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Asylum Seekers
Find Safe Haven

JOHN MORRISSEY

esperate children trudge on a lonely quest for U.S. asylum after fleeing abuse or
threats on their life. Limited and dwindling cash buys passage by plane, boat, truck
and on foot through as many as 10 countries, where they risk drowning, dense jungle
and further abuse to get to the American border. If they can credibly explain the threats that
made them run, they are placed in juvenile facilities while their cases play out — until they

turn 18.

That’s when, in one day’s time, their lives turn
upside down yet again.

If they have no family, friend or foster care to
sponsor them, shortly after midnight on their 18th
birthday “an officer will come to the youth cen-
ter and take the child in handcuffs — that’s their
procedure — and then they transfer them to one
of the adult detention facilities” for immigrants
seeking asylum, said Br. Michael Gosch, a Chi-

If they have no family, friend or
foster care to sponsor them,
shortly after midnight on their
18th birthday “an officer will
come to the youth center and
take the child in handcuffs ...
and then they transfer them
to one of the adult detention
facilities” for immigrants
seeking asylum.
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cago-area brother with the Clerics of St. Viator.
There they wait, usually in a county jail, their asy-
lum efforts constrained by the lessened ability to
reachlegal help, phone home and gather evidence
of the events that forced them to flee.

“It’s very regimented,” said Br. Gosch, co-direc-
tor of a program to provide a caring and support-
ive alternative to this norm. “It’s a strict routine.
They’re in [jail] jump suits. When they are trans-
ferred for [asylum] hearings into Chicago, they’re
cuffed and they ride in these vans. So they’re
pretty much treated as if they are criminals.”

Br. Gosch was actively involved in Chicago-
area shelters organized to house and help adults
seeking asylum but with nowhere to go, when he
became aware of a subset — teenagers who legally
become adults, but remain children in many
respects, and needed a different, more extensive
range of support. As teenagers under age 18, they
had been in the custody of the U.S. Office of Refu-
gee Resettlement, which exists for children only,
and is required to transfer custody to Immigration
and Customs Enforcement at the legal adult age.

Confinement could range from several months
to much longer, especially if the immigrant loses
the first hearing and then appeals, said Melanie
Schikore, executive director of the Chicago-based
Interfaith Community for Detained Immigrants,
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which provides pastoral care and advocacy for
asylum seekers.

Moved by the incarceration of children aging
out of youth facilities, Br. Gosch teamed up with a
fellow Viatorian, Fr. Corey Brost, to launch ahome
for young men in January 2017. Viator House of
Hospitality, which can board and benefit up to 25
residents, is a government-approved alternative to
detention and has built a reputation for meeting
the social, cultural, educational and basics-of-liv-
ing needs of more than 50 asylum seekers to date.

It’s a start, but with Viator House filled to
capacity, Br. Gosch is struck by the wider
reality that “there is this tremendous need
because of the number of unaccompanied
immigrant children coming across the bor-
der, and there aren’t places available to wel-
come these kids once they turn 18.” In the
past five years, 260,000 lone minors entered
the country, according to U.S. Customs and
Border Protection.

For youths in adult detention centers,
the risks to physical, mental and emotional
health suddenly multiply, according to
activists familiar with the typical environment.
Many of them don’t understand why this is hap-
pening, why they are sharing space with accused
lawbreakers in some instances, and why they have
lost any control over their lives. The jail garb, the
feeling of being held for some unnamed wrong-
doing, and extreme limits on walking around or
going outside can make for scary times.

Some new detainees will spend the first day
crying, said Schikore. Age 18 can feel like an arbi-
trary milestone for adulthood, especially for
youth who have never been on their own and are
navigating a completely new country’s official
systems without family to lean on, she said. “The
age issue means that anything that is not already
great for other adults is amplified for young peo-
ple because they have less life experience and
they’re less equipped to handle anything that’s
happening to them.”

A spokeswoman for ICE said in a statement
that at the time the transfer from a juvenile facil-
ity takes place, “a new custody determination is
made by ICE, taking into account the totality of
the individual’s circumstance, to include flight
risk, threat to the public and threat to them-
selves.” Those determinations are made case by
case “while adhering to current agency priorities,
guidelines and legal mandates.” Certain “alterna-
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tives to detention” are an option, she added, citing
the ICE operations manual Performance-based
National Detention Standards. The decision is up
to ICE on whom to divert to those alternatives,
such as community-based parole-like programs,
if available.

