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In April 2018, U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) leadership issued guidance that allowed officers to 
limit asylum seekers’ access to ports of entry. This guidance permitted CBP officers stationed at the United 
States’ international boundary with Mexico to inform arriving asylum seekers that U.S. ports of entry were full. 
Simultaneously, CBP officers also began accepting a specified number of asylum seekers each day, in a process 
that is known as metering.1

As metering spread across the border, a subsequent backlog of asylum seekers grew in Mexico’s border cities. 
Mexican authorities and civil society groups responded by providing humanitarian assistance and creating 
informal waitlists. Since November 2018, the Robert Strauss Center for International Security and Law at 
the University of Texas at Austin—at times in collaboration with the Center for U.S.-Mexico Studies at the 
University of California San Diego and the Migration Policy Centre at the European University Institute—has 
documented these informal lists through quarterly updates. 

As the COVID-19 pandemic began in March 2020, CBP stopped processing asylum requests at ports of entry 
altogether. This change took place via a Center for Disease Control’s (CDC) regulation based on Title 42 
authority and an order that blocked entry for individuals—including asylum seekers—attempting to enter the 
United States through Mexico without valid travel documents.2 The use of Title 42 to restrict asylum seeker 
processing continues to be controversial and questioned by public health experts.3

Since taking office, President Joe Biden has promised to restore asylum processing at the U.S.-Mexico 
border.4 However, Title 42 and the order that blocks entry for individuals without travel documents remain 
in place, which prevents the resumption of asylum processing at ports of entry.5 In late March 2021, in 
response to litigation by the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) regarding the enforcement of Title 42 on 
families, the Biden administration began permitting humanitarian organizations to refer cases of particularly 
vulnerable asylum seekers to be exempted from Title 42 and processed at ports of entry.6 Since then, the Biden 
administration has also supported a separate, parallel Title 42 exemption process made up of a consortium of 
NGOs to make similar referrals based on vulnerability.7 Both Title 42 exemption processes will conclude in 
August 2021. While there has been no systematic attempt to incorporate individuals from the asylum waitlists 
into these processes, a small number of individuals on asylum waitlists were processed into the United States 
under these exemptions.

This report provides an update on asylum waitlists, asylum seekers, and migrant shelters along the U.S.-
Mexico border amid CBP’s asylum processing suspension and the Title 42 exemption processes. It documents 
approximately 20,600 asylum seekers on waitlists in eight Mexican border cities. This is an approximately 10 
percent increase from May 2021, when there were 18,680 asylum seekers on the lists.

INTRODUCTION
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Figure 1: Number of People on Asylum Waitlists (November 2018 - August 2021)

The number of individuals on asylum waitlists should not be taken as the definitive number of asylum seekers 
at the border. While list managers report that some of these asylum seekers continue to wait in Mexican border 
cities for their turn to request asylum at a port of entry, other individuals have entered the United States between 
ports of entry, been deported to their countries of origin, or moved to other cities in Mexico’s interior. A small 
number of others on the lists have also been processed into the U.S. under the Title 42 exemption processes. 

Author’s elaboration. Data collected from November 2018 to August 2021.

Figure 2: Number of People on Asylum Waitlists by City (August 2021)

Author’s elaboration. Data collected from July 26, 2021 to August 1 2021.
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Author’s elaboration. Data collected from July 26, 2021 to August 1, 2021.

Figure 3: Mexican Border Cities By List Status (August 2021)

Asylum waitlists remain open in Reynosa, Nuevo Laredo, Ciudad Acuña, and Agua Prieta. Since May 2021, 
approximately 1,920 asylum seekers have signed up on these four lists. While some asylum seekers have only 
been waiting a few months, others have been waiting for up to almost two years. While the number of names 
on most of the lists (open or closed) have remained the same or increased, the number of names on the list in 
Nuevo Laredo decreased from approximately 250 in May 2021 to approximately 100 in August 2021 as a result 
of individuals being processed off the list through the Title 42 exemption processes.

