Immigrant Legal Clinic

Mission Statement
The mission of the Tennessee Coalition Against Domestic and
Sexual Violence is to end domestic and sexual violence in
the lives of Tennesseans and to changes societal attitudes and
institutions that promote and condone violence, through public
policy advocacy, education, and activities which increase the
capacity of programs and communities to address such violence.

core values
Inclusiveness
The Coalition and its membership shall not discriminate
against any person. Creating a culture that is sensitive, open
and accepting, we value diversity and strive to reflect in our
organization the array of people we serve.

Safety
We oppose the use of violence in all forms. Each person has the
right to engage in equal relationships without fear of violence.

Integrity
Each individual is unique and inherently worthwhile. We
are building a coalition of confident, creative members, each
one striving for the highest degree of compassion and
ethical behavior.

Empowerment
We operate on principles which ensure that individuals speak
in their own voices. We provide opportunities for personal,
professional and program growth.

Continuous Improvement
We will be dynamic, creative, innovative and visionary leaders
through continuous reflection, commitment to quality and
growth. We will model these values and in so doing serve as role
models for others.

HELP FOR IMMIGRANT VICTIMS
•
•

Are you an immigrant in need of help with your immigration status?
Are you or your children victims of domestic or sexual violence,
stalking or trafficking with sexual assault or domestic violence as part
of the trafficking?

If you answered yes to both questions the Tennessee Coalition Against Domestic
& Sexual Violence Immigrant Legal Clinic may be able to help you.

Are you in an abusive relationship?
Does your partner
• insult you?
• speak negatively about you in front of your children?
• look or act in ways that frighten you?
• control where you go, who you see or what you do?
• take away your money, make you ask for money or
not give you any money?
• control all your actions and order you to account for
how you spend your time?
• forbid you from working or make you stop working?
• make all of the decisions?
• tell you that you are a bad parent or threaten to take
away or harm your children?
• threaten to report you to Immigration and have you deported?
• intimidate you with guns, knives or other weapons?
• push, slap or hit you?
• force you to have sexual relations?
• threaten to commit suicide?
• force you to drop charges against him/her?
Abuse includes
• physical attacks, including forced sexual relations
• verbal insults or harassment
• threats against you or another family member
• harassing telephone calls
• spying and following you
You may be in an abusive relationship if you answered yes to even one.
Help is available.
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Immigrant Legal Clinic
Who are we?

The Immigrant Legal Clinic (“Clinic”) is a program of the
Tennessee Coalition Against Domestic and Sexual Violence. The
Clinic opened in January 2005 and it provides legal advice and
representation on immigration to immigrant and trafficked victims
of domestic or sexual violence in Tennessee.

What do we do?

The Clinic’s focus is assisting immigrant victims of domestic
violence, sexual assault, stalking, and trafficking in obtaining
immigration relief. Some of the forms of relief available to abused
immigrants include (but are not limited to):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) self-petitions
VAWA cancellation of removal
U visa (crime victim visa)
T visa (trafficking visa)
Asylum
Removal of conditions for a conditional green card
Naturalization

Representation by the Clinic may consist of simply advising a
client regarding their options, filing an application with the U.S.
Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) (formerly INS) or
appearing before Immigration Court or other relevant agencies.
Case acceptance and scope of representation is determined on a
case by case basis.
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The Clinic also works to strengthen partnerships between domestic and
sexual violence programs and other community agencies and institutions to
create a coordinated community response to trafficking, domestic violence,
sexual assault and stalking committed against immigrants. The Clinic
provides training and technical assistance to domestic and sexual violence
programs serving Tennessee’s immigrant population. Finally, the Clinic
has developed a network of attorneys and advocates across Tennessee who
provide quality legal assistance to immigrant victims of domestic violence,
sexual assault, stalking and trafficking.

Who does the Clinic serve?

The Clinic provides legal services related to immigration to victims of
domestic or sexual violence and qualifying family members. The Clinic
also serves victims of trafficking who faced sexual assault or domestic
violence as part of their trafficking. Services are available to immigrant
victims residing in Tennessee. There are no strict income guidelines to
be eligible for services; however, prospective clients must show that they
cannot afford to hire an attorney.

