
insights obtained from focus group discussions, key 
informant interviews, direct observations and a 
review of news and other secondary sources. Quarterly 
data is analyzed to detect tendencies during the period, 
but also since the start of the Protection Monitoring 
exercise in October 2020.

Persons of concern have left their home 
countries (in the case of foreign nationals) or 
are attempting to leave their countries (in the 
case of Mexican nationals) mostly due to fear 
of persecution (66.0% and 56.2% of families, 
respectively) and generalized violence (76.6% 
and 97.2% of families, respectively). Barriers 
to initiate the asylum process and prolonged 
case processing times in Mexico, together with 
the suspension of the United States’ asylum 
procedure at the border, prevent significant 
numbers of persons in need of international 
protection from being able to access effective 
protection. 

The main findings from July to
September 2021 include:

SUMMARY & KEY FINFINGS
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I. INTRODUCTION

As mixed migration movements continue to flow 
northward from and through Central America, and 
with the U.S.-Mexico border closed and asylum 
procedures suspended, hundreds of thousands 
of refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants have 
concentrated in Mexico. The overwhelming humanitarian 
needs at the southern border are exacerbated by the 
continuing arrival of diverse migrants in significant 
numbers, while the humanitarian situation on the 
northern border is compounded by the presence of 
large numbers of Mexican nationals attempting to flee 
violence and other untenable situations, alongside those 
expelled, deported or otherwise returned to Mexico 
from the United States. These complex contexts are 
necessarily characterized by diverse protection risks. 

This intervention is funded by European Union Civil 
Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO), 
through a consortium with Save the Children Spain and 
Mexico, Plan International Spain and Mexico and HIAS 
Mexico.

Protection Monitoring consists of systematically and 
regularly collecting, verifying and analyzing information 
over an extended period of time in order to identify 
violations of rights and protection risks for populations 
of concern for the purpose of informing effective 
responses.1 In Mexico, DRC and JRS implement Protection 
Monitoring with multiple categories of persons of concern, 
including refugees and asylum-seekers, migrants, persons 
internally displaced due to violence and returnees.

The data analyzed in the present report was collected 
through Protection Monitoring activities in Tapachula 
and Ciudad Juarez during July, August and September 
2021. Where relevant, data from this period is compared 
to data collected since Protection Monitoring was launched 
in October 2020. 

To access the Protection Monitoring data used in this 
report, please visit the interactive 

Kavita Kapur
Protection Coordinator
Danish Refugee Council
kavita.kapur@drc.ngo

Conrado Zepeda Miramontes
Director
Jesuit Refugee Service Mexico
conrado.zepeda@jrs.net

Since 2017, the Jesuit Refugee Service Mexico (JRS) 
has attended to asylum-seekers and refugees in 
Tapachula through a psycho-legal attention model 
that includes coordinated psychological attention 
and legal support services at no cost. Beginning 
in 2020, the Danish Refugee Council (DRC) has 
partnered with JRS to jointly implement humanitarian 
activities, including Protection Monitoring, as part of 
a broader protection intervention. In 2021, DRC and 
JRS jointly pursued the expansion of protection and 
assistance activities in Ciudad Juarez where field 
presence was established in August, followed by the 
launch of Protection Monitoring and other activities 
in September. Currently, DRC and JRS jointly implement 
humanitarian assistance activities in Tapachula and 
Ciudad Juarez, including Protection Monitoring, 
information dissemination, legal aid, psychosocial 
support and individualized protection assistance. 

1 Protection Monitoring is a category within the Protection Information Management (PIM) framework. For more information on the PIM 
framework, please visit pim.guide. 
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II. METHODOLOGY

From the beginning of July through the end of 
September 2021, DRC-JRS protection staff in Tapachula 
and Ciudad Juarez sur veyed a random and 
non-representative sample of 394 households covering 
a total of 892 persons of concern. The survey process 
involves the application of a detailed questionnaire 
as part of a broader protection intervention, including 
orientation, referrals and ad hoc assistance measures 
flowing from the identification of persons with specific 
protection needs. The questionnaire is completed 
with the head of each household or family unit and 
collects information on all family members present 
in Mexico.

In Tapachula, Protection Monitoring during the quarter 
was conducted with persons of concern in shelters, 
institutional and public spaces and communities. On 
some occasions, fear of detection by authorities prevented 
individuals and families from engaging with DRC-JRS 
protection staff in the community context. Protection 
Monitoring in Ciudad Juarez began in September, 
with staff implementing questionnaires as part of 
protection activities in numerous shelters and some 
institutional spaces. 

