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To our Esperanza family,

As you know, for over a decade, Esperanza has been on the frontlines working
to educate, empower and defend unaccompanied children facing deportation
from the US. For years we have given them, hope, guidance, and support. For
years, we have helped them to access justice, and integrate into life in a new
country. Three years ago our hearts were broken by the stories of children
separated from their parents, and images of them huddled in squalid, prison-
like conditions. Though the circumstances today are changed, once again
unaccompanied minors are making the headlines, and Esperanza is still here
ready to receive these children with open arms. Of the thousands of children in
emergency shelters in Southern California right now, we anticipate that a
significant percentage will end up in and around Los Angeles. With access to
legal information, resources and legal representation from our team, many of
these children have the potential to recover from past trauma and to be
permanently reunited with US family members. 

We are grateful for the opportunity to stand with vulnerable immigrants and
make a difference. So to, we are we grateful to the Biden Administration for
taking swift action on immigration within the first days of the inauguration.
From rescinding the Muslim-African Ban and the “Remain-In-Mexico” policy, to
revoking the “blank spaces” policy, the Biden Administration has been actively
rolling back dangerous policies aimed at limiting access to the US for those who
need it most. But this Administration still has so much work to do. There are 
over 1.2 million cases – including those of unaccompanied minors - backlogged in immigration court. Only a small
percentage of individuals have access to legal representation, though we know that zealous legal representation is critical
to successful case outcomes; and civil immigration detention is still continuing despite the COVID-19 pandemic,
unnecessarily putting lives at risk. For instance, on March 8, 2021, our long-term client, Martin Vargas Arellano died after
contracting COVID-19 while being detained at Adelanto detention facility. Our persistent advocacy for his release was
overlooked until it was too late. 

The Esperanza community is made up of many immigrants, children of immigrants and grandchildren of immigrants. As a
community we are stronger, and we have the power to make a difference - one life at a time. Together we work for justice
and a more humane society. Thank you for standing up for justice and immigrant rights – and thank you for standing with
Esperanza. 



Kids Don’t Belong in Cages. Neither Do the Critically Ill
By Margaret Hellerstein, Esperanza Attorneyl

Martin Vargas

Continued on page 3

I don’t know whether COVID contributed to Martin’s death or to what extent. I don’t know what calculation ICE used to
decide that Martin’s alleged dangerousness justified his continued detention despite his extreme risk of dying from the
virus. I don’t know why they finally did release him when he was on his deathbed, but I have a pretty good idea: deaths
in ICE custody have been on the rise, calling attention to the appalling conditions at immigration jails. By signing Martin’s
release papers while he was still alive, ICE exploited a meaningless technicality to avoid liability for another death on
their watch.

ICE’s own actions support this conclusion. Martin’s Deportation Officer (DO) had promised to inform me when and if
they were planning to release him as Martin was not in touch with his family, making me the de facto next of kin, but I
was kept completely in the dark. 

On March 15, I learned from a contact at the ACLU that Martin’s name was on a list of people who had been released
from Adelanto. Panicked that Martin was wandering in the desert (as has happened in the past when ICE releases
people), I called the DO and requested an explanation. The DO told me Martin had been released on March 5 but could
not tell me the address on the release paperwork or even who, if anyone, had picked him up. This was bizarre: DOs
withhold details about our clients all the time, but the address to which a detained person has been released is essential
information. Not only did the DO claim not to know Martin’s release information, he had nothing to say when I asked
why he hadn’t informed me as he promised. I was dumbfounded. How could he be so cavalier? 

My colleagues and I spent four days searching frantically for Martin, calling hospitals, jails, and homeless shelters.
Advocacy groups launched a social media campaign with Martin’s picture. My colleague reached out to a contact at the
Mexican Consulate. I called local businesses and put in a missing person’s report with the sheriff’s deputy. My first clue
that something had gone very, very wrong was the sheriff’s response to the missing person’s report: apparently,
Martin’s last known address was not the detention facility but a hospital in Orange County. Shortly thereafter, my
colleague learned from her contact at the Mexican Consulate that Martin had been airlifted to the hospital on February
26 and suffered a stroke on March 3 -- two days before he was “released.” 

I called the hospital and was told by the kind woman who answered the phone that Martin was not a patient there, but
did I want to talk to a social worker? My panic curdled into dread as I began to realize what had happened. After four
days of searching, I called the coroner to confirm what I already knew: Martin never left the hospital. He had died on
March 8, exactly a week before my phone call with the DO. To this day, ICE has offered no explanation as to why they
did not release Martin when he was still conscious. 

My client Martin Vargas was in a vegetative state when ICE transferred custody of him to the
hospital where he died. Martin had spent almost two years behind bars at the Adelanto ICE
Detention Center, a private prison in the middle of the high desert that is infamous for its
history of human rights violations. He died alone on March 8, three days after ICE washed
their hands of him. 

As Martin’s immigration attorney, I had been urging ICE to release him so that he could live
in the community while his application to stay in the U.S. made its way through the system.
Martin was only 55 but had serious health problems, including diabetes, Hepatitis C,
hypertension, rheumatoid arthritis, cellulitis, gout, and schizophrenia. ICE denied my
requests on the basis that Martin was a threat to public safety even though he could barely
walk. Inevitably, he contracted COVID-19 in December and died a little over two months
later.



