
A New Path: A Guide to the Challenges and Opportunities After Deportation

40

Detention and 
Deportation: What to  
Expect
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	› Hope

DISCLAIMER: This guide is for informational purposes only and does 
not constitute legal advice. For legal guidance, please consult a qualified 
attorney.

	� The Detention and Deportation Reference Sheet (on p.39) offers 
important resources that are related to this chapter.

The removal process begins with an arrest, but what happens next—and 
how the process ends—can change for each person. The next chapter out-
lines the most common flow of events for those arrested in the US by ICE.

If CBP detains you at the border and you fear return to your home country, 
you may be able to request asylum, withholding of removal, or Conventions 
Against Torture (CAT) protections. To learn more about these protections, 
see “Detention and Deportation: Opposing Removal” (p.47).

	� If you are currently incarcerated for a criminal conviction and are wor-
ried you might be detained or deported by ICE after your release, see the 
“Non-Citizens and the Criminal Justice System” chapter (p.63).

Note:
This chapter includes many 
quotes from recently de-
ported people. Each person’s 
words describe only their 
own experiences, but we hope 
they can still help you know 
and prepare for what could 
happen during detention and 
deportation.

“Even though immigration detention is not supposed to be a 
form of punishment, it can feel that way. People are subject 

to the same rules and conditions as those in criminal custody, 
such as lockdowns and being sent to solitary confinement. A 
lot of the time we hear from clients that they are not getting 
medication they need or are not able to see a doctor when 

they need to, that the jail is dirty, or that they are being treat-
ed badly by guards. This is not okay, and you should report 

these problems right away.” 

—Immigration attorney, Chicago, IL 
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Arrest and Detention

ARREST AND PROCESSING

If you are arrested, you will be taken to an ICE processing facility, holding facility, or a field office. 
An agent will give you a Notice to Appear, which tells you what you are being charged with.

“I hadn’t been to my country since I was a small child, and I was being processed at a 
detention center with other men and women, hundreds of them.” 

—Maria, deported to Mexico 

RELEASE, BOND OR DETENTION

Next, the arresting agents will decide whether to detain or release you while you wait for a court 
date. Generally, you are more likely to be detained if ICE can claim you are dangerous or that you 
might not show up for court. ICE will almost certainly detain you if:

•	 you already have a deportation order
•	 you are targeted for expedited removal
•	 you have been convicted of certain crimes

	� Learn more about legal concerns affecting non-citizens in the Non-Citizens and the Criminal 
Justice System chapter on p.63.

“Be super patient during the deportation process. There’s a lot of waiting, sitting 
around, and you won’t know what’s happening next. Prepare yourself mentally for 
this. There is a lot of uncertainty. ” 

—Ramon C., deported to Mexico  

“These detention centers, they’re … like a daycare for adults, a lot of people there, it’s a 
melting pot of people coming from different parts of the country.” 

—Ivan R., deported to Mexico

If the agents release you, they may require that you wear an ankle monitor or have regular check-
ins. If they set a bond, you will need to pay it in full before you can be released, and you may still 
be given a monitor or cell phone app that tracks your movements.
 
If the agents decide not to release you, you will probably be detained in a privately run detention 
center, county jail, or ICE-run facility. You may be detained in a different state. You may be moved 
from one facility to another, and that could happen more than once. 
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IMMIGRATION COURT TIMELINE

The courts have goals that should move you quickly 
through the system. But because of court backlogs and 
judge shortages, they often fail to meet their goals, and 
wait times can vary by a lot. For this reason, the follow-
ing times are only general, and you may have to wait 
much longer than expected:

•	 If you have been detained and are waiting for your 
initial court date (called a Master Calendar Hear-
ing), you should only need to wait two weeks. If you 
haven’t been detained, it often takes longer.

•	 The time between your initial court date and either 
your release or a final order of removal depends on 
your legal strategy. It could take anywhere from a few 
days to months or years. You can learn more about 
legal strategies in the next chapter.

•	 If you are waiting to be deported after receiving your 
order of final removal, the time you need to wait may 
depend on the country you’re being deported to. 
Mexico, for instance, provides travel documents for 
their citizens very quickly. Other countries can take 
months. If you are detained, things generally move 
faster.

You can find a useful summary of this information at ti-
nyurl.com/dep-timeline (provided by EMP Law, a private 
law firm).

“They took me to three different 
[facilities], right? I was almost a 
month in each one, until I got to 

Stewart [Detention Center].” 

—Carlos, deported to Guatemala  

“…what I noticed about the deten-
tion center that I was at with other 

staff was they showed a lot of fa-
voritism towards people that spoke 
English, even though we were all 

there for the same reason.” 

—Maria, deported to Mexico

DETENTION

Because so many different kinds of facilities are being 
used for detention, detention can look different depend-
ing on where you are. In many centers, people live in 
shared rooms or large dorms. Meals are provided on a set 
schedule, as are showers and time for outdoor recre-
ation. 