While the quantitative data from these household 
surveys provides the foundation for the analysis 
presented in this report, it is complemented by qualitative 
data gathered from other protection activities, focus 
group discussions, key informant interviews, direct 
observations and monitoring of relevant news and 
secondary sources. Complementary protection activities, 
including legal aid, psychosocial support and 
humanitarian assistance, revealed tendencies detected 
in the course of individualized attention. Three focus 
group discussions with persons of concern provided 
insights into challenges around accessing services, 
work and education. Interviews with shelter directors, 
civil society actors, international agency staff and 
government officials allowed for a more thorough 
understanding of the changing context revealed 
through the review of news and other secondary 
sources. Direct observations were conducted in public 
spaces, border crossings, detention centers, transit 
routes and in and around shelter and institutional 
spaces in order to better understand emerging dynamics 
on the ground.
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III. PROFILES

Protection Monitoring data from the present quarter indicate a slight majority of males (54.0%) compared to females 
and confirm that the age profile of persons of concern is predominantly adults between 25 and 49 years old, with 
45.3% of persons monitored falling within this range. In Ciudad Juarez, however, the Protection Monitoring data 
reflect a greater representation of children and adolescents (51%) than in Tapachula (34%). 

This is consistent with a greater presence in Ciudad Juarez of family units composed of two or more members 
(90.2%) than in Tapachula, where only 55.1% of those monitored are accompanied by a family member.  While 
the overall data point to a significant number of unaccompanied persons of concern in Mexico, it is expected that 
future cycles of Protection Monitoring in Ciudad Juarez will shed more light on possible trends with respect to the 
presence of family units in this location. 

CIUDAD JUAREZ TAPACHULA

FAMILY SIZE
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While overall data from the present quarter confirms a greater presence of Honduran nationals comparted to other 
nationalities within the population of concern, data from Ciudad Juarez differs significantly due to the overwhelming 
presence of Mexican nationals from other parts of the country. In Tapachula, there was a significant increase in the 
presence of Haitian nationals during the quarter,2 with news outlets reporting the arrival of tens of thousands of 
Haitians during the quarter.  However, the fact that staff were only accompanied by one creole interpreter limited 
coverage of this population in the Protection Monitoring process.  

Nearly all of those monitored during the quarter – 95% - had entered Mexico in 2021, with the largest proportion 
having entered in or around July. Among 2021 entrants, those monitored in Tapachula had been in Mexico for an 
average of two months at the time of the survey, while those monitored in Ciudad Juarez had been in Mexico for an 
average of three months.

2 Los Angeles Times. Tens of thousands of Haitian migrants are trapped in southern Mexico. 17 Septembre 2021
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TAPACHULA

NATIONALITIES DETECTED DURING THE QUARTER

 CIUDAD JUAREZ

https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2021-09-17/tapachula-mexico-dead-end-for-haitians-and-other-u-s-bound-migrants


IV. VULNERABILITIES & SPECIFIC NEEDS

Of those covered by Protection Monitoring during the quarter, 34.0% reported vulnerabilities associated with 
specific protection needs. The rate of vulnerability was higher in Ciudad Juarez (46.5%) than in Tapachula (31.2%).

SPECIFIC VULNERABILITIES

In both locations, the most prevalent profiles with 
specific vulnerabilities were children and adolescents 
at risk of being deprived an education (94.4% of 
children and adolescents at risk), followed by single mothers 
migrating with at least one dependent (85.9% of 
caregivers at risk). Additionally, twenty-five women 
were identified as migrating alone (65.8% of women 
at risk). Language barriers were almost exclusively 
reported by Haitian nationals, although a small number 
of individuals from indigenous communities also ratified 
this vulnerability. 

The data confirm the presence in Tapachula and

Ciudad Juarez of individuals from the LGBTI community, 
including transgender women, transgender men and 
persons who manifest having a homosexual orientation. 

With respect to disability, a total of 8.4% of the monitored 
population reported having some level of difficulty with 
basic functions, while only a small fraction (1.1%) 
classified the severity of the impairment as a disability. 
The most common difficulty was associated with vision, 
followed by those who manifested hinderances while 
walking. 
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V. MOTIVES & INTENTIONS

Among non-Mexican persons of concern, most respondents cited more than one motive for leaving their countries 
of origin. 

The overwhelming majority of these reasons continue 
to be associated with situations that would justify 
recognition of refugee status under Mexican law, with 
its incorporation of the expanded refugee definition 
from the Cartagena Declaration as well as the additional 
protected characteristic of gender, as well as possibly 
under United States law, which adopts a more restrictive 
interpretation of the refugee definition based on the 
1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees.  

The data on foreign nationals covered by Protection 
Monitoring reflects a prevailing intention to remain in 
Mexico (76.3%), with only 22.9% manifesting an 

intention to transit to the United States. In Ciudad 
Juarez, however, nearly all respondents (98%) indicated 
that their intention is to enter the United States. 

This marked difference suggests that many 
individuals may intend to remain in Mexico upon entry 
but may change their plans once they have spent 
time in the country, due either to the conditions in 
which they live or to experiences of violence. For 
example, a Honduran LGBTI couple monitored in Ciudad 
Juarez had attempted to reside in central Mexico, but 
following a homophobic attack, they made the decision 
to flee the country. This reflects that the intentions of 
persons of concern are affected by the context and 
prevailing conditions in Mexico.

