
























































































































































































NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL

TESTIMONY FROM JOHN FEINBLATT, CHIEF ADVISOR TO THE MAYOR FOR POLICY AND

STRATEGIC PLANNING

Committee on Immigration

October 3, 2011

Good morning, Speaker Quinn, Chair Dromm, and Council Members of the Immigration

Committee. I am here to testify today concerning the detention of foreign-born inmates by the

New York City Department of Correction (Department) and the nature of the City’s cooperation

with the federal agency, Immigration and Customs Enforcement, commonly known as ICE. This

is a complex issue, so I want to start off by thanking the Speaker, Council Member Mark-

Viverito, the Chair and Committee members, and representatives from the City’s immigrant

communities for working hard with us to reach an agreement. Our goal is always to protect

public safety and maintain national security, while ensuring New York remains the most

immigrant-friendly city in the nation. This strikes the right balance.

In addressing this issue, the question we had to answer was - how do we continue to

work with ICE to protect public safety and national security, while keeping New York the most

welcoming city in the world? Simply not cooperating with ICE was not an option – our

cooperation with law enforcement is vital, and helps keep the city streets safe of criminals,

gang members and terrorists. At the same time, we needed to consider individuals who came

through Rikers, but – with their cases dismissed and no record of criminal activity or other

apparent threat – seemed to pose little risk to the community.

The agreement we have reached manages to strike this balance by honoring requests by

ICE for holds in cases of public safety and national security, while protecting those who: 1) have



never been convicted of a misdemeanor or felony; 2) are not defendants in a pending criminal

case; 3) have no outstanding criminal warrants and have not absconded from an order of

removal hearing; 4) are not identified as participants in an organized criminal gang; 5) are not

and have never been subject to a final order of removal; and finally 6) have not been identified

as a possible match in the terrorist screening database.

In addition to protecting public safety, this agreement recognizes the importance of our

longstanding relationships with other jurisdictions—including Federal law enforcement—in

maintaining a safe City. The Federal government this summer clarified its own priorities for

immigration enforcement, focusing on those who are a risk to public safety or national security,

those who have committed crimes or are subject to warrants, gang members, and those who

have committed egregious violations of immigration law such as illegal reentry after removal. I

feel confident that our agreement is largely in-line with the new enforcement priorities.

As I said, this was a complex issue, so I want to thank again the Speaker and council

members for their work in crafting this new arrangement. I also want to recognize New York

City Department of Correction Commissioner Dora Schriro who has been instrumental in

reaching this agreement and will be vital to its implementation. Together, I think we have

found a thoughtful and appropriate solution, and one that can set an important precedent for

the country. I look forward to continuing to work with the Council to finalize a bill to address

this important issue.
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I thank the New York City Council for providing this opportunity to the public to share its concerns. 
My name is Zeinab Eyega and I am the founder and Executive Director of Sauti Yetu Center for 
African Women and Families. Sauti Yetu, whose name means“Our Voice”in Swahili, is a community-
based nonprofit organization dedicated to mobilizing African immigrant women to improve the quality  
of their lives, strengthen their families, and develop their communities. Sauti Yetu's direct services, 
public education and advocacy promote immigrant girls' safe transitions into adulthood, curbs violence 
in the family, and gives poor and low income immigrant women access to life skills and leadership 
opportunities. We serve families throughout New York City's five boroughs in our offices in the Bronx 
and on Staten Island.

Impact of Secure Communities Policy:

Today, I would like to speak about the impact of the Secure Communities Policy on our immigrant 
communities in the City of New York. Under Secure Communities, the FBI database is able to 
communicate with the Immigration and Custom's Enforcement (ICE) immigration database. If these 
communications reveal questions about an individual, ICE can then take enforcement actions. Serious 
problems occur when local law enforcement officials (a) arrest victims of violence, thereby exposing 
them to ICE's database through fingerprinting sent to the FBI, or (b) enter the fingerprints of an 
individual who was arrested or detained but not subsequently charged with a crime, thereby triggering 
scrutiny by ICE. Organizations across the country have raised serious concerns about Secure  
Communities, and other laws like it. According to these advocates, such policies threaten public safety 
and undermine community policing initiatives by eroding the trust of community members. They blur  
the lines between local law enforcement and immigration enforcement and encourage racial profiling,  
leading to arrests for minor offenses (such as traffic violations). When law enforcement does not help 
immigrants—instead exposing them to ICE--they fail in their duty to provide justice and protect the  
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safety of all individuals regardless of immigration status.

What is the impact on immigrant victims of violence?

Local law enforcement entanglement with ICE puts survivors of domestic violence (DV) and sexual 
assault (SA) at increased risk in situations such as:

• Dual arrests (arresting both perpetrator and victim), particularly when language is a barrier;

• Perpetrators calling the police on unfounded allegations in order to expose victims to ICE;

• Victims running the risk of getting arrested for driving without a license (when an abusive 
spouse who is a citizen or legal permanent resident has refused to legalize their immigration 
status);

• Local law enforcement entering victims’ fingerprints into the FBI/ICE database because they 
(1) incorrectly think they must, (2)  fail to adequately determine that the person is a victim, or  
(3) think being in the United States without documents is a crime (it is not) and fail to follow 
ICE prioritization standards;

• Other immigrant victims in the community becoming further isolated from law enforcement 
with increased fears of contacting the police or seeking help, thus allowing abusers to use the 
system and threats of deportation as a tools of abuse.

Recommendations:

• Meet with local law enforcement to discuss their understanding of Secure Communities and 
related laws that encourage collaboration with ICE in order to analyze how this understanding 
affects their obligations to provide community policing to all victims of crimes, regardless of 
immigration status. Build on existing relationships to ensure noncitizen victims of DV and SA 
are identified before being exposed to ICE, which must include bringing DV/SA advocates into 
the process as early as possible;

• Meet with local ICE office to discuss how they will implement their new policies designed to 
avoid detaining and deporting victims. Discuss how they will include advocates as an integral 
part of the system for identifying and providing services to noncitizen victims;

• Educate immigrants about how the system should work, their rights if they are arrested, services 
available to them, and potential ways to secure status for immigrant victims of DV, SA, and 
trafficking (e.g. VAWA Self-Petition, U-Visa, T-Visa, among others).

By raising awareness and helping individuals and communities seek justice, we can combat harmful 
practices, like violent crimes.  Thank you again for the opportunity to comment on this critical issue.  
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We look forward to working together to end the perpetuation of domestic violence and sexual assault in 
our communities.

Sincerely, 

Zeinab Eyega
Executive Director
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