
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



About Annunciation House:  

 
Annunciation House began in 1978. It was 
founded by a small group of young people 
from El Paso who were searching for a way to 
serve the poor based on the Gospel. They 
were committed to a lifestyle that would be 
simple and lived in community; to working 
and living in solidarity with the poorest of the 
poor; and to offer their work or services for 
free and receive no monetary compensation 
in return. In order to better understand the 
insecurity and vulnerability in which the poor find themselves, it was decided that no government or 
permanent funding sources would be sought or accepted. Instead Annunciation House would be supported by 
spontaneous, voluntary donations.  
 
In 1977 the second floor of an old building that was owned by the Catholic Diocese of El Paso became 
available, and on February 3rd, 1978, five young people moved in. After an initial period when most of the 
work revolved around cleaning and fixing up the building, a call came asking the group if they would be willing 
to take in an undocumented teenager who had been living on the streets. In accepting this young person two 
decisions were made that would end up defining the work of Annunciation House. One was that Annunciation 
House would be a house of hospitality for the homeless poor. The second was that Annunciation House would 
primarily work with the undocumented, the most excluded sector of the local community: the poorest of the 
poor.  
 
Over the years Annunciation House would host as many as 100 guests at any one time.  During the 1980s and 
early 1990s the house served mostly people from Central America fleeing the violence and political turmoil 
that affected the region during that period. Since then the house has also served migrants and refugees from 
Mexico, Latin America, and other countries throughout the world. 
 
Annunciation House has expanded from its original house and now operates one other long term shelter in El 
Paso, Casa Vides. A shelter that works with women and children in Ciudad Juarez called Casa Peregrina was 
established, but later had to be shut down because of lack of volunteers. In addition we have Casa Teresa in El 
Paso which serves as an office and rest space for volunteers, and Casa Emaus in Ciudad Juarez that works in 
the community of Puerto de Anapra and hosts BAE groups.  
 
The work however continues to be the same. To operate houses of hospitality, and to work with the 
undocumented, who more than ever continue to be the most excluded members of the community, the 
poorest of the poor. 
 
Annunciation House also continues to be funded entirely by private donations by individual and groups. The 
work is still carried out by an all volunteer staff. There is a small group of long term volunteers who oversee 
the running of the various houses. The day to day work is carried out by mostly young volunteers, many of 
them recent college graduates from the US, who make a minimum one year commitment to work here on the 
Border. Although Annunciation House is a Catholic organization, the volunteers are from all different faith 
backgrounds, and are united by their commitment to the ideals that lead to the founding of the original house. 
 

For more information, please visit our website at www.annunciationhouse.org 

http://www.annunciationhouse.org/


Border Awareness 

Experience Overview 
 
Annunciation House has always hosted 
groups who have been interested in 
learning about our work and the Border. 
Responding to the desire of these groups to 
better understand the various forces that 
bring people to the Border, Annunciation 
House developed the Border Awareness 
Experience (BAE). We currently receive 
about 12-15 groups per year, mostly from 
colleges and universities in the US. Some 
participants are coming to the Border for 
the first time, while others wish to deepen 
their understanding of the issues. 
 
The objective of the BAE is to facilitate face to face meetings and encounters between BAE participants and 
people and groups on both sides of the Border. It intends to raise consciousness in the ‘first world’ about the 
issues facing the peoples of the ‘third world’ and the effects of unjust economic policies on their lives. It is an 
opportunity to listen to different perspectives and opinions about issues such as immigration, economic 
development, human rights, and social justice. It seeks put a face on the immigrant, the factory worker, the 
refugee, and the Border Patrol Agent. 
 
