
SUMMARY

Since the late 2010s, mobility dynamics in Ciudad Juárez have changed. Flows of migrants, asylum 
seekers, and internally displaced people have increased significantly with the intention of crossing 
the U.S. border – in many cases – to seek asylum. As these flows increased in size and frequency, 

the United States government started implementing diverse measures to restrict border crossings and 
complicating access to asylum, such as metering lists, the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPPs), Title 42 
expedited removals, and the implementation of the CBP One app.

These changes in mobility flows, migration, and asylum policy became an issue of contention at the 
local, binational, and national levels and elicited varied responses at the local level (in Ciudad Juárez) and 
binationally (Ciudad Juárez–El Paso). In this text, I focus on a particular response, Iniciativa Juárez, which 
involved unlikely alliances between different sectors such as the local, state, and federal government; 
the maquila sector; civil society and religious organizations, academia, and international organizations.  
I argue that moments of contention can detonate opportunities for novel collaboration, the emergence 
and strengthening of cross-sector networks, and creative responses to changing social dynamics.
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INTRODUCTION

In late March 2021, I travelled to Ciudad Juárez1 to observe the rollout of the Migrant 
Protection Protocols (MPPs) after they had been suspended for more than a year due to the 
border closure imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. By visiting shelters and interviewing 
key actors, in the midst of heavy public health restrictions and general fear of contagion, I 
met human rights activists who were working on a temporary housing program for migrants 
and asylum seekers who were forced to wait in the city for their turn to start an asylum pro-
cess in the United States. After a brief interview at a coffee shop in downtown Juárez, they 
suggested speaking with a local migration scholar who worked at a university, led an inter-
disciplinary migration studies group, and served as a local delegate of the National Institute 
for Migration in Ciudad Juárez. This struck me as an unlikely recommendation: a human 
rights activist mentioning an agent of the government’s migration agency as a trustworthy 
source of information for a research project. However, it soon became clear that, in Juárez, 
these sorts of unlikely alliances were more common than one would expect. The interview 
with the university professor led to an interview with a leader of the maquila sector, which 
in turn led to interviews with a local journalist and an evangelical pastor. The ease and open-
ness in the responses of those contacted through these references was also surprising. During 
a brief visit, amid a pandemic and a critical moment for migration and displacement in the 
city, fourteen interviews were conducted with very busy yet extremely generous individuals 
across a wide array of sectors.

After several meetings, it became apparent that mobility dynamics in the city had changed 
in the past few years, as had the diverse responses to these transformations. This study ex-
amines how cooperation, contention, tension, and strategic action by different actors have 
contributed to addressing the situation at the border in the past five years (2019-2024).

This article is based on data gathered from 2021 to 2025 through four field visits (March 
and October 2021, October 2024, and January 2025). During those visits, twenty-six in-
depth interviews were conducted with people from various sectors involved in the city’s mi-
gration dynamics. Of those interviews, eight were members of shelter staff, two were federal 
government officials, two were municipal government officials, one was a state government 
official, four were staff members of international organizations, one was a local journalist, 
one was a maquila sector leader, three were people who worked in civil society organiza-
tions, and four were experts/scholars of local academic institution.  I also attended several 
public and private events featuring diverse participants, including conferences, meetings, 
seminars, and rallies.  I visited six shelters, mostly run by religious leaders, and conducted 
participant observation at key locations in Juárez, such as the city center and the Paso del 
Norte International Bridge.
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CONTEXT: CIUDAD JUÁREZ REGAINS ITS PLACE   
AS A MIGRATION HUB/NODE

Ciudad Juárez, located on the border with El Paso, Texas, has been one of the most relevant 
border cities in the history of U.S.-Mexico. relations. Since the early 90s, Ciudad Juárez has 
gradually lost prominence as a transit and deportation hub for several reasons (Rubio Salas, 
2024). First, a shift in U.S. migration policy led to the implementation of several strategies 
to halt irregular border crossings through Juárez, modifying established crossing routes and 
displacing them toward less populated and surveilled border territories. This tendency only 
increased after the attacks on 9/11, which further consolidated the narrative of border sur-
veillance as an issue of national security.

