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or the world’s most vulnerable, protection in the United States
has all but disappeared. 

Wait times for asylum seekers at the U.S.-Mexico border
that already seemed indefinite now seem impossible. Families

struggle to find food and shelter to outlast a pandemic order with no
end date.

Those who cross north are sent back to Mexico in a matter of hours
— or even put onto planes back to the countries from which they fled —
without any opportunity to explain why they came.

In its response to COVID-19, the Trump administration achieved
what it long sought, a shutdown of the U.S. asylum system. And with
new regulations introduced this summer, the administration has
moved to squeeze out any real chance at refuge in case the pandemic or-
der is lifted.

But even before the current president began his campaign against
asylum in the United States, people often struggled to win protection —
no matter how strong their cases appeared to be.

RETURNED 

Many asylum seekers choose to apply for protection at the port of entry at the Tijuana-San Diego border.
Before the pandemic, migrants would wait months in Tijuana for their turn to ask the U.S. for help.
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An asylum seeker’s chances at
protection hinge on numerous
factors that often seem arbitrary —
from location to nationality to
individual judge assigned, according
to a Union-Tribune analysis

BY KATE MORRISSEY & LAURYN SCHROEDER

Who gets asylum? Even before Trump,
system was riddled with bias, disparities

The series: Part II
The second in an occasional series in
which the Union-Tribune explores the
asylum system through the eyes of
people who experience it firsthand,
with drastically different outcomes.

INSIDE: The asylum data system is
stymied by errors, inaccuracies and
missing information. A8

When it comes to mail ballots, it’s
not fraud that vexes election officials.
It’s human nature.

People procrastinate.
That’s a problem as California pre-

pares amid the COVID-19 pandemic
to mail a ballot to every registered vot-
er in the state for November’s presi-
dential election.

The ballots go out the week of Oct.
5 and have to be returned by Election
Day, Nov. 3. Some people who wait un-
til the last minute think that means
they’re OK if they put it in a mailbox
on that date. But that’s not the rule.

Ballots have to be postmarked by
Election Day, and they have to arrive
no later than 17 days after that date at
the county Registrar of Voters office or
they won’t get counted.

During the March primary, this
was by far the most common reason
mail ballots got rejected in San Diego
County and throughout the state.
They arrived too late.

Out of 102,000 ballots disallowed
statewide, 70,000 didn’t arrive on time,

TARDINESS
USUALLY
REASON FOR
MAIL BALLOT
REJECTION
Late arrival much more
common than voter fraud,
according to officials, data 
BY JOHN WILKENS
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Some schools will open this week in
San Diego County for the first time in
five months.

Certain schools can reopen as soon
as Monday under a county waiver
process that allows some schools to
open early. All schools in the county
could reopen as soon as the end of the
month — if San Diego keeps its
COVID-19 case rate down.

While schools reopen, the jury is
still out among health experts about
the safest way to reopen schools — and
whether it is safe enough to open at all.

A recent report about how to safely
reopen schools, written by nine health
and science experts at UC San Diego
to aid in San Diego Unified’s reopening
plans, raises some questions about
the way California is allowing schools
to reopen.

For one thing, California is not re-
quiring masks in schools for second-

UC SAN DIEGO
EXPERTS WARY
OF SCHOOL
REOPENING
GUIDELINES
BY KRISTEN TAKETA
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After rolling blackouts
hobbled California nearly 20
years ago and helped push
the sitting governor out of of-
fice, state energy officials
and political leaders vowed
to never again be victimized
by the vagaries of electric
power — or the markets that
drive them.

But their best efforts
were not enough last week-
end. The state’s big three
power monopolies — Pacific
Gas & Electric, Southern
California Edison and San

Diego Gas & Electric — cut
service to hundreds of thou-
sands of customers by order
of the California Independ-
ent System Operator, the
Folsom nonprofit that man-
ages most of the state’s
power grid.

Just after 6:30 p.m. on
Aug. 14, the lights went off
from San Diego to the Bay
Area to the Sierra foothills.
More than 400,000 homes
and businesses were with-
out power for up to several
hours. The next day, just af-
ter 6 p.m., more than 300,000
customers were shut off for
20 minutes or longer.

Officials from the agency,
known as CAISO or Cal ISO,
said there was not enough
electricity to meet demand 

QUESTIONS RISE OVER
ROLLING BLACKOUTS
Advocates worry
power officials not
controlling costs
BY JEFF MCDONALD

SEE BLACKOUTS • A18

tion to provide federal as-
sistance. Gov. Gavin New-
som said in a statement
that the declaration will
also help people in counties
affected by the fires with cri-
sis counseling, housing and
other social services. 

Two clusters of wildfires
in the San Francisco Bay
Area broke old records to
become the second- and
third-largest wildfires in re-
cent state history by size.

Light winds, cooler and
more humid nighttime
weather helped fire crews
make a bit of progress, but
their efforts could be hurt by
warm, dry weather, erratic
wind gusts and lightning in 

Firefighters in California
were racing to slow the
spread of wildfires that
burned nearly one million
acres in a week and de-
stroyed hundreds of homes
as weekend weather threat-
ened to spark new fires and
overwhelm the state’s fire-
fighting ability. 

Responding to the emer-
gency, President Donald
Trump issued on Saturday
a major disaster declara-

NEARLY 1M ACRES BURNED,
HUNDREDS OF HOMES LOST

Firefighters protect a home in Napa County as the
LNU Lightning Complex fires burn on Friday.

NOAH BERGER AP

Fires grow to state’s
2nd-, 3rd-largest 
in recent history
U-T NEWS SERVICES
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MORE COVERAGE INSIDE
A3 • House passes measure to shore

up Postal Service amid nationwide
rallies, including in San Diego County.


