
Ramiro’s Fight for 
Freedom and Family
“I got down on my knees and I gave them the 
strongest hug that [they] probably got from 
me in a long time,” shared Ramiro* about 
finally reuniting with his children after six long 
months in immigration detention. “[My son] 
didn’t want to let go, and he kept repeating, 
‘I miss you, Daddy. I miss you, Daddy.’”

Ramiro has lived in the United States nearly 
his entire life. Brought here from Mexico as a 
young boy, he was eligible to apply for DACA 
(Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) 
when the program launched in 2012 and has 
maintained his DACA status ever since. Like 
many Dreamers, he pursued higher education, 
built a professional career, and created a life 
with his family in the U.S.

In 2017 and 2020, Ramiro and his wife 
welcomed two sons into the world. His 
children, one living with type 1 diabetes, are 
the center of his world and were his motivation 
during the trying times he would later face in 
immigration detention. 

In 2023, life started to change for Ramiro and 
his family when he began enduring emotional 
and physical abuse from his wife. Eventually, 
the two separated. They shared custody 
of the children but with the boys’ mother 
often absent during her custody time, the 
children were left in the care of their maternal 
grandparents. Unfortunately, the grandparents 
were unable to manage the critical medical 
care that Ramiro’s son required.
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Ramiro, his sons, and Mia at a local park after he won his case.
Photo by Jose Cureno. 
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Then, in February 2025, Ramiro was apprehended 
by ICE after a misunderstanding with local law 
enforcement and taken to immigration detention in 
Florence, Arizona. 

“I cried thinking that I wasn’t [going to] see my 
kids anymore. I cried thinking that I was going to 
go back to a country that I didn’t know. Starting 
from zero and not knowing how it was going to 
be for me,” Ramiro recalled. “Because being in 
[detention], I lost my apartment, I lost my car. 
Furniture, everything.”

His girlfriend, Mia*, immediately stepped in, 
advocating passionately 
for his release. She helped 
Ramiro connect with the 
Florence Project after 
coincidentally meeting 
Florence Project attorney 
Philip Rody outside the 
detention center one day.

In March, Ramiro attended 
a legal orientation and 
had his first intake with 
the Florence Project 
legal team. Desperate 
to be reunited with his 
children, Ramiro made 
the decision to decline 
pro bono representation 
and proceed pro se, 
representing himself in his 
removal proceedings, to 
avoid prolonging his time 
in detention while the pro 
bono attorney prepared his 
case. 

Our Pro Se and Pro Bono 
Teams continued working 
with Ramiro to help him 
understand the law and 
ensure he had everything 
he needed to face the 
judge with confidence. 
Our team remained ready 
to provide additional pro 
se support or pro bono 
representation should he 
need it.

“The only reason that I took that decision 
to represent myself was because I had 
guidance from the Florence Project, and my 
girlfriend, [who] was there from day one,” 
Ramiro shared. “The confidence that I [had], 
because of all the help that I had between 
the Florence Project and my girlfriend, I had 
nothing to be worried about.”

Ramiro and Florence Project Managing Attorney Philip Rody.
Photo by Jose Cureno. 
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Our legal team helped Ramiro prepare for court 
and gather and organize evidence, secured pro 
bono expert medical testimony about his son’s 
health, and worked closely with Mia. She gathered 
crucial documents, even driving across state lines to 
get original copies.

For Ramiro, his sons and Mia were his lifeline. Mia 
attended nearly every hearing and never stopped 
advocating for his release.

“I remember several visits in [detention] where he 
just kind of broke down and even when he didn’t 
you could see it in his eyes that he really missed his 
kids. He definitely did this for his family,” shares 
Philip Rody, a Managing Attorney on the Pro Se 
Team who worked closely with Ramiro.

After six harrowing months in detention, during 
which Ramiro witnessed violence, racism, and 
dehumanizing conditions, he achieved a historic 
victory. The immigration judge granted him relief 
under the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA), 
a law that protects victims of domestic violence, 
sexual assault, dating violence, and stalking. This 
moment was made even more significant because 
the judge told Ramiro that it was the first VAWA 
grant that he had ever issued in nearly two decades 
on the bench.

“When the judge granted me my residency, I 
was in shock,” Ramiro recalled. “I couldn’t cry. 
I couldn’t say anything but be grateful for what 
[the Florence Project has] done.”

Philip also reflected on seeing Ramiro after 
his win: “It’s incredibly rewarding to see 
former clients outside of detention. Given 
how dehumanizing the detention centers 
can be, watching him walk into the office 
in his own clothes, with his kids and family 
by his side, was such a powerful moment. It 
was like, ‘Yes—this is exactly what we were 
all hoping for!’”

Now home with his children, Ramiro is enjoying 
dropping his sons off and picking them up from 
school and taking them to the park every day. He is 
focused on learning more about his son’s diabetes 
and providing the best care possible.

This was not just a legal win. It was the opportunity 
to reunite a family. Ramiro’s story is proof that 
courage, solidarity, and justice can prevail. 

Congratulations, Ramiro. We are honored to stand 
with you.

*Pseudonym
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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!

Ramiro’s kids, happy to be reunited with their father. 
Photo by Jose Cureno. 
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RIGHTS UNDER SIEGE:RIGHTS UNDER SIEGE:  
Standing Strong Together Standing Strong Together 

At a time of escalating ICE arrests, increased 
detention, and a dismantling of immigrants’ rights, 
we ask you to join us in standing strong together.

Programs the Florence Project helped pioneer, and 
that for years enjoyed bipartisan support, have 
been cut or destabilized.

