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Migrants return to Mexico on Aug. 3 at a crossing near Brownsville, Texas, where the U.S. government is setting up

closed tent courts to hear asylum claims. Photo: Emilio Espejel/Associated Press

Asylum applicants whose cases are heard in the tent courts will be
connected remotely using videoconference technology to immigration



judges located in regular courtrooms. The Department of Homeland
Security said the tent courts will be closed to the public because they are
located on secure government property.

Traditional U.S. courts are open for the public to view daily dockets of cases
and to witness most court proceedings. This is important for immigration
advocates and lawyers who may only gain access to immigrants they will
represent by meeting them in court.

The government plans to use the courts to hear cases of asylum seekers in
the Migrant Protection Protocols, more commonly known as the “Remain in
Mexico” program. Under that policy, which the Trump administration
announced in December 2018, immigrants who cross into the U.S., most of
whom request asylum and are returned to Mexico to wait for their court
date.

At least 42,000 asylum seekers have so far been sent back to Mexican
cities including Ciudad Juarez, Tijuana, Matamoros and Nuevo Laredo while
they await hearings.

“The nature of the temporary hearing facilities located on CBP property
makes these court operations unique from other immigration courts,” a DHS
official said.

Immigrant advocates have pushed back against the arrangement, saying
the videoconference process will cause further delays for the already
backlogged immigration courts system, where nearly a million cases are
already pending.

Barring public access to the new courts “highlights another glaring reason
why the immigration courts have been deprived of key characteristics of
what it means to be a court in the United States,” said A. Ashley Tabaddor,
president of the National Association of Immigration Judges and a Los
Angeles-based immigration judge.

https://www.wsj.com/articles/migrants-entering-u-s-illegally-to-be-returned-to-mexico-for-proceedings-11545324934?mod=article_inline


The government said the tent courts will allow judges to hear Remain in
Mexico cases in a matter of weeks or months, rather than the years faced
by most immigrants released in the U.S. whose cases are heard in
traditional courts. The courtrooms where the judges sit are open like all
other courts, a DHS official said.

At the border crossing in Brownsville, two towering white tents have been
erected across from the Brownsville Chamber of Commerce and a local
performing arts center, surrounded by a cluster of smaller tents. The border
crossing area, including the tents, is surrounded by a brick wall and fencing
topped with razor wire.

U.S. courts traditionally give the public access to the list of cases each day,
including each immigrant s̓ name and home country, the general nature of
their case and whether they have a lawyer. Asylum seekers can ask for their
proceedings to be closed to the public, but most cases remain open.

Write to Michelle Hackman at Michelle.Hackman@wsj.com and Alicia A.
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