


TRUSTED 
IMMIGRATION  
SUPPORT,  
EVERY STEP  
OF THE WAY.

soberalskilaw.com 

(414) 533 5000

1135 S. 70th Street, Suite 402

West Allis, WI 53214

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Bienvenidos!

2026 Voces De La Frontera Awardees: Honoring Those Who Never Fail To Show Up

From Fear To Action: Strengthening Wisconsin’s Community Defense Network

Ice Out: When Communities Say, Not In Wisconsin. Not Now, Not Ever.

Ice Out Package: From Community Demands To Public Policy

Still Fighting For Change

Youth Empowered In The Struggle (Yes): The Next Generation Takes The Lead

The Human Beings Behind The Stories

Voces Welcome Center 2026: Where Help Begins

New American Citizenship Program: Empowering Immigrants:  
On Their Journey To Citizenship

The Essential Workers Rights Network: Workers Building Power

Immigration Services: With You Every Step Of The Way

04

05

08

12

14

15

16

17

29

30

31

31Cover illustration by  
Samantha Mendez



It is a joy to welcome you to  
Voces de la Frontera’s 2026 Gala.  
Even in difficult times, our 
communities experience joy. 

Joy is resistance and our annual gala has always been an 
important space for collective joy. We celebrate, we gather, 
and we honor the people who make our movement strong. 
The people who show up, speak up, and stand with one 
another, even when doing so takes tremendous courage.
Tonight, we come together to remember that none of us is 
alone. Our communities are facing an escalation of violence 
and the continued threat of detention, deportation, and 
family separation, but the power of our collective dignity, 
humanity and love is bigger than the forces of division and 
greed. We are not a community that will give in to fear.  
We are a community that knows power is in our unity and 
having the courage to act. 
The stories in this magazine remind us what that strength  
and community solidarity looks like. It looks like Elvira,  
Galo & Reyna, Yessenia, Lorenzo, José, and Estenderly,  
and so many others who have chosen to step forward and 
speak on behalf of the immigrants and others who can’t.

You will hear from people who were detained, released, 
or even deported. Some had others speak up for them. 
Others found their own voice and chose to speak up for 
people facing similar circumstances. What all of them 
share is they had a community that stood beside them.
That is the courage we celebrate tonight. Courage  
does not mean we are not afraid. It means that in the 
face of repression and fear,we choose to stand together, 
and to fight for people whose lives and struggles may 
be different from our own because we know that 
fundamentally our struggles are one struggle. 
Thank you for being here, for standing with our 
communities, both immigrant and working class, and 
for building this movement.

¡Sí se puede!

Christine Neumann-Ortiz 
Executive Director 
Voces de la Frontera

BIENVENIDOS! HONORING THOSE WHO 
NEVER FAIL TO SHOW UP

The Democracy Defender Award recognizes leaders who use 
public service, their voice and platform to advocate for immigrant 
communities and advance policies rooted in dignity and justice. 
Milwaukee Common Council: Common Council  
President José G. Pérez (12th District), Marina Dimitrijevic 
(14th District), JoCasta Zamarripa (8th District), Alex Brower 
(3rd District)
This year, we recognize Alderwoman Marina Dimitrijevic, 
Council President José G. Pérez, Alderperson JoCasta 
Zamarripa and Alderman Alex Brower for their collective 
leadership in advancing Milwaukee's ICE OUT policy package.
Their leadership demonstrates what local democracy can look 
like at its best: elected officials listening to their communities, 
standing up for what is right, and using public policy to turn 
those values into action.

County Board Supervisors: Caroline Gómez-Tom, Juan 
Miguel Martinez, Anne O’Connor, Justin Bielinski and 
County Board Chairwoman Marcelia Nicholson-Bovell
We recognize Supervisors Anne O’Connor, Caroline Gómez-
Tom, Juan Miguel Martinez, Justin Bielinski and County 
Board Chairwoman Marcelia Nicholson-Bovell for their 
leadership in advancing protections within Milwaukee 
County Parks. Specifically, passing an ordinance that bans 
law enforcement agencies, including Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) from staging operations in 
county parks without prior written authorization. 
Their work helped establish an important local response 
to the threats facing immigrant families and affirmed that 
public spaces and institutions should remain places where 
everyone can participate without fear.

The Community Defender Award recognizes those who help build the networks, 
knowledge and leadership communities need to protect one another.
Attorney Iris M. Christenson
Attorney Iris M. Christenson is a retired lawyer and longtime activist who 
has devoted her career to advancing justice and supporting immigrant 
communities. Through her legal knowledge and commitment to service,  
she has helped make trusted legal support more accessible to families  
across Dane County.
Iris has been a steadfast supporter of Voces de la Frontera's Community  
Defense and Know Your Rights efforts, generously sharing her time and 
expertise through power of attorney support and Know Your Rights education.

Some people never stop showing up. They bring courage when it is needed, presence 
when it matters, and integrity when doing what is right is not always easy.
This year, we honor people who have stood with immigrant communities, built power, 
defended their neighbors, and turned their values into action. Their work reminds us 
that movements are sustained by people who keep showing up—and that when  
we do it together, we can create lasting change.

2026 VOCES DE LA FRONTERA AWARDEES

Democracy Defender Award

Community Defender Award
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The Citizenship Champion Award recognizes an individual whose dedication to education, service and 
immigrant empowerment has expanded pathways to U.S. citizenship.
Dr. Anna Rosio Garcia
Born to migrant farmworkers, Dr. Anna Rosio Garcia is a first-generation Mexican American and  
the first in her family to graduate from high school, complete college and earn a Ph.D.
Rosio came to Voces de la Frontera in December 2025 looking for an opportunity to volunteer 
with our citizenship program. At the time, only two volunteers were supporting Spanish-language 
citizenship classes.
Since beginning in January, Rosio has brought new energy, creativity and technology into the 
classroom. She has helped more than 44 students begin preparing for the citizenship process and 
helped open four additional Spanish-language citizenship classes, bringing the total to seven.

The Immigrant Justice Award recognizes an immigrant leader  
whose courage, resilience and commitment to justice embody the  
fight for dignity and freedom.
Galo, Rosita and Elvira are being honored for using their 
voices to fight for their loved ones and for others facing similar 
circumstances. Each could have chosen silence in the face of 
fear and uncertainty. Instead, they chose to speak, to stand with 
others and to turn deeply personal experiences into acts of 
courage and solidarity. 
Galo Suárez
Galo is a young immigrant from Nicaragua who has chosen to 
speak out after experiencing excessive use of force by ICE agents 
and witnessing the violent detention of his fiance, Reyna Elizabeth 
Garcia Perez. Rather than allow fear to silence him, he has worked 
with community and legal advocates to bring attention to Reyna’s 
case and to the experiences of others facing similar treatment. His 
courage has turned a deeply personal experience into a call for 
dignity, accountability and the freedom of those he loves. 

Elvira Benitez
Elvira is a mother, business owner and longtime Sheboygan 
community member who came to the United States from 
Mexico as a teenager. After experiencing immigration 
detention and separation from her family, she emerged 
determined not only to reunite with her loved ones but 
to speak for the women she met and left behind. Elvira 
continues to share her experience and stand up for others 
facing similar circumstances. 
Rosita Garcia
Rosita is an immigrant from Guatemala who came to the 
United States seeking asylum after surviving years of 
persecution and violence for being a transgender woman. 
Through Voces de la Frontera, she found legal support and 
a community where she could begin building a life with 
greater freedom and dignity. Recently granted asylum, Rosita 
continues to volunteer and organize, using her voice to help 
other immigrants and transgender people know their rights, 
find resources and know they are not alone. 

