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Action Agenda Summary: Strategic Intentions and Goals
Organizational Development Strategic Intention: Continue and enhance the
Collaborative of providers and funders to identify gaps in services and implement
solutions.
Goal 1: Ensure long-term success of the Collaborative through appropriate
facilitative/administrative support.
Goal 2: Oversee implementation of the Community Plan.
Goal 3: Determine both an overall fund development strategy and an allocations process
for any funds controlled by the Collaborative.
Goal 4: Ensure that the Collaborative provides value to the Houston community and to
Collaborative members/stakeholders.
Legal Services Capacity Strategic Intention: Increase the quality and quantity of
immigration legal service providers in the greater Houston region equipped to serve
Houston’s growing immigrant population.
Goal 1: Improve upon the non-profit community’s ability to serve immigrants’ legal
needs through resource sharing and accurate referrals.
Goal 2: Create a strong network of Board of Immigration Appeals (BIA) recognized
organizations across a broader geographical region.
Goal 3: Increase the capacity of Houston-region organizations that are able to provide
free and low-cost legal services on straightforward immigration cases, especially
in geographic areas that lack these services currently.
Goal 4: Increase access to free/low-cost, high-quality legal services for vulnerable
communities with very complex legal needs.
Goal 5: Identify and respond appropriately to emerging immigration legal issues.
Access to Services Strategic Intention: Improve and streamline immigrants’ ability to
access existing social and legal services.
Goal 1: Improve Houstonians’ ability to find organizations and individuals who offer
high-quality, free immigration legal services.
Goal 2: Support collaboration among legal service providers and mental health
professionals trained and willing to provide mental health services to
immigrants.
Communication Strategic Intention: Be a source of timely and accurate information for
both stakeholder groups and potential clients of immigration service providers.
Goal 1: Strengthen the ability of the Collaborative and individual Collaborative members
to communicate strategically with Houston region immigration stakeholders
(including immigrants, funders, media outlets, policy-makers, etc.).
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Introduction
The Greater Houston metropolitan area has one of the highest concentrations and fastestgrowing populations of immigrants and refugees in the country. Despite their significant
contributions to the state and local economy in Texas, immigrants face considerable
challenges. Texas immigrants are disproportionately low-skilled, have limited English
proficiency and lack advanced education. In 2012, 30 percent of Texas’ immigrant families
with children under 18 lived below the poverty threshold, compared to 17 percent of U.S.born families with children under eighteen.1

Local service providers
are currently serving
only 20% of low-income
clients who are eligible
for immigration services.

U.S. citizenship provides substantive economic, social
and civic benefits to immigrants and their families. For
example, the average income of adult citizen
immigrants is 33 percent higher—and the poverty rate
is nearly 6 percentage points lower—than that of noncitizens.2 Houston is home to around 350,000
individuals who are immediately able to naturalize.3

Currently, many immigrants in Houston are eligible to
apply for U.S. citizenship as well as Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), but
cost, educational gaps and lack of legal services prevent them from seizing these
opportunities. It is estimated that local service providers are currently serving only 20
percent of low-income clients who are eligible for immigration services.

Meeting of Houston Immigration Legal Services Collaborative members, February 12, 2014.

1

MPI Data Hub. Texas: Income and Poverty Characteristics.
Shierholz, Heidi. “The Effects of Citizenship on Family Income and Poverty.” Economic Policy Institute Briefing Paper #256. Washington, DC:
Economic Policy Institute, 2010. Web. http://www.epi.org/publication/bp256/
3
Migration Policy Institute, “A Profile of Immigrants in Houston: Preliminary Findings and Implications for Legal Services Provision” (2014).
2
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Since February 2013, local organizations working with immigrant communities and four
area foundations have come together to form the Houston Immigration Legal Services
Collaborative (HILSC or the Collaborative), a forum to deal with pressing issues facing lowincome immigrant communities. The mission of the Collaborative is to create a coordinated
network of effective and efficient services to assist low-income immigrants access the
information and legal representation that allows them to make choices in their own best
interest.
The Collaborative has identified four key “strategic intentions” that will allow it to make
progress towards its mission:
Organizational Development: Continue and enhance the Collaborative of
providers and funders to identify gaps in services and implement solutions.
Legal Services Capacity: Increase the quality and quantity of immigration
legal service providers in the greater Houston region equipped to serve
Houston’s growing immigrant population.
Access to Services: Improve and streamline immigrants’ ability to access
existing social and legal services.
Communications: Be a source of timely and accurate information for both
stakeholder groups and potential clients of immigration service providers.
This Community Plan is the result of the first 20 months of the Collaborative’s efforts and is
intended to act as a roadmap to making progress towards these four strategic areas,
amplifying the efforts of local immigration legal service providers.

The mission of the Collaborative is to create a coordinated network of
effective and efficient services to assist low-income immigrants access
the information and legal representation that allows them to make
choices in their own best interest.
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Origins of the Houston Immigration Legal Services Collaborative
The framework for the Collaborative was born in February 2013 at the Greater Houston
Grantmakers Forum, which was held at the United Way and focused on immigration. The
discussion was influenced by the comprehensive immigration reform bill working its way
through the US Congress during that time. Houston’s immigration legal services community
was anticipating a significant increase in the number of immigrants seeking legal status and
citizenship as a result of the legislation and were interested in partnering with funders to
increase capacity. The funder collaborative Grantmakers Concerned with Immigration and
Refugees (GCIR) was also in attendance. GCIR discussed ways that other communities
around the nation were mobilizing around improving quality and quantity of immigrationrelated services in the face of increasing need. Two key issues emerged from that early
meeting: the limited capacity of organizations to help low-income immigrant communities
and the limited coordination of services among the service providers.
Following that initial meeting, local non-profits and funders continued to meet to discuss
ways that Houston could scale up its existing network of immigration service providers,
particularly within the legal services community. Even as the comprehensive reform bill
failed to materialize in Congress, the community of Houston area stakeholders felt that it
was vital to work towards increased capacity and coordination among its service providers.
Increasing capacity remains urgent, particularly because of the surge of unaccompanied
immigrant children from Central America in need of legal services throughout 2014. In
addition, it is widely expected that President Obama will take executive action to offer an
administrative relief program to new groups of immigrants. This executive action is
expected to be similar to the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program of
2012, which provides relief from deportation, along with work authorization for an
estimated 1.76 million young immigrants in the United States.

