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Sustaining Hope
and Resilience

How do you sustain hope and resilience when
injustice is on the rise?

That question is on many people’s minds right
now. At the Florence Project, we remind
ourselves that the movement for freedom
and justice for immigrants has always

faced challenges—and that we have always
persevered.

Since our founding in 1989, through seven
presidential administrations, our organization
has responded to the increased need for

free legal and social services for immigrant
communities. During the past thirty-five years,
global crises affecting migration—wars, natural
disasters, economic calamity—and escalations

in immigration enforcement and detention in
Arizona and throughout the U.S. have challenged
us to meet the needs of the moment.

At every turn, we have adapted, innovated,
and strategically expanded our capacity to
navigate the increased need for our services,
while responding to ever-evolving barriers to
justice. Today, amidst the dismantling of legal
protections for immigrant communities at the
state and federal level and the escalation of
dehumanizing rhetoric targeting immigrants,
we affirm our hope and resilience—we will
persevere again.

We affirm our hope and resilience every time
we meet with an adult or child in immigration
detention to inform them of their rights. We
affirm our hope and resilience every time we
accompany our clients in the courtroom and
stand with them, no matter the odds for the
outcome of their case. We affirm our hope

and resilience as we gather with families at the
border to provide them with policy information,
and as we sit with them as they make impossible



We are clear-eyed about the challenges ahead, and
we are encouraged to be in community with all of
you—knowing that our community of supporters
reaches far and wide, and stands with us and the
immigrant communities that we have the privilege
to serve at this critical time.

We are inspired by our clients. The perseverance
they embody, having already overcome incredible
tribulations in their home countries and on the
journey to the U.S., compels us to stand firmly with
them as they seek safety and freedom.

With resolve, we are inspired by the hope and
resilience of a young man from Guinea: Oumar.*

Until he was 17, Oumar lived with his mother and
five siblings in a two-room house with no running
water or electricity. The street they lived on was

a gathering place for frequent protests against
the country’s military regime. In 2021, Guinea's
president was ousted in a coup d’etat, and the
nation has been besieged with violence ever since.

Oumar says that because his neighborhood held
so many protests, soldiers and police frequently
raided the area, assaulting and arresting people
indiscriminately.

Once, while Oumar was walking home from school,
he and his friends came upon protesters clashing
with police. One of the officers, believing Oumar
was involved in the protest, accused him of having
thrown a rock. He hit Oumar with an iron rod.

West Africa has endured a wave of military coups
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in recent years. More than 10 have occurred since
2020, forcing people caught in the crossfire to flee
the region entirely to seek safety on other shores.

“If I had to return to Guinea, | could not live safely,”
Oumar says. "l fear that the police will kill me like
they killed two of my friends. | am scared to be
deported to my home country.”

Oumar left home in 2023, journeying by air, bus,
and foot to Senegal then Turkey, Colombia, El
Salvador, Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala, and
Mexico. It took approximately two months to reach
the U.S. As a 17-year-old unaccompanied minor, he
was detained at the border and sent to a children’s
shelter in Phoenix. There, he connected with the
Florence Project, which visits every unaccompanied
child detained in Arizona, to inform them of their
rights and offer full legal representation.

Sofia Kalogirou, a Florence Project DOJ-accredited
representative, worked with Oumar to petition

for Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS), a
humanitarian visa for minors. Sofia speaks French,
which is Oumar’s second language, and they built a
strong rapport as she advocated for his freedom.

During his ten months in the children’s shelter,
Oumar learned to speak conversational English, and
to read and write. He is a quick and eager learner.



Yet, in Guinea he had to quit school after sixth
grade after his father died, because he had to work
with his mother selling vegetables at a market to
help support his family.

Having remained resilient through so many
hardships, Oumar shared the following wisdom:

“When | see bad things happening, | first think
about the things that | can control and differentiate
them from the things | cannot control.

“When things are really difficult,” he adds, “I think
about my father. Even though he passed away when
| was younger, | still think about the life advice

he gave me. He would tell me to have courage,

be strong, be good to people, and to have good
morals.”

Enduring ten months in a shelter where he had very
little agency—children have to ask permission to
use the bathroom and are forbidden from cooking
their own meals or leaving the facility without

an escort and an appointment—was difficult for
Oumar.

