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Good afternoon. My name is Avigail Ziv and I am the Executive Director for the 

International Rescue Committee (IRC) in New York. I would like to thank Speaker Mark-

Viverito, Chairman Menchaca, members of the New York City Council and Committee 

members for giving us the opportunity to submit testimony on the International Rescue 

Committee in New York and the refugee and asylee services we provide.  

 

The IRC is a global organization that responds to the world’s worst humanitarian crises 

and is at work in over 40 countries around the world, while also working in 28 U.S. cities 

to oversee refugee resettlement and provide services to asylees and other immigrants. 

The IRC in New York is the oldest office in IRC’s network and has been resettling 

refugees here for over 75 years. Since 1975, IRC in New York has resettled over 

28,000 people in New York City and continues to resettle the largest number of 

refugees among resettlement agencies operating within the five boroughs. Today, the 

IRC in New York assists over 3,000 refugees, asylees and other immigrants annually 

through a network of holistic programs and services including case management, free 

English language learning and other adult education courses, housing assistance, job 

training, youth academic support programs, and immigration assistance. Our 

Immigration Department serves approximately 800 individuals from across the City each 

year with citizenship, green cards and family reunification applications.  

 

The resettlement process is a humanitarian effort to help people displaced by war and 

persecution to rebuild their lives and thrive in New York City. On March 7, President 

Trump announced a revised travel ban that once again targeted refugees. Despite the 

recently issued Temporary Restraining Order by the U.S. District Court in Hawai'i, this 

order dramatically cuts the number of refugee arrivals this year from 110,000 to 50,000 

individuals. Not only is the President taking disastrous steps against a program that has 

provided families who have lost everything the opportunity to create a new life without 

fear or violence, but it also means a reduction in funding and revenue for the 

organizations that oversee resettlement programming. Resettlement agencies including 

the International Rescue Committee, CAMBA, Catholic Charities Archdiocese of New 

York, Catholic Charities Brooklyn/Queens and HIAS are allocated funding on a per 

arrival basis through a contract with the U.S. State Department. Moreover, funding 

through other State and Federal agencies is also formulated based on the national 

refugee arrival numbers.  
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This puts in jeopardy the capacity for resettlement agencies to provide continued 

services for those refugees and asylees that are already here and in need of case 

management, employment and other support services.   

 

We are proud that the New York City Council has affirmed its commitment to refugees, 

asylees, and other immigrants in the City, including the Committee on Immigration’s 

Resolution in July 2016 to increase the number of refugees in the U.S.  We see the 

need for this continued leadership more than ever as the refugee resettlement program 

faces threats and uncertainties. As such, the five resettlement agencies in New York 

City have come together to put forward a funding request of $335,000 to provide case 

management, employment and support to refugees, asylees, and other humanitarian 

entrants in New York City. This would include developing and refining job skills, 

connecting clients to professional work, offering English language instruction and other 

educational opportunities, providing access to legal services, and linking clients to 

community resources to thrive in a new environment. 

 

We thank the New York City Council Immigration Committee for this opportunity to 

provide testimony.  

 

       

The International Rescue Committee of New York 

 
Avigail Ziv  
 
Executive Director 
212-377-4733 
Avigail.Ziv@rescue.org 
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Written Testimony of Sanctuary for Families  

Submitted to the New York City Council, Committee on Immigration 

Chair, Council Member Carlos Menchaca 

(Hearing on March 22, 2017) 

 

Sanctuary for Families, home to the nation’s largest immigration legal practice for 

domestic violence and trafficking victims, respectfully submits this testimony to the City 

Council’s Committee on Immigration for its review. We are very grateful for New York 

City’s extraordinary leadership and vision in recognizing the immense contributions 

immigrant New Yorkers make to our diverse city, and decision to ensure broad immigrant 

access to legal protections. The support of both the City Council and agencies like the 

Human Resources Administration/ Department of Social Services (HRA/DSS) to ensure 

representation of detained immigrant New Yorkers in removal proceedings, and creating 

the large-scale ActionNYC Program, have been life-saving for many vulnerable members 

of our community. 
 