•	 For adults: The Legal Orientation Program 
(LOP) was terminated in April 2025. Despite 
the loss of federal funding, we continue 
to provide group Know Your Rights 
presentations and one-on-one consultations 
in detention centers. But with fewer resources 
and less access to information the government 
once shared (like court lists and new custody 
reports), reaching people quickly—or at all—
is a significant challenge, even as facilities are 
at or above capacity.

•	 For children: The Unaccompanied Children’s 
Program (UCP) has been under threat since 
March 2025, when almost all funding for the 
program was terminated. UCP funds critical 
legal and social services for unaccompanied 
immigrant children detained in shelters. These 
children have come to the United States 
alone or been separated from their caregivers 
and range in age from infants to teenagers. 
Funding was temporarily restored through 
a lawsuit, in which the Florence Project is a 
plaintiff, and then extended in three-month 
increments only through July 2026. This 
instability makes it nearly impossible to 
commit to new cases that typically take years 
to resolve.

In addition to federal funding cuts, constant policy 
shifts continue to endanger the people we serve. 
People are being removed to countries where 
they have no ties. Children are blocked from 
reuniting with caregivers due to new, unattainable 
requirements. And cases are being rushed through 
the courts before children have had the chance to 
find a lawyer or even share their story.

The Impact
In Arizona, thousands of immigrants remain 
detained. Without legal support, many face unjust 
deportation, family separation, or a return to 
danger, violence, or even death. Data shows that 
immigrants with attorneys are ten times more likely 
to win their cases, according to a special report by 
the American Immigration Council.

For detained adults, we remain committed to 
providing legal orientations and pro se assistance, 
as this is often the only protection available. It 
equips people like Ramiro—featured in our cover 
story—to represent themselves. 

As Florence Project attorney Philip Rody 
explains: “Ramiro’s case really demonstrates 
the value of legal orientation. The value of 
people understanding removal proceedings, 
understanding what type of evidence they 
need, how to prepare filings, and more.”

Escalating Attacks on
 Immigrants’ Rights
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Illustration by Cate Kennedy for the Florence Project

For children, we continue to meet with every 
child in detention, provide age-appropriate Know 
Your Rights presentations, appear as Friend of 
Court (providing information such as a child’s best 
language and recommendations to the immigration 
judge without providing representation), and 
monitor children’s welfare. Importantly, while our 
capacity to take on new cases is limited due to 
funding cuts, we have not withdrawn from a single 
case we’ve already committed to. We will continue 
to stand by every one of our child clients.

When children’s lives are at stake, we act 
immediately. Over Labor Day weekend, the Trump 
administration attempted to unlawfully deport 
Guatemalan children from shelters in Arizona. Some 
are as young as three years old, others have chronic 
health conditions, and many are from Indigenous 
communities facing severe discrimination.

Our Children’s Program and Advocacy Teams 
mobilized overnight. They tailored Know Your 
Rights presentations for every impacted child, 
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prepared to represent each one to protect them 
from unlawful removal, and filed an emergency 
lawsuit. By Sunday morning, not a single child had 
been taken from shelters in Arizona. Later that day, 
a federal court granted our restraining order. When 
the children learned the court had blocked their 
deportation, they erupted in applause.

We Refuse to Back Down
But We Need You
 
Despite funding cuts and continued uncertainty, we 
remain committed to standing by our clients and 

fueling our mission. Through strategic 
leadership, careful stewardship, and 
your support, we stand firm.

•	We remain in detention centers, 
making sure adults know their rights.

•	We remain in shelters, protecting 
children from unlawful removal.

•	We remain in courtrooms, 
challenging unjust policies.

•	We remain on the frontlines, 
sounding the alarm where government 
oversight has been dismantled.

Our work may look different in the 
months ahead, but our mission and 
resolve are unwavering. To sustain 
our critical work, we need you to 
stand with us: make a gift, amplify our 
message, and demand that elected 
officials restore funding for immigrant 
legal services.

We will still be here. And because of 
you, so will hope.

Florence Project Advocacy Team Managing Attorney Laura 
Belous outside a federal court building in Tucson, AZ after 
oral arguments in Kettlewell v. Noem, the Florence Project’s 
lawsuit to block the unlawful removal of children from 
Guatemala and Honduras.
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Illustration by Cate Kennedy for the Florence Project

A Better Path Forward
It does not have to be this way. We envision a world 
where all immigrants facing removal have access to 
counsel, understand their rights, and are treated 
fairly and humanely.

No child should stand alone in court without an 
attorney against a government prosecutor. Yet in 
recent months, we’ve seen toddlers, children with 
developmental disabilities, and terrified teenagers 
forced to face judges without counsel. 

No adult should be forced to represent themselves 
in immigration removal proceedings without 
support. Legal education is the bare minimum of 
what is required for a chance at a fair process, and 

we know that in many cases mere education is not 
nearly enough. Yet today, with the termination of 
the Legal Orientation Program, even that is being 
denied to the vast majority of people detained in 
ICE custody. 

As we continue to litigate, advocate, and stand up 
for our clients, we invite you to join us:

•	 Call on your representatives to restore and 
expand legal access.

•	 Give generously to sustain this critical work.

•	 Share our mission with your family and friends.

Together, we can choose a better path—one 
rooted in dignity, justice, and hope.



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.

FLORENCE IMMIGRANT & REFUGEE RIGHTS PROJECT
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P.O. BOX 86299  |  TUCSON, AZ 85754  |  (520) 777-5600 
DONATE@FIRRP.ORG   |   WWW.FIRRP.ORG

Ramiro’s story is proof that courage,  
solidarity, and justice can prevail. 


