July 18, 2018

The Honorable Chuck Grassley
Chairman
U.S. Senate Committee on the Judiciary
224 Dirksen Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510-6275

The Honorable Dianne Feinstein
Ranking Member
U. S. Senate Committee on the Judiciary
152 Dirksen Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510-6275

Re: Need for Oversight and Investigation on Border Crisis
Dear Chairman Grassley and Ranking Member Feinstein:
The Justice Department and Department of Homeland Security’s recent experiment with “zero
tolerance” prosecution of immigrants, resulting in the separation of children from their parents,
has highlighted a host of ongoing failures in our nation's practices and policies for apprehending,
detaining, processing, and removing immigrants. The Project On Government Oversight
(POGO) writes to encourage you to begin a long-overdue investigation relating to the crisis of
immigration enforcement and detention along our nation’s southwest border.
We understand that many members of the Committee continue to work on specific policy
prescriptions to reform our nation’s immigration system. 1 But equally important is the
Committee’s role in conducting oversight of the executive branch. DOJ and DHS operated a
pilot version of the “zero tolerance” program for months before implementing it across the
country. 2 Federal judges raised doubts about the legality of the program, but rather than address
their concerns, the government expanded the program without any effective system for reuniting
families after separation. A host of problems soon followed.
The concerns we set forth below are very clearly covered by the Committee’s jurisdiction, as
many of them emanate from the Department of Justice’s policies. Indeed, the intersection of so
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many of the matters of clear jurisdiction of the Committee underscores that no other entity is
better positioned to ask pressing questions and get answers.
We have a long history of productively working together with your offices to strengthen and
support Congressional oversight. We believe your leadership is critical to ensure that the Justice
Department acts in accordance with our Constitution and the rule of law. We will follow up with
your offices and hope to meet with you and your staff to discuss these concerns. You may reach
Sarah Turberville, Director of The Constitution Project at POGO, at sarah@pogo.org, and
Katherine Hawkins, Investigator at POGO, at khawkins@pogo.org, for any questions or
concerns. Thank you for your attention to this most important matter.
Sincerely,

Danielle Brian
Executive Director
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NON-EXHAUSTIVE ISSUES OF CONCERN CALLING FOR CONGRESSIONAL OVERSIGHT RELATED
TO IMMIGRATION ENFORCEMENT AND DETENTION
1. “Zero tolerance” and misuse of DOJ resources
The “zero-tolerance” policy prioritizes enforcement of first-time misdemeanor violations for
illegally crossing the border at a location not officially designated by Immigration and Customs
Enforcement (ICE). This includes violations by many who are asylum seekers. These defendants
are taken from an immigration holding facility to federal court, enter a guilty plea for having
entered the country illegally in en masse proceedings, are sentenced to time served, and then
returned to immigration authorities for deportation. Given the low level or even administrative
nature of the offenses involved and sentences received, this practice raises concerns about the
use of taxpayer funds to support thousands of needless federal court prosecutions of
misdemeanants. 3
The government has not provided evidence that prioritizing prosecution of first-time illegal
border crossers, including asylum seekers and economic migrants, will improve public safety.
One former Commissioner of Customs and Border Patrol (CBP) and former U.S. Attorney
predicted that zero tolerance “will force prosecutors to misallocate resources to economic
migrants,” while “organized crime, drug smuggling, and financial crimes will receive short
shrift.” 4 This warning appears prescient as federal prosecutors in San Diego report that they now
must divert resources from drug smuggling cases so they can resolve immigration cases more
quickly. 5 In June, the number of people charged with drug offenses in federal court actually
dropped following commencement of zero tolerance.
Relatedly, 19 of 26 special agents-in-charge of U.S. Homeland Security Investigations (HSI)
have requested that HSI be severed from ICE because its “investigations have been perceived as
targeting undocumented aliens, instead of the transnational criminal organizations that facilitate
cross border crimes,” like human and drug smuggling and trafficking and transnational gang
activity. 6
2. Denial of constitutional rights in federal court
Any person prosecuted by the U.S. government in a federal district court is protected by the
Constitution. Constitutional rights attach in these criminal proceedings irrespective of citizenship
or immigration status. However, the quality of justice and commitment to constitutionally sound
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practices in federal courts on the border has deteriorated at an alarming pace because of the mass
prosecutions of those charged with first-time illegal entry.
As we described in a June 11, 2018, letter to Attorney General Jeff Sessions, we are especially
concerned by en masse hearings during which dozens of defendants plead guilty and are
sentenced with minimal representation by overburdened defense counsel. This rapid processing
system does not allow time for consultation or investigation regarding the charges, to file pretrial
motions to suppress evidence or statements due to constitutional violations, or to discuss
consequences of the conviction and potential avenues for relief. For example, defenders have
reported only having a matter of minutes to speak with their client before their client’s case is
adjudicated. 7
Due to the volume of cases and speed with which they are processed, defense attorneys are
severely limited in the quality of counsel they are able to provide, in violation of the Sixth
Amendment. Specifically:
▪