The conditions can be crowded, uncomfortable, and 
stressful. Some people have described terrible food, cold 
temperatures, and laundry services that barely clean 
your clothes and return them wet. For those who stay 
in custody for a longer time or have medical or mental 
health issues, detention can be very difficult.

“At the detention center where I 
was, the portions are often small 

and sometimes dinner is really ear-
ly, like 4 or 5 pm, so I’d often go to 

bed hungry.” 

—Deybid A., deported to Honduras

	� Are you experiencing abuse? Have your rights 
been violated? To learn where to find help and how to 
report abuse and violations when you’re detained, see 
the “Abuse and Rights Violations” section in the “Deten-
tion and Deportation: Opposing Removal” chapter on 
p.47.

“Since I had already been deported 
on other occasions, I already knew 
what to expect. The only thing was 

that I was always imprisoned in 
different places, and in some [facil-
ities] the treatment is better than 
in others. This last time, I ended 

up in a tough place.” 

—Deybid A., deported to Honduras

http://tinyurl.com/dep-timeline
http://tinyurl.com/dep-timeline
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In-person visits from family and loved ones are sometimes allowed, but it depends on the facility. 
Some facilities allow only virtual visits. Your family should be able to deposit money in your 
commissary account so that you can buy things in detention. They should also be able to send you 
books through Amazon. Some facilities may allow you to call your family for free, but others will 
only allow emergency phone calls and calls to your lawyer. If family calls are not free, you may be 
able to pay for them from your commissary account.

“They gave me about 500 minutes a month to talk to my family. You could have visi-
tors too…. I have my older sister there, but since she’s illegal, she couldn’t go.” 

—Carlos, deported to Guatemala

“If you don’t have money to talk to your family, it’s really hard, really difficult.” 

—Deybid A., deported to Honduras

Immigration Court

If ICE arrests you, you should have the chance to defend yourself in front of an immigration judge 
with the help of a lawyer (if you have one). But the government may be allowed to deport you 
without a hearing if:
 

•	 You are undocumented and have been convicted of certain crimes 
•	 You already have an order of removal
•	 You have been put into the expedited removal process by ICE.

	� Learn more about the expedited removal process in the next chapter, “Detention and Deporta-
tion: Opposing Removal” on p.47. 

If you are given a hearing, you will receive a Notice of Hearing. This is different from the Notice 
to Appear. You get it later in the process. The Notice of Hearing tells you where and when your 
hearing will happen.

Working with your lawyer (if you have one), you can oppose your removal at your hearing. You 
can also do this without a lawyer, but it’s harder. Learn more about how to oppose your removal 
and the different forms of “relief from removal” in the next chapter (p.47).

At this point, you could also request bond if you were not given bond before. The legal process 
that follows may involve many court dates. Asylum cases (one kind of relief from removal) can 
take many months or years. You may be detained, released, or released on bond in between hear-
ings.

This process will either end with the judge allowing you to stay in the US or with a final order of 
removal. You will have your last opportunity to request voluntary departure when you receive 
your final order of removal (learn more about choosing voluntary departure in the next chap-
ter on p.47). A final removal order can still be opposed in court, but it generally means your 
removal will happen very soon, especially if you are detained.
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Deportation

Days before you are removed from the US, you may be 
transferred to a “staging area.” You should be able to 
receive cash and other items from family members while 
you are there. You can learn more about receiving items 
from family in the next chapter.

“For me, the part of the experience 
that I remember the most was the 
last few days. It was when it was 

time to process and leave because 
it’s almost 48 hours without sleep-

ing. They grab you at 6 o’clock 
in the afternoon and they start 	
processing you. …that process is 	

humiliating.” 

—Alex, deported to Honduras   

“In my experience, there was no 
“staging area.” We were not told 
we were being deported, nor was 
there any indication or forewarn-
ing we would be deported in the 
following days. In fact, ICE tried 
to conceal where and when we 

were going.” 

—Annie, deported to Mexico

When removal begins and they transport you away from 
the staging area, your hands and feet will be bound to 
restrict your movement. This usually means handcuffs 
or zip ties and ankle shackles. They may be connected 
to a chain around your waist. They will not be removed 
until shortly before you arrive, and sometimes they are 
removed only after you are in the custody of your receiv-
ing country. 

“On the plane, when we got there, 
they didn’t take [off[ our shack-

les … until we were touching the 
ground.” 

—Carlos, deported to Guatemala   

“I was very confused, they treat 
you as if you were a big criminal. 
For example, that they don’t take 

your shackles away from you until 
you’re 20 minutes from your coun-

try.” 

—Elber, deported to Guatemala

Any personal belongings (purses, wallets, cell phones, 
etc.) that you have with you will be taken away before 
transit. Generally, they will be returned after deportation 
by the immigration authorities in the country you’ve 
been deported to. Your shoelaces may be removed before 
deportation, so you could arrive without laces in your 
shoes.

If you are from Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, El Sal-
vador, or Venezuela, see the first sections of the coun-
try-specific parts of this guide for information on what to 
expect when you arrive.
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THIRD COUNTRY REMOVALS

Although this affects a relatively small number of de-
ported people, the US is now deporting people to “third 
countries,” or countries other than their country of 
origin. 

