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COMMUNITY POLICING

PROTECTING OUR COMMUNITIES
AND OFFICER SAFETY

The U visa as a crime-fighting tool
By Officer Mlichael P. LaRiviere, Nick Guthman, and Benish Anver

s a law enforcement officer, you

might be thinking, “How could the

U visa increase officer safety?” The re-
ality is the two have many connections.

Let us start by explaining what a U visa
is and what it does. The U visa is a form
of relief available from the Department
of Homeland Security (DHS) that can be
sought by immigrant victims of certain
crimes, including domestic violence, sexual
assault, human trafficking, stalking, feloni-
ous assault, kidnapping, and other serious
crimes. (See “Qualifying Criminal Activ-
ities”) Congress provides 10,000 U visas
per fiscal year, and victims whose cases are
approved by DHS receive protection from
deportation while they await their visas.
This creates at least 10,000 potential oppor-
tunities for law enforcement to learn about
dangerous offenders in their communities.

How dangerous? Note the lethality of
domestic violence offenders; approximately
45.9 percent of U visas are issued to victims
of domestic violence. The criminals who com-
mit one or more of the 28 U visa-qualifying
crimes are capable of the most violent acts
that can be committed upon another person.

As powerful as those two connections
are, no example is as powerful as the
firsthand account of an undercover officer
working in a major metropolitan city, who
shared the following story with us at a
training on U visas.

'The officer and his partner had infiltrated
one of the most violent gangs in the area.
Unbeknownst to them, the gang leader and
his fellow members were assaulting the
gang leader’s undocumented girlfriend in
unspeakable ways.

She sought help from the department’s
domestic violence unit. She cooperated in
the investigation into her abuse, and the unit
signed a U visa certification for her to file
for U visa protection. As a result of these in-
teractions, the victim overcame her fear and
began to trust the system’s ability to help her.
One day, she told the investigators working
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on her case that the gang knew about the
undercover officers and planned to kill them.

Without the trust built between the de-
partment and the victim as a result of the U
visa certification process, the officers would
be dead. Instead, several violent criminals
were taken off the street. That is just what
Congress intended when it created this
crime-fighting tool.

Powerful weapons to help
vulnerable populations

Forms of relief such as the U visa, together
with new Department of Justice (DOJ)
policing guidelines, will help keep officers,
victims, and communities safe.

In December, the DOJ issued guidelines
designed to help law enforcement agen-
cies enhance policies that improve their
ability to investigate and arrest individuals
committing sexual assault and domestic
violence. The guidance serves two key
purposes. First, it aims to enhance law
enforcement response to calls on domestic
violence, sexual assault, human trafficking,
and sex trafficking, with an emphasis on
protecting the victim and maintaining
safety in the community.

Second, it provides a set of basic princi-
ples to help increase the quality of investiga-
tions that leads to more successful prose-
cutions of violent criminals. The guidelines
highlight the importance of building trust
with a wide range of populations, including
immigrant victims, who may be hesitant to
come forward and report violent offenders.
By dedicating additional attention and
resources to law enforcement’s response to
such crimes, we will be better able to meet
the needs of victims and the communities
we serve and, as illustrated by the story
above, further enhance officer safety.

While the National Intimate Partner and
Sexual Violence Survey reports the domestic
violence rate among women in the United
States to be about 35.6 percent, the rate
among immigrant women has been reported
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to reach upward of 50 percent. Additionally,
immigrant women with U.S. citizen spouses
have reported abuse rates at nearly 60 percent.
These numbers represent a vulnerable popula-
tion in need of access to law enforcement and
justice system assistance. The victim in the
story above is just one of the many women
who want to place their trust in law enforce-
ment professionals and, in seeking to protect
themselves and their children, also enhance
the safety of their neighbors and communities
by coming forward.

The law enforcement certification for
the U visa, Form 1-918B, is a required
piece of evidence to confirm that a qualify-
ing criminal activity has occurred and that
the victim was helpful, is being helpful,
or is likely to be helpful in the detection,
investigation, prosecution, conviction,
or sentencing of the qualifying criminal
activity. (See “Defining Helpfulness”)
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It is important to note that federal, state,
and local law enforcement agencies do not
grant nor guarantee a U visa or any other
immigration status by signing Form I-918B.
The certification solely indicates that the
applicant was a victim and cooperated with
law enforcement; DHS makes the ultimate
decision after conducting a full background
check of the victim.

Not only is the U visa available to help
undocumented immigrant crime victims,
it also provides protection for eligible
immigrants who are here on student visas or
temporary work visas. It is important to be
mindful of these populations when working
with victims.

Through the U visa process, officers can
establish positive relationships with crime
victims. By creating the space for victims of
these serious crimes to come forward and
help us hold the most violent offenders in
our communities accountable, the U visa
becomes a tactical strength and a mechanism
to reduce risk to victims and officers.

Moreover, an effective law enforcement
response to domestic violence, sexual assault,
stalking, and human trafficking doesn't just
foster victim confidence in law enforcement.
It also makes victims more likely to report
future or continuing incidents of violence,
according to research by the National

Immigrant Women’s Advocacy Program

(NIWAP) at American University Wash-
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ington College of Law. Thus, it is my hope
that everyone who reads this article will
remember the two officers whose lives were
saved as a result of the U visa certification
process and recognize the value of the U visa
as a crime fighting tool.

NIWAP is excited to partner with the
National Sheriffs’ Association to host
trainings and officer-to-officer roundtable
discussions as a way to collaborate and
learn more about the U visa. These monthly
discussions are intended to foster hon-
est conversations between officers, while
developing actionable steps that we can
take back to our communities. Furthermore,
NIWAP and its team of law enforcement
officer faculty can provide free training and
technical assistance for law enforcement
agencies on U visa certification best prac-
tices. For more information, visit niwap.org/
request-training or call 202-274-4457. ¢

Officer Michael P. LaRiviere is a 27-year veteran

of the Salem, Massachusetts, Police Department
and provides training and technical assistance

to law enforcement agencies across the country.
Nick Guthman is an undergraduate student intern
at the National Immigrant Women's Advocacy
Project (NIWAP) at American University Washington
College of Law. Benish Anver is the NIWAP policy
staff attorney.