Members of the HILSC Executive Committee, April 24, 2014.

By early 2014, the
Collaborative had
become an aligned
affiliation of
stakeholders,
including 18 service
providers, private
businesses, and
funders (Houston
Endowment,
Simmons
Foundation, Texas
Access to Justice
Foundation, and the
Greater Houston
Community
7

Foundation). In February, the Collaborative launched its Phase 1, which would create a
facilitator-guided4 community plan to meet the growing needs of low-income immigrants.
This planning process, funded by The Simmons Foundation and the Houston Endowment
through a pooled fund at the Greater Houston Community Foundation, has:
•
•
•

Mapped the community's current capacities for providing immigration services to
low-income individuals;
Identified gaps in services; and
Developed a plan of action so that the collaborative members can respond in a
coordinated and comprehensive manner.

The Collaborative has also contracted with the Migration Policy Institute, a Washington,
D.C.-based non-partisan research institute, to publish an issue brief that provides a concise,
high-level overview of Houston’s immigrant and refugee population. MPI researchers
Randy Capps and Michael Fix presented their findings to Houston area funders and
Collaborative members on September 10, 2014. This study was critical to helping the
Collaborative understand the scope of the legal services needs in the Houston area.

Migration Policy Institute presentation to Houston area funders, September 10, 2014.

The Collaborative formed an Executive Committee to provide leadership and continuity
through monthly meetings. Three strategic taskforces also began meeting regularly in
2014, each focused on a key area of concern: legal services capacity, access to services, and
communications. These priority areas form the backbone for this Community Plan and
4

The Collaborative hired Jeff Stys (Strategic Decision Associates) to guide the community planning process.
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specific goals and actions have been developed within these three areas. Phase 2 of the
Collaborative is the implementation phase of the Community Plan.
As of the writing of this plan, a wide variety of organizations including members of the
legal, non-profit, private, and funding sectors have been actively engaged. These
stakeholders have included:
•

Legal Services Stakeholders: Fort Bend Lawyers CARE; Houston Bar Association;
Houston Volunteer Lawyers Program; Lone Star Legal Aid; South Texas College of
Law; University of Houston Law Center; F Valdez Law PC

•

Non-Profit Stakeholders: American Immigration Lawyers Association – Houston
Chapter; Boat People SOS - Houston Branch; Bonding Against Adversity; Catholic
Charities of the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston; Children at Risk; Chinese
Community Center; DAYA; Epiphany Community Health Outreach Services (ECHOS);
Ethiopian Community Organization in Houston; Human Rights First; Interfaith
Ministries of Greater Houston; Kids in Need of Defense (KIND); Memorial Assistance
Ministries; NALEO; Neighborhood Centers, Inc.; Own the Dream; Somali Bantu
Community of Greater Houston; Tahirih Justice Center; The Metropolitan
Organization of Houston; United Way, YMCA International Services

•

Funder Stakeholders: Houston Endowment, Simmons Foundation, Greater
Houston Community Foundation, Grantmakers Concerned with Immigrants and
Refugees, Texas Access to Justice Foundation

•

Private Stakeholders: Greater Houston Partnership
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Immigration in the Greater Houston Area5
An estimated 4.2 million immigrants called Texas home in 2012, representing 16.4 percent
of the total state population, and making it the third most immigrant rich state after New
York and California. The number of foreign-born in Texas grew by 47 percent from 20002012.6 By virtue of its geography and economy, undocumented immigrants have long
settled in Texas in order to improve their families’ well-being. In 2010, Texas was home to
1.65 million undocumented immigrants, representing 6.7 percent of the state’s total
population and 14.7 percent of all undocumented individuals in the United States.7
Most immigrant families in Texas, as in the rest of the country, live in “mixed-status”
households, where some members are U.S. citizens and some are not. An estimated 6.6
million families – or one out of every 10 U.S. families – have mixed immigration status.8 In
Texas, children residing with at least one immigrant parent accounted for 34.4 percent of
children under age 18 in 2012.9
The greater Houston area is home to the majority of Texas’ immigrant population. In 2013,
immigrants comprised over one quarter (25.3%) of Harris County residents, and 22
percent of residents in the Houston/The Woodlands/Sugar Land Metropolitan Statistical
Area.10 Houston is one of six metropolitan areas nationally that experienced the most
significant new immigrant growth between 2000 and 2010, and is one of the most diverse
regions of the state.11 Over 75 percent of the foreign-born in the 11-county HoustonGalveston region live in Harris County.12 An estimated 67 percent of Harris County’s
foreign-born and 64 percent of the foreign-born in the MSA are non-US citizens.13
The future impact of immigrants on the Houston metro area cannot be overstated. The
immigrant population grew by almost 50 percent from 2000 to 2012, with populations
from Guatemala and Honduras more than doubling during that period (see Figure 1).14