In spite of the City’s robust efforts in this area, immigrants in New York and nationwide are 

more at risk now than at any time in recent history. The new federal administration’s 

promises and its actions—from Executive Orders that threaten immigrants from majority 

Muslim countries, to greatly heightened daily enforcement practices by U.S. Immigration 

and Customs Enforcement—has generated intense fear and anxiety among immigrants. 

Due to the existing immigration court system backlogs, thousands who have filed for legal 

immigration status are stuck in procedural limbo—often waiting months or years for a 

court date. These immigrants are at serious risk of deportation while they await the lawful 

status for which they have applied in good faith. Indeed, in the current climate, it is clear 

that anyone who is not a U.S. citizen may be at risk of deportation.  

 

For victims of domestic violence, trafficking, and related forms of gender violence, it has 

created a particularly dangerous “new normal”—one in which it may seem safer to 

endure abuse and exploitation rather than calling the police or seeking an order of 

protection in court. Needless to say, this situation confronting too many immigrant victims 

threatens the very foundation of our city’s broadly accessible criminal justice system. 

 

A small handful of organizations like Sanctuary—those with specialized expertise in the 

full range of legal remedies for which immigrant abuse victims may be eligible, and with 

broad cultural and linguistic capacity to reach immigrants from all over the world—are 

uniquely poised to make an impact in this dangerous situation. In the last five years alone, 

Sanctuary’s 15 full-time immigration staff attorneys—supported by the work of more than 

500 pro bono attorneys annually—have represented 4,000 clients in immigration matters 

that put them on a path to secure legal status with a near 100% success rate. This includes 

representation in complex cases, such as removal proceedings, gender-based asylum, 

and T-visas, which few legal providers have the capacity to handle. Hundreds of clients 

have been reunified with their children, often after many years of separation across 

international borders.  

http://www.sanctuaryforfamilies.org/
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Sanctuary’s immigration attorneys have been leaders not just in protecting immigrant 

rights but in securing permanent immigration status for them. Most recently, following the 

Presidential election, these attorneys proactively reached out to the most at-risk clients 

to discuss safety plans and reassess their cases to best protect them from removal.  They 

have made great efforts to share real-time information with clients to allay unfounded 

fears while ensuring that they know how to stay safe. They were among the first to 

respond at JFK Airport in February, recruiting over 100 attorneys from firms and nonprofit 

legal providers to provide emergency legal aid, and directing the efforts of dozens of 

less-experienced attorneys. 

 

In the year ahead, Sanctuary’s immigrant clients face increased threats of detention, 

removal, and hate crimes being perpetrated even in our City. And at this inopportune 

moment, Sanctuary’s legal programs also face serious threats due to proposed federal 

funding cuts. We stand to lose up to $400,000 in funding specifically for immigration legal 

services through two programs targeted for cuts: both the Violence Against Women Act 

(VAWA) and Community Service Block Grants. 

 

We were profoundly grateful to the City Council last year, for preserving the Immigrant 

Opportunities Initiative (IOI) funding for Sanctuary and several other organizations which 

had been shut out of the IOI RFP process. As we described to the Immigration Committee 

last year, that RFP privileged a handful of the largest and most well-funded legal service 

providers at the expense of small and mid-sized specialists like Sanctuary, and required 

huge caseloads that would make assistance with complex legal cases all but impossible 

for contractors to sustain financially. Sanctuary nonetheless partnered with one of the 

city’s large legal service providers—a close community partner of ours—to file an 

application, but the proposal was not funded.  

 

In fact, much of the City’s current funding for immigration legal services ties funding to 

impossibly high performance goals, forcing legal services organizations—out of 

necessity—to concentrate on serving those immigrants who need only the simplest legal 

remedies. City initiatives geared towards outreach to immigrant communities and mass 

legal screening have helped in alerting immigrants to potential eligibility for relief—but 

do not adequately address the need for high-quality legal representation.  

 

At Sanctuary we don’t see many of the simple, easy-to-file cases—many of those go to 

organizations that don’t have our specialized expertise, and can handle them quickly.  

The vulnerability of our clients means that nearly all of our cases require a substantial 

investment of time. Helping an immigrant victim of trafficking secure the prosecution of 

their trafficker and the right to remain in the U.S., or helping an immigrant victim of 

domestic violence cancel deportation proceedings to allow them to remain here with 

their children, require an average of 50-60 attorney hours. Support for representation in 

life-saving cases like these—each of which provide a path to citizenship and lift entire 

families out of poverty—is desperately needed. Unfortunately, such support is in short 

supply in a funding climate emphasizing high-volume caseloads of light-touch cases just 

to be able to pay for a first- or second-year attorney.  

