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Good morning, I would like to thank you Chairman Green and Ranking Member Thompson for 
the opportunity to address the committee today.  
 
I would like to begin my testimony with a moment of silence to honour the memory of American 
Citizens who have lost their lives to illicit drug poisonings. Particularly recognising American 
Citizens that will die today during the course of this hearing.  
 
My only child, Robert Bruce Snodgrass, became forever 22 on October 26th, 2021, in Anchorage 
Alaska. He was poisoned by Fentanyl on the cold October day in a wooded area within shouting 
distance of a McDonalds drive through. The Fentanyl he got that day prevented him from being 
able to call out for help. He dropped and died where he stood.  
 
Bruce loved Alaska, he was an outdoorsman, a free solo climber and wilderness survival expert. 
He was safe in the backcountry of Alaska. He was not safe in his own home town.  
 
The year Bruce died Alaska was #1 in the nation for increased illicit drug deaths. The 73% 
increase was fueled by Fentanyl.  
 
In the first 6 months of 2023 enough Fentanyl was seized in Alaska to kill every Alaskan 3 times. 
Alaska is being targeted by drug cartels due to the money they can make in my state, particularly 
in rural, predominantly Alaska Native Communities. 1pill in an Alaskan Village can cost 80 
dollars. That same pill is sold in large American cities for 10 dollars.  
 
So, what to do?  
 
I am hopeful that this committee will focus on solutions today. I will offer 5 solutions for your 
consideration today and moving forward.  
 
First, Designate Mexican Drug Cartels and their Transnational Criminal Criminal Partners as 
Terrorist Organisations. This will bring the full weight of the United States Government to bear 
down on the perpetrators that have killed and are continuing to kill Americans on our Sovereign 
Soil. Immediately, as members of the United States House of Representatives you can co- 
sponsor and support the swift passage of House Bill HR. 1564.  
 
Second, this committee can fully support The Department of Homeland Security’s non-intrusive 
technology to significantly increase the number of passenger and commercial vehicles scanned at 
the southern border.  
 
Third, The Postal Inspection Service has created a standardized nationwide Task Force Officer 
(TFO) Program. TFO’s are armed with non-invasive scanners and are imbedded with Postal 



Inspectors. Often part of High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area (HIDTA) Task Forces. They act as 
critical force multipliers and this committee can update the funding resources to advance  
the investigations and interdictions of TFO Programs around the country.  

Fourth, The HIDTA Programs in all 50 states are a model of how to dramatically impact the 
contaminated drug supply in this country. HIDTA initiatives create task forces including tribal, 
local, state and federal law enforcement, including Homeland Security Forces, to very effectively 
investigate, interdict and prosecute Drug Trafficking Organisations (DTO’s) in all 50 states. I 
have witnessed HIDTA’s effectiveness in Alaska and I am asking that this committee fully 
support HIDTA.  

Fifth, Congressman Trone has introduced the bi-partisan House Bill HR. 2867, known as Bruce’s 
Law, named for my son. Bruce’s Law will establish an Awareness Campaign related to the 
lethality of Fentanyl and Fentanyl contaminated drugs. It will provide community based 
enhancement grants to mitigate the effects of drug use, particularly focused on school aged 
children. I can not urge the members of this committee strongly enough to co-sponsor Bruce’s 
Law and support its rapid passage. TIME IS NOT ON OUR SIDE.  

Finally, I would again like to thank Chairman Green and Ranking Member Thompson for the 
opportunity to address this committee. Chairman, I wish you and this committee God Speed in 
you work here today and in the days ahead.  

Thank you. 
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https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/1564/text?s=1&r=2 

Shown Here: Introduced in House 
(03/10/2023) 
 

118th CONGRESS 
1st Session 

H. R. 1564 

To direct the Secretary of State to submit to Congress a report on the 
designation of the Gulf Cartel, the Cartel Del Noreste, the Cartel de Sinaloa, 
and the Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generacion as foreign terrorist 
organizations, and for other purposes. 

 

IN THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 

Mr. Roy (for himself, Mrs. McClain, Mr. Tiffany, Mrs. Miller of Illinois, 
Mr. Cloud, Mr. Higgins of Louisiana, Mr. Gooden of Texas, Mr. Biggs, 
Mr. Carter of Texas, Mr. Gosar, Mr. Donalds, Mr. Good of Virginia, Mr. Zinke, 
Mr. Ogles, Mr. Brecheen, Mr. Norman, Ms. Van Duyne, Mr. Steube, Mr. Bost, 
Mr. Burgess, and Mr. Babin) introduced the following bill; which was 
referred to the Committee on the Judiciary 

 

A BILL 

To direct the Secretary of State to submit to Congress a report on the 
designation of the Gulf Cartel, the Cartel Del Noreste, the Cartel de Sinaloa, 
and the Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generacion as foreign terrorist 
organizations, and for other purposes. 



Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States 
of America in Congress assembled,  

SECTION 1. Short title. 

This Act may be cited as the “Drug Cartel Terrorist Designation Act”. 