5

Unless otherwise cited, the information presented in this section of the Community Plan is taken from the 2014 Migration Policy Institute
report, “A Profile of Immigrants in Houston: Preliminary Findings and Implications for Legal Services Provision.”
6
Migration Policy Institute Data Hub, “Texas: Social and Demographic Characteristics.” Web. http://www.migrationpolicy.org/data/stateprofiles/state/demographics/TX
7
Passel, Jeffrey S. and D’Vera Cohn. Undocumented Immigrant Population: National and State Trends, 2010. Washington, DC: Pew Hispanic
Center, 2011.Web. http://www.pewhispanic.org/files/reports/133.pdf
8
“Fact Sheet: Immigration and Child Welfare.” Casey Family Programs; Marguerite Casey Foundation; Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2009. Web.
www.casey.org/Resources/Publications/pdf/Immigration.pdf
9
Migration Policy Institute Data Hub, “Texas: Social and Demographic Characteristics.”
10
U.S. Census Bureau, Selected Social Characteristics in the United States, 2013 American Community Survey 1-year Estimates.
11
Michael Emerson, Jenifer Bratter, and Junia Howell, Houston Region Grows More Racially/Ethnically Diverse, With Small Declines in
Segregation. (Houston, Texas, Kinder Institute for Urban Research and the Hobby Center for the Study of Texas, 2012).
12
U.S. Census Bureau, American Fact Finder http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
13
U.S. Census Bureau, Selected Social Characteristics in the United States, 2013 American Community Survey 1-year Estimates.
14
Migration Policy Institute analysis of 2010 Census and 2012 American Community Survey.
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Figure 1: Growth Rate, Foreign-Born Population by Top 10 Origins, Houston Metro Area, 2000-2012
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Economic Contributions
Immigration plays a pivotal role in Houston and Texas’ economic growth and future
prosperity. In Texas, immigrants represent nearly 22 percent of the civilian labor force,
which exceeds their share of the state’s population (16.4%).15 This is considerably larger
than immigrants’ share in the overall U.S. civilian labor force (16%).16 And immigrants
accounted for 37 percent of the labor force growth in Texas between 2003 and 2012.17
According to one estimate, if Texas’ undocumented immigrants were granted legal status,
the state’s Gross State Product would increase by $144.6 billion. Their legalization would
create 21,000 new jobs annually, boost wages for all workers in Texas by $74.7 billion, and
their own wages by $62.2 billion. Moving undocumented immigrants out of the shadows
would also have substantive benefits for state coffers, with taxes paid by undocumented
immigrants increasing by $6.53 billion.18

Challenges and Disparities
Despite their significant contributions to the state and local economy, immigrants face
considerable challenges. In the Houston metro area, immigrants are disproportionately
low-skilled, have limited English proficiency, and lack advanced education. Houston
immigrants are also less likely to own a home and significantly less likely have health
insurance than their native-born counterparts.

15

Bush Institute calculations of U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey: Annual Social and Economic Supplement 2012; and U.S. Census
Bureau, Selected Characteristics of the Native and Foreign-Born Populations, 2011 American Community Survey.
16
Bush Institute calculations of U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey: Annual Social and Economic Supplement 2012.
17
Ibid.
18
Lynch, Robert and Patrick Oakford. National and State-by-State Economic Benefits of Immigration Reform. Washington, DC: Center for
American Progress, 2013. Web. http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/EconomicsOfLegalization-21.pdf
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In the Houston metro area, over 40 percent of immigrants lack a high school diploma
(versus 31.5% of all U.S. immigrants), and less than 20 percent have a bachelor’s degree or
higher (versus 27.3% of all U.S. immigrants).19 Educational attainment is particularly low
among immigrants from Mexico, Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador. Within these
groups, nearly 60 percent of immigrants lack a high school diploma (see Figure 2).20
Figure 2: Educational Attainment (Ages 25 and Older), Native-born and Foreign-born Populations by Top Origins,
Houston Metropolitan Area, 2008-2012
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While almost one-third of Houston area immigrants are bilingual, nearly 40 percent report
speaking English “not well/not at all,” and these percentages are even higher among
immigrants from Mexico, and Central America (see Figure 3). English proficiency is of
critical importance given research demonstrating that wages rise with English
proficiency.21 These figures are also important because education levels and English
proficiency are often limiting factors for immigrants seeking US citizenship through
programs like Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA).

19

U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey.
Migration Policy Institute analysis of American Community Survey (ACS), 2008-2012 pooled.
21
U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey; and Chiswick, B.R. and P.W. Miller. “Occupational Language Requirements and the Value
of English in the U.S. Labor Market.” IZA Discussion Papers No. 2664. Bonn, Germany: Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA), 2008.
20
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Figure 3: English Proficiency (Ages 5 and Older), Native-born and Foreign-born Population by Top Origins,
Houston Metropolitan Area, 2008-2012
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In 2011, 25.6 percent of all families headed by an immigrant and 32.1 percent of immigrant
families with children under 18 in Texas had incomes below the poverty threshold. 22 In the
Houston metro area, incomes of immigrant-headed households are disproportionately
lower than incomes of immigrant-headed households in the United States as a whole.
Houston immigrant households also make significantly lower incomes than their nativeborn counterparts as well (see Figure 4).
Figure 4: Median Household Income, Native-born and Foreign-born Population, Houston Metro Area, Texas, and
United States, 2008-2012
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MPI Data Hub. Texas: Social and Demographic Characteristics.
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In addition, the poverty rate for foreign-born families is higher than that of the native-born
population in the Houston region. In particular, the poverty rates for immigrant families
from Mexico and Central America are nearly twice the rate for US born families.
Figure 5: Family Income as a Percentage of Federal Poverty Level (FPL), Native-born and Foreign-born Population
by Top 10 Origins, Houston Metro Area, 2008-2012
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These figures are concerning for the Houston Immigration Legal Services Collaborative
because they indicate that many of the immigrants most in need of Collaborative members’
services are also the least able to pay for legal services.