The Richard Oulahan YES Award recognizes young leaders who 
demonstrate courage, leadership and a commitment to building 
power in their schools and communities.
Ameena Jones — Riverside High School, Milwaukee 
Mauricio Rebollar-López — Carthage College, Waukesha 
Alessa Maldonado — Horlick High School, Racine
Ameena, Mauricio and Alessa are being recognized for the 
leadership they have developed through Youth Empowered 
in the Struggle. Across Milwaukee, Waukesha and Racine, 
they have used their voices and experiences to organize 
around issues affecting young people and immigrant 
communities. Their leadership has included the School 
Lunch Justice campaign, accountability around School 
Resource Officers, mental health advocacy, ICE Out 
school walkouts, Fiestas Patrias, and using art to explore 
immigration, identity and belonging.

The Ken Greening Essential Worker Rights Network Award recognizes a worker leader whose courage, leadership 
and commitment to collective action has helped strengthen the rights and power of immigrant workers.
Belinda Thielen
Belinda Thielen is a factory worker who became an esteemed national occupational safety and 
health professional for organized labor. She has played an important volunteer role in the Voces 
de la Frontera Essential Worker Rights Network by providing training to workers about their 
health and safety rights on the job, assistance in filing a complaint with OSHA, and advising 
workers on workplace safety campaigns. This included working with Voces’ organizing staff and 
leaders to implement a historic campaign under the Biden administration: Deferred Action for 
Labor Enforcement (DALE), which provided temporary protection from deportation and work 
authorization to approximately 139 workers who had experienced labor violations in Green Bay. 
Most recently, she supported workers facing dangerous chemical exposure on the job. Together,  
with Belinda’s guidance, they won their demand for safer chemicals. Belinda is a humble warrior,  
and we are honored to recognize her. 

Solidarity in Action Award
The Solidarity in Action Award recognizes people who turn care  
and solidarity into action, showing up for their neighbors through  
rapid response, mutual aid, Know Your Rights education, family 
preparedness, and collective organizing.
Community Defense Core Coordinating Team:  
Emily Landmann • Karen Craig • Libby Tucci • Annette Gomez • 
Bianca Tomasini • Brian Lavendel • Francis Henn • Jane Collins • 
Mario Garcia Sierra • Stefania Sani • Mark Thomas • Tony Jennaro • 
Karen Urrutia Polnitz • David Wilcher • Sol Kelley-Jones •  
Sharon Kohl

In spring 2025, as immigration enforcement threats 
intensified, community leaders across Dane County 
and Southwest Wisconsin came together with a shared 
purpose: to build a coordinated system capable of 
responding when immigrant families and communities 
were under threat. The Core Coordinating Team helped 
turn that urgency into an organized, growing network  
of statewide Know Your Rights hotline operators,  
Rapid Response Verifiers, and mutual-aid leaders.

Richard Oulahan YES Award

Ken Greening Essential Worker Rights Network Award

Citizenship Champion Award

Immigrant Justice Award

2026 VOCES DE LA FRONTERA AWARDEES2026 VOCES DE LA FRONTERA AWARDEES

Photo by Jessica Schmidt
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As immigration enforcement intensified across Wisconsin 
in 2026, the need was immediate: families needed to know 
what was happening, where to turn, and how to protect 
one another. But our response could not be built around 
emergencies alone. 

Community Defense has become our central organizing 
priority, and we are investing in the people, partnerships 
and systems that can help communities respond today while 
building the capacity to face whatever comes next.

At the heart of this work is a simple idea: every family should 
have someone they can call, every community should have 
people they trust, and every person should know their rights 
before a crisis happens.

The Community Defense Network brings these pieces 
together. Our statewide hotline connects families with rapid 
response, legal coordination, family support and trusted 
community resources. Trained ICE verifiers help confirm 
reports of enforcement and stop misinformation from 
spreading. Know Your Rights education gives workers and 
families practical tools before they encounter ICE. And 
relational organizing turns a phone number and a pocket card 
into something more powerful: a network of neighbors who 
know how to look out for one another.

This year, that network reached farther into Wisconsin. 
We continued strengthening our organizing in Milwaukee, 
Dane, Racine, Kenosha, Sheboygan, and other established 
communities while building new capacity across Monroe, 
La Crosse, Trempealeau, Jackson, Eau Claire, Buffalo, 
and Chippewa counties, and expanding into northeast 
Wisconsin, including Door, Kewaunee, and Shawano 
counties.

Across the state, communities are building networks of 
defense that bring together immigrant rights advocates, 
legal and social service providers, labor, educators, faith 
organizations, local officials, and other allies.

In Dane County, these relationships have helped create a 
coordinated local response. In western and northwestern 
Wisconsin, they have strengthened rapid response and 
mutual aid for families facing heightened enforcement. And 
in Milwaukee, the ICE Out coalition has brought together 
a broad cross-section of the community to respond to 
enforcement, support families, and demand accountability.

This growing web of relationships means that when 
enforcement reaches a neighborhood, families are not  
facing it alone.

FROM FEAR TO ACTION: 
STRENGTHENING 
WISCONSIN’S 
COMMUNITY DEFENSE 
NETWORK

Last year, we introduced the Community 
Defense Network as a way for immigrant families 
and their neighbors to respond when ICE came 
to their communities. This year, that network is 
stronger, wider and more prepared.

Photo by Lindsay Stayton
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COMMUNITY DEFENSE BY THE NUMBERS 

51 COUNTIES
Reached through the Community 

Defense Network

1,359
Rapid Response ICE verifiers 

trained and gathered

79 CONGREGATIONS
Reached through statewide outreach

75 PEOPLE
Received laptops through the 

community support effort

132
Know Your Rights trainings 

provided to businesses statewide

480 FAMILIES
Received food assistance in 

Milwaukee, Madison and Green Bay 
as part of the Mutual Aid effort

1,398
Statewide detention cases reported

60+ FAMILIES
Supported through court 

accompaniment

30
Milwaukee court 
accompaniment 

volunteers

223
Know Your Rights 

workshops

92+ FAMILIES
Supported through 

partnership with the Dane 
Sanctuary Coalition

47
Active statewide hotline 

volunteer operators

14,581
Community members 

reached through Know 
Your Rights trainings

The work is intentionally decentralized. Local leaders  
are becoming trusted messengers in workplaces,  
neighborhoods, congregations and social networks. They 
share the hotline number. They teach basic rights. They 
verify what is happening. They help families prepare.  
And when an enforcement action occurs, they know how  
to activate a broader network of support.

That shift, from reacting to crises to building readiness 
before the crisis, is one of the most important advances  
in our organizing.

The hotline is becoming more than a number to call.  
We are building toward a statewide Community Defense 

Operations Center: a coordinated, 24/7 system connecting 
intake, verification, rapid response, legal referrals, family 
stabilization, volunteer deployment, communications,  
data and follow-up.

And we are building it in coalition, because no single 
organization can defend an entire state. Community defense 
becomes durable when legal organizations, faith communities, 
labor, immigrant-led groups, elected leaders, volunteers and 
neighbors bring their strengths together.

This is what readiness looks like: communities that are 
connected before a crisis, trained to respond when it happens, 
and organized to keep building power afterward.
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Since 2025, across Wisconsin, communities are refusing to 
stand by as immigration enforcement reaches deeper into 
neighborhoods, workplaces, courthouses  
and public spaces.

In Milwaukee, Madison, West Allis and communities across 
the state, people are organizing under different banners but 
around a shared message: ICE out of our communities.

In Milwaukee, the ICE Out Coalition has brought residents, 
immigrant rights organizations, faith communities, labor, 
elected officials and other allies together around both 
immediate community defense and longer-term policy 
change. In Madison, the ICE OUT UW Coalition has organized 
students and allies to demand that the university  
end cooperation with ICE and protect its community.  
In West Allis, the ICE Out of West Allis Coalition has  
organized residents and community leaders to require  
the West Allis police to only assist ICE when there is a  
judicial warrant for a crime of a serious nature.

This organizing is not only about protests. It is about building  
the infrastructure a community needs to protect one another.

