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Mobile Pathways democratizes immigration law by 
leveraging mobile technology to provide equal access 
to information and legal resources to refugees, asylum 
seekers, and immigrants.

DEMOCRATIZING 
IMMIGRATION 
JUSTICE.



90%

Feel  
Hopeful

85%

Felt Safer

76%

Understood  
Their Options

After communication with 
Mobile Pathways.
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THE  
PROBLEM

THE  
SOLUTION

Today, more immigrants than ever are stuck in U.S. immigration court, with over  
1 million cases of backlog. However, with legal representation being expensive  
but critical to obtaining asylum, only 2% of intending immigrants get pro bono 
support, and advocates providing that support are overwhelmed. Accessing up-to-
date and personalized information and legal resources helps alleviate this strain, 
allows for more efficient processing of cases, and results in more successful 
immigration journeys. 

Most importantly, the 10-12 million underdocumented people who are eligible  
to stay but don’t understand how the law works universally depend on cell phones. 
For a variety of reasons, their reliance on computers and email is much lower than 
the general population.

Mobile Pathways is the first online platform that lets immigration advocates text  
legal updates to their clients via SMS or WhatsApp. We partner with immigration-
based nonprofits and attorneys and build technology tools that enable them to  
more efficiently serve their clients.

Mobile phones are used world wide and are used extensively by immigrants. In fact, 
almost all immigrants have used mobile phones before coming to the US. Almost all 
immigrants and undocumented individuals purchase phones upon their arrival. Most 
therefore, also have access to text technology, voice mail, and internet access. 

Since launching our platform (“MyCamino”) in late 2019, we now partner with over 
80 nonprofits and attorneys that are serving their clients by texting and tracking 
information about various laws, policies, cases, and breaking updates that ensure 
equitable justice for all intending immigrants.



A mother and child awaiting their  
court date at a makeshift tent camp.

An attorney awaits outside of makeshift U.S. 
Immigration Courts, built on the border due 
to “Remain in Mexico” policy.
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In December 2018, the Trump administration instituted the Migrant Protection 
Protocol (MPP), or “Remain in Mexico” policy, which effectively prevents intending 
migrants from entering the United States during the entirety of their legal 
proceedings, which can take years. Previously, migrants were able to await the 
status of their asylum application on US soil. Under MPP, asylum seekers at ports  
of entry are often turned back and required to wait for months in Mexico just for the 
opportunity to start the asylum process. More than 60,000 individuals are currently 
staying in border cities across Mexico to begin the asylum process.

Our pilot focused on Matamoros, Mexico, across the border from Brownsville, Texas, 
a site where migrants have set up a tent camp in squalid conditions near a legal port 
of entry bridge. In 2019 when intending migrants were evicted from the US in droves 
to await legal proceedings, Matamoros camp held over 3,000 people; at the moment, 
it hosts about 600. Matamoros is in Tamaulipas state, considered as dangerous as 
Yemen or Syria, and conditions are extremely challenging as Mexican authorities 
have declined to designate the outdoor camp as an official refugee camp in 
collaboration with the United Nations, which could then have provided the 
infrastructure for housing and sanitation.

During the time asylum seekers remain in Mexico, it is challenging to obtain counsel. 
According to an independent analysis of data obtained from the Executive Office for 
Immigration Review, less than 5% of MPP asylum seekers have a lawyer. Moreover, 
despite Customs & Border Protection’s claims to the contrary, Matamoros hosts 
unaccompanied children, pregnant women, and other extremely vulnerable 
individuals who are targets of cartel violence. For these migrants, it is critical to 
receive accurate immigration information and support, quickly and consistently. 

Finally, during this pilot study, the unforeseen and unprecedented Covid-19 
pandemic unfolded with significant impact. The pandemic closed the US - Mexico 
border, causing more immigrants to be warehoused in untenable refugee camp 
situations, exacerbating both health and safety concerns. Moreover, given the 
pandemic and resulting court closures, access to accurate and timely data and 
information has become more difficult and opaque to obtain due to the current 
political climate and ICE policies.

