
T
o look into the eyes of 
Sister Norma Pimentel 
and to hear her tell 
stories of young girls 
raped as they tried to 
cross into South Texas 

during this year’s immigration 
surge; or stories about women, 
preparing to be raped on their 
perilous journey north, tucking 
morning after pills in their shirts 
to ward off pregnancies; or stories 
of parents putting their 12-year-
old daughters on birth control for 
the journey, is to get a horrifying 
glimpse of what some have 
endured to get to this country.

It puts into perspective the 
callousness of an attitude that 
ignores these horrors and 
dehumanizes these people as 
nothing more than lawbreakers 
because of their desire to better 
their lives — or to fl ee for safety 
in native lands that are wracked 
with violence. And it underscores 
the troubling political calculus 
by our government intent not on 
dealing with a humanitarian crisis, 
but minimizing harm to their 
respective political parties.

While almost everyone agrees 
that the United States must fi rst 
secure its border and then pass 
comprehensive immigration 
reform legislation, the details of 
that reform remain murky and far 
from enough consensus to act. 
Meanwhile, immigrants continue 
to come through our southern 
border and we have a moral 

responsbility and imperative 
to treat them with dignity and 
respect, particularly after what 
they have been through. As a 
nation, we need to be better at this 
than has been the case.

There was the father who came 
with his 10-year-old son and felt 
compelled to offer a confession, 
of sorts, to Sister Norma. During 
their journey, he told her, they 
befriended two teenage girls who 
were no older than 15. As their bus 
was traveling through Tampico, 
Mexico, it was stopped by gun-
toting men who he believed were 
members of a drug cartel. They 
boarded the bus and ordered all 
the Central Americans off the bus, 
taking them to a stash house.

“When we got to the stash 
house, they took the girls to 
another room and they raped 

them in that room because they 
were screaming and yelling — and 
we never saw those girls again. We 
never saw them again,” the man 
told Sister Norma.

A suspected cartel member 
also put a gun to the head of 
his 10-year-old son. “They said 
‘Call your family and get us more 
money or I’m going to kill your 
son right now,’ he said. ‘And 
they clicked the gun.’” The gun 
did not go off. “‘I don’t know if 
it was God that saved him or it 
was the fact that they were just 
threatening him,’” he told her. The 
man and his son were released 
several days later when his family 
sent additional money. But the 
memory of those girls has haunted 
him ever since, Sister Norma said.

“This is just one story and 
there are many others. But that 

one really hurts so much to 
remember,” Sister Norma told us.

Stories like these policymakers 
should hear and these stories 
should be part of the equation 
when they forge a solution to an 
immigration problem that we all 
acknowledge exists.

Over centuries, the international 
community has developed a 
common law concept called safe 
harbor, a concept based on the 
fundamental principle that a ship 
out at sea that is caught in a storm 
should be able to seek safe harbor 
from the storm without concern 
over who controls that harbor.

To develop immigration reform 
without acknowledging the storm 
of violence and other threats in 
Central America is to ignore the 
international principle of safe 
harbor.

“There is a courage that is 
needed on both political parties 
to recognize that certainly we 
can do better as a country than 
we have been in order to address 
these changing conditions that 
have affected so many immigrant 
families. They live in fear,” Bishop 
Daniel E. Flores of Brownsville tells 
us.

“Most people don’t want to 
leave their home country because 
people love the place where 
they were born. It would have to 
be extreme conditions to force 
someone to leave the place they 
love,” Flores said.

While Sister Norma spent 
the summer aiding the surge of 
immigrants crossing our border, 
those who brave rape or the 
unpredictable drug cartels are 
seeking safe harbor and escaping 
poverty, drugs, gang violence 
and unspeakable horrors in their 
homelands, the bishop traveled 
to Central America and met with 
immigrants and local leaders 
there. 

People such as the bishop and 
the sister have become experts on 
this humanitarian component of 
immigration and we should listen 
to their advice.

Sister Norma’s organization, 
Catholic Charities of the Rio 
Grande Valley, of which she is 
executive director, mobilized an 
army of volunteers to help these 
immigrants — 250,000 have come 
through South Texas this past year, 
including 60,000 unaccompanied 
children.

The journeys of these people 
average 16.4 days, with much 
of it on foot. Most of them are 
women and children, ages 3 to 
10, with very few older than 45. 
They endure unconscionable, 
unspeakable acts in which rape 
and violence are expected and 
they endure harsh conditions 
during their trips, for which they 
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Sister Norma Pimentel, above, is executive director of Catholic Charities of the Rio Grande Valley and oversees the 
makeshift shelter operations in the parish hall of Sacred Heart Catholic Church in downtown McAllen. Since June, 
volunteers have helped over 8,000 immigrants at the church, mostly women and children from Central America.
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ABOVE: Immigrant family members from Honduras cry upon being reunited with 
each other after they were separated during a pursuit with U.S. Border Patrol 
agents near the Rio Grande on Sept. 11, just south of Mission.
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pay $5,000 to $8,000 apiece. 
For many, it’s their family’s life 
savings.