The US/Mexico border is a unique area where the ‘First World’ meets the ‘Third World’. It is a region where 
multiple factors (social, political, economic, cultural, environmental) come into play. The Border is a place that 
is neither Mexico nor the US, but at the same time both and more. It is worth understanding for its own 
intrinsic value, but perhaps more importantly, we can learn much by seeing the Border as microcosm of 
today’s globalized economy. The Border is a place where North Americans come face to face with the effects 
of their consumption and the results of their country’s immigration and economic policies. It is also a place 
where they can listen to and learn about how the people of Mexico and the Third World are organizing 
themselves to improve their lives and look for ways to make structural changes with the intention to create a 
society that is more just. 
 
The BAE is an immersion experience. More than being an informational tour, it seeks to immerse the 
participants in the Border culture and the realities of the many people and groups that live and work here. The 
BAE is not an opportunity to ‘do’ but to listen and hear. Rather than feeling pity for the poor that they will 
meet during their visit, we hope that BAE participants will be inspired and moved as they meet empowered 
groups and individuals who are active protagonists in the struggle for social justice rather than the passive 
recipients of ‘charity’ or ‘help’.  
 
The BAE does not seek so much to answer questions, but to raise them. After the experience, many 
participants still find themselves seeking more knowledge about the issues at the end of their time here than 
when they arrived. The BAE seeks to be a tool with which to initiate or continue a dialogue about how to work 
in solidarity with others to create a world with greater social justice. 
  
 
 



A Typical Day 

 

Border Awareness Experiences are 
individually tailored in order to 
accommodate the particular needs of our 
various groups, whether coming from 
universities, churches, or otherwise. The 
BAE Coordinator strives to dialogue with 
each group’s leaders in order to plan a trip 
that will be most meaningful and 
impactful to their participants, depending 
on things such as age, background, 
university majors, career paths, and 
previous border experience.  

 

Trip length varies, but generally ranges between five and seven days; shorter trips cans sometimes prove 
frustrating for participants due to the desire to have more time to explore border issues. A typical day may 
include two or three meetings with individuals or groups on either side of the border. These groups may work 
in the field of immigration, economic development, human rights, or social justice. A typical BAE may include 
the following: 
 

 Tour of the border fence and the scenic overlook of the two cities.  

 Tour of Annunciation House with a "life story/immigration story" talk by a guest 

 Visiting the Border Patrol Museum including a presentation and Q&A session with Border Patrol agents 

 Visiting the migrant farmworker's center in downtown El Paso 

 Visiting a local detention center and speaking with officers working there 

 Visiting immigration court and observing court proceedings 

 Visiting a local non-profit immigration law office and speaking with lawyers and/or law clerks 

 Discussions with anthropology, history, and economics professors regarding immigration 

 Visiting various women’s cooperatives & organizations including a woman's worker center and market 

 Visiting community organizations that work in the colonias outside of El Paso 

 Visiting with union organizers 

 Visiting various churches and religious orders that are active in the immigrant community 

 Visiting local organizations that work with domestic violence victims/survivors.  

 Visiting with members of the Labor Justice Committee 

 Visiting local organizations/individuals working in the field of environmental responsibility and justice 

 Visiting a maquiladora and speaking to managers and workers there 

 Visiting with local organizations dedicated to protecting civil and human rights such as the ACLU, the 
Border Network for Human Rights, and the Paso del Norte Civil Rights Project 

 Attending cultural events such as concerts, art shows, and relevant conferences 

 Watching films related to immigration, borderlands economics, and the violence in Mexico.  
 

In between speakers and site visits, BAE participants will have some daily free time for journaling, rest, 
spending time with house guests, and exploring the city. Requests for additional free time can be 
accommodated depending upon specific group needs and trip length.  
 
Three meals a day will be provided and all expenses are included once the participant has arrived in El Paso. 
Most meals are eaten in the houses with the guests, and BAE participants are asked to help out with mealtime 
chores including doing dishes and cleaning common areas.   



Trip Logistics 
 
Group Size and Composition 

 
We currently receive about 12-15 groups per year, mostly from 
colleges and universities in the US. Although Annunciation House 
is an organization firmly rooted in Catholic traditions, our 
volunteers and guests come from a wide range of faiths, 
backgrounds, and beliefs, and all are welcomed and treated with 
equal respect. Likewise, we are open to receiving groups from 
across the religious, secular, and political spectrums. 
 
