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Adviser Jon Silver explains pitfalls of immigration law to an attentive audience.

Immigration law

lllegals face bewildering maze of paperwork

(Last of a four-part series
on the new immigration law
and its effects in this area.)

By ALEXANDRA HAYNE

STAFF WRITER

Imagine that you had to
prove to the government —
with verifiable documents —
who you are, where you’ve
lived for the last five years
and that you’re healthy and
able to make a living.

Think of the schools you’ve
attended, the jobs you’ve

- held, the places you’ve lived,
maybe even the brushes with
the law, and that time you
were laid off.

You’d need to contact
dozens, maybe scores of
people, ask them for letters
and other documents, then
collect everything and fill out

| a six-page government form.

Then imagine that for the
past five years you had been
making every effort to con-
ceal your identity, your resi-
dence and your contacts with
any and all official agencies.

That little scenario is
exactly what is facing thou-
sands of illegal immigrants
as they apply or prepare to
apply to the Immigration and
Naturalization Service for
legal residency under the
immigration-reform law
passed last November.

The task would be cumber-
some enough for an English-
speaking U.S. citizen, but for
illegal aliens who speak little
or no English and whose offi-
cial personal history has been
deliberately sketchy, the
prospect is little short of
frightening. It means they
need help and lots of it.

Fortunately, help is availa-
ble at social service agen-

cies, churches and law
offices. But along with the
many legitimate helping

agencies has come a range of
people hoping to cash in on
“ the confusion.
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The Pajaro Valley and .

Santa Cruz area have not seen
a great influx of carpetbag-
gers, perhaps because the
illegal community here is
more sophisticated and better
informed than others, but
there are some pitfalls that
immigrants might want to
avoid.

People working with illegal
immigrants through the Santa
Cruz County Immigration
Project, Migrant Media Edu-
cation Project, the INS and
some lawyers’ offices all
have said that the major
complaint they hear is that
some lawyers charge too
much for their services.

Other problems surfacing
are misleading advertise-
ments, doctors charging too
much for the required medi-
cal examination and unquali-
fied people, such as notaries
and - bookkeepers, holding
themselves up as immigra-
tion experts.

Cruz Gomez, director of the
Migrant Media Education
Project in downtown Watson-

 Socia

istration, 30
Watsonville

ville, said she had heard sto-
ries of lawyers charging
$2,000 and $3,000 per person
while making the clients col-
lect all the doecuments them-
selves.

At Migrant Media, Gomez
and her staff hold information
sessions and counsel people
about their cases. Most
people can get the help they
need from the various social
service agencies, Gomez
said.

‘“‘But the people who have
problems definitely should be
going to lawyers,”’ she said.
“We screen for that. If you
have a problem, you should
go to a lawyer.”

Problems that might send
somebody looking for a
lawyer inlude a criminal
record, a pending immigra-
tion hearing or detention by
the INS after last Nov. 6, or a
record of overuse or misuse
of government welfare ser-
vices, Gomez said.

If an immigrant does
decide to go to a lawyer,
Gomez advises going to some-
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one known and trusted in the
community. Migrant Media
makes referrals to lawyers
known to the staff there, she
said. Prices in the range of
$500 to $600 for the first
person in a family, and
reduced rates for the spouse
and children, are available.

Betsy Allen, a paralegal
who works out of Santa Cruz
lawyer Tom Krueger’s office,
charges $500 for the first
family member and $200 each
for the rest. She said she does
all the work: writing letters,
collecting the documents,
filling out the forms.

Her advice to people look-
ing for lawyers is, ‘“First ask
how much they charge.”’

She said she tries to send
people who do not really need
the services of a lawyer to
the social service agencies,
which charge considerably
less. But some people just
feel better letting a lawyer
handle things, she said.

After clients ask how much
the lawyer charges, she said,
they should then pay attention
to how much time the lawyer
spends with them and what
kinds of questions the lawyer
asks.

“If they spend ten minutes
and say they’ll get back to
you, beware,’’ she said.

As lawyers and others have
sought to jump on the
amnesty bandwagon, leaflets
from out-of-town lawyers and
advertisements on radio and
television and in newspapers
have become common. While
there is nothing intrinsically
wrong with advertising, some
of the ads have been mislead-
ing.

“The latest ad is telling
people they have only 30 days
to apply,” Gomez said.

Although it was true that
one category of illegal immi-
grant — those facing deporta-
tion proceedings after Nov. 6,
1986 — did have only 30 days
to apply for legal residency,
the vast majority have at
least a year.

Jon Silver, of the- Santa
Cruz County Immigration
Project, said he thought
people should be wary of
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anyone who advertises.

“I am just skeptical,” he
said. ‘“To me it seems closest
to ambulance-chasing. The
good attorneys who do immi-
gration don’t need to adver-
tise.”

Silver advises ’ﬁients who
have already paid a lawyer a
lot of money but who don’t
think they are getting the
service: to ask the lawyer to
account for his time and map
out what he has done. If the

client isn’t satisfied, he
should look for another
lawyer.

‘“The big fight is trying to
get some of the money back,”’
Silver said.

Apart from lawyers who
charge too much or who don’t
have much experience with
immigration, some com-
plaints have been heard about
notaries, bookkeepers and tax
preparers who are now offer-
ing to help with immigration
papers.

“I hear there are people
passing themselves off as
immigration experts,’’
Gomez said. ‘‘People have
traditionally gone to notaries
for letter-writing. Some
(notaries) are trying to pro-
vide a service. Others are
rip-off artists.”

Tom Maddry, chief legali-
zation officer in the Salinas
| INS office, said that asking a
I notary or tax preparer to help
with the forms isn’t necessar-
ily a bad idea.

He hadn’t seen enough
applications filled out by
these people to comment on

the quality of their work, he
said, ‘“but they are experi-
enced in preparing govern-
ment forms.”’

What he has heard, how-
ever,
doctor is charging more than
the usual $50 to $100 for medi-
cal examinations. Doctors
sign contracts with the INS to
provide the exams, Maddry
said, but the contract doesn’t
contain anything about
prices.

“If there is more than one
doctor available,”” Maddry
said, ‘“look for the better
price.”’

One thing Maddry said ille-
gal immigrants didn’t have to
be wary of is the INS office.

“I would urge all of them to
come on in and make appli-
cation,” he said. ‘“If they are
not eligible, we will simply
tell them they are not eligible
and send them on their way.
If I turned this information
over to the Border Patrol or
immigration inspectors, I
would go to jail.”

Those who work in the ille-
gal community here say that
it is better organized than
most and more stable
because many illegal immi-
grants have been settled here
for years. The people there-
fore are less prey to sharpies
out to make a few bucks off
the new law.

Silver, of the Immigration
Project, said that scams are
successful where people don’t
know their rights, but the
well-informed are less easily
taken in and more able - to
make good decisions.
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