▪

▪
▪

Misdemeanor defendants who agree to plead guilty and who will likely receive a sentence
of time served can quickly enter a guilty plea, whereas those who wish to invoke their right
to trial must remain incarcerated until trial. This arrangement has a coercive effect on a
defendant’s decision to “voluntarily” waive their constitutional right to trial.
Defense counsel cannot communicate with pretrial detainees held at remote detention
facilities, precluding counsel from developing the rapport necessary to effectively represent
their clients.
Defense counsel are deprived of a meaningful opportunity to consult with their clients
before their initial appearance and bond hearing.
Arrestees may be detained for days without adequate clothing, blankets, food, hygiene, or
medical care, affecting their ability to meaningfully participate in their defense. 8

The lack of individualized defense in these situations—virtually all of which are resolved
through mass plea bargains—also means that claims may not be properly documented for appeal.
Further, there have been reports of a lack of interpreters for those defendants who are not native
English or Spanish speakers, resulting in serious communication problems for counsel assigned
to represent them—not to mention raising major doubts about whether these defendants have
understood the proceedings and their rights. 9
Our concerns were very recently echoed by Judge Leslie A. Bowman, a federal court judge
overseeing such proceedings in Tucson, Arizona, who remarked, “I am aware that a person could
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probably make it through the proceedings without a thorough understanding of their rights and
the court proceedings.” 10
The involvement of children in these cases exacerbated many of these problems, especially for
the thousands of parents separated from their children upon apprehension by CBP. Parents were
forced to decide whether to plead guilty or not guilty, and make decisions that will likely get
them removed from the country, without even being told basic information about the location
and welfare of their children, or the effect of a guilty plea on their opportunity to reunite. This
robbed defendants of the ability to make an informed decision and provide a fully voluntary
waiver of their right to a trial.
For several of the same reasons we expressed concern about the new zero tolerance directive,
The Constitution Project at POGO sent a letter to Attorney General Loretta Lynch in 2015
requesting that the Department of Justice reconsider the rapid rate of prosecuting misdemeanor
cases under its aggressive policy known as “Operation Streamline.” 11 Under Presidents Bush and
Obama, the Department of Justice pursued this policy to criminally prosecute people for the
misdemeanor of illegal entry and the felony of illegal reentry; but, in contrast to the zero
tolerance policy, under Operation Streamline, the government generally did not refer first-time
border-crossers or asylum-seekers for prosecution and instead allowed immigration courts to
handle the matter. Further, the government generally did not refer parents traveling with their
children for criminal prosecution either.
3. Conditions of immigration detention and deportations
Nearly 40,000 people are detained in immigration facilities on any given day throughout the
United States. 12 Over the course of a year, this amounts to approximately 360,000 people
detained in ICE facilities. The present need for Congressional investigation into the current
conditions of detention of these immigrants—including the separation of over 3,000 children
from their parents (about 100 of whom who are under age 5)—is multi-faceted.
Children of all ages have been transferred to facilities thousands of miles from their parents. 13
Unknown numbers of parents have been deported without their children, including parents of at
least 19 children under age 5, and 19 other parents have been released and their whereabouts are
unknown. 14 DHS also reports that it is presently unable to reunite those now-deported parents
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with their children who are still located in the United States (including those presently in federal
custody). 15
There have also been numerous allegations of severe abuse and neglect of young children in
detention. 16 This has resulted in at least one state, Virginia, ordering an investigation into
allegations of young teenagers who were “stripped naked, strapped to chairs, handcuffed, and
had bags placed over their heads,” and “long periods of solitary confinement for minor
infractions, and enduring racial epithets and taunts from guards.” 17
In Texas—and perhaps at other detention facilities—migrant children in custody have been
forcibly administered psychotropic medication, without parental consent, known as a “chemical
straight jacket.” 18 Detained children have been housed in an unlicensed facility 19; meanwhile, on
June 21, the government requested a blanket exception from the state licensing requirement of
facilities housing families. 20 Following a closed briefing by the Department of Health and
Human Services (HHS) on July 17, 2018, with Senators on the Senate Judiciary Committee,
Senator Dick Durbin (D-IL) reported that HHS had obtained “waivers” from parents of detained
children, allowing migrant children to be housed longer than 20 days and in DHS detention
centers that are not licensed by child welfare agencies. HHS would not provide a copy of the
waiver form to Senators. 21
