Reflections 

By Hiroshi Motomura

Founding Board Member 

RMIAN started small, and started slowly.  Maybe like all things that matter, it started with an idea.  In fact, for a long time, it was just an idea and just a little bit more.  The details have become murky in my mind as the years have passed, but I don’t think I’m making up any of this.
 

In early 1991, Dan Kowalski reached out to me when he was the chair of the Colorado Chapter of AILA.  I had been teaching at Colorado Law for almost ten years, but I was just starting to think of myself as a teacher and scholar focusing on immigration and citizenship law.  With his encouragement, I started arranging for students in my Immigration Law class to attend what were then called deportation hearings, some in the federal building in downtown Denver, and some at the detention facility in Aurora, then run by the Wackenhut Corporation under contract with the Immigration and Naturalization Service.  

 

At one of those hearings, I met a young lawyer (we were all young then) named Curt Heidtke.  He was representing a Romanian man who had filed a claim for asylum in the United States on account of persecution based on political opinion.  If I remember correctly, Curt was representing his client on a pro bono basis.  At the end of the hearing, the judge ruled against Curt’s client.  Afterwards, Curt came up to me and wondered out loud, why aren’t there more lawyers for everyone who is in immigration detention out here and facing deportation?  What kind of a system is this?  

 

From that hearing and others that I observed with my students, I knew that Curt was right.  I later helped Curt with the appeal of this client’s case, ultimately to the Tenth Circuit court of appeals (where we would lose, I must report).  By then, Dan Kowalski and I had become good friends, and I knew that he had been concerned, for a long time, about what Curt had shown me.  

 

Dan and I started talking about the problem and what might be done about it.  He knew that there were immigration lawyers who could be counted on to take an occasional pro bono case and to help other lawyers who would volunteer but didn’t have much immigration law knowledge or experience.  And I thought I could talk the law school at CU into giving credit to law students if I set up an externship, in which a student would help with the time-consuming process of interviewing detainees at Wackenhut, analyzing their cases with the help of immigration lawyers in Denver, and helping to hand off each case to a volunteer lawyer.  

 

Like all good ideas, it took a lot of work by many people to put this idea into some semblance of action.  Dan took the lead in getting the official involvement of the AILA Colorado Chapter, which took the key step of folding our idea into something called the Pro Bono Coordinating Committee of the chapter.  (I don’t recall, though others might,  if the Coordinating Committee had existed before this time, or whether it was created as a vehicle for chapter support for our idea.)   Several lawyers in the AILA chapter helped us work out an arrangement with the warden at Wackenut—I believe it was Craig Dobson—to give our law students access, so that they could interview detainees who wanted to talk to them.  I think with gratitude of the key role that Ken Stern and David Simmons played in making those contacts and encouraging us to press on.  

 

The Denver Bar Association, through its Metro Volunteer Lawyers program, gave us the use of a phone line—this was before email and websites and technologies that are now commonplace—for detainees to leave messages for us.  I recruited a succession of law students, from both Colorado and Denver law schools, who put their energies and talents to work in this fluid and sometimes chaotic arrangement.  I know I’ll leave out some names, but in those early years they included Juliet Basile, Tracy Ashmore, Carol Lehman, Ron Wada, Dan Horne, Craig Iha, Tessa Alexander, and Ari Weitzhandler.  

 

It’s sometimes too easy to look back on something that has achieved success, and to think that the path taken was somehow inevitable, or that the timeline led surely if slowly to where we are today.  But that would overlook the reality, in the case of what would become RMIAN, of the precariousness of the enterprise in its early years.  There were entire semesters or summers during this period—this story is still back in the mid-1990s—when we had no student available to do the intake, and so we were dormant.  Sometimes I thought those short periods of occasional hibernation might have been a good thing after all.  It allowed us to regroup, to reassess and reaffirm our commitment to the idea, and then to come back with more energy when we again had a law student working with us.  

 

These were the years when the model slowly evolved that would become central to RMIAN’s identity and operations.  We knew there were more cases than immigration lawyers in the Denver area could handle, but we also knew that there were plenty of lawyers would be willing to take cases on a pro bono basis if we would only get the clients to them, and provide our volunteer lawyers with basic training and maybe some mentoring along the way.  

 

This led to a key collaboration with the Colorado Bar Association, which agreed to host what became an annual training program for lawyers who had little or no knowledge of immigration law.  They could come to an all-day training for a nominal charge if they agreed to take one pro bono case in the coming year.  At time before it was possible to send out information to Colorado lawyers by email, Colorado CLE paid to print and mail thousands of brochure for our training program each year.  

 

And so the program took shape in a model that remains unusually efficient today.  A core group mobilizes the resources and goodwill of a great many volunteer lawyers to provide immigration law services to many more indigent clients than would otherwise be possible to help.  

