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Thirty-five years ago, the Florence Project
was founded in response to a growing need:
legal representation for detained immigrants
in Arizona. More and more asylum seekers
were arriving to the United States, fleeing
civil wars in Central America, and an
immigration judge witnessed immigrants
appearing in his courtroom without legal
representation. Knowing that many of them
had valid asylum claims but neither the
resources nor knowledge to navigate the
complexity of the law, he led a call for legal
advocates. The Florence Project was formed
in response.

Today, three and a half decades later, the
Florence Project is still answering this call.
Throughout our history, we have innovated
and adapted to meet the critical needs of
adults and children in Arizona immigration
detention and at our border. We began by
pioneering a legal education empowerment
model to equip adults in immigration
detention with information and tools to make
decisions about their case and represent
themselves in their immigration proceedings.
This model became a national blueprint

now used in adult immigration detention
centers across the country. When an
increasing number of children began arriving
in the U.S. alone in 2000, we adapted by
adding a dedicated legal team to represent
unaccompanied children. A year later,

noting the crucial need for social services



to support clients holistically while pursuing their
immigration cases, we launched our integrated
social services program. In 2017, we began a
collaborative partnership with the Kino Border
Initiative (KBI) and thereafter launched our Border
Action Team to support an enduring collaboration
with KBI to provide legal education and support to
people effectively detained at the border through
restrictive policies and denial of access to the
United States. Most recently, in 2019, we founded
our advocacy team to better translate our daily
direct services work into systemic change aimed
at our ultimate goal: a world in which the Florence
Project doesn’t need to exist at all. We envision a
world in which all immigrants facing removal have
access to counsel, understand their rights, and are
treated fairly and humanely.
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Our client Sergio, who you will read
about in this newsletter.

But, for now, we're still here. The thousands of
adults and children in immigration detention in
Arizona still face the prospect of appearing in
immigration court alone because there is generally
not a right to government appointed counsel

in immigration removal proceedings. People in
immigration detention continue to endure trauma,
isolation from their community, and medical
neglect. Increasing numbers of people are seeking
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protection at the U.S.-Mexico border, where they
are encountering new, shifting, and complex
barriers to seeking safety in the U.S. and are often
forced to wait in inhumane conditions.

For these reasons, the Florence Project continues
to answer the call, in partnership with all of you
who make our work possible. We continue to
evolve by further integrating our direct services
and advocacy to provide critical, life-saving legal
and social services to immigrants in Arizona, while
also advancing greater systemic change that
ensures all immigrants know their rights under
the law, have meaningful access to counsel, and
are treated fairly and humanely. The integration
of our direct services work with our advocacy is
imperative, as our on-the-ground work supports an
informed approach to advocating for a more just
immigration system.

In this newsletter, you'll read about some of the
people we've been privileged to serve in the

past year. You will read about children like Sergio
who came to the U.S. alone, a group of men from
Mauritania who fled slavery, and another who
endured persecution for his sexual orientation and
atheism.

Our clients’ stories underscore why the work

that we do with your support is so necessary.
They are also the motivation behind our work for
systemic change. Our immigrant communities
deserve an immigration process that protects
the right of people to seek safety, observes

the inherent human dignity in being free from
detention, upholds meaningful access to counsel,
and ensures—unequivocally—fair and humane
treatment. The adults, children, and families we
meet every day in detention centers, shelters,
and at the border inspire us to continue to grow,
evolve, and adapt as we remain steadfast in
this vision.

We thank you for continuing to stand with our
immigrant communities and in support of our work.
We're so grateful to have you with us. Thank you
for joining us.
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Sergio Looks
Forward

Sergio* is an outgoing young man from Guatemala with a generous smile and big city dreams. However,
when he met with the Florence Project team for a portrait to celebrate his Legal Permanent Residency, he
donned a serious expression as the shutter clicked. He wanted some pictures that captured his strength
and determination. Those were attributes he relied on through the seven-year process required for him to
receive Special Immigrant Juvenile Status, a visa for unaccompanied children who've fled violence or neglect.

“| feel kind of awkward having my picture taken,”
Sergio admitted. But it wasn't long before he was
smiling and laughing, and by the end of the day, he
was suggesting additional portraits with different
backgrounds such as the Phoenix skyline.

Sergio reflected on his experience as an
unaccompanied child detained in a Phoenix
children’s shelter, the advocacy he received, and
his plans for the future in a conversation that we're
excited to share with you.

