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When Teddi Jallow, executive director of the Refugee Dream Center in Providence, was
asked by a 4-year-old Haitian girl to remove her refugee mother’s ankle monitor, she said
it stuck with her.

“It’s stigmatizing. It’s very dehumanizing,” Jallow said about the rising use of ankle
monitors on asylum seekers. The mother was there seeking help with receiving necessities
like food and to ask for immigration support, Jallow said.

Situations like this, however, have become the norm over the first half of this year, as the
Trump administration’s strict border policy continues to spur deportation efforts by
Immigration and Customs Enforcement.

Amid the changing climate, however, local support centers for immigrants and refugees
have spoken up.

Attleboro is home to a large population of immigrants from Guatemala, Haiti and
Venezuela. However, local immigration attorneys and those that work with immigrants
and refugees see people from all over, including Ghana, Afghanistan, Syria and other
places throughout the Middle East, Asia, Africa and South and Central America.

The Refugee Dream Center offers supportive services for refugees to help them safely
integrate into the United States. This includes providing each person with a case worker
for 90 days, having someone to safely pick them up from the airport, assistance with
finding work, housing and transportation, gathering records needed for children to attend
schools, accessing medical support, financial literacy and English language courses, and
assimilation into American life as a whole.

“We are their family,” Jallow said. “I really want to maintain a home where it is safe to be,
to decompress, to feel that you belong.”

But in recent times, she said the center has seen a slowing of people coming in for
assistance.
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“They are scared. We are scared,” Jallow said. “It doesn’t matter whether you have a
Green Card or whether you even hold citizenship. As long as you are naturalized, you are
an immigrant, you are a refugee, there is fear.”

Despite the center having avoided any encounters with ICE thus far, Jallow said fewer
people are making use of the pantry’s services, coming to the youth programs, and taking
classes, out of fear that ICE will at some point detain them in the parking lot, which is not
a private place.

To ensure families are receiving necessary support, the Refugee Dream Center has
shifted, offering more online classes and having volunteers drop off food every week at
people’s homes so that they don’t have to leave their house as often.

“They only go to work and come back,” Jallow said.

Amanda Blount, director of The Literacy Center in Attleboro, said it is not only fear, but
confusion that has had an impact.

“Folks don’t understand what they’re supposed to do right now, because the information
that they are receiving from different federal entities, as well as from the news and from
social media and other platforms, often are not aligned,” Blount said.

The Literacy Center helps adults, including many immigrants, learn English so they can
get jobs and integrate easily into their communities. Last year, the center supported 800
people from 57 countries.

Blount said she has heard from immigrants at the center who said they have had family
members deported and even some who have left the country on their own out to fear of
being put in a detention center and not knowing what their status might be.
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Benedicta Agyemang, CEO and principal attorney at Rehoboth Immigration Law and an
immigrant herself from Ghana, noted the trend of deportations progressively targeting
more people.

What started out as an effort to deport undocumented immigrants has quickly grown to
include those who hold valid documentation as well.

For example, Rümeysa Öztürk, a 30-year old Tufts University doctoral student who held
an F1 visa, made national headlines after being detained in March by ICE. The student
had co-written an op-ed for the university’s newspaper criticizing the school’s response to
the war in Gaza. The op-ed is believed to be the cause of her detention as the government
provided no other evidence supporting the arrest, according to NPR. She was freed in
May after spending six weeks in a Louisiana detention facility.

Seventeen students from the University of Massachusetts Amherst, UMass Boston and
Harvard were also detained and had their visas revoked following travel bans and
Trump’s declaration that international students were no longer permitted at Harvard.

A federal judge recently blocked the attempted ban on international students at Harvard,
raising concerns over its constitutionality.

These are only a few of the many incidents that have happened and continue to happen
across the country.

Agyemung said she has also had clients whose F1 visas were revoked, and she had to push
to get them reinstated.

“When you study history, and when you look at every group that has been marginalized, it
always starts very small,” Agyemung said. “It slowly increases and by the time you realize,
a whole group of people, some of whom did not even think that they’d be targeted in the
beginning, were targeted in the end.”
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She said she and a few other immigration lawyers she knows received emails recently
stating that they were required to leave the country by a certain date. She said the emails
were likely sent out in error or meant to go to a client.

“Sometimes what happens is that we use our office address and our emails for our clients
... but even so, imagine reading that for the first few seconds,” she said. “It’s panic.”

Agyumeng added that the uncertainty and ever-changing laws have forced immigration
lawyers to spend many hours of overtime studying and researching for their clients.

“We joke about it and say that we don’t have a weekend anymore,” she said. “We are
consuming a lot more information ... and we are just forced to be prepared because I
know that at any time my phone could ring and it may be somebody that’s saying ‘ICE is
at my door, I’ve been stopped by ICE,’ and it’s forced us to put plans in place.”

She also said that even though the fears people have are founded and validated, the mixed
messaging, constantly changing laws and influx of social media content, has caused a lot
of unnecessary panic as well.

“It’s forced us to find a fine line between being there for our clients and enforcing
boundaries and being like, ‘I hear you, I have reassured you, you will be fine,’” Ageymung
said.
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Jallow, of the Refugee Dream Center, said many refugees and immigrants are scared
because the countries they have come from are not safe to go back to.

For example, many of the Senegalese migrants who make use of the center are LGBTQ+,
which is not accepted in their home country, Jallow said.

“Some of them even run away from prosecution or being killed,” she said.

Others who come to the center fled from Mauritania, a country in northwest Africa,
because it still practices slavery, Jallow said.

She added that many asylum seekers cannot afford the legal fees needed to obtain
documentation. The lowest amount charged is typically around $7,000, but fees can often
be much more than that.

“And nothing is guaranteed at the end of the day,” she said.

Despite the mounting fears and ever changing federal orders, there are steps that can be
taken, even on a local scale.

The Literacy Center’s Blount urged the community to stay informed and verify
information before posting or sharing it.

“I think we all have the responsibility right now to be really careful and mindful,
regardless of which side of the political spectrum you’re on, to be sharing accurate
information,” she said.

She also encouraged donations towards organizations supporting refugees, especially the
Massachusetts Immigrant and Refugee Advocacy Coalition, which has faced federal
funding cuts this past year.
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Agyemung said she has colleagues who have received donations from people who wanted
to help immigrants who cannot afford an attorney, and encourages others to help in
similar ways if they have the financial means.

However, making a difference doesn’t have to be monetary, she said.

She urged local folks to volunteer where they can, such as at the Welcoming Alliance for
Refugee Ministry in Worcester, which supports families through services including
babysitting children of immigrants, helping refugee families set up their apartments, and
offering to tutor English, to name just a few.

“Sometimes all someone needs is just a shoulder,” she said.

Jallow also encouraged immigrants to know and understand their rights so they can be
prepared in an emergency situation.

“It’s like a dream. Sometimes I wake up in the morning and I have to look right and left to
see whether I am still in the U.S.,” Jallow said.

She said it is important to see beyond the labels of immigrant or refugee.

“They are more than that. They are families. They are hard-working people. They are
doctors, they are teachers, they are mothers, they are fathers, they are children,” Jallow
said. “It is our responsibility as American citizens to make sure these people are safe and
protected.”

Blount urged people to remember that the United States was built by immigrants.

“They are seeking a better life in this wonderful country that we have,” she said. “That’s
the story of the United States. And I think we need to remember where we have all come
from and show a little grace and compassion during this time when the political rhetoric
is intentionally polarizing.”
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