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The U.S. government remains partially shut down over disagreements between President 
Donald Trump and Congress about how to handle people outside of the country wanting 
to come in. 
 
But that impasse is worsening the U.S.'s ability to address the immigrants already here. 
 
As of Friday, more than 1,800 immigration court hearings had already been cancelled in 
New Jersey, according to data from the Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse, a 
non-partisan research group at Syracuse University. If the shutdown continues through 
the end of the month, that number could exceed 4,600, and thousands more are projected 
to be cancelled throughout February. 
 
“President Trump wanted to speed things up,” said Paris Lee, an immigration attorney at 
Lee & Garasia in Edison. “But ironically, due to the shutdown, everything is being 
slowed down.” 
 
The cases will not be simple to reschedule. Since 2016, immigrants in New Jersey have 
waited an average of more than two years for a hearing, according to the research group. 
 
That’s due to an overwhelmed court system. At the beginning of December, weeks before 
the shutdown began, New Jersey already had a backlog of more than 44,000 cases, a 61 
percent increase from the previous year. That number grew at a faster rate than all but 
four other states, more than New York’s and more than California’s. 
 
“Most individuals who are asked to come to immigration court appear,” said Michael 
Noriega, an immigration lawyer who chairs the state bar association’s immigration group. 
“They’re not hiding.” 
 
Noriega said the fix went beyond hiring more judges. Trump administration policies, he 
said, forced many cases before a judge that could have been handled by another agency, 
which in turn clogged up the system. 
 
Nationally, tens of thousands of court hearings have been postponed. By the end of the 
month, that number could hit 100,000. 
 



Those cases include people who entered the country illegally or who overstayed their 
visa. People who have already been detained, however, are continuing to receive 
hearings, although the shutdown is hindering access to information about those cases. 
 
Questions sent to U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement about how the detention 
center in Elizabeth has been affected triggered automated messages from several 
spokespeople: " ... we are prohibited by law from working,” each read, “please resubmit 
your query upon the government re-opening.” 
 
Multiple messages left with spokespeople for Newark’s immigration court were not 
returned. 