Across Wisconsin, the Community Defense Network has 
trained people to verify reports of immigration enforcement, 
document what they see, know their rights and respond safely. 
Voces de la Frontera's statewide hotline provides a way to 
report suspected immigration activity and connect people 
to trained volunteers. Rapid-response volunteers can be 
dispatched to document activity and support affected families, 
while community members organize locally to  
spread information and build networks of mutual aid.

In Milwaukee neighborhoods, that work has grown into  
hyper-local organizing: neighbors learning how to verify  
ICE activity, organize blocks, make whistle kits and connect 
people to Know Your Rights training. Community members 
are not being asked to confront federal agents. They are  
being prepared to observe, document, support and protect 
one another. The movement is also showing up in the streets and in 

public meetings. Thousands have gathered in Wisconsin 
to protest immigration enforcement, while community 
members have shown up at city and county meetings 
to demand action from their elected officials. In West 
Allis, residents and advocates have repeatedly appeared 
before the Police and Fire Commission to press for 
stronger protections.

Increasingly, that organizing is moving from the streets 
into government chambers for policy and oversight.

The message is clear: Wisconsin communities will not 
accept fear and silence as the price of belonging. We 
will organize, we will protect our neighbors, and we will 
demand that our public institutions do the same.

ICE OUT OF WISCONSIN. 
NOT IN OUR NEIGHBORHOODS.  
NOT IN OUR WORKPLACES.  
NOT IN OUR COMMUNITIES!

ICE OUT: WHEN COMMUNITIES 
SAY: NOT IN WISCONSIN.  
NOT NOW, NOT EVER.

Photo by Jessica Schmidt

Photo by Jessica Schmidt

Members of the ICE Out of West Allis Coalition protest in June, 2026, calling for local police to require a judicial warrant before assisting ICE. 

Elected officials, members of the Milwaukee Common Council, representatives of community organizations, and community members gather during 
an ICE Out Milwaukee action at the Common Council chambers in Milwaukee. 

Expert Legal
Solutions
608.819.6540

Get professional legal advice from an
experienced attorney

SERVICIOS
LEGALES
BILINGUES

For More Information/Para Mas Informacion

WWW.MMGLAW.NET
IMMIGRATION
LAW

LEY DE
INMIGRACION

12   |  Voces de la Frontera GALA 2026   |  13



Photo by Jessica Schmidt

While the ICE Out Milwaukee legislative effort sets a  
standard for what local governments can do to protect 
communities from federal over-reach, the battle is just 
beginning. Unprecedented funding increases for the 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS), which includes  
ICE as well as Customs and Border Protection (CBP) is 
creating an infrastructure of terror meant to dismantle  
justice and challenge our tolerance for state imposed  
violence and mass surveillance systems. 
With a total of $104 billion at ICE’s disposal, we’ve already 
witnessed how DHS is (mis)spending tax-payer money.  
Record level spending is going towards the creation of  
for-profit detention centers, electronic monitoring systems, 
massive hiring increases, as well as other coercive and 
disturbing technologies. In August, ICE detailed a $16.7  
million contract for gloves designed to deliver painful electric 
shocks and $2 million for robotic dogs, adding to existing  
mass surveillance technology use like drone fleets and AI 
powered cameras known as Automated License Plate  

Readers (ALPRs or LPRs) commonly called Flock Cameras 
(referring to the brand). 
ICE’s dystopian shopping spree neglects what we actually 
need: investments in our immigration court systems. The 
failure to fund legal support and creating pathways to 
citizenship leads to what the American Immigration Council 
describes as “skyrocketing case backlogs, years of delays, and 
increased time spent in detention for immigrants choosing 
to challenge their removal.”
DHS may have a staggering budget, but at the end of the day, 
power lies within organized communities and people willing 
to take a stand. As we continue forward defending our 
communities, we recognize the important role that policy 
protections play in local governance, and our role to keep up 
pressure needed to enact institutional change. 

ICE OUT PACKAGE: FROM COMMUNITY 
DEMANDS TO PUBLIC POLICY
Across Wisconsin, communities have not only organized in 
the streets, they have taken their demands into city halls and 
county government.
In Milwaukee, the ICE Out Milwaukee effort has helped 
drive a series of resolutions, ordinances and policy 
changes designed to protect constitutional rights, establish 
boundaries around the use of public property, and increase 
accountability for law enforcement.
The work has been driven by elected officials working 
alongside community organizations and residents. 
Alderperson JoCasta Zamarripa led the effort to prohibit 
the use of City-owned and controlled property for civil 
immigration enforcement. Alderperson Alex Brower 
led measures addressing constitutional rights and law-

enforcement accountability. At the county level, a group 
of supervisors sponsored an ordinance establishing rules 
for law-enforcement staging in County parks.
These measures cannot prevent the federal government 
from enforcing federal immigration law. But they can 
establish clear rules for how local government property, 
employees, police and public institutions are used, and 
affirm that constitutional rights and community trust 
matter.
The result is a growing body of local policy that says, 
in concrete terms, that Wisconsin communities will 
not simply accept federal immigration enforcement as 
business as usual.

POLICY IN ACTION
What Wisconsin communities have demanded, and what local government has changed.

Government What changed Lead / sponsors Status

City of 
Milwaukee
Abolish ICE

Prohibits the use of City property for civil 
immigration enforcement activities.

JoCasta Zamarripa; Marina Dimitrijevic, 
Alex Brower, José G. Pérez, Robert Bauman, 
Sharlen Moore, Peter Burgelis, Larresa Taylor 
and Milele A. Coggs.

Passed 15–0; 
signed March 
26, 2026.

City of 
Milwaukee

Protects constitutional rights during 
protests and public assembly, including 
directing MPD to intervene when another 
law-enforcement agency attempts to 
violate those rights.

Alex Brower; Marina Dimitrijevic, JoCasta 
Zamarripa, José G. Pérez, Sharlen Moore, 
Robert Bauman and Peter Burgelis.

Passed; signed 
March 6, 2026.

City of 
Milwaukee

Requires law-enforcement officers 
to identify themselves and generally 
prohibits face coverings while interacting 
with the public, with limited exceptions.

Alex Brower, JoCasta Zamarripa, Marina 
Dimitrijevic, José G. Pérez, Sharlen Moore, 
Larresa Taylor, Robert Bauman and Peter 
Burgelis.

Passed 14–0; 
signed April 22, 
2026.

City of 
Milwaukee

Clarifies MPD's duty to intervene and 
report unreasonable uses of force by 
other law-enforcement officers, including 
federal officers.

Alex Brower, Marina Dimitrijevic, JoCasta 
Zamarripa, José G. Pérez, Sharlen Moore, 
Robert Bauman, Peter Burgelis and Larresa 
Taylor.

Passed June 23, 
2026.

City of 
Milwaukee

Opposes current federal immigration-
enforcement practices and adds 
immigration enforcement to the City's 
legislative priorities.

Alex Brower, Marina Dimitrijevic, JoCasta 
Zamarripa, José G. Pérez, Sharlen Moore, 
Robert Bauman and Peter Burgelis.

Passed 14–0; 
signed March 6, 
2026.

Milwaukee 
County

Requires prior written authorization  
for law-enforcement staging in County 
parks and establishes rules governing 
such activity.

Anne O'Connor, Caroline Gómez-Tom, Juan 
Miguel Martinez, Jack Eckblad, Felesia A. 
Martin, Justin Bielinski, Sky Z. Capriolo, 
Marcelia Nicholson-Bovell, Priscilla E. Coggs-
Jones, Steven Shea and Sequanna Taylor.

Adopted 
February 5; 
signed February 
6, 2026.