SEC. 2. Report on designation of certain drug cartels as foreign terrorist 
organizations. 
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https://www.defensedaily.com/white-house-fact-sheet-points-to-slow-rollout-of-vehicle-and-
cargo-inspection-systems-along-border/homeland-security/ 

White House Fact Sheet Points To 
Slow Rollout Of Vehicle And Cargo 
Inspection Systems Along Border 
02/07/2023 

Rapiscan Eagle P60 drive-through cargo and vehicle inspection system. Photo: OSI Systems  

Also In This Issue: 

The White House on Tuesday morning released a fact sheet outlining 
President Biden’s State of the Union address that evening to include his 
administration’s efforts to combat fentanyl trafficking, but the document 
shows that the rollout of vehicle and cargo inspection systems at land ports 
of entry along the southwest border is going slower than expected. 

The fact sheet says that by fiscal year 2026, CBP will have 123 non-
intrusive inspection (NII) systems at the land ports of entry, enabling the 
scanning of 40 percent of passenger vehicles and 70 percent of cargo 
vehicles entering the U.S. Currently, about 2 percent of passenger vehicles 
and 17 percent of cargo vehicles are inspected with large-scale NII systems 
as they enter the country, it says. 

The NII inspection goals for FY ’26 represent a three-year delay from what 
a CBP official told Congress last May. 

“Beginning in FY 2023, CBP expects to increase NII scans of these vehicles 
as much as 40 percent and greater than 70 percent, respectively,” Pete 
Flores, executive assistant commissioner for CBP’s Office of Field 
Operations, said in written testimony to the House Homeland Security 
Subcommittee on Border Security. 



The NII systems are seen as a key capability for detecting and interdicting 
illegal drugs such as fentanyl, as well as other contraband and potential 
threats, that are being hidden inside cars, trucks and cargo entering the U.S. 
legally through ports of entry. The majority of fentanyl is believed to be 
entering the U.S. through these means. 

Congressional Republicans have been bashing Biden for the fentanyl crisis, 
saying he isn’t moving aggressively to combat the issue. However, these 
legislators don’t typically focus on the NII deployments as the primary 
means to squeeze the drug smugglers at the ports of entry. 

In January, CBP told Defense Daily it has acquired 123 drive-through NII 
systems under new contracts and that the installation of these systems 
would increase scanning of passenger occupied vehicles and commercial 
occupied vehicles to 40 and 70 percent, respectively, versus current levels. 

In FY ’23, the agency’s goal is to deploy more than 50 percent of the NII 
systems, or about 65 units, across 30 locations along the southwest border, 
it said. Based on the goals put forth in the White House fact sheet, it will 
take three more years to complete the deployment of the acquired systems. 

The deployment “has been has been a bit turbulent and volatile in terms of 
our scheduling,” Mark Borkowski, CBP’s chief acquisition officer, said on 
Tuesday in response to a question about the NII deployments during a 
homeland security panel discussion hosted by ExecutiveBiz. 

CBP in early January, in response to Defense Daily’s queries, said that it had 
deployed eight drive through NII systems in pre-primary inspection at 
southwest land ports of entry, including six low-energy portals (LEPs) and 
two multi-energy portals (MEPs). The LEPs are used to safely screen 
passenger occupied vehicles at lower energy levels and the MEPs allow for 
cargo vehicles to be screened at different energy levels, low energy to scan 
the occupied cab and high-energy for the cargo conveyance. 

The use of the new portals allows for scanning at the speed-of-commerce, 
rather than only pulling suspect vehicles and cargo aside for scanning in a 
secondary inspection area. The development of the LEPs and MEPs is 



expected to eventually allow CBP to near its congressionally-mandated goal 
of 100 percent scanning of vehicles and cargo entering the U.S. 

Where the small number of NII systems are installed in pre-primary 
inspection lanes, CBP said it is scanning more than 75 percent of 
conveyances. In pre-primary lanes without these systems, the agency is 
scanning 1 to 2 percent of passenger vehicles and 14 to 15 percent of 
commercial vehicles. 

The new NII systems are being purchased through two contracts awarded 
to multiple vendors in 2021. Leidos [LDOS], OSI Systems’ [OSIS] Rapiscan 
Systems division, and Britain’s Smiths Detection were selected to provide 
the MEPs, and Astrophysics, Leidos and Rapiscan the LEPs. 

In addition to highlighting the new NII deployments, Biden is expected to 
tout advanced targeting efforts by CBP based on data provided by 
commercial delivery companies to identify and intercept suspicious 
packages and disrupt the global fentanyl production and supply chain 
among several actions. 

During a White House media teleconference on Tuesday morning, Rahul 
Gupta, director of the Office of National Drug Control Policy, touted 
progress made by the administration dealing with the fentanyl challenge. 
He said in the last year nearly 15,000 pounds of fentanyl was seized at the 
border and 26,000 pounds within the U.S. 

The seizures combined with public health efforts have resulted in “five 
straight months where overdose numbers have decreased,” he said. 
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https://www.uspis.gov/the-opioid-epidemic 

Delivering Justice to Opioid dealers 
USPIS is committed to stopping fentanyl traf�ickers with the most advanced 
technology available. Discover how our inspectors are using data, forensics, 
and citizens’ tips to protect Americans and apprehend opioid dealers who 
send illegal drugs through the mail. 

Our Success By the Numbers 
2,221 

2,221 arrests in FY2020 involving drug traf�icking using the U.S. Mail. 

124K 

124,000 pounds of illegal narcotics and nearly $39 million in illegal 
proceeds seized in FY2020.  