Transfers to adult detention contrast with the
group home setting where asylum seekers lived
as children, Schikore related: “They are wearing
their own clothes, they have a cafeteria, they have
teachers and they’re playing with [other] chil-
dren.” Next thing they know, they are incarcer-

Many of them don’t understand
why this is happening, why they
are sharing space with accused
lawbreakers in some instances,
and why they have lost any
control over their lives.

ated. “It’s an affront to who they are, and why they
came, and the traumas that they’ve been through,
to further traumatize them in this manner.”

The primary focus of correctional officers is
safety and security, not warmth and hospitality,
Schikore noted. “We frequently have people tell
us that we’re the only people who come into the
jail and are happy to see them, see their human-
ity, and treat them as human beings, and ask them
things like, ‘How are you feeling today?””

The setups of the four main detention centers
ringing the Chicago area vary; some have cells,
others use more of a dormitory arrangement. Few
have sufficient window light and outdoor room,
Schikore contends. The ICE standards manual
expects facilities to provide indoor and outdoor
recreation, and if it doesn’t have an outdoor area,
“alarge recreation room with exercise equipment
and access to sunlight shall be provided.”

Kankakee County Sheriff Mike Downey said
transparent skylights are “in every housing unit”
of the county’s jail, referring to its open dormito-
ries plus cells for more dangerous, uncooperative
detainees. There is no outdoor area, which “is not
required by county jail standards, but it is obvi-
ously required by ICE standards. So we are actually
working with a couple of construction companies
now, to put something outside for the detainees.”
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Overall, though, “When we built the jail, we
built a secure facility,” Downey pointed out. “They
don’t have the ability to come out of unlocked
doors, come and go as they please. They are in a
confined area” that is “big enough, open enough.”

Each center has a different way of grouping
detainees by gender, reason for detention, age or
other variables, and young asylum seekers may
be housed with older adults, including people
accused of felonies. Schikore said, “We do hear
from people who are sharing space with someone
who has committed some horrible, violent crime,
and they’re afraid of who they are with.”

ISOLATED AND AFRAID

Communicating with the outside world, whether
pursuing their asylum or reaching family mem-
bers, is severely curtailed in this environment. A
legal advocacy organization in Chicago called the
National Immigrant Justice Center has under-18
clients that it represents as part of an initiative
called the Immigrant Children’s Protection Proj-
ect. Any child who turns 18 will continue to be
represented in adult detention. But if a young per-
son doesn’t have a source of legal aid by then, it’s
difficult to get counsel.

As non-citizens, no lawyer is provided by the
courts, and many go without representation even
though history demonstrates how essential it is.
“Statistically, we know that the chances of a suc-
cessful case are so much greater just by the fact of
having a lawyer, because it’s a bureaucratic sys-
tem,” Schikore explained. “It’s alegal system that’s
difficult to navigate, and not having a guide to do
that is challenging.” Research from the nonprofit
Kids in Need of Defense finds that 7 in 10 who
arrive as children win if they have lawyers; 9 in 10
without such representation lose. But only 14 per-
cent of detained immigrants have a lawyer, com-
pared with 2 out of every 3 who are not detained,
according to the American Immigration Council.

Even with National Immigrant Justice Center
representation, someone in detention has a hard
time getting access to a lawyer who typically is
at least 90 minutes away from any of the deten-
tion centers. That’s how long it takes lawyers to
get from Chicago to the centers in Kankakee and
McHenry counties in Illinois, or Kenosha and
Dodge counties in Wisconsin. Making or taking
phone calls can be a problem, whether it’s to con-
tact a lawyer or reach home to ask for necessary
documents to help attorneys press the case, said
Br. Gosch. At Viator House, they are given cell
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phones and calling cards to reach the home coun-
try, “but in a county jail and detention centers,
they don’t have that ability to stay in close contact
with family members.”

The ICE manual lays out directives on access
to phones, requires free calls to legal representa-
tives and prohibits arbitrary limits on the length
of such calls. On other types of calls, any inter-
national or other charges are the responsibility
of the caller. Practically speaking, access can be
limited by the availability of phones — the man-
ual recommends an “optimum” ratio of one per
10 detainees but allows for a minimum of one for
every 25.

CHOICES NO ONE SHOULD FACE

The United States is where things were going to
be different. Back home, traumas resulting from
political unrest, ever-present gang presence, or
just being in the tribe out of power made daily life
constantly dangerous.