Citizenship Status among Houston Immigrants
Approximately one-third of the foreign-born in the Houston metro region are naturalized
US citizens, compared to 44 percent in the United States as a whole. Citizenship rates are
much lower for immigrants from El Salvador (24%), Mexico (22%), Guatemala (17%), and
Honduras (14%). U.S. citizenship provides substantive economic, social, and civic benefits
to immigrants and their families. For example, the average income of adult citizen
immigrants is 33 percent higher—and the poverty rate is nearly six percentage points
lower—than that of non-citizens.23
The Migration Policy Institutes that only 56 percent of the legal permanent residents
(LPRs) who are eligible to apply for citizenship are naturalized citizens, compared to 61
percent of LPRs nationwide. These are typically legal permanent residents married to U.S.
citizens or who have sufficient U.S. residency. There are many more immigrants in the
Houston area eligible to apply for U.S. citizenship, but cost, educational gaps, lack of legal
services, and confusion about programs for which they might qualify, such as Deferred
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), may prevent them from seizing these opportunities.

23

Shierholz, Heidi. “The Effects of Citizenship on Family Income and Poverty.” Economic Policy Institute Briefing Paper #256. Washington, DC:
Economic Policy Institute, 2010. Web. http://www.epi.org/publication/bp256/
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Equally challenging is the large population of unauthorized immigrants in the Houston
area, estimated to be nearly one-third of the total immigrant population (compared to 28%
nationwide). In particular, immigrants from Mexico and Central America are much more
likely to be unauthorized than immigrants from other origin countries (see Figure 6).
Figure 6: Percent by Origin Country and Citizenship Status, 2008-2012
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Overall, it is important to note that the populations of immigrants most in need of affordable
legal services are those who are currently unauthorized (gray columns in Figure 6, above) and
the non-immigrants (purple columns in Figure 6, above). In the Houston community, these
immigrants are disproportionately from Mexico and Central America, though significant
numbers of immigrants from the other top 10 origin countries also fall into these categories.
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Legal Services Needs Assessment in the Houston Area
The Houston metro area is home to an estimated 1.4 million foreign-born residents, 64
percent of whom are non-citizens. Within the non-citizen population are hundreds of
thousands of immigrants in need of legal services, both for straightforward and highly
complex cases. The Migration Policy Institute estimates that the Houston area is home to
350,000 immigrants who are immediately eligible to naturalize. Service providers are
aware of the various obstacles for immigrants seeking a pathway to citizenship or another
legal status. Language barriers, poverty, and lack of transportation are just some of the
reasons why low-income immigrants have trouble seeking legal services. In addition, there
are significant barriers to immigrants seeking accurate information about for which of the
many existing legal status
Organizations in the Houston area providing programs they may qualify. The
general lack of awareness
free/low-cost legal services to immigrants
about available legal services,
Boat People SOS
as well as suspicion or even
Bonding Against Adversity
fear of law enforcement
contribute to the barriers faced
Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston
by immigrants in the Houston
City of Houston – Office of International Communities
area.
Chinese Community Center
Fort Bend Lawyer Care
A preliminary assessment of
Houston Volunteer Lawyer
Houston’s immigration legal
Human Rights First
services community suggests
Kids in Need of Defense (KIND)
that there are 17 organizations
Memorial Assistance Ministries (MAM)
offering free and/or low-cost
Neighborhood Centers, Inc. (NCI)
immigration legal services.
Own the Dream
There are approximately 29
South Texas College of Law
full-time attorneys at the
Taharih Justice Center
organizations that provide
Texas Southern University Immigration Clinic
immigration legal services. The
University of Houston Law Center
majority of these attorneys are
YMCA International
severely constrained by
funding restrictions and by a lack of staffing capacity to take on additional cases,
particularly those that are very complex in nature. Service providers estimate that they are
serving only 20% of the low-income clients who are eligible for legal services. Limitations
on unrestricted funding and staffing limit organizations’ abilities meet growing needs
within the community and leave a vast deficit of legal aid for the types of cases that service
providers offer, including:
•
•
•

Deportation relief and work authorization for some youth (Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals - DACA)
Deportation relief for battered immigrant women (Violence Against Women Act VAWA)
Protection for individuals fleeing persecution (Asylum)
16

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Protection for survivors of human trafficking (T-visa)
Protection for survivors of certain crimes (U-visa)
Protection for children who have been abandoned, neglected, and/or abused
(Special Immigrant Juvenile Status - SIJS)
Families and adults in detention centers (Family Petitions and Deportation Defense)
Legal Permanent Residency applications (LPR)
Citizenship applications (Naturalization)
Relief for immigrants from countries facing natural and political disasters
(Temporary Protected Status – TPS)

In 2013, legal service providers worked on an estimated 5,500 cases, most commonly youth
deportation defense cases (over 2,400), adult deportation defense, legal permanent
residency applications, family petitions, DACA, and U-visa applications. Cases vary greatly
in the complexity, duration and amount of work needed by individual attorneys. Many
organizations take advantage of workshops during which many clients can obtain
assistance simultaneously. In 2013, there were 69 pro se DACA and citizenship workshops
conducted, which assisted over 1,500 individuals. Organizations also utilize pro bono
attorneys and law students to provide additional legal services. In 2013, these volunteers
provided over 18,000 hours of legal
services, with an additional 775 hours of
Two organizations – Catholic
volunteer non-legal services.
Charities and YMCA International –

account for over 90% of the direct
legal services provided to
immigrants in the Houston area.

Even utilizing these creative
mechanisms, however, organizations are
barely scratching the surface of the need
for immigration legal services in the
Houston area. It should also be noted
that two organizations – Catholic Charities and YMCA International – account for over 90%
of the direct legal services provided to immigrants in the Houston area. Even with the
extraordinary capacity of these two organizations, however, each organization reports
having long wait lists of potential clients and cannot meet the current demand for services.
All of the service providers in the Houston area are providing high-quality services, but
operate under constrained conditions.

