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Judge: 'Probable cause' to hold U.S. in contempt over Alien
Enemies Act deportations
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U.S. District Judge James Boasberg, chief judge of the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia.
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Read this story in Spanish.

Judge James Boasberg of the U.S. District Court in the District of Columbia ruled
Wednesday that there is "probable cause" to find the Trump administration in
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criminal contempt of court for violating his order last month to immediately pause
any deportations under the Alien Enemies Act.

President Trump on March 15 invoked the 1798 Alien Enemies Act to target
members of Tren de Aragua, a Venezuelan prison gang that Trump says is invading
the United States.

The government sent several planeloads of alleged gang members to El Salvador
immediately after invoking the act, including 137 people under the statute, the
White House said at the time.

The flights happened just after the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and
Democracy Forward sued the Trump administration over its use of the Alien
Enemies Act. They said the administration removed people without due process.

Boasberg imposed a temporary restraining order barring deportations that
evening — but the planes still arrived in El Salvador. The Justice Department
argued that Boasberg had overstepped his authority by inserting himself into
questions of foreign policy.
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'Homegrowns are next': Trump hopes to deport and jail U.S. citizens abroad
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But Boasberg wasn't convinced.

He said that while he issued the order temporarily pausing the flight, "those
individuals were on planes being flown overseas, having been spirited out of the
United States by the Government before they could vindicate their due-process
rights by contesting their removability in a federal court, as the law requires."

"The Court ultimately determines that the Government's actions on that day
demonstrate a willful disregard for its Order, sufficient for the Court to conclude
that probable cause exists to find the Government in criminal contempt," Boasberg
wrote on Wednesday. "The Court does not reach such conclusion lightly or hastily;
indeed, it has given Defendants ample opportunity to rectify or explain their
actions. None of their responses has been satisfactory."

The White House said it plans to immediately appeal.

"The Supreme Court ruled that Judge Boasberg has no right to seize control of the
President's authority to conduct foreign policy — he should have never issued his
order," a DOJ spokesperson said in an emailed statement. "His underhanded
attempt to maintain power over this case is a judicial power grab that the
Department of Justice will fight by all means necessary."
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Government faces April 23 deadline

Boasberg gave the federal government until April 23 to respond to try to "purge
their contempt" and prove they did not violate his temporary restraining order.

Alternatively, the government must provide the name of the person or people who
chose not to halt Alien Enemies Act deportations out of the U.S. despite his order
— and Boasberg said he would refer them for prosecution.

An order of criminal contempt is a crime and can carry a fine or prison sentence.

"We plan to seek immediate appellate relief," White House communications
director Steven Cheung said on X. "The President is 100% committed to ensuring
that terrorists and criminal illegal migrants are no longer a threat to Americans
and their communities across the country."
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The Supreme Court weighed in on the case last week, saying the ACLU and
Democracy Forward should have brought their suits in a different court and under
a different statute. But it didn't rule on the underlying constitutionality of Trump's
invocation of the Alien Enemies Act and also said any alleged gang members
deported under the act need to be given notice of deportation and the opportunity
to contest it.

"That Court's later determination that the TRO [temporary restraining order]
suffered from a legal defect, however, does not excuse the Government's
violation," Boasberg said about the Supreme Court's opinion, referring to his
temporary restraining order. "If a party chooses to disobey the order — rather than
wait for it to be reversed through the judicial process — such disobedience is
punishable as contempt, notwithstanding any later-revealed deficiencies in the
order."
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"The Constitution does not tolerate willful disobedience of judicial orders —
especially by officials of a coordinate branch who have sworn an oath to uphold
it," he added.

Democracy Forward, one of the groups suing to block immediate deportations
under the Alien Enemies Act, said it would continue to defend its clients and fight
for their due process.

"Today's decision affirms what we have long known: the government's conduct in
this case is unlawful and a threat to people and our constitution," Skye Perryman,
president and CEO of Democracy Forward, said in a statement.

—NPR's Elena Moore contributed to this story.

Clarification

April 16, 2025

A sentence in an earlier version of this story has been updated to clarify that Democracy Forward

was not suing to block Judge James Boasberg’s temporary restraining order. Democracy Forward is

suing the Trump administration to block immediate deportations under the Alien Enemies Act.

deportations department of homeland security president trump el salvador tren de aragua
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Together, we chart the course.
You count on public media for stories that help you understand your world —
voices that bring us closer together.
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Network to share our journalism with you and millions of other people,
regardless of their ability to pay.

You are the “public” in public media. Can we count on you to support this
essential public resource today?

DONATE ➔

More Stories From NPR

POP CULTURE HAPPY HOUR

The embarrassing truth of dating men : Pop Culture Happy Hour

Cookie Consent & Sponsorship Choices

We and our partners process data to provide:

Actively scan device characteristics for identification. Store
and/or access information on a device. Personalised advertising
and content, advertising and content measurement, audience
research and services development.

We and our 483 partners store and access personal data, like

browsing data or unique identifiers, on your device. Selecting

Accept All enables tracking technologies to support the

purposes shown under we and our partners process data to

provide. Selecting Reject All or withdrawing your consent will

disable them. If trackers are disabled, some content and ads

you see may not be as relevant to you. You can resurface this

menu to change your choices or withdraw consent at any time

by clicking the Cookie Settings & Opt Out link on the bottom of

the webpage. Your choices will have effect within our Website.

For more details, refer to our Privacy Policy.

By clicking “Accept All,” you agree to the use of cookies, similar

tracking and storage technologies, and information about your

device to enhance your viewing, listening and user experience,

personalize content, personalize messages from NPR’s

sponsors, provide social media features, and analyze NPR’s

traffic. This information is shared with social media,

sponsorship, analytics, and other vendors or service providers.