914 

914 Synthetic Opioids Seizures by USPIS FY 2017 - 2019 

592 

592 pounds of Synthetic Opioids Seized by USPIS FY 2017 - 2019 

94 

94% increase in Domestic Synthetic Opioids Seized by USPIS FY 2017 - 
2019 

Innovations 
Data Unleashed Real-time Intelligence Accelerated Interceptions Advance 
Electronic Data Rapid Substance Identi�ication State-of-the-Art Forensics  



USPIS Cyber and Analytics group combines sophisticated technology to 
predict patterns and discover insights. These models allow us to crunch 
huge data sets with more accuracy, and rapidly boost seizure rates – even 
when offenders develop new tactics. 

To enhance our targeting efforts, we’ve linked our local, national, and 
international partners as well as standardized our tracking technologies. 
This enables us to share real-time data with the Drug Enforcement Agency 
(DEA), the Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Force (OCDETF) Fusion 
Center, and the U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP). 

We employ a robust, automated sorting process at all International Service 
Centers to quickly track a higher volume of packages. Shared parcel sorting 
machines help USPIS and CBP work together to facilitate holds and 
intercepts. 

USPIS is working with CBP and foreign postal operators to ensure Advance 
Electronic Data inside barcodes is on all inbound mail. The detailed 
information in AED, like full names and addresses, weight, date, and more 
can be instantly captured in both outgoing and incoming processing 
centers. Better data means quicker interceptions. 

New high-tech analyzers help USPIS �ield divisions quickly and safely scan 
for unknown and illegal drugs, like fentanyl. Now inspectors can test over 
300 illicit substances without needing to open containers or plastic bags. 

USPIS operates its own world-class National Forensic Laboratory with 
some of the best forensic scientists and analysts in the �ield. Every day, they 
examine a myriad of evidence from �ingerprints and DNA to narcotics and 
dark web activity. Annually, these specialists examine around 275,000 
items, identifying an average of 900 suspects. 

Case closed 
The Postal Inspection Service is turning the tide against opioid dealers. 
Detecting and stopping their shipments is only the beginning. Tracing 



illegal drugs back to the sources and shutting them down is the ultimate 
mission. 

Fentanyl and Opioids 
OPERATION SpecTOR 

“You Can Try to Hide” ….in 2023, a combined effort between USPIS and 
other federal and international partners led to the largest takedown to-date 
of international DarkNet fentanyl and opioids traf�icking. The coordinated 
effort spanned the United States, Europe, and South America. Operation 
SpecTOR resulted in a record 288 arrests, and more seizures of any prior 
operation: 117 �irearms; 850 kilograms of drugs which included 64 
kilograms of fentanyl and fentanyl-laced narcotics; and $53 million in cash 
and virtual currencies. “Our message to criminals on the dark web is this: 
You can try to hide in the furthest reaches of the internet, but the Justice 
Department will �ind you and hold you accountable for your crimes.” — 
Attorney General Merrick B. Garland.  
 
Read Press Release 

Opioids  
Outlaw Motorcycle Gang Takedown 

Between August 2018 and November 2020, Postal Inspectors in 
Pennsylvania worked with partners at the FBI, DEA and multiple state and 
local law enforcement agencies to bring a total of 30 indictments against 
members of the Pagans Motorcycle Club for violations including narcotics 
traf�icking and �irearm possession. The defendants included high-ranking 
members of the club, who oversaw a violent traf�icking ring selling cocaine, 
methamphetamine, heroin, fentanyl, marijuana and other illegal drugs 
across western Pennsylvania. In some cases, members of the motorcycle 
club used the Dark Web to facilitate narcotics shipments through the U.S. 
Mail. The complex Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Force 
(OCDETF) investigation included three months of court-authorized Title III 
wiretaps of phones linked to several defendants 



Dark Web Narcotics 
Operation DisrupTor 

In 2020, USPIS played a major role in a worldwide effort to dismantle 
narcotics traf�ickers on the Dark Web in Operation DisrupTor.  As an integral 
member of JCODE (Joint Criminal Opioid and Darknet Enforcement), the 
Inspection Service worked with federal law enforcement partners and 
Europol to target criminals who sell and ship narcotics  and other dangerous 
goods around the world by exploiting the U.S. Mail and express consignment 
carriers.  This coordinated operation led to a total 179 arrests, the seizure of 
dozens of weapons, hundreds of kilograms of narcotics and over $6.5 million.  
 
READ PRESS RELEASE 

Silk Road 2.0 
Next Stop, Prison 

After deleting the original Silk Road from the dark web, USPIS again joined 
a multiagency probe to prevent Silk Road 2.0 from taking its place. With 
their help, the mastermind behind this new marketplace was arrested, 
convicted and sentenced to eight years in prison. Before being shut down, 
Silk Road 2.0 was shipping hundreds of kilos of illegal drugs, including 
opioids, around the world. That’s 150,000 active users generating $8 
million/month driven off the road. 

Peter the Great 
Data Takes Down “Peter The Great” 

After synthetic opioids killed an Oregon woman, USPIS was alerted by 
authorities. Analytics uncovered evidence that the deceased’s mail was 
connected to a dark web vendor called “Peter the Great.” The resulting 
investigation led to the interception of over 130 more shipments from the 
suspect. Following the data trail, authorities descended on his residence 
and arrested him. Their search revealed a clandestine lab and more than 40 
pounds of illegal drugs, including synthetic opioids. 



