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WHY IS THE U.S. TURNING AWAY
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For Rodi Alvarado and other women who flee their
countries to escape abuse, U.S. asylum may be the only

“l had to leave

Guatemala to
save my life.”

RODI’S STORY

For 10 vears, Rodi Alvarado, 35, was
brutally beaten by her husband, a former
soldier in Guatemala. He lashed her

with electrical cords, raped her, and
smashed her head through windows,
Despite her repeated attempts to get help,
Guatemalan police and couris refused to
iervens, dismissing the violence as a

“famify matter.” At one point Rodi ran
away, bul her hugband found her—and
beat her unconscious. Afraid for her life
and seeing no ofher escape, Rodi fled
Guatemala for the United States in 1995,
Aler she was apprehended by the 1,5,

Immiaration and Maturalization Ser

she applied for agylum, claiming her
husband®s abuse—and her government's
refusal to protect her—as grownds for
being shielded in the LLS. For eight years,
Rodi's has been in limbo, while she
continues to live in fear that she will be
deporled Duck o ali I she is,
she's certain that her husband will find
her—andd this time, kill har,

hope. But there's a battle raging: Does domestic
violence qualify a person for asylum?

BY KIMEERLEY SEVCIK

B In the U5, relugees are legally
defined as those who lace persccu-
tinn in their home countries be-
cause ul race, religion, nadionalily,
pilitical opinion, or memhbership
i a particular social group, Cur-
rently, gender is net considered a
social group—despite the fact thae
heing a woman in many countrics
can he as dangerous as being a
Kurd in Saddam Hussein's Irag.
Mumerous counteies condinme Lo
follow traditions and laws thal
allow men to ahuse and even kill
wonneen just Decause they' e female,

Human-righe organizanons say
a change is long overdue, ' 'he
definivon of ‘refugee” was con-
structed alter Waorld War 1, and
wsternationad liomanerghs law bas
evolved sinee then,” sayvs Wendy
Young, director ol governmeni
relations for the Women's Com-
missinn for Relugee Women andd
Chilelren.,
rights of women and children, and

“We now recognize the

that delinition has o keep pace,”
The Homeland Security De-
partment is planning to dralt new
regulations on gender asyvlum, bt
i the post-S94 11 climawe ol fear

what you can do

Australia, Britain, Canada, reland, New Zealand, Sweden, and South Africa all recognize

tha tate of ab
warmen in his

about immigration, human-rights
groups fear the regulations will
he even more restrictive. In the
meaniine, Adorney General Jolhin
Asheralt 15 expecred o decide

Fodi Alvarado's fate soon. I

Asherolt rules against her, the
ramifications for women around
the world could be devastaong,
“ecisions rom the attorney gen-
eral are usually precedenc-sewing,”
explains Rodi's avoeney, Karen
Musalo, director off San Fran-
cisra's Clenter e Grender and
Beefugee Studies at the Uiiversity
ol Cahilornia, Hasungs School of
Law. “A negative decision in the
Abvarado case could close the door

to women Heeing a wide range ol

gender-related harms. "

Even worse, it might acoually
learl 1o an escalation of ahuose,
“Buch of the world takes its cue
on human righis lrom the U5
says Musalo, In other words, il the
LL5. doesn’t treat crimes against
women with the utmost gravily
and protect those women whe
seek help—it will be sending a mes-
suge Lo the rest of the world tha
wonnien don’t matter, O

gandar-asylum claime. Join Amnesty International’s campaign to urga tha LLS. gov-
ermnment to grant asylum to Rodi Alvarado and all women applying for gender-relatad
asylum: Log on to wwwammestyos.org/wormen, then click on “take action.”
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