 

But the program was still on shaky ground in the mid-to-late 1990s.  There were just a half-dozen or so of us, though our ranks would be energized each time a talented young lawyer joined our committee or helped with its work.  They included Pat Medige, Laura Lichter, Jeff Joseph, and Laurie Herndon, as well as former interns Carol Lehman and Ari Weitzhandler as they became lawyers.  (Again, I know I’m leaving out key names, and I apologize for omissions, some of which are probably both glaring and embarrassing.)   

 

One response that this group developed to counter the fluctuations in student help was greater involvement by Colorado immigration lawyers directly, who went to immigration court and met with detainees to evaluate their cases for possible referral.  For several years we circulated a pro bono calendar at monthly AILA meetings, and attorneys signed up.  Laura, Ari, Pat, and others consistently pitched in.  

 

From the mid-1990s to the late 1990s, the Coordinating Committee was truly in the business of coordinating.  There were a lot of moving parts: supervising the student interns, the intake by pro bono attorneys from AILA, the training programs and then mentoring for volunteers from the general community of Denver area lawyers.  Perhaps it was the knowledge that all of us involved in these various moving parts were relying on each other that kept us going as a group, and gradually turning an idea into an organization.

 

Looking back on RMIAN’s history, the next key moment—indeed the start of our history as “RMIAN”—was the moment when a first-year law student at Colorado named Sun-Young Chi walked into my office and asked for my advice and help in finding a summer job in immigration law or immigrants’ rights.  I referred her to Cheryl Martinez at Catholic immigration Services, and also to the Justice Information Center, but Sun-Young and I talked about the fact that there were few immigration legal services for the indigent in the Denver area, and that the Pro Bono Coordinating Committee of the AILA Colorado Chapter was doing the only work out at Wackenhut.  Around that time, I’d heard of a program that the American Bar Association had for “mini-grants” of $5000 to support organizations that did pro bono work.  Hmm….

 

Sun-Young and I applied for that grant on behalf of the Coordinating Committee.  And so she had her summer job.  We heard of more grant money that might be available.  That led to a grant of about $12,000 from the Lutheran Immigration and Refugees Services (LIRS).  By the time Sun-Young graduated from law school, we had cobbled together enough funding to give her a part-time job.   

 

In this process, it became clear that the idea that started with Dan, Curt, me, and my students in the early 1990s would have to “grow up” and become a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, so that we could be eligible for grants and more effectively solicit private donations.  By this time, we had won the steady support of the law firm of Holland and Hart, which had very generously hosted our occasional and increasingly regular meetings as the Coordinating Committee.  Holland and Hart handled our incorporation as a nonprofit.  But we needed a name to go with the idea.

 

I don’t remember the other names that we considered.  But I know we wanted to think about ourselves as a regional entity, hence “Rocky Mountain.”  We thought of ourselves as something that reached out beyond our core group to mobilize others, hence “Network.”  We were, of course, helping immigrants, and we were involved in advocacy, though I recall some of us wondered out loud if that term might leave the locus or type of our advocacy ambiguous.  In the end, we may have been attracted, too, by having an immigration court legal services project, involved largely in deportation defense, with an acronym that would be, with a bit of offbeat phonetics, pronounced “remain.”  And so RMIAN it became, ten years ago.

 

I’ve given you the “pre-history” of RMIAN.  I guess that makes me a dinosaur.  Our history is better known to readers or better left for others to tell, so I’ll fast forward through the first part of this past decade.  Sun-Young became not only the first employee but also the first Executive Director.  And the next big step forward was hiring Mekela Goehring.  I’d known Mekela since she was a student in my Civil Procedure class at CU.  She was coming off a clerkship with the Colorado Court of Appeals when she applied for the staff attorney position that we’d newly created.  I knew we’d be lucky to hire her, and when that happened, I knew we were set.   Even if RMIAN didn’t make it in the long term, at least we would have launched the careers of two fine advocates for immigrants.  But then we began to put down roots as an organization.  We won more steady funding and then were chosen as a Legal Orientation Presentation site under a then-new Department of Justice program to help noncitizens in detention.  A few years later, we had Kristin Petri join us as an Equal Justice Works Fellow to start the children’s project that has become an integral part of our work.

 

We’ve grown and matured a great deal over these past ten years.   We’ve been blessed by many wonderful student interns from CU, from the University of Denver, many of whom have gone on to great things both in immigration law and in other fields.   And I have always believed that we have the best staff of any immigration nonprofit—or maybe any nonprofit, period—in the country. 

 

Looking back, I think a lot of the values and priorities of RMIAN are the legacy of the early years, of a commitment above all to an idea that was simple yet profound about a way to help the immigrant community.  
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