Congress of the United States

Washington, BE 20515

August 18, 2026

The Honorable Todd Blanche
Attorney General

U.S. Department of Justice
Washington, D.C. 20530

Dear Attorney General Todd Blanche:

We, members of the Illinois congressional delegation, write to you regarding disturbing reports of so-
called “mega master” immigration hearings at the Chicago Immigration Court, as well as other immigration
courts across the country. Through these hearings, the Department of Justice’s (DOJ) Executive Office for
Immigration Review (EOIR) is intentionally overcrowding dockets with little notice to immigrants in an effort
to manufacture significant numbers of removal orders and advance the Administration’s mass deportation
campaign.' Reports suggest that DOJ is calling as many as 185 noncitizens to court on a single docket,” an
action designed to drive mass deportations through chaos and confusion.’

In May 2026, EOIR instituted a new policy in non-detained immigration courts, requiring judges to
conduct master calendar hearings for 100 individuals twice per week, while also maintaining their previously-
scheduled dockets and individual merits hearings.* In many cases, these individuals have never been inside a
courtroom, are unrepresented, do not speak English or Spanish fluently, do not understand the requirements of
immigration proceedings, and are seeking asylum.’ Nonetheless, they are expected to inform the court of the
forms of relief they seek and enter pleadings that could severely restrict the rest of their case.®

Scheduling tactics deliberately make hearings difficult to attend. In many cases, the new “mega master”
hearing dates are scheduled on an accelerated timeline and sometimes take place before the noncitizen even
receives the updated hearing notice in the mail.” In Chicago, the median notice time given to immigrants to
appear at court was 34 days in June 2026, compared to 229 days in May 2026.% Individuals who receive

! Ximena Bustillo, Immigration Courts Are Using a New Tactic to Speed Up Deportations, NPR (May 26, 2026),
https://www.npr.org/2026/05/26/nx-s1-5830474/trump-immigration-courts-mega-masters.
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* As reported to Senate Judiciary Committee Ranking Member Durbin by the National Immigration Judges Union on Aug. 5, 2026;
see also Armando Garcia, Immigration Attorneys Say Some Courts are Holding Over 100 Case Hearings Daily, ABC NEWS (May 29,
2026), https://abcnews.com/US/immigration-attorneys-courts-holding-100-case-hearings-daily/story?id=133397142.

> See Kate Morrissey, The ‘Mega Masters’ Tactic: Mass Immigration Hearings Inside Crowded Courtrooms, CAPITAL & MAIN (Jul.
14, 2026), https://capitalandmain.com/the-mega-masters-tactic-mass-immigration-hearings-inside-crowded-courtrooms; Nat’l
Immigration Project, “Mega Master” Hearings: Fact Cases & Bad Outcomes (June 9, 2026), https://nipnlg.org/sites/default/files/2026-
06/Mega-Master-Hearings-Explainer.pdf; Adriana Cardona-Maguigad & Lauren FitzPatrick; Adriana Cardona-Maguigad & Lauren
FitzPatrick, supra note 2.
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inadequate notice are more likely to be removed at the expense of due process.’ This adds to the chaos already
manufactured by this Administration as it carries out mass arrests within courthouses, frightening thousands of
noncitizens from appearing for court.'

Courtrooms handling upwards of 150 respondents in a judge’s morning docket raise serious concerns
about whether individuals are receiving a meaningful opportunity to be heard.'' Dozens of unrepresented
respondents appear in a single hearing, in courtrooms designed to accommodate approximately 25 individuals."
This limits meaningful opportunities for them to understand their rights, seek legal representation, or even
obtain adequate translations while in the hearing."® These concerns are compounded by recent efforts to gut
asylum protections. United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) has eliminated certain initial
asylum interviews, causing more asylum seekers to appear directly before an immigration judge,' and the
Board of Immigration Appeals (BIA) issued a decision last year allowing immigration judges to summarily
deny claims without a full evidentiary hearing on the merits."

It is also alarming to see mega master hearings involving children, particularly unaccompanied children,
many of whom have often already been subjected to trauma, abuse, and exploitation and now have limited
access to legal counsel.'® For unaccompanied children in particular, these types of proceedings make it harder to
understand what is happening, ask questions, identify errors, or communicate with attorneys, advocates, or
caregivers.'’

Mega master hearings are the latest effort to weaponize the immigration courts to facilitate mass
removals. The Administration is already placing extraordinary pressure on immigration judges to expedite the
adjudication of cases without careful review.'® Over 100 immigration judges with years of experience have been

’Id.
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(June 12, 2026), https://acaciajustice.org/acacia-condemns-master-calendar/.

Y American Bar Association, Understanding Recent EOIR Trends in Unaccompanied Children’s Cases: Rocket Dockets, Advanced
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fired." In September 2025, EOIR issued a directive requiring judges to complete 95 percent of non-detained
cases in one year.”