MOTIVES – FLIGHT FROM COUNTRY OF ORIGIN
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MOTIVES – FLIGHT FROM COMMUNITIES
OF ORIGIN (MEXICAN NATIONALS)

As for the significant proportion of Mexican nationals 
in Ciudad Juarez, the main reasons for abandoning 
their communities of origin are also associated with 
generalized violence and persecution. This confirms 
patterns of forced displacement in various regions 
of the country, including Michoacan and Guerrero. 
While this suggests a high volume of internal 
displacement elsewhere in the country, the main 
intention of displaced Mexicans in Ciudad Juarez is 
to enter the United States as asylum-seekers. Many 
explain that they arrived at the northern border fleeing 
situations of imminent violence and believing that 
they could not trust any Mexican authority to help 
them. Some indicate that the presence of a family 
member in the United States influenced their decision 
to flee towards the border instead of internally within

Mexico. The data from the quarter confirm that all 
Mexican nationals monitored in Ciudad Juarez intend 
on entering the United States, and 90.6% plan to request 
asylum. 

Among respondents in Ciudad Juarez, 28% had 
already attempted to enter the United States, but 
had been denied entry, expelled or deported. This 
figure is significantly lower among Mexican nationals 
(17.9%) and greater among foreign nationals (53.3%), 
suggesting differences in access to information regarding 
the possibility of accessing U.S. territory, among 
others. Respondents of all nationalities in Ciudad 
Juarez with intentions of entering the United States 
overwhelmingly indicated their plans to do so by 
requesting asylum (91.7%).

PROTECTION MONITORING: MEXICO
QUARTERLY REPORT
JULY, AUGUST & SEPTEMBER 2021 



VI. ACCESS TO TERRITORY

subsequently sought recognition of refugee status 
before the Mexican Refugee Aid Commission (COMAR) 
strongly suggests that border control measures do 
not guarantee access to territory for asylum-seekers. 

While the quantitative data from these household 
surveys provides the foundation for the analysis 
presented in this report, it is complemented by 
qualitative data gathered from other protection 
activities, focus group discussions, key informant 
interviews, direct observations and monitoring of relevant 
news and secondary sources. Complementary 
protection activities, including legal aid, psychosocial 
support and humanitarian assistance, revealed tendencies 
detected in the course of individualized attention. 
Three focus group discussions with persons of concern 
provided insights into challenges around accessing 
services, work and education. Interviews with shelter di-
rectors, civil society actors, international agency staff 
and government officials allowed for a more thorough 
understanding of the changing context revealed through 
the review of news and other secondary sources. Direct 
observations were conducted in public spaces, border 
crossings, detention centers, transit routes and in and 
around shelter and institutional spaces in order to better 
understand emerging dynamics on the ground.

Overwhelmingly, persons of concern monitored in 
Tapachula reported having had entered Mexico 
irregularly (98.2%). Similarly, all of the foreign nationals 
monitored in Ciudad Juarez had entered the country 
irregularly. 

This data speaks simultaneously to the lack of adequate 
procedures for regular entry into the territory, both 
for asylum-seekers and for those seeking to engage 
in safe, orderly and regular migration, as well as to the 
continued viability of irregular entry. Key informants 
interviewed during the quarter reported increased 
difficulties for those who approach the Mexican border 
and manifest an intention to seek refugee protection, 
given that agents of the National Migration Institute 
(INM) at the Ciudad Hidalgo entry point have demonstrated an 
unwillingness to receive and appropriately refer such 
requests without the intervention of advocates. The 
fact that 69.5% of respondents who had entered irregularly 

MANNER OF ENTRY
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VII. ABUSES & SECURITY

Overall, 16% of respondents report experiencing 
violence once in Mexico. This rate increases to 17.6% 
among those monitored in Ciudad Juarez. Notably 
those in Tapachula report that violence is mostly 
committed by private individuals, whereas those in 
Ciudad Juarez refer mainly to violence being committed 
by criminal groups. Considering the lengthy transit 
that persons of concern undertake within Mexico 
before arriving in Ciudad Juarez, it is expected that 
this higher incidence of experiences of violence will 
be reinforced as the data set becomes more robust.

The perception of the level of security between those 
in Tapachula and in Ciudad Juarez is also significantly

different, with those in Tapachula manifesting a 
mostly acceptable or even safe situation while more 
than half of those in Ciudad Juarez affirm a perception 
of some level of insecurity. This is consistent with a 
generalized fear detected among many persons of 
concern to leave the shelters where they and their 
families are housed.  Among Mexican nationals, 
many expressed a fear of being identified by people 
from their hometowns affiliated with the criminal 
organizations that had caused their displacement, 
sharing information about the coordination between 
certain drug cartels and about incidents in which 
acquaintances were identified in Ciudad Juarez by 
their agents of persecution.  

FACTORS CAUSING INSECURITY 

CIUDAD JUAREZ
PERCEPTION OF SECURITY
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FACTORS CAUSING INSECURITY

TAPACHULA
PERCEPTION OF SECURITY

Protection Monitoring revealed a tendency of foreign 
nationals mentioning experiences of violence at higher 
rates than Mexican nationals during their transit 
through the country and while in Ciudad Juarez. This 
is likely related to the greater exposition that foreign 
nationals face to extortion and other forms of abuse 
during the covert transit that they must undertake as 
a result of not possessing documents to travel regularly 
through the country.