In Central America, youths often are forced to
join gangs, or else. They either participate unwill-
ingly in the torment of others as part of the gang, or
resist at their peril. One resident of Viator House
faced an unthinkable choice. “He and his friend
didn’t join the gang, and the friend was killed.
And so he felt he needed to join the gang, so he
said he’d join,” Br. Gosch recalled. “The gang said,
‘Okay, fine — you have to prove your allegiance:
Choose one of your parents to kill. You have to kill
one of your parents. Then you’ve shown us your
loyalty.’ So instead of killing a parent, he took off.”

In other countries, terrorist, criminal or mili-
tary groups threaten anyone showing opposi-
tion. One asylum seeker staying at Viator House
described how he had been laid up in his home
country for months after trying to defend his
mother from attack because his parents were
politically active. He then departed on a six-
month saga across three continents to the U.S.
once he had healed enough to travel. Other teen-
agers are forced to join the government military
— which in dictatorships enforce very harsh rules
on the country’s people — or be thrown in jail, Br.
Gosch said.

“You have a person who has high levels of
trauma because of [home country] issues, who
then has additional trauma because migration is
traumatic,” Schikore explained. They see people
die on a journey of strangers traveling together,
whether the boat in front of them capsizes and all
aboard drown, or others get sick or dehydrated
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and can’t continue. Some are attacked and robbed,
because it’s well known that they have money on
them to finance the moves from one country to
another.

“You leave whatever trauma at home that
forces you out, then you experience all of this,”
Br. Gosch said.

In one stretch, through the Darien Gap jungle
between Colombia and Panama, youths witnessed
lethal missteps including one man who slipped
and fell off a mountainside, and another who was
swept away by swift current when crossing ariver,
Br. Gosch related. One slightly built teen survived
the river fording with the help of two large com-
panions who positioned themselves on each side
of him to blunt the force of the current. He made it
tothe U.S. border, and eventually to Viator House.

A PLACE OF RESPITE

New arrivals have a big adjustment to make because
they can actually let down their guard. In addition
to gratitude and relief, one thing that stands out is
that they can live in a room under their personal
control, said Fr. Brost, co-director of the facility.
“For the first time in many months or years, they
can take a concrete action to protect themselves.
One of the most important things we learned when
we opened Viator House was to give
them locks and keys for their doors.”

Guided by two case managers,
residents undergo a schedule of doc-
tor, dentist and counseling visits, and
they work with a facility supervisor to
learn house chores, make their own
meals in two large kitchens, and start
an educational regimen that includes
high school and English classes tai-
lored for immigrants. More than 70 volunteers
from the area help tutor residents, act as mentors,
work in the house and drive residents to and from
the wide range of activities off site.

The environment is the happy medium
between strict routines of juvenile or adult deten-
tion and the anarchy of the journey. “They have
come from total chaos — of the jungle, of trav-
eling, of not trusting anybody — so now they at
least have some kind of structure,” said Mari-
anne Dilsner, one of the case managers at Viator
House. But it’s nothing like detainment. “I explain
to them, ‘You are free here. Free to go out and
ride a bicycle. Free to take a walk. Free to take a
shower if you want.’ Those things are so different
from detention.”
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A fortunate consequence of intercepting
minors on their 18th birthday instead of hav-
ing ICE move them to a detention center is that
“the kids we get directly from the children’s cen-
ters are completely naive about what they have
escaped because of our intervention — and we
like it like that,” said Schikore. “It’s a gift. They
have no idea what would have happened had we
not been able to offer them a space instead of them
going to jail. And that’s okay with us. Thank God
they don’t even know.”

WELCOMING NEW MEMORIES
Aftershocks don’t come out immediately, said
Fr. Brost, but over time he sees things like stress
headaches, sleeplessness and nightmares. “We
see guys that, as a result of a word or a phrase,
or a touch, have an intense emotional reaction.
Or maybe a call from home might trigger a with-
drawal to his bedroom, or tears or anxiety.”
There are flashes of anger about the asylum
process or about the wait for cases to be fully pre-
pared and called for a hearing. Fr. Brost points
out that the residents are fortunate to have law-
yers working on their behalf but frequently the
assigned attorneys are the only conduit to the
legal process and get blamed for alack of progress.

In opportunities to go to school,

to work and to give back by
volunteering to help people in need,
Viator House aims to build a culture
that supports healing.

Because of the past and ongoing trauma, Viator
House maintains the anonymity of its residents
and usually declines to make individuals available
to retell their stories. Fr. Brost said the retelling
especially to a general public is uncomfortable if
not emotionally taxing. Another wrinkle: Infor-
mation published even under an alias could be
identifiable to people, including back home, who
are very familiar with the asylum seeker.

