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The Asian Law Caucus
• Founded in 1972
• Nation’s first nonprofit civil rights organization serving 

low-income Asian and Pacific Americans
• Located in San Francisco, California
• Program Areas:
▫ Employment
▫ Housing
▫ Civil Rights/National Security
▫ Immigration
▫ Criminal Justice Reform

• Notable case – Korematsu Coram Nobis



Criminal Justice Reform Program

• Promote diversion and alternative  programs, 
including restorative justice

• Improve language access and cultural 
competency

• Dismantle school to prison pipeline
• Overcome barriers to immigrant 

communities



Overview of Presentation

1.  Diversity of Asian and Pacific Islander (API)     
Community
▫ Highlight – Immigrant v. Refugee Experience

2.  Building Trust with Immigrant Communities
▫ Challenges  to building trust
▫ Language Access
▫ Immigration enforcement by local police



Diversity of API Community 

Asian and Pacific Islander 
(API) = Umbrella pan-
ethnic term for a large, 
very diverse population:

• South Asia 
• Southeast Asia 
• East Asia
• Pacific Islands

Over 27 Countries
Over 2,100 Languages



Growing API Community 

• API population nationally – 14.7 million
• Fastest growing racial group - 43% increase 

between 2000 and 2010 



Geographical Distribution



Refugee v. Immigrant 
Who is a refugee?
Refugee Act of 1980:  
“A person outside of his or her country or 
nationality who is unable or unwilling to 
return because of persecution or well-
founded fear on account of race, religion, 
nationality, membership in a particular 
social group, or political opinion.”

Who is an immigrant?
Immigrants arrive usually by choice, with 
the intention of permanent residence.



Refugee Experiences
• Impact of war - combat and 

survival.
• Death of family members 

and loved ones.
• Forced relocation - loss of 

home and resettlement.
• Deprivation - food, water, 

shelter, security.
• Torture, rape.
• Long periods in refugee camps.

• Acculturation (language, 
culture, etc.)

• Family, gender, and youth 
issues

• Discrimination

• Employment

• Mental health and well-being
 Trauma 
 Depression
 Lack of familiar social 

support structures
 Inadequate resources
 Cultural competency



Bi-modal Distribution of Wealth 
and Skills – 1965 Hart Celler Act 
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Law Enforcement & Immigrant Communities

● Mistrust because of past experience with “the law” in 
home country
 Corruption
 Few checks and balances on police powers
 No due process
 Traumatized by fear and intimidation
 Some have experienced re-education camps, torture, and have 

witnessed torture or murder
● Lack of knowledge of “the system” in U.S.
 Don’t know rights
 Don’t know how to advocate for themselves
 Don’t know how to navigate complex system
 Language barriers

● Private culture 
 Problems/issues kept in family first
 “Saving face” in community
 Communities have their own parallel conflict resolution systems
 Seek mainstream law enforcement as a last resort



Generation Gap –
Shifts in Power Dynamics 

Between parents and children
 Filial piety traditionally expected
 Children now have knowledge, language, and skills that 

create inverse dependency
 Children interpret and translate for their parents and 

sometimes are put into position of power to represent the 
family

Between authority figures and children
 When police speak directly to the youth and leave out the 

parents, it contributes to the shift in power and rift 
between parents and children



Language Barriers
1. Make language access a priority – Why?

• Lack of language access compromises accuracy of reports.

• Legal terms are already difficult enough without language barriers.

• Culture may be important, the interpreter can help.

2. Identify Limited English Proficient (LEP) need at the beginning.

• Conversational English doesn’t mean can understand all English.

• If possible, identify language need before get on scene (e.g., 911 call).  

• If on scene, use a language card to identify language need and request an 
interpreter or bilingual officer asap. 

• 3. Learn how to use an interpreter – What are basics?

• Do not use children to interpret – why?

• Make sure you give the interpreter time to interpret.  Slow down and 
pause at the end of every few sentences.  

• Talk to the LEP person, not to the interpreter.



Immigration Enforcement as a Barrier

(Numbers in thousands. Civilian noninstitutionalized population1)

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Both sexes 304,280 100.0 14,011 100.0 197,436 100.0 92,833 100.0
   .Native 266,674 87.6 5,378 38.4 189,820 96.1 71,476 77.0
   .Foreign born 37,606 12.4 8,633 61.6 7,616 3.9 21,357 23.0
     ..Naturalized citizen 16,024 5.3 4,656 33.2 4,330 2.2 7,038 7.6
     ..Not a citizen 21,581 7.1 3,977 28.4 3,286 1.7 14,319 15.4

Table 4. Nativity and Citizenship Status by Sex, for Asian Alone and White Alone, Not Hispanic: 2010

Sex, nativity, and 
citizenship status3

Total
Race and Hispanic origin2

Asian alone White alone, not 
Hispanic

Other4

• Large immigrant population in API community
• About 30% of APIs are not citizens.
• About 60% of APIs are foreign born.



Immigration Enforcement as a Barrier



Police as “Force Multipliers” for ICE

Local Law 
Enforcement

State Identification Bureau
(State Criminal Background 

Check)

FBI
CJIS Fed Criminal 
Background Check

DHS 
IDENT

Civil Immigration 
Background Check

Match:
Can include any contact 
with immigration, such 

as individuals with 
greecards.

No Match



Where is S-Comm active?  



Who is detained by S-Comm? 

There’s another important category:   

“Non-criminals”:  Individuals without criminal records.



What has been the impact of S-Comm?

Data from ICE for October 27, 2008 through May 31, 2011
http://www.ice.gov/doclib/foia/sc-stats/nationwide_interoperability_stats-fy2011-to-date.pdf

National Statistics
S-Comm Non-0%

Criminal:
Level 1:  26% 29%

Levels 2 & 3:
45%

Deportations

Deportations of 
Non-criminal and 
Lesser Offenses = 
74%

(85,540 out of 
115,396)

http://www.ice.gov/doclib/foia/sc-stats/nationwide_interoperability_stats-fy2011-to-date.pdf�


Impact of S-Comm on Immigrant 
Domestic Violence Survivors
•In Lodi, two young children are 
without their mother because she 
was deported under S-Comm  after 
a call for help regarding domestic 
violence.1

•In SF, Norma called the police for 
help when her partner was beating 
her, ended up in jail for 5 days.

•In LA, Isuara, 20 years old, called 
police for help.  Transferred from 
hospital to jail because of S-Comm.

•In Maryland, Maria was taken into 
ICE custody after she called the 
police in DV case.

1. “Deported Mexicans leave two small kids in Lodi,” Sacramento Bee, Nov. 2, 
2010.
http://www.sacbee.com/2010/11/02/v-print/3151148/deported-mexicans-leave-
two-small.html

http://www.sacbee.com/2010/11/02/v-print/3151148/deported-mexicans-leave-two-small.html�
http://www.sacbee.com/2010/11/02/v-print/3151148/deported-mexicans-leave-two-small.html�


Errors in S-Comm Database:  
Perla’s Story



Illinois, NY and Mass. – States Pushback



What’s next?

• The U.S. Office of Inspector General will begin 
its investigation into S-comm.  



Questions?

Contact:
Angela Chan
Staff Attorney, Asian Law Caucus
angelac@asianlawcaucus.org
415.848.7719
www.asianlawcaucus.org
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