4/8/26, 5:01 AM Judge finds 'probable cause' to hold U.S. in contempt over deportations : NPR

https://www.npr.org/2025/04/16/g-s1-60696/judge-contempt-alien-enemies-act 7/16

https://contribute.npr.org/secure/stand-public-media-npr?_ptid=%7Bkpdx%7DAAAAwzwrRRL0hAoKOUVOeEtRNThwdRIQbW5wa3oxbWh2eDYwZmQ3YxoMRVhWNzQ5NEtJQk9CIiUxODA1MHVnMGI4LTAwMDAzN2JiZXU2MXZwbjYzcWs2amcxajEwKhtzaG93VGVtcGxhdGVHQUlPMkU5SDFPTFE4MDAwAToMT1RLTkRTUllGNUs1Qg1PVFY3MjFEMEdHNVI1UhJ2LYUA8BkyN3p6bnI4NVoPMTM1LjE4MS4yMzEuMjE4YgNkbG1oquXczgZwIHgE
https://www.npr.org/2026/01/08/nx-s1-5662522/the-embarrassing-truth-of-dating-men
https://www.npr.org/2026/01/08/nx-s1-5662522/the-embarrassing-truth-of-dating-men
https://www.npr.org/2026/01/08/nx-s1-5662522/the-embarrassing-truth-of-dating-men
https://www.npr.org/podcasts/510282/pop-culture-happy-hour
https://www.npr.org/2026/01/08/nx-s1-5662522/the-embarrassing-truth-of-dating-men
https://www.npr.org/2026/04/07/nx-s1-5776377/iran-war-updates
https://www.npr.org/2026/04/07/nx-s1-5776377/iran-war-updates
https://www.npr.org/2026/04/07/nx-s1-5776377/iran-war-updates
https://www.npr.org/2026/04/07/nx-s1-5776377/iran-war-updates


U.S. and Iran agree to 2-week ceasefire, suspending Trump's threat to annihilate Iran
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NASA's Artemis II crew are quite the photographers. See what they've snapped so far
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SPACE

The Artemis II crew saw parts of the moon never seen before. Here's what they said
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Photos: NASA releases first images from moon flyby
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Telehealth abortion will remain available for now, after a federal judge's ruling

PLANET MONEY NEWSLETTER

How Bill Phillips used flowing water to model the economy
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Australia charges ex‑soldier with 5 war‑crime murders in Afghanistan
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Congressional Democrats raise alarm over Trump's comments on Iran
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U.K. issues Ye travel ban over antisemitism, leading to festival cancellation
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Now cancer-free, 'Roastmaster' comic Jeff Ross still finds humor in loss
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Bracing for federal cuts, some states are already paring back Medicaid services

READ & LISTEN

Home

News

Culture

Music

Podcasts & Shows

CONNECT

Newsletters

Facebook

Instagram

Press

Public Editor

Corrections

Transcripts

Contact & Help

ABOUT NPR

Overview

Diversity

NPR Network

Accessibility

Ethics

Finances

GET INVOLVED

Support Public Radio

Sponsor NPR

NPR Careers

NPR Shop

NPR Extra

terms of use

privacy

your privacy choices

text only

© 2026 npr

Cookie Consent & Sponsorship Choices

We and our partners process data to provide:

Actively scan device characteristics for identification. Store
and/or access information on a device. Personalised advertising
and content, advertising and content measurement, audience
research and services development.

We and our 483 partners store and access personal data, like

browsing data or unique identifiers, on your device. Selecting

Accept All enables tracking technologies to support the

purposes shown under we and our partners process data to

provide. Selecting Reject All or withdrawing your consent will

disable them. If trackers are disabled, some content and ads

you see may not be as relevant to you. You can resurface this

menu to change your choices or withdraw consent at any time

by clicking the Cookie Settings & Opt Out link on the bottom of

the webpage. Your choices will have effect within our Website.

For more details, refer to our Privacy Policy.

By clicking “Accept All,” you agree to the use of cookies, similar

tracking and storage technologies, and information about your

device to enhance your viewing, listening and user experience,

personalize content, personalize messages from NPR’s

sponsors, provide social media features, and analyze NPR’s

traffic. This information is shared with social media,

sponsorship, analytics, and other vendors or service providers.

4/8/26, 5:01 AM Judge finds 'probable cause' to hold U.S. in contempt over deportations : NPR

https://www.npr.org/2025/04/16/g-s1-60696/judge-contempt-alien-enemies-act 16/16

https://www.npr.org/2026/04/07/nx-s1-5775867/montana-federal-medicaid-cuts-doula-birth
https://www.npr.org/
https://www.npr.org/sections/news/
https://www.npr.org/sections/culture/
https://www.npr.org/music/
https://www.npr.org/podcasts-and-shows
https://www.npr.org/newsletters/
https://www.facebook.com/NPR/
https://www.instagram.com/npr/
https://www.npr.org/series/750003/press-room/
https://www.npr.org/sections/publiceditor/
https://www.npr.org/corrections/
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/
https://help.npr.org/contact/s/
https://www.npr.org/about/
https://www.npr.org/diversity/
https://www.npr.org/network/
https://www.npr.org/about-npr/1136563345/accessibility
https://www.npr.org/ethics/
https://www.npr.org/about-npr/178660742/public-radio-finances
https://www.npr.org/support/
https://www.npr.org/about-npr/186948703/corporate-sponsorship
https://www.npr.org/careers/
https://shopnpr.org/
https://www.npr.org/sections/npr-extra/
https://www.npr.org/about-npr/179876898/terms-of-use
https://www.npr.org/about-npr/179878450/privacy-policy
https://www.npr.org/about-npr/179878450/privacy-policy#yourchoices
https://text.npr.org/