"Every time the shelter would tell me,
"You're going to see your attorney today,’ it
was like being told, you're going to be free,”
Oumar says, regarding his desire to move

on and build a new life. “That's how | felt
every time | had an appointment with my
legal team and I'll never forget the work the
Florence Project did for me.”

Working with Sofia, Oumar was approved for the
SIJS visa. His Florence Project legal team also
enrolled him in a program in Oklahoma that offers
lodging to unaccompanied minors after they age
out of the government-run shelter system. He is
now applying for a work permit so he can begin
earning money to support himself and his family
back in Guinea. He wants to train to become an
electrician or long-haul truck driver.

In the meantime, Oumar has found an Indian
grocery store that sells the ingredients he needs
to cook traditional West African cuisine. He feels
grateful to be independent and free.

"] can cook the food | like to eat. If | want, | can
go outside, play with my friends, play soccer or
basketball. | have a phone to talk to my family and
friends. It's very different from how it was when |
was [detained] in Arizona,” Oumar says.

The joy he showed in his celebratory photoshoot

in Oklahoma City brought tears to Sofia’s eyes.
What sustains her hope and resilience is seeing her
clients become empowered and enjoy experiences
they were deprived of before.

A lot of her clients fear for their cases under the
new administration. “We're uncertain wondering
how our work will be affected,” Sofia shares,
putting the situation in perspective, “but our clients
are worried how their lives will be affected. And
they've already come so far.

“When they ask me, ‘What's going on?’ | try to give
some reassurance and help them not feel scared...|
want to remove that fear. | want them to feel
confident in their situation. | tell them to remember
all the work we did.”

*pseudonym used to protect privacy.

How do you sustain hope
and resilience during
challenging times?

Send us a message by scanning
this QR code. We'd love to read
your reflections and share them
with our staff!
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Holding the Line in the Face of an
All-Encompassing Assault on Immigration

The beginning of 2025 brought a flurry of anti-
immigrant policy changes. A total border closure,
the mobilization of unprecedented and extreme
deportation operations, a massive increase

in immigration detention, the termination of
humanitarian parole programs, and the shutdown
of legal access and education programs aim to
effectively eliminate immigration in the United
States. We are committed to advocating for a
different path forward, one that honors our vision:
a world where all immigrants facing removal have
access to counsel, understand their rights under the
law, and are treated fairly and humanely. We stand
ready to respond at every turn.

Asylum Access

Several executive orders issued in the early days of
the Trump administration block access to asylum:

e Halting CBPOne and Cancelling Scheduled
Appointments: Though the CBPOne app had
many flaws, it was the only pathway available
for people to request asylum. The Trump
administration immediately discontinued the
app and cancelled all scheduled appointments
after January 20 at 12 PM EST, meaning tens
of thousands of people who had been waiting
months suddenly had their appointments
cancelled and were left with no options.

¢ Border Closure: The Trump administration
closed the border entirely to people seeking
protection, demonizing asylum seekers by

Our presentation to displaced people at the Kino
Border Initiative in Nogales, Sonora.

purporting that the simple act of seeking
safety constitutes an “invasion”. This executive
order employs the provision of federal law
that the first Trump administration used

to implement the Muslim ban to close the
border.

* Resuming “Remain in Mexico”: The Trump
administration also signaled plans to resume
the “Remain in Mexico” program, which
forces people to wait in Mexico while their
asylum cases are adjudicated. During the
first iteration of “"Remain in Mexico”, Human
Rights First documented over 2,500 violent
attacks perpetrated on asylum seekers as
they waited in Mexico for their immigration
hearings. “Remain in Mexico” also violated
asylum seekers’ right to a fair legal process by
effectively preventing them from accessing
legal resources available in the U.S. As a
result, asylum applicants with strong claims
who had suffered immense trauma lost their
cases and were deported.

Our Response

On January 23, three days after the border
executive orders were implemented, the Florence
Project and the Kino Border Initiative hosted a town
hall for migrants in Nogales, Sonora, Mexico to
explain these policy changes and answer individual
questions. Many people asked, “Is this really it?”
and felt disbelief that they truly had no path to
seek protection in the United States. Our Border
Action Team will continue to be the eyes and ears
on the ground in Nogales providing legal education
and empowerment to migrants and documenting
the impact of the border closure and other policy
changes.

