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Introducing WIDEN: Washington 

Immigrant Defense Network
By Tahmina Watson

In June, the Washington Immi-
grant Defense Network (WIDEN) was 
created (www.widenlaw.org). I am the 
president of the organization and here 
is the story of why it was created and 
how it will work. 

We all remember the chaos that 
erupted at airports across the 
country in the days after Don-

ald Trump’s travel ban took effect in 
January 2017.

At the time, I was spearheading a 
newly formed response committee of the 
Washington Chapter of the American Im-
migration Lawyers Association (AILAWA), 
that I’d helped to create following the No-
vember 2016 election. Dispatching law-
yers to the airport to respond to the crisis 
spawned by Trump’s executive order was 
the committee’s first order of business. 

That was an unprecedented time 
for everyone. We had no idea what lay 
ahead. For months, I fielded requests 
to schedule lawyers at the airport and 
helped organize know-your-rights pre-
sentations and clinics throughout the re-
gion. But the experience made me aware 
of a real shortcoming: If I got a call to 
provide 30 immigration lawyers in court, 
I would not be able to do it.

There are not enough deportation 
defense lawyers in Washington or in the 
entire country, for that matter, to deal 
with that level of crisis. Mass deporta-
tion, you might recall, was a key cam-
paign promise of candidate Trump. Pro 
bono work for such complicated trial 
work was not in the cards.

Unlike in the criminal system, im-

migrants are not entitled under law to 
legal representation. In normal times, 
about one-third of people detained in 
Washington1 appear in immigration court 
with legal representation. But these are 
not normal times. And it is quite likely 
that number has dropped even further 
over the last 18 months.

About the same time I was ponder-
ing all this, Michael Ramos of the Greater 
Seattle Church Council approached me 
to express his fears about what might 
lay ahead for his congregants. Ramos 
states, “I was deeply concerned about 
this administration’s stance towards im-
migrants and was exploring options be-
cause having legal assistance is perhaps 
the greatest determining factor towards 
a positive outcome.”

I felt a new urgency and was inspired 
to keep searching for a solution. Over 
the next 18 months, several of us mem-
bers of AILAWA brainstormed ways we 
could prepare for a crisis we knew was 
coming. Community partners joined in. 

In April, Attorney General Jeff 
Sessions announced a “zero tolerance” 
policy at the southwest border, directing 
federal prosecutors to criminally prosecute 
all adult migrants entering the country un-
lawfully. The policy led to separation of 
families because children cannot be held 
in a detention facility with their parents.2

By mid-May, more than 700 children, 
including infants, were separated and de-
tained. By the end of June, the number 
had risen to more than 2,000 children.3 
While Americans had been outraged 
by the onslaught of immigration policy 
changes of this administration, separat-
ing parents and children struck a chord. 

In early June, more than 200 immi-
grants were transferred from the southern 
border to the federal detention center at 
SeaTac. Many of them were parents who 
had been separated from their children. 
At this point, it was clear that we could 
no longer keep developing a program, 
we needed to have one in place. 

At a protest at the SeaTac detention 
center, I spoke with Erin Albanese, a 
nonprofit lawyer, who upon learning 
about the idea urged us to act immedi-
ately because she recognized this crisis 
needed the help of all lawyers. 

Albanese states, “Like many non-
immigration attorneys, I saw lawyers sit-
ting on airport floors with laptops during 
the Muslim ban and wished that I could 
do something to help. I recognized that 
WIDEN would allow non-immigration 
lawyers like me to contribute in a tangi-
ble, meaningful way and I felt compelled 
to help form this organization.” 

We were incorporated in mid-June. 
WIDEN is a unique model that combines 
the legal skills of immigration lawyers 
and non-immigration lawyers as well as 
people with no legal background at all. 

Immigration lawyers, particularly de-
portation defense attorneys, already over-
whelmed and overstressed, simply can-
not meet the growing demands of these 
cruel and inhumane policies that seem 
to rain down from the administration on 
a daily basis. And non-immigration law-
yers have been looking for ways to help. 
WIDEN creates the vehicle that brings 
them together. It pays a low-bono fee 
to the immigration lawyer for leading a 
team of two pro bono, non-immigration 
lawyers to provide services to the client. 
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Training our support lawyers to do 
immigration work was imperative to 
building strong teams and AILAWA mem-
ber Kelsey Beckner stepped up when 
asked and took on the task. We have 
learned from our pilot program that more 
training is needed and we are implement-
ing those steps for our second round. 

The Northwest Immigrant Rights 
Project (NWIRP) referred our first cases 
to test the model. Now, nearing an end, 
the pilot has seen success already. Three 
of our four pilot clients, one of whom was 
a parent separated from her child at the 
border, received bond. Much of the le-
gal drafting and evidence gathering was 
done by the support lawyers. 

One of the teams included nation-
ally renowned immigration attorney 
and AILAWA member Lourdes Fuentes, 
Shelly Garzon (partner at Favros Law in 
Tacoma) and retired administrative law 
judge and longtime King County Bar 
Association member Joan Tierney. (See 
related article on Page 19.) Though a 
partner in her everyday work, Garzon 
didn’t hesitate for a moment to perform 
the role of an associate in the case. 