Unmet Ability to serve DACA Youth
The Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, enacted in 2012, provides
relief from deportation, along with work authorization for youth who meet certain
education and date-of-entry requirements. Until the passage of DACA, young
undocumented immigrants faced significant obstacles to pursuing higher education and
jobs in the formal economy, and for most, professional careers remained out of reach. They
have also been barred from accessing driver’s licenses, health insurance, and other basic
elements of social and economic well-being and mobility. Now, with DACA in place, eligible
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youth have the chance to live and work legally in the United States, as well as tangible
opportunities participate more fully in our society.24
The Migration Policy Institute’s study of immigration trends in the Houston metro area
estimates that 49,000 youth are immediately eligible for the DACA program, and additional
60,000 could be eligible in the future if they meet the education requirements. As of
September 2013, sixty-three percent of eligible youth (31,000 individuals) had applied for
DACA. Houston ranked fourth in the total number of applications, after Los Angeles, New
York, and Dallas. The Houston application rate is significantly higher than the 47 percent
national application rate. In 2013, Houston’s immigration legal service providers helped
close just over 450 DACA cases, a small fraction of the 31,000 youth who applied and who
could benefit from receiving DACA status.
Figure 7: Number of Unauthorized Immigrants by DACA Eligibility Status, Houston Metro Area, 2008-2012

Total unauthorized
population
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education criteria)
Eligible but for education
(ages 15-30, do not meet
education criteria)
Eligible in the future
(under age 15)
Not in DACA population

Total

Mexican
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American
Origins

Other Origins

460,000

313,000

82,000

65,000

49,000

36,000

5,000

7,000

31,000

27,000

4,000

< 1,000

29,000

21,000

4,000

4,000

350,000

228,000

69,000

53,000

Anticipated Unmet Needs: Administrative Relief
These figures about the DACA program are significant because they are an example of what
happens when a new program is introduced, offering legal status to immigrants previously
excluded from obtaining status. The strain on existing legal service providers is keenly felt
whenever a new program like this is introduced or a new surge of immigrants is
experienced (e.g. unaccompanied minors from Central America in the spring/summer
2014). With the Obama administration expressing interest in taking executive action to
expand legal status eligibility to an as-yet-unknown population before the end of 2014, the
Houston service provider community is already anticipating that their existing capacity will
only become further strained.

24

Although DACA does not offer a path to permanent legal status or citizenship, it provides crucial integration opportunities to young
immigrants and communities as a whole. Examples of benefits under DACA include : work permits, Social Security numbers, and driver’s
licenses (depending on the state); greater access to health and social services; expanded access to financial institutions; and the chance to
address workforce shortages in various sectors, such as healthcare.
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While the type of executive action program is unknown, the Migration Policy Institute’s
predictions include: expansions of the current DACA eligibility; new DACA-like program for
family members of U.S. citizens, legal permanent residents, or DACA youth; and narrowing
ICE’s enforcement priorities so that fewer people are deported. Any of these administrative
relief programs could result in millions of individuals in need of legal services for their
immigration status around the country. In Houston, MPI estimates that up to 160,000
currently unauthorized immigrants could become eligible for status under any of these
scenarios. The current legal services community does not have the capacity to serve this
number of new cases.
Additionally, new relief programs exacerbate the problems faced by immigrants trying to
make their way through the court system. Immigration courts are notoriously backlogged
throughout the United States, and Houston is no exception. As of August 2014, Houston ‘s
immigration court had over 26,000 pending cases, with an average delay of 482 days (over
16 months).25 Having ample legal service providers is one of the ways to ensure that
individual cases can move more quickly through the court system.

Other Challenges in the Landscape of Houston’s Immigration Legal Services
The preliminary assessment of legal service providers in Houston revealed a number of
other key challenges as well as opportunities for creative solutions.
Challenges
•

•

•
•
•

•
•

•

25

Every organization reports that their current legal staff capacity is too small to meet
the demand for services; there is a need for more attorneys providing free or lowcost services, which tend to be housed at non-profit organizations.
An analysis of the location of current immigration service providers reveals that
there are a number of areas underserved by current providers. In particular,
Galveston, Conroe, Katy, Pasadena, Fort Bend, and Kingwood lack immigration
service providers.
There are very limited resources and attorneys with the expertise to handle very
complex legal cases.
Organizations are limited by a lack of unrestricted funding that can be used to build
capacity within the organization.
Low-income and indigent immigrants are the most difficult to serve because they
require the greatest outlay of resources by organizations. Very few attorneys
outside of non-profit organizations take on these cases pro-bono.
Organizations struggle with adequate outreach to immigrant populations in need of
services, to new partners, and to the media.
The existing community-based referral system – the United Way of Greater Houston
Community Resource Directory (2-1-1 Hotline) –does not consistently or accurately
refer immigrants seeking assistance to the organizations best suited to help them.
Many potential supporters/funders do not have an appreciation of the scope of the
need or potential solutions to improve services for immigrants.

Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse, Immigration Court Backlogs, Texas: http://trac.syr.edu/phptools/immigration/court_backlog/
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Opportunities
• More collaboration is needed, especially among service providers that are not
currently providing legal services, but that serve immigrant communities in other
ways and/or that could house volunteers who could provide some legal services.
• Legal service providers should work to educate the funder community on ways that
it can actively engage with and support immigrant needs.
• Organizations need to build legal services capacity through the implementation of
non-traditional models like workshops, creative partnerships, clinics, etc.
• Collaboration among individual organizations can strengthen outreach capacity to
the community, media, general public, and policy-makers.
• Utilize partnerships with non-immigration service providers (ESL providers,
financial service providers, translation providers, medical/mental health providers,
etc.) to assist with the completion of all requirements throughout the process of
obtaining legal immigration status.
• Utilize Board of Immigration Appeals (BIA) recognized organizations and accredited
representatives. The BIA trains and certifies non-attorney representatives to appear
and practice immigration law before the USCIS (the agency branch that makes
decisions on green card and citizenship applications) and the immigration court (the
agency branch that conducts deportation or removal hearings). The greater Houston
area has not taken full advantage of developing and supporting BIA organizations
and representatives, but these organizations the affiliated representatives have been
used as an effective way of provided limited legal immigration services in other
communities.
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Action Agenda
As a result of the needs assessment conducted in 2014, the HILSC identified four key strategic
areas: Organizational Development, Legal Services Capacity, Access to Services, and
Communications. The Collaborative has created an Action Agenda to make progress on its
strategic intentions and goals through the end of 2015.
Through these actions, the Collaborative will be able to:
• Increase the number of immigrants served by collaborative organizations
• Increase the number of BIA recognized organizations
• Increase the number of BIA accredited representatives
• Increase the number of immigration attorneys providing free legal services to immigrants
While the HILSC is committed to making progress on the following goals and actions, it should
be noted that the list is not written in stone nor does it address every immigration issue currently
facing the greater Houston region’s legal community. The Collaborative is a nimble affiliation of
organizations that responds to emerging immigration-related issues and community needs.
Actions and goals will evolve as appropriate as the Collaborative continues to make progress.

Organizational Development (OD)
OD - Strategic Intention: Continue and enhance the Collaborative of providers and funders to
identify gaps in services and implement solutions.
OD - Goal 1: Ensure long-term success of the Collaborative through appropriate
facilitative/administrative support.
OD – Action 1.1
Determine the short and long-term staffing needs (administrative and facilitative)
of the Collaborative.
Timeframe
By November of 2014
Accountable Executive Committee supported by Strategic Decision Associates
Org./Indiv.
(pro bono)
Resources
• Commitment by steering committee to participate in
Needed
discussion
• Support of Strategic Decision Associates (Jeff Stys)
OD - Action 1.2
Develop a job description based on the outcome of consensus of Executive
Committee
Timeframe
Complete by December 2014
Accountable Executive Committee
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Resources from other similar Collaboratives around the
Needed
country
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OD - Action 1.3
Identify candidates, conduct interview and hire
Timeframe
Will depend on determination of short and long term needs
Accountable Sub-committee of the Executive Committee
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Hiring process
Needed
• Commitment from current funders to pay for staff for
agreed-upon length of contract
OD – Goal 2: Oversee implementation of the Community Plan.
OD - Action 2.1
Come to a consensus of the make-up, leadership, responsibilities and time
commitment of the Executive Committee to oversee implementation of the
community plan. Implement any recommended changes.
Timeframe
Discussion/decision-making complete by December of 2014.
Implementation of changes in the first quarter of 2015.
Accountable Executive Committee supported by Strategic Decision Associates
Org./Indiv.
(pro bono)
Resources
Needed

•
•

Commitment by steering committee to participate
Support of Strategic Decision Associates (Jeff Stys)

OD - Action 2.2
Determine a decision-making framework (e.g. consensus, majority rules, etc) for
implementation of components of the Community Plan and approval of new
priorities/projects.
Timeframe
By December 2014
Accountable Executive Committee, with approval from Collaborative
Org./Indiv.
Membership
Resources
• Facilitative support
Needed
OD - Action 2.3
Regularly assess progress made on the Community Plan’s Action Agenda. Evaluate
and change course as needed.
Timeframe
Throughout 2015.
Accountable Executive Committee
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Commitment by Executive Committee to participate
Needed

22

OD – Goal 3: Determine both an overall fund development strategy and an allocations
process for any funds controlled by the Collaborative.
OD – Action 3.1
Set a strategy for development of funding sources e.g. pooled (allocated to the
Collaborative as a whole) and aligned (allocated to individual agencies in alignment
with the community plan.
Timeframe
First quarter of 2015
Accountable Executive Committee, with leadership from Meghna Goswami
Org./Indiv.
(Houston Endowment) and Amanda Cloud (Simmons Foundation)
Resources
• Will need both facilitative and administrative support
Needed
• Survey of other local and national Collaborations for
potential models (GCIR)
OD – Action 3.2
Determine an allocation process for any pooled funds controlled by the
Collaborative. Determine roles and responsibilities for recipients, including fiscal
agents for projects, as needed.
Timeframe
First Quarter of 2015, with leadership from Meghna Goswami
(Houston Endowment) and Amanda Cloud (Simmons Foundation)
Accountable Executive Committee
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Will need both facilitative and administrative support
Needed
• Survey of other local and national Collaborations for
potential models
OD – Action 3.3
Determine the interest of local philanthropic organizations in creating and
participating in a funder collaborative to support implementation of the
Community Plan.
Timeframe
First Quarter of 2015
Accountable Executive Committee, with leadership from Simmons Foundation
Org./Indiv.
and Houston Endowment
Resources
• Will need both facilitative and administrative support
Needed
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OD – Goal 4: Ensure that the Collaborative provides value to the Houston community
and to Collaborative members/stakeholders.
OD – Action 4.1
Decide on an on-going meeting schedule for Collaborative Membership and ensure
that Membership meetings bring value to member organizations.
Timeframe
Determined by December 2014 and implement in 2015
Accountable Executive Committee with input from Membership
Org./Indiv.
Resources
Needed
OD – Action 4.2
Evaluate the Collaborative’s long-term goals regularly and assess continued need
for the organization as progress is made on the Community Plan.
Timeframe
Throughout 2015.
Accountable Executive Committee with input from Membership
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Facilitative support
Needed
OD – Action 4.3
Assess ways that the Collaborative can be aware of and influence local, state, and
national policy conversations about immigration issues.
Timeframe
Ongoing
Accountable Executive Committee
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Regular communication with Collaborative members
Needed
• Decision-making framework for taking on new priorities