From: Hong Kong 
To: No One 

Suspicious shipments from Hong Kong sender “MDD” were identi�ied by 
U.S. Postal Inspectors. Sharing intelligence and coordinating with 
authorities overseas, 275 more mailings were seized, all containing illegal 
drugs or controlled substances – leading to the seizure of one kilogram of 
fentanyl. This bust alone could have saved hundreds of thousands of lives – 
because a lethal dosage of fentanyl can be as low as 2 milligrams. 

LA Gangs 
Cracking Hollywood’s Dark Web Market 

After busting a local resident who received illegal drugs, law enforcement in 
Quitman, Arkansas, alerted USPIS. The evidence trail led them to Los 
Angeles County, where they worked with the U.S. Attorney’s Of�ice to hunt 
down the source. Quickly, they discovered and shut down two separate LA 
area drug rings that were using dark web markets to distribute illegal 
substances. 

Doggfood 
Fingerprint Fail 

Investigating an overdose-related package with a coalition of U.S.-based 
agencies, USPIS in Maryland and Arkansas soon discovered �ingerprints on 
related mail from a Pikesville, MD, resident. When authorities searched his 
home, they recovered a laptop used to run dark web vendor “DoggFood,” a 
�irearm, and over 100 grams of illegal drugs. 

AlphaBay 
Closing The Largest Underground Drug Bazaar 

Taking down Alphabay, the biggest marketplace on the dark web since Silk 
Road, was a massive undertaking. USPIS joined law enforcement in 
Thailand and �ive other countries to shut down this illicit drug empire that 



had more than $1 billion in transactions. Alphabay previously hosted 
200,000 users, 40,000 vendors, and had nearly 250 places to buy heroin, 
opioids, and other illegal drugs. 

Wall Street Market 
Dark Web 
Stocks Crash 

USPIS teamed up with domestic and international law enforcement to take 
out Wall Street Market in 2019. Cooperating with law enforcement in the 
United States, Germany, and the Netherlands, agents arrested and charged 
three men as the masterminds behind the online underground bazaar. At 
the time, Wall Street Market had 5,400 vendors selling and shipping illegal 
drugs, including opioids, to 1.5 million customers. 

COMBATING ILLICIT DRUGS IN THE MAIL: 
USPS DRUG STRATEGY 
Winning the battle against illicit drugs in the mail is a top priority for the 
U.S. Postal Service and the U.S. Postal Inspection Service. 

 

VIEW FULL DRUG STRATEGY PAGE 

Addiction Help 

The mission of the Inspection Service is protecting the American people 
and the U.S. Mail from illicit drug activity. USPIS is also committed to crime 
prevention and victim assistance. If you or someone you know is in need of 
addiction treatment, please contact the National Helpline: 
1-800-662-4357 (1-800-662-HELP) 
samhsa.gov 
 
Find treatment near you: 
FindTreatment.gov 



More resources: 
hhs.gov/opioids 

Report a Crime 
Help us end the opioid epidemic. If you know someone who’s mailing illegal 
drugs or has received them, alert Postal Inspectors. You can help save lives. 
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https://www.hidtaprogram.org/ 
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https://dps.alaska.gov/getmedia/d2b7aeb9-0497-434a-a9f7-c4e1cbe5b01b/2022-Annual-Drug-
Report.pdf  
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September 13, 2023

Chairman Green, Ranking Member Thompson, and Members of the
Homeland Security Committee, it’s an honor to testify here today.

I would like to begin today by showing you a powerful clip from the popular
movie SOUND OF FREEDOM.

This scene depicts a moment from my real life I’ll never forget. I was
working for the Department of Homeland Security out of Calexico, CA, and I can
tell you firsthand that the only reason we were able to save this precious little boy
was due to the fact that they had to take him across the border at a port of entry
checkpoint.

Despite what you may hear from some media sources, human trafficking is
absolutely real, and—for the sake of innocent children—it must be dealt with
urgently and immediately.

The horrors a child faces as a victim of human trafficking demand that we
take action. A child can be sold up to 20 times per day, six days a week for ten
years or even longer if they are trafficked as a toddler or infant.

The topic of border security and the policies surrounding it have
unfortunately become a type of political football that is used in the larger
discussion of our government's immigration policies. But the reality of what is
happening at our southern border is not merely a policy debate, it is a humanitarian
crisis with real victims.

Just in 2022 alone immigration authorities encountered more than 152,000
unaccompanied minors at or near the U.S.-Mexico border, representing an all-time
high. As I will share with you today, many of those children will enter the U.S. and
be put at risk of sexual exploitation by human traffickers.

Regardless of ideology or party label, I believe every member of this
committee, and good people everywhere, can agree that human trafficking is a
plague and an evil that must be eradicated.

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters


Evidence of this can be seen in the response to the movie SOUND OF
FREEDOM—based on my life story—which has been a surprise box office
success and is sparking a national conversation on child sex slavery and trafficking,
the fastest-growing criminal enterprise on earth.

But the growing resolve amongst Americans is also seen in national polling,
showing a majority of Americans support President Biden closing the southern
border until the humanitarian crisis involving drug smuggling and human
trafficking can be properly addressed.1

The American people, on all sides of the political aisle, are realizing that
ending human trafficking in the U.S. is not part of a political debate, it is an
unprecedented humanitarian crisis happening in our country, and on our watch.

The conclusions I offer in this testimony are based on my professional
experience as an anti-trafficking operator. After starting my professional career
with the CIA, I transferred to the Department of Homeland Security. At the DHS, I
spent 12 years as a special agent and undercover operator for Homeland Security
Investigations. For 10 of those years, I was combating sex trafficking on the
southern border and became one of the country’s foremost experts on the issue of
trafficking through years of undercover work, research, and investigation.

