
 
IMMIGRATION POLICIES: IMPACT ON SURVIVORS 

 
Many immigrant victims face difficult challenges seeking assistance or escaping domestic violence. 
Perpetrators of domestic violence and other gender-based violence often exploit victims’ undocumented 
immigration status as a tactic of abuse. Abusers routinely threaten to report survivors to ICE and to have them 
deported, confiscate immigration documents, misrepresent the law, and take measures to separate them from 
their citizen children.  
 
Over the course of the past two decades, Congress has supported, in a bipartisan fashion, important provisions for 
immigrant victims of domestic violence, sexual assault, and trafficking through the Violence Against Women Act 
(VAWA), as well as the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA). It is important for immigrant survivors to be able to 
access law enforcement, and utilize the civil legal and criminal justice systems without fear of detainment and 
deportation.  
 
However, the Administration’s Executive Orders on immigration, the Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS) 
implementation memos, and the increased enforcement activities fail to protect immigrant victims of domestic 
violence, sexual assault, human trafficking, and other abuses.i Proposed laws that further entangle local law 
enforcement in federal immigration enforcement would exacerbate victims’ fear and increase the risk to victims. 
These current and proposed policies reduce the likelihood of immigrant victims or witnesses reporting crimes, 
empower abusers and perpetrators, contravene existing protections afforded by law, undermine access to justice 
through the police and the courts, create extreme fear for immigrant families and communities, and undermine public 
safety.  

 
IMPACT OF THE IMMIGRATION EXECUTIVE ORDERS AND INCREASED ENFORCEMENT 
Increased enforcement activity with overbroad enforcement priorities has created a climate of fear among victims in 
immigrant communities and heightened the barriers for them to seek help. Numerous reports from police chiefs and 
prosecutors have shown significant reductions in the reporting of domestic violence and sexual assaults.ii A recent 
survey, designed and distributed by seven national organizations working to end domestic violence and sexual 
assault and answered by over 700 victim advocates and attorneys across the country, found:iii 

 78% of advocates reported that immigrant survivors expressed concerns about contacting the police; 

 75% of service providers reported that immigrant survivors have concerns about going to court for a matter 
related to the abuser/offender; and 

 43% of advocates worked with immigrant survivors who dropped civil or criminal cases because of fear. 

U VISAS: THE LONG WAIT AND INCREASED RISK TO IMMIGRANT SURVIVORS 
The U visa was established in 2000 for victims of certain designated crimes, including domestic violence and sexual 
assault, who have suffered mental or physical abuse and are helpful to law enforcement or government officials in the 
investigation or prosecution of criminal activity.  

 Currently, there is a 3-year wait for crime victim visas just to be processed, and an even longer wait to get a 
visa (approximately 7 years) due to the cap on U-visas.  

 This lengthy delay seriously compromises the safety of applicants, leaving victims vulnerable to further abuse 
and economic instability while their applications are pending. 

 During the lengthy process, victims are vulnerable to enforcement actions, such as being detained and 
deported, which put victims and their children at risk.  



 More resources are needed for USCIS to process these cases in a timely manner, so victims can rebuild 
their lives without fear of being detained or deported.  

 There is a critical need to lift the U visa cap in order to reduce the long wait and provide immigrant victims the 
protections they deserve.   

 
“SANCTUARY CITIES,” COMMUNITY POLICING, AND ENTANGLEMENT 

 Threatening the removal of valuable grant funding from jurisdictions that choose not to spend limited 
resources enforcing federal immigration law undermines public safety and the role of local law enforcement. 

 Removing funds that contribute to the health and well-being of communities across the nation would not 
make our communities safer and would not fix any part of our immigration system. 

 Policies that promote increased entanglement between state/local police and federal immigration 
enforcement make communities less safe, by making victims fearful of police engagement.  

 

REQUESTS: 
 Support the “Protecting Sensitive Locations Act” (S.845/H.R. 1815), which protects sensitive community 

locations, like courthouses, rape crisis centers, and victim service providers from harmful immigration 
enforcement actions.  

 Enhance oversight of DHS to ensure that their policies and procedures do not undermine VAWA and the 
TVPA protections, deter survivors from accessing critical protections, or violate their due process rights.  

 Support legislation to increase the U visa cap. 

 Oppose bills which increase the entanglement of local police in enforcing federal immigration law and 
penalize local jurisdictions for having community trust policies.  

 Oppose bills that create additional immigration penalties, particularly when waivers are not provided. 

 Oppose the increasing funding for immigration detention. 

 Support all efforts to protect DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals).  

 Reject increased funding for immigration enforcement purposes in the current DHS. 
 
If you have any questions, please contact Monica McLaughlin at MMclaughlin@nnedv.org. 

                                                           
i Tahirih Justice Center. “Review of February 20, 2017 DHS Memoranda: Possible Impacts on Survivors of Domestic and Sexual Violence.” Available at: 
http://www.tahirih.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Summary-of-Feb-20-2017-DHS-Memos.pdf 
ii New Immigration Crackdowns Creating ‘Chilling Effect’ on Crime Reporting, NPR, May 25, 2017, available at http://www.npr.org/2017/05/25/529513771/new-immigration-
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iii 2017 Advocate and Legal Services Survey Regarding Immigrant Survivors, available at http://www.tahirih.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/2017-Advocate-and-Legal-Service-
Survey-Key-Findings.pdf 
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