December 18, 2014

President Barack Obama

The White House

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.
Washington, DC 20500

Dear Mr. President,

We, the undersigned civil rights and civil liberties, human rights, faith, immigration, labor,
criminal justice, legal, children’s rights, and domestic violence advocacy organizations, oppose
the opening of the new family detention facility in Dilley, Texas. While Congress and the
Administration prepare for a joyful holiday season, many children will be spending this holiday
season in jail instead of with relatives here in the U.S. who are already willing to care for them
and for their mothers. The Dilley facility will be the largest immigration detention facility in the
country, with a planned 2,400 beds to incarcerate children and their mothers who are fleeing
extreme violence in El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala and rush them through the
deportation process without due process.

The regional refugee crisis in Central America demands a humanitarian response by the United
States, not a show of force. These mothers have faced unimaginable suffering and danger and
have come to the U.S. seeking protection, often with close relatives in the U.S. who are willing
and able to provide for them. They are not evading law enforcement; they are seeking out
Border Patrol officers.

These families are not a border security problem. They are among the most vulnerable
immigrants, seeking safety and the opportunity to tell their story to a judge. They should not be
the centerpiece of a continued “surge” of border enforcement strength.

The evidence is undeniable that many of these families qualify for protection under U.S. law.
Extremely high percentages of these detained women and their children have been granted
asylum by immigration judges or been found to have a credible fear of persecution by asylum
officers. We take issue with the Administration’s message that locking up mothers and children
at the border is justified to deter others from attempting a journey that may be necessary to
save their lives. This rhetoric belies our nation’s legal obligation to protect asylum seekers and
is inhumane. These children and mothers are not tools for a border messaging campaign.

As the Dilley facility opens, immigration attorneys volunteering from across the country to
provide free representation to families isolated in detention centers at Artesia, New Mexico
and Karnes, Texas are making a tremendous difference in the lives of these families and the
outcomes of their cases. We all know the importance of legal counsel to immigrants who are
trying to express their fears and navigate our complex immigration system. But the massive
outpouring of pro bono efforts that have resulted in so many asylum victories for families in
Artesia, New Mexico and Karnes, Texas is neither sustainable nor easily replicable, especially for
a facility the size of Dilley. We fear that many of the women and children detained in Dilley will



go without representation. Without counsel, women are less likely to be found having a
credible fear of persecution—the first step to seeking asylum. Credible fear grant rates will fall.
And children and mothers who need protection will be returned to danger.

The closure of Artesia as Dilley opens is a clear bait-and-switch. Many families currently
detained at Artesia will be transferred to Karnes or to Dilley, not released. As relieved as we are
that families will no longer be held at Artesia — a facility in the middle of the desert where
repeated violations of human rights and due process occurred — the opening of Dilley signals a
ramp up, not a reduction, in family detention.

Detention makes it extremely difficult for traumatized asylum seekers and other vulnerable
immigrants to ask for and receive the protections of our laws and the services they need. A
detained family may only have a matter of days to seek help before being summarily deported
without the opportunity to see a judge. Moreover, your Administration has made it uniquely
difficult for these mothers and children to obtain a fair and reasonable release on bond — even
when they have absolutely no criminal history and pose no public safety threat, even when they
are facing severe medical and psychological difficulties in detention. Furthermore, no
satisfactory explanation has been provided as to why proven alternatives to detention (ATDs)
are not being considered in those cases where a family cannot otherwise be released, since it
would save taxpayers hundreds of millions of dollars and accomplish the goal of compliance
with removal proceedings. ATDs would also increase access to counsel and therapeutic services
for those who experienced trauma.

Detaining mothers and children and rushing them through to deportation is wrong. The public
scandal and lawsuit that ended family detention at the T. Don Hutto facility in 2009
demonstrated that detention is a wholly inappropriate place for children and their mothers. But
by the middle of next year, your Administration will be detaining nearly 4,000 mothers and
children, a forty-fold increase in the use of detention on immigrant families.

With your Executive Actions, you have pledged to protect families. But Dilley will force many
families back directly into harm’s way. We urge you to reverse course on family detention and
close Dilley.
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