
Our visit to the Asylum Seekers camp in Matamoros – February 5, 2020

Two of the Angry Tias And Abuelas of the Rio 
Grande Valley, Texas, Susan and Lizzie, 
welcomed us to join their visit to the Asylum 
Seekers refugee camp in Metamoros, Mexico.  
Beverly, a new volunteer was also with us.

Since the end of January 2019, the “Remain in 
Mexico” policy of the USA administration requires
that refugees seeking asylum must apply and 
complete the process, which includes one or more 
hearings, outside of the US. Refugees register 
when they arrive at the camp and wait until their 
name is called, which can come at any time.  Only 
a few claims are processed each day.  Mexican 
asylum seekers fall under separate regulations 
known as “metering” where they are given a 
number.  They wait for their number to be called 
and are processed in the US.

With the number of asylum seekers, and the slow 
processing of claims, the camp now numbers about
2000 people.

Most of the refugees are from the northern triangle 
of Central America: Guatemala, Honduras and El 
Salvador. Some are from Mexico and other 
countries as well. 

Loading the wagon and back packs ready to take to
the camp.  We took a load of beans and rice, some 
juice and garbage bags.  This day especially we 
took shoes, sweaters and scarves for it was  chilly 
and damp. 

Most of the supplies are sourced in Mexico since 
taking large quantities over the border is not 
feasible.  Mexico’s import regulations would make
it difficult.
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We had no difficulty crossing into Mexico.  We 
did not have to show any ID.  To pass through a 
turnstile, one has to push a button that activates a 
light.  If it the light turns green, you proceed; if it 
turns red you are subject to inspection.  Only one 
of our group of five got a red light.  It took only 
moments for her to be cleared. 

Standing on the bridge looking back at 
Brownsville, TX with the “Big Beautiful Wall.”
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Approaching the camp after we crossed the border.
The camp is at the foot of the International Bridge 
to the right as one faces north.  There is an area 
along the river that is a flood plain and used as a 
city park and soccer field.  A levee separates this 
area from the adjacent city street.

Inside the camp we see how people are living.  A 
washing machine tub makes a fire pit.   Tias have 
arranged for a supply of fire wood so the trees in 
the park are not cut down and can be used to hang 
tarps.  A make-shift table is used for food prep.  
The broom helps keep the camp tidy.  

We saw families, mostly young moms and dads 
and lots of children – three or four to a family.  

   
   

Tias sourced pallets in Mexico to raise the tents off
the ground so that when it rains, they don’t get 
wet.  The pallets are put to good use for other 
purposes.  Here poles prop up a pallet to make a 
food pre
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People gather for some information sharing.  
Perhaps names being called for their hearings???

You can see it was a chilly morning. 

Notice, too, the yellow hue on the acacia tree 
coming into bloom; early this year.

 

   

Signs mark the  location of  area “stores” in the 
camp. They are also a public statement of 
gratitude: “Thank you God for your blessings.”

The stores are where people can obtain supplies 
they need.  Basic food stuffs: rice, beans, oil, sugar
and salt; cleaning supplies: dish and laundry soap; 
and personal care items: diapers, sanitary pads, 
shampoo.

Freshly washed laundry hangs throughout the 
camp.

   

This is the area camp to which we took our 
supplies.  Supplies come from donations of goods 
or cash.  Tias spend about $1000/day to provide 
the basic necessities for 2000 people presently in 
the camp.  Our donations of $950 just about covers
a day’s needs.
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Large quantities of supplies are kept in special 
“warehouse” tents.  As needed, they are taken from
here to the smaller “stores” 

This arrangement provides for people to obtain 
what they need as they need it rather than have to 
grab what one can on a set distribution day.  They 
don’t need to hoard things in their limited spaces 
for fear of scarcity before the next general 
distribution.  

This system is run by residents of the camp who 
are hired as store managers. They are compensated
for their work by the Tias.

There are water tanks throughout the camp for 
people to fill jugs for their area.  This is a dish-
washing station using one of the pallets supported 
by sticks in the foreground.  A laundry station is at 
the back.

Notice the small draining trenches for run off from 
rain and water use.  