Second, after the 2006 declaration of so-called war on drugs in Mexico, Ciudad Juárez 
became one of the most violent cities in the world (Cervera Gómez & Monárrez Fragoso, 
2013; Henrique Costa et al., 2020), with a “dramatic increase in homicide rates in 2008” 
(Ramos Luna, 2013, p. 13), leading to a rate of 130 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants in 
2009 (El Economista, 2009). That same year, the national homicide rate was 17.5 homi-
cides per 100,000 inhabitants (INEGI, 2025). On top of the increase in violence, the 2008 
financial crisis deeply impacted the U.S. economy and, coupled with the rise in violence and 
insecurity, led to a “turning point in the city’s migratory dynamics”2. The convergence of 
heightened insecurity and violence with a global economic crisis led to a decrease in immi-
gration to Juárez and an increase in out-migration (Rubio Salas, 2024).

There was “an agreement between the U.S. government and the municipal government of 
Juárez to halt deportations through Juárez”3 because of the conditions of violence. This led 
to a stark reduction in deportations of Mexicans from the United States through Juárez that 
lasted for years. According to official data from the Mexican government,4 annual deporta-
tions through Juárez were around 50,000 between 1995 and 2006. Once the war on drugs 
started, this number lowered to less than half (around 23,000 on average). During this pe-
riod (2006-2018), while deportations through the state of Chihuahua declined, other states, 
such as Tamaulipas and Coahuila, became prominent destinations for the forced return of 
Mexican nationals.

Many people left Juárez in response to the rise in violence and insecurity (Rubio Salas, 
2024; Rodríguez Chávez, 2024). This out-migration was “massive, especially in the south-
eastern part of the city, all those houses (fraccionamientos) were left empty”5 (Contreras 
Saldaña, 2021; Maycotte Pansza, 2017). Juárez became a place of expulsion, contrary to 
the city’s historical immigration patterns, which had been driven by labor demand in the 
maquila sector. As shown in Figure 1, before 2010, the population in Ciudad Juárez grew 
rapidly, with rates that more than doubled the national and state averages. However, from 
2000 to 2005, there was an initial decline in this growth rate, and between 2005 and 2010, 
the population in Juarez grew only 1%, showing a sharp decline. 
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FIGURE 1.� Population Growth Rate in Mexico, Chihuahua, and Cd. Juárez, 1990-2020

Source: Elaborated by author with Mexican Census Data (1990-2020) (INEGI, 2024)

As it became known that the levels of violence in the city were growing, many of those in 
transit towards the United States avoided Ciudad Juárez and instead took the Pacific route 
(towards Tijuana, Baja California) or the Gulf of Mexico route (towards Matamoros or 
Reynosa in Tamaulipas). Ciudad Juárez’s position as a place outside the traditional and con-
curred transit routes towards the United States would change radically in 2018.

In 2017, President Obama ended the “wet feet, dry feet”6 policy after more than twenty years 
(Obama, 2017). Without the possibility of directly traveling towards the U.S. and being ad-
mitted, Cubans started searching for alternative routes to reach the United States. Factors such 
as the deterioration of living conditions in the island, and changes in migratory policies in the 
region, have increased the flow of Cubans to and through Mexico. In early 2018, a group of 
Cubans arrived in Ciudad Juárez intending to cross the border to the U.S. to request asylum.7

Around mid-October 2018, a small, informal encampment began to appear next to the 
Paso del Norte International Bridge on the Mexican side of the border between Ciudad 
Juárez and El Paso, Texas. What began as a group of around thirty asylum seekers rapidly 
grew to more than 200 people, who came from Cuba, Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
and Venezuela (Corona, 2018). While this encampment started to develop on the border, a 
larger group of approximately 6,000 migrants, later known as the first “migrant Caravan,” 
was making its way from Honduras through Mexico and towards the U.S. border (Camhaji, 
2018; Colef, 2019; Gandini et al., 2020; Torre Cantalapiedra, 2022). 