Q. Your case went on for over six years. How
did that process go for you?

It was so many years, but it also seems like it went
fast to me now that it's over. Thank God they gave
me residency. I'm happy for all that and thanks

to [Florence Project legal advocates] Rebecca,
Andrew, and Victoria for their patience. They did

a good job for me. When you have patience, in the
end all things turn out well.

Q. You never lost hope?

To be honest, no. | knew the moment was going to
arrive someday.

Q. What was the most difficult situation about
migrating to the U.S.?

When | first got here, | was housed in a shelter and
locked up in there...

...| was sad for months. No one could get
me out. | have brothers here, but they
couldn’t get me out of there. | had to
endure a year locked up there.
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Later, | had a bit more freedom because
| had to go to school, and | really liked
school. | studied English, and | liked
learning. When | came here, | couldn’t
speak any English, but right now | speak
about 70%.

Q. What are your hopes for the
future now that you're done with
immigration court?

Right now, I'm thinking about moving to
Chicago. It's just about two hours from
my brothers and nephews [in Michigan].
I've been there with my brothers three
times. | like the weather and the city.

In the future, | am thinking of going back
to school. | have a goal | want to achieve,
which is to own a barber shop. | need
diplomas to start my own business. |
already know how to cut hair but that is
also what | am thinking about studying
for a year or two.

Q. How did you learn to cut hair?

| started here, when | was in the shelter.
In the program, there were about ten
children, and we cut our own hair. When
| cut it for the first time, it caught my
interest. Sometimes |I'd watch videos on
YouTube. The first time | did it, it didn't
work out for me. But the second time,
and then the third time, | was better and
better. With time, one learns.

Q. How do you remember the
moment when you learned that you
won relief?

| felt happy, really, because my family is
already here. | was with my brothers for
about four days last week, and | talked
about the situation like: | came here at
15 years of age, | was very young. Now
I’'m 23. Being here in this country, I'm
really happy. As | told you, thanks to
Rebecca and Andrew for their patience,
because without them | was not going
to achieve that goal. | thank them for
supporting me.

*Pseudonym used to protect privacy.
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At Sergio’s final court hearing, the judge
congratulated him, and the interpreter was excited

to see Sergio’s heartfelt response. He hugged his
Florence Project attorney and grinned with that
special combination of pride and relief that we're
always thrilled to witness.

We extend our deepest gratitude to you.
Thank you for valuing Sergio’s success.

Sergio with two of his Florence Project
advocates, Andrew and Victoria.




2023 Client Holiday Parties:
Thank YOU for making these
celebrations possible!

Imagine being detained, away from your family,
during the holiday season. Unfortunately, that is
the reality for many of our clients. One of the most
meaningful things we do each year is find ways to
celebrate the holidays with our clients.

Because our adult clients are detained and unable
to participate in a client holiday celebration, our
social services team partners with community
groups throughout the year to gather holiday
cards. At our staff holiday party, Florence Project
team members from across the organization come
together to sort and address the cards to be
delivered to the detention centers (top right and
second from the bottom, right).

Our Children’s Social Services Team hosts client
holiday parties for our young clients, who are
detained in government shelters or who have been
released and are now part of our communities in
Tucson and Phoenix. These celebrations are so fun!
We do our best to make sure our clients enjoy them
as much as we do.

We have delicious food, host games and crafts,
and share gifts and prizes, which are donated by
generous members of our community. This year,
Chef Maria Mazon (with the food trays on the left),
as seen on Top Chef, prepared delicious meals for
our Tucson clients!

Chef Maria Mazon shared that she
wanted to make the clients a meal with
her own two hands.

“It was, and still is, something so normal to me, like
feeding people is so eye opening, keeps things in
perspective. | was honestly honored to be part of
it, and thanks to the Florence Project staff, the kids
had some taste of normalcy in their lives,” shared
Chef Maria.
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Last year’s celebrations were the most attended
yet! Around 110 clients attended the Phoenix
event and around 60 attended the Tucson party.

At the Tucson party, a teenage girl approached a
Florence Project staff member and said:

“Look!"” She reached out to show
the staff member her shaking hands.
She said, “I get so excited! I've never
played like this before.”

Creating these memories with and for our clients
is a highlight of our year. We love any opportunity
to celebrate our clients in the fullness of their
lives. Events like these embody our commitment
to fostering joy to help people thrive in their new
communities. Thank you to everyone who supports
our mission and makes these moments possible.
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Who Are Asylum
Seekers?

