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A Beacon in the Desert for Refugees and 
Immigrants

The Florence Immigrant and Refugee 
Rights Project provides free legal services to 
men, women, and unaccompanied children in 
immigration custody in Arizona, USA. It works to 
ensure that all immigrants facing removal have 
access to counsel, understand their rights under 

the law, and are treated fairly and humanely. 

Founded 1989 

firrp.org The town of Florence, Arizona is home to four immigration detention 
centers as well as more than 17,000 federal and state prisoners.

The small town of Florence, Arizona has long 
had incarceration as a major local industry. 
Surrounded by desert, 60 miles south of 

Phoenix, Florence is one of the places where 
Japanese-Americans were interned during WW2. 
Today it is home to nine county, state and federal 
prisons – there are 17,000 prisoners and only 8,500 
local residents.

The flat dusty plain around Florence and the 
neighbouring town of Eloy are also home to four 
immigration detention centers. These last four 
unhappy spaces are why the town has given its 
name to the Florence Project. 

Every day, around 4,500 men, women and children 
are detained by the U.S. immigration and refugee 
authorities in the state of Arizona. This is part of 
a growing global movement of people - Arizona’s 

location on the U.S.-Mexican border puts it squarely 
in the path of people fleeing persecution.

While undocumented migrants are civil detainees  
held in sections of prisons or other detention 
facilities, they are not granted the right to a court-
appointed attorney in immigration proceedings. 
Lacking the funds to hire a lawyer, about 86 per 
cent of detainees appear in court without legal 
representation, and are forced to represent 
themselves against trained federal prosecutors.

For the past 25 years, the Florence Immigrant 
and Refugee Rights Project has worked to provide 
migrants with free legal and social services, 
serving clients from at least 47 different countries. 
The project provides its clients with free legal 
education, makes sure they understand their 
rights, and either directly represents them in court 
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According to U.S. Customs and Border Protection, 
68,541 unaccompanied children were apprehended 
at the border in 2014. Last year, President Barack 
Obama described it as an “urgent humanitarian 
situation,” but an executive action signed by the 
president does not provide relief from deportation.

Having worked with unaccompanied children for 
15 years, the Florence Project was able to respond 
rapidly to the child refugee crisis. Its Children’s 
Program works with unaccompanied immigrant 
minors who have been in custody while awaiting 
removal proceedings, making sure they know their 
rights and striving to ensure they get representation 
in court.

In one case, a pro bono attorney worked with 
Lorenzo, an undocumented minor from Honduras. 
Lorenzo’s older brother had been beaten and 
killed by gang members in front of his eyes - for 
the crime of asking them to return a stolen bike. 
Leivis managed to escape to the United States. 
The attorney knew that Lorenzo qualified for 
Special Immigrant Juvenile Status, but would 
have to work to make sure he received it. She 
worked to communicate with him through his 
shyness and ongoing trauma, and made sure he 
received counseling from a therapist. The attorney 
supported Lorenzo in court when he was forced 
to recount his story to strangers. He received the 

or refers their case to a pro bono lawyer.

The effects of the immigration courts’ decisions 
are often profound. Many of these clients are the 
primary breadwinners for their families – while 
many others are fleeing persecution and violence. 
Some are children who suffered abuse in their 
home countries or on the journey to the U.S., 
and many of the women clients are survivors of 
domestic violence. For these people, residency in 
the U.S. represents a beacon of hope.

One recent case involved Bashiir, a Somali man 
who fled his country after his brother and father 
were killed by local militants. He spent 10 months 
travelling the globe before arriving at the U.S.-
Mexican border, seeking asylum. For months, 
Florence Project attorneys worked together 
with Baashi in preparing case documents and 
testimony for his asylum hearing. His efforts were 
successful—and for now, his travelling days are 
over. 

Global violence, persecution and instability – from 
Eritrea to Syria, and from Myanmar to Mexico’s 
drug war badlands – made migration and refugees 
the number one major political issue in both 
Europe and the U.S. during 2015. And Arizona is, 
like Calais, Lampedusa and Kos, in the eye of the 
storm.

Even with 25 years of experience, challenges 
are growing for those working to provide access 
to justice for detained immigrants. “Arizona is a 
tough state,” says the Florence Project’s Executive 
Director Lauren Dasse. “Our laws are tough and 
many immigrants are criminalized, which makes 
it hard to do this work.” She adds: “because we’re 
on the border, and because of the realities all 
over the world, there’s a large number of people 
seeking protection in the U.S., and we have limited 
resources to handle it.”

Every year, thousands of children—fleeing violence, 
abuse, or extreme poverty—cross the U.S. border 
into the Arizona desert, seeking shelter and 
protection, their numbers growing exponentially. 

Much of the desert around Florence is occupied by Federal, state, 
and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) detention centers. 
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Special Immigrant Juvenile Status, which will help 
him become a permanent U.S. resident, and once 
he turned eighteen, Lorenzo entered a program to 
help him learn English and adjust to his new life in 
the U.S.

In response to the extraordinary need, and the 
growing numbers of undocumented minors like 
Lorenzo, the Florence Project has expanded its 
staff in Phoenix, and opened a small satellite office 
in Tucson. It has offered asylum workshops and 
has started organizing community workshops that 
prepare immigrant families in case of contact with 
ICE.

“We’ve seen a lot of immigrant parents of U.S.-
born children detained, and they are in danger of 

losing their parental rights,” says Lauren Dasse. 
“We created an information pack on how to put 
together a family plan if one or both parents are 
detained by ICE. It’s about empowering immigrant 
communities to be prepared so that if the worst 
happens, their children have a place to go and they 
can hopefully be reunited with their parents.” At 
least 15 of these workshops took place in 2015. 

The Florence Project’s commitment to a most 
vulnerable and yet stigmatized group has yielded 
impressive results – even as it strains to keep 
up with demand. The organization is constantly 
evolving; it recently increased the number of social 
workers on staff. For Dasse, the core principle 
remains: “We do this with the goal of keeping 
families together and communities strong.”

Florence Project Staff.

Key Lesson
We have learned that we have to share our experiences and our knowledge 
with others. We are taking steps to be more purposeful about our 
community outreach to further educate our supporters about the issues 
that undocumented immigrants face in immigration detention with hopes 
that our supporters will support immigrant friendly policies.