STILL FIGHTING 
FOR CHANGE

THE WORK CONTINUES.  
ICE OUT OF WISCONSIN!
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Young people are not waiting for someone else to build the 
future they want. Through Youth Empowered in the Struggle 
(YES), high school and college students across Wisconsin are 
organizing for fully funded public education, student rights, 
Black and Brown liberation, and immigrant and worker justice.
This year, their organizing capabilities grew in both size 
and ambition. YES doubled its membership, with 270 paid 
members across the state, and expanded to new high school 
and college chapters in Milwaukee, Racine, Kenosha,  
and La Crosse. 
Students organized walkouts at their schools, helped bring 
more than 500 of their peers together for a Student Day of 
Action in Milwaukee, and played a major role in May Day 
mobilizations across Wisconsin. In Racine, nearly 300 young 
leaders joined the May Day action.
But the real story is not just how many people showed up.  
It is what happened when they did.
Students who once stood on the sidelines are stepping 
forward to organize their classmates, lead marches, speak 
publicly, and build campaigns around the issues that affect 
their schools, families, and communities. Some took that  
first step knowing there could be consequences, and chose  
to speak up anyway.

One of those young leaders is Adrianna Reams, a 
student at Golda Meir School High School who founded 
a Social Justice Club to give students a stronger voice 
in decisions affecting their schools and communities. 
Through YES, she learned not only how to organize, 
but how to turn that vision into action, from building 
outreach and setting clear demands to planning safe, 
effective demonstrations. In 2026, Adrianna was 
recognized as the National Education Association’s 
Student Activist of the Year.
YES also continued creating space for young people to 
tell their own stories. At Carthage College, YES member 
Mauricio turned his senior thesis into a powerful 
exploration of immigration, identity, and the lived 
experience of communities affected by immigration 
policy, showing how student leadership can take many 
forms, from organizing a march to creating art that 
challenges people to see their communities differently.
The growth of YES brings new energy and new 
challenges. As more students from additional schools 
and communities get involved, the need for organizers 
and capacity grows too. But that is a good problem to 
have. The next generation is ready.

At a recent Voces de la Frontera forum with candidates for 
governor, a young man named Lorenzo stood before the 
crowd and told the story of his father.
He spoke about what happened to Lorenzo Beltrán Fernandez, 
who was detained by ICE on May 12 after appearing in 
Waukesha County court for a traffic case. Because of the 
collaboration between Waukesha County and ICE, Lorenzo 
was taken into immigration custody shortly after leaving  
the courtroom.
Then his son asked the candidates a question: What would 
they do to protect immigrant communities from abuses by 
ICE if elected?
It was an extraordinary moment, not because Lorenzo was 
trying to speak for everyone, but because he was speaking 
for one of the people he loves most. His father had been in 
the United States for more than 20 years. He has no criminal 
record. Yet after leaving court that day, he was taken away 
from his family and eventually transferred to the Clay County 
Detention Center in Indiana.
For nearly two months, his son kept speaking. Asking. 
Demanding.
Young Lorenzo is a U.S. citizen. This year, for the first time, 
he is old enough to vote. He has used that citizenship not as a 

line separating him from his father, but as a responsibility, 
a way to use the voice and rights he has to demand that his 
father be treated with dignity and allowed to come home.
Lorenzo senior was eventually released on bond and 
returned to his family a few weeks ago. His immigration 
case continues, and so does the family's journey through a 
system that has already taken him away from them once.
The Beltrán Fernandez family has remained close to Voces, 
participating whenever they can. Their youngest daughter 
recently joined Youth Empowered in the Struggle (YES), 
finding her own place in a community where young people 
are learning that their voices can make a difference in 
Wisconsin.
And young Lorenzo is preparing to vote for the first time.
For a family that has experienced how quickly an ordinary 
day can change, that first vote carries a particular meaning. 
His father is not just someone he loves; he is someone he 
has chosen to stand up for. And now, for the first time, 
Lorenzo will have a voice at the ballot box, too.
He can use it to ask the questions that brought him to that 
forum in the first place: Who will stand with our families? 
Who will protect our communities?

THE HUMAN BEINGS 
BEHIND THE STORIES
Every day, at Voces de la Frontera, we meet people 
whose lives are defined by much more than what has 
happened to them. They are parents, partners, workers, 
neighbors, friends, caregivers, business owners, and 
community leaders. They love deeply, work hard, build 
families, and strengthen their communities in ways 
that are often quiet and unseen.
What follows is a glimpse into that courage and 
humanity. These are lives the Voces team has had the 
privilege of walking alongside, helping elevate voices, 
connect families with resources, bring experiences 
into the public eye, and fight alongside loved ones for 
freedom and justice.

At the heart of each is someone who continues to love, hope, 
care for others, and imagine a future, even when life asks 
more of them than it should. These are not stories of what 
was taken from them. They are about who they are, and the 
dignity, strength, and hope they carry forward.
They are also stories about the people who stand beside 
them. Family members, neighbors, friends, faith leaders, 
organizers and community members who refuse to let 
anyone face these moments alone. Their testimonies remind 
us that change does not happen because of one person 
acting alone. It is the result of people standing together, 
united by a shared belief in our collective power to make a 
difference. We are the heartbeat of the Movement.

LORENZO BELTRÁN FERNANDEZ

A SON'S VOICE

YOUTH EMPOWERED IN THE STRUGGLE (YES)

THE NEXT GENERATION  
TAKES THE LEAD

Photo by Joe Brusky
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On an early Saturday morning in 
Milwaukee, Frankeli, Estenderly’s 
ex-partner and the father of their two 
children, came to Voces de la Frontera  
for a meeting with the team as he  
worked to bring Estenderly home.  
His children came along: a sweet, soft-
spoken girl and a vivacious young boy 
with long eyelashes.
They are young, still young enough 
to spend a sunny morning coloring 
butterflies. In front of them, the poster 
carried a simple message: BRING THEM 
HOME. Both carefully colored the 
outlined image, making sure not to go 
beyond the lines, filling in the wings while 
their father listened to a presentation.
There was something almost  
unbearably innocent about the scene. 
Children, quietly coloring, their little 
hands busy with markers, their eyes still 
carrying the fear and sadness of what 
they had witnessed and experienced.
On June 27, Estenderly Marte Polanco,  
an immigrant mother from the Dominican 
Republic, was in a car with her ex-
husband, Frankely, who was driving, and 
their youngest son was in the backseat. 

They were doing their weekend shopping 
when, suddenly, unmarked vehicles 
blocked their path and masked federal 
immigration agents surrounded them.
What followed was captured on video. 
Agents opened the car door and forcefully 
pulled Estenderly out before throwing 
her to the ground and detaining her. One 
agent held a gun aimed at the father’s 
head. Her child cried out for his mother as 
she desperately cried out for him.
The neighbor who recorded the scene still 
struggles to talk about that day without 
breaking into tears. She remembers the 
child watching as his mother was taken 
away, his eyes filled with the terror of a 
moment that may stay with him for the 
rest of his life. "I know personally she 
doesn't pose a threat to the community, 
she is always helping people and is loved 
by her neighbors and friends," she told 
journalists during a press conference at 
Voces de la Frontera.
Their father is caring for the children 
now. He has said simply, “Our kids are not 
doing well. They are receiving emotional 
support from a therapist to help them 
process what they experienced.” 

And yet, when they came to Voces, 
they did what children do. They 
colored. They filled the butterflies 
with bright greens, yellow and pinks, 
and stayed close to their father while 
the adults talked about their mother's 
case and those of other innocent 
detainees. Their message was already 
there, printed across the page.

Bring them home.
Estenderly's arrest came during a 
larger escalation of immigration 
enforcement across Wisconsin. Over 
the final weekend of June, federal 
agents arrested dozens of people 
in and around Milwaukee, with 
reports of aggressive tactics in several 
encounters. Voces de la Frontera 
documented at least seven cases of 
excessive use of force during the 
ICE surge, including Milwaukee and 
Madison. Broken car windows, people 
pinned to the ground and weapons 
drawn during some encounters.
Estenderly's children did not need 
to experience any of that. No child 
should.
The attorney in charge of her case is 
pursuing a habeas petition, and she 
has been granted additional time as 
her case moves forward.
So the children wait. They wait at 
home. They wait for phone calls. They 
wait for the adults around them to tell 
them that there is a path forward.
And sometimes, they come to Voces 
and color butterflies.
Bring her home. For now, that is their 
only message. And their biggest hope.