By contrast, most Mexican nationals report traveling 
by bus to the northern border on established routes 
where they might be less likely to experience more 
severe forms of abuse. Similarly, foreign nationals 
appear to have less access to information as to the 
threats posed by criminal organizations and other 
actors in the area, rendering them more vulnerable 
to smugglers and to the possibility of being kidnapped 
and held in so-called casas de seguridad.
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VIII. REFUGEE PROTECTION

Despite the fact that the overwhelming majority of 
persons of concern in Tapachula affirm having left 
their countries for reasons that would qualify them 
for international refugee protection, they continue to 
face significant difficulties in obtaining and enjoying 
that protection. The vast majority of respondents 
who had attempted to initiate or who had initiated 
the refugee status determination procedure with the 
COMAR (78.9%) manifest an intention to remain in 

During the quarter, 70.8% of people monitored (and 
81% of those monitored in Tapachula) had attempted 
to initiate the refugee status determination process 
before the COMAR. However, they were met with an 
over-burdened system for obtaining initial appointments 
to file their application, that was further complicated 
by measures adopted in July and August that made 
the appointment system exclusively digital.³ Those 
who were able to make appointments before the 
online system became saturated faced excessively 
long waiting times, and at the end of September, 
underwent a verification process to confirm scheduling 
of their initial appointment.⁴ All of these people were 
impeded from promptly being able to file their claims 
for refugee protection in Mexico, driving some of 
them to leave Tapachula and to attempt travelling 
to other areas of the country or towards the United 
States. 

Mexico, thus underscoring the importance of 
regularization based on the recognition of refugee 
status as a critical factor in the possibility that these 
individuals and family can establish themselves in 
Mexico. While overall, 22.9% of respondents present 
intentions of transiting to the United States, all persons 
of concern that choose to do so should be able to access 
international refugee protection in Mexico, regardless of 
their intended final country of destination.   

These practical measures taken by the COMAR 
delegation in Tapachula in response to an untenable 
caseload were not complemented by any visible 
centralized efforts to redistribute cases to other 
COMAR jurisdictions to guarantee meaningful access 
to the procedure or to adapt the process in order 
to promote greater efficiency (for example, allowing 
applicants to complete the application form prior to 
arriving at their appointments). As a result, the vast 
majority of respondents during the quarter were 
awaiting some step of the process before they might 
access refugee protection. The continued suspension 
of limits on COMAR processing times has further 
contributed to real and perceived prolongation of 
adjudication times.⁵

REFUGEE STATUS DETERMINATION

³ Protection Monitoring SNAPSHOT July & August 2021.

⁵ ACNUR. Extiende COMAR suspensión de obligación de firma y plazos. 27 May 2020.
⁴ Protection Monitoring SNAPSHOT September 2021.
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STATUS OF ASYLUM APPLICATION

Additionally, until they are able to formally initiate the refugee status determination procedures, persons of concern 
do not receive any documentation conferring protection from deportation. Those who have not been able to 
schedule appointments or who have not yet had their first appointment with the COMAR remain highly vulnerable 
to detention and deportation. 

The persons of concern who have had the opportunity 
to formally initiate the refugee status determination 
procedure by presenting an application before the COMAR 
receive a constancia, an official document confirming 
their status as asylum-seekers in Mexico. According to 
some key informants, in practice, this document is often 
ignored by INM agents when carrying out detentions 
and even deportations.

A persistent lack of coordination between COMAR 
and INM, despite belonging to the same Secretaría 
de Gobernación, undermines efforts to encourage 
patience among persons of concern, and has prompted 
some of those monitored to consider abandoning 
the COMAR process all together.   

ASYLUM - SEEKER6 RIGHTS

⁶ Although under Mexican law, political asylum and refugee status determination are separate categories of international protection, 
this report uses the term ‘asylum-seeker’ to include all those with seek refugee status, in line with international legal instruments and 
consensus amongst the humanitarian community. In the context of Mexico, ‘asylum-seeker’ refers to any individual who requests recognition 
of refugee status before the COMAR.  
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Given that the COMAR constancia is not considered 
under Mexican law to confer any immigration status 
(as it is not issued by INM), many asylum-seekers are 
not considered by INM to be regularly present in the 
country. While INM does offer those with active COMAR 
processes and some other limited categories of persons 
of concern the opportunity to obtain humanitarian 
visas (Tarjeta de Visitante por Razones Humanitarias), 

the process is complicated and time consuming, due 
to the use of a complicated online platform and 
waiting times of several months to be able to schedule 
an appointment. As a result, only a very limited number 
of asylum-seekers have this documentation that 
confers migratory status in Mexico, rendering the 
remaining majority vulnerable to detention by INM.

Similarly, those who receive a positive determination 
of refugee status from the COMAR do not automatically 
regularize their migratory status, but instead must 
separately apply for permanent residence before INM. 
In Tapachula, the waiting time for appointments to 
file applications for permanent residence has become 
excessive, in some cases ascending to four months, 
preventing many refugees from beginning the 
regularization process and pursuing integration. 
Even UNHCR’s local integration program has been 
affected by these delays, considering that recognized 
refugees are being required to obtain permanent 
residence before INM will allow them to depart Chiapas.  
This practice is counter-productive to the protection 
of refugees, considering that the demand for 

regularization services in other INM offices in the 
country is significantly minor than in Tapachula and 
would enable recognized refugees to obtain permanent 
residence once they arrive at their final destination 
within Mexico. 