Fleeing 21st Century Slavery and
Religious Persecution in Mauritania

In 2023, attorneys and legal assistants
working in ICE detention centers in Florence
and Eloy, Arizona began to notice a trend -
they were suddenly meeting many people,
especially men, from Mauritania, a country on
the northwest Atlantic coast of Africa.

Florence Project Legal Fellow Sarah
Butterfield met with five different men
from Mauritania, all of whom are survivors
of lifelong enslavement. Mauritania was
the last country in the world to abolish
slavery, only officially criminalizing slavery
in 2007 and again in 2015, yet the ongoing
practice of slavery and its social and
cultural ramifications continue to permeate
much of the country. All of Sarah’s clients
shared that they had been subject to race-
based enslavement because they are Black
Mauritanians or are part of a lower caste.

When they arrived in the United States
seeking protection and safety from a lifetime
of enslavement, all five of these men were
detained by ICE in immigration detention.

“All of the men | spoke with were
experiencing the psychological
consequences of being in a carceral
setting for the first time,” Sarah
reflects. “They didn’t understand
why they were detained.”

Detention was isolating for them, and full of
barriers to fair treatment. One of the primary
hurdles for Sarah'’s clients was language
access. The national language of Mauritania
is Arabic, but because the people we were
working with had spent their entire lives
enslaved, they had very little education and
many do not speak Arabic. Those who do
speak Arabic speak a dialect that is unique to
Mauritania. For instance, one client couldn’t
understand the Egyptian Arabic speaking



interpreter that we arranged because the dialect is
so different. Others don't speak Arabic at all and
instead speak western African tribal languages,
such as Pulaar, which are rare and thus difficult

to arrange interpretation for. So difficult, in fact,
that the two main language lines that the Florence
Project uses didn’t have interpreters.

If not for the Florence Project and Sarah’s
dedication, clients like these five men would not
have had legal representation and would likely have
been left to navigate their immigration proceedings
on their own in a language they do not speak.
Despite having extremely strong asylum claims,
they easily could have been deported back to the
enslavement they fled due to a language issue.

Another Florence Project attorney met Ahmed*,
another man from Mauritania. He is gay and atheist
and fled persecution for his sexual orientation

and his lack of religious belief, both crimes under
Mauritania’s theocratic government. Before seeking
protection in the United States, he tried to start

his life over in several other countries in Africa and
the Middle East but endured persecution in those
countries too.

Finally, Ahmed decided that seeking asylum in

the United States was his only option to live safely
and freely. He didn’t know that he'd be detained
when he asked for asylum in the United States, and
the shock and conditions of his detention led to
both his physical and mental health deteriorating
significantly.

All six of these men were released from detention
suddenly, while we were preparing to enter formal
representation on their cases. While being released
from detention was welcomed, it also brought

A drawing of the common
area of a detention center by
a Florence Project client.

its own challenges since none of these men had
established networks in the United States.

When Ahmed was released, he had no community
or resources to help him establish a life in his new
state, and he was only given a month-long supply of
his critical, life-saving medication. Fortunately, we
were able to help him find a medical clinic where

he could be seen for free and get his prescriptions
filled, but he hasn't been able to find pro bono
legal representation in his new state.

All of these men have extremely strong asylum
claims, but without legal representation and access
to quality interpretation in their best languages,
they face an extremely difficult battle to secure
protection in the United States. Unfortunately, this
is all too common in our current asylum system.

At the Florence Project, our advocacy team works
regularly with a language access working group
which strives to hold the government accountable
to providing every person with limited English
proficiency meaningful access to our immigration
system, as is required under federal law. We also
advocate in Congress to support funding to expand
legal services so that no person ever has to appear
before an immigration judge without an attorney.

Every person seeking safety deserves to be
treated with dignity and respect, and that includes
ensuring access to quality legal representation
and interpretation. Through the integration of

our direct services work with our advocacy, the
Florence Project strives to make that goal a reality
for every immigrant in the United States.

*Pseudonym used to protect privacy.
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The Future of Immigration Is in Your Hands

Your support to the Florence Immigrant & Refugee Rights Project sustains our mission
to provide free legal and social services to immigrants in Arizona. Thank you!

x Florence Immigrant & Refugee Rights Project

FLORENCE | PHOENIX | TUCSON

P.O. BOX 86299 | TUCSON, AZ 85754 | (520) 777-5600
DONATE@FIRRP.ORG | WWW.FIRRP.ORG

The mission of the Florence Project is to provide free legal and
social services to detained adults and unaccompanied children
facing immigration removal proceedings in Arizona.
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