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FINDING PEACE:

Judith’s Journey to Support and Stability

"l was in shock,” Judith says about the
moment she was told she could apply
for residency. “l didn't even know
what to feel. | was nervous. | cried. It
was a moment that | waited so long
for. So many years of appointments
and court dates...it was a great
excitement.”

When Judith* was eight years old, her life in
Honduras changed forever when her father was
murdered.

The loss of her father shook Judith’s family. They
tried to rebuild their lives. Three years later, Judith’s
sense of safety was shaken once more when word
spread that the man who had murdered her father
was about to be released from prison, and he had
been asking around about her and her siblings. Every
day, Judith felt in danger.

Judith was the
oldest daughter,
making her the
most visible

and vulnerable.
Fearful for Judith
and in hopes

of keeping

her safe, her
mother made a
heart-wrenching
choice and sent
her to live with
her aunt. Judith
remembers
having to leave
her mother and
siblings as one
of the most
painful moments

of her life.
Florence Project client Judith.
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At her aunt’s home, she hoped to find safety, but
things soon got worse. While living there, she
suffered abuse that her aunt didn’t know about.

By the age of 14, Judith had been living in fear for
years and had no one who could help her. She had
nowhere else to go and was forced to make the
impossible decision to leave in pursuit of safety.

Living under constant threat, Judith saved up for her
trip by babysitting and helping her aunt sell food
until she was able to leave Honduras. Alone, she
headed for the United States, travelling by foot, and
sometimes getting rides from people she met along
the way. "It was difficult, but | always gave it my
all,” Judith recalls. “l wanted to arrive to the U.S.,
so | could be well.”

At the border, Judith was detained by Border
Patrol officials and sent to a holding cell known as
a "hielera” or “icebox” because of its freezing cold
temperatures, where she slept on the floor, with a
plastic blanket, among adults and other children.
Then, she was transported to a government-run
shelter for immigrant children.

"Being locked up, seeing the same people
every day affects you,” she recalls. “Being
a minor, without a lot of life experience and
having your family far away, really affects
you a lot.”

After months in a children’s detention facility,

Judith was reunified with a cousin in Arizona. At the
time of her release, she was provided with a list of
organizations that could help her with her legal case,
including our team at the Florence Project.

In 2019, Judith called us.

Our Children’s Program immediately got to work.
Judith would turn 18 in just two months.

The neglect Judith had experienced made her
eligible for Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS),
a status for children who have been abandoned,
abused or neglected. However, filing for that status

meant gathering documents from Honduras,
translating everything into English, learning

what she had experienced, speaking with her
family, filing various documents to initiate a court
hearing in the U.S., going to court, and getting
findings back from the court regarding that
neglect. The importance of SIJS is life changing;
it provides a pathway to become a Legal
Permanent Residence.

"To do that in two months, we really had to
hustle,” recalls Jimmy Leyva, now the Children’s
Legal Program Manager at the Florence Project,
who worked on Judith’s case. It was long-shot,
one we were willing to try to stand by Judith. But
her case was far from over.

We still had to file the application for SIJS, which
was subsequently approved. Unfortunately,
because there are a limited number of visas
available each year to children deemed in need
of protection as a Special Immigrant Juvenile, the
government would not accept her application for
legal resident status for years, leaving Judith in
legal limbo.

Understanding that she had not yet received
permanent legal status, she feared being detained
or returned to danger in her home country. Our legal
team assured her that if she was picked up by ICE or
re-detained, we would be there for her. At the same
time, our social services team checked in on Judith’s
wellbeing, connecting her to medical care.

"[The Florence Project] always treated me well,
always explained the process to me very well,
every step,” shared Judith.

Finally in 2024, five years after submitting the
application for SIJS, she was notified that she was
able to apply for Legal Permanent Residency!

"Judith was very happy to see her residency

card, to actually see it and hold it,” Alexia Carrera,
Florence Project Accredited Representative, shared,
remembering the day she got to hand Judith her
green card. “[The legal team and I] were always
rooting for her. We just wanted her to be safe and

happy.”

Since being in the United States, Judith has not only
found safety but also love! She married last year. "It
was a beautiful experience,” Judith shared about
her wedding. "It was at our home. It was nice to
feel the support from my husband’s family who is
now my family too.”

Judith also missed her mother and siblings that day,

Judith and her husband on their wedding day.

saying "It's sad because it was a special moment,
and | wish | could have shared that with them.” But
they were with her in spirit and tuned in virtually to a
live stream of the special day.

Now with the safety and stability she feels with her
Legal Permanent Residency, Judith dreams of having
a family, owning a house, and starting a business
with her husband. After years of fighting to simply be
safe, she is finally free to plan a future. "I feel calm, |
feel relieved,” Judith shared about no longer having
the weight of her legal case on her shoulders. "I feel
safer [in the U.S].”