Garzon said that donating funds 
was no longer enough and she wanted 
to use her legal and analytical skills to 
help with this crisis. WIDEN, she said, 
gave her the opportunity to work under 
the supervision of an experienced immi-
gration attorney and “be pushed outside 
my comfort zone, and, in the end, make 
a real difference — one person and one 
family at a time.” 

Upon release from the detention cen-
ter, Team Lourdes’ client was reunited 
with her child in a different state. The 
case was part of a story reported in The 
Seattle Times on July 16.4

The other pilot program participants 
include immigration lawyers Adam Boyd, 
Melissa Campos-Castaneda and Luz Metz. 
Our support lawyers include Jill Brunner 
Scott, Cassie Trueblood, Shashi Vijay, 
Kelly Vomacka and Catherine Vuong. 
Much gratitude to them for their leap of 
faith in WIDEN. 

Our pilot cases solidified the vision 
that non-immigration lawyers can indeed 
make a meaningful contribution because 
the experience and skills of lawyering are 
often universal. Part of our success also 
lies in the partnerships that we created. 
We found natural partners in Lawyer 
Moms of America, a Facebook group born 

out of the outrage of the zero tolerance 
policy, co-founded by Albanese, who is 
our WIDEN secretary. 

With a reach of 18,000 people around 
the country, the network raised a pledge 
of more than two-million air miles to help 
reunite separated families. Through the 
network, we have also been able to con-
nect our clients to lawyers in other states. 

Locally, the Church Council has been 
an incredible partner, helping to provide 
a more holistic service to the clients, with 
congregation members housing, feeding 
and transporting clients from the deten-
tion center to the airport. 

NWIRP paid bond for our separated-
parent case. And for two of our other 
cases, we got help from the Refugee Im-
migrant Center for Education and Legal 
Services (RAICES), which used its funds 
to pay for bonds for our clients. 

So far, we are off to a good start. 
AILAWA approved $10,000 in seed fund-
ing to test our pilot program and to get 
us off the ground. AILAWA member Joel 
Paget donated funds to help with admin-
istrative expenses. AILAWA Chair Rich 
Rawson says, “Detained cases can be 
complex and time-consuming, and it is 
not always possible to find experienced 
attorneys who are able to take these cases 
on a pro bono basis. The ‘low bono’ pro-
gram offered by WIDEN provides quality 
representation to individuals who other-
wise might not have any legal representa-
tion. This is an innovative program that 
we want to support.”

We could not have asked for a bet-
ter startup team. AILAWA member Jay 
Gairson, a nationally renowned securi-
ty expert and immigration lawyer who 
helped us develop the program, took 
on the role of vice president of WIDEN. 

Takao Yamada, a Washington attorney 
and my co-founder from AirportLawyer.
org, which we formed after the travel ban 
to help stranded travelers make their way 
home, jumped in immediately to start 
our technical and training operations. 
He says, “We can’t win if we are in per-
petual crisis response mode. We have to 
build systems that can absorb the blows 
of a crisis and keep moving. Our goal 
with WIDEN is to start trying to build 
one of those systems.” Yamada serves as 
WIDEN treasurer, and AILAWA member 
Minda Thorward serves on our board. 

So, where do we go from here? The 
administration is planning to detain more 

people in the near future, including legal 
immigrants. Policies at this very moment 
are being drafted.5 It is only a matter of 
time before another crisis hits us and we 
want to be ready for that. 

As a removal defense practitioner who 
sees unrepresented people in court every 
day, Fuentes says, “There is an overwhelm-
ing need to do something more.” Gairson 
adds, “Immigration is increasingly being 
criminalized while due process rights are 
stripped away. In the 20th Century we 
recognized that all alleged criminals have 
a right to representation. That right must 
be expanded to immigrants, if our system 
is going to criminalize their existence.”

While we get our systems in place 
and our program ready for the next stage, 
we do need a lot of help. The WIDEN 
team members are donating countless 
hours of time alongside our busy prac-
tices because we believe our service and 
expertise are needed. We are creating an 
innovative program that is unprecedented 
as far as we know. And for that we need 
community support. 

The support must come in the form 
of money first and foremost, yes; but it 
is equally important we have more law-
yers join us. There are many who want 
to get into the practice of immigration 
law. And we are creating that very train-
ing vehicle right here in Seattle. 

While the Washington chapter of 
AILA has more than 500 immigration 
lawyers, about 25 percent of them prac-
tice removal defense regularly. How are 
we preparing for the next crisis? We need 
more removal defense lawyers.

Washington has been a pioneer in 
the last 18 months in fighting the Trump 
Administration and its unfair policies at 
every turn. Let us continue to be the bea-
con of hope for immigrants who need 
their right to due process protected. 
KCBA’s history embodies these values 
going back to the Chinese Exclusion Act 
and we can continue to be an example 
to lawyers around the country. 

Tahmina Watson is the president of 
Washington Immigrant Defender Network 
– WIDEN and the principal of Watson 
Immigration Law in Seattle. She also serves 
as a trustee on the KCBA Board of Trustees. 
Her firm’s immigration attorneys practice 
exclusively in the area of U.S. immigration 
and naturalization law. They assist clients 
with all employment-based, family-based 
and investment immigration matters.