ESTENDERLY MARTE POLANCO

BRING THEM HOME

Children are supposed to worry about homework, 
birthdays, making friends, and what they want to be 
when they grow up.
Instead, thousands of children in the United States, 
the land of the free, are learning what it means to live 
behind locked doors.
Since the beginning of the second Trump  
administration, immigration authorities have detained 
more than 6,200 children.1 On average, more than  
200 children have been held in ICE custody each day. 
More than 1,600 children were detained for longer  
than 20 days, the limit established through federal  
court orders governing the detention of children.
But the numbers don't tell the whole story.
They don't tell us what it feels like for a child to wake up 
every morning in a place they cannot leave, confined to 
a small space with little freedom to move or play. They 
cannot show the fear of a parent watching their child 
become sick, withdrawn, or desperate. They cannot 
capture a birthday spent in detention, a missed day of 
school, or the confusion of being sent to a country that 
does not feel like home.

Children Have Legal Protections
The Flores Settlement Agreement, a federal court agreement 
dating back to 1997, requires the government to protect 
children in immigration custody and generally limits how 
long they can be detained. Children must be held in the least 
restrictive and safest setting possible, and generally cannot 
remain in immigration detention for more than 20 days.
These protections exist because children are not meant to 
grow up behind locked doors.

Reports from attorneys and advocates describe children losing 
weight, becoming ill, withdrawing from others, and experiencing 
severe emotional distress. Some children have regressed 
developmentally, including a first grader who began wetting 
the bed after being detained. Attorneys have also represented 
children as young as five who attempted to harm themselves 
while in immigration detention. At detention facilities, families 
have reported mold, insects and worms in food, and limited 
access to clean drinking water.2

These are not abstract consequences. These are childhoods being 
interrupted and the harm does not end at the detention center.

THE HUMAN BEINGS BEHIND THE STORIES

CRUELTY IS THE POINT
CHILDREN AND THE HUMAN COST  
OF IMMIGRATION ENFORCEMENT

Photo by Claudio Martinez

1. As reported by Anna Flagg and Shannon Heffernan, The Marshall Project, 04.06.2026.
2. �PBS Newshour, Migrant families allege children held by ICE face unsafe and unsanitary conditions, Jan 20, 2026
    �The Marshall Project, ICE Threw Thousands of Kids in Detention, Many For Longer Than Court-Prescribed Limit, December 17, 2025

Voces members color "Bring Them Home" 
artwork designed by Favianna  Rodriguez
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Getting it done.

since 1931.
AFT-Wisconsin

~205,000 Children estimated to have experienced the detention of a parent since January 2025

~145,000 Of those children are estimated to be U.S. citizens

~22,000 U.S.-citizen children estimated to have experienced the detention of all  
co-resident parents

~170  
PER DAY

Children under 18 held in ICE detention on an average day during the period analyzed 
by The Marshall Project

WHEN A PARENT IS DETAINED, CHILDREN ARE AFFECTED TOO

NOTE: The first three figures are estimates 
from the Brookings Institution, based on ICE 
detention data and U.S. Census Bureau data.  
The estimate covers parental detentions 
beginning January 20, 2025.

The ~170 children per day figure comes from 
The Marshall Project, which analyzed ICE 
detention data from September 2023 through 
October 2025. On some days, more than 400 
children were in ICE custody.

For more information about the cost of mass 
deportations, go to The Cost of Deportations 
Calculator from the Economic Policy Institute  
at epi.org/deportation-calculator.

When a parent is detained, children outside the 
detention center can suddenly lose the person who loves 
them, gets them ready for school, makes dinner, helps 
with homework, or tucks them into bed. A Brookings 
analysis estimates that more than 145,000 U.S. 
citizen children have likely had a parent booked into 
immigration detention since the beginning of the current 
administration. More than 22,000 have experienced the 
detention of all of their co-resident parents.

For children detained with their parents, there is no 
escaping the experience. They live it together. They share 
the fear, the uncertainty, the waiting.

For children left outside, there is no escaping the absence.

Immigration detention is often described in numbers: beds, 
facilities, arrests, removals, costs. But children experience 
detention in much smaller units of time; a missed meal, a 
sleepless night, a holiday without freedom, a parent who 
does not come home.

The loss of safety. The loss of hope. The loss of childhood 
and innocence. A child should never have to learn that a 
locked door is the boundary of their world.

The data on the chart shows the scale of what is happening. 
But every number represents a child who deserves 
something more basic: to be safe, to be free, and to be 
allowed to grow up.

THE HUMAN BEINGS BEHIND THE STORIES

Photo by Jessica Schmidt

Congresswoman Gwen Moore and Christine Neumann-Ortiz hold drawings made by 
Estenderly Marte Polanco’s children during a recent visit to the Kansas detention center 
where Estenderly and Reyna Elizabeth Garcia are being held.
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For José Sarmiento Correa, life in Wiscon-
sin had settled into a familiar rhythm. He 
went to work. He came home. He went to 
church. He spent time with his partner. 
He paid his bills, filed his taxes and made 
plans for the future.
For about a year and a half, he worked at 
the same Walmart store, where his co-
workers knew him and where his employer 
still says he is welcome back. He and his 
partner shared an apartment and built a 
life together. It was not an extraordinary 
life. It was, in many ways, an ordinary one.
And that was exactly what José wanted. 
A simple life, a family, hope for a better 
future, a community.
He had left Venezuela in 2022, fleeing 
the political repression that had made it 
impossible for him and his partner to feel 
safe. They came to the United States hop-
ing to find security while they waited for 
the opportunity to return home someday. 
They never thought that leaving Venezuela 
meant forever.

“We want to go back,” his partner told  
our team. “We just want to go back when 
it is safe.”
For years, José did what he was asked to 
do. He had a Social Security number and 
work authorization. He worked and paid 
taxes. He attended his required annual 
check-ins with immigration authorities.
Then, on November 20, 2025, he went to 
what he believed would be another rou-
tine check-in… and never came home. José 
was taken into custody that day and has 
remained detained ever since.
Nearly nine months later, his absence is still 
present in the smallest parts of daily life.
His partner is now the only person earn-
ing money for their household. She pays 
the rent, utilities, car payment and other 
expenses while trying to keep up with 
medical bills that began piling up just days 
before José was detained.
On November 14, she underwent surgery. 
Less than two weeks later, she was rushed 
to the emergency room at night after heavy 

bleeding caused an internal incision to 
reopen. She spent the night in the hospital. 
Doctors had also discovered precancerous 
cells that required another surgery.
That second surgery took place in Decem-
ber. She woke to the quiet sounds of the 
hospital—machines beeping, footsteps 
passing in the hallway, the soft hum of 
fluorescent lights—and recovered alone, 
with no one there to hold her hand. 
Her doctors recommended a month of 
recovery, but she returned to work earlier 
because there was no other income to 
rely on. There were bills to pay, a home to 
maintain and José was not there to help.
The cost of being separated is not only 
measured in hospital bills or rent. It is 
measured in phone calls that have to be 
counted by the minute. In decisions about 
which expense can wait. In holidays and 
ordinary evenings spent without the per-
son who used to be there.
José has found ways to remain connected 
to people around him, even from inside 
the jail. His faith has always been im-
portant to him. A pastor visits him, and 
describes José as his “most advanced 
student.”
Inside the detention facility, José has 
continued to pray with other men and 
offer them support. His partner says she 
has heard from wives of men who were 
deported after being detained there. They 
contacted her to tell her that their hus-
bands had started attending church after 
spending time with José. Even in a place 
where he has so little control over his own 
circumstances, José has continued to 
give something to other people.
That may be one of the hardest parts 
of this story to explain. José's life was 
never built around politics or confron-
tation. It was built around work, faith, 
family and the hope of one day being 
able to live safely in the country he 
came from.
He had no criminal record. He had a 
job. He had a home. He had people 
who depended on him and people who 