Catholic Charities have 
helped over 8,000 immigrants 
since the beginning of June 
— mostly women with small 
children — in the parish hall 
of McAllen’s Sacred Heart 
Catholic Church. They’re offered 
a hot meal, clean clothes, a 
bath, a place to rest and hugs. 
This is just a fraction of those 
apprehended, but there have 
been days when they have 
helped 400 immigrants inside 
the church’s small and dated 
parish hall.

From this mantle of 
experience, Sister Norma 
raises some fundamental 
questions that we agree should 
be answered: Why hasn’t the 
federal government done more 
to address the humanitarian 
component of this problem? And 
where is the Red Cross, an agency 
trained and funded to handle 
such humanitarian crises?

In lieu of this help, 
volunteers from every religious 
denomination have come from 
California, Maryland, New York, 
Florida and throughout Texas 
to offer help. Some volunteers 
come for a week or a weekend at 
a time. Some use their vacation 
time from work to do so and 
they pay for their travel and 
lodging just to offer help here. 
Some spend their days sorting 
usable items at the Food Bank of 
the Rio Grande Valley in Pharr, 
which is the collection site for 
drop-off donations.

Their methods are 
improvised, selfl ess and 
courageous, but they work.

One immigrant from 
Guatemala spoke a dialect no 
one understood — possibly 
Mam or the Mayan language 
of K’iche.’ Sister Norma said 
they couldn’t tell her that she 
had to give her sick daughter 
medicine several times a day. 
So they bought her a disposable 
cellphone and had the woman’s 
husband call her to remind her 
every time she needed to give 
the child medicine. Then they 
put her on a bus and hoped the 
battery would last until they got 
to her destination.

That’s more than our 
lawmakers in Washington 

can say they have done. They 
have abdicated their duties 
because of harsh political 
winds. President Barack Obama, 
who himself on June 2 called 
this a “humanitarian crisis,” 
and Congress have repeatedly 
put off adequately addressing 
the issue and reforming 
immigration or securing 
funding to help immigrants 
until after the Nov. 4 elections. 

Border Patrol offi cials, we 
are told, recognized a surge in 
immigrants in South Texas last 
winter yet failed to alert the 
public or even tell Congress 
until the spring, at which 
point agents were already 
overwhelmed. Despite a 
summer of the intense glare of 
the nation, lawmakers still failed 
to deliver any appreciable help.

Perhaps if they heard Sister 
Norma’s stories, and knew what 
these people have endured 
there would be more urgency 
for policymakers to help.

And while the symptoms 
of this crisis have abated as 
summer has turned to fall — a 
time when migration typically 
increases — the problems that 
drove this crisis to begin with go 
unaddressed.

Therefore, we call on 
policymakers at the federal, 
state and local levels to do the 
following:

• Acknowledge, as Obama did, 
that we have a “humanitarian” 
problem and consider these 
immigrants refugees eligible 
for asylum. A pledge by Obama 
earlier this month to grant 
4,000 of these immigrant 
children from Central America 
refugee status does little for 
the thousands of others. There 
must be a way to include more 
into an asylum program, just 
as all Cubans who make it to 
our shores are automatically 
granted asylum.

• Provide funding to deal with 
the humanitarian component of 
this issue until we can address 
the more complex immigration 
component. This would 
include reimbursement to local 
governments, such as the City of 
McAllen, Hidalgo and Cameron 
counties, for the extraordinary 
support role they have played in 
helping such groups as Catholic 
Charities, which 
opened several 
shelters across 
the Rio Grande 

Valley region.
• Use what has happened in 

McAllen as a model for other 
communities. As Hidalgo 
County Health Director Eddie 
Olivarez told us: “We should all 
be proud at how McAllen has 
handled this. We showed the 
nation and the world that we 
care about these people.”

• Help to address the 
problems in these people’s 
troubled homelands of Central 
America. The region has 
become a gateway for drug 
smuggling and all its related 
problems, including forced 
induction of Central American 
youth into cartel-controlled 
gangs or cartel-controlled 
prostitution, where those 
who don’t join are reported 
to be skinned alive. This 
must go beyond the notion 
of just throwing money at 
these countries. We must 
develop a level of support and 
cooperation that we had with 
Colombia in the 1980s and 
Mexico over the past decade 
to fi x the problem for future 
generations. Perhaps introduce 
a NAFTA-like program for 
Central American countries 
to encourage and support 
their economic development 
and to help enable them to 
provide for their own citizens. 
This would include a stronger 
law enforcement and legal 
component.