The situation at the border became more complicated with the implementation of the 
Mi-grant Protection Protocols (MPPs), also known as the “Remain in Mexico” program, 
in early 2019. Through MPPs, more than 70,000 asylum seekers were sent back to Mexico 
to wait for their date in asylum courts in the United States. Three out of every ten people 
returned under MPP were sent to wait in Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua. In Ciudad Juárez, 
39% of those returned under MPP were women. In terms of nationality, one in four people 
returned to Ciudad Juárez were from Cuba, followed by Guatemalans, Hondurans, and 
Ecuadorians (TRAC Immigration, 2022).
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In March 2020, following the official declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic, the U.S. 
government implemented a drastic change in border policy: Title 42. This allowed for the 
immediate expulsion of anyone who attempted to cross the Mexico – U.S. border, which af-
fected both migrants and potential asylum seekers. In the thirty-eight months that the pol-
icy was implemented (March 2020 – May 2023), there were 2.96 million expulsion events 
(CBP, 2024), out of which 60% were Mexican nationals, 34.3% Central Americans, and the 
other 3.5% from South America and the Caribbean (Carrillo, 2025; UPMRIP, 2023).

Following the end of Title 42 in May 2023, the Biden administration implemented CBP 
One, a mobile app, as the primary means for asylum seekers who wanted to enter the United 
States via its land borders. This app became the only way to request access to the United 
States through special programs such as CHNV parole for Cubans, Haitians, Nicaraguans, 
and Venezuelans (AIC, 2025). Close to 940,000 migrants and asylum seekers used the CBP 
One app to schedule appointments to enter the United States (Rose, 2025). When President 
Donald Trump assumed office for a second time in January 2025, he immediately suspended 
the CHNV parole program. He also cancelled the use of CBP One, effectively closing all 
avenues for requesting asylum at the U.S.–Mexico border and cancelling more than 30,000 
pending appointments (Graham, 2025).

Between the Cubans that arrived in early 2018, those who made their way to Juárez 
through the caravans, and those returned to wait in Juárez through MPP, many migrants, 
internally displaced people, and asylum seekers were suddenly stuck in Juárez for months, 
if not years. The Director of the Municipal Human Rights Institute of Juárez stated that 
more than 19,000 migrants from diverse nationalities––mainly Cubans––made their way 
to Ciudad Juárez between October 2018 and November 2019 looking to request asylum in 
the United States (Gamboa, 2019). It is important to note that the different strategies and 
policies implemented on the border in the past years have had differential impacts in terms 
of nationalities.

TAKEN BY SURPRISE: REACTIONS TO NEW MOBILITY DYNAMICS   
IN THE CITY

Ciudad Juárez is a border city not only in terms of its geographical location but also in its 
social dynamics. Cross-border families are common; many people work in El Paso and live 
in Juárez, and vice versa. The street that leads from downtown Juárez to the Paso del Norte 
bridge is filled with optometrists who offer cheap and fast prescription glasses for those who 
come to the city and plan to return to the U.S. on the same day. Additionally, many of those 
who live on the Mexican side commonly cross the border to purchase groceries, clothes, and 
school supplies. In other words, life in the Juárez-El Paso area is profoundly interconnected, 
albeit separated by one of the most surveilled international borders in the world.

This text engages with literature that conceives borders as socio-spatial entities that are 
created and contested by continuous discourses and practices (Iossifova, 2020), acknowl-
edging how borders are historically and politically produced and materialized into “prac-
tices, symbols, institutions and networks” (Paasi, 2012, p. 2304). Secondly, it conceives of 
borders as specific spaces that structure social action in particular ways, rather than as fixed, 
clearly bounded spatial entities (Lefebvre, 2013).
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It is undeniable that mobility dynamics are central to the structuring of social life in 
Juárez. As the previous section outlines, mobility dynamics in Ciudad Juárez have changed 
over time and, in turn, transformed the city’s social dynamics. This study focuses on a par-
ticular moment in which a transformation in the mobility context led to a reorganization of 
social life for many city inhabitants.

By 2018, after years of a slowdown in mobility to and through Juárez, it had become 
evident that dynamics were changing. Large groups of people arrived in the city to seek 
asylum in the United States. Rather than a rapid cross through Juárez on the way north 
or a short stay for Mexican deportees, most of the people arriving were non-Mexican and 
travelling with their families to seek asylum. These changes were quickly perceived by U.S. 
authorities, who responded by intensifying border surveillance and implementing a range 
of strategies to control border crossings. Among these were the metering lists, the Migrant 
Protection Protocols, expedited returns under Title 42, and the implementation of the CBP 
One app. As policies hardened, migrants and asylum seekers were trapped in the city, forced 
to wait for long periods of time and, in many cases, with little to no access to basic services, 
housing, and means of labor inclusion (Miranda & Hernández, 2022; MSF, 2020; Silva 
& Miranda, 2020).