Some individuals covered by Protection Monitoring 
during the quarter reported that friends, relatives 
and acquaintances had been detained by INM and 
returned to Tapachula despite having presented a 
permanent resident card. Persons of concern 
increasingly manifest that these actions by INM defeat 
the purpose of awaiting lengthy COMAR and INM 
procedures and create incentives for irregular and 
risky onward movements.

REGULARIZATION FOR REFUGEES
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IX. DOCUMENTATION

MIGRANTS AND REFUGEES

Among foreign nationals covered by Protection Monitoring during the quarter, 31.0% reported not having 
received any official document that might offer some level of protection or access to rights. This renders them 
extremely vulnerable to detention and deportation, as well as to other protection risks as it encourages the 
use of more dangerous transit routes through the country to avoid detection.

DOCUMENTS RECEIVED IN MEXICO

The most common document amongst those 
monitored is the constancia. As mentioned above, 
while a constancia issued by the COMAR does not 
confer immigration status, it should offer protection from 
deportation according to the principle of non-refoulement. 
However, key informants reported incidents of individuals 
with a constancia being detained by INM officials and 
deported from the country. 

Very few persons of concern have obtained permanent 
resident cards, even amongst those who Very few

persons of concern have obtained permanent resident 
cards, even amongst those who have had their 
asylum applications granted. This is due to excessive 
waiting times with the INM office in Tapachula which 
affects all forms of migratory regularization. This has 
prevented individuals who are otherwise eligible for 
UNHCR’s local integration program from effectively 
relocating to other parts of the country, considering 
that the obtention of permanent residence is a practical 
precondition to be able to move freely within the 
country and thus resettle elsewhere. 
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According to some key informants, the lack of 
documentation leads many persons of concern to 
resort to using smugglers and more dangerous transit 
routes through the country in order to avoid detection. 
While news outlets and civil society organizations 
have documented the risks associated with this transit, 
data from Ciudad Juarez confirm that irregular 

All Mexican nationals covered by Protection Monitoring during the quarter reported having in their possession 
identity documents from their communities of origin. While these documents should guarantee their access to health 
and other services throughout the country, many respondents mentioned incidents of discrimination when seeking 
assistance in Ciudad Juarez.  

Among foreign nationals monitored in Ciudad Juarez, only one respondent indicated having initiated the asylum 
process before the COMAR. This is consistent with the fact that most foreign national respondents in this location 
(62.5%) report not having received any documents authorizing their presence or conferring any level of protection 
in Mexico. This despite the fact that 53.3% of foreign nationals monitored in Ciudad Juarez with intentions of 
entering the United States have already attempted to do so and were either expelled or rejected by U.S. authorities. 
This reveals that Mexican authorities are not issuing documents to those that re-enter Mexican territory in these 
circumstances, thereby leaving persons of concern undocumented and highly vulnerable to diverse protection risks.   

movements through Mexican territory are still a viable 
way of arriving at the U.S.-Mexico border. A significant 
majority (62.5%) - of foreign nationals covered by 
Protection Monitoring in Ciudad Juarez reported not 
having been issued any documentation during their 
stay in Mexico.

DISPLACED MEXICANS

PERSONS AWAITING ENTRY TO THE UNITED STATES
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X. PERSONAL LIBERTY & FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT

DETENTION

RESTRICTIONS ON TRANSIT WITHIN MEXICO

Among foreign nationals monitored in Ciudad Juarez, only one respondent indicated having initiated the asylum 
process before the COMAR. This is consistent with the fact that most foreign national respondents in this location 
(62.5%) report not having received any documents authorizing their presence or conferring any level of protection in 
Mexico. This despite the fact that 53.3% of foreign nationals monitored in Ciudad Juarez with intentions of entering the 
United States have already attempted to do so and were either expelled or rejected by U.S. authorities. This reveals 
that Mexican authorities are not issuing documents to those that re-enter Mexican territory in these circumstances, 
thereby leaving persons of concern undocumented and highly vulnerable to diverse protection risks.   

The serious protection risks faced by asylum-seekers 
and migrants are compounded by limitations on 
freedom of movement. The formal restrictions in the 
immigration law constrain regular onward movements 
of asylum-seekers within Mexico, preventing persons 
of concern from arriving to other parts of the country 
where many have family members or other support 
systems and from where they could await case processing in 
a more secure environment. The suspension of case 
transfers from one COMAR office to another has exacerbated 
the situation in points of entry to the country. Some 
asylum-seekers who grow desperate during the lengthy 
processing period and as a result of the severe humanitarian 
situation in Tapachula consider abandoning their claims in 
order to irregularly transit to other locations, in search 
of more dignified conditions. 