BAEs are open to all participants regardless of age, gender, race, 
ethnicity, nationality, religious affiliation, veteran status, sexual orientation, gender identity, and ability status. 
We are flexible about group size; however, we prefer that each BAE group is comprised of a minimum of 10 
participants. If there will be more than 14 participants please inform Annunciation House at least three 
months ahead of time so that we can make adequate travel and sleeping arrangements.  
 
BAEs are open to both US citizen and non-citizen participants. Citizens planning on crossing into Juarez must 
have a valid US passport. Non-citizens must carry their immigration documents on them at all times, and 
should double-check that their papers are in order before attempting to leave or enter the United States. Due 
to Border Patrol checkpoints, it is not advised that undocumented individuals travel to El Paso. It is the 
responsibility of the sending institution to be sure that the documents of all participants are in order. 
 
Scheduling 

 
If your group has a preference for focusing on a particular topic or area whilst you are with us we are happy to 
try to tailor the BAE to suit your specific needs. Areas include: Immigration; Labor; Women; Health; Education; 
Environment; Human Rights.  Most BAEs are a mixture of the above areas, created with the specific needs and 
desires of each group taken into account. 
 
Annunciation House is an organization rooted in Catholic tradition and our work has grown out of the various 
social teachings of the Church such as creating an option for the poor and the theology of liberation. If you 
would like us to incorporate some of these themes into the BAE or if you would like to visit groups or talk to 
people on the border that work along these lines please let us know.  

 
Please let us know ahead of time if you would like us to 
schedule some extended free time for the participants.  Many 
groups ask us to leave them a free morning or afternoon 
towards the end of the week for some self-directed sightseeing 
in El Paso and/or Juarez. 
 
While we can give you a general idea before you arrive of what 
you will be doing and where you will be staying, a completed 
schedule is usually not available until the group arrives. Please 
be aware that we are not able to guarantee in advance that we 
will be able to visit a specific site or group.  
 



Reflection  

 
Reflection is a daily part of life at Annunciation House and we 
ask that all BAE participants come prepared to participate 
actively in reflections. Some groups arrive with some reflection, 
journal, or discussion time already planned, while others do not. 
Please let us know beforehand if you would like us to facilitate 
this time or whether we can help you with some structure, 
themes, or material. We encourage participants to please bring 
journals for use during their time on the border.  
 
Service 

 
The BAE is not an opportunity to ‘do’ but to listen and hear as 
part of an immersion experience. Therefore, Annunciation 
House generally prefers to not honor requests for “service days” 
on trips that are under one week in length (longer trips may 
include a service project if requested). Rather, Annunciation 
House prefers to try and use participants’ limited time on the 
border for as many specifically educational components as 
possible. Additionally, we require students to help with chores throughout the week (dishes, cleaning the 
dining and living rooms, etc.) and usually have the BAE participants prepare the dinner meal during their last 
night in the house; lots of times this serves to fulfill the “service" needs of the groups. It is our hope that BAE 
participants serve the guests of our houses by bearing witness to their stories and bringing back what they 
have learned and experienced to their communities at home.  
 
Safety and Ciudad Juarez 

 
It is true that Ciudad Juarez is one of the most violent cities in the world, a heart breaking reality that has 
touched the lives of many of our guests and community members. At the same time, El Paso remains one of 
the safest cities in the United States, with one of the lowest violent crime rates in the country. This reality 
underscores the deep divide between the two cities and countries, a divide that exists contrary to our physical 
proximity, interconnected existence, and shared humanity.  
 