PILOT 
BACK-
GROUND

LOCATION: Matamoros, Mexico/Brownsville, Texas

SPONSORING ORGANIZATIONS:  
Salesforce.org, Tides Foundation (GitHub)

LAUNCH DATE: October 2019

REFUGEE POPULATION: ~3,000

POPULATION DEMOGRAPHICS: 
55% Male, 45% Female

EMIGRATION COUNTRIES OF ORIGIN:  
Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, 
Honduras, Nicaragua, Venezuela, Mexico, Peru, Other

TRAVELING WITH FAMILY: 61%

TYPE OF INFORMATION SENT: Legal, medical, 
Covid-19, and 2020 Election Updates
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OUR  
APPROACH

IMPACT DATA 
COLLECTION

METHODS

Mobile Pathways continuously provides information regarding legal options, 
immigration policy updates, timing of court dates and reopenings, and proper public 
health protocols to immigrant communities via their legal advocates.

For the past nine months, we have worked via local partners with a community of 
300 intending immigrants at the border, who received at least weekly informational 
texts and videos via the Mobile Pathway platform. During particular pandemic and 
election surges, informational texts were sent daily. Our partners, UNHCR, HIAS, 
Jodi Goodwin (an immigration attorney), Global Response Management (GRM), and 
Project Dignity, created the text message and short video content that this pilot group 
received. The content of the information has always been primarily legal and 
immigration-related, but with the arrival of the pandemic in the migrant camps in 
Matamoros, Mobile Pathways worked with GRM to send out medical information  
to promote safe practices to avoid the spread of Covid-19 in the camp. 

To understand our progress towards providing useful information to advocates  
and immigrants that results in increased safety and immigration success, we used  
a mixed-methods survey to assess how effective our interventions are reaching and 
impacting our target audience. Mobile Pathways collected mobile survey data from 
95 immigrants to understand the impact of our information dissemination on 
immigrants’ comfort level with understanding their immigration options and the legal 
changes wrought by the pandemic and understand how immigrants perceive their 
hope, safety, and significant concerns. The survey comprised 12 questions that 
gathered both quantitative and qualitative data.

In October 2020, MP sent out a mobile survey to 300 immigrants, of which 95 
responded that immigrants could fill out on their cell phones. We provided no 
incentive to respond but provided context about the survey’s purpose to alleviate 
privacy concerns, which could have hindered response rates.

My wife is 7 months pregnant and medical check-ups 
are difficult here. On top of that, my daughter is not 
studying online because the nearby school would not 
accept her enrollment.



74%

Made   
Informed  
Decisions

84%

Shared 
Information

77%

Understood  
Legal Changes
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RESULTS & INTERPRETATION

90% of respondents said they felt hopeful for the future  
after receiving our updates. 

85% responded that they felt safer because of the information 
Mobile Pathways shared with them.

70% of respondents stated that they understood their 
immigration options and choices better because of the 
information Mobile.

76% of respondents said they felt the medical information they 
received, primarily pertaining to Covid-19 protocols and safety 
measures to prevent the spread of the virus despite crowded 
conditions, was helpful.

Despite their vulnerable situations and many setbacks during 2020, these immigrant 
communities demonstrate resilience and strength, supported in navigating our legal 
system by receiving timely and accurate personalized information.

84% also shared this information with others in their families or circles. As this 
information we share is deemed essential to immigrants’ feeling prepared for their 
journeys, it’s highly encouraging that the knowledge is shared onward.

74% were able to make a more informed decision on their next step in their 
immigration journey because of the information Mobile Pathways sent. Not only is the 
information we shared necessary for immigrants to make decisions and plans around 
asylum applications, court appointments, and more, but this information is not readily 
accessible if we were not sharing it.

