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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Numerous organizations work to provide humanitarian aid to undocumented migrants
along the US-Mexico border—from running shelters in Mexico to placing water on migratory trails. Resistance to information-sharing between organizations (and to the public),
especially through technologically mediated means, is common. However, some organizers
and volunteers work across organizational boundaries and share information informally.
Information secrecy is often justified by concerns that law enforcement authorities or antiimmigration activists might gain access to information, allowing them to harm, detain or
remove migrants, or interfere with humanitarian work. The choices made about the collection and (non)disclosure of information are manifestations of what we call “liminal” information practices: such behaviors are unique to humanitarian volunteers working in the gray,
ethical area between law enforcement and humanitarian values and action, and they are
guided by the information politics at play within this context.
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Each of those red dots is a recovered human
remain—and right away you can look at that and you
can tell where the hell all the action is.
Ernest,1 Tucson Samaritans

Introduction
It’s late July in Tucson, Arizona. We load water bottles, maps, and two handheld GPS units into the back
of a truck with two volunteers from a local migrantaid organization. A short time later, as the temperature climbs quickly toward a high of 104 degrees
Fahrenheit (40 degrees Celsius), we merge onto the
freeway and head south toward the US-Mexico border. Eventually, we leave the highway and head west,
into the desert. The two volunteers don’t know each
other well, but they are both active members of the
Tucson Samaritans, a group of locals whose stated
mission is “to save lives in the southern Arizona
desert” (specifically, the lives of undocumented
migrants who attempt to enter clandestinely into the
United States from Mexico through the Sonoran
Desert). Our driver, Bryan, is a retired university professor, while the other volunteer, Natalie, is a
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university student. Eventually, we exit the paved road
onto a dirt track in search of migrant trails and a series of “water drops” (locations along migratory trails
where humanitarian groups, like the multiple
Samaritan groups active in the area, leave water, food,
and other supplies). Bryan, who has been involved in
humanitarian work in Tucson for years, tells us,
“you’re going with a novice today, because I’ve never
been to this area. But I’ve got maps everywhere, and
coordinates, and we’ll see how it works.”
For most of the next seven hours, our task is to
locate water drops, determine whether they have been
used or vandalized, and, when necessary, add additional gallon jugs of water to replenish the caches.
This involves locating migratory trails and, frequently,
hiking into the desert with gallon jugs of water in
hand to service a series of drops along a complicated
network of sandy trails and desert washes. To find the
locations of their water drops, the migrant-aid volunteers use a combination of detailed maps and handheld GPS units pre-loaded with the waypoints of
trails, roads, and water caches. Their water bottles
have been placed in hundreds of locations along trails
that cross a large swath of the Sonoran Desert, most
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situated between the highway that connects Tucson to
Nogales, to the east, and the Baboquivari Mountains
to the west.
Although they try to focus their work in different
geographical areas, the work of the different migrantaid groups frequently overlaps, and it is common for
one group to service the others’ water drops (even
unintentionally). Some of these organizations also
share common history, stemming from the sanctuary
work conducted out of the Southside Presbyterian
Church in South Tucson, the first “sanctuary church”
in America (McGuire 1987, 633). In the 1980s, sanctuary churches hid Central American migrants who
were fleeing from US-supported violence and dictatorships in their countries. Sanctuary churches hosted
solidarity organizations in expressing moral outrage
for the situation in Central America and became vocal
in defending migrants’ human rights (Carney et al.
2017). In southern Arizona alone, there are at least
five local migrant-aid groups providing humanitarian
aid to undocumented migrants, and several other
charities that provide social services and humanitarian
relief to the population in general. The migrant-aid
groups maintain food and water caches; hike trails in
search of people in distress; provide first aid, sanctuary, and legal services to migrants in private detention
facilities; and run and support shelters in Mexico, just
over the border.
During summer 2018, we conducted fieldwork
among these migrant-aid groups in Arizona. At that
time, the Tucson Sector was the second most active
segment of the United States’ external border by total
migrant apprehensions, and it had the highest number
of U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) agents
of any sector in the country (CBP 2019). In fiscal year
2018, CBP reported 396,579 apprehensions of undocumented migrants along the southwest border with
Mexico (constituting over 98% of all apprehensions
nationwide) (CBP 2018), with 31,299 of those occurring in the month we conducted our fieldwork (of
which 3,241 were in the Tucson sector) (CBP 2018).
Additionally, at the time of our fieldwork, tensions
between the humanitarian migrant-aid organizations
and federal authorities were rising as a result of the
ongoing criminal prosecutions of Scott Warren (a No
More Deaths volunteer)2 for aiding two migrants in
distress by providing them food and water while sheltered at a small house in Ajo, Arizona (Ortega 2019),
and four No More Deaths volunteers for leaving water
jugs in a protected wildlife refuge (Phillips 2019; see
also Williams 2010), as well as the pending retrial of a
CBP agent who had shot and killed 16-year-old Jose

Antonio Elena Rodrıguez on the Mexican side of the
border the year before (Macaraeg 2018). According to
a statement circulated in one of the Samaritan organization’s weekly emails,3 supporting Warren and advocating his acquittal in the face of federal government
overreach was “to defend the very essence of what it
means to be a human being.”
Operating in the liminal space between law
enforcement (by the authorities) and unlawful behavior (by the undocumented migrants), migrant-aid
groups are especially selective and careful about what
information they share, how, and with whom. We
contend that the “liminal” information practices of
migrant-aid groups working with undocumented
migrants are different from those of humanitarian
organizations working in traditional humanitarian
contexts such as natural disasters, famine, armed conflict, or even refugee camps, which also deal with
migration. In such traditional humanitarian contexts,
there is a shared sense of urgency to alleviate human
suffering. Nonetheless, for migrant-aid groups working with undocumented migrants, there is an additional layer of friction or tension between providing
humanitarian aid and the imperatives of law enforcement. This friction exacerbates the vulnerability of the
undocumented migrants and underscores the need for
extra care in the information practices of migrantaid groups.
In the sections that follow, we lay out the theoretical grounding of this research. We then discuss our
research methodology and present our findings. We
focus on the information practices of the individuals
and organizations we studied, including ways in which
they collect, create, and share or deny access to information related to their work. Additionally, we analyze
how they talk about their informational needs, and
how relationships among different migrant-aid groups,
or between these groups and law enforcement
agencies, influence their information practices.