After leaving the federal government, I have continued the fight against
human trafficking. First, as the founder and CEO of the anti-trafficking
organization Operation Underground Railroad (O.U.R.), and now as a Senior
Advisor for the SPEAR Fund, an organization that funds and collaborates with a
coalition of experts, organizations, and concerned citizens from around the globe to
end human-trafficking in our time.

Through my experience as a federal agent, CEO of O.U.R., and Senior
Advisor for SPEAR Fund I have worked closely with the heads of every U.S.
agency whose job it is to find and rescue children being trafficked across the
southern border. These agencies under the jurisdiction of the Department of
Homeland Security include Customs and Border Protection, Border Patrol,
Immigration and Customs, and Homeland Security Investigations.

1 Trafalgar Group Polling, Conducted April 2022

https://www.thetrafalgargroup.org/news/national-issues-border-0428/


Our federal agents who work at the southern border are women and men of
the highest integrity and dedication. Their efforts protect us daily from the myriad
of different dangers found coming into our country. Our agents exist to protect, not
to judge, not to discriminate, and not to carry out a political motive. They follow
the laws they have sworn to uphold and they deserve a debt of gratitude from each
of us as they help keep us safe.

When I last had the honor to testify before Congress I shared how traffickers
use our southern border to bring slaves into our country for the sex industry
because the United States is one of the highest consumers of child sex abuse
content in the world.2 The US is also one of the wealthiest nations in the world,
creating fertile ground for child traffickers who are trying to get their product to
this lucrative illicit market.

Through my decade on the border as a human trafficking expert for the
federal government, I participated in dozens of cases and operations that uncovered
human trafficking rings and discovered human smuggling processes across the
border. We were fortunate to rescue many victims and I’m proud that we put so
many criminals behind bars.

But despite the success of agents on the ground, one thing has become
vividly clear: poor U.S. border security and broken U.S. policy are feeding the
growth of human trafficking in the U.S., and empowering international criminal
cartels both inside and outside of our borders.

One way this is seen is the absence of physical barriers on our border. While
the topic of a border wall has become hotly contested here in Washington D.C. and
in the media, the reality is that requiring people to enter our country at actual ports
of entry is very effective in combating human trafficking. It can mean the
difference between freedom or sexual captivity for a child.

As you saw in the clip from the movie, I have personally seen how ports of
entry were responsible for helping rescue a child, catch a sexual predator, and start
a chain of events that rescued multiple children from his abuse.

2 THORN.org

https://www.thorn.org/child-pornography-and-abuse-statistics/#:~:text=Though%20child%20sexual%20abuse%20material,need%20to%20address%20this%20crime.


On the other hand, I’ve had heartbreaking conversations with survivors who
were trafficked by cartels taking advantage of the miles of unprotected U.S. border.
In one case in particular a young woman was brought across the border at an area
where no barriers or protections existed. Her captors brought her to New York City
where she was sold and raped for money up to 30-40 times a day for five years
before eventually escaping.

She shared with me the tragic conclusion that had her captors been forced to
attempt crossing into our country at a port of entry she would have had a better
chance of being rescued, as opposed to the hell on earth she endured before her
escape.

At our points of entry, trained law enforcement officials have the ability to
look into the eyes of traffickers and victims. They have technology, training, and
instinct on their side to identify victims and hopefully rescue them.

But the success we’ve seen in interdicting human traffickers at points of
entry means nothing if our immigration policies allow traffickers to flaunt legal
loopholes.

Recently, members of Congress sounded the alarm on information that the
government has lost track of 85,000 minors that crossed the border
unaccompanied3, and The New York Times reported that the Department of Health
and Human Services has lost contact with thousands of children who were released
to “sponsors”, and are now feared to be at risk for exploitation.4

In May, U.S. Customs and Border Protection encountered an average of 435
unaccompanied minors per day,5 while in June of this year alone, the Biden
administration released 344 kids to non-related adults in the U.S.6—most of whom
already had multiple children in their care. These children are prime targets for
traffickers—for sex or labor.

6 NBC News, Jun. 6, 2023
5 U.S. CBP May Operational Update, Jun. 20, 2023
4 New York Times, Apr. 17, 2023
3 Newsweek, Jul. 14, 2023

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/national-media-release/cbp-releases-may-2023-monthly-operational-update
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/national-media-release/cbp-releases-may-2023-monthly-operational-update
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/immigration/advocates-hhs-questions-unaccompanied-migrants-child-labor-rcna87326


To fight the human trafficking battle most effectively, we must put aside
politics. Oftentimes politicians and the media try to make border enforcement and
pro-migration positions mutually exclusive. That does not need to be the case. Our
country can have a robust and welcoming policy about immigration, but it must be
in a way that’s legal and doesn’t leave loopholes for criminals to hurt children and
sentence them to a life of horror.

Ending human trafficking in the U.S. would create huge progress in ending
human trafficking across the globe. One of the first steps in accomplishing that is
securing our border and fixing our immigration policies. As we have seen from the
reaction to the movie SOUND OF FREEDOM and polling, the American people
from all political ideologies are ready to tackle this scourge.

I ask that this administration and its agencies show the same resolve, put
politics aside, and immediately take the action needed to begin securing our border
and ending the horrible policies that are only serving to put innocent children at
risk.