Attempts to expand detention also increase the risk of abuse of detainees. ICE has reported 1,310
claims of sexual abuse of migrants in immigration custody between 2013 and 2017, and
watchdog organizations state that the actual occurrence of sexual abuse of immigrants in
detention is likely much higher. 22
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The latest reports of abuse at immigration detention facilities, while alarming, are a predictable
outcome of documented and systemic deficiencies. A June 2018 report by the Office of the
Inspector General at DHS concluded that ICE continues to grapple with significant lapses in its
inspection and monitoring of its detention facilities—a report that examined adult facilities and
pre-dated the recent allegations concerning detention of children. 23
The most extreme of these lapses have resulted in deaths in immigration custody. A recent report
issued by civil society organizations on June 20 examined 15 “Detainee Death Reviews” that
ICE released over a 16-month period and found that 8 of the 15 deaths were due to inadequate
medical care. 24
4. DOJ’s and Other Agencies’ Failure to Prepare for “Zero Tolerance”
The man-made nature of the border crisis is well summarized by Judge Dana Sabraw of the
Federal District Court of Southern California in his June 26 order compelling reunifications of
migrant families:
The facts set forth before the court portray reactive governance—responses to address a
chaotic circumstance of the government’s own making. They belie measured and
ordered governance, which is central to the concept of due process enshrined in our
Constitution. This is particularly so in the treatment of migrants, many of whom are
asylum seekers and small children. 25 (Emphasis added)
The impact of the separations has led multiple federal courts to enjoin the government from
continuing to separate families, as well as to require the government to reunite migrant children
with their parents by the end of July. The government has requested more time to conduct
reunifications, and reporting on the reunification process has revealed an incredibly confused and
chaotic bureaucracy handling separations of families, care of children, and reunification efforts. 26
Records linking children to their parents “have disappeared, and in some cases have been
destroyed,” creating additional challenges to reunifying families. 27 Multiple federal judges have
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said that the government tracked children far less effectively than it typically tracks defendants’
property. 28
The government had until July 10 to reunite all children under age five with their parents, but as
of July 11, had only reunited 38 of 102 “tender age” children. 29 That eventually rose to 56.
Under the June 26 order of Judge Sabraw, the government has until July 26 to reunify the 2,000
to 3,000 children ages 5 to 17 with their parents. The court also prohibited the government from
charging parents for reunification efforts, after reports that some parents were told by authorities
that they must pay for DNA tests or flights to be reunited with their children. 30
Finally, the specter of indefinite family detention looms. While the government is presently
releasing parents of children under age 5 with ankle monitors, it is unclear what will happen to
parents of children ages 5 to 17. 31 It is reported that the government is developing makeshift
detention camps at military facilities to incarcerate entire families, 32 but long-term detention of
children would violate the court decree of Flores v. Sessions that requires children to be released
from custody “without unnecessary delay.” 33
5. Illegal treatment of asylum seekers
In apparent violation of legal requirements, the government has turned away some asylum
seekers because there is “no room” for them at official ports of entry, driving many to attempt
illegal crossings in order to turn themselves in to Border Patrol. 34 Furthermore, parents seeking
asylum who have been separated from their children have also given up their asylum claims,
under the false belief that deportation would mean that they will reunited with their children. 35
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Relatedly, on July 12, DHS issued updated guidance to asylum officers severely limiting the
conditions for granting asylum. 36 The guidance, based on a June ruling by Attorney General Jeff
Sessions, instructs asylum officers to reject claims asserting a fear of domestic or gang violence
without regard to contrary circuit court precedent; it also permits an asylum officer to weigh an
asylum seeker’s illegal entry as an adverse factor weighing against the officer’s discretion to
grant the person asylum. 37 This violates the United States’ obligations under the 1951 Refugee
Convention, which requires member states to “not impose penalties, on account of illegal entry
or presence, on refugees…provided they present themselves without delay to the authorities and
show good cause for their illegal entry or presence.” 38
A separate report has indicated that DOJ is developing a proposed regulation that would bind
immigration judges to apply similarly restrictive standards when hearing asylum claims. 39 The
regulation would also reportedly bar asylum claims from anyone convicted of illegal entry, again
raising questions about compliance with Article 31 of the Refugee Convention and even more
serious constitutional concerns about the validity of asylum seekers’ convictions.
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