Additionally, on February 3, we joined partner
organizations in suing the federal government to
reopen the border to asylum seekers. The lawsuit
emphasizes the life-threatening danger of these
illegal border closures on asylum seekers and
challenges the executive branch’s unprecedented
overreach in trying to unilaterally override the

clear protections Congress has enacted for those
fleeing danger. That case is currently pending in the
District Court for the District of Columbia.



The administration ordered the Florence Project
and other legal services providers to stop work

on the Legal Orientation Program (LOP) and the
Unaccompanied Children Program (UCP), federally
funded legal education and empowerment
programs for detained adults and children. We
pioneered the model upon which the LOP was
founded and later adopted nationwide and were
one of the first legal services providers in the
country to provide these services to children. For
over twenty years, across various administrations,
Congress has funded both programs to facilitate
weekly group orientations, or “Know Your Rights”
presentations, and individual consultations for
adults and children in government custody.
Through the LOP, we educate adults in immigration
detention about their rights in detention and in
immigration court, how to prepare their legal case
without an attorney, and how to request release
on bond when eligible. For the unaccompanied
children we serve through the UCP, we not

only provide educational services in an age
appropriate format and legal advocacy services for
children in detention, but we also provide direct
representation to children facing deportation

in Arizona. For decades, both LOP and UCP

have received bipartisan support to make the
immigration court process fairer and more efficient,
and to safeguard due process for people facing
deportation. Yet, within the first month of this
administration, the LOP, UCP, and other similar legal
access programs were suddenly ordered to stop all
work.

Access to Counse

Our Response

Immediately after receiving the stop work order,
we mobilized to continue to provide group legal
education without LOP or UCP funding for both
adults and children, though we were initially denied
access to do so in the adult ICE detention facilities.
We also joined a lawsuit challenging the LOP stop
work order as an organizational plaintiff. The LOP
is a model we created, and it is a cornerstone

of our mission and services. We likewise were
prepared to file potential litigation for our work
with unaccompanied minors, but that stop work
order was rescinded before we needed to file a
lawsuit. We will continue to pursue every avenue
available to us to ensure that people in immigration
detention in Arizona have access to the education
and information necessary to understand their

lllustration by Galadriel Gross for the Florence Project

immigration cases and make informed decisions.

The government rescinded both stop work orders
shortly after they were issued — ten days later in
the case of the LOP and three days later in the case
of the UCP, and services resumed with funding
through these programs in both children’s shelters
and the adult detention centers. The rescission

of these orders was welcome news, but we are
clear-eyed about future threats to both LOP and
UCP. We will remain steadfast in our advocacy for
legal education and services for all people facing
deportation because, without these services,
hundreds of thousands of immigrants, including
children, will have no choice but to face the full
force of the U.S. legal system with no information
or resources at all.

Interior Deportation Operations

The administration moved forward with its plans for
massive interior detention and deportation efforts
in multiple ways:

e Expedited Removal: Immigration officers can
summarily remove people from the country
without their case ever being presented to
a judge through a legal measure known as
Expedited Removal. Previously, it could only
be applied to people within 100 miles of the
border who had entered the country within
the previous 14 days. Now, it applies to the
entire U.S. and to any undocumented person
who cannot prove they have been in the U.S.
continuously for the previous two years. This
will be tremendously difficult for anyone to
prove.

* Reversal of the “Sensitive Locations”
Directive: President Trump reversed a
longstanding directive barring ICE from
making arrests at “sensitive locations,” such
as schools, hospitals, and places of worship.
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This directive was meant to protect people’s
dignity and humanity by ensuring all people’s
ability to seek medical care, take their children
to school, and attend religious services
without fear of being deported. We all benefit
when everyone, regardless of immigration
status, can fully participate in our communities
and sustain their mental and physical health.
Reversing this guidance has caused fear and
confusion and will force people to make
impossible choices, such as whether to

seek emergency medical care or risk being
deported.

* Punishment of Sanctuary Jurisdictions: The
administration has authorized the punishment
of sanctuary jurisdictions by withholding all
federal funding for any jurisdictions in which
local law enforcement doesn’t cooperate with
federal deportation operations.

e Laken Riley Act: This legislation subjects
immigrants to prolonged, indefinite detention
without the ability to request release if
they are merely accused of certain criminal
offenses, including petty offenses like
shoplifting. This is unprecedented. The U.S.
government has never before required the
imprisonment of an entire class of people - in
this case, undocumented immigrants — based
on mere allegations of wrongdoing.