In opportunities to go to school, to work and to
give back by volunteering to help people in need,
Viator House aims to build a culture that supports
healing. One of the goals, said Fr. Brost, is to “build
new memories” to displace the traumatic ones, by
planning field trips and parties, celebrating birth-
days, “laughing together and enjoying life.” Each
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resident gets a photo album and pictures capturing
these moments, something to go back and relive.

The progress is slow but promising. For
instance, Fr. Brost remembers one resident of Via-
tor House passing him and, seeing Fr. Brost’s con-
cerned expression, the teen asked the priest if he
was OK. This teen had spent most of his life being
passed from one relative to another, no one caring
about him. “The ability to show empathy I think
is a sign of some healing—the freedom to care for
someone else because you feel safe enough that
you don’t always have to be on the lookout for pro-
tecting yourself.”

SETBACKS AND STEPS FORWARD

The healing culture can only do so much, because
the past can intrude at any time. “These guys are
still so closely tied to family and friends that the
news from home really can trigger or set back
someone,” Fr. Brost said. New trauma can bring
back old trauma. One young man found out that
his father was taken by the military of his country
and relapsed from stability into intense suffering.

Another youth agonized over the poor health
of his mother, who suffered from serious illness
but could not afford the medication she needed.
In this instance, Viator House helped by raising
money to relieve his mother’s physical suffering
and his own emotional trauma, but often nothing
can be done to help.

Grueling encounters with lawyers and others
that involve retelling their stories can bring back
ordeals, Fr. Brost said. “I have driven many miles
with guys sitting silently in the car after having to
relive their trauma during a meeting with a law-
yer or psychologist. My heart goes out to them
because I know they’re hurting inside.”

“If they’ve left violent situations where there
is lots of political unrest, they always worry about
the safety of their family members,” said Br.
Gosch. They also worry about younger siblings
getting swept up in gangs. The worry can turn into
guilt: “Some might feel that, ‘I got out, but they
didn’t get out.”

In addition to the concern about home, the
uncertainty of their future in this country is com-
mon. A third of current residents are in what their
lawyers describe as “a black hole” in terms of
immigration status. Normally getting a case called
quickly is a good thing, but if it is called before the
documents and testimony to present the case can
be assembled, it has to be rescheduled. That could
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take months or years in a Justice Department that
as of late 2018 had just 395 immigration judges, and
a case backlog of 760,000 at the time, according to
the department’s Executive Office for Immigra-
tion Review.

Technicalities involved in delaying the asylum
hearing prohibit getting a job, and getting money
home. “Without being able to officially work, our
guys suffer a great deal,” Fr. Brost explained. “One,
because of the inherent dignity of work and how
that builds character and helps people recover.
And two, the suffering their families often face at
home because of the debts they’ve incurred to get
the kids to safety, or because of poverty.”

But the lingering trauma even in the safety of
Viator House—as well as in a Chicago-area facil-
ity for women, Bethany House—pales in compari-
son to the alternative of detention, said Schikore.
“Everyone leaves Bethany House, Viator House,
better than when they got there. No one leaves
detention better than when they got there.”

“Ijust wish there were more Viator Houses and
Bethany Houses,” said Fr. Brost. “I see the pain
these guys have been through, and I see the differ-
ence this environment makes. ... I pray that there
are more people inspired to replicate this model.”

Br. Gosch, who already had know-how and
contacts in immigration work, began to plan the
model and set up the program in early fall of 2016
and launched it in January 2017. He was able to
obtain initial funding in the form of a three-year
grant from the Clerics of St. Viator order, and vari-
ous fundraising events and pleas for contributions
in the surrounding suburbs have supplemented
that startup grant. Viator House is transitioning
into a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization in 2019,
which positions it to apply for other grants.

Br. Gosch said the program has attracted some
feelers, from a Catholic entity in Louisiana and a
lay group in Pittsburgh, for example, seeking to
open something similar. The volume of need calls
for a response to match, he asserted. Other reli-
gious groups could start by setting up and using
an available building to divert children aging out.
“Because otherwise how is an 18-year-old from a
foreign country without any resources, without
any support system, going to make it?”

JOHN MORRISSEY is a freelance writer specializ-
ing in health care delivery, policy and performance
measurement. A volunteer at Viator House, he
lives in Mount Prospect, IIl.

HEALTH PROGRESS



JOURNAL OF THE CATHOLIC HEALTH ASSOCIATION OF THE UNITED STATES www.chausa.org

HEALTH PROGRESS

Reprinted from Health Progress, July-August 2019
Copyright © 2019 by The Catholic Health Association of the United States