However, the impacts of these transformations in (im)mobility dynamics were not limited 
to migrants and asylum seekers. For the first time in decades, Ciudad Juárez’s capacity to 
receive and shelter migrants was exceeded. According to local activists and shelter directors, 
by late 2018, their facilities were overcrowded, and their resources were running out. To 
make matters worse, they had not received any support from the municipal, state, or nation-
al governments (Gallegos, 2018). In December, as temperatures dropped, the municipal gov-
ernment opened a temporary shelter at the Kiki Romero sports facility. Migrants camping 
along the border were encouraged to go with the assurance that they would not lose their 
“place in line” to seek asylum in the United States. However, many migrants refused to move 
from the border, showing an evident lack of trust in the Mexican authorities. According to 
journalistic accounts on site, some of the people interviewed stated things like, “we would 
rather jump off the bridge than move” and “we will stay here, even if it rains and we get sick. 
Neither I nor others will move”8 (Domínguez, 2018).

This sudden change in mobility dynamics took the city “by surprise,” just as the caravans 
had with the Mexican government and other relevant actors. The head of the State Popu-
lation Council (COESPO, from its name in Spanish)9 in Juárez explicitly stated, “this has 
surprised us all: the city was not part of traditional migratory routes for them (Cubans), and 
now Juárez is full of Cubans” (Lima, 2019). Not knowing how to proceed, the events were 
understood and framed as a crisis, an emergency, and an unprecedented turn of events.

In October 2018, the state government of Chihuahua established the State Council for the 
Protection and Attention for Migrants10 (COESPAM, from its name in Spanish), coordi-
nated by the COESPO. The Council’s purpose was to formulate public policies and strategic 
responses to protect migrants arriving in Ciudad Juárez. This included several government 
entities, as well as social and private-sector actors. This strategy involved opening of a center 
for the attention of migrants located right beneath the Paso del Norte International Bridge. 
This center became the site where the metering11 list of Juárez was managed in 2019 (pre-
viously the list had been managed by the Casa del Migrante shelter). According to members 
interviewed for this project, more than 21,300 people signed up on the list, the only one in 
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Juárez, an “atypical case, because, in other border cities, everyone started their list, while we 
(in Juárez) consolidated all names onto one list.”12

While COESPO and the municipal authorities were trying to determine how to address 
migrants camping along the border, churches and local organizations were responding fast-
er to the needs and urgencies of the displaced populations. In 2018, there were only two 
spaces13 in the city for migrants. By 2020, there were more than twenty-three spaces, mostly 
within churches or religious temples, capable of hosting around 3,000 people. This meant 
that, in less than two years, Juárez had equated the sheltering and attention capacity of cities 
such as Tijuana (Gil Everaert, 2021; Mani, 2021), a city with a historically strong network 
of shelters, organizations and attention strategies for migrants in transit and asylum seekers. 
This rapid grassroots response was followed by the arrival of international organizations 
such as UNHCR, IOM, and DWB,14 which provided a new influx of resources and logistical 
know-how on how to respond to a humanitarian crisis.

The collaboration between civil society organizations, religious leaders, and newly 
arrived international actors pressured the three levels of government to get involved. Ac-
cording to a local scholar, “the federal, state, and municipal government would not have 
done what they did if those churches and temples hadn’t acted and taken the matter into 
their own hands.”15 As shelters emerged and pressure rose, the state government started 
providing subsidies on electricity or water for shelters, as well as sporadic material do-
nations of mattresses, blankets, or food.

At the same time, other sectors of the population in Juárez and El Paso were also evaluat-
ing how to address the current and possible future effects of the new migratory dynamics in 
the city. Among these, the cross-border maquila sector was particularly affected by the shift 
in cross-border movement from Juárez to El Paso. A large part of the economy in Juárez 
depends on what is known as the “just in time” production process. This involves a complex 
chain in which production starts in one location, is transported to another site, and is then 
transported as a semi-finished product to another part for assembly. Among other things, 
this means that maquilas and other industries do not have large storage capacity because 
production depends on the timely circulation of products across the border.16