The National Association of Immigration Judges has voiced concerns that EOIR’s policy for mass
hearings not only creates serious operational and logistical challenges, but also unnecessary security concerns.?'
In a recent letter to Senate Judiciary Committee leadership, they emphasized that these mega master hearings
will not solve the existing case-management problems, stating, “[i]nstead, [these hearings] create[] new
operational failures and avoidable security hazards while placing impossible demands on already overburdened
courts.”?

I1linois has repeatedly felt the disastrous impact of the Administration’s mass deportation agenda. From
Operation Midway Blitz and the attempted deployment of the National Guard in Chicago to repeated attempts
to withhold federal funding based solely on policy disagreements, the Trump Administration’s mass deportation
campaign has involved activities that, at a minimum, raise serious constitutional concerns and, at worse, are an
all-out attack on the constitutional rights of Illinoisians.* Illinois was the first state to investigate the
misconduct of federal law enforcement throughout these operations.* These so-called mega master hearings
appear to be the latest example of policies prioritizing enforcement and deportation quotas over due process,
while creating unnecessary fear, confusion, and uncertainty for the communities we represent. Immigration
proceedings must prioritize fairness and the rule of law, rather than numerical enforcement targets.?

Accordingly, we request responses to the following questions no later than September 1, 2026:

1. In light of policy changes regarding preliminary asylum interviews, what procedures is DOJ using to
ensure that each asylum applicant receives a full and fair evaluation of the merits of their claim?

2. What factors account for the significant reduction in hearing notice periods between May and June 2026
in immigration courts?

deportation-asylum-judges-82d6b7e7914£d128561f1c5ad6612445.
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2 Letter from Holly D’ Andrea, President -National Association of Immigration Judges (Aug. 5, 2026).
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% See Matt Masterson, Feds Reject CTA s Revised Safety Plan, Threaten to Withhold Millions in Transit Funding, WTTW NEwS (Dec.
19, 2025), https://news.wttw.com/2025/12/19/feds-reject-cta-s-revised-safety-plan-threaten-withhold-millions-transit-funding; Sara
Tenenbaum, [llinois Lawsuit Over Trump s Deployment of National Guard to Chicago Dismissed, Orders are No Longer Operational,
CBS NEWS (April 20, 2026), https://www.cbsnews.com/chicago/news/illinois-lawsuit-trump-national-guard-chicago-dismissed/;
Associated Press, ICE Arrests Nearly 550 in Chicago Area as Part of ‘Midway Blitz,” Officials Say. WTTW (Sept. 19, 2025),
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et al., Thousands Arrested, Deported By Immigration Agents During Operation Midway Blitz, New Records Reveal, ABC 7 (Apr. 1,
2026), https://abc7chicago.com/post/immigration-enforcement-thousands-arrested-deported-ice-agents-border-patrol-operation-
midway-blitz-new-records-reveal/18824584/; Brett Samuels, Trump Suggests Using ‘Dangerous’ US Cities as ‘Training Grounds’ For
Military, THE HILL (Sept. 30, 2025), https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/5528730-trump-military-training-cities-crime-
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final-report.html.
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3. What steps are being taken to ensure respondents in immigration court receive adequate notice of their
proceedings?

4. What is the appropriate process for a respondent in immigration court to request additional time to
obtain an attorney?

5. What measures is DOJ taking to ensure that unrepresented respondents are afforded adequate due
process, including having sufficient notice to appear before an immigration court?

6. How is the DOJ ensuring that the current immigration court system has adequate personnel, meets
courtroom capacity needs, and provides staff with the proper administrative resources to manage these
increased caseloads and to ensure due process for every noncitizen respondent?

7. Inresponse to a question for the record from Senator Padilla after your Senate Judiciary Committee
nomination hearing, you stated that all master calendar hearings are conducted “fully in accordance with
the applicable law....”*® Please specify what applicable laws were referred to in this response.

8. In your response to Senator Padilla, you also stated that when individuals appearing at mega master
hearings have “specific questions or concerns, immigration judges will hear those cases individually as
appropriate.”?’ What are the protocols or policies in place to ensure respondents appearing at mega
master hearings be heard? How should a respondent request that a case be heard “individually”?

We urge the Administration to discontinue practices that undermine due process, including the use of
mega master hearings. Instead, the Administration should ensure that asylum seekers receive fair and
meaningful hearings and uphold the integrity of our nation's immigration system. We appreciate your prompt
attention to this matter and look forward to your response.

Sincerely,
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26 Response to Question for the Record submitted by Senator Padilla, Nomination of Todd Blanche to be Attorney General of the
United States, Senate Committee on the Judiciary, 119th Cong. (2026) (response dated July 17, 2026).
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