Who may be deported to a third country? The US gov-
ernment deports non-citizens to third countries when it 
determines that returning them to their country of origin 
would be “impracticable, inadvisable, or impossible.” 
The three groups at greatest risk are asylum seekers, 
certain non-citizens who have received their final orders 
for removal, and people who have been granted fear-
based protections like withholding of removal or CAT 
protection. People in this last category have had courts 
recognize their fear and grant them protections from re-
moval to their home country, but they remain vulnerable 
to removal to third countries.

Asylum seekers may be at risk for third-country de-
portation at any stage of their immigration case. This 
includes:

•	 People who came here for asylum but never began a 
formal immigration process 

•	 People who have applied for asylum and are waiting 
for a decision

•	 People who are in the middle of their immigration 
court case

•	 People approved for refugee resettlement

Non-citizens with final orders of removal who may 
be at risk include anyone whose return to their country 
of origin is considered “impracticable, inadvisable, or 
impossible” (including, for example, when a country 
refuses to issue travel documents). This has recently 
included people from Venezuela, Cuba, Haiti, Honduras, 
Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador. 

What third countries are people deported to? In early 
2026, people deported to third countries were most 
often sent to Mexico, Honduras, Panama, and Costa 
Rica. Currently, Mexico receives the most third-country 
deportees. Most people sent there have been from Cuba, 
Venezuela, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, 
and Haiti (in descending order of frequency).

What can I expect in Mexico? Third-country deportees 
to Mexico are either deported directly at the US-Mexico 
border or are flown to Tapachula in Chiapas or Villa-
hermosa in Tabasco. They may also be bussed from the 
border to those cities. In some cases, they are detained. 

After arriving, they can apply for asylum (see below) or 
they will have 10 days to leave the country. 

The situation in Tapachula and Villahermosa is dire. 
The Mexican government aims to create more support 
for these individuals, but currently there are few resourc-
es. Emergency housing may be available, including the 
temporary government shelter “Siglo 21” in Tapachula, 
but there are many deported people living on the streets 
and transportation out of these cities can be dangerous. 
Avoid traveling at night, even on buses. There have been 
reports of robberies and kidnappings, and there is no 
government oversight of the transport of third-country 
nationals.

Individuals whose home governments are not provid-
ing any services (including Venezuelans, Cubans, and 
Nicaraguans) are at a particular disadvantage. Without 
access to a national ID service upon arrival, for instance, 
repatriation—or any travel at all—becomes very difficult. 

You may be able to find emergency housing through 
REDODEM, a non-government association of migrant 
shelters in Mexico. Find them at redodem.org.

As a foreign national, you can request permission to 
work in Mexico. See help.unhcr.org/mexico/en/como-so-
licitar-la-condicion-de-refugiado-en-mexico/ for infor-
mation on the asylum process in Mexico

Applying for asylum in Mexico: For information on 
how to apply for asylum in Mexico, visit tinyurl.com/asi-
loenmexico. This process can take a long time. Getting 
your initial appointment may take up to six months, and 
after that, you will have to wait (sometimes up to a year 
or more) for a decision. During that time you cannot 
leave the city where you applied. 

For more information on opposing your removal to a 
third country while you are still in the US, see the “De-
tention and Deportation: Opposing Removal” chapter 
(on p.47). 

You can learn more about third-country removals here: 
•	 The American Immigration Council’s fact sheet (ti-

nyurl.com/AIC-3rd-Facts)
•	 The University of California’s fact sheet (tinyurl.com/

UC-TCR)
•	 The Zealous Immigration Lawyers’ wikidoc (tinyurl.

com/3rd-C-info)

http://redodem.org
http://help.unhcr.org/mexico/en/como-solicitar-la-condicion-de-refugiado-en-mexico/
http://help.unhcr.org/mexico/en/como-solicitar-la-condicion-de-refugiado-en-mexico/
http://tinyurl.com/asiloenmexico
http://tinyurl.com/asiloenmexico
http://tinyurl.com/AIC-3rd-Facts
http://tinyurl.com/AIC-3rd-Facts
http://tinyurl.com/UC-TCR
http://tinyurl.com/UC-TCR
http://tinyurl.com/3rd-C-info
http://tinyurl.com/3rd-C-info
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Hope

This news in this chapter is bad, but you can oppose your removal. For information on what you 
can do to oppose removal, or to decrease the harm caused by the removal process, see the next 
chapter (“Detention and Deportation: Opposing Removal”). Some have also found ways to heal, 
even after deportation (see “Beginning to Heal,” on p.198).

“Deportation is very stressful. You get moved around a lot at all hours of the night. But 
once you get to your final destination things get better. You’ll be with people from all 
parts of Mexico. You may even be able to make friends who live near you. They can 
help you plan your trip from the border to your hometown so you won’t travel on 
your own.” 

—Erick N., deported to Mexico

“It’s going to be a pretty hard experience, but in the end, you’re going to get through it. 
… After being here for a while, you feel better. You feel at home.” 

—Elber, deported to Guatemala