A network of checkpoints throughout the country – though 
more densely concentrated in border states - serve to 
implement these and general restrictions on transit 
within Mexico. Those who do not file an application 
with COMAR and who do not have a visa or the 
authorization to remain in Mexico are constantly at

risk of being detected, detained and deported at 
these check points. Fear of these consequences 
drives many to engage smugglers or to use routes 
where they are at a greater risk of suffering extorsion, 
kidnapping, violence, and other abuses. According 
to respondents, document verification conducted 
at these controls is often motivated by the physical 
appearance of persons on the move and therefore 
tends to target those with distinct features or other 
characteristics often associated with race. This 
situation worsened in September when authorities 
instructed private transportation companies to verify 
travelers’ documentation prior to selling tickets to 
transit through the country.⁷  

Among foreign national respondents in Ciudad Juarez, 
73.6% reported that they or a family member had 
been victim of abuse during their transit through 
Mexico. This evidences the overwhelmingly negative 
consequences of these restrictive transit measures 
on the protection of persons of concern within Mexican 
territory. 

7 Diario del Sur. Choferes de colectivos en Tapachula piden cese de acoso por parte del INM y Guardia Nacional. 25 September 2021. 17
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XI. HEALTH

For persons of concern, the main barrier to accessing medical attention and other health care services is a lack of 
information, both generally and regarding specific issues, such as the location of health centers and the availability 
of COVID-19 vaccines.⁸  

While the lack of information is a predominant consideration among migrants and asylum-seekers, Mexican 
nationals indicate that cost of medications and treatments is the main prohibitive factor hindering access to health 
services.  

BARRIERS TO ACCESS TO HEALTH

8 In February 2021, Mexico announced that migrants in the country would be able to access COVID-19 vaccines.  
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XII. EDUCATION

XIII. SHELTER

The most prevalent situation of vulnerability among 
those monitored during the quarter corresponds to 
children and adolescents at risk of being deprived an 
education.

For 79.2% of individuals between 5 and 17 years of 
age who are not currently enrolled in school, this is 
a direct consequence of the family being in transit 
towards their final destination. Within this group, the 
majority (60.7%) has the intention to settle in Mexico, 
while a smaller proportion (34.4%)  intends to reach 
the United States. This latter category includes a

All individuals monitored in Ciudad Juarez are housed 
in temporary shelters⁹, while in Tapachula, over half 
(59.2%) of the population monitored during the quarter 
resides in private housing. 

The offer of shelters in Ciudad Juarez arose in response 
to an increase in concentration of asylum-seekers 
and migrants in the area in late 2018. Changes in policies 
at the Mexico-U.S. border resulted in individuals who 
previously stopped in Ciudad Juarez for a few days 
during  their northward transit being obligated to 
spend weeks, months and even years in the city awaiting 
the possibility of entering the United States. This led 
to the emergence of a number of improvised shelter 
spaces in the area, managed mostly by religious and 
community leaders outside of a coordinated humanitarian 
response framework. Conditions are generally precarious

significant number of Mexican nationals in Ciudad 
Juarez who reported that their children were not 
able to go to school due to fear that they would suffer 
violence or be kidnapped if they were to leave their 
controlled shelter environments. This demonstrates 
that the restrictions on freedom of movement within 
Mexico as well as the barriers on access to the territory 
of the United States contribute to a prolonged transit 
and thus undermine the right to education of refugee 
and migrant children and adolescents. 

in these shelters, although they vary greatly depending 
on the levels of international cooperation and other 
external support that each shelter leader is able to 
leverage. Sanitary hazards are latent, as demonstrated 
by outbreaks of chickenpox in a number of shelters. 
In addition to these church-affiliated shelters, there 
are two state-run shelter spaces available in Ciudad 
Juarez. 

Among persons monitored in Ciudad Juarez, 29.4% 
confirm that they make some type of payment in order 
to able to remain in the shelter where they are housed. 
This evidences the practice of some shelters to charge 
for services or request monetary contributions from 
persons of concern to cover operational costs, including 
the provision of food. On average, those families monitored

9 The implementation of Protection Monitoring in Ciudad Juarez exclusively with those housed in temporary shelter spaces is due to 
operational and security considerations that currently complicate access to persons of concern residing in urban community and 
peripheral settings. 19
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XIV. FOOD SECURITY & ACCESS TO WATER

in Ciudad Juarez that report paying for lodging in a 
temporary shelter report spending around 2,380 MXN 
(approximately 117 USD) each month to cover these 
costs.

Although the context in Tapachula allows for 
individuals to be housed in more intimate settings 
in private lodging, 73.2% of these must regularly pay

Most respondents covered by Protection Monitoring 
(54.4%) report that their family unit consumes an 
average of three meals each day. However, that figure drops 
to 34.1% in Tapachula, where most families (42.4%) 
eat only twice a day and a significant number (21.2%) 
only once. Additionally, 23.5% of respondents in 
Tapachula reported that the family unit reduces portion 
size in response to a reduced capacity to cover food 
needs. This is consistent with a higher incidence of 
persons of concern residing in private housing who 
do not receive food assistance from shelter operators. 
In Tapachula, respondents reported spending an average 
of 1,200 MXN (approximately 60 USD) each month 
on food. This is approximately equal to the amount 
spent each month on housing. 

rent in order to maintain their shelter. Family units 
report paying an average of 1,300 MXN (approximately  64 
USD) each month in order to meet their basic shelter 
needs. The insufficient offer and the prohibitive costs 
of private housing options for persons of concern in 
Tapachula is highlighted by the fact that a significant 
number of families find themselves living on the 
streets or in informal settlements in the area. 