In late 2019, trailers carrying products from these cross-border production chains took 
more than thirty hours to cross the border. This delay involved the de facto “halt of the chain 
of production and the collapse of the industry, because assembly lines in the United States 
are dependent on maquilas in the Mexican side.”17 As large groups of migrants and asylum 
seekers arrived at the border with El Paso, international bridges were virtually closed on sev-
eral occasions (Diario de Juárez, 2019; Vargas, 2018), and many customs agents were sent 
to surveil the border and supervise migratory checkpoints, leaving only a few to manage the 
lawful entry of goods into the United States.
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INICIATIVA JUÁREZ: RESPONSES TO AN EPISODE   
OF CONTENTIOUS POLITICS AT THE BORDER

“Que cada quien cuide su milpita, yo digo,  
y pues la milpita es nuestra ciudad”
(Everyone should take care of their   

little field and our field is our city)18

There was a general sense of confusion and paralysis as the situation rapidly changed. The 
changing mobility dynamics were becoming an issue of contention (McAdam et al., 2001). 
Contention is defined as “episodic, public, collective interaction among makers of claims 
and their objects when (a) at least one government is a claimant, and object of claims or a 
party to the claims, and (b) the claims would, if realized, affect the interests of at least one of 
the claimants.” (McAdam et al., 2001, p. 5). In the following section of this text, I will argue 
that the change in mobility dynamics in the city led to an increase in tensions and conflict, 
but also to the unlikely encounter between different actors motivated by diverse interests in 
an attempt to address or respond to the situation.

This study examines how a particular moment of contention led to a temporal reorga-
nization of social relationships in Juárez. While many studies focus on the causes of con-
tention or conflict, and how social change may impact or cause contention, less is known 
about “how contention causes social change” (Tilly, 1997, p. 51). By exploring the vari-
ous responses to the migratory crisis in the city, I examine how interactions among actors 
with distinct interests led to coordinated efforts to address a migration and displacement 
contingency (Heyman et al., 2018). In what could be considered a case of “transgres-
sive contention” (McAdam et al., 2001), a set of actors both established and emerging, 
formed a temporal coalition to respond to rising numbers of migrants and refugees arriv-
ing––and staying––in the city, which happened during a pandemic and a rise in restrictions 
and hostility in the border with the United States.

Contention, in other words, served as a generative force for innovative collective action, 
organized responses, and the reorganization of social interaction among actors across dif-
ferent spaces of the city. Below, I outline some of the events and strategies that participants 
in this episode of contention highlight as key moments that shaped how a crisis and change 
were addressed locally.

According to a local scholar, there was a general lack of clarity around “the problem we 
were facing. Everyone saw only one part. For some, it was the industry; for others, it was 
a political issue that no one wanted to take responsibility for. There was an urgent need to 
clarify and prioritize the problem.”19 There were several problems, though, like “those that 
had to do with shelter and regularization of migrants,” but also “problems that derived from 
those main issues,”20 such as those faced by the maquila sector or other sectors of the city. 
This effort of defining the problems or issues took place in roundtables and meetings, both 
formal and informal, and led, according to a local scholar, to “the establishment of a new 
public policy agenda on the one hand, and a humanitarian agenda on the other”. 21

In a way, this lack of clarity about the problem revealed the disconnect between different 
sectors and the poor concerted effort to address it. While some were struggling to provide 
shelter and safety for migrants and asylum seekers, others were concerned about the impact 
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that the situation was having in their production processes, and the different levels of govern-
ment were far away from a coordinated and organized response, because they “can’t stand, 
or even know each other.”22 As put by one local actor: “Now with the migratory con-junc-
ture and talking about the interruption of the binational production chain because of border 
closings, we decided to take action. The authorities do not create public policy that responds 
to the reality of international industries.” 23

In this context, a group of businessmen from the maquila sector decided to convene with 
other relevant stakeholders to create a citizen-led initiative that would later be known as 
Iniciativa Juárez (IJ). For this group, the issue was multifaceted, and the course of action had 
to address the multiple dimensions: “economic, humanitarian, and a program of emergent 
regularization.24” The initial spark of this group of maquila leaders led to a series of meet-
ings with other key actors in Juárez. On the one hand, they acknowledged that “those that 
were taking care of the situation on the ground were churches and shelters,”25 so they started 
by approaching them.

