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Ever since she moved to Dallas, law professor Natalie Nanasi wanted to take students and volunteer
to help immigrant mothers and children gain release from detention in South Texas. Nanasi said she
took the idea off the back burner after President Donald Trump's election.

"What changed everything for me was the election and hearing the animosity and just vitriol towards
immigrants," said Nanasi, a professor at Southern Methodist University Dedman School of Law.
"Literally the day after the election, I just decided: Now is the time to do something, to actually use my
privilege to not only go down there myself, but take students so they can experience and come back
and share the stories."

Over spring break, Nanasi and eight SMU Dedman law students volunteered for a week at the Karnes
City Family Detention Center, an Immigration and Customs Enforcement facility that detains women
and children who crossed the South Texas border. Many flee from violence in El Salvador, Honduras
and Guatemala. Nanasi and the students worked to win their clients' release from detention pending
their day in immigration court, which could be two or three years away.

Among other work, students met with detained women, listened to their stories and counseled them in
preparation for their interviews with asylum officers who would determine if the mothers had credible
fears and could make a prima facie case for asylum. When an officer determined a woman might have
a case, she and her kids would win release from detention.

Nanasi said that Trump's comments that immigrants are rapists and criminals are not true.

"These are some of the strongest and bravest women I have ever had the opportunity to meet in my
life. They are moms — just like I am and just like everybody else around here in Texas and Dallas. All
they want is to live a life that is safe, that is free from violence, and to see their kids grow up in a safe
environment," said Nanasi, who explained that the women and children flee domestic violence, sexual
violence, gang crime and more. "You see a mom just trying to protect her kid in every way possible. It
takes being there, seeing those faces, seeing those tears and hearing those stories to understand
what this is all about."

Although politics might have motivated Nanasi to plan the trip, it didn't play a role in some students'
decisions to volunteer.

SMU Dedman second-year student Pablo Acosta said his interest in immigration law started long
before the current political discourse. Acosta is an immigrant from Mexico who moved to the U.S. with
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his family when he was 6. He and his father later became naturalized U.S. citizens, and now Acosta is
the first member of his family to earn a college degree and attend law school.

"I always cared a lot about helping other immigrants — it's close to my heart," said Acosta. "I didn't
flee from violence. Where I'm from in Mexico, it's more stable. But as far as Central America, I think
the situations are very tragic. It's very difficult to hear those stories."

For example, one of Acosta's clients in the detention center fled her home country with one of her
daughters, leaving four other children behind.

"There was a local gang member who wanted to steal the child from the mother and rape her and
keep her as a pet," said Acosta, who wants to practice immigration law and litigation.

Hunter Winsauer, a second-year law student at SMU Dedman, said politics played no role in his
decision to volunteer. He grew up in small towns within an hour of Karnes City, and he wanted to
return to his community to help people.

"It's disheartening to know the United States is separating parents and putting families in detention
when they have not necessarily committed a crime. It's harder to think it's happening near where I
grew up," said Winsauer, who plans to practice corporate law, but focus his pro bono efforts on
immigration law. "It was a human issue. You can care about people who went through abuse,
regardless of your political background. You can't even imagine the things that I heard. It would pull
your heartstrings if I told you the stories — it would make you cry. A lot of us did cry."

On the campaign trail, Trump promised to end the U.S. policy to "catch and release" immigrants. Now
that he's president, he's signed an executive order to expand immigrant detention programs and
facilities.

Nanasi said if that happens, she's afraid about what will happen to the immigrant women and children.

"Right now, they are being released usually within a week or two, all of them on ankle monitors and
various restrictions," said Nanasi, who had one client on this trip who was only 8 months old. "We may
see moms and kids in these jails for years on end."

Contact Angela Morris at amorris@alm.com.
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