Humanitarian information activities: Concepts
and definitions
Our work in Arizona is part of a broader study of
humanitarian information activities (HIA)4 and is
directed at understanding the information practices of
volunteers in migrant-aid groups. In this study, we
seek to understand how and why these organizations
share or do not share information with each other,
government authorities, and the public (for example,
by posting/not posting the information online).
Furthermore, we highlight ways in which
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organizational choices about whether to share information reveal a particular kind of liminal information
practice—that is, a practice caught between the protection of human lives and the enforcement of
national boundaries and legal immigration procedures,
looking at the information politics at play within these
organizations’ relationships with each other and the
federal government.
HIA in conflict and natural disasters
In the context of war and conflict—or what Rietjens,
Voordijk, and De Boer (2007) call “complex
emergencies”—humanitarian aid workers are frequently disinclined to share or make use of shared
information for absence of training or documented
policy and procedures, competition among organizations for funding and media coverage, and a need to
be perceived as neutral. Furthermore, standard operating procedures are often nonexistent in the majority
of peace support missions, so response efforts are
improvised based on “specific needs on the ground”
(Rietjens, Voordijk, and De Boer 2007). Similarly, in
their discussion of the challenges of information management in Iraq before and following the American
invasion in spring 2003, Benini, Conley, Donahue,
and Messick (2006, 287) write that aid workers in
post-conflict zones often see their relief projects as
separate from one another because of the way these
projects are funded, which results in information
activities kept apart: “Information is fragmented by
the number of organizations and the number of different projects they implement while competing for
donor and media attention.” In contrast, the
International Committee of the Red Cross (2015) (or
“ICRC”) defends its policy of nondisclosure by framing it not as a reaction to a lack of ethics guidelines
or the pressures of competing for funding, but rather
as a proactive measure that allows it to effectively
carry out its work. Confidentiality, the ICRC maintains, is essential to preserving the organization’s neutrality and independence, which enable it to gain
access to conflict zones and civilians and ensure the
safety of its staff in the field. In these conflict situations, the confidentiality of personal information is
not a priority, but the result of improvization, disorganization, competition, or self-interest. As a rare
exception, Van de Walle and Comes (2015, 407)
found that, in Syria, some aid workers who said they
lacked clear guidelines for how to handle sensitive
information admitted to “losing” or hiding data
because of their worries about its confidentiality.

3

In the context of natural disasters, there is a similar
reluctance both to share information and to make use
of shared information, a reluctance attributed to a
variety of factors including pressure to respond
quickly, ignorance of local information practices, lack
of competent leadership, and complexities related to
conveyance of information—such as the unmanageable size of files or varying formats. For instance,
Wilson and Jumbert (2018) observe that the digital
communication technologies increasingly used in
responses to global pandemics often introduce international actors into spheres that have traditionally
been the purview of national authorities, weakening
the agency of national officials and marginalizing their
valuable expertise. In their examination of the
response to Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines, Van
de Walle and Comes (2015) conclude that aid workers
also failed to make use of existing local information—
not for reasons that were technological, however, but
rather because they felt pressured to process information quickly in an emergency. Furthermore, because
local information did not fit neatly into the standardized format to which they were accustomed, the aid
workers often disregarded the available data and initiated new data collection efforts, duplicating the work
of local agencies. Likewise, in their assessment of the
response to the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, Altay and
Labonte (2014, S51) suggest that humanitarian organizations did not seek out local knowledge to support
their operations because they assumed in many cases
“that there was no data available.” In a separate study,
Van de Walle and Dugdale (2012) suggest that the
“clusters” of organizations responsible for carrying out
a particular aspect of the relief efforts took a long
time to assemble their information management staff;
furthermore, they faced incomplete information and
information provided in a different language, and data
coming from different sources in incompatible formats. In analyzing the response to Hurricane Katrina,
which devastated New Orleans in the US in 2005,
Day, Junglas, and Silva (2009, 645) note a host of
“information flow impediments,” which they group
into eight major categories: (1) inaccessibility, (2)
inconsistent data and information formats, (3) inadequate stream of information, (4) low information priority, (5) source identification difficulty, (6) storage
media misalignment, (7) unreliability, and (8) unwillingness. Each of these impediments was explained by
some combination of the “urgent responsiveness”
required by a disaster situation, the “extreme
uncertainty” characterizing response efforts, and the
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“short supply chain life-cycle” in which resources are
provided in brief and unstable spurts.
As in the case of humanitarian aid in conflict situations, HIA in natural disasters is not concerned with
the privacy or confidentiality of personal information.
Recognizing the need for effective information management and analysis in emergency response efforts,
the United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), proposed a set of
principles for humanitarian information management
in 2002 at the Symposium on Best Practices in
Humanitarian
Information
Management
and
Exchange (HIME) (Van de Walle and Dugdale 2012;
Van de Walle and Comes 2015). These principles—
reliability, verifiability, interoperability, accessibility,
sustainability, timeliness, and relevance—are aligned
with a series of functions that humanitarian organizations perform on information (Van de Walle and
Comes 2015). For example, reliability and verifiability
ensure the ability to check information and confirm
strategy; interoperability, accessibility, and sustainability support the ability to share information; and timeliness and relevance guarantee the ability to use
information (Van de Walle and Comes 2015). Also
informing these information management functions
are the humanitarian principles of inclusiveness,
accountability, impartiality, humanity, reciprocity, and
confidentiality (Van de Walle and Comes 2015,
emphasis added). Nonetheless, the principle of confidentiality rarely makes it to the top list of important
criteria in HIA practice in the context of conflict and
natural disasters.
HIA in the context of migration
Compared to humanitarian aid after disasters or prolonged conflict, HIA research focuses much less on
humanitarian aid to undocumented migrants beyond
the refugee context. However, there is a robust and
growing body of research on migrant transnationality,
migrant information practices, and use of technology
by refugees and undocumented migrants themselves
(see, for example, Baron, Neils, and Gomez 2014;
Caidi, Allard, and Quirke 2010; Lloyd 2017; Newell,
Gomez, and Guajardo 2016; Srinivasan and Pyati
2007), there is less research focused on the information practices of those providing humanitarian aid in
the context of migration, especially irregular or
undocumented migration.
For example, Caidi, Allard, and Quirke (2010,
505–506) propose “situating information needs along
four (overlapping) stages:

1.

