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Airline workers reportedly decline to help US

agents as Trump migrant crackdown
accelerates

Expansion of immigration enforcement at US airports puts
employees at odds with agents seeking 2,000 daily arrests

0 ICE agents at a TSA checkpoint at Hartsfield-Jackson airport in Atlanta in March. Photograph:
Bloomberg/Getty Images
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A dramatic increase in immigration enforcement at US airports has
reportedly placed the airline industry at odds with the Trump administration
as workers decline to help federal officials arrest their targets - many of
whom have pending applications for visas, asylum or green cards.

Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and the Transportation
Security Administration (TSA) - both part of the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) - have expanded their collaboration to make as many as three
dozen daily arrests at US airports last month, the Wall Street Journal
reported.

Some of the people who have been taken into federal
immigration custody include a former au pair, an asylum seeker with sickle
cell anemia who uses a wheelchair, and women who are married to US
citizens and in the process of applying for lawful permanent residency,
according to the New York Times.

“It’s not people with criminal records,” said Ghassan Shamieh, a San
Francisco-based immigration lawyer who had four clients detained at
airports over 10 days. “You are talking about people with legitimate pending
applications.”

The latest crackdown represents another policy shift for the DHS, which has
generally avoided immigration enforcement at airports so as not to disrupt
domestic travel. But with a goal of 2,000 daily immigration arrests, ICE has
started detaining people - many of whom have overstayed visas after coming
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to the US legally and have pending applications for immigration relief - in
public places far from security checkpoints, whether at ticket counters or
near gates.

“This administration is working diligently to ensure that aliens in our
country illegally can no longer fly unless it is out of our country to self-
deport,” a DHS spokesperson told the New York Times.

At one point, in Dallas, a federal agent went so far as to try to board a plane in
search of a target. But the Southwest Airlines gate agent reportedly refused
to allow the officer to do so without a warrant signed by a judge, and airline
employees blocked ICE from seeing a computer screen while passengers
were boarding.

Southwest told the Wall Street Journal that it follows the law and has
protocols “to ensure appropriate legal documentation is presented by law
enforcement personnel before any information about customers is shared”.

Still, hundreds of immigration arrests have already taken place at airports
since the TSA and ICE began cooperating with one another last year.
Members of the airline industry met with DHS in July to discuss their
discomfort with the policy change.

On top of the immigrants being detained, experts have raised concerns that
the tense encounters could lead to escalation and unsafe conditions for
bystanders or airline employees.

“The actions that federal enforcement authorities have taken in our
workplaces have raised glaring workplace, safety and legal concerns for flight
attendants,” Sara Nelson, international president of the Association of Flight
Attendants, wrote in a letter to carriers in March.

At this dangerous time

We hope you appreciated this article. Before you close this tab, we want to ask if you
could support the Guardian at this dangerous time for journalism in the US. Until
August 9th, you can get 50% off our most impactful monthly support options.

According to a leading global watchdog, American democracy is now more imperiled
than at any point since the 1960s, marked by a precipitous decline in press freedom -
driven by mounting pressure from the Trump administration in the form of threats,
criminal investigations, politicized regulation, frivolous lawsuits and, for public
media, catastrophic funding cuts.

Meanwhile, organizations that are supposed to be independent like the FBI and the
FCC, our radio and television regulator, have also been targeting press freedom
under Trump-aligned leadership, with the FBI raiding a reporter’s home and the FCC
threatening ABC’s TV licenses after Jimmy Kimmel made a joke about Melania
Trump.

The response from some ultra-wealthy and corporate media owners, keen to appease
the president, has been chilling: CBS News has been taken over by a Trump ally; CNN
may be taken over by the same billionaire; Jeff Bezos has continued to impose cuts
and editorial interventions at the Washington Post; and multiple outlets have settled
multimillion-dollar lawsuits from the administration to protect their business
interests.

Democracy is best served by a robust, thriving free press. But when that freedom is
under attack, it falls to a determined few news organizations to ensure the full truth
still reaches the public. Owned neither by a billionaire nor a corporation, the
Guardian remains dedicated to covering this administration with uncompromising
moral and factual clarity - and to keeping trustworthy journalism paywall-free for
the world.

Despite the risks of maintaining our fierce independence, what sustains us - and
fills us with deep gratitude - is the unwavering support we’ve seen from readers. It
is no exaggeration to say that we are here because of you: a majority of our funding

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/aug/06/airline-workers-agents-immigration-crackdown

2/4



8/9/26, 5:34 AM Airline workers reportedly decline to help US agents as Trump migrant crackdown accelerates | US immigration | The Guardian

comes directly from people like you responding to messages like this. Your support
not only powers our work, but more importantly, it safeguards the financial
independence that underpins our editorial freedom and courage.

We know our requests for support are not as welcome as our reporting, but without
them, it’s simple: our reporting wouldn’t exist. Of course, we understand that some
readers are not in a position to support us, and if that is you, we value your
readership no less.

But if you are able, please support us today. All gifts are gratefully received, but
until August 9th, we are offering a 50% discount for six months off our most
impactful monthly support options. (Among the great benefits you get in return:
youw’ll see far fewer annoying fundraising messages like this.) It takes just 37
seconds to set up. Thank you for considering.
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