cared about him. And now, after months 
in detention, he faces being sent to a 
country where he has no family, no friends, 
no home and no support.
On March 6, 2026, after four hearings 
before the Chicago Immigration Court, an 
immigration judge ordered José removed 
from the United States.
He is not being sent back to Venezuela, 
the country he fled and where he fears it 
is still unsafe to return. Instead, he was 
ordered to Ecuador under an agreement 
between the governments of the United 
States and Ecuador concerning the trans-
fer of third-country nationals.
But Ecuador is not home.
José has no family there, no friends, no 
support network, no financial resources, 
and no legal status. If he cannot remain 
in the United States, his family has asked 
that he be allowed to go somewhere he 
can rebuild his life among people who 
know him.
They have family in Spain.
José and his partner have never stopped 
holding on to another hope: that one day, 
when it is safe, they will be able to return 
home to Venezuela.
Until then, they wait. Through court dates 
and long stretches of uncertainty. Through 
birthdays, meals and ordinary days that 
are no longer ordinary. And they hold on 
to the life they had before November 20, 
2025. A life that was simple. A life that was 
theirs. A life that, despite everything, they 
are still hoping to get back.

YESSENIA RUANO
I LEFT HOME TO COME  
BACK HOME 

For Yessenia Ruano, like for so many 
immigrants, home has never been just 
one place.

There is the home she remembers in  
El Salvador, where she grew up and  
where her family’s story began. And there 
is Milwaukee, where she built a life of her 
own: where she met her husband, where 
they worked and bought a home, and 
where they raised their twin daughters. 
It is also where Yessenia spent years 
helping children learn and grow as a 
teacher’s aide. Her daughters grew up 
here, learning to play the violin and viola, 
making friends, going to school and 
discovering the things they loved.

For more than a decade,  
Milwaukee was home.

Then, last summer, Yessenia reached a 
point where she could no longer continue 
fighting to remain in the United States. 
The system had worn down her ability to 
stay, but it had not taken away her dignity 
or her ability to decide how she would 
move forward. Rather than wait for ICE 
to determine how her family would leave, 
Yessenia chose to take her daughters 
home herself. It was a decision made with 
strength, but it was not an easy one.

When Yessenia and her daughters walked 
through the gates at the Milwaukee 
airport in June 2025, the people who  
had stood beside them through the years 
were there to say goodbye. They cried 
together as the family left for El Salvador.

For her daughters, both U.S. citizens, 
the journey was also a first introduction 
to the country their mother had always 
called home. They had grown up in 
Milwaukee. They had never lived in their 
mother’s hometown or had to imagine 
starting over somewhere they knew 

mostly through family stories. Suddenly, 
they were discovering a new school, new 
friends, a new language and a completely 
different reality. Yessenia did what she had 
always done as a mother: she tried to make 
a life for her daughters. 

But Milwaukee remained in their hearts.

In the days after they left, Yessenia said 
goodbye to the city that had become her 
second home: “Adiós, Milwaukee. Es mi 
segunda casa, donde vine a madurar, donde 
vine a aprender más, a realizar mis sueños 
económicos y familiares.” — Yessenia 
Ruano, as told to Mel Leonor Barclay, The 
19th, July 2025.

More than a year later, Yessenia had the 
chance to return to the city she had called 
her second home. In a national lawsuit 
protecting victims of a crime from being 
deported while their cases were pending, 
a federal judge ruled in their favor. On a 
hot summer day, Yessenia and her two 
daughters arrived at Chicago’s O’hare 
airport, carrying the anticipation of a 
homecoming they had once feared might 
never happen. On July 7, the three of them 
made their way back to Milwaukee.

This time, there were tears at the airport 
too, but they were sweet, happy, hopeful. 
The goodbye of a year before had become 
a reunion. They returned to the house 
where so many memories were made and 
to the community that had stood beside 
them when they left. Friends, coworkers 
and community members were there to 
welcome them.

Yessenia is back in the city where she 
raised her daughters, and both girls are 
home again, too. But coming home does 
not mean that everything is suddenly back 
to normal. Yessenia is still waiting for her 
immigration process to move forward, and 
for now she does not have authorization to 
work. Her husband, Miguel, remains in El 
Salvador as he makes arrangements there, 
and the family hopes they will be reunited 
soon and able to return to the ordinary life 
they once had.

Yessenia knows there are other families 
living with the same uncertainty, the same 
fear of separation and the same struggle to 
hold on to the lives they have built.

She has decided to use her voice for them, 
too. Her willingness to go public rallied the 
community in her support, and was a voice 
for many immigrants nationally, 

“Estamos de vuelta, gracias a Dios,” 
Yessenia said through tears in the offices 
of Voces de la Frontera, just after arriving 
from the airport. “Solo Dios conoce los 
planes, y nosotros vamos a trabajar para 
que nadie más tenga que vivir este tipo de 
experiencia.”

Thanks to her faith and collective action 
by her coworkers, parents and community 
members, the process of her forced 
deportation was slowed, giving her as she 
says, “a choice with some dignity” and 
ultimately a path back to her second home. 

JOSÉ SARMIENTO
JOSÉ’S LIFE WAS SIMPLE. THEN IT STOPPED.

THE HUMAN BEINGS BEHIND THE STORIES

“We are back, thank God. Only God knows the plan, 
and we are going to work hard so that no one else 
has to live through this kind of experience.”

Photo by Michael Pointer Mace 
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Voces de la Frontera joined forces 
with Elvira Benitez, her family and her 
attorney, Marc Christopher, to bring 
public attention to the grave injustice that 
she was experiencing and to call for her 
freedom, after she was arrested by ICE in 
what should have been a routine check 
in. This was a shocking development as 
she had just been released from an ICE 
detention facility and granted a path of 
lawful permanent status by a judge. 
Elvira came to the US decades ago, as a 
young 15 year old girl with her younger 
sister. They were fleeing violence in their 
home in Mexico and seeking refuge in this 
country. That brave young girl built a good 
life. She grew up, started her own business, 
fell in love, got married and had three 
beautiful children. She was active in her 
church and in the community. She had no 
criminal record. 
In 2025 she, her husband and her 
youngest children were detained and 
separated following an accidental entry 
into Canada on a vacation to visit Niagara 
Falls. She spent more than five months 
in immigration detention before an 
immigration judge ruled in her favor. The 
government appealed that decision. This 
time, she was taken to the Campbell 
County Detention Center over 400 
miles away from her home and family 
in Sheboygan, Wisconsin. Far from the 
shores of Lake Michigan and her tight 
community,.
As Elvira’s days in detention slowly grew 
into months, solidarity efforts remained 
steadfast outside of the detention center. 
Voces de la Frontera, working with Elvira’s 
family and in coalition, organized her 
support with demand for her release. Her 
story was even elevated to the Milwaukee 
Common Council where a resolution in 

her honor was passed. The resolution 
condemned her detention stating, “We 
declare the cruel and unnecessary 
detention of mothers, laborers, caregivers 
and longtime community members who 
pose no danger to society to be a profound 
and absurd waste of taxpayer dollars.”
Elvira was eventually released on bond 
in May 2026, after an immigration judge 
determined that she could go back 
home while her case continued. She was 
required to go to another check in at the 
immigration office in Milwaukee for yet 
another check-in shortly after her release. 
This time many supporters gathered 
outside the ICE building to welcome her 
and stand in solidarity.
Elvira publicly spoke out for the mothers 
who were separated from their children, 
the women she bonded with whom she 
shared long conversations at night at 
Campbell detention center, talking about 
their routines, wondering how their kids 
might be doing, and describing lives that 
had been suddenly interrupted and left 
in limbo. She described how like herself, 
the women in immigration detention had 
not been convicted of crimes. She said 
there were about 50 women held there 
for immigration reasons, most of them 
mothers.
The conditions themselves became 
another burden. Phone calls and basic 
necessities cost money. The prison offered 
wages of $3 a day to clean and work in 
the kitchen. Food was difficult for her 
because of her medical condition. Elvira 
spoke about black mold, grey food, and 
unsanitary conditions. “I didn’t see the 
daylight for two months and 17 days,” she 
later said. “I wanted my freedom back.”