The river is just beyond the tent, and you can see 
the border wall in the background.  

Tia Lizzie has a warm smile and a quick word with
some children.  She was like the Pied Piper. 
Whenever she stopped to talk to an elder, the little 
ones were soon there to see her and what she had 
for them.  She had finger puppets and matchbox 
cars to give to them today. 

People greeted us warmly.  We got our share of 
hugs even though we were strangers.  And, of 
course we were able to give them back.
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This little boy broke his foot while playing.  The 
ground is very rough and it is easy to fall.  The 
wheelchair provides great amusement for his 
siblings.  Here these children are enjoying the 
finger puppets and toy cars they just received.

   

This is a popular location in the camp.  Cell phones
are a life-link for the residents.  Being able to 
recharge one’s phone is so necessary.
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The whole time we were there Wednesday 
morning this gentleman was going around the 
camp picking up garbage from drop-off points.  He
then took it to a dumpster outside of the camp for 
Matamoros city workers to pick up.

I was impressed with how clean the camp was.  
People take pride in their personal areas.  
Removing the garbage from the camp helps keep it
well maintained.
 

UNICEF now has two tents set up in the camp.  
This happened in the past few days.  There was no 
one at the tents today.  Global Response 
Management has a clinic on site for emergency 
needs.  Doctors Without Borders also has a tent.

At an all-purpose tent,  someone was teaching an 
ESL class that lasts 1 ½ hours.
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This were many emotional moments as we toured 
the camp.  This was the real heart breaker for me:  
As were coming back to where we started, we 
came upon a group of three women and six 
children -- two of them were nursing infants.  They
had just arrived from Chiapas, MX.   The one 
where our attention is focused had three little ones;
the baby appeared to need medical attention.  The 
mother looked so young herself and obviously 
weary from the trip.

Lizzie and Susan spoke to them and also contacted 
the medical clinic in the camp.  She referred them 
to the clinic but they didn’t want to go.  She found 
out that their husbands had gone to look for tents 
and they didn’t want to leave their station until  
they came back.  It was so cold, with the north 
wind blowing, for the little ones sitting there on the
levee.  

A short while later, after we left the camp, we 
came upon the men and found out that they had 
been successful in their mission.  Before we left 
Matamoros, a check back at the camp reassured us 
that they had a spot in the camp and were getting 
set up.
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As we left the camp we walked past this spot with 
tents on the outside of the levee wall with steps 
leading down to them and looking over the line of 
cars waiting to cross the bridge into the USA.  

On the ridge was a little row of shrubs and flowers 
with rocks around each plant.   It spoke to me of 
endurance and hope.  Whoever planted them is 
looking beyond being in the camp for a short while
and creating some beauty to brighten the stay.  It 
was also an affirmation of our witness this day and
every day that generous volunteers come to be 
with these people who seek a better life for their  
families.  As I wrote in my message in the 
February 1st issue of RCWP Canada's online 
magazine The Review, “Love does, indeed, bloom  
in the Valley.”

             

Susan and Lizzie resting at the end of our day at 
the office of a Mexican woman who offers 
whatever assistance she can to the refugees.  They 
work together on many things. 
 
Applying for asylum can be a daunting task.  
Volunteers with immigration legal experience do 
what they can to help asylum seekers prepare for 
their hearing.  The hearings are held in a tent by 
video conference where they face a judge.  The 
acceptance rate is very low.  Only 0.1% of 
applicants will be granted asylum and be admitted 
to the USA.

When I asked what gives the people hope, Susan 
and Lizzie both said their strong faith in God and 
hope that life can be better for their children.  
Poverty and fear of violence, rape and murder 
drive them from their homes.  Each of these 
families hope that they will be the one accepted as 
a refugee.
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Turning over our donations to the Tias and 
Abuelas of the RGV to Susan and Lizzie.  
Volunteer, Beverley is on the right.  

They are so grateful for your support.

I invite you to visit their website:
https://www.angrytiasandabuelas.com/

And their Facebook page at:
https://www.facebook.com/angrytiasandabuelas

for more information.  
Further donations can be made through links on 
those sites should you wish. 
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