On the other hand, there was a call to the three levels of government to respond to the 
situation. We had to “stop authorities who only wanted the spotlight and confront them,” 
they were playing a sort of “hot potato game.”26 The maquila sector leaders had a personal 
relationship with the Migration Delegate in Juárez, so they approached him and “convinced 
him (Migration Delegate) that it was his responsibility, and we went to talk with Marcelo 
Ebrard (former Exterior Minister and current Minister of Economics) so he could tell him 
everything that was happening (in Juárez).”27 According to their testimonies, this meeting 
resulted in the creation of the National Intersectoral Commission for the Integral Attention 
in Migration (Comisión Intersecretarial de Atención Integral en Materia Migratoria), and 
the naming of the Commissioner––Horacio Duarte––, whose first official field visit was to 
Juárez. This Commission would lead the federal government’s efforts to respond to the mi-
gratory crisis in several border cities in Mexico, and Duarte, the Commissioner, had “power 
of decision over all government agencies, which was key in the process.”28

When asked about the achievements of Iniciativa Juárez, its members are both proud 
and cautious. They highlight that, through concerted efforts, they were able to issue mi-
grants CURPs (identification numbers) and RFCs (taxpayer IDs) so they could work. They 
mentioned that their pressure on the federal government led to the establishment of the 
Migrant Integration Center Leona Vicario, the first in the country, and that they were key in 
bringing international organizations such as IOM, UNHCR, and DWB to work in the city. 
This initiative was key in creating networks and strengthening human resources. However, 
they acknowledge that they have no data on the insertion of migrants into the local labor 
force and on the integration processes. As time passed, meetings became less frequent, most 
participants returned to work as usual, and collaboration networks were diluted.

Beyond its material achievements, Iniciativa Juárez, according to its founding members, 
was key in resisting the imposition of xenophobic narratives against migrants. In Juárez, 
“the dominant narrative was one of a welcoming city. The city as a sanctuary, as a place 
that supports you, that is flexible.” 29 This narrative, however, was not something that “was 
there and just emerged,” he continued, it was “the product of certain processes of political 
construction.”
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REPERTOIRES OF CONTENTION: INICIATIVA JUÁREZ AND   
ITS SPECIFIC ACTIONS AND MODES OF INTERACTION

The notion of repertoires of contention in social movements, put forward by Charles Tilly 
(McAdam et al., 2001; Tilly, 1997), emphasizes that collective action is built on interaction 
and relies on both prior knowledge and innovation (Alimi, 2014). In other words, the ways 
in which individuals or groups act in a given situation result from a set of skills and knowl-
edge, on how interaction is shaped and shapes actions and responses, and different ways of 
planning, improvising, and learning through practice. A central question for studies of con-
tention and collective action is “how particular repertoires are selected and change during 
contentious interaction” (Alimi, 2014, p. 411). This section outlines specific collective action 
repertoires enacted in Ciudad Juárez during a particular period of contention (2018-2025).

As more migrants and refugees arrived in Ciudad Juárez and encountered a closed border, 
waiting times were extended leading to an increase in uncertainty, tension, and contingency 
in the city, involving a wide array of actors. This led to more complex interactions among 
actors, both in formal and informal settings. This situation coalesced into an episode of con-
tention that affected diverse sectors of the city and generated a wide array of responses. The 
following pages focus on Iniciativa Juárez and the specific repertoires of knowledge and 
action that were implemented during this period. 

PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE

During interviews with members of Iniciativa Juárez, there were constant references to the 
“innovative” character of this response. At the same time, some of its members alluded to 
prior civil society or citizen efforts to respond to local contingencies and explained that “this 
city has been a lab, [and,] unfortunately, there is no follow-up.” 30

The first was the creation of the maquila sector:

“I am the youngest of the promoters of the maquila. I was part of the citizen-based ini-
tiative since the times of Reagan, when he closed the border. There was a need to create 
employment, technologies…I was part of those who promoted the maquila in that moment. 
Work with government moves fast when you establish a bridge between decision makers 
and those operating/implementing on the ground.”31

The second was the security crisis in the late 2010s:

“In terms of security, we had too much to lose if we citizens did not take a more active 
role in addressing the situation. We established the Citizens Observatory (Observatorio 
Ciudadano), which subsequently evolved into the Security Worktables (Mesas de Segu-
ri-dad). It was a project designed to work with the government and align the three levels of 
government.” 32
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The third was the current migratory situation:

“Now, with the migratory conjuncture and talking about the interruption of the binational 
production chain because of border closings, we decided to take action. The authorities do 
not create public policy that responds to the reality of international industries.” 33

LOCAL AND BI-NATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

In interviews and conversations, there was a sense of pride in the “juarense” identity reflect-
ed in this response and in the ways the city and its inhabitants had addressed a challenging 
situation.