Our Response

We are developing new and updated “Know Your
Rights” materials and working with community
partners to share them as widely as possible so that
people know their legal options if they encounter
immigration enforcement. This includes updating
our Family Unity Packet, so people can prepare
their families for a possible separation if someone is
picked up by ICE.

Expanded Detention

The administration has directed the Department
of Homeland Security to take all possible steps
to expand the already massive immigration
detention system and detain as many immigrants
as possible. Detention is traumatizing, punitive,
and the extremely limited access to counsel in
immigration detention makes it more difficult for
immigrants to meaningfully participate in their
legal cases. ICE has a long history of subjecting
people to inhumane detention conditions and
denying people in their custody medical care,
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a pattern that is likely to expand under these
orders. Some of the most vulnerable people in
detention, including transgender and gender non-
conforming individuals, will be in particular danger
due to Trump administration executive orders
banning gender affirming care and safe custody
for transgender and gender non-conforming
individuals. The slew of interior deportation
operations authorized by President Trump, as well
as the passage of the Laken Riley Act, will lead to
the detention of many more people, subjecting
thousands more to dangerous detention conditions.

Our Response

For 35 years, we have been in detention centers
providing legal education and empowerment and
documenting our clients’ experiences. We have
been the eyes and the ears on the ground ensuring
people in immigration detention know their rights
under the law and that they are treated fairly

and humanely. We are here, and we are ready to
continue doing just that.

For years, across multiple presidential
administrations, our elected leaders have turned
to policies of detention and deterrence to try

to address challenges at our southern border

and a growing backlog in immigration courts.
However, the challenges remain. Families are still
being separated, people seeking safety are being
turned away at our borders, and detention and
deportation operations are expanding. It's worth
asking: If these strategies worked, wouldn’t we see
different results?

We ask you to join us in imagining a different
path — one where people seeking safety are
welcomed with support and resources, one
where people can fight their immigration cases
with lawyers by their side and outside the
confines of immigration detention, one where
families are kept together, and one where
everyone is treated with humanity and dignity.

We aren’t standing idly by. Our mantra in the

face of tremendous change and challenge is
preparation, resilience, and resolve. Our community
is our power. We need your support to sustain the
critical advocacy required in the face of seemingly
insurmountable obstacles.

Thank you for joining us in affirming hope and
resilience as we stand together with immigrants.
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Our client Sonia won her case. She no longer fears being separated

from her son. Will you help us assist more families?

Support Access to Justice for Immigrants—
For Generations to Come

Right now, immigrants face an uncertain future,
with ever-shifting policies and systemic barriers
threatening their safety, stability, and access to
justice. But you can help ensure that they do not
face these challenges alone.

By making a planned gift to the Florence
Immigrant & Refugee Rights Project, you create
lasting security for immigrants in Arizona—
providing free legal and social services for those
who need it most, both today and in the years
ahead.

Including the Florence Project in your will or estate
plan is:

¢ Simple. A single paragraph added to your will
is all it takes.

* Flexible. You can update or adjust your gift at
any time.

¢ Impactful. Your legacy will protect immigrant
families long into the future.

¢ Cost-Free. Your generosity supports our
work without affecting your current financial
situation.

Other ways to leave a

lasting impact:

Name FIRRP as a beneficiary: Naming the
Florence Immigrant & Refugee Rights Project

as a beneficiary of one of your assets, such as
your retirement plan or life insurance policy, is a
convenient way to support our mission. All it takes
is a few minutes and a simple form provided by
your financial institution.

IRA Contributions: If you're 70.5 or older, you can
make a Qualified Charitable Distribution (QCD)
from your IRA, reducing your taxable income while
supporting our mission.

With thoughtful planning, you can help build a
future where every immigrant has access to justice,
stability, and dignity.

Make your legacy one of compassion and
support for immigrants. Contact David Gardner
at dgardner@firrp.org or let us know at

firrp.org/wills.


https://welcomewithdignity.org/solutions/

Maritza* won asylum and is reunified with her brother in the U.S.!
Thank you for supporting our vital advocacy.

—
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