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HUMAN RIGHTS ADVOCATES CONDEMN DENIAL OF ACCESS TO U.N. INDEPENDENT EXPERT TO MONMOUTH COUNTY JAIL

HUMAN RIGHTS GROUPS CALL FOR AN EXPLANATION
NEWARK, N.J. — Advocates for human rights and open government expressed profound disappointment in the decision to deny Jorge Bustamante, the United Nations Special Rapporteur for the Human Rights of Migrants, access to the Monmouth County jail, which he was scheduled to visit as part of his three week fact-finding mission in the United States this month.

The groups, in a letter sent to Department of Homeland Security (DHS) Secretary Michael Chertoff, are requesting an official response from the U.S. government to explain why the independent observer was blocked from entering the jail.

The Monmouth County Correctional Institution houses approximately 150 immigrant detainees under contract with the U.S. Customs and Immigration Enforcement (ICE), the enforcement arm of DHS. It is one of five facilities in New Jersey that rents bed space to immigration authorities.  Approximately, 1,000 immigrant detainees are confined in New Jersey facilities and 37,500 nationwide. Recently, detainees in the jail went on a hunger strike to protest