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 Guidelines for Writing Letters to Detained Immigrants

Version: December 2016

Writing to Detained Immigrants
Living inside of an immigration detention center is very difficult. Detainees experience loneliness, confusion, boredom, and fear. Separation from family, friends, and familiar surroundings creates a lot of stress. Being treated like a prisoner, while waiting for an unknown outcome takes a tremendous psychological toll. Often the food is unfamiliar, bland, and limited. Phone calls cost several dollars a minute and therefore are not affordable for many detainees.  

Letters offer solace, encouragement, and a very real connection to the outside world in the middle of a very difficult time in someone’s life. When writing to men and women in detention, you are making a human connection across the walls and barbed wire. You are recognizing an individual’s inherent human dignity — something often neglected inside detention. Your letter also sends the message to the person receiving it and the others around him or her that someone outside knows they are there. Detainees are not alone and they have friends in the community supporting them. 

The following is a list of things to understand before you make a commitment to write to immigrants in detention.

• You Write as a Friend
You are not writing as a lawyer, doctor, or social worker. You are simply one person connecting with another person offering accompaniment and friendship. Please do not attempt to give legal advice. 

• Keep Your Promises
If you commit to writing a letter to a detainee, strive to keep the promise. You may not be able or willing to meet all of a detained person’s needs, including providing help with contacting family members or securing legal assistance, and that is okay – as a pen pal, make sure you know and adhere to your boundaries, and speak with a member of the Steering Committee when questions arise. Overall, do not make commitments that you cannot keep. 

• Do Not Disempower 
Although we may expect otherwise, detained men and women are some of the most courageous, intelligent, gifted, resourceful people we may have the privilege of meeting. When we reach out, we must take care not to romanticize or victimize them, at the risk of taking power away from them. Approach each person with the respect you’d have for a person you value and admire.
• Understand Your Power

Your freedom and status inherently place you in a position of power in a relationship with someone who is detained.  Be aware of this dynamic and give the person with whom you correspond power whenever possible, by taking actions such as asking the person to guide the conversation.  Encourage people in detention to exercise as much agency and take advantage of as many opportunities as they are able to help them reclaim power.
• Remember Guards May Read Your Letters
Be tactful about the subjects you write in your letter and understand that facility officials could read what you write to a detainee. For example, if you talk about immigration or the detention system with anger or disgust, facility staff may read your words and regard volunteers or our detained friends with added suspicion. Your letters are an act of compassionate friendship, not platforms for public policy.
• Be Sensitive to Communication Differences

The person reading your letter may infer messages different than what you intended to convey. The difficult, isolating circumstances that the detainee experiences can cause misunderstandings about what you write, or a detained person to perceive a closer connection than you feel.

• No Proselytizing
Please discuss religion if and when the detainee brings up the topic, but not before the detained person has spoken about faith and religion. Be careful to avoid making it seem like participating in a certain religion is necessary to receive letters from you. It is sometimes religious persecution that has caused someone to flee his or her home, so religion in general may be a complex and painful topic. Some people may have faced death due to their beliefs.
If the detainee finds strength in his faith, it is appropriate to encourage him. This may mean a Christian mailing Muslim prayers or poems to someone. Even if you are not a person of faith, if religion is important to the person you are in contact with, you may want to ask the person to talk about how faith is sustaining them. Have a respectful and full conversation about faith with your friend in detention after she or he has raised the topic.
• Accept and Support Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender people

DC DVN seeks to support any and every person in immigration detention, regardless of his or her race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual identity or orientation, or any other personal characteristic.  We ask you to approach every person you meet in this spirit of acceptance, love and recognition of each person’s humanity.  Be aware that some people have fled their country because of attempts on their life due to their sexual orientation or gender identity and expression, and these may be sensitive topics for some people.
• Direct Questions to Coordination Committee
If issues arise, do not hesitate to speak with the Steering Committee about your questions. You can contact us at washingtonareadvn@gmail.com or dcdvn.pen.pal@gmail.com. 
• Maintain a Record of Your Correspondence 

After you write a letter, please email the Steering Committee with the following information: “I, (your name), wrote (number of letters) to (name of person you are writing) who is in (name of facility) in (month).” It is important to let the Committee know if the person you are writing was transferred to another facility, released, or deported. Finally, please feel free to share your thoughts about how the letter writing is going. 

Thank you for taking the time to build a hopeful, encouraging, human connection through letter writing to those detained in immigration centers in Maryland and Virginia. You are part of building a human network of hope, solidarity, and tangible support. Honoring the dignity of every human being is the foundation for this lifeline of hope. Thank you for being part of DC DVN. 

Addresses and Contact Information for Detention Facilities in Maryland and Virginia
Address the letter like this:

Name

Last four digits of A #

Name of Detention Center

Address

You can only send letters to immigrants in detention. Do not send other items such as pictures, magazines, or books. Please make sure to write letters on standard plain white paper, in black ink, and do not include any color artwork, drawings or ink blots. Mail your letters in plain white business-sized envelopes. Detainees can buy paper and stamps inside the detention centers.
We recommend you use DC DVN’s P.O. Box as your return address.  Letters sent to you at the P.O. Box will be scanned and emailed to you (or forwarded if you request).  If you prefer, you may use your home address.

Our return address is:

DCDVN

P.O. Box 9437

Catonsville, MD 21228

Maryland Detention Centers
Howard County Detention Center
7301 Waterloo Road
Jessup, MD 20794

Worcester County Jail

PO Box 189
Snow Hill, MD 21863

Virginia Detention Centers
Immigration Centers of America – Farmville 
PO Drawer N

Farmville, VA 23901

This document has been adapted from guidelines created by the Restoration Project, Florence.
DC Detention Visitation Network • P.O. Box 9437, Catonsville, MD 21228

www.dcdetentionvisitation.org • washingtonareadvn@gmail.com