2.

3.

4.

the pre-migration stage (before the individual
actually immigrates to the new country; information is then gathered from formal sources such as
government agencies’ publications and websites,
immigration lawyers or agencies, as well as informal sources such as family and friends, blogs, and
online listservs);
the immediate stage (e.g. information about pressing needs for survival such as shelter, orientation
to the new city, language instruction);
the intermediate stage (information needed to
access various local systems and institutions, such
as municipal, legal, long-term housing, health,
and employment services); and
the integrative stage (as immigrants become
accustomed to their new country, their information needs are more diverse and may encompass
the desire for increased political and civic
participation).

In a novel study of irregular migrants’ information
behaviors during the process of migration, Newell,
Gomez, and Guajardo (2016) argue that migrants prefer word-of-mouth information, they mistrust official
sources of information even if it comes from humanitarian organizations, and they sometimes experience
an ambivalent relationship to information technologies including cell phones, which increase their exposure to crime and abuse. Similarly, Newell, Gomez and
Guajardo (2017) discuss how irregular migrants at the
US-Mexico border consciously engage in resistance
and avoidance of information technologies to prevent
detection by government surveillance, which they are
fully aware can lead them to tracking, detention, and
removal (deportation).
After migration, and in the process of resettling in a
host environment, the information behaviors of
migrants are described as a fractured landscape. In a
study of information behaviors of migrants and refugees, Lloyd (2017, 39) discusses how the information
landscape (defined as “an intersubjective space that
reflects the taken for granted and agreed modalities
and sources of information that people who are
engaged in collective enterprises and performances
agree upon and legitimise”) of refugees becomes a fractured landscape in their new host country. They point
out that displacement can create uncertainty around
refugees’ understanding of what constitutes knowledge
and where knowledge comes from, and suggest several
sensitizing themes to better frame information research
in the forced migration field, including: (1) the journey
and liminal zones; integration; social capital; bonding
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and bridging; lived experience; and information resilience (Lloyd 2017). Building on these notions, Lloyd,
Pilerot, and Hultgren (2017) examine how Syrian refugees in Sweden have strived to rebuild their fractured
information landscape and acquire new ways of knowing through placemaking.5
In sum, literature on information practices of
migrants in different moments of the process of
migration emphasizes the different challenges faced by
refugees, and the particular vulnerabilities faced by
irregular migrants. From the perspective of humanitarian migrant-aid groups, on the other hand, many
choices that individuals and organizations make about
whether, when, and how to share information have
power-related dimensions. For example, when choosing not to disclose certain information, an organization retains the power to use that information for
their own work but limits the power of others to also
use the information for other (potentially conflicting)
ends. When examining the power-related aspects of
the information practices of migrant-aid organizations
and volunteers, we draw from the concept of information politics. Earlier definitions of information/al politics include: “deliberately, explicitly, and consistently
control[ling] information creation, processing, flows,
and use to exercise power” (Braman 2006, 1), “the
manipulation of information access for political gain”
(Jaeger 2007, 851) and “the use of information and
information processing as a decisive tool of powermaking” and “the manipulation of information access
for political gain” (Castells 2009, 197). In this article,
drawing on the first author’s recent work, we refer to
information politics as any form of HIA that
“encompasses the collection, use, [dissemination,] and
interpretation of information to enable or effectuate
governance, regulate behavior, or implement information policies for political purposes” (Newell 2019, 61).

groups in the US-Mexico border region of Arizona,
which were as follows:
1.

2.

3.

4.

Research question
In this study, we ask how, whether, and why migrantaid groups in Arizona share information with each
other, government authorities, and the public? We
also ask whether their information sharing politics
reveal liminal information practices—practices caught
between the sacred (humanitarian imperatives) and
the secular (law enforcement imperatives)?

Methodology
During summer 2018 we conducted fieldwork among
the five most prominent volunteer-led migrant-aid
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5.

Humane Borders began providing humanitarian
assistance to undocumented migrants in 2000. The
organization exists “to save desperate people from
a horrible death by dehydration and exposure and
to create a just and humane environment in the
borderlands” (Humane Borders n.d.). Humane
Borders places large blue barrels of water, by permission, on government and private land.
Tucson Samaritans began providing food and
water and medical assistance to people crossing
the Sonoran Desert in 2002, prompted by a desire
to work differently than Humane Borders and
reach a larger area. Rather than trucking large
barrels of water to permitted areas, the
Samaritans hike the migratory trails and leave gallon-sized bottles of water, food, and supplies in
many smaller “water caches.” They also seek out
migrants in distress, render first aid, and notify
CBP when migrants need emergency care.
Green Valley-Sahuarita Samaritans, initiated in 2005
by Shura Wallin and Reverend Randy Mayer (of the
Good Shepherd Church in Sahuarita). They broke
away from the Tucson Samaritans to start a sister
organization, closer to their community south of
Tucson (Green Valley-Sahuarita Samaritans 2012).
No More Deaths (No Mas Muertes) began in
2004 as a coalition of faith groups in Tucson
“dedicated to stepping up efforts to stop the
deaths of migrants in the desert and to achieving
the enactment of a set of Faith-Based Principles
for Immigration Reform” (No More Deaths n.d.).
No More Deaths volunteers engage in a variety of
humanitarian-oriented
activities,
including
Samaritan work, advocacy, observing migrationrelated cases in Federal Court, and running a
staffed migrant-aid camp on private land near a
confluence of popular migratory trails.
Kino Border Initiative (KBI) was established in
2009 as a faith-based, binational collaboration
between six religious organizations to provide
humanitarian service to migrants on both sides of
the border in Nogales, Arizona, and Heroica
Nogales, Mexico. They run migrant shelters in
Heroica Nogales and engage in pastoral and advocacy work on behalf of migrants in their local
communities and in Washington, DC.

