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WASHINGTON (AP) — An 
unapologetic President Don-
ald Trump defended his admin-
istration’s border-protection pol-
icies Monday in the face of rising 
national outrage over the forced 
separation of migrant children from 
their parents. Calling for tough 
action against illegal immigration, 
Trump declared the U.S. “will not 
be a migrant camp” on his watch.

Images of children held in 
fenced cages fueled a growing cho-
rus of condemnation from both 
political parties, four former first 
ladies and national evangelical 
leaders. The children are being held 
separately from parents who are 
being prosecuted under the admin-
istration’s “zero-tolerance” policy 
for illegal border crossings.

“I say it’s very strongly the Dem-
ocrats’ fault,” Trump said Monday 
as his administration rejected criti-
cism that the policy has resulted in 
inhuman and immoral conditions.

Trump pointed toward more 
lenient policies under past admin-
istrations that had not charged all 
migrants who had crossed illegally. 
But he falsely blamed his politi-
cal rivals for the consequences of 
a crackdown his administration 
initiated.

“We will not apologize for 
the job we do or for the job law 
enforcement does, for doing the job 
that the American people expect 
us to do,” Homeland Security Sec-
retary Kirstjen Nielsen said in an 
appearance before the National 
Sheriffs’ Association in New Orle-
ans. “Illegal actions have and must 
have consequences. No more free 
passes, no more get out of jail free 
cards.”

Nearly 2,000 children were sep-
arated from their families over a 
six-week period in April and May 
after Attorney General Jeff Ses-
sions announced the new “zero-tol-
erance” policy that refers all cases 
of illegal entry for criminal pros-
ecution. Prior procedure had lim-
ited prosecution for many family 
entrants, in part because regulations 
prohibit detaining children with 
their parents since the children are 
not charged with a crime and the 
parents are.

The policy change was meant 
to deter unlawful crossings — 
and Sessions issued a warning last 

month to those entering the U.S. 
illegally that their children “inevi-
tably for a period of time might be 
in different conditions.”

The current holding areas have 
drawn widespread attention after 
journalists gained access to one 
site Sunday. At a McAllen, Texas, 
detention center hundreds of immi-
grant children wait in a series of 
cages created by metal fencing. 
One cage had 20 children inside. 
Scattered about are bottles of water, 
bags of chips and large foil sheets 
intended to serve as blankets.

Audio of sobbing children call-
ing out for their parents dominated 
the discussion Monday. “Papa! 
Papa!” one child is heard weep-

ing in an audio file that was first 
reported by the nonprofit Pro-
Publica and later provided to The 
Associated Press.

Administration officials said 
they do not like the family separa-
tions either — calling it the result 
of legal loopholes — but insist 
migrants who arrive illegally sim-
ply won’t be released or loosely 
kept track of.

“The United States will not be 
a migrant camp and it will not be 
a refugee holding facility,” Trump 
declared. “Not on my watch.”

Sessions, on Monday, echoed 
the administration’s defense of the 
zero tolerance policy, and called on 
Congress to act.

“We do not want to separate par-
ents from their children,” he said. 
“If we build the wall, if we pass leg-
islation to end the lawlessness, we 
won’t face these terrible choices.”

Mindful of the national outcry, 
lawmakers in both parties rushed 
Monday to devise a targeted legis-
lative fix.

GOP senators, including Lind-
sey Graham of South Carolina, Jeff 
Flake of Arizona and Susan Col-
lins of Maine, said they were con-
sidering legislation that would keep 
migrant families together; provide 
additional judges so detained fam-
ilies would face shorter waiting 
periods; and provide facilities for 
the families to stay.

Graham said he talked Mon-
dayto about 40 senators, including 
Democrats, but not Senate Major-
ity Leader Mitch McConnell. “It’s 
a concept it seems everybody is 
jumping on board,” he said.

California Sen. Dianne Fein-
stein said she had the backing of 
the Democratic caucus for a bill 
would that prohibit the separation 
of migrant children from their par-
ents, with exceptions for findings of 
child abuse or trafficking.

But the White House signaled it 
would oppose any narrow fix aimed 
solely at addressing the plight of 
children separated from their par-
ents under the immigration crack-
down. Press secretary Sarah Sand-
ers said Trump’s priorities, like 
funding a border wall and tighten-
ing immigration laws, must also be 
fulfilled as part of any legislation.

“We want to fix the whole 
thing,” she said. “We don’t want to 
tinker with just part of it.”

The national debate over the 
family separation policy comes as 
Republican lawmakers are grow-
ing ever more concerned about 
negative effects on their re-elec-
tion campaigns this fall. Trump is 
to travel to Capitol Hill Tuesday 
for a strategy session on upcoming 
immigration legislation.

Underscoring the sensitivity of 
the issue, language curbing the tak-
ing of immigrant children from par-
ents held in custody will be added 
to the House’s conservative immi-
gration bill, a House GOP aide 
said Monday, A similar provision 
is already in a compromise GOP 
immigration measure between 
party conservatives and moderates, 
with the House expected to vote on 
both late this week.

The administration is hoping to 
force Democrats to vote for the bills 
or bear some of the political cost in 
November’s midterm elections.

White House officials have pri-
vately embraced the border policy 
as a negotiating tactic to win votes 
for legislation to fulfill the presi-
dent’s pledge to build a border wall 
and to tighten the nation’s immigra-
tion laws.

Trump’s commitment to the cur-
rent policy showed no sign of fal-
tering as voices of outrage and con-
demnation grew louder and more 
diverse.

Trump digs in on immigration despite outrage

Associated Press

Dozens of thousands 
of parents and children, 
mostly from Honduras, 
El Salvador and Guate-
mala, have been caught 
crossing the U.S.-Mex-
ico border illegally in 
recent years with stories 
of fleeing drug cartels, 
extreme poverty and 
gang violence. The U.S. 
can’t send them back 
over the border unless 
they are Mexican citi-
zens, and instead must 
refer their case to an 
immigration judge.

In 2008, Presi-
dent George W. Bush 
focused on the prob-
lem of minors crossing 
the border without their 
parents and signed a law 
unanimously passed by 
Congress that called for 
such “unaccompanied 
minors” to be released 
into the “least restric-
tive setting.”

By 2014, President 
Barack Obama was fac-
ing an influx of both 
children traveling alone 
and families as a result 
of violence in Central 
America. At one point, 

his administration tried 
housing the families in 
special detention cen-
ters. But after a fed-
eral judge in California 
ruled the arrangement 
violated a long-stand-
ing agreement barring 
kids from jail-like set-
tings, even with their 
parents, the government 
began releasing fami-
lies in to the U.S. pend-
ing notification of their 

next court date.
Fast forward to 

Trump, who cam-
paigned on building 
a wall, and Attorney 
General Jeff Sessions, 
who derided these long-
time U.S. immigra-
tion practices as “catch 
and release.” Trump 
and Sessions insisted 
that people exploit the 
system, even traveling 
with children to ensure 

they aren’t jailed and 
slipping away before 
their court dates.

DID U.S. POLICY 
CHANGE OR NOT?

Yes. While Trump’s 
new immigration pol-
icy doesn’t call for fam-
ilies to be separated, as 
pointed out by Home-
land Security Secretary 
Kirstjen Nielsen, the 
policy makes separa-
tions inevitable.

President’s self-inflicted domestic crisis

AP Photo/Wilfredo Lee, File

Children hold signs during a demonstration in front of the Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement offices in Miramar, Fla. 
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