“Don’t try to fix the world; this has to be a local initiative. This has to be done very locally, 
take care of your own little piece of land. That way, you don’t hurt the egos of those who 
want to go big.” 34

However, it was also clear that they conceived the problem as a bi-national issue, which had 
to be addressed by integrating actors–government in Mexico and the United States, as well 
as civil society–on both sides of the border.35 As one of the founding members shared, “We 
had a meeting with counterparts in the United States to oil the machine to be able to respond 
locally, from a cross-border standpoint. This is certainly a cross-border initiative.”36

FLEXIBILITY AND TRUST

From the outset of my fieldwork, it became clear that most members of Iniciativa Juárez 
were personally acquainted with one another and even maintained friendships that extended 
beyond this context. They referred to each other by nicknames, knew each other’s families, 
and joked around in meetings and interviews. There was a clear difference in dynamics be-
tween the core group of Iniciativa Juárez (members of the maquila sector and some scholars/ 
academics) and those who joined later, such as shelter staff and government officials. Never-
theless, the general atmosphere when I was able to attend gatherings and events organized by 
Iniciativa Juárez was one of trust and informality.

In a way, the lack of formally established institutional mechanisms was, paradoxically, 
perceived by some as an opportunity. According to a local scholar,

“I believe that the city, its institutions, or the government agencies were not ready to receive 
migrants. So, this led to a ‘what should we do? How should we act?’ and I think this led 
to collaboration among different actors. The dynamic was not as tainted as in other places 
where attention networks and structures are more consolidated as in Tijuana.”37

This was consistent with members’ testimonies, which emphasized the importance of infor-
mality and the flexibility and creativity it allows: “This whole organization is informal, 
which grants it a great degree of flexibility and trust. It is based on goodwill, and not rig-
id commitments.”38 When asked whether it would be advisable to institutionalize Iniciativa 
Juárez, most members responded emphatically, “No.” Institutionalization would be more 
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of a loss than a win, according to one of the founding members. In other efforts, “institu-
tions were an obstacle, we like to think more of governance than institutionalization,”39 he 
continued, “we have to shield these efforts from clientelism and political patronages,” which 
proved to be one of the forces behind failed government responses to the current situation. 
The idea behind Iniciativa Juárez was to strengthen the citizenship pole to “move the gov-
ernment.” 40 In a way, the emphasis on trust and flexibility as a counterproposal to institu-
tionalization and bureaucratization, sheds light on the perceptions and past experiences of 
the members of Iniciativa Juárez. Facing a government that at the local and national levels 
has been slow to respond to previous (economic development, security, and violence) and 
current crises (migration and asylum), the possibility of acting flexibly and basing their de-
cisions on trust and creativity seems to articulate better the mode of local and bi-national 
governance that has proved helpful for Ciudad Juárez.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In a global context where xenophobic and discriminatory narratives and practices against mi-
grants and refugees abound, it was surprising to encounter a businessman talking about human 
rights, the centrality of hospitality, and emphasizing the importance of integrating migrants and 
asylum seekers. However, these narratives were part of a broader effort to address a complex 
migratory situation with multiple local impacts that required a multisector, multiscale response.

In his work on contentious politics, Charles Tilly promotes a “relational analysis of con-
tentious politics which emphasizes the changing connections between social actors” (Tilly, 
1997, p. 51). Throughout this study, I have attempted to show how a particular episode of 
contention promoted unlikely alliances among actors, reshaped existing connections, and 
generated new relations among them.