We have seen the success that is possible when our nation acts with a unified
spirit against evil people and evil ideologies, and by God’s grace that same spirit
can bring an end to human trafficking.

Sincerely, Tim Ballard
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The American Civil Liberties Union (“ACLU”) thanks the U.S. House Committee on 

Homeland Security for the opportunity to submit this statement for the Committee’s hearing on 

the human cost of federal border policies.  

The ACLU is a nonpartisan public interest organization with 4 million members and 

supporters, and 53 affiliates nationwide—all dedicated to protecting the principles of freedom and 

equality set forth in the Constitution. The ACLU has a long history of defending civil liberties, 

including immigrants’ rights. The ACLU vigorously defends the constitutional right of due process 

for both citizens and immigrants, advocates for policies that protect these rights.  

The ACLU represents families that were forcibly separated at the Southern U.S. border 

through the Ms. L case and continues to work to ensure that the federal government identifies and 

reunifies thousands of migrant families. We are also one of the organizations challenging the 

current asylum ban. We have participated in other litigation over the years concerning the civil 

liberties of immigrants, and we routinely advocate in Congress and state legislatures for policies 

that promote due process and protections for immigrants.  

***  

Our testimony today focuses on recent policies, adopted by the Trump and Biden 

administrations, that have caused incredible suffering and harm to migrants.   

 

THE FAMILY SEPARATION POLICY 

The family separation policy enacted by the Trump administration ripped apart asylum-

seeking parents and children and only ended because of the ACLU’s Ms. L lawsuit.  The family 

separation policy is the most draconian, cruel immigration policy I have seen in my more than 30 
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years litigating at the ACLU.  Unfortunately, the harm from this policy remains ongoing five years 

later.  Yet there are still some who believe the policy should be reenacted.  The ACLU is committed 

to ensuring that the full extent of this ongoing harm is understood and not forgotten, so that such 

an abhorrent policy is never again adopted.  

In 2017, the ACLU learned of reports that young children arriving at the southern border 

with their families in search of protection, were being ripped away from their parents. In the 

coming months, the public learned that this was not just an accident or an exceptional mistake; 

rather, the federal government had adopted a deliberate policy of taking children from the parents, 

a policy that came to be known as the “Zero Tolerance” policy.  The goal of this policy was to 

subject families to such cruelty that they would give up their asylum claims and to deter other 

asylum-seeking families from seeking refuge here.  It stands out today as one of the worst episodes 

in our nation’s recent history.  

In March 2018, the ACLU filed a national class action in federal court in San Diego (the 

Ms. L case) to stop this despicable practice. At the time, still months before the federal government 

officially announced it had an official “zero tolerance” family separation policy,1 we were already 

aware of several hundred separated families.  Three months later, when the court struck down the 

policy as unconstitutional, calling it brutal, the government reported to the court and the ACLU 

that there were about 2,700 families who had been separated.    

Yet astoundingly, there were thousands more families who had been separated, which only 

came to light months after the initial court ruling. We know that there were at least 5500 children 

who were separated from their parents, and there are likely more cases that we still don’t know 

                                                           
1 See. e.g., Jonathan Blitzer, “A Mother, Separated From Her Children at the Border, Comes Home,” The New 

Yorker, May 5, 2021, https://www.newyorker.com/news/annals-of-immigration/a-mother-separated-from-her-

children-at-the-border-comes-home.  
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about.  Of those 5500 children, more than 500 were under age five when taken away from their 

families.  Some were just babies, still breast feeding; the youngest was only six months old.   

Five years later, there remain hundreds of children who still have not been reunited with 

their parents because of the government’s failure to document and keep track of the parents and 

children.2  Many of these still-separated children were only babies or toddlers when taken from 

their parents and have spent nearly their entire life without their parents.  

Physicians for Human Rights has stated the forcible separation of families by the U.S. 

government constituted torture.3 There is an “overwhelming body of scientific literature” that is 

“replete with evidence of the irreparable harm and trauma to children caused by separation from 

their parents.”4 The president of the American Academy of Pediatrics referred to the U.S. 

government’s family separation policy as “government-sanctioned child abuse.”5  The American 

Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry has warned that family separation “places already 

vulnerable children at increased risk for traumatic stress reactions, psychiatric disorders, and other 

adverse medical outcomes” and can have lifelong effects on children, particularly those who have 

already fled violence or conflict.6 

                                                           
2 See PBS News Hour, “Hundreds of migrant children remain separated from families despite push to reunite them,” 

Feb. 6, 2023, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/hundreds-of-migrant-children-remain-separated-from-families-

despite-push-to-reunite-them; Philip Bump, The Washington Post, “Hundreds of immigrant families split apart 

under Trump remain separated,” Washington Post, Feb. 

13,2023, https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/02/13/trump-immigrants-children-border/.   
3 Physicians for Human Rights, “You Will Never See Your Child Again”: The Persistent Psychological Effects of 

Family Separation (2020), available at https://phr.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/PHR-Report-2020-Family-

Separation-Full-Report.pdf. 
4 Declaration of Lauren Shapiro, Exhibit 6, Ms. L.   
5 CNN, “Doctor: Family separation is child abuse,” June 18, 

2018, https://www.cnn.com/videos/us/2018/06/18/colleen-kraft-american-academy-of-pediatrics-family-separation-

child-abuse-ath.cnn;  Justin Wise, The Hill, “American Academy of Pediatrics president: Trump family separation 

policy is ‘child abuse’,” June 18, 2018, https://thehill.com/latino/392790-american-academy-of-pediatrics-president-

trumps-family-separation-policy-is-child/.   
6 American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Statement, Separating Immigrant Children From Their 

Families, June 

2018,    https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Policy_Statements/2018/Separating_Immigrant_Children_From_Their_Fa

milies.aspx.  

