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Media Alert: New Jersey Civil Rights Defense Committee Emergency Response Hotline
 Overwhelmed with Calls

 (Paterson, NJ: 6 December 2003) Within hours of its launch, probably owing to its announcement in a number of media venues including Spanish-Language television, the Emergency Response System (ERS) Hotline of the New Jersey Civil Rights Defense Committee (NJCRDC), has been flooded with calls.

 NJCRDC spokespeople indicate that they are not surprised at the extent of the need for immigration information services. They feel compelled to stress, however, the EMERGENCY ONLY purpose of their telephone hotline:  to provide witnesses for anyone approached by the FBI or the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (BICE, formerly INS) who feels confronted with an immediate threat of detention or arrest. They are concerned that the hotline may be seriously handicapped in its primary function by callers who use it instead for routine immigration questions.

They are asking that such callers use, if possible, an established Immigration Hotline provided by the New York Immigrant Defense Project. This service is available free (800 566-7636) to those in NY state, and is accessible to people from NJ (or anywhere else) at 212-419-3737.

This misunderstanding of the Emergency Hotline's function has of course revealed the extent of the potential demand for non-governmental immigration services in New Jersey, which has no equivalent for the above-mentioned New York Immigration Defense Project. "The need is clearly critical," said Jeannette Gabriel, an organizer for NJCRDC, herself a hotline volunteer. "It is especially critical in the Spanish-speaking community, at a time when enforcement pressures from BICE on immigrants of all nationalities, and not merely those of Middle-Eastern origin, have increased alarmingly." She pointed out that the absence of such services in New Jersey leaves a gaping hole in the "safety net" for many poor working immigrants, who sizably contribute to the state's labor force.

The NJCRDC's specially-trained volunteers will continue to respond to emergency calls to 1-888-655-2225, 24 hours, seven days a week. Callers should define emergency as a situation in which an agency like the FBI or INS is harassing them or someone they know, at their door or on the street, and seeking to "interview" them, possibly pursuant  to detention.  Or where authorities like employers or landlords are threatening to report them to INS (BICE), or where they are being harassed, deprived of wages, or otherwise mistreated because of their immigration status.

 

NJCRDC volunteers can supply guidance regarding legal rights in such emergencies, and are ready to dispatch volunteer observers, whenever possible, if the caller asks for an on-site witness to the government interview process.
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