Our access to most of these organizations was
facilitated by the fact that we have nurtured research-
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related relationships with most of them since as early
as 2010. Our research partnerships with some of these
organizations have been active for several years (see,
e.g., Gomez, Newell, and Vannini 2020; Newell,
Gomez, and Guajardo 2016, 2017; Vannini, Gomez,
and Newell 2019). However, the research reported
here draws directly from fieldwork conducted during
summer 2018. As part of this fieldwork, we conducted
twenty open-ended, conversational interviews with
migrant-aid volunteers from the main humanitarian
aid groups serving migrants in the region. We structured our interviews around an initial, semi-structured
interview guide, expanding on our set of basic questions during each interview based on the context, history, and roles of each participant in the organizations
with which they were affiliated. Interviews and field
notes were audio recorded and transcribed.
Transcripts were coded for emergent themes using a
qualitative data analysis software.
We also recorded field notes on various informal
interactions with migrant-aid volunteers who preferred not to participate in formal interviews, but
nevertheless agreed to share information for our
research purposes; conducted ten participant observations of migrant-aid volunteers during “water runs”
on the migrant trails in the desert; and conducted
three participant observations of related migrant-aid
activities, including groups: (a) serving food and offering phone calls, clothes, first aid, and pastoral care at
a shelter for migrants on the Mexican side of the border; (b) bringing food to families of asylum-seekers
waiting in line (for days) outside the US border
inspection office in Nogales; and, (c) witnessing expedited removal procedures in the federal immigration
court in Tucson, Arizona.
Interviews and observation were conducted during
organized water runs, at the migrant shelter, at weekly
volunteer meetings (e.g., at the Southside Presbyterian
Church), and at participants’ homes. Our interviewees
represented the variety of volunteers of these organizations, varying in both age and experience. A few
were young, just out of college, but most of them
were older, generally retirement-aged members of the
community. They ranged from those with only a few
years of migrant-aid experience, to individuals who
were long-time or even founding members of some of
the organizations.

Findings
We structure the presentation of our findings around
relevant themes that emerged in the analysis,

including examining the places and ways in which our
participants sought out, accessed, and generated information through their activities, and shared it within
their organizations and with outsiders. We also discuss information needs noted by our research participants. Along the way, we examine the relationships
between the organizations we studied and between
these organizations and the US federal government
(i.e., CBP and Immigration and Customs Enforcement
[ICE]). We discuss secrecy-preserving practices and
resistance to information sharing within these contexts
through the lens of information politics, and suggest
the notion of liminal information practices among
migrant-aid groups working at the crossroads of legal
enforcement and humanitarian care to migrants.
Our findings show how volunteers seek out and
access information from a variety of sources, including federal and state government agencies, books, and
news reports. They also have access to the information
shared within their organizations at regular (often
weekly) meetings and via email, usually covering trails
and road conditions, water drop off runs, fortuitous
encounters with migrants and CBP agents, and other
relevant news.
Some volunteers, generally those with a long history of involvement in one or more of the organizations, have utilized their own expertise with various
technologies, such as maps and GPS wayfinding devices, to generate new information and institutionalize
certain information-related practices, usually within
their own organizations. While the organizations
sought out and used information to facilitate their primary humanitarian work, they also relied (to varying
degrees across the organizations we studied) on using
information to disseminate stories, educate those willing to listen (including visiting groups or individuals,
as well as broader society), and garner support in
the community.
Using government information
Much of the external information the organizations
collected came from government sources, although
our participants did sometimes note reservations
about its accuracy and completeness—particularly
information provided by CBP and the federal government. For example, a volunteer with Humane Borders
explained that CBP would not always share information with the migrant-aid groups about how many
migrants were being apprehended near CBP rescue beacons:
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Figure 1. Death map produced by Humane Borders, visualizing recorded migrant deaths between October 1999 and December
2018. Source: Humane Borders.6
They don’t give us any information like that, because
they don’t want all the humanitarians rushing into
any active areas … so they want to be very careful
with that. (Jack, Humane Borders)

In contrast, information about migrant deaths provided by the county where they operate, the Pima
County Office of the Medical Examiner (PCME), was
generally more trusted, especially because PCME and
Humane Borders have been collaborating on providing public access to information about the locations of
migrant deaths for several years. In this respect, volunteers saw PCME as a partner, while CBP was
treated with varying degrees of suspicion or outright
concern. Volunteers would cite death-related information from PCME with confidence while openly
criticizing the information released by CBP.
For example,
You talk to the Border Patrol [CBP agents] and
they’ll tell you that the number of people dying is less
than half of what we report. Now, you can go down
to the coroner’s office [PCME] and you can go in
and count these damn things, the human remains.
But the Border Patrol does a series of things. If they
don’t find it, it doesn’t count. … if you find [older
remains], they don’t count it. … what they’re trying
to do is to reduce the [number of reported deaths].
(Ernest, Tucson Samaritans)

Humane Borders sees the work they do to produce
“death maps” (maps reporting where human remains
have been found and approximating the number of
human deaths in the desert) as a long-standing collaboration with PCME. PCME releases databases about
the known and reported locations of migrant remains
to Humane Borders, who then pass that information
onto several volunteer “death mappers” who curate
and analyze the data, ultimately producing maps that
Humane Borders distributes, in printed form, on both
sides of the border as well as electronically via an
online portal (see Figure 1). The data is updated on a
regular basis.
Volunteers also often felt strongly that CBP policies
had long been anti-migrant, thus essentially in opposition to the missions of the migrant-aid groups. One
longstanding volunteer expressed his frustration with
the “Prevention Through Deterrence” policies implemented by the U.S. government in the 1990s (De
Le
on 2015), with the intent to deter illegal bordercrossing by making it more dangerous and deadly:
When I first got started, they [CBP] were proud of
the number of people that died. And they used to tell
us they wanted to make these people suffer as much
as possible so they wouldn’t come back, and deaths
would do that. And they had a whole policy of death
[as] deterrence … And that didn’t go over well, so
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they backed way off and now what they’ve done is
they just don’t count them, you know. So, I’m
incredibly distrustful of any Border Patrol
information. (Ernest, Tucson Samaritans)