77% of respondents said they understood the legal changes (court closures, 
border closing) brought because of the pandemic better with the information  
we shared.
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In May of 2020, President Trump threatened import tariffs on Mexico if their 
government did not “’finally do what must be done” to stop illegal immigration on the 
border. This harsh rhetoric placed Jose Portillo, a migrant from El Salvador, directly 
in the crosshairs of INM. During the pandemic, travel restrictions resulted in many 
NGOs departing the Matamoros camp, exposing a vulnerable population to abuse. 
Responding to Trump’s heated words, INM took advantage of the defenseless camp 
by forcing Mr.Portillo and many other migrants to board a bus, purportedly heading 
to Guatemala. In reality, the bus dropped the migrants off at shelters in southern 
Mexico areas that were hostile to immigrants. As the news broke, MP, HIAS, and 
UNCHR sent mass texts to learn more about the situation while locating the illegally 
deported migrants. Mr. Portillo responded to confirm the reports and abuse.  
As learned via texting over WhatsApp, he eventually made his way back to his native 
El Salvador. Unfortunately, his story is atypical as many migrants did not respond to 
our mass texts, indicating a grim end to this developing story.

JOSE PORTILLO
Protecting Human Rights 

CLIENT  
STORIES

After Mobile Pathways (MP) analyzed survey results,  
we followed up directly with a few respondents to get 
more context about their immigration journeys, 
challenges, and fears. The below names have been 
anonymized for privacy and security reasons.

Given the pandemic’s indefinite border closure, Jorge Rodriguez, a Honduran 
migrant, began to lose faith in ever reaching the United States. As the camp’s 
immigration courts got shut down, perhaps permanently, Mr. Rodriguez texted MP 
 to ask about viable legal options to stay in Mexico. We pushed this information to 
our partners Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), an international nonprofit 
organization that focuses on displaced persons’ legal assistance. They contacted  
Mr. Rodriguez directly with the appropriate information and offered pro bono legal 
assistance. While MP connected many individuals like Mr. Rodriguez to HIAS, our 
survey results show that only 12% of respondents said they would consider asylum 
in Mexico or Canada.

Like many migrants, Pilar Gonzalez was afraid of seeking care due to fear of being 
sent away or mistreated. Ms. Gonzalez, a pregnant woman in the Matamoros region, 
had not received adequate medical attention and began to suffer from acute pain. 
Her husband texted MP to request immediate help as, given our focus on client 
safety, we sent health-related texts during the Covid-19 crisis. To help, MP sent her 
information to our partners at Global Response Management (GRM), a nonprofit that 
delivers emergency medical care to vulnerable people in high-risk areas. We 
contacted GRM to inform their on-site staff of the situation while relaying information 
to Ms. Gonzalez and her husband, assuring them that they could safely see a doctor. 
Text information included the doctors’ locations within the camp and stressed that 
she should not fear Mexican immigration authorities (INM). Ms.Gonzalez received 
treatment at the GRM Mobile Medical Unit, a situation she did not know was possible 
as she believed the GRM strictly served the camp population. During the pandemic’s 
height in March and April, MP and GRM would triage similar emergencies many 
times per week.

JORGE RODRIGUEZ
An Asylum Seeker Pivots to Mexico

PILAR GONZALEZ
A Pregnant Mother Finds  
Urgent Medical Care
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SCORECARD PRIMARY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
The below captures metrics that are key performance indicators applicable for  
all Mobile Pathways partners as part of our Monitoring and Evaluation practice.

METRIC ASSUMPTIONS INFERENCES

90% Felt Hopeful Migrants feel more hopeful about the 
future when they receive information 
and personalized support.

It will be important to track ongoing 
sentiment over time to analyze trends.

85% Share Information Migrants are sharing the  
information sent by MP because  
it is helpful, and something they  
feel others should know.

We need to learn more about how 
prolific and widespread sharing is, and 
better understand whom we are 
reaching secondarily.

70% Understand Better MP provides information that migrants 
are not receiving elsewhere; this 
information informs about their legal 
options and leads them to making 
better and safer decisions.

To increase efficacy above 80%, MP 
needs more attorney and NPO adoption 
to have more specific messaging.

As courts re-open, we also need to track 
pro bono connections made possible by 
our platform.

61% Feel Information is Helpful While migrants feel more hope and 
understand their options, they are 
frustrated by their lack of options. 
Additionally, all cases are unique and 
while MP information covers specific 
steps and issues, they are not tailored to 
any individual case.

