




February 27, 2003

The Honorable John Ashcroft

Attorney General

Department of Justice

950 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.

Room 440

Washington, D.C. 20530-0001


Re: U.S. Government Policy and Regulations Regarding Gender-Based Persecution

                   Asylum Claims 

Dear Attorney General Ashcroft:

I write to you again on behalf of the U.S. Catholic Bishops Committee on Migration regarding our concerns for the proper treatment of asylum-seekers in the United States, including women fleeing from the human rights violations of domestic violence, trafficking, rape, coercive family planning and harmful traditional practices.  The U.S. and other major jurisdictions around the world have recognized the above human rights violations as gender-based persecution from which the victims need protection as refugees.
It has been reported that the Department of Justice intends, through regulations, to severely limit the ability of women fleeing such gender-based persecution to seek refugee protection in the United States.  We strongly urge against any changes to current asylum law and practices that would limit access to asylum and make women more vulnerable to human rights violations.

The U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) recently renewed our commitment to working against violence against women and providing protection.  In a statement entitled, “When I Call for Help: A Pastoral Response to Domestic Violence Against Women,” the USCCB stated:

As pastors of the Catholic Church in the United States, we state as clearly and strongly as we can that violence against women, inside or outside the home, is never justified. Violence in any form"—physical, sexual, psychological, or verbal"—is sinful; often, it is a crime as well.

Condemnation of such violence is not sufficient.  We understand that we must also provide protection and work toward solutions.  The Catholic Church holds a special interest in the plight of refugees and asylum-seekers and throughout the world works towards upholding their dignity and human rights.  The Catholic Church in the United States, through the work of Migration and Refugee Services, the Catholic Legal Immigration Network, Inc. (CLINIC), Catholic Relief Services, Catholic Charities and Catholic dioceses and parishes, provides assistance, resettlement services and legal services to refugees, asylum-seekers and, most recently, victims of trafficking, most of whom are women and children. The Catholic Church has been able to respond to human rights violations against women through important partnerships with the U.S. government. 
The recent passage and implementation of the “Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act” (the “VTVPA”) is just one example of how the U.S. government and non-governmental entities like the Church have been able to collaborate to pursue solutions for the benefit of women and our nation.  Your support and leadership have been crucial to moving forward with protection and support to trafficking victims under this Act.  We hope that you will demonstrate the same kind of support for women who are the targets of other types of gender-based persecution.
We, therefore, urge you not to publish any new or restrictive regulations on the subject of gender-based persecution asylum claims.  A decision to issue such restrictive regulations would be inconsistent with your other laudable government initiatives to assist women who flee human rights violations.

Thank you for your consideration of our views.






Sincerely,






Most Reverend Thomas G. Wenski






Chairman, USCCB Committee on Migration

 




Auxiliary Bishop of Miami
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