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Frequently Asked Questions 

Safety for Immigrant Crime Victims 
 

1. Who is subject to removal (also known as deportation)? 

Anyone who is not a U.S. citizen can be removed.  This includes permanent residents, even those who 
have been here for many years.  The processes and grounds for removal vary depending on the current 
status an individual is in and the circumstances of their apprehension.  For example, individuals who 
cannot show that they have been in the United States for more than two years may be subjected to 
expedited removal, and would not receive a hearing before being removed.  

2. What groups are priorities for enforcement and removal? 

Anyone in the United States without authorized immigration status may be subject to removal if they 
come into contact with immigration enforcement officials.  Those who are considered priorities for 
enforcement action are people who (a) have a prior removal order; (b) have been charged with or 
convicted of a criminal offense; (c) appear to the official to pose a security risk; (d) have lied in 
connection with an official matter;  or (e) those who have abused public benefits.   

3. What places are considered sensitive locations where enforcement is unlikely to take place? 

Several places were deemed sensitive locations via interagency memo, which officials have stated will 
remain in place.  The places on that memo are: schools (including day cares and bus stops, medical 
treatment facilities, places of worship, religious or civil ceremonies, and public demonstrations.  Also by 
statute under the Violence Against Women Act (“VAWA”), enforcement actions at domestic violence 
shelters, rape crisis centers, supervised visitation centers, family justice centers, victim services centers, 
community based organizations, or courthouses (with regard to seeking help related to domestic 
violence, sexual assault, trafficking, or stalking).  

4. What does it mean to be a sensitive or VAWA-protected location? 

Immigration officials have recently announced that the sensitive locations memorandum will remain in 
place, which means that schools, places of worship and locations where weddings and funerals take 
place will not ordinarily be subject to random enforcement.  However, immigration enforcement officers 
may still conduct investigations and arrests in such locations if they that enforcement is particularly 
urgent (for example, there is a public safety concern) or where a non-immigration investigation has led 
them to that location (for example, while investigating a nearby drug-related crime).  This memo could 
also be done away with by leaders in the executive branch without approval by Congress.  Legislation 
was recently introduced to codify this memo and add protections for courthouses, but that legislation 



Supported by funding under the Victims of Crime Act | Revised April 2017. 

has not yet passed or been signed by the President.  If enforcement action happens that violates the 
sensitive locations memo, then individuals may complain, but it will not necessarily alter the effect of a 
removal proceeding that results.  That is, if a person is detained while attending a funeral they cannot 
then argue that they should not be deported because of that improper arrest or sue the agency.  

Being a VAWA-protected location means that a place is shielded from enforcement actions under U.S. 
law enacted by Congress, which cannot be undone by the executive branch acting alone.  If an 
enforcement action happens at one of these locations and an individual is put in removal proceedings as 
a result, then the government has to prove that it did not rely on information directly or indirectly from 
an abuser to find out the survivor was at that location.  Otherwise, the government may have to drop 
that removal proceeding.  

5. What should shelter staff do if law enforcement officers come to shelter? 

Staff should remain calm and find out which branch of law enforcement has come and what they want.  
Under various federal laws, including VAWA, the Victims of Crime Act, and the Family Violence 
Prevention and Services Act, grant recipients may not confirm or deny any information about a person, 
whether or not that person is currently there.  If officers want to enter the program, staff should ask if 
they have a warrant signed by a judge.  If they do, staff should ask to see it and verify that it lists the 
shelter correctly and that it is signed by a judge.    

If officers have a signed warrant for a person, staff should ask officers to wait in their car while they 
contact their supervisor.  Staff should let the person in question know that the officers are there with a 
warrant and ask who, including an attorney, they can call for the person.  Staff should remind the 
individual not to discuss their case or sign anything until they have consulted with an attorney.  Staff 
should encourage the individual to communicate with officers if the individual has medical or child care 
needs that must be attended to.  No one should ever lie or misrepresent to the officers, and if officers 
enter without permission, staff should not try to physically stop them from doing so.  Instead, if officers 
come in without consent, staff should state clearly that they do not consent to the officers’ entry.  
Finally, staff are encouraged to reach out to MCEDSV at the information listed below. 

6. Are shelter staff leaving themselves open to being prosecuted for alien harboring if they 
comply with their VAWA, VOCA, and FVPSA duties not to disclose? 

No. Shelters exist to help individuals who need to escape violence.  Federal harboring law requires that 
an individual hide an unauthorized immigrant from law enforcement with the specific intent to 
deliberately assist an alien in maintaining his or her illegal presence in this country.  Shelters who assist 
crime victims and then comply with their federally mandated nondisclosure requirements in serving 
them do not break the law.  

7. What can individuals do to prepare in the event they are subject to detention or removal? 

The Michigan Immigrant Resource Center has put together an excellent, complete, and accessible guide 
for this crucial preparation process: http://michiganimmigrant.org/resources/library/preparing-your-
family-immigration-enforcement-english   

8. Who can we talk to if we have questions? 

Elly Jordan, Staff Attorney at MCEDSV: (517) 347-7000 ex. 10 or ejordan@mcedsv.org. 


