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The year 2020 is perhaps best remembered as the beginning of an end. The pandemic was a rude

awakening of the American invincibility and exceptionalism. The murder of George Floyd and the

killing of many other Black persons by police and private vigilantes ended skepticism and

placating and propelled the quest for racial equity with new urgency and earnestness. The

election of Joseph Biden and Kamala Harris signaled the end of the anti-immigrant tyranny under

the previous administration and gave hope for a welcoming climate that treats migrants,

refugees and immigrants with humanity and dignity. The year of 2020 also marked the end of life

as usual. No one was untouched by the pandemic, the racial justice uprising or the election. A

total of 385,236 Americans and 1,933,873 humans worldwide died because of COVID 19 in 2020.

This number would grow to more than 600,000 and 4.2 million lives lost respectively by the third

week of July 2021. Millions more were sickened by COVID 19 but survived and continued to battle

the virus aftermath. The inequality laid bare by the pandemic and the black lives lost to white

supremacy became the consequential tinder that burned down the cover obscuring the sharp

relief of racial inequity and social injustice. It propelled the urgency of racial reconciliation and

the dismantling of white supremacy. The 2020 General Election became the referendum deciding

whether we, as a country, will choose the principles and practices of democracy and reverse

course on the march toward authoritarianism. 

The year 2020 also was marked with additional awfulness for the immigrant community. The

“third country transit” ban rolled out toward the end of 2019, together with the Migrant Protection

Protocol (MPP) implemented in January 2019 essentially barred Central American asylum-seekers

from entering the U.S. to seek protection. The previous Administration used the pandemic to

completely seal the border by deploying the World War II public health law to expel migrants

arriving by land on the Mexican and Canadian borders. Tens of thousands of migrants unable to

come to the U.S. were forced into makeshift encampments along the Mexican borders and

became open targets for violence, kidnaping and murder. On this side of the border, the assault

on immigrants continued with the finalization of the “public charge” rule that threatened to bar

low-income immigrants who used certain public benefits from permanent residency, numerous

rulemakings, reversal of settled asylum law, and executive overreach to deny immigrants of due

process and equal protection and terrorize the immigrant community. 

A glimmer of hope came in June 2020 when the U.S. Supreme Court held that the previous

administration unlawfully terminated Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) in September

2017. It opened the door for hundreds of thousands undocumented immigrants who were either

too young to qualify for DACA earlier or who needed more time to fulfill all the eligibility

requirements to apply for DACA protection. But it would take another six months and multiple

lawsuits before the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services would accept the first initial DACA

applications after the Administration tried many unlawful shenanigans. 
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At Houston Immigration Legal Services Collaborative (HILSC), we used our privilege to bear

witness for history. We made a trip to the border to chronicle the violations of migrants’ basic due

process rights as well as organizing a team of lawyers to provide pro bono legal assistance to

help asylum-seekers tackle the convoluted process. When it became clear that the CARES Act

would leave out undocumented immigrants, HILSC lent our voice to advocate to funders to

provide direct financial assistance to impacted immigrants, resulting in a significant cultural shift

in philanthropic practices. By August, HILSC helped channel $500,000 through ten organizations in

the HILSC network to benefit 3,459 individuals in 901 households through direct cash assistance,

food drives, housing assistance, and referrals for basic needs and legal services. The COVID-19

financial relief would become the model of providing direct philanthropic support to low-income

immigrants in subsequent disasters. 

In February 2020, HILSC, in collaboration with Greater Houston immigrant rights advocates,

scored a major victory when Harris County Commissioners Court voted to approve public funding

to support legal services for detained adult immigrants. The final sum of the fund totaling $2.5

million for the first year is the largest public fund set up in Texas. This would not have been

possible without the devotion and tireless efforts of our collaborating partners and members of

the immigrant community who bravely came forward to tell their stories and participated in the

political process, despite the complications caused by the pandemic. 

The year 2020 also marked a major transition at HILSC. Our founder and long-time Executive

Director, Kate Vickery, decided to move back to the Midwest and resigned from her position. I

stepped into the position in August 2020 when we were deep in the pandemic’s hold. I heeded

George Floyd’s call to play a small part in our country’s quest for racial equity when I decided to

join HILSC. I am not a stranger to HILSC: before joining HILSC as staff, I served on the Executive

Committee representing St. Frances Cabrini Center for Immigrant Legal Assistance of Catholic

Charities of the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston. My immigrant root is recent and raw: I am

both a beneficiary and a chess piece of this country’s immigration system. I came to the U.S. as

an international student on scholarship, and I jumped through all the hoops to secure my

immigration status. Along the way, I sacrificed my career aspirations and I made choices

conducive to attaining the “green card.” And yet, I count myself lucky. To whom much is given,

much is expected. To repay what this country has given me, I chose law and committed to using

my professional station to advocate for the rights of low-income immigrants. As HILSC is not a

direct service provider, it offers me a perch away from direct immigration combat to see systemic

issues that both plagues and oils the immigration system and invokes collaborative power to

make overarching changes. 



It is too early to sum up the pandemic year as the coronavirus is continuing to upend lives and

livelihoods. At HILSC, we have pivoted to working from home, learned to master virtual platforms

to communicate and stay connected. We are acutely aware of our privilege of being able to work

in isolation in our individual pods. We are constantly reminded how “essential workers” who lack

immigration protection have always labored outside of limelight are making the lion’s share of

sacrifice to keep this country going during the pandemic.

The year 2020 has laid bare racial inequity that has long permeated in our society: higher

percentage of people of color died of COVID-19; undocumented immigrants staff the ranks of

“essential workers” from providing critical healthcare to harvesting fruits and vegetables,

processing meat, stocking the supermarket shelves, and handling our Amazon orders. Thanking

them with a 7 p.m. chorus was a nice gesture of appreciation, but that has not protected them

from being sickened by the coronavirus or helped them secure immigration protection. It is past

time to overhaul our immigration system to provide protection, dignity, and respect for all 11

million undocumented immigrants. Repair and reform of our asylum system as well as

immigration quota system are long overdue. 

Immigrant justice intersects with racial justice not just because of the racialized roots of our

immigration system, but also because many immigrants of recent decades have been people of

color who bore the impacts of colonialism and white supremacy. The pull factors of migration are

results of the push factors that make migration the only option for many coming to the U.S.

seeking refuge. We at HILSC are invigorated by the new insights from 2020, we will continue to

advocate for immigrant justice, inclusion and equity with unyielding conviction, and renewed

commitment. We invite you to join us to be the vehicle of racial equity and immigrant justice.
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In Solidarity:

Zenobia Lai
Executive Director
Houston Immigration Legal Services Collaborative