Collecting information about (and sharing
information with) migrants
The Samaritan groups have very clear protocols about
not collecting personal information from migrants
they encounter during their work. By doing so, they
aim to protect migrants’ information as well
as themselves:
We just don’t want to be hassled about aiding and
abetting illegal aliens. It’s a crime! I mean, we can
fight it, but you know, it’s something that Samaritans
has decided they don’t want to fool with that, and
there’s plenty other organizations you can join, who
agitate the system and … then they have to pay the
price of going to court and all that kind of stuff.
(Cameron, Tucson Samaritans)

When they encounter migrants while hiking the
trails to leave water or provide first-aid, they limit
the amount of type of information they share with the
migrants due to concerns about how the CBP has
construed “aiding and abetting” illegal entry into
the country.
[Migrants will] ask questions sometimes about, where
are we? We don’t give them maps. If we gave them a
map, the Border Patrol would get on us right away.
We’ve been told that. We don’t let them use our cell
phones. They want to call their mother … well,
because you don’t know who they’re going to call,
and they’ll be calling a coyote or something, so we
don’t let them use cell phones. We don’t get them in
cars. All we do is, we provide food and water …
clothing
…
and
medical
care.
(Ernest,
Tucson Samaritans)

Other organizations, like the Kino Border Initiative,
do collect some information from migrants. KBI collects information predominantly using intake surveys
administered to recently deported migrants (or those
newly arriving at the border in preparation for possible clandestine entry into the United States) at its
shelters in Heroica Nogales. In years past, these surveys were administered on paper. More recently, KBI
has conducted the surveys on an electronic tablet,
using Google Forms. According to one interviewee
affiliated with KBI, this information is used to generate reports that KBI can use to communicate issues to
Homeland Security and to support lobbying by the
Jesuit Conference of Canada and the Jesuit
Conference’s Office of Justice and Ecology in
Washington, DC. KBI also recently installed a video

surveillance camera within its day shelter (El
Comedor) after incurring theft and vandalism. While
the use of electronic surveys and surveillance
equipment facilitate data processing and security,
respectively, they could also potentially increase privacy-related risks for migrants, depending on the
nature of the information collected and the technologies used to collect and store it (Vannini, Gomez, and
Newell 2019).
Notably, No More Deaths’ (and occasionally
Samaritan) volunteers also bring cell phones to El
Comedor and provide migrants the opportunity to
make calls to family members. In years past, they
used flip phones, but since that technology required
volunteers to manually delete dialed numbers after
each call, they recently upgraded to smartphones with
software they say automatically deletes dialed numbers
after every call. On the day we spoke to these volunteers, they had two phones, and three migrants
requested to make a call (and one of those calls did
not go through because the recipient did not pick up).
The migrants write a number down on a piece of
paper and the volunteer places the call before handing
the phone over, shredding the numbers afterwards.
Although the numbers the migrants dial are deleted,
the volunteers do keep a log, recording the numbers
dialed, the person’s first name, who they are calling
(e.g., a mother, father, wife, etc.), and to which country the migrant is calling. They record this on a paper
form, which they also use as a list to prioritize calls
when things get busy. The data (countries called,
number of calls each day) is kept and, afterwards,
entered into an electronic database—however, identifiers (people’s names) are not included. According to
No More Deaths volunteers, the data is kept to justify
budgeting and fundraising for phone calls, and to generate information about migration patterns (using the
countries people are calling to as a proxy).
Generating information about migration patterns,
migrant deaths
Some of the groups have also actively created information needed to improve their own work. Notably, a
few volunteers have led the charge, over the past couple of decades, to map migratory trails and track
water usage at their water drop sites. This has proven
useful, improving their ability to target their humanitarian efforts more effectively at areas where migrants
are more likely to be, based on where they have been
detected in the past. Volunteer safety was also an
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important motivator for developing maps and a more
organized system for delivering aid:
People would start talking about something they’d
seen, and I’d say “well, where was that?” And they
said, “well it’s over … that suburban road.” Well …
that’s not a geographic name, you know. And so,
then you say, well can you take me there? And well,
“not sure.” So, it became obvious to me [that] what
they needed was maps. My big concern was people
going out and getting lost. Because in 2,500 square
miles with very few cultural features, it’s really easy to
get lost. (Ernest, Tucson Samaritans)

To create the maps, volunteers carried GPS units as
they drove through the desert looking for migratory
trails and then hiked the trails they found, all while
creating a dense mesh of waypoints they could analyze
later. According to Ernest, the mapping efforts have
continued in recent years, but “we’re not finding anything new, what we’re doing is extending the trails”
mapped earlier. By tracking the trails and water usage
over time, they could show that foot traffic was
extending north from Mexico, a finding that confirmed to them that their water was being used
by migrants:
When we drop a jug of water, we write the waypoint
number on it and we write the date. And … the
migrants will come along, and they’ll run into the
water drop and … they don’t know … whether
there’s someone there watching them or not, so they
take the jug and they’ll walk a mile or two up the
trail, and what we’ll find are empty jugs on the trail.
We know where it came from because it’s got the
date and a waypoint number on it. (Ernest,
Tucson Samaritans)

There have been ongoing concerns among some
members of the Samaritan groups that “if you had
maps, CBP would get them.” But to Ernest:
… we haven’t done anything the Border Patrol
couldn’t do. I think they already have. They’ve got
helicopters and technology coming out the kazoo.
(Ernest, Tucson Samaritans)