How do I get immigration help from the Clinic?

To receive the Clinic’s services, contact the Clinic directly at
(615) 386-9406 or (800) 289-9018.
If you are interested in receiving a training at your agency regarding
immigrant victims, please contact the Clinic directly at (615) 386-9406 or
(800) 289-9018.
If you are an attorney interested in providing pro bono legal services to
immigrant victims please call the Clinic directly at (615) 386-9406 or
(800) 289-9018.
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VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN ACT
(VAWA) SELF-PETITIONS
Generally, U.S. citizens (USC) or lawful permanent residents (LPR) file an
immigrant visa petition with the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services
(USCIS) (formerly INS) on behalf of a spouse or child, so that these family
members may emigrate to or remain in the United States. The petitioner
controls when or if the petition is filed. Unfortunately, some USCs and
LPRs misuse their control of this process to abuse their family members.
As a result, many battered immigrants are afraid to report the abuse to
the police or other authorities. In 1994, Congress passed the Violence
Against Women Act (VAWA) to allow abused spouses and children of USCs
or LPRs to obtain lawful permanent residency through self-petition. The
immigration provisions of VAWA allow certain battered immigrants to file
for immigration relief without the abuser’s assistance or knowledge.
Requirements for qualifying for the VAWA self-petition:
1. You were physically, emotionally or sexually abused by your
spouse, parent, son or daughter; or you are the parent of a child
who has been abused by the child’s other parent;
2. Your abuser must be a lawful permanent resident or a U.S. citizen.
If your abuser lost status (e.g. was deported) in the past two years
you may still qualify if the loss of status was related to domestic
violence;
3. You must have a valid marriage with your abuser OR a parentchild relationship with your abuser. In a parent-child relationship,
you must have been unmarried and under 21 when the abuse
occurred. Step-children may also qualify. You may be eligible to
qualify even if:
• Your marriage was terminated, as long as you file
within two years of your divorce becoming final or
your abuser died in the past 2 years. This only applies
if your abuser was a USC.
• Your abuser was a bigamist (married to more than one
person at the same time).
4. You must currently reside in the U.S. There are a few limited
exceptions to this requirement;
5. If you are the spouse of an abuser, you must prove that you had a
good faith marriage, meaning that you did not get married for the
sole purpose of obtaining immigration benefits; and
6. You must be able to show that you are a person of good
moral character.
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Benefits of applying for immigration status under VAWA
If your VAWA self-petition is approved:
• You will be granted deferred action status, which means that USCIS will
not actively seek to deport you even though you do not have legal status.
• You can apply for employment authorization.
• You can apply for your green card in the U.S.
• You may qualify for certain public benefits.
Warning:
1. You will be granted deferred action status, which means that USCIS will
not actively seek t deport you although you do not have legal status;
2. You must file a VAWA self-petition before the two-year anniversary of your
divorce.
3. Remarrying before approval of your VAWA self-petition may seriously
jeopardize your case.
4. Please be sure to inform your attorney if you have an arrest or criminal
conviction.
If you do not qualify to self-petition under VAWA, you may still be eligible to gain
legal immigration status under other laws.
REMOVAL OF CONDITIONS
Another situation that can impact abused spouses is the two-year conditional status
granted to persons who obtain immigrant status based on a marriage that is less
than two years old when they obtain permanent residence. The general rule is that
both spouses must file a joint petition to remove the condition within two years
after the foreign spouse obtains conditional residence.
This requirement of joint petition to remove the condition increases problems
in cases where domestic violence exists because the requirement can cause an
abused spouse to remain in the abusive situation, rather than leave the risk the
abuser’s refusal to sign the joint petition. To prevent this type of situation, the
immigration laws provide special waivers of the joint petition requirement.
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U VISA: IMMIGRATION STATUS
FOR CRIME VICTIMS
In October 2000, the U.S. Congress passed a law creating a new temporary status
called the U visa for certain crime victims. If you are in the U.S. without legal
status and have been the victim of a crime, you may be eligible for temporary legal
status and, eventually, lawful permanent resident status.
Who is eligible for a U visa?
Victims of certain crimes listed in the law are eligible for a U visa if (1) they have
suffered substantial physical or mental abuse as a result of being a crime victim; (2)
they have information about the crime; (3) they are, have been or will be helpful
to legal authorities investigating or prosecuting the crime; and (4) the qualifying
criminal activity ocurred in the U.S. The law lists 26 separate crimes, including
domestic violence, rape, abusive sexual contact, abduction, blackmail and
felonious assault.
Crimes that may qualify you for the U visa
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Rape
Torture
Trafficking
Incest
Domestic violence
Sexual assault
Abusive sexual contact
Prostitution
Sexual exploitation
Female genital mutilation
Being held hostage
Peonage
Involuntary servitude
Slave trade
Kidnapping