Legal Services Capacity (LSC)
LSC - Strategic Intention: Increase the quality and quantity of immigration legal service
providers in the greater Houston region equipped to serve Houston’s growing immigrant
population.
LSC - Goal 1: Improve upon the non-profit community’s ability to serve immigrants’
legal needs through resource sharing and accurate referrals.
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LSC - Action 1.1
Survey and summarize the current capacity of immigration legal service providers
in the greater Houston region, highlighting the types of cases in which each
organization has expertise.
Timeframe
By year-end 2014
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce with leadership from Wafa Abdin
Org./Indiv.
(Catholic Charities)
Resources
Needed

•
•

Time
Mechanism for sharing results with Collaborative members

LSC - Action 1.2
Develop resource library of techniques used by Collaborative organizations to
handle various types of immigration cases/issues (e.g. workshops, volunteer
programs, etc.). Individual organizations could offer trainings on how to implement
excellent programs.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Time/technique to collect materials, utilizing existing
Needed
resources such as the Immigration Advocates Network
• Mechanism for sharing these resources among Collaborative
members
• Possible coordination/facilitation of trainings (funding
required)
LSC - Action 1.3
Develop a system by which Collaborative members can accurately refer clients they
are unable to assist to other more-appropriate organizations with available
capacity.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Subcommittee of the Legal Services Capacity taskforce
Needed
meeting regularly to develop system
• Coordination with the Access to Services Taskforce
LSC – Goal 2: Create a strong network of Board of Immigration Appeals (BIA)
recognized organizations across a broader geographical region.
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LSC - Action 2.1
Determine which Collaborative members are interested in and have the capacity to
become BIA-recognized organizations.
Timeframe
By year-end 2014
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce with leadership from Frances
Org./Indiv.
Valdez (FValdezLaw PC); Alex Triantaphyllis (NCI)
Resources
• Results of Collaborative Survey (distributed fall-2014)
Needed
LSC - Action 2.2
Strategically reach out to services providers in regions without adequate legal
services to assess whether these organizations would be interested in becoming
BIA recognized and/or partner with existing legal service providers.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce with leadership from Frances
Org./Indiv.
Valdez (FValdezLaw PC); Alex Triantaphyllis (NCI)
Resources
• Subcommittee of the Legal Services Capacity taskforce
Needed
meeting regularly to develop system
LSC - Action 2.3
Assist organizations with becoming BIA-recognized
(http://www.justice.gov/eoir/ra/rafaqs-recognition.htm).
Timeframe
Ongoing
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce with leadership from Frances
Org./Indiv.
Valdez (FValdezLaw PC); Alex Triantaphyllis (NCI)
Resources
• Organization or individual that has successfully navigated
Needed
the "Request for Recognition of a Non-Profit Religious,
Charitable, Social Service or Similar Organization" (Form
EOIR-31)
LSC - Goal 3: Increase the capacity of Houston-region organizations that are able to
provide free and low-cost legal services on straightforward immigration cases,
especially in geographic areas that lack these services currently.
LSC - Action 3.1
Develop a variety of models from which organizations may choose to increase their
own capacity to handle these cases. These models could include workshops, clinics,
attorney training, BIA-accreditation, distributing pooled resources, etc.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Subcommittees of the Legal Services Capacity taskforce
Needed
meeting regularly to identify models and create
documentation
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LSC - Action 3.2
Support the acquisition of funding that can be used by organizations to hire
attorneys and/or BIA accredited representatives who can offer services on a
sliding scale to families/individuals who fall above the poverty line, but who
cannot afford to hire private attorneys.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Executive Committee with Legal Services Capacity Taskforce, esp.
Org./Indiv.
Wafa Abdin (Catholic Charities)
Resources
• Sub-committee to meet and discuss the feasibility and
Needed
efficacy of such a system, possibly using the Catholic
Charities-MAM collaborative as a model
LSC - Action 3.3
Facilitate regional trainings for volunteers interested in becoming BIA accredited
and coordinate their placement with appropriate organizations.
Timeframe
Throughout 2015
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce with leadership from Frances
Org./Indiv.
Valdez (FValdezLaw PC); Alex Triantaphyllis (NCI)
Resources
• Funding for training expenses
Needed
• Partnership with ILRC and CLINIC
LSC - Action 3.4
Support the recruitment and training of volunteer attorneys willing to provide Pro
Bono support for straightforward immigration cases.
Timeframe
Ongoing
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce, with leadership from Anne
Org./Indiv.
Chandler (Tahirih Justice Center)
Resources
• Curriculum for training pro-bono attorneys
Needed
LSC – Goal 4: Increase access to free/low-cost, high-quality legal services for
vulnerable communities with very complex legal needs.
LSC - Action 4.1
Raise funds to hire more experienced attorneys qualified to deal with highly
complex cases.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Executive Committee, with leadership from the Legal Services
Org./Indiv.
Taskforce
Resources
• Grant-writer
Needed
• Decision-making mechanism by which the Collaborative
would distribute funds
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LSC - Action 4.2
Develop a variety of models for organizations to handle complex legal cases and/or
refer clients with complex cases to appropriate organizations.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce with leadership from Wafa Abdin
Org./Indiv.
(Catholic Charities); Anne Chandler (Tahirir Justice Center);
Catherine Burnett (South Texas College of Law); Janet Beck (UH Law
Center)
Resources
• Subcommittee of the Legal Services Capacity taskforce
Needed
meeting regularly to identify models and create
documentation
LSC – Goal 5: Identify and respond appropriately to emerging immigration legal
issues.
LSC - Action 5.1
Discuss emerging issues and strategize potential actions the Collaborative can take
towards improving capacity on these issues.
Timeframe
Ongoing
Accountable Executive Committee
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Regular meetings
Needed
• Decision-making framework for vetting and approving new
Collaborative priorities.
LSC - Action 5.2
Assess ways that the Collaborative can participate in and add value to regional and
national collaborative efforts that fall outside of the greater Houston area.
Timeframe
Ongoing
Accountable Executive Committee
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Regular meetings
Needed
• Decision-making framework for vetting and approving new
Collaborative priorities.
LSC - Action 5.3
Develop strategy for coordinating the delivery of legal programs tailored to
unaccompanied children.
Timeframe
By mid-2015
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce with leadership from Anne
Org./Indiv.
Chandler (Tahirir Justice Center)
Resources
• Organizational and Collaborative buy-in to implement plan
Needed
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LSC - Action 5.4
Develop strategy for coordinating the delivery of legal services to immigrants
affected by anticipated administrative relief program.
Timeframe
By mid-2015
Accountable Legal Services Capacity Taskforce with leadership from Frances
Org./Indiv.
Valdez (FValdezLaw PC)
Resources
• Organizational and Collaborative buy-in to implement plan
Needed