Similarly, respondents in Ciudad Juarez reported 
spending an average of 2,330 MXN (approximately 
114 USD) each month to cover food needs, or roughly 
the equivalent of what is spent in covering the costs 
of temporary shelter. Taken together, this suggests 
overall higher living costs in Ciudad Juarez when 
compared to Tapachula. However, a much lower 
proportion of respondents in Ciudad Juarez (9.8%) - 
reported reducing portion size as a coping mechanism. 
With respect to water, respondents in both locations 
indicated significant access to water. In Ciudad Juarez, 
nearly all respondents indicated that the water was 
potable, while in Tapachula only 65.8% of respondents 
indicated that the water that they can access is safe 
to drink.

20
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XV. LIVELIHOODS

In both border regions, persons of concern struggle to earn a living to be able to cover their most basic needs. Overall, 65.9% 
of families report that no one in the family unit is currently working. This figure is significantly higher in Ciudad Juarez (82.4%) 
largely due to the additional security considerations that cause many of those monitored to be afraid to look for work.

The divergent contexts are reflected in the different 
barriers to work or employment reported in Ciudad 
Juarez and Tapachula. As a more industrialized location, 
work opportunities are available in Ciudad Juarez, 
particularly for displaced Mexicans and for foreign 
nationals with documentation. However, a generalized 
sense of insecurity in Ciudad Juarez prompts many 
to avoid leaving shelters to look for work. Additionally, 
some single mothers expressed that the insecurity 
exacerbated their and their children’s needs, considering 
that the lack of safe childcare options prevents them 
from looking for work.  By contrast, the situation in 
Tapachula reveals that limited access to work authorization 
and a generalized lack of opportunities prevents 
persons of concern from earning a living. While a limited 
proportion (38.4%) of persons of concern has been 
able to find work in Tapachula, this is mostly possible

through the limited programs offered by the local 
government.

In households where no one is currently employed, 
most families subsist on savings or from the sale of 
personal belongings (28.4%), support from organizations 
(10.8%), remittances (14.4%) and aid from other 
individuals (19.3%). Considering all of these and any 
other sources of income, persons of concern in 
Tapachula reported a much lower average monthly 
income – 2,128 MXN (approximately 104 USD) – 
compared to that reported in Ciudad Juarez – 5,024 
MXN (approximately 247 USD). This corroborates the 
higher cost of living in Ciudad Juarez and the significant 
financial burden that many households must assume 
as they wait for the possibility of entering the United 
States.

21
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XVI. CHILD PROTECTION

More than a third (37.0%) of persons of concern monitored during the quarter were under the age of 18. In addition 
to the barriers to accessing education discussed above, children and adolescents face specific protection risks in 
Mexico, particularly in Ciudad Juarez. 

PRECEPTION OF RISKS FOR CHILDREN & ADOLESCENTS 

The main risks are associated with the overall security 
situation in Ciudad Juarez, where numerous criminal 
organizations and informal groups operate. Some 
respondents indicated that children are commonly used 
by smugglers in order to traffic controlled substances 
into the United States. This represents an important 
contrast to the situation in Tapachula, where the 
largest proportion of respondents – 47.6% - indicated 
being unaware of the specific risks facing children and 
adolescents. 

Furthermore, the conditions in some shelters in 
Ciudad Juarez are not adequately tailored to small 

children. Mothers monitored in different shelter 
spaces indicated that common products such as 
formula and diapers were unavailable, leaving many 
without the means to properly feed and clothe their 
children. 
Additionally, children in Ciudad Juarez are affected by 
a common practice along the United States-Mexico 
border consisting of parents delivering their children 
at border crossing points so that they might be processed 
as unaccompanied children and thus able to access 
the asylum procedure.10 United States’ authorities 
have confirmed detecting young children and even 
babies at the border, ostensibly pursuant to this practice. 11 

11 U.S. Customs and Border Protection. Border Patrol Agents Rescue Two Small Children Abandoned in the Rio Grande. 14 September 
2021. 22

10 Since early 2021, unaccompanied children have been officially exempted from the application of the Title 42 measures that have 
suspended the asylum procedure at the border.
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XVII. MENTAL HEALTH & PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT

XVIII. INFORMATION & ASSISTANCE

Protection Monitoring data confirm the significant psychosocial impacts of the current humanitarian situation on 
the population of concern, with high rates of anxiety (95.6%) and depression (75.7%). Most respondents reported 
multiple factors behind their anxiety and/or depression, with significant differences between the two locations.   

In both Ciudad Juarez and Tapachula, multiple actors provide information to persons of concern in order to guide 
them in their access to services and in the exercise of their rights. Overall, 61.9% of respondents indicated that they 
had received this type of information and in most cases (89.8%), that the information had allowed them to access 
relevant services.