• Acknowledge our immigrant 
heritage and the notion that we 
are a nation of immigrants. It is 
far too easy to demonize these 
people who only seek refuge. By 
taking away the stigma of this 
issue, our national conversation 
about how to lawfully deal with 
immigrants can truly begin. 
“The purpose of immigration 
reform is that we should be able 
to know who is here and for 
law enforcement to be able to 
distinguish who is here and who 
is innocent and here trying to 
support their families and from 
those who are here with criminal 
intentions. Now, there is no way 
to distinguish one from another 
because they are all living in the 
shadows,” Bishop Flores rightly 
pointed out.

• Insist that our 
government, with all 

its intelligence apparatus, do a 
better job of anticipating such 
surges, preparing for them and 
being more transparent with the 
public.

• Spend more money building 
infrastructures to accommodate 
these immigrants in better 
facilities. Unlike previous 
years when those trying to 
enter illegally into our country 
attempt to do so without 
being caught, these women 
and children immigrants have 
openly given themselves up to 
authorities hoping to be given 
safe refuge in our country. 
Instead, they have been housed 
and held in inhumane and 
jail-like conditions measuring 
5-square-feet per person, far 
less than the 20-square-feet that 
law requires. And thousands of 
the unaccompanied children 
were held beyond the 72-hour 
hold period before they were 
turned over the Health and 
Human Services, as required by 
law, because Border Patrol were 
unable to process them quickly.

• Confer more authority 
to frontline workers to allow 
them to make common-sense 
solutions that come with these 
unique situations. Foremost, 
the sanctity of families must be 
kept together. We heard from 

Sister Norma, for 
example, of a 
grandmother 
who was 

separated 
from the 
granddaughter 
that she had 
raised as her 
own and 
brought to 

the United States to reunite her 
with her mother. The little girl 
called her “Momma,” in fact, 
but Border Patrol, adhering 
to the strict defi nition of 
“unaccompanied minors,” 
according to the 2008 anti-
human-traffi cking law, forced 
the separation upon learning 
that the woman was the girl’s 
grandmother, not her mother. 
Sister Norma went to the Border 
Patrol station in McAllen to look 
for the girl, at the urging of the 
grandmother, but the girl had 
been fl own elsewhere. Whether 
they were ever reunited is 
unknown.

• We call on the Department 
of Homeland Security for better 
transparency with regards to 
the numbers of immigrants 
apprehended are how they are 
being treated and adjudicated.

• Finally, we beseech the 
president to come to the Valley 
and meet with local offi cials and 
gain a personal understanding 
of this situation. If he needs 
political cover, let the visit 
happen after the November 
election, but not much beyond 
that lest he use the 2016 
presidential election as another 
excuse.

We are mindful that all these 
things that we are calling upon 
policymakers to do have little to 
do with immigration and more 
to do with the humanitarian 
side of this critical national 
equation.

But we believe strongly that 
the symptoms of this terrible 
illness must be addressed 
simultaneously as we address 
the main problem itself: the 
issue of immigration reform.

LEFT: Jennifer Lisette Maltalbon, 4, plays with toys inside the parish hall at Sacred Heart Catholic Church on Oct. 3. Jennifer’s mother, Alba Luz Galeano, 25, paid traffi ckers $5,300 and they traveled 12 days, 
mostly walking, to come here from Honduras. She left behind two other daughters. CENTER: Josefa Gonzalez of McAllen attends an Interfaith Prayer Vigil on Sept. 30 at Basilica of Our Lady of San Juan del 
Valle-National Shrine to pray for the immigrants. “They’re innocents,” Gonzales said. RIGHT: Mateo Flores, 2, eats cereal at Sacred Heart Catholic Church on Oct. 3 beside his mother, Wendy Flores, 24, as they 
waited to catch a bus that afternoon to Nashville to join family. They traveled from Usulutan, El Salvador, with Flores’ sister-in-law and 1-year-old daughter who were still being held by the Border Patrol.
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From left, Rabbi Claudio Kogan Temple Emmanuel, Bishop Daniel Flores 
of the Diocese of Brownsville, Rev. Javier Leyva of United Methodist 
Church and Sylvia de la Garza of St. John Lutheran Church lead a multi-
denominational gathering on Sept. 30 at the Basilica of Our Lady of San 
Juan del Valle-National Shrine in San Juan to pray for immigrant families 
coming from Central America.
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Maria Sulema, 40, stands with her son Axel Arturo Alvarado, 13, moments after 
they were apprehended near the Anzalduas Bridge in Mission. They came from 
Copan, Honduras, after Sulema said gangs tried to coerce her son into joining 
them. “If you don’t belong to gangs, you have to give them money,” she said.
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