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Abduction
Unlawful criminal restraint
False imprisonment
Blackmail
Extortion
Manslaughter
Murder
Felonious assault
Witness tampering
Obstruction of justice
Perjury
Attempt, conspiracy, or
solicitation to commit any of
the above mentioned crimes

What are the benefits of a U Visa? Can my family benefit too?
Approved U visa applicants will receive 4 years of temporary legal status and work
authorization. People with U visa status may be able to apply for their green card
after 3 years of continuous physical presence in the U.S. if they meet certain other
requirements. The spouse and children of a U visa applicant may qualify for U visa
status. Parents and siblings of the U visa applicant, if siblings are under the age of
21, may also qualify for U visa status if they meet other requirements in the law.
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T VISA: immigration status for
victims of HUMAN TRAFFICKING
Under the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000, the T visa was established
to allow victims of severe trafficking to become temporary residents of the U.S.
Severe forms of trafficking include:
(1) sex trafficking in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or
coercion or the person induced to perform such an act is under 18: or
(2) the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining of a
person for labor or services, through the use of force, fraud, or coercion,
for the purpose of subjecting that person to involuntary servitude, peonage,
debt bondage, or slavery.
Who is eligible for a T Visa?
1. You must be a victim of severe trafficking (defined above);
2. You must be physically present in the U.S. or at a port of entry on account
of trafficking;
3. You have complied with any reasonable request for assistance in
investigating or prosecuting trafficking (if 18 or older); and
4. You would suffer extreme hardship involving unusual and severe harm
upon removal from the U.S.
What are the benefits of a T visa?
Approved T visa applicants will receive 4 years of temporary legal status and work
authorization and may apply for their green cards after three years. An adult victim
of human trafficking may apply for admission of his or her spouse and children. A
victim who is under 21 at the time of the application may apply for admission of
his or her spouse, children, parent, and unmarried siblings who are under 18 when
the victim applies for his or her T visa.
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ASYLUM
Asylum, withholding of removal, and Convention Against Torture (“CAT”) are forms
of protection that allow individuals who are present in the United States permission
to stay because it is too dangerous to return to their home country.
Who can apply for asylum?
You may be granted asylum if you are within the United States and you can show
the following:
1. You are afraid to return to your country; AND
2. Your government is trying to harm you or your government will not protect
you from harm; AND
3. You can show persecution or a “well-founded fear of persecution” because
of your political opinion, religion, race, nationality or membership in a
particular social group. For example, if you are a victim of severe domestic
beatings and sexual abuse, you may be granted asylum.
What are the benefits and risks of applying for asylum?
If your asylum application is granted, you will be able to stay in the U.S. and apply
for work authorization. After one year, you will also be able to apply for a green
card. You may be able to bring your spouse and children to the U.S. However, if
you are not granted asylum, you may be ordered to return to your country.
When should I apply?
You must apply for asylum within 1 year of your last arrival in the U.S. If you have
already been in the U.S. for more than 1 year, there is a possibility that you may
still be able to apply for asylum. Talk to an attorney about why you did not apply
within the 1-year deadline. If there is not a reasonable explanation for not filing
within that 1-year deadline, you may still be eligible for withholding of removal
and/or CAT.
Disclaimer:
This is for informational purposes only and should not be considered legal advice.
If you feel that any of these forms of relief describe your situation, please consult
with an immigration attorney or BIA representative.
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Other Resources
Statewide Domestic Violence and Child Abuse Hotline
1 (800) 356-6767
National Domestic Violence Hotline
1 (800) 799-7233
TN Criminal Injuries Compensation Program
(Financial Assistance for Victims of Crime)
Division of Claims Administration
9th Floor Andrew Jackson Building
Nashville, TN 37243-0243
Phone: (615) 741-2734
Fax: (615) 532-4979
Email: criminal.injury@state.tn.us
Website: www.treasury.state.tn.us/injury
Metro Nashville Police Department
Domestic Violence Division
60 Peabody Street
Nashville, TN 37210
(615) 880-3000
Emergency: 911
Nonemergency: (615) 862-8600
National Center for the Victims of Crime
1 (800) FYI-CALL
National Network to End Domestic Violence
660 Pennsylvania Ave, SE, Suite 303
Washington, DC 20003
Phone: (202) 543-5566
Fax: (202) 543-5626
www.nnedv.org
Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN)
National Rape Hotline
(800) 656-HOPE (4673)
www.rainn.org
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List of documents
Identification of applicant and current status
Passport, I-94 card, immigration documentation
Your birth certificate
Other documents from USCIS (formerly INS) that you have received or sent

