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Introduction 
Over the past fifteen years, there has been a precipitous increase in the number of people 
criminally prosecuted for crossing our southern border. Operation Streamline was officially 
initiated by the Department of Homeland Security in partnership with the Department of 
Justice in 2005. The purpose of this operation is to prosecute entry-related offenses by 
immigrants in jurisdictions along the southwest border such as in Tucson, Arizona and San 
Diego, California. Under this initiative, the government charges first-time entrants with a 
misdemeanor for “illegal entry” and repeated entrants with a felony of “illegal re-entry.” 
 
In 2018, under the Trump administration, the Department of Justice initiated a “zero-
tolerance” policy, requiring federal prosecutors along the southwest border to prosecute all 
illegal entry and reentry offenses referred by the Department of Homeland Security. In 
response to skyrocketing caseloads, the California federal courts implemented Operation 
Streamline, initially following the same prosecution practices of courts in other parts of the 
southwest border that combine arraignment and pleas into the same day (Preston, 2018, 
Spagat, 2018).  
 
 In order to expedite increased numbers of prosecutions and deportations, Operation 
Streamline courts process up to 80 people at a time (Greene, Carson & Black, 2016; Lydgate, 
2010). Proceedings are translated into Spanish through headsets. The judge reads a script 
that includes questions requiring rote answers of yes/sí to plead guilty.  These bulk 
prosecutions of immigrants undermine human rights, refugee treaty obligations, and the 
constitutional rights of defendants (Human Rights First, 2017). 
 
Ceres Policy Research partnered with Federal Defenders in San Diego and the Immigrant 
Rights Clinic at New York University School of Law to document whether the practices 
adopted by Operation Streamline courts in Arizona and California are undermining the due 
process rights of immigrants. We observed hearings in Tucson, Arizona and collected 
structured questionnaire data from 46 defendants, ages 18-62, across both states to broadly 
determine if guilty pleas processed through Operation Streamline were voluntary, knowing, 
and intelligent. 

Respondents varied across gender, with 80%  identifying as men, 17.8% identifying as 
women, and 2.2% identifying as transgender. Race and ethnic identity were very layered 
and didn’t always correspond with categories typically understood in the U.S.. Interestingly, 
17.9% of respondents identified as part of the African diaspora and 33.4% of respondents 
identified as indigenous. 
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Highlighted Findings 

Immigrants are kept in inhumane conditions inside border patrol facilities prior to their 
hearings and during court.  

● 82.6% of respondents described conditions that undermined their ability to sleep 
● 80.5% of respondents reported being intimidated, verbally or physically abused or 

neglected by guards 
● Approximately 32% of respondents spent more than a week living in inhumane 

conditions before their hearing 
● More than half of the respondents were shackled using five-point restraints during 

their court proceedings 
 
The procedures of Operation Streamline impair attorneys’ ability to provide adequate 
representation to immigrant defendants. 
 

● Observations and interviews indicated that respondents met with their attorneys in 
parking lots with the presence of guards       

● Among those who remember meeting with an attorney, respondents reported 
meeting with them for less than an hour to review their case 

● 43.6% of respondents did not realize they were being represented by an attorney 
because of their limited understanding of court procedures and actors  

  
Swift and scripted court proceedings undermine the court’s obligation to ensure 
defendants understand the charges brought against them and the consequences of 
pleading guilty. 
 

● Majority of respondents reported court proceedings lasting less than 30 minutes  
● Respondents reported being advised to only answer yes to questions from the judge 

and were discouraged from asking about their charges and the consequences of 
their plea 

● Only 19.6% of respondents understood pleading guilty would result in a criminal 
conviction  

● Only 15.2% of respondents understood their conviction would result in ineligibility for 
asylum 

 
This report brings forth the voices of immigrants subjected to Operation Streamline under 
Trump's “zero tolerance” policy and provides recommendations for change with the 
understanding that the political landscape around immigration reform is caustic and unlikely 
to change over the next two years. 
 