"l am so thankful that the Florence Project
took the time to help me through all these
years, being attentive and providing
services, calling, and attending court with
me,"” she shares about her legal team. “l am
so grateful for all you have done for me.
Thanks to [my Florence Project legal team], |
now have my legal permanent residency.”

We are thrilled to celebrate Judith, her journey, and
her dreams! We extend her gratitude to youl!

Judith is one of the hundreds of Florence Project
clients that we continue to represent amid escalating
violations of the rights and wellbeing of our
immigrant communities. We will continue to stand
with every single one of our clients, no matter the
challenges and no matter the length of their case.

*Pseudonym used to protect privacy.
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Advancing Our Vision in

Times of Uncertainty
An Update from the Florence Project

As the administration escalates its mass deportation
agenda, the rights and wellbeing of adults and
children in immigration detention remain in peril.
Congress has allocated billions of additional

dollars toward the detention of immigrants and

ICE operations that target our communities with
increasingly aggressive and violent tactics. The
administration has dismantled the long-standing legal
education program for detained adults and continues
to seek the termination of the legal representation
program for detained children. At the same time,
adults and children are facing prolonged detention
and expansive violations of their due process rights in
immigration removal proceedings.

In recent months, the impunity with which
immigration authorities have operated has made
their actions far more visible. But these tactics are
not new. For decades, we have documented the
harms that immigration authorities perpetrate inside
remote immigration detention centers, at the border
where people have been forced to wait in Mexico,
and against children who are detained and continue
to be separated from their families. Drawing on our
35 years of experience protecting immigrants’ rights,
we have steadily continued our work and adapted to
meet the urgent needs on-the-ground. We continue
to provide critical legal and social services to adults
and children in immigration detention in Arizona.
We press forward with litigation to restore federally
funded legal services programs and to protect the
due process rights of immigrants. We continue to
document the mistreatment and harm of people in
detention to demand accountability.

In this update, we highlight how we work to
prevent prolonged detention, provide and protect
access to legal services amid funding uncertainties,
preserve the rule of law, and seek to hold the
government accountable for the mistreatment

of people in detention. We can only keep going
because of your partnership. Thank you!
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Prolonged detention
What’s happening?

The government is actively using the prospect
of indefinite detention to force people to accept

deportation.

How is this happening?

¢ Policy changes by the Trump administration
have made it much harder for unaccompanied
children to reunify with their sponsors or family
members.

* The Trump administration has foreclosed almost
all paths out of detention for adults, including
rendering almost all non-citizens ineligible for
bond for the duration of their cases, which can
take years.

How we’re responding:

For children in immigration detention, our legal and
social services teams are providing legal education,
representation, mental health support, and advocacy.

Delays in reunifying children with family or sponsors
mean that children go to more court dates while
detained than they previously would have, bringing
increased stress and uncertainty for the children. Our
legal teams continue to work closely with every child
before each court date to ensure they understand
the process, their rights, and options. Our social
workers are also providing mental health support
and advocacy to ensure children'’s rights are being
respected in the government-run children’s shelter
detention facilities.

For our detained adult clients, we have begun

filing petitions for writ of habeas corpus* in federal
court to challenge their prolonged detention.
Understanding the urgency of challenging indefinite
detention, we recently held a training session for the

community on filing habeas petitions and advocating
for the release of people in immigration detention.
Our goal is simple: we must train attorneys to do
more of these filings in the years to come, as it is
currently the only viable option for most people in
immigration detention to be released.

Our Advocacy Team is partnering with pro bono
attorneys to expand our capacity to pursue these
complicated and sometimes long legal processes.
Through these efforts, we hope to increase access
to counsel for federal habeas cases at the Florence
Project and throughout the country.

Due process violations:

What's happening?

In order to accelerate its deportation agenda, the
current administration has consistently violated
people’s due process rights by bypassing legal
procedures.

How is this happening?

e Immediately after taking office in January 2025,
the Trump administration closed the southern
border to asylum.

e Immigration authorities began re-detaining
people who had been previously released from
detention on bond or other supervised release,
and the administration expanded expedited
removal beyond the border region to the entire
country.

* The government is continuing to hold people
in detention for months after they’ve won their
cases while they try to find another country to
deport them to.

* Over Labor Day Weekend, the Trump
administration attempted to illegally deport
hundreds of children from Guatemala even
though they were in government custody and

participating in the legal process.

How we’re responding:

In the face of these myriad violations, we have
mobilized and held the line. We joined partners in
suing the Trump administration to challenge the
border closure. When the government began rapidly
deporting people without notice to third countries

where they have no ties and without an opportunity
to assert their fear of harm, we identified clients who
could be plaintiffs to challenge this callous and illegal
practice.