Evidence of Abusive Spouse’s Immigration Status
Spouse’s passport
Spouse’s birth certificate, Naturalization Certificate,
or Green Card/Legal Permanent Resident Card
Other (check stubs or documents with abuser’s social security number,
Approval Notice for I-130 petition filed by abuser, any USCIS document or
letter with the abuser’s A number, etc.)

Current Residence in U.S.
Utility bills, rent receipts, or lease agreements
Diplomas, grade reports, etc.
Letters, packages, etc. addressed you and your spouse

Residence with spouse
Statement in personal declaration
Photos of the family together
Declarations from friends, neighbor, witnesses, etc.
Letters addressed to you and your spouse, together or in separate letters,
at the same address
Deeds or leases to property showing both spouses’ names

Good Moral Character
Police record from every place you have residence for more than 6 months
within the last 3 years
Documents from children’s school
Declaration stating your good moral character. This should be included in
your personal declaration
Declarations and letters from friends, teachers, neighbors, religious figures or
family members explaining that you are a person of good moral character
continued on next page
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Evidence that marriage was in good faith
Personal declaration
Marriage certificate, marriage license, etc.
Birth certificate of children or other evidence of common child
Credit cards, utility, and other bills in both spouses’ names
Mail addressed to you and your spouse
Court, hospital and political documents that reflect your marriage
Evidence of termination of prior marriages:
• Divorce decree
• Annulment decree
• Death certificate
Identification or applications under married name
(driver’s license, voter registration card, etc.)
Evidence of courtship, such as letters and photographs of the couple
Evidence of marriage, such as photographs, letters, cards, invitations,
vacations, etc.
Joint bank account statements or jointly filed income tax returns
Wills or insurance policies showing one spouse is the beneficiary of the other
Documents from mutual debts or property under both names
(vehicle registration, mortgage, etc.)
School or medical records

Aggression and Extreme Cruelty
Personal Declaration: You need to prove that you were/are a victim of
domestic violence
Photographs of injuries, broken furniture, etc.
Letters of support (reports from doctors, psychologists, religious leaders,
children’s teachers, people from work)
Declaration from friends and individuals who were witnesses to the abuse or
knew of the abuse in any way, shape or form
Documents or letters from any agencies that know or have known of the abuse
(shelters, doctors, nurses, social workers, documents or records from police)
• Order of protection
• Shelter records
• Counseling records
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• Medical records documenting abuse
• Police reports
• Court records

Immigrant Legal Clinic
2 International Plaza Dr., Suite 425
Nashville, Tennessee 37217

Phone: 615-386-9406 800-289-9018
Fax: 615-724-1399
Email: tncoalition@tncoalition.org
Website: www.tncoalition.org
Statewide crisis line: 800-356-6767

This publication is funded by Tennessee Department of
Finance and Administration, Office of Criminal Justice
Programs grant number Z0921327000. The opinions
contained within this document are those of the author and do
not necessarily represent the official position of the Office of
Criminal Justice Programs.