Respondents in Tapachula mostly endorsed factors related to their immigration status and financial situation, while 
respondents in Ciudad Juarez overwhelmingly highlighted security issues and their family situations as affecting 
their psychosocial wellbeing. Mexican nationals more frequently reported psychosocial impacts related to personal 
safety and security concerns. 

23
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Some persons monitored in Ciudad Juarez manifested 
that they had received only limited information 
regarding the possibility of entering the United Sta-
tes to seek asylum. They expressed confusion about 
the differences and criteria for the multiple programs 
that have been implemented at the border during the 
past year, naming the Migrant Protection Protocols 
(MPP), Title 42, Title 8, Humanitarian Parole and 
other exceptions programs. Some persons of concern 
indicated that organizations had informed them that 
the border was closed and that the asylum procedure 
was suspended, but that they had personal knowledge 
of individuals and families that had been allowed 
to enter the United States, and that this had caused 
them to lose trust in the quality of the information that 
they were receiving from organizations and agencies.  
Similarly, many persons monitored manifested that 
news coverage of policy changes had led them to

believe that the procedure to seek asylum in the United 
States would soon be restored. Specifically, they 
described that news of the mid-September court 
decision suspending the application of Title 42 to 
families spread quickly, but that there was very limited 
coverage of the subsequent court order that left this 
suspension without effect. This reveals a tendency of 
confused messaging around the possibility of seeking 
asylum in the United States, to the detriment of the 
psychosocial well-being of persons of concern as 
well as to the credibility of humanitarian actors.

With respect to humanitarian assistance, a significant 
percentage of respondents (38.3%) affirmed not 
having received any sort of assistance. Notably, 
this corresponds entirely to persons of concern in 
Tapachula. 

TYPES OF ASSISTANCE RECEIVED

24
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Although UNHCR implements a robust Multi-purpose 
Cash Assistance (MPCA) program in Tapachula, 
contextual changes during this quarter delayed the 
process by which persons of concern can benefit 
from this program.12 Of those who affirm not having 
received any assistance, 65.3% had not been able to 
formally request MPCA. Of the remainder that had 
formalized their MPCA requests, 34.6% were awaiting 
their interviews, 30.8% had been denied assistance

and 28.8% had been recently approved and were 
awaiting disbursement of the funds. 

The population of concern presents diverse priorities, 
with significant contrasts between Tapachula and 
Ciudad Juarez. The significant importance that 
respondents in Tapachula attribute to documentation 
and income is outweighed by security and health 
among respondents in Ciudad Juarez.   

PRIORITIES: TAPACHULA

12 Protection Monitoring SNAPSHOT July & August 2021. 25
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PRIORITIES: CIUDAD JUAREZ
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XIX. RECOMMENDATIONS

TO THE MEXICAN STATE

Expand access to the refugee status determination procedure, including at the different border 
crossings on the southern border and in the main cities along the northern border. This would 
promote the orderly and regular access of migrants to the territory and the prompt identification 
and processing of persons with international protection needs, while also avoiding further 
concentrations of persons of concern in and around Tapachula. 

Guarantee access to administrative procedures and generate conditions conducive to 
individuals establishing themselves in Mexico, specifically by adopting measures to shorten 
waiting times for migratory regularization before the INM and guaranteeing that persons who 
cannot return to their countries for humanitarian reasons are granted humanitarian visas on 
that basis. 

Alleviate the caseload before the COMAR delegation in Tapachula by transferring cases to 
delegations in other parts of the country while simultaneously adopting measures that promote 
fair and efficient asylum procedures, including through group-based recognition of refugee status 
and the application of the Cartagena declaration to diverse nationalities.

Promote the safety and security of those transiting through Mexico to seek protection in 
the United States, including through the issuance of humanitarian visas or other documents 
authorizing their presence in the country and the opportunity to generate an income while 
they await access to U.S. territory.

Limit migration controls to those conducted at points of entry to and exit from Mexican 
territory by duly trained civil immigration officials. Eliminate all checkpoints aimed at the 
detection of those without immigration status in the interior of country and the participation of 
other state forces (Guardia Nacional, Army, etc.) and private actors (transportation companies) 
in the direct and indirect implementation of immigration controls. 

Refrain from chain refoulement including by refusing to accept returns of individuals who 
have attempted to seek asylum in the United States.
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Abstain from forced returns to Haiti, in line with the indications of UNHCR.

PROTECTION MONITORING: MEXICO
QUARTERLY REPORT
JULY, AUGUST & SEPTEMBER 2021 

Involve Haitian nationals in all stages of humanitarian response activities directed at the 
Haitian population, in order to strengthen the capacity of relevant organizations, agencies 
and institutions to effectively attend to this population group and to promote their participation 
in the design, implementation and evaluation of the response. 

Develop assistance programs tailored to the needs of breastfeeding mothers and babies, 
including through the provision of formula, diapers and other basic supplies.

Expand the offer of mental health and psychosocial support services, to attend to the high 
rates of anxiety, depression and other symptoms, particular among those who are stuck along 
the northern border.

Adopt creative strategies to disseminate precise and up-to-date information, including 
through text messages, WhatsApp content and other digital material, guaranteeing accuracy 
of messaging.

TO THE HUMANITARIAN COMMUNITY