Over Labor Day Weekend, when private
transportation contractors hired by the government
began showing up at children’s shelter detention
facilities to take children to be summarily deported to
Guatemala in violation of their rights, we immediately
took action. When we got wind of the plan, we began
giving specific Know Your Rights presentations and
entered limited representation for every affected
child in Arizona to protect them against illegal
removal. Within four days of hearing about this plan,
we filed a federal lawsuit to block this practice, and
the court ruled in our favor, protecting all children
from Guatemala in government custody in Arizona
from illegal removal.

We remain ready to challenge additional due process
violations through litigation and to protect the rights
of our clients.

Representation:

What's happening?
The current administration is gutting essential legal

education and representation programs for detained
immigrants.

How is this happening?

¢ |n 2025, the administration terminated federal
funding for the Legal Orientation Program
(LOP), a legal education and empowerment
model which we pioneered and later was
expanded to organizations across the country
and funded by the Department of Justice.

® The administration also sought to terminate the
Unaccompanied Children Program (UCP), which
provides legal support and representation for
detained children.

How We’re Responding:

The impacts of the termination of the LOP and
the federal funding tied to those services were
significant. And yet, our team is resilient, prepared
and nimble. Within days, we were back in the
facilities, continuing to provide legal education

*A writ of habeas corpus is a legal procedure which allows people who are detained by the government to challenge their detention in court. For
people in immigration detention, these petitions are filed in federal court, rather than immigration court.
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and individual orientation services, which was only
possible because of our dedicated community of
supporters.

We immediately joined partner organizations
throughout the country to sue the Trump
administration, seeking to restore both the

LOP and the UCP. In the lawsuit challenging the
LOP termination, the court ruled in favor of the
government, upholding the termination. We
appealed, and the appeal is pending at the D.C.
District Court of Appeals.

As a result of the lawsuit challenging the UCP
termination, funding was reinstated but only in three-
month increments. The administration is still actively
litigating to terminate the program entirely and has
also pursued privatizing these services, potentially
leaving thousands children without critical legal
services.

Though the termination of the UCP forced us to
temporarily limit the number of new cases we took
on for representation, we are proud to say, that
thanks to your steadfast support and partnership,
we are once again accepting new cases to

represent unaccompanied children here in Arizona.

Through the uncertainty, we stood by every child we
were already representing, and we offered limited
scope representation to protect children from

illegal removal and to support children who wanted
to request voluntary departure through the legal
process.

Mistreatment of people

in detention:

What’s happening?

Our clients, both children and adults, continue
to report difficult and worsening conditions in
immigration detention. Prolonged periods of
detention only exacerbate the impact of these
conditions.

How is this happening?

¢ For unaccompanied children, reunifications
with sponsors that used to take weeks are
now dragging out for months, causing many
children’s mental health to deteriorate, as many
of these facilities are intended for short term
detention.
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* Many of our adult clients in ICE detention are
experiencing mistreatment, abuse, and medical
neglect, ranging from not being able to see a
doctor when they ask, to racist verbal abuse, to
not receiving prescription medication timely.

How we’re responding:

Our social workers are providing mental health
support and advocacy to detained children to ensure
their rights are being respected in the government-
run children’s shelter detention facilities.

We continue to rigorously document and report
instances of mistreatment, abuse, and medical
neglect in ICE detention centers, both to oversight
agencies and through other advocacy channels,
including Congressional offices and the media.

To read our most recent
detention conditions report,
scan the QR code below.

As we continue to face immense obstacles alongside
our clients, we are focused on making the greatest
impact we can. We know that moments of great
uncertainty also hold opportunities to build
something better.

You boldly and relentlessly advance our vision: a
world where everyone facing deportation has
access to counsel, understands their rights, and is
treated fairly and humanely.

Former Florence Project clients Maria & lvan reunited with
their granddaughter after being separated and held in
immigration detention.

Read their story at firrp.org/maria-ivan

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
planis:

e Simple. You only need to add a single
paragraph to your will.

¢ 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.

Support Access
to Justice for
Immigrants—
For Generations
to Come

Other ways to leave a lasting
impact:

Name the Florence Project 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. Our 501(c)(3) federal tax ID
number is 86-0658103.

IRA Contributions: If you're older than 70, please
check with your financial advisor or accountant to
learn whether 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 Emily Meisenzahl at donate@

firrp.org or visit firrp.org/wills.
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Patricia, a former Florence Project client.

Read her story at firrp.org/patricia

FLORENCE | PHOENIX | TUCSON

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

DONATE@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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