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/hundreds-of-migrant-children-remain-separated-from-families-despite-push-to-reunite-them;
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/hundreds-of-migrant-children-remain-separated-from-families-despite-push-to-reunite-them;
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/02/13/trump-immigrants-children-border/
https://www.cnn.com/videos/us/2018/06/18/colleen-kraft-american-academy-of-pediatrics-family-separation-child-abuse-ath.cnn
https://www.cnn.com/videos/us/2018/06/18/colleen-kraft-american-academy-of-pediatrics-family-separation-child-abuse-ath.cnn
https://thehill.com/latino/392790-american-academy-of-pediatrics-president-trumps-family-separation-policy-is-child/
https://thehill.com/latino/392790-american-academy-of-pediatrics-president-trumps-family-separation-policy-is-child/
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Policy_Statements/2018/Separating_Immigrant_Children_From_Their_Families.aspx
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Policy_Statements/2018/Separating_Immigrant_Children_From_Their_Families.aspx
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These aggregate statistics and medical evidence tell the story in one respect but cannot 

begin to account for the lasting damage, trauma, and hardship that this policy has caused to these 

children and their parents.  The individual stories most starkly reveal the cruelty.   

One of the separated mothers we represented was forced to strap her 18-month-old son into 

the back seat of a border patrol vehicle and not allowed to comfort the hysterical child before 

federal officers took her child away.  The mother recounted that as the car drove away with her 

baby, she could see him craning his neck to get one last look at her glimpse of her out the window.  

Another separated child was a four-year-old little boy who wore glasses.  When 

immigration agents came to take him away, he fortunately had his glasses with him, but was not 

able to retrieve the case for his glasses.  His mother worried every day whether the government 

would show him where he could keep his glasses safe at night or whether they would get him a 

new pair if they broke.   

Another father reported that he was denied even a few minutes to brace his son for what 

was about to happen.  Instead, his child was pulled away while holding his father’s leg and begging 

to know what was happening and where he was being taken.  Mothers and fathers were often not 

even told where their children had been taken or given the chance even to say goodbye, left only 

to wave to them through a glass window as they were led away. Ms. L, the lead plaintiff in the 

ACLU’s lawsuit, only learned that her 6-year daughter old was being taken away because she 

heard her scream from the next room, “Mommy, don’t let them take me.”    

The fear, trauma, and suffering hasn’t ended even for those families who have been 

reunited. Another mother told us that even after being reunited with her four-year-old son, he 

continued to ask if he would be taken away again in the middle night when he went to 

sleep.   Another three-year-old boy would stand by the window after he was finally reunited, 
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looking to see if people were coming to take him away again.  These children may remain 

traumatized the rest of their lives. 

But it is not just the children who suffered. The parents have also understandably been 

traumatized by this policy, as it destroyed their relationship with their children.  Many of the 

children were too young to understand that their parents could not stop what was happening.   They 

would stare into their parents’ eyes as they were screaming not to be taken away, watching as their 

parents just starred back helplessly.  When the children were finally reunited, they would ask their 

parents why they didn’t fight for them and why didn’t they love them enough to keep them.  When 

I was in El Salvador to meet with our clients, I met a father who broke down crying when he 

recounted that the very first thing his 8-year-old child said to him when he was finally reunited 

was “Papi, why do you let them take me?” 

The trauma these families and young children experienced will have a lasting impact on 

their lives and is a stain on our nation.  Going forward, we must commit to ensuring that our 

government never returns to such a heinous policy of harming children and their families.  We all 

have an obligation to make sure that this shameful chapter in our history is never repeated.  

ASYLUM BANS 

Although the family separation policy has ended for now, federal and state agencies 

continue to use abusive and unnecessary tactics to stop asylum-seeking children and others from 

getting protection in the United States.  Right now, children and their families arriving at our 

Southern border continue to face myriad challenges and abuses when they try to seek protection.  

The current Biden administration asylum ban, which the ACLU and partners are 

challenging in federal court, has left many families stranded in life-threatening conditions along 

the border while they wait for a rare CBP appointment and opportunity to request help at a port of 
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entry.  Since this new asylum ban went into effect in May, it has already threatened the lives of 

many children and their parents trying to apply for asylum in the United States.  Asylum-seeking 

parents, forced to wait in Mexico for a rare CBPOne appointment, have had to sleep in 

encampments with cable wires tied around their children to ensure their children are not abducted, 

abused, and potentially trafficked in the middle of the night.7 While waiting in these life-

threatening conditions where migrant families are an easy and predictable target, women have 

been raped and whole families have been kidnapped even tortured.8  

We also know from past asylum bans that restricting access to asylum leads to horrific 

harms. In Huisha-Huisha v. Mayokas, the ACLU and partners’ case challenging the exclusion of 

asylum seekers under the infamous Title 42 policy enacted by the Trump administration and 

retained by the Biden administration, the Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit observed that 

asylum seekers faced horrible abuses when turned back to places where they faced torture or 

persecution. Judge Walker, writing for the Court, observed that for families who were turned 

back to Mexico without an opportunity to apply for asylum, “the record is replete with stomach-

churning evidence of death, torture, and rape.”   Indeed, the Court noted that for those forced to 

walk back across the bridge back to Mexico, it was as if they were “forced to walk the plank into 

those places.”9    

It is not only criminal gangs that are threatening the safety and well-being of these families. 