Once safe in the United States, they reached out to Esperanza. Esperanza’s team of attorneys,
paralegals, and support staff reached back, and was able to help J-T and her family win asylum in
immigration court. She’s looking forward to hopefully returning to pre-school education, her life
partner bringing his children to the U.S., her elementary school son running again for school office
(after a devastating loss for fifth grade president), and her oldest son going to college. All are thankful
they no longer have to fear for their lives.

ICE is invested in propagating the fiction that immigration detention is about protection -- of
innocent white children, of our borders, of our national security. Immigration detention is
about two things: racism and profit. That’s it. Private prisons make millions of dollars a year in
profit, much of which derives from immigration detention. There are slightly less
dehumanizing means of supervision (known as “alternatives to detention”) like ankle
bracelets and ICE check-ins that keep tabs on immigrants without depriving them of their
liberty and forcing them to eat food with worms in it while cleaning their cells with their own
shampoo because they are not provided with cleaning supplies.

Most people agree that kids don’t belong in cages. But when we decide that only
“sympathetic” immigrants deserve protection under the law, we dehumanize all immigrants.
We unconsciously endorse the view that people who are born outside the country must
prove that they are human by tugging at our heartstrings. We cannot continue to claim the
moral high ground while reserving due process rights for those we deem worthy. Martin’s
face might not have looked good on a poster, but he was a real person who did not deserve
to spend the last months of his life handcuffed to a bed, denied basic human dignity even as
he lay unconscious. Martin died alone, but his experience was far from unique. Let’s not let
him have died in vain.
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Margaret Hellerstein,
Esperanza Attorney

Client Success Story

J-T was a pre-school teacher and assistant principal in El Salvador with
over a decade of experience. She was forced to flee with her family for
being at the wrong place at the wrong time. The gangs saw her
receiving materials from police for an anti-gang program, and that was
it. A gang threatened her life, promised to kill her two children, and
attempted to murder her life partner. They had no choice but to
escape.

Meet J-T



@EsperanzaImmigrantRightsProject @EsperanzaCCLA @EsperanzaCCLA

Esperanza represents thousands of immigrants in deportation proceedings and guides
unrepresented immigrants through the complicated and strained immigration system. Since 2016,
Esperanza’s program at the Los Angeles Immigration Court has been the “911” for Los Angeles
immigrants facing deportation with nowhere else to turn. Our team has assisted more than 9,000
community members providing information, assistance with immigration application, and referrals
for pro bono representation by skilled attorneys. 

Esperanza Immigrant Rights Project is a Catholic Charities of Los Angeles program whose mission is to serve
some of the most vulnerable immigrants in the Los Angeles Area – those facing deportation.

Esperanza helped prepare her asylum application, to compile evidence on
every aspect of her case, and to prepare her to present her claim to the
immigration judge. Ms. S-T-M- was granted asylum, and she and her
children may now safely remain in the U.S. 
Immigrants are five times more likely to be successful in their cases if they
have legal representation, but the majority of immigrants in removal
proceedings will not receive the assistance they need.  Under the Biden
Administration, the deportation of asylum seekers and other immigrants
continues to occur every day. And every day we continuing to serve the
community by ensuring immigrants have access knowledge, resources and
justice.

Take on a full or limited scope case
Help at one of our virtual clinics:

Asylum Application Clinic
Work Permit Clinic

www.esperanza-la.org/get-involved-attorneys

Use your legal skills and help us change the life of an
immigrant in need!

 
For more information on how you can help, visit: 

 
 

 
"I will be eternally grateful for all of the support offered by Esperanza, who showed real interest and concern for those detained at

Adelanto." 
-Joshua, former Esperanza client who was granted Political Asylum and released from the Adelanto Detention Facility

Spotlight: Immigration Court Helpdesk 

Esperanza Immigrant Rights Project
1530 James M. Wood Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90015 | (213) 251-3505

Want to unsubscribe? Contact isalazar@ccharities.org

Support our Work!

New Pro Bono Opportunities! Save the Date!
Summer Fundraiser  - July 30th 

A group information session on asylum 

Esperanza virtual  EAD Clinic

Esperanza was able to help many of the families that were separated under the “Zero Tolerance” policy who ended up in Los Angeles. We have helped
young mothers, families, torture survivors and others from across the globe. One client, Ms. S-T-M-, fled from Mexico with her children due to horrific
domestic violence. She was subject to frequent physical and emotional abuse. When her partner tried to burn her by setting her clothes on fire, she
sought protection from local law enforcement, but was laughed off. When she could not endure anymore suffering, she fled to the U.S. to seek asylum. 

Esperanza's annual Summer auction fundraiser will be
held on the evening of Friday, July 30th. More details

will be coming soon. 
If you are able to donate an item or service for auction,
please contact Ingrid Salazar at isalazar@ccharities.org.

Thank you to all of our monthly donors for your
sustaining support! 

If you would like to commit your monthly support, of
any recurring amount, please visit www.esperanza-

la.org/donate

Thank you , sustaining donors!

http://www.esperanza-la.org/donate