 

With these issues in mind, this year we hope the City will restore and increase funding for 

Sanctuary’s best-in-class immigration legal services—to ensure that we are able to 
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maintain current service levels, to protect these services against deeply at-risk federal 

funding, and ultimately to EXPAND our legal services to meet the overwhelming new 

need. While programs like ActionNYC make an impact for thousands of immigrants, these 

programs demand caseloads that make assistance in complex cases all but impossible 

for providers to sustain financially. With the new federal administration, we also expect a 

substantial increase in our vitally important appellate work, as we vigorously appeal 

cases to ensure that aggressive new immigration policies and practices do not prevail.   

 

We are confident that the City will continue to be a leader in supporting our incredible 

immigrant population. Thank you for this opportunity to testify—and thank you for your 

work on behalf of our city’s most vulnerable immigrants. 

 

For more information, please contact John Wyeth at Sanctuary for Families: 

Jwyeth@SFFNY.org or 212 – 349 – 6009 (X266). 

mailto:Jwyeth@SFFNY.org
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Testimony Submitted by 

Fryda Guedes 
Director of Immigration and Civic Engagement 

Hispanic Federation  
 

March 22, 2017 
 
Good afternoon, my name is Fryda Guedes and I am the Director of Immigration and Civic Engagement at 
the Hispanic Federation (HF).  Chair Menchaca and committee members, thank you for the opportunity 
to testify on behalf of Hispanic Federation and our member agencies.  
 
Hispanic Federation is the premier Latino membership organization in the nation founded to address the 
many inequities confronting Latinos and the nonprofits that serve them. For more than 25 years, Hispanic 
Federation has provided grants, administered human services and coordinated advocacy for our broad 
network of agencies that serve more than 2 million Latinos in areas of immigration, health, education, 
economic empowerment, and civic engagement.  
 
The Federation would like to commend the Council’s Committee on Immigration for your leadership and 
support in ensuring that New York City is a place where immigrants can prosper and feel safe. Since 2015, 
New York has seen the creation of the IDNYC program and Action NYC, two tremendous programs that 
aim to assist hundreds of thousands of immigrants.    
 
To secure the existence of these and other programs that aim to serve the immigrant community and 
safeguard New York City as an immigrant sanctuary, Hispanic Federation recommends that the New York 
City Council continue to allocate funding to the following:  
 
Immigrant Opportunity Initiative, Adult Literacy Services Initiative & Action NYC 
 
New York City’s Immigrant Opportunity Initiative (IOI) provides access to crucial services to NYC’s 
immigrant community, providing funding for English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes, 
citizenship and permanent residency application assistance, and support with employment authorization 
and issues.  The entire community benefits from these immigration programs.  As immigrants learn 
English, their chances of obtaining jobs with better pay increases, leading to bigger tax contributions to 
the City and empowering immigrants to civically contribute to their communities.  
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Funding for IOI has steadily decreased since its height of $11.25 million in 2008 to the $2.6 million in 2016. 
However, NYC’s foreign-born population is steadily growing. Currently, over 37% of NYC’s population is 
foreign-born.  Over the past 6 years, state and federal funding for immigrant services has drastically 
decreased, putting a burdensome strain on immigrant service providers.  In order to meet the need for 
immigrant services in this great city, Hispanic Federation recommends that the NYC council allocate a total 
of $13 million for IOI, or at the very least, double the baselined amount of funding for IOI.  
 
ActionNYC was designed to develop an immigrant legal services and outreach infrastructure in New York. 
Regardless of the Deferred Action Program’s trajectory at the Federal Level, ActionNYC provides necessary 
services for our immigrant community – among them, screenings for existing forms of immigration 
benefits. ActionNYC is a way for our immigrant brothers and sisters to obtain free, quality immigration 
legal help in their community. Hispanic Federation recommends funding ActionNYC at 8.3 million for FY 
2018.  
 