Asylum seekers—both on and off waitlists—continue to face unstable living conditions and security risks in 
Mexican border cities.8 Many shelters are full, since some shelters are operating at a reduced capacity, while 
others remain closed altogether due to COVID-19 restrictions. This is happening while arrivals have increased 
in the past few months, including through Title 42 expulsions back into Mexico. A number of individuals are 

Additionally, in March 2020, most of the asylum waitlists closed to new entrants and the number of asylum 
seekers on these lists has remained frozen. For example, Tijuana’s waitlist has 9,600 registrants (approximately 
40 percent of all individuals on asylum waitlists), and this number has remained unchanged since March 2020.  
Further, many asylum seekers who have arrived at the border over the past year have been unable to sign up 
on a waitlist, since many remain closed. Figure 3 shows the status of asylum waitlists by Mexican border 
city. Green circles indicate cities where asylum waitlists are open; red circles indicate cities with names on 
the asylum waitlists that are closed to new entries; and grey circles indicate cities where waitlists have been 
dissolved after no names remained. 
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renting rooms, staying in motels, and living on the streets or in encampments where they face poor hygiene and 
heightened insecurity. Approximately 2,000 individuals are estimated to be living in the El Chaparral tent camp 
in Tijuana, and an estimated 3,600 people reside in a tent camp in Reynosa.

Certain groups of asylum seekers on waitlists continue to experience additional challenges. Civil society 
organizations report that Black, LGBTQ and Indigenous asylum seekers have faced targeted discrimination by 
local authorities while waiting in Mexican border cities. In addition, asylum seekers without documentation in 
Mexico have faced differing levels of access to vaccines across border cities. Non-Spanish speaking asylum 
seekers have also struggled to access information about the evolving pandemic guidelines.9

The August 2021 metering update draws on phone and WhatsApp interviews with asylum seekers, government 
officials, and civil society organizations on both sides of the border. It also relies on local news articles to fill in 
any gaps.
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Metering & Asylum Waitlists: August 2021 

Mexican City

 List Administrator

Waitlist 
Status

# of Asylum 
Seekers on List

Date Recorded

 Maximum 
Estimated 
Time on 
Waitlist

Recent Changes

Matamoros, 
Tamaulipas 

N/A

Closed 0 people

July 26, 2021

N/A There are no asylum waitlists in Matamoros, 
and no one remains on the list.

Currently, shelters are open, and individuals 
are permitted to enter with a negative 
COVID-19 test. However, all shelters are 
currently at capacity and recently arrived 
individuals are renting rooms or staying in 
motels.10

Around 200 individuals are estimated to 
arrive each week. The majority of these 
individuals are Mexican, Haitian, and 
Honduran, although there are also fewer 
numbers of Guatemalans, Salvadorans, 
Nicaraguans, and Cubans.       

Reynosa, 
Tamaulipas

Senda de Vida
migrant shelter

Open 3,529 people

July 27, 2021

18 to 19 
months

The Senda de Vida migrant shelter continues 
to manage a waitlist for asylum seekers in 
Reynosa. The list remains open. 

Since May, approximately 1,150 individuals 
have signed up. The list manager reports 
that some individuals on the list may 
have entered the U.S. through the Title 42 
exemption process.

The shelters in Reynosa remain open 
but are at capacity. Many individuals are 
renting rooms and living on the street. An 
estimated 3,600 people live in the Plaza de 
las Americas encampment.11 The majority 
of individuals arriving in Reynosa are from 
Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and 
Mexico, but there is also a growing number 
of Haitians.
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Metering & Asylum Waitlists: August 2021 (continued)Metering & Asylum Waitlists: August 2021 (continued)

Mexican City

 List Administrator

Waitlist 
Status

# of Asylum 
Seekers on List

Date Recorded

 Maximum 
Estimated 
Time on 
Waitlist

Recent Changes

Reynosa, 
Tamaulipas
(continued)

In June, Senda de Vida had a COVID-19 
outbreak.12 The migrant encampment also had 
an outbreak. Those who tested positive were 
moved to a housing facility to quarantine.13