As with many other social dynamics, transformations in migratory flows and conditions 
are felt more intensely at the local level. Border communities are, without question, those 
most affected and those most likely to benefit from improved migration management. The 
arrival of more migrants and asylum seekers––especially in short time periods––poses chal-
lenges in terms of housing, access to basic health services, employment, and education that 
evidence the need for inter-sectoral and multi-level government collaboration. In these mo-
ments, the role of civil society as a mediator is crucial, especially in communities such as 
Juárez, where organized civil society is tightly connected and has prior experience address-
ing local issues. These events open opportunities for local leaders to increase their political 
capital by appealing to different sectors, mobilizing their supporters, and inviting others to 
participate in local solutions and responses to contingencies.

It is crucial to recognize that spaces of contention are also spaces of opportunity, and novel 
forms of collaboration may open avenues for understanding local dynamics and governance. 
This emphasizes the importance of cross-sector networks, their density, trust, and openness to cre-
ative responses to address issues that impact and will continue to impact communities globally.

In 2023, a fire occurred at the migrant detention center in Ciudad Juárez operated 
by the National Migration Institute. Forty detained migrants died in the fire, and 27 oth-
ers survived with severe injuries. Several investigations have concluded that the fire and 



Seminario Migración, Desigualdad y Políticas Públicas / El Colegio de México

/ 13Contentious Responses to Asylum Externalization and Entrapment: The case of Ciudad Juárez

resulting tragedy could have been avoided if the infrastructure of the detention center had 
followed construction and civil protection standards.  More specifically, the incident could 
have been avoided if the security personnel had opened the door instead of trapping the mi-
grants inside, and if the conditions established in Mexican migration law, oriented towards 
the protection of the human rights of migrants and asylum seekers, were respected. Howev-
er, this incident reflects a change in the local narrative towards migration in the city. A few 
days before the fire, local media, government authorities, and a sector of the local population 
had expressed their discontent towards migrants who were panhandling and living on the 
streets41. This led to heightened pressure on local authorities, who responded by detaining 
close to 100 migrant men and women and their lockdown in the migrant detention center in 
conditions of overcrowding and without access to basic needs (IMUMI, 2024).

It remains to be seen whether these alliances and cooperation networks will persist over 
time and whether they can address and respond to changing circumstances or emerging local 
challenges that the binational community of Juárez and El Paso may face in the near future.
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NOTES

1.	 Throughout the text I use Ciudad Juárez or Juárez indistinctly.
2.	 Interview with local scholar.
3.	 Interview with local scholar.
4.	 Data available at https://portales.segob.gob.mx/es/PoliticaMigratoria/Series_historicas
5.	 Interview with a local scholar.
6.	 This policy, an interpretation of the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966, stated that Cuban 

nationals who arrived at the United States’ shores (dry feet) would be allowed to stay, 
and would be offered an expedited path towards legal permanent residency and citi-
zen-ship afterwards.	

7.	 There is no exact data of the number of Cubans that arrived in Ciudad Juárez during 
that time-period. However, several sources estimate the number to be several hundreds 
and 4,000 (ADN CUBA, 2019; Univision, 2019; Villalpando & Henríquez, 2019).
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https://www.gob.mx/segob/prensa/se-registraron-2-7-
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8.	 Translations are mine
9.	 Consejo Estatal de Población
10.	Consejo Estatal para Protección y Atención a Migrantes
11.		 Metering lists were part of an asylum policy implemented by the U.S government 

since 2015. These were a series of lists where asylum seekers had to sign up before cross-
ing in order to be able to seek asylum. People signed up on those lists and had to wait to 
be called in order to start their asylum process (American Immigration Council, 2021; 
CRS, 2022; Gil-Everaert et al., 2023).

12.	Interview with a member of the COESPO
13.	Some people interviewed for this project argued that there was only one actual shelter 

for migrants, La Casa del Migrante.
14.	United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), International Organiza-

tion for Migration (IOM), Doctors Without Borders (DWB).
15.	Interview with local scholar
16.	Interview with a member of the maquila sector
17.	Interview with a member of the maquila sector
18.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
19.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
20.	Interview with local scholar
21.	Interview with local scholar
22.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
23.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
24.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
25.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
26.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
27.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
28.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
29.	Interview with member of the maquila sector.
30.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
31.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez.
32.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
33.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez.
34.	Interview with member of the maquila sector.
35.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez
36.	Interview with member of the maquila sector.
37.	Interview with local scholar
38.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez.
39.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez.
40.	Collective Interview with members of Iniciativa Juárez.
41.	Interview with local scholar and federal government official
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