This summer when the state of Texas put razor-wire-wrapped buoys in the Rio Grande, over 130 

migrants were reportedly injured and needed medical treatment because of this callous attempt to 

                                                           
7 Human Rights First, Refugee Protection Travesty: Biden Asylum Ban Endangers and Punishes At-Risk Asylum 

Seekers (2023),  https://humanrightsfirst.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Refugee-Protection-Travesty_Asylum-

Ban-Report_July-2023-1.pdf  
8 Id. 
9 Huisha-Huisha v. Mayokas, 27 F.4th at 733 D.C. Cir. 2022). 

https://humanrightsfirst.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Refugee-Protection-Travesty_Asylum-Ban-Report_July-2023-1.pdf
https://humanrightsfirst.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Refugee-Protection-Travesty_Asylum-Ban-Report_July-2023-1.pdf
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stop asylum seekers from out of the United States.10 Among those injured were children stuck on 

the wire-wrapped buoys and a young pregnant woman who miscarried while caught in the wire.11 

According to news reports and information from a whistleblower, Texas troopers were ordered to 

refuse water to migrants and push even young children back into the river,12 and in recent weeks, 

it has also emerged that fathers were separated from the rest of the families without being given 

information on where their children and partners were.13 These intentional and dangerous acts are 

a continuation of our government’s harsh and harmful treatment of children and their parents who 

seek safety at our borders.  

Our border policy has for too long put children, their parents, and other asylum seekers and 

migrants in danger when they come to the United States seeking protection.   We must ensure that 

our country does not shrink from its long and rightly-celebrated commitment to providing an 

opportunity for those in danger to seek protection. 

                                                           
10 Benjamin Wermund, “Texas Troopers Treated 133 Migrants for Injustices From Razor Wire Over Two Months 

This Summer,” The Houston Chronicle, Aug. 30, 2023, 

https://www.houstonchronicle.com/politics/texas/article/border-wire-injuries-18336354.php. 
11 Benjamin Wermund, “Texas troopers told to push children into Rio Grande, deny water to migrants,” The 

Houston Chronicle, July 17, 2023, https://www.houstonchronicle.com/politics/texas/article/border-trooper-migrants-

wire-18205076.php; see generally, Benjamin Wermund & Jeremy Wallace, “Razor wire along the Rio Grande is 

blocking border agents from reaching at risk migrants,” The Houston Chronicle,  July 11, 2023, 

https://www.houstonchronicle.com/politics/texas/article/texas-border-razor-wire-memo-18193102.php; John C. 

Moritz, Michael Collins, & Francesca Chambers, “Two found dead in Rio Grande where Texas' floating barrier and 

razor wire sparked federal lawsuit” USA Today, https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2023/08/03/two-

dead-in-rio-grande-where-texas-installed-razor-wire-and-buoys/70522492007/; Peter Breen, “3 takeaways from DPS 

trooper's email about the state of the Texas border,” The Houston Chronicle, July 18, 2023, 

https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/trending/article/border-injury-death-razor-wire-trooper-

email-18206609.php.  
12 Benjamin Wermund, “Texas troopers told to push children into Rio Grande, deny water to migrants,” The 

Houston Chronicle, July 17, 2023, https://www.houstonchronicle.com/politics/texas/article/border-trooper-migrants-

wire-18205076.php. 
13 Acacia Coronado, “Texas separates migrant families, detaining fathers on trespassing charges in latest border 

move” Associated Press, Aug. 4, 2023, https://apnews.com/article/texas-immigration-family-separation-

a652cafdfd5270b097d0ebcc034796b8; Brittany Gaddy, “Texas Department of Public Safety separating several 

fathers from families seeking asylum, immigration attorney says,” ABCNews, Aug. 4, 2023, 

https://abcnews.go.com/US/texas-department-public-safety-separating-fathers-families-

seeking/story?id=101969972; Rosa Flores & Sara Weisfeldt, “Texas is separating families at the border in apparent 

‘harsh and cruel’ shift in policy, immigration attorney says,” CNN, Aug. 2, 2023, 

https://www.cnn.com/2023/08/02/us/texas-border-policy-separating-families/index.html. 

https://www.houstonchronicle.com/politics/texas/article/border-trooper-migrants-wire-18205076.php
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/politics/texas/article/border-trooper-migrants-wire-18205076.php
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/politics/texas/article/texas-border-razor-wire-memo-18193102.php
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2023/08/03/two-dead-in-rio-grande-where-texas-installed-razor-wire-and-buoys/70522492007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2023/08/03/two-dead-in-rio-grande-where-texas-installed-razor-wire-and-buoys/70522492007/
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/trending/article/border-injury-death-razor-wire-trooper-email-18206609.php
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/trending/article/border-injury-death-razor-wire-trooper-email-18206609.php
https://abcnews.go.com/US/texas-department-public-safety-separating-fathers-families-seeking/story?id=101969972
https://abcnews.go.com/US/texas-department-public-safety-separating-fathers-families-seeking/story?id=101969972

