September 24, 2018
The Honorable Kirstjen Nielsen
Secretary of Homeland Security
500 12th Street Southwest
Washington, DC 20536
Dear Madam Secretary:
On behalf of the Human Rights Campaign’s nearly 3 million members and supporters I am
writing to express my sincere concern regarding the treatment of lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender and queer (LGBTQ) people while in detention by Immigration and Customs
Enforcement (ICE). As the nation’s largest organization working to secure civil rights for LGBTQ
people, we were deeply troubled by reports of violence and sexual assault targeting our
community while in ICE custody. The reports have indicated that the rates of assault on
transgender people have been especially egregious and demand immediate attention. We
must urge you to take decisive steps to address these problems and ensure that all people in
ICE custody are treated fairly and compassionately, regardless of their sexual orientation or
gender identity.
The high levels of reported sexual abuse that LGBTQ people face while in immigration detention
indicate that ICE is failing to adequately prioritize the safety and well-being of this vulnerable
population. As you know, the U.S. detains approximately 400,000 immigrants annually, often in
prison-like conditions. According to information ICE provided to Rep. Kathleen Rice, LGBTQ
people make up less than one percent of people in immigration detention, but they make up
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12% of the reported victims of sexual abuse and assault in ICE detention. This means that
LGBTQ people are 97 times more likely to report being sexually abused in detention than
non-LGBTQ people in the same conditions.
The current policies regarding housing assignments for transgender detainees are also
extremely concerning and likely increase the risk of violence and assault. ICE detains
Kathleen Rice, LGBT Immigrants in ICE Detention Letter to Secretary Nielsen, Congress of the United States (May
30, 2018),
https://kathleenrice.house.gov/uploadedfiles/2018.05.30_lgbt_immigrants_in_ice_detention_letter_to_sec_nielse
n.pdf.
1

HUMAN RIGHTS CAMPAIGN | 1640 RHODE ISLAND AVE., N.W., WASHINGTON, D.C. 20036
P 202-628-4160 | F 202-423-2861 | HRC@HRC.ORG

transgender women in at least four all-male facilities and in thirteen mixed facilities where ICE
routinely detains transgender women with the male detainees. Women housed within male
populations face increased risk for verbal and sexual abuse. Routine solitary confinement,
however, is not the answer. In far too many cases, ICE has chosen to place LGBTQ detainees and particularly transgender detainees - into solitary confinement, despite the fact that ICE has
a clearly stated policy that solitary confinement should only be used as a last resort and for no
more than 30 days. Recent data show that one out of every eight transgender people detained
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by ICE last year were placed in solitary confinement at some point during their detention, for
an average of 52 days. There are also reports that earlier this year, ICE placed a lesbian asylum
seeker into solitary confinement to pressure her to withdraw an accusation of sexual abuse that
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she had made against a guard.
It is also deeply concerning that LGBTQ detainees may not be receiving necessary medical care.
Transgender detainees have often had to fight for the right to receive necessary hormone
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treatments, and detainees who are living with HIV have often faced delays in treatment.  In
particular, we have raised concerns regarding the case of Roxsana Hernandez in a May 30 letter
and an accompanying Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request on July 26. Ms. Hernandez
died from suspected HIV-related complications while in ICE custody this May. While we did
receive a response from ICE on August 6 to our May 30 letter, it did not include much new
information we therefore look forward to the results of the thorough investigation that ICE
reports it has undertaken.
All of these concerns have been underscored by the recent arrest of Juan David Ortiz, a Border
Patrol agent who stands accused of multiple murders targeting vulnerable female immigrants in
Texas, including one transgender woman, Janelle Ortiz. While it currently appears that Agent
Ortiz committed his crimes outside of his work for the Border Patrol, there are reports6 that he
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may have used Border Patrol resources to evade capture. It is also deeply concerning that DHS
may not be conducting sufficient vetting of its staff, particularly given the authority they have
over the safety and well-being of vulnerable people in their custody.
For all these reasons, it is crucial that your Department engage in strong oversight of ICE and its
detention of immigrants - LGBTQ and otherwise. Unfortunately, the DHS Office of the Inspector
General recently concluded that DHS inspections of detention facilities have not ensured
consistent compliance with detention standards, because the inspections are not strong
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enough. In the absence of consistent, meaningful oversight abuse is allowed to thrive.
I urge you to address these deficiencies immediately and ensure that all detainees are treated
with the respect and dignity all people deserve, no matter who they are or whom they love.
Sincerely,

David Stacy
Government Affairs Director
Cc: Ronald D. Vitiello, Acting Director, Immigration and Customs Enforcement
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