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U.S. Border
Patrol agents
detain Mexican
immigrants at
the border in
Laredo, Texas.

Why are so many teens risking their lives to cross
the horder into the United States?

by Ricardo Sandoval in Reynosa, Mexico
14, Victor has plenty of experience in the dangerous business

of border crossing. The Mexican teen is slim with muscular legs. He has crossed the

border inro Texas so many times that he knows secret trails and shallow parts of the

Rio Grande River. He knows where it is easier to travel.

The U.S.-Mexican border stretches about 2,000 miles between San Diego, California,

and Brownsville, Texas. Tens of thousands of people cross it legally each day to shop, work,

and trade goods. Many others cross it illegally, and usually at great risk.

W o r d s t o K n o w Victor, who is one of the illegal crossers, did not want to

JS recently spoke with him at a church•migrants: people who move from place
to place in search of work.

^;. "Vigilantes: people Who take the enforce- she l t e r i n R e y n o s a , a l a rge M e x i c a n c i t y across t h e b o r d e r

'' ment oflaws into their own hands. f ^ ^ m M c A l l e n , Texas (see map, p. 15).
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Each month, about 200 migrants
from Mexico and Central America
come to the shelter to rest before
trying to make it into the U.S.
At the shelter. Catholic Church
workers provide cots, showers, and
hot meals. Large posters warn
migrants of the dangers of crossing
the border illegally.

Victor is like many of the
migrants. Each year, between
300,000 and 400,000 people try to
cross the border illegally. U.S. gov-
ernment officials think that about
10 percent, or around 40,000 of the
migrants, are minors—kids under
18 years old.

Victor is soft-spoken, often play-
ing with the bill of his baseball cap as
he talks to strangers. He says that he
is not afraid of gang members who

rob migrants. "I know who they are.
and I tell them to just leave me
alone," Victor said.

Soon after he spoke to us, Victor
and a group of about a dozen
migrants disappeared from the
church. Church workers said that
they probably tried to cross the bor-
der together. They think Victor is
actually a "coyote"—an individual
who charges money to guide others
across the border.

Escaping Poverty
Most migrants who travel across

the southern U.S. border are from
Mexico. But many, including
15-year-old Juan Carlos, come from
Central America.

Migrants like Juan Carlos, who is
from Honduras, believe that they can

escape poverty in their countries only
by sneaking into the U.S. Immigra-
tion experts say that Mexico and Cen-
tral America don't have enough jobs
to keep young people from leaving.

Juan Carlos first tried to cross the
border after he finished sixth grade.
He was caught and sent back to
Honduras. Now he is trying again.
For two months this summer, he
and his brother traveled by train
and on foot for more than 2,000
miles to get to Reynosa. They hope
to make it to New York City, where
a cousin lives. "I want to work in
New York," Juan Carlos told 75,
"and send money home to my
family, like my cousin does."

Juan Carlos will find that it is not
easy to cross the border. On any
given day, 11,000 U.S. Border
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1 want to work in New York and send
money home to my family," says Juan Carlos.

Patrol agents are on duty to stop
illegal entries. U.S. officials propose
adding another 4,000 agents over
the next five years, especially in
Arizona and Texas, where illegal
crossing is the heaviest.

If not arrested at the border, illegal
migrants have a difficult life in the
U.S. Many states will not grant dri-
ver's licenses to illegal immigrants or
allow them to work on the books.

Violence at the Border
According to the Mexican gov-

ernment, as many as 500 people
have been murdered along the U.S.-
Mexican border this year. Most were
caught in violent clashes between
criminal gangs.

More and more children are being
recruited to smuggle drugs into the
U.S. Some kids are even being paid
to shoot people, say officials.

Mexican President Vicente (vee-
SEN'tay) Fox has called on his coun-
try's army and federal police to help

fight crime along the border. But
violence is not the only danger. Each
year, as many as 400 people die
because they get lost in the desert or
drown in rivers. Along the border in
Tijuana (lee-WAH-nuh), Mexicans
have placed white crosses to honor
the migrants who died trying to
reach the U.S.

Concerns in the U.S.
U.S. lawmakers are concerned

about the number of illegal immi-
grants entering the country each
year. They say that inadequate
border security leaves America open
to the threat of terrorism.

"I hear, from California to the
Carolinas, from Montana to
Mississippi, from Arizona to Iowa,
that border security and national
security and the whole question of
illegal immigration [are] number
one on the list" of concerns, U.S.
Representative J.D. Hayworth
(R, Arizona) told CNN in August.

Some Americans have formed
teams called "Minutemen" to
help the border patrol. These vol-
unteers say that immigrants are
taking jobs from U.S. citizens. But
President George W. Bush opposes
the work of these groups, calling
them vigilantes.

Bush has proposed a guest-
worker program to help address the
problem of illegal immigration. It
would grant temporary work
permits to many illegal Mexican
laborers. About half of the esti-
mated 10 million Mexicans living
in the U.S. are considered illegal.

The President says that his plan
is "a compassionate way to treat
people who come to our country."
But many U.S. lawmakers are
against the program. They see it as
rewarding criminal behavior. "We
can't allow our laws to be violated
and ignored," said Representative
Walter Jones (R, North Carolina).

Still, American farms, restau-
rants, and hotels have long hired
illegal immigrants because they will
work for wages that are considered
low by U.S. standards.

"For me, working is more
important than school," Victor
said. "I like school, but in Mexico,
even if I study hard, I won't find a
job like I can in Texas." JS

Ybur Turn

THINK ABOUT IT
1. What challenges does Juan
Carlos face in trying to cross the
border? What other hardships
would confront him if he settled
in the U.S.?
2. Do you think President Bush's
guest-worker program would
help solve the problem of illegal
immigration? Why or why not?
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