In mid-July, the Reynosa Municipal 
Government sent a notice to Senda de Vida 
that stated that the shelter was operating in a 
flood zone and would be demolished within 
five days. As of July 23, the shelter has 
been issued a 30-day extension to continue 
operations, while it finds an alternative site.14 

Nuevo Laredo, 
Tamaulipas

Network of six 
migrant shelters 

managing six 
separate lists 

(one per shelter)

Open ~100 people

July 29, 2021

19 months The asylum waitlists in Nuevo Laredo remain 
open and a network of six migrant shelters 
manage six separate waitlists. 

Currently, there are an estimated 100 people 
on the city’s waitlists. This is a decrease of 
about 150 people since May as some asylum 
seekers on the lists have been processed 
into the United States through the Title 42 
exemption processes. 

The city’s shelters are all at capacity. As a 
result, many individuals are renting rooms 
or staying in motels and some are living in 
Monterrey.

The most common nationalities for asylum 
seekers arriving in Nuevo Laredo are 
Honduras and Guatemala followed by 
Mexico, Venezuela, and Cuba.

Piedras Negras, 
Coahuila

N/A

Closed 0 people

July 26, 2021

N/A The asylum waitlist in Piedras Negras has 
been closed since March 2020 and no one 
remains on the waitlist. 
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Metering & Asylum Waitlists: August 2021 (continued)

Mexican City

 List Administrator

Waitlist 
Status

# of Asylum 
Seekers on List

Date Recorded

 Maximum 
Estimated 
Time on 
Waitlist

Recent Changes

Piedras Negras, 
Coahuila

(continued)

All shelters in the city remain closed due 
to the municipal government’s COVID-19 
guidelines. Since the shelters are closed, the 
majority of asylum seekers in the city are 
living on the street, staying in abandoned 
houses, or renting rooms. Shelters are 
distributing approximately 150 meals to 
migrants each day.

Approximately 350 to 400 individuals arrive 
in the city each week, the majority of whom 
are Honduran or Mexican.

Ciudad Acuña, 
Coahuila

Civil Protection
(Protección Civil): 

individuals & 
families

Open 3,289 people

925 individuals

2,364 people 
traveling in 

families

July 28, 2021

18 months Civil Protection runs two lists in Ciudad 
Acuña: one for families and one for 
individuals. The lists remain open and, since 
May, more than 760 people have signed up. 

The municipal government provided three 
sports complexes to be used as shelters for 
families, and they each have the capacity for 
100 people. Currently, there are 260 in the 
three shelters.

There are also about 200 people, including 
many families, who are sleeping in a public 
plaza, and others are renting rooms. Many 
have arrived from Piedras Negras or cities in 
the neighboring state of Tamaulipas.

Every day, approximately 100 people arrive 
in the city. Many of them cross the river 
and turn themselves in to U.S. authorities. 
They are from Haiti, Venezuela, Honduras, 
El Salvador, Nicaragua, Cuba, and some are 
from Brazil and Belize. 
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Metering & Asylum Waitlists: August 2021 (continued)

Mexican City

 List Administrator

Waitlist 
Status

# of Asylum 
Seekers on List

Date Recorded

 Maximum 
Estimated 
Time on 
Waitlist

Recent Changes

Ciudad Juárez, 
Chihuahua

N/A

Closed 0 people

July 28, 2021

N/A The asylum waitlist in Ciudad Juárez remains 
closed and no one remains on the list.

There are approximately 2,500 individuals 
staying in the city’s migrant shelters, 
including the new shelter that was created in 
the Kiko Romero gymnasium. This, though, 
does not represent the full migrant population 
in the city. A large number of individuals are 
renting rooms in apartments or hotels. 

Agua Prieta, 
Sonora

CAME migrant 
shelter

Open 1,100 to 1,200 
people

July 28, 2021

21 months The CAME migrant shelter manages the open 
waitlist in Agua Prieta. Since May 2021, 
between 100 to 200 names have been added 
to the list. The majority of the people on the 
list are Mexican.