Now, Samaritan volunteers conduct organized
water runs most days of the week, all year long. They
routinely carry GPS wayfinding units as well as GPS
location beacons that they can use to signal for help
in emergencies (usually sending emergency requests to
CBP). They take organized paper binders with printed
maps and information about the water drops in areas
they intend to work in, and they take notes about
water usage at the sites they service (as well as who
was on the trips, possible vandalism, water bottle
decay, and damage caused by animals). Those notes
eventually make their way into a “central book” and
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are periodically analyzed to produce reports.
According to Ernest, this information system is
imperfect, and “the data is flawed,” largely due to volunteers not always recording information adequately,
but also because other groups may sometimes also
leave water at their safety sites without letting them
know, adding noise to their data collection and analysis efforts. They also don’t know for sure who has
used the water:
Did Border Patrol come through and take it? Did
migrants do it? We’ve got a bunch of clues we think
that indicate at least some of its been taken by
migrants. We know the Border Patrol … as it turns
out, they don’t carry it away, they slash it. They just
take a knife and slash it. (Ernest, Tucson Samaritans)

They also periodically change which routes they
service regularly and add new routes based on the
information they collect. “Every once in a while,”
Natalie (Tucson Samaritans) told us, “there’s a fight
over putting cameras at some water drops” to gather
more information about what occurs in those locations. According to Bryan (Tucson Samaritans),
“cameras were set up once, “but then, some didn’t
want to do it … they stopped doing it because it was
not agreeable to part of the group.”
Humane Borders also tracks water-related data:
after checking for signs of vandalism, they track the
quantity of water that they leave as a refill at each station, as well as data about the quality of the water.
First, an estimate of how much water is left is done
by sight or with the help of a wooden stick. Second,
volunteers pour some of the water into a cup to smell
and taste it (replacing water they would not drink
themselves). If by taste and smell is acceptable, they
check the water quality using a total dissolved solids
(TDS) meter, as recommended by the city of Tucson
Water Department. Finally, they collect samples of
water into sanitized strips that will be kept for three
to four days and monitored for bacterial growth. All
this data is recorded into paper forms and used to
decide when water needs to be replaced.
Information sharing
Our respondents frequently viewed sharing information about their work, migrant deaths, and the state of
immigration and border enforcement with members
of the public as an important element of their work.
However, some also felt that their organizations
needed to do more confront the “idea of making what
we do more out in the open, public” (Cameron,
Tucson Samaritans), including by sharing more
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information online. However, multiple interviewees
noted that the idea of putting more information
online was controversial within their groups, especially
when it might reveal the locations of their water
caches and safety sites. As Cameron noted, “there are
some who are afraid of that and we would have to
talk it out.” Others told us they wouldn’t want to publish some information online, even when they think
the type of information that they are dealing with
would not pose much risk (e.g., locational waypoints).
According to Jack (Humane Borders), publishing
information about their water tank locations online
would only spur vandalism and put migrants at risk:
I would not put the information out in the internet
because [water tanks] would get destroyed. I saw,
years ago … an article about how to get to a ghost
town that was north of Tucson. Within less than a
week, people had gone there and almost destroyed
four or five structures. They were using the winches
on their four-wheel drive trucks to pull down adobe
walls. Just mindless people! [laughter]. I will not put
the information out there because it would put my
stations at risk, and also put the migrants at risk.

For those with years of experience, planning water
runs and finding the appropriate waypoints is not that
difficult. For those with less experience on these
migratory trails, planning and executing an efficient
“water run” takes time and effort. As Bryan (Tucson
Samaritans) notes,
I do a lot of hiking, I love to do orienteering, I mean,
this is orienteering applied, and trying to find all
these different sites, it’s a little frustrating right now,
because I don’t understand the system well enough
yet [to] be very proficient at it. … we don’t want to
have the coordinates of these water drops publicized,
so they’re kind of like difficult to access, we get these
maps in, and it took most of yesterday to plan this
trip today, because I wanted to make sure that we’d
have a good safe trip, and a productive trip, and it
was tough.

As Bryan’s statement points out, the geolocation
information (waypoints) on their maps and GPS units
is somewhat difficult to access. It is physically locked
away, and generally only retrieved for use by
Samarian volunteers during water runs. Nobody posts
the information online, and this secrecy is intentional.
This institutional resistance to increased information
sharing stems from both the sanctuary-related history
of these groups as well as political differences that
have driven some of the groups apart in more
recent years.
When information is shared between Samaritan
groups, it generally occurs either informally, serendipitously, or indirectly. Serendipitous information-

sharing occurs, for example, when volunteers meet
each other while out on the desert trails, while other
indirect information-sharing might occur when a volunteer is a member of multiple organizations and
relays information from one organization to another.
This information-sharing often occurs during attendance at regular (often weekly) volunteer meetings and
in informal conversations between individuals affiliated with multiple organizations (usually those who
have been active in one or more of the organizations
for years and who know each other well). During
these meetings, the organizations spend a significant
portion of their time sharing and discussing information related to their efforts during the past week, the
efforts or activities of their sister organizations, and
other recent events related to immigration and border
enforcement. Volunteers sign up for water runs and
other activities by filling out a paper-based calendar
during these meetings or by contacting the person in
charge of managing the volunteer calendar by email
or phone. In some of the organizations, a weekly
email containing the scheduled activities and the
names of those who have volunteered is distributed to
an organizational listserv. This email may also include
descriptions about some of the water runs (e.g., that a
run requires strenuous hiking) other information
about recent developments on issues that may interest
the group. Individual volunteers who subscribe to the
email lists for multiple organizations are also able to
pass information along to others, either by forwarding
emails or by sharing it verbally during meetings.
Most of the information sharing that we observed
occurred verbally, and interviewees confirmed these
observations. Cameron (Tucson Samaritans) explained
that the preference for verbal information sharing,
including information about upcoming water runs
and volunteer opportunities, came, “historically …
from the Sanctuary history” of the organizations.
Because, then, the Sanctuary people were under
pressure, and they didn’t want to share anything
because they were afraid they were going to go to jail!
And so … when we first started coming to
Samaritans, then a lot of people were really hesitant
about putting stuff in the internet. They said, “Border
Patrol is going to read this!” You know? They’re
going to know that we got a trip to such and such
place (Cameron, Tucson Samaritans).

Relatedly, Jack (Humane Borders), told us that No
More Deaths’ volunteers would sometimes pass along
information
in person, but they don’t want to put it in writing.
Like I said, they’re very paranoid about technology,
so it’s just their thin … . I think they’re scared of
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being monitored by the NSA, or being spied on by
Border Patrol, which both are within the realm of
possibility.