Hispanic Federation also recommends that the NYC Council baseline the amount of funding for NYC’s 
Adult Literacy Services at $15 million dollars.  With state and federal funding for literacy services also at 
a decline, community–based organizations are constantly struggling to stay afloat to provide staple 
services such as Adult Basic Education (ABE), ESOL and GED preparation classes.  As these organizations 
are trusted by community-members and located within the heart of affected neighborhoods, adult literacy 
service providers are among the best qualified and most effective in New York City.  They provide a 
comfortable and intimate setting for participants to become educated, gain indispensable skills and obtain 
their degrees.  As more individuals complete these programs, the entire city benefits: every GED/high 
school diploma earned generates net benefits in the amount of $324,000 for the City.   
 
New York Immigrant Family Unity Project  
 
In 2013, the NYC Council provided $500,000 in funding to launch a pilot program called the New York 
Immigrant Family Unity Project (NYIFUP).  The goal of the NYIFUP is to provide legal representation to 
indigent immigrants in removal proceedings in New York City. To date, NYIFUP has been a tremendous 
success. However, the need is great for all New Yorkers in removal proceedings, not just those who find 
themselves in detention. 

The right to legal representation does not extend to immigration courts. Sixty percent of detained 
immigrants and 27% of non-detained immigrants in New York do not have legal counsel. There are over 
70,000 immigrants who are facing imminent deportation in New York City’s immigration courts – including 
thousands in detention. Many lack access to counsel in these removal proceedings, and these numbers 
are expected to grow as new immigration enforcement priorities are implemented. Having representation 
greatly impacts the client’s experience in detention and probability of relief from removal.  In fact, 
individuals who have legal counsel in removal proceedings are ten times more likely to have a successful 
outcome. 

The Federation strongly encourages the NYC Council to increase funding for NYIFUP in the FY 2018 budget 
to $12 million to enable the program to provide legal representation to at least 3,600 NYC residents and 
allow agencies to deliver quality services to those truly in need, keeping families together, ensuring due 
process and equal access to representation. 
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New York City’s Unaccompanied Minors & Families Initiative 
 
According to U.S. Customs and Border Protection, since 2013, the Department of Homeland Security has 
apprehended over 175,060 children fleeing human rights abuses, violent gangs, domestic violence, drug 
traffickers, human trafficking, and economic deprivation at the southern border. Since 2013, New York 
State received almost 15,098 unaccompanied minors and about one third of those minors reside in New 
York City.  
 
These children fled the unspeakable violence of their home countries, suffered the physical and emotional 
stress of their journey, and endured the confinement of detention centers. Post-border crossing, these 
youth spend months – if not years – entangled in immigration and family court proceedings which forced 
them to revisit their trauma on a regular basis. 
 
Between 40% and 60% are estimated to be eligible for immigration relief. But, if they don’t have an 
attorney, they don’t know what they qualify for in the process of obtaining the legal relief.  
 
New York City’s Unaccompanied Minors and Families Initiative seeks to provide every unaccompanied 
minor in New York City with an attorney, and to provide this population with legal services, health care, 
education, and social services. Hispanic Federation recommends that NYC increase funding for this 
program at $4.5 million. These funds would cover attorneys for the 2,290 unaccompanied minors living 
in New York City in need of legal services. 
 
Immigrant Health Initiative  
 
New York City’s Immigrant Health Initiative focuses on decreasing health disparities among foreign-born 
New Yorkers by: improving access to health care, addressing cultural and language barriers; and targeting 
resources and interventions. Given the increased uncertainty in access to healthcare among immigrants 
throughout the country, Hispanic Federation urges that NYC fund this program at $1.6 million and provide 
these essential services to its immigrant community.  
 
IDNYC  
 
With nearly 1 million IDNYC cardholders, IDNYC is the largest municipal ID program in the country and we 
must allocate adequate resources to this program to continue its success. In these times of uncertainty 
and fear, we need to support IDNYC so that all city residents can feel confident interacting with police, 
entering their child’s school, and accessing city services.  Hispanic Federation recommends allocating 
$18.8 million to the IDNYC program.  
 
Thank you for your time and attention to these important issues. It is our hope that making these 
investments in the final FY 18 Budget will improve Latino community-based organizations that provide 
essential services and build a stronger New York City for us all.    














