The list manager continues to accept new 
entrants by phone but discourages asylum 
seekers from signing up due to the COVID-19 
border restrictions. The list manager has 
referred people to Nogales, where Title 42 
exemption processes have taken place.

Nogales, Sonora

Municipal 
government

Closed 990 people

July 28, 2021

22 months The asylum waitlist in Nogales has remained 
closed since March 2020.

Some of the people on the list have entered 
the U.S. through the Title 42 exemption 
process. The Florence Project referred 253 
people to the process that reported being 
displaced at the border since before March 
2020. 

The number of people arriving at Kino 
Border Institute has nearly tripled over the 
past month. KBI has seen significant numbers 
of Mexicans arriving from small towns in 
Guerrero due to organized crime. The Don 
Bosco shelter is currently hosting nearly 400 
individuals.
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Metering & Asylum Waitlists: August 2021 (continued)

Mexican City

 List Administrator

Waitlist 
Status

# of Asylum 
Seekers on List

Date Recorded

 Maximum 
Estimated 
Time on 
Waitlist

Recent Changes

San Luis Río 
Colorado, Sonora

Casa del Migrante 
La Divina 

Providencia

Closed 1,798 people

July 27, 2021

21 months The asylum waitlist in San Luis Río Colorado 
is closed with approximately 1,798 names 
on the list. The Casa del Migrante La Divina 
Providencia has been closed since November 
2020. 

Many of the Central American and Mexican 
asylum seekers on the list have gone to live 
in Mexico’s interior and continue to call the 
shelter for updates. Most of the Cubans and 
Venezuelans on the list have left Mexico. 

Due to extreme heat, the San Luis Río 
Colorado Fire Department and the 
Department of Public Safety opened cooling 
centers in July which will also operate as 
migrant shelters.15 

Mexicali, Baja 
California

Grupo Beta

Closed 150 people

July 26, 2021

22 to 23 
months

The asylum waitlist in Mexicali has remained 
closed since March 2020 and approximately 
150 asylum seekers have been on the list 
since that time. 

As of June, shelters in Mexicali were 
permitted to re-open, though each shelter 
restricts the number of new entrants and some 
require a negative COVID-19 test. In early 
July, the Refugio del Migrante shelter burned 
down, displacing 200 individuals who had 
been living there.16

Recently arrived individuals are staying in 
shelters, since capacity remains, and most are 
from Guatemala, Honduras, or Mexico. 
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Mexican City

 List Administrator

Waitlist 
Status

# of Asylum 
Seekers on List

Date Recorded

 Maximum 
Estimated 
Time on 
Waitlist

Recent Changes

Tijuana, Baja 
California

Grupo Beta / 
Support from 

asylum seekers 

Closed 9,600 people

July 30, 2021

22 to 23 
months

The asylum waitlist in Tijuana has remained 
closed since March 2020 and approximately 
9,600 names are on the list. A small number 
of these individuals have been processed 
into the U.S. through the Title 42 exemption 
processes. 

Individuals waiting to request asylum 
continue to live in the El Chaparral tent camp 
near the San Ysidro port of entry. As of early 
July, an estimated 2,000 migrants resided in 
the camp.17 Also in early July, the heads of 
INM and Mexico’s Secretary of the Interior 
visited the camp and met with the governor 
of Baja California to discuss plans to move 
individuals from the camp.18 Mexican 
authorities have offered encampment 
residents the chance to move to the federal 
shelter, “Centro Integrador Migrante Carmen 
Serdán”, which currently houses roughly 500 
individuals.19

In June, Baja California health officials 
announced a plan to vaccinate migrants.20 
So far, at least 1,300 Pfizer vaccines have 
been earmarked for migrants.21 In the last 
few weeks, there have also been chickenpox 
outbreaks in the encampment and in several 
shelters.22 

*The numbers should be interpreted as a general range rather than an exact figure.
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