To increase efficacy above 70%, MP 
needs more attorney and NPO adoption 
to have more specific messaging and 
also provide pro bono representation. 
MP needs to seek more partners like 
HIAS or Project Dignity that provide 
these services.

76% Got Helpful  
Medical Information

Migrants need access to a variety of 
resources while seeking pathways for 
immigration.

Partnering with nonprofits that focus  
on immigration/refugee issues outside 
of a strict legal focus should be  
explored further.

71% Prefer Video Updates 71% Prefer video updates 
Adding a video link provides deeper 
context and commentary about legal, 
political, or medical situations.*

*Videos were 2-3 minutes in length and 
predominantly in Spanish; a few targeted 
videos were sent in indigenous languages  
(i,e, Mam).

Exploring message segmentation, 
frequency, and targeting further will 
also increase our efficacy.

METRIC ASSUMPTIONS INFERENCES

12% Want additional asylum  
outside of US

Despite many hardships (i.e., MPP, 
Covid-19 border closure), migrants 
continue to strongly prefer the United 
States as their asylum destination. 

MPP is a failed policy which will need 
focus during the Biden presidency.

SECONDARY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
The below captures metrics specific to the Matamoros camp and are not readily 
applicable to immigrant advocates and their clients operating within the United States.



I live with fear and anxiety of the Mexican cartels. The 
situation is ugly and dangerous. They tried kidnapping 
my 17-year old daughter!

MPP forced over 60,000 people to live in 
makeshift tents that line the U.S. border.

Children growing up in tents on the border. 
Families make up the majority of the  
camp’s population.

Nov. 14, 2019 at 1:00 AM. 
False and misleading court times are  
given to hopeful immigrants by the  
U.S. government.
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STRAY  
OBSERVATIONS

Indeed, clients surveyed in Matamoros sometimes respond negatively 
to videos or information received that counsel caution during uncertain 
times (i.e., the 2020 US Presidential election). Some pro bono 
attorneys have advised intending migrants not to antagonize CBP and 
be patient rather than converge on the border bridge. This information 
is sometimes perceived as unfavorable and ‘anti-immigrant.’

This trend has been exacerbated with the US presidential election 
giving intending migrants hope about being able to cross the border 
immediately. Immigration scammers, known as ‘notarios’, prey on 
those who are most desperate and willing to risk much, despite the 
fact that illegal crossings can hinder their asylum claims and subject 
them to violence. 

Multiple respondents informed MP and their partners that they 
received court orders to be present for their case when the court was 
not open (i.e., 1:00 AM, 5:00 AM). See the photo at left. While it’s 
unknown whether these errors are intentional or accidental, either 
case leads to an infraction of justice.

The camp population dwindled from 3,000 to 600 people over  
the course of this survey. Alongside Project Dignity, MP conducted  
a mobile study of the camp on November 10th, 2020, and found  
the following factors to be behind the dissolution of the camp:

1. Uncertainty due to the court closures caused by the pandemic

2. Many aid organizations vacating the camp during the lockdown.

3. INM taking a more hostile stance toward the migrants

4. Presence of organized crime/drug cartels in the camp, primarily 
for kidnapping and ransom purposes.

Despite our core efforts being affected by the pandemic, we were nonetheless able 
to pivot by providing critical health and legal information to intending migrants.

Additionally, the below are unexpected micro-trends in how intending migrants 
respond to information, given the untenable living conditions and indefinite lengths  
of time, which may have acted as confounding variables in our data. These point to  
a strongly growing sense of urgency and a critical need for trusted, accessible legal 
information to counter the spread of disinformation.



IMPACT REPORT DESIGN BY 

John Caterino 
john@johncaterino.com
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CONTACT US

Mobile Pathways
2039 Shattuck Ave, Suite 500 
Berkeley, CA 94704 
+1.415.712.2100

info@mobilepathways.org

THANK YOU TO OUR MAJOR SUPPORTERS

https://www.mobilepathways.org/