Despite the ongoing violence, several Annunciation House 
volunteers do continue to routinely cross the border in order 
to accompany the people in our sister city of Ciudad Juarez. 
Likewise, Annunciation House is still very willing to take BAE 
participants to Juarez, and will take every reasonable 
precaution to ensure group safety. Many groups have asked 
not to cross into Juarez, and Annunciation House honors this 
request. However, the decision to cross into Juarez must be 
made solely by the sending organization, not by Annunciation 
House. Additionally, since safety cannot be guaranteed, each 
individual BAE participant must consciously make his/her own 
personal decision regarding crossing into Juarez. While we are 
more than willing to provide a Juarez component during the 
BAE, Annunciation House cannot be responsible for making 
this decision for participating organizations.    



 
Immersion, Solidarity, and Simplicity  

 
The BAE is an immersion experience, rooted in the 
tenets of solidarity and intentional simplicity. More 
than being an informational tour, it seeks to 
immerse the participants in the Border culture and 
the realities of the many people and groups that 
live and work here. Participants will be completely 
immersing themselves in the Border culture and 
their surroundings for the duration of their visit. 
That means spending time with the volunteers and 
the migrants who live in our houses. It means 
eating the simple meals that are served. 
Participants may find themselves in situations where they do not understand exactly what is going on because 
of language difficulties. They are also likely to experience heat or cold depending on the time of year that they 
visit.   
 
The BAE can be intense and tiring. The days start early and are full. Many participants feel overwhelmed by 
the amount of information they are receiving, the things they are seeing, the culture, the food, and the 
climate. There are times when a lot of things are happening, and other times where it will be quiet. Each night 
there will be some scheduled reflection or processing time to talk about the day’s events, as well as to address 
any questions or concerns. It is important that participants are aware that they will not have guaranteed 
access to e-mail during the BAE and that we discourage the use of cell phones in order to promote a sense of 
being present in the immersion experience.  
 
The BAE is not an informational tour where participants can return to a ‘normal’ setting at the end of the day. 
It is important that the BAE participants are fully prepared for the structure of the week and what will be 
expected of them so that things go as smoothly as possible.  The week will have been set up before they 
arrive. The days will be busy and there will be little time outside of what is already programmed. Most 
unstructured time will take place within the context of visiting a particular organization or place. There will 
only be limited time for sightseeing unless additional free time is requested beforehand by trip organizers.  
 
Dietary Concerns 

 
Since this is an immersion experience, meals are generally quite basic as they are eaten with the guests in our 
houses. Annunciation House runs off of donations, meaning that food options, especially fresh produce, are 
often limited. Some meals may consist of very basic fare, such as simple rice and beans. Within this 
framework, we are generally able to accommodate dietary restrictions such as vegetarian, vegan, and gluten 
free. However, participants with special dietary plans, including those with blood sugar concerns, should notify 
us ahead of time and may be encouraged to bring additional snacks to supplement set mealtimes.  
 
Health Concerns 

 
We take every precaution with the health of the BAE participants. But on occasion, a participant does feel ill. 
To aid in such a situation, we do have on-hand basic, over-the-counter medications. In the event of a medical 
emergency, however, we take the participant to a hospital. For this reason it is important that the participant 
have his or her insurance information with him or her and have included it on the registration form. 
Annunciation House is not responsible for health care costs incurred by BAE participants. 



Cost 

 
BAE fees cover educational programming, food, lodging, and other miscellaneous expenses. We encourage 
participants to bring some money for snacks or souvenirs.  

 BAE- program plus board and lodging (three meals): $90 per person per day 

 BAE- program only (including lunch):  $70 per person per day 

 BAE- lodging plus breakfast and dinner: $35 per person per day 

 BAE- work site fee: $35 per person per day 
 
Reservation Policy 

 
Due to high demand for Border Awareness 
Experience trips, Annunciation House has 
instituted a reservation policy for Border 
Awareness Experience groups. Cancellations 
affect not only us, but also other groups who 
inquire and are turned away because we are full, 
only to have those dates become available too 
late to make use of them. To be able to better 
respond to demand for Border Awareness 
Experiences, we require groups to send a $500 
deposit which will be subtracted from the total 
cost of the trip, at least 5 months in advance. The 
deposit is non-refundable. Until this deposit is 
received by Annunciation House, any dates 
scheduled will be held only tentatively.  
 