Access to Services (AS)
AS - Strategic Intention: Improve and streamline immigrants’ ability to access existing social
and legal services.
AS – Goal 1: Improve Houstonians’ ability to find organizations and individuals who
offer high-quality, free immigration legal services.
AS - Action 1.1
Utilize the existing United Way of Greater Houston Community Resource Directory
(2-1-1 Hotline) by ensuring that HILSC members are accurately listed within its
taxonomy, information is kept up to date, and 2-1-1 staff are adequately familiar
with immigration services to provide accurate referrals.
Timeframe
First-quarter 2015, with ongoing updates
Accountable Access to Services Taskforce, with facilitative assistance
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Individual organizations maintaining 2-1-1 profile
Needed
• Training for United Way of Greater Houston Community
Resource Directory (2-1-1 Hotline) staff on how to triage
incoming calls needing immigration legal services
AS - Action 1.2
Create and maintain a database of HILSC organizations that is easily accessible to
members to enhance the efficiency of cross-organization referrals. This might
include a regionally specific on-line platform for finding immigration-related
services, utilizing existing systems including Texas Connector, Texas Law Help,
Immigration Advocates Network, etc.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Access to Services Taskforce
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Funding to support online platform
Needed
• Ongoing technical assistance to ensure accuracy of database
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AS - Action 1.3
Investigate the need for/benefits of creating a coordinated HILSC intake/triage
system.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Access to Services Taskforce
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Sub-committee to meet and discuss the feasibility and
Needed
efficacy of such a system
AS – Goal 2: Support collaboration among legal service providers and mental health
professionals trained and willing to provide mental health services to immigrants.
AS - Action 2.1
Determine the scope of the need for mental health services among HILSC member
organizations, particularly forensic evaluations, counseling services, and testimony
for legal cases.
Timeframe
By year-end 2014
Accountable Access to Services Taskforce with leadership from Anne Chandler
Org./Indiv.
(Tahirir Justice Center)
Resources
• Survey of collaborative members
Needed
• Coordination and support by the Mental Health Needs
Council (MHNC)
AS - Action 2.2
Build partnerships with mental health provider organizations (including private
practices, universities, and non-profit providers).
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Access to Services Taskforce
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Regular meetings to determine strategy
Needed
AS - Action 2.3
Write collaborative grant to pay for mental health provider’s time to forensic
evaluations, counseling services, and testimony for legal cases.
Timeframe
Second-quarter 2015
Accountable Executive Committee with leadership from the Access to Services
Org./Indiv.
Taskforce
Resources
• Grant-writer (volunteer or paid)
Needed
• Decision-making framework for distributing funding to
organizations (see Organizational Development Action 3.2).
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Communication (C)
C - Strategic Intention: Be a source of timely and accurate information for both stakeholder
groups and potential clients of immigration service providers.
C – Goal 1: Strengthen the ability of the Collaborative and individual Collaborative
members to communicate strategically with Houston region immigration
stakeholders (including immigrants, funders, media outlets, policy-makers, etc.).
C - Action 1.1
Facilitate a robust training for HILSC members with a nationally recognized media
consultant.
Timeframe
Prior to Administrative Relief program implementation
Accountable Communications Taskforce with leadership from Kelli King-Jackson
Org./Indiv.
(Simmons Foundation)
Resources
• Approximately $25,000 to pay for training
Needed
C - Action 1.2
Create a communication protocol for the content of HILSC messaging, including
process for creating and vetting group messaging.
Timeframe
By first-quarter 2015
Accountable Communications Taskforce, with approval by Executive Committee
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Assistance from other immigration collaboratives across the
Needed
country for ideas on how to do this responsibly and
effectively.
• Survey Collaborative members to determine existing
communication capacity, including media trained individuals,
talking points and fact sheets that members can learn from.
C - Action 1.3
Create mechanisms for the HILSC to communicate with the public, which could
include a website, social media presence, printed materials, PSAs, etc.
Timeframe
By first-quarter 2015
Accountable Communications Taskforce
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Lead spokespeople
Needed
• Funding for communication tools
• Decision-making framework for approving HILSC messaging
by member organizations (C - Action 1.2)
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C - Action 1.4
Develop messaging and the mechanisms to distribute this messaging to immigrant
stakeholders, particularly those who could be served by, but are not currently
aware of, services offered by Collaborative members.
Timeframe
By year-end 2015
Accountable Communications Taskforce
Org./Indiv.
Resources
• Funding for communication tools
Needed
• Decision-making framework for approving HILSC messaging
by member organizations (C - Action 1.2)
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