Volunteers also expressed the concern that sharing
information online about their water runs or water
caches would empower anti-immigrant vigilante
groups or CBP to vandalize their sites.
Border Patrol knows all our drops … they patrol the
same routes that we do … we have videos of them
doing it [vandalizing water caches], so, I mean,
Samaritans being the non-aggressive wimps we are,
we didn’t take the videos. No More Deaths set some
cameras there and caught them in the act, and those
videos went on the internet, everybody knows.
(Cameron, Tucson Samaritans).

A few of our interviewees noted that some of their
sister organizations did not always share information
with them. For example, volunteers complained that
some of the organizations would refuse to share the
locational coordinates of their water caches with the
others. According to one interviewee, the organizations did collaborate to some extent and they each
“respect what the other ones do, but they may not
want to participate” or conduct their work in the
same way (Cameron, Tucson Samaritans). One interviewee noted that the Samaritan groups did not
coordinate where they were going to work, or the
locations of their water caches. However, in case of
emergency, e.g., if a volunteer went missing while out
in the desert:
… we would get a call, and vice versa, and we would
say, we found out this person is missing, this is the
area, and we need to get together and maybe we can
fan out and hopefully find the person. So, we do that.
We try to work hand in glove, without stepping on
one another’s toes. (Shirley, Green ValleySahuarita Samaritans).

Even though “they’re all doing the same kind of
work,” Ernest (Tucson Samaritans) stated, “there’s
more separation between the [organizations] than
there should be.” Multiple respondents noted that
some of this resistance may have to do with differences in age and politics across organizations (e.g., “that
old problem of older people versus younger people”
[Ernest, Tucson Samaritans]).
When asked whether additional information sharing would benefit their work, some volunteers noted
that it would, expressing the wish that some of the
other organizations shared more information:
… [I wish they were] a little more open about
things. … because, you know, we’re all in the same
kettle of fish here, and they don’t need to elaborate
any more than we do … but just to give a sense of
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what is going on, more of a sense of what is going on
with them, and maybe how they’re dealing with
particular situations. (Shirley, Green ValleySahuarita Samaritans)

On numerous occasions, respondents would also
express their desire for better communication or
information. These wishes ranged from more comprehensive and accurate data about migrant deaths to
information about how to contact or communicate
with other groups about the status of used or vandalized water drops. However, others also stated they
saw no point in collecting or sharing more information than they currently do.
No, no, we do well with our informal structures.
Basically, we have a couple members that are part of
Humane Borders and Samaritans, or Humane
Borders and No More Deaths, so I always have open
contact. I don’t always need to know what they’re up
to. Basically, our methodology is very simple:
primarily, we use the roadside, whereas they go on
deeper into the desert, so I don’t need to know what
they’re doing. And, sometimes when I do scouting,
I’ll come across places I can tell are heavily travelled
[by migrants], and I know there is no way I can get a
station in that area, quite often like at Organ Pipe,
there is a lack of roads. So, I’ll give No More Deaths
a heads up, “hey! you know, here’s a GPS point. Go
see what you guys can do.” (Jack, Humane Borders)

Technology use
The use of various technologies, including information
and communication technologies (ICTs), played
prominent role in the work these organizations do.
However, the use of ICTs was often muted, as many
volunteers were more comfortable with analog, paperbased tools (e.g., printed maps and the paper calendar
passed around at meetings to solicit water run sign
ups). Volunteers used various ICTs, such as GPS
units, emergency beacons, and cell phones while out
on water runs, email to share information within the
group and facilitate additional participation in water
runs, and organizational websites (although these
seemed mostly external-facing and aimed at providing
fairly static information to outsiders as part of the
organizations’ strategies to inform the public about
border issues).
Indeed, as some respondents suggested, some of
the aversion to using ICTs more broadly may have
had to do with a combination of age (most volunteers
in the Samaritan groups, except No More Deaths,
were older; many retirees) and shared history in the
Sanctuary movement. With some notable exceptions,
many of the volunteers we spoke to or observed did
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not appear to be highly knowledgeable in the use of
ICTs. Several of our respondents referred to information contained in emails distributed to the groups’
listservs as being “online,” even when it was never
publicly accessible on the organization’s website (or
anywhere else outside of emails).
One interviewee noted that their organization had
once debated creating a smartphone app that could
help facilitate some of the work they do. Some felt
that such an app would be useful, but it never materialized. Spencer (Humane Borders) expressed frustration at the nature and amount of information they
were asked to record in paper logbooks before and
during a water run, seeing an app as a possible way to
automate some of this data entry, facilitate additional
comments, and make things more practical for volunteers and reduce possible data entry errors. Therefore,
during subsequent interviews, we asked respondents
whether they thought that such an app might be useful. Despite some initial interest in the idea, even
respondents who claimed to be comfortable with technology dismissed the utility of such an app. One volunteer explained their negative reaction to the idea by
referencing the general (older) age of their volunteers,
problems with coordinating volunteers and finding a
technology/platform that would work for everyone,
lack of network in the desert, and the fact that some
of the long-time volunteers still refused to even use
the GPS units (or couldn’t remember how to make
them work even after repeated trainings, due to infrequent use).
When asked what other technologies might help
them, some volunteers felt that updated GPS units
and additional training to ensure people actually used
them properly were all they needed. And, while some
volunteers noted that “our death maps are updated in
a monthly basis now, so I study those” (Jack, Humane
Borders), other long-time volunteers expressed frustration that:
people are just scared to death of maps. …
topographic maps just scare people. Mainly, people
just don’t know how to read a topographic map.
They have no idea what a contour line is and
everything. (Ernest, Tucson Samaritans)