“There were three young pregnant women 
who were detained with me,” Elvira told 
us. “... “and each one of them suffered 
from physical pain and lack of medical 
attention that resulted in miscarriages. 
They were scared and devastated, and 
nobody seemed to care,” she added, while 
describing the conditions they endured: 
strenuous work, including lifting heavy 
furniture; inadequate sanitation; and 
limited access to basic necessities. 
There was also a Palestinian woman 
who eventually decided that she would 
rather return to a war-torn country 
than continue enduring life inside the 
detention center.
Elvira worried about her youngest 
daughter, who had been dealing with 
anxiety. She missed her family. 
She came home knowing that other 
mothers are still behind those doors.
Her legal case remains unresolved. The 
government continues to appeal the 
immigration judge’s decision that allowed 
her to obtain permanent resident status, 
leaving Elvira in legal limbo even after her 
release. And she is still healing.

“I personally love this country,” Elvira 
said after her release. “I have honor and 
respect and follow every single rule ... I do 
serve my community and I do serve my 
church,” she told The Milwaukee Journal 
Sentinel during an interview.
She went into detention fighting for 
her own freedom. She returned home 
carrying the memory of the women she 
left behind. Elvira, and her family, are 
being recognized for their courage to 
speak out not just for themselves but  
for others. 

Rosita Garcia speaks softly, sometimes so 
softly that you have to lean in to hear her. 
She is gentle and careful with her words. 
You would think that there is nothing 
imposing about her presence, and yet 
when Rosita speaks, people listen.
Rosita grew up in Guatemala knowing 
from a young age that she identified as 
female, even when the people around 
her refused to accept her for who she was. 
She began living on the streets as a child, 
sleeping wherever she could find shelter. 
She remembers bridges, sewers and 
places near garbage cans. She remembers 
insults and beatings, being targeted 
simply because she was transgender. The 
violence followed her.
Her partner was murdered when she was 
18, and a note was left warning that she 
would be next. She was shot multiple 
times. Years later, in Mexico, where 
she had gone hoping to find safety, she 
was ambushed again while working at a 
banana plantation, surviving an attack 
with a machete that left permanent scars 
and took three of her fingers.

“I’ve come fleeing Guatemala and Mexico 
where I attempted to live for many years. 
I want to live freely, let my hair grow long, 
and walk without fear,” she once said. 
She also spoke about the pain of being 
treated as a criminal simply for being 
an immigrant, saying that politicians 

“promote hate against immigrants” 

instead of recognizing people who are 
working to care for their families and 
build a better life. 
She had always yearned for something 
that should never have been too much to 
ask: to live without fear.
Eventually, Rosita came to the United 
States seeking asylum. She did not find 
paradise here, nor did her struggles end 
at the border. The immigration system 
itself became another obstacle, adding 
uncertainty to a life already marked by 
displacement and violence. But she did 
find something she had been searching 
for: an opportunity to live more freely 
and to build community. Through Voces 
de la Frontera, she connected with legal 
support and began the process of seeking 
asylum. She also found a place where 
she could turn her own experience into 
something larger than herself. Rosita 
became a volunteer. 
She often speaks on behalf of other 
immigrants and asylum seekers, using 
her voice to remind them of their rights 
and connect them with resources. She 
encourages others to keep going. The 
woman who once slept under bridges 
now wants to help others find shelter 
from injustice. She does it in her own 
way—quietly, patiently, with gentleness.
Her voice reaches those who are 
still afraid to tell their own stories: 
transgender people pushed to the 

margins of their communities; 
immigrants trying to build a life 
while carrying memories of the 
places they were forced to leave; 
and poor people of every color and 
background who have wondered 
whether there is a place in this world 
where they can simply be accepted, 
belong, and thrive.
Rosita was recently granted asylum. 
After years of uncertainty, she can 
finally begin building the life she 
imagined when she first set out to  
find a place where she could simply  
be herself.
She has seen some of the worst of 
humanity, yet she chooses to keep 
believing in the best of it. “But I’m  
here, alive, strong,” she often says. 

“Thank you to everyone in solidarity 
with the people of Latin America 
fighting for justice.”
That may be her greatest act of 
courage. Resilience does not always 
look like a raised fist or a voice that 
fills a room. Sometimes it looks like a 
quiet woman with a gentle presence, 
standing beside someone who is 
afraid and telling them, softly, that 
they are not alone.

ELVIRA BENITEZ
THE WOMEN WHO HELD 
ON TO EACH OTHER

ROSITA GARCÍA
SOMETIMES COURAGE 
WHISPERS

THE HUMAN BEINGS BEHIND THE STORIES

There are many ways to tell a story like Rosita's. It could be a story about 
everything that was done to her, about the places where she was not protected, 
and about the violence that forced her to leave one country after another.
But that is not the story Rosita tells. She tells us why she kept going.
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25 year old Galo Suárez remembers the sound of the  
glass breaking.
It was a Sunday in June in the bustling South Side of 
Milwaukee, a well known Latine immigrant neighborhood. 
Galo had been shopping at the El Rey Food Market on South 
13th Street with his fiancée, Reyna Elizabeth Garcia Perez, 
and her brother, Teodoro. They got into their car and began 
driving home. Then they noticed a truck following them. 
Soon, another vehicle appeared. Then another.
Galo realized they were being surrounded. An unmarked 
truck pulled in front of them. Four more vehicles moved 
in behind. There was no explanation, no request for 
identification or warning.
The armed, masked men broke the window. Galo says one 
of the agents had his gun drawn as he shattered the glass. 
ICE agents surrounded the vehicle and began ordering 
them out. They pulled Galo from the car. He could see 
them pull Reyna out, too, pushing her against the vehicle, 
violently, forcibly.
Then came the insults, in Spanish: “Perros, perra.”
Galo remembers Reyna telling the agents that she was 
in pain. “Cállate, perra” they shouted, “cállate o te vas a 
arrepentir.”
The encounter lasted only minutes, but a few minutes can 
change a life.
During the attack, Galo was told to leave and not look back. 

“No te atrevas a mirar atrás”, the agent said. But Galo did 
look back and he has not stopped looking back since.
The arrest took place during a sudden escalation of ICE 
operations across Milwaukee and other parts of Wisconsin. 
Over a few days at the end of June, federal agents arrested 
over 57 people according to the Wisconsin Examiner, in 
one of the largest enforcement operations the state had 
seen since the beginning of the current administration. 
Agents were seen following people through Milwaukee 
neighborhoods, using unmarked vehicles and conducting 
arrests in public in plain daylight. Videos and eyewitness 
accounts showed broken car windows, people being pulled 
from vehicles and agents using force during arrests. The 
operation sent fear through neighborhoods where people 
had spent years building ordinary lives.

But Galo refused to let fear silence him. Instead he made 
the decision to speak out about what happened to him, his 
fiance and her brother. An experience shared by others. At 
a press conference at the Voces de la Frontera office, he 
sat beside other people who had witnessed violent ICE 
arrests during the surge and described what he and Reyna 
had experienced. A few days later, he was part of a peaceful 
and diverse neighborhood march in Milwaukee’s southside 
neighborhood organized by the ICE Out of Milwaukee 
coalition to show public support for immigrant families 
and condemn ICE presence in our community. Galo stood 
before a crowd at Kosciuszko Park and spoke again.