Sleeping Arrangements 

 
BAE participants usually reside in one of our houses of hospitality on the border, though alternate 
accommodations are sometimes made. Sleeping arrangements are dormitory style, in bunk beds, with males 
and females generally sleeping in separate rooms. Annunciation House will provide all bedding and 
participants do not need to bring sleeping bags—extra blankets are available.  Participants should, however, 
pack their own towels. Use of washing machines is limited, but available upon request. 
 
Climate and Packing 

 
The weather and temperature in El Paso and Juarez can be variable. While it is generally very hot and sunny 
during the summer months, it can get quite cold in the winter and early spring. Rain is infrequent, but can be 
heavy at times. BAE participants coming between November and March should be encouraged to bring 
clothing that is good for dressing in layers, including jackets and other warm clothing, especially since some of 
our houses are not heated. 
 
 BAE participants walk quite a bit and sometimes use public transportation; therefore, comfortable shoes are 
recommended. Participants should bring a small back pack or day pack for when we are out during the day, 
along with a water bottle, hat, and sunscreen. Finally, participants should make sure they bring at least one set 
of clothes to wear when attending church, immigration court, or visiting with officials.   
 



Participant Testimonies 
 
“I always wanted to come to El Paso and really get into 
border issues academically, but this trip affected me in a very 
visceral and emotional way. It’s changed the way I look at a 
lot of things in my life, my job, my relationships and on….” 
 
“This experience was unforgettable, the hospitality of 
everyone was amazing, and everything we did was perfect for 
the BAE.” 
 
“This experience has given me immense information and 
motivation to keep going. I know why I care and I know this 
issue is bigger than myself; I am ready to throw myself into 
this, to give it my all.” 
 
“I think the most meaningful experience of my time on the border was having the opportunity to finally put 
faces, names, and stories to issues. Living with the families in Casa Vides and hearing people speak from the 
other side of the border was an experience that I will always remember—it made the issue so much more 
personal.” 
 
“The BAE was unbelievable. I learned so much about a topic that I thought I knew a lot about.” 
 
“When preparing for this experience, I imagined a lot of devastation and tragedy. My stay here at Casa Vides 
has shown me there is still so much beauty and love in the lives of the guests due to community and family.” 
 
“Throughout the BAE, I was affected by the complexity, gravity, beauty, and realness of it all. There were many 
instances I was very sad, in great disbelief, and simultaneously happy. This BAE has opened my eyes to the 
responsibility I have being privileged enough to come down to El Paso and seek the truth—I am inspired to 
build upon this knowledge.” 
 
“The most meaningful experiences for me were some of the small moments at Casa Vides—playing with the 
kids outside, cooking and cleaning with the guests—these moments grounded the rest of my experience. It 
humanized the issue.” 
 
“Personally, I feel completely different about the world I live in. I already knew a lot of these issues as 
concepts, but learning about them in terms of actual humans that I lived and played with really drove home 
my already present life dedication to social justice.” 
 
“This experience has made me feel extremely sad, angry, privileged, and overwhelmed by the issues we are 
facing. However, being in the houses and seeing the joy, love, and family connections that exist and meeting 
with social service organizations have made me feel hopeful, empowered, and confident that while there is 
sadness and injustice, life is a beautiful thing. This experience has been so powerful, enlightening, and 
empowering, and I feel 100% called to action.” 
 
“I’ve really become very empathetic with the immigrant struggle in depth—profoundly. Putting a face to the 
struggle was extremely moving. I’ve gained an appreciation for the borderland culture, the incredible strength 
of humanity, and my responsibility to share this experience with others, to use my voice to speak out.” 