Conclusion
KBI’s El Comedor day shelter, where migrants are
offered meals, clothes, information, and phone calls,
exemplifies how information is exchanged and flows
(mostly informally) between members of various
organizations, especially as the volunteers frequently

intermix within this space. (As noted in a prior publication, this location also serves as an important place
where migrants find and exchange information as well
[Newell, Gomez, and Guajardo 2016].) The volunteers
and KBI staff gather for the instrumental purpose of
providing food and support for the people using their
services, and conversations between individuals across
groups spurs the informal flow of information. Some
take this information back their own groups (e.g., at
weekly meetings) and report it to others. Sometimes,
information obtained informally like this is also then
distributed in emails to members of the groups’ listservs. The weekly or bi-weekly meetings, often held in
church buildings that sponsor or provide meeting
space for the Samaritan groups, are also one of the
primary spaces where information is shared within
and across organizations. This finding links up with
prior research identifying churches as common
“information grounds” (Caidi, Allard, and Quirke
2010; Fisher 2005; Fisher et al. 2004, 2005).
Information was also shared in other informal and
serendipitous ways, occurring, for example, when volunteers ran into each other while putting out water in
the desert during water runs.
Our findings also indicate that information politics
influence many information-sharing and informationseeking decisions. Various organizers and volunteers
maintain concerns about how and what information is
collected and shared with CBP, the public, and other
migrant-aid organizations. Some of these concerns
were motivated by the desire to control risk to
migrants. For example, some respondents suggested
that organizations should interrogate their existing
practices and carefully circumscribe the information
they collect from migrants (e.g., limiting intake surveys to avoid acquiring personally identifiable information). Other concerns were more directly aimed at
keeping information out of the hands of anti-immigrant groups or the federal government. Conversely,
some respondents also argued that the government
should be sharing more, and more accurate, information with the public. The politics of sharing information with the government was often complicated by
the (evolving) relationships between the organizations
and various government agencies, as well as the personal values and political convictions of those we
interviewed.
These information politics clearly shaped what we
refer to as the volunteers’ liminal information practices—decisions about what information to collect and
what information to share (and with whom), guided
by their own (often shared) humanitarian convictions
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as well as practical and legal considerations arising
from the continuing presence of law enforcement. For
some, changing administrations in Washington, DC,
had an impact on how they viewed the federal government’s aims and approaches to border enforcement, including their policies regarding apprehension
and treatment of individuals suspected of unlawful
entry without inspection. For others, often those with
longer tenure as members of the local migrant-aid
community, years of interaction with CBP officers had
colored their perspectives. Instances of CBP vandalism
or destruction of Samaritan water caches were cited
more than once, although volunteers also discussed
positive interactions with individual CBP agents over
the years. Due to risks imposed by CBP interpretation
of what constitutes aiding and abetting criminal border crossing under federal law (see 8 U.S.C. § 1324),
the organizations had also been forced to establish
strict protocols ensuring that they did not provide certain information or assistance to migrants they might
find in the desert. The Samaritan groups also maintained policies that generally required volunteers to
contact CBP in some circumstances, including when
they encountered migrants in distress and in need of
medical aid—indeed, they placed stickers prominently
inside the organization’s vehicles that contained CBP
contact information.
As noted earlier, the volunteers generally had a
much more positive perception of PCME and local
government, largely due to the ongoing collaboration
between PCME and Humane Borders and local funding support:
I’ve always enjoyed that the organization itself is in
compliance with the system. … we’re rather unique
with the border groups, is that we actually work within
the system. Our stations have permits or permission
from the landowners. I carry insurance, spare liability
in case something happens. We got a grant from Pima
County for what we do on an annual basis. So,
basically, we are part of the system. … everything
[we] do is legal, that’s what separates [us] from the
other groups. … I can stand the scrutiny, you know,
on a theoretical level, I could go out with a dozen
border patrol agents and not one of them could arrest
me [laughter]. (Jack, Humane Borders)

Perhaps one of the most impressive uses of information and technology within the organizations, in terms
of knowledge creation is their mapping-related projects.
From the death maps developed in concert with PCME
to the vast trail maps and waypoint databases created
through years of on-the-ground efforts to map migrant
trails and water usage, these efforts facilitate improved
and more efficient humanitarian work and, especially
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in the case of the death maps, also provide opportunities for sharing important information with the public
and policymakers (in Arizona and Washington DC).
The politics of sharing and disseminating some of this
information—to the public or simply between groups—
is controversial within these groups. Ultimately, it
appears that institutional resistance to increased information sharing and digitization stems largely from
their shared sanctuary-related history, long-established
and entrenched practices, varying levels of comfort
with ICTs, and differences in opinion about how
broader information sharing might benefit their
humanitarian efforts without generating new risks to
migrants or the organizations themselves.
The information practices of humanitarian
migrant-aid groups tend to be more guided by an
awareness of the need to protect the privacy and confidentiality of their HIA for reasons that go beyond
the usual improvization, disorganization, competition,
or self-interest of humanitarian organizations in the
context of conflict and natural disasters. In the context of migration, refugees are in a vulnerable situation, and irregular migrants are at risk of detention
and removal. While irregular migrants are highly suspect of information technologies and official information sources (including those coming from
humanitarian organizations), refugees (and irregular
migrants) embark in the slow process of rebuilding
their fractured information landscapes in their new
host country. Humanitarian migrant-aid groups working with irregular migrants operate in the liminal
space between the protection of human lives and the
enforcement of national borders and immigration
processes. Humanitarian migrant-aid groups can
increase the effectiveness of their work with more
effective information sharing, as long as that sharing
does not compromise the privacy and confidentiality
of the migrants they intend to serve.

Notes
1. The names of individual respondents have been
changed and/or obfuscated throughout this article to
protect the privacy of those we interviewed.
2. No More Deaths is a faith-based humanitarian and
migrant-aid organization based in Southern Arizona,
active since 2004. (No More Deaths n.d.)
3. October 16, 2019.
4. Defined by Greenwood et al. (2017, 4), HIA refers to
“activities and programs which may include the
collection, storage, processing, analysis, further use,
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transmission, and public release of data and other
forms of information by humanitarian actors and/or
affected communities.”
5. They draw on Somerville’s (2007) concept of
placemaking to describe the motivations for refugees’
information practices in their adopted country.
6. Retrieved on April 13, 2020 from:
humaneborders.org/migrant-death-mapping/.
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