“We cannot live in peace when there are people running 
around who are separating families, who are masked,” he 
said. “I am here because I am one of the people that was 
affected by these people that are terrorizing our community, 
and who has my loved one incarcerated right now,” he told 
Isiah Holmes from the Wisconsin Examiner.
Galo wants Reyna home. He wants the woman he loves back 
beside him, where she was supposed to be that Sunday 
afternoon when they left the market. He also wants people 
to know what happened to her, because when violence is 
used to make people afraid, telling the truth becomes a way 
of refusing to be controlled by that fear, it is a tool in the 
fight for justice, dignity and freedom.
Galo and Reyna continue to fight for her release. 

For many people who come through Voces de la Frontera’s doors, 
the Welcome Center is the first stop, and often the place where a 
difficult situation begins to feel a little more manageable.

Every day, the Welcome Center team in Milwaukee welcomes 
community members and families, listens to what they need, 
and helps connect them with the right people, programs, and 
resources. That might mean information about workers’ rights 
or immigration, a connection to another Voces program, help 
navigating a community resource, or simply knowing that 
someone is there to listen.

This year, the team strengthened the way it tracks and responds 
to community needs, including moving labor-violation complaint 
intake to a digital form and improving the referral process so 
people can get connected to support more efficiently. The 
Welcome Center also played a key role in organizational events, 
campaigns, and outreach, helping participants find their way into  
the broader work of Voces.

But perhaps the team’s greatest accomplishment is harder to 
measure: creating a space where people feel welcome, heard, and 
respected. At a time when many families are navigating uncertainty 
and looking for somewhere they can turn, that trust matters.

About 50 people a day

That is roughly how many community members the Welcome 
Center serves, each with their own story, question, or need.

REYNA ELIZABETH GARCIA PEREZ  
AND  GALO SUÁREZ
I AM NOT AFRAID, YOU CANNOT  
INTIMIDATE ME

VOCES WELCOME CENTER 2026 
WHERE HELP BEGINS

THE HUMAN BEINGS BEHIND THE STORIES

Galo and Reyna are young asylum seekers 
from Nicaragua. They have work permits and 
have been building a life in Wisconsin while 
they wait for their immigration cases to move 
forward. During the arrest, an agent found 
Galo's work permit in his wallet and, according 
to Galo, tried to convince him that it was fake. 
He was later released. Reyna was not. Her 
brother, Teodoro, was also taken, and for a time 
Galo did not even know where he had been 
taken. Later he found out that he had been 
deported to Nicaragua.

Community care, in action
A mother with a three-day-old baby came to the 
Welcome Center after her husband was detained 
by ICE following a traffic-court appearance in 
Waukesha. She was exhausted, worried, and  
facing the possibility of caring for her children 
without their father. The team helped connect 
her with immediate support, including pantry 
goods and diapers, while helping her navigate a 
frightening moment.
In another case, a person experiencing 
homelessness was referred to the Welcome Center 
by her case manager. She needed help applying 
for a replacement green card but did not have 
the resources to cover the application costs. The 
Welcome Center helped her navigate the process 
and access financial assistance to submit the 
application, giving them a way to document their 
status and move forward with greater stability.
These moments may look different, but they have 
something in common: someone came looking for 
help, and the Welcome Center helped them find a 
way forward.

Photo by Voces de la Frontera
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In 2025, the New American Program at Voces de la Frontera continued 
to grow, welcoming new students and empowering immigrants on 
their journey to citizenship. From January to August, 104 students 
joined our affordable citizenship classes. With a remarkable 99% 
pass rate for both English and Spanish speakers, our students are not 
only succeeding in their exams but also gaining confidence, stronger 
English skills, and a deeper sense of belonging in their community.

This year, we opened three new citizenship classes, including a virtual 
evening course, and expanded our ESL offerings. We strengthened 
volunteer training, secured a dedicated classroom, and celebrated 
students at their naturalization oath ceremonies. Beyond the 
classroom, we provided personalized support, from reviewing N-400 
applications and making U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS) calls to serve as interpreters, ensuring every student feels  
fully prepared and supported.

Our vision remains clear: to provide every legal permanent resident 
with the knowledge, tools, and confidence to become fully prepared 
U.S. citizens. With the dedication of our volunteers, the generosity  
of our supporters, and the determination of our students, the  
New American Program continues to transform lives and strengthen 
our communities.

NEW AMERICAN CITIZENSHIP PROGRAM

EMPOWERING IMMIGRANTS ON  
THEIR JOURNEY TO CITIZENSHIP

THE ESSENTIAL WORKERS RIGHTS NETWORK

WORKERS BUILDING POWER
Over the past year, the Essential Workers Rights Network 
has helped workers turn knowledge, solidarity, and 
collective action into real results. In Green Bay, most 
workers who participated in DALE remain active 
members, and five construction workers won a combined 
$20,000 in stolen wages.
Across the state, the network held Know Your Rights 
workshops for workers facing workplace raids and 
continued building leadership through worker leadership 
institutes in Milwaukee, Green Bay, Madison, and 
Fennimore, the network's first rural institute.
The network also brought the “Immigrants Are Welcome 
Here” tour to nine communities across Wisconsin—from  
La Crosse and Green Bay to Racine and Waukesha—
building support for driver’s licenses and opposition 
to 287(g). From recovering stolen wages to developing 
worker leaders and strengthening local networks, the work 
is helping workers know their rights, stand together, and 
build power on the job and in their communities.

IMMIGRATION SERVICES

WITH YOU EVERY STEP OF THE WAY
For years, Voces de la Frontera has helped thousands of immigrants across Wisconsin navigate the 
paperwork and processes that can make a difference in their ability to work, remain with their families, and 
build a future. Our team provides affordable assistance with common immigration and document needs, 
with reduced fees for Voces members. Below is a list of the services we currently offer and their fees.

Service Non-Member Member

Naturalization Application (N-400) $225 $200

Green Card Renewal (I-90) $80 $60

DACA Renewal (I-821D/I-765) $100 $80

Work Permit (I-765) $100 $80

Document Translation $25/page $20/page

Change of Address/Court $15 $10

Fingerprints $80 $50

Because every case is different, we recommend calling our office before your appointment. 
Our team can explain what documents you will need for your specific situation and help 
make sure you are prepared. Call us at 414-643-1620.

BEHIND EVERY NUMBER,  
THERE IS A STORY. 
A student shared, “I am deeply grateful to 
the New American Program. When I arrived 
at Voces in November 2023, I didn’t know 
anything about the citizenship process, and 
my English was very limited. I needed a lot of 
help and didn’t know if I could do it. When 
the NAP program and teachers learned I had 
my USCIS appointment on August 27, 2025, 
everyone jumped in to give me extra support. 
They patiently helped me practice, reviewed my 
application with me, and encouraged me every 
step of the way. Thanks to their commitment, 
I felt confident and prepared for my interview. 
Now I am waiting for my oath ceremony, and 
I feel closer than ever to fulfilling my dream of 
becoming a U.S. citizen. I will always be grateful 
to this program, it truly changes lives.”

Photo by Jessica Schmidt
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1721 West Canal Street, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 53233
1-800-PAYSBIG (1-800-729-7244)

www.ywca.org
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THANK YOU TO ALL OUR GENEROUS SPONSORS

ANGELITO  
TENORIO

Contact Us Now For A Case Review
Se Habla Español

MILWAUKEE: 414-271-8650 • MADISON: 608-257-0040

WWW.HQ-LAW.COM

For over 50 years,  

Hawks Quindel attorneys have 
fought side-by-side with Wisconsin 
workers, families, and labor unions 

to provide legal counsel, and 
protect and defend their rights.
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THANK YOU TO ALL OUR GENEROUS SPONSORS
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Contact Us
Welcome Center Hours: 
9:00 am – 5:00 pm
733 W Historic Mitchell St 
Milwaukee, WI 53204
Tel. (414) 643 1620 
Email: vdlf@vdlf.org
In Emergencies, call our ICE Hotline:  
1 (800) 427 0213
Follow us on social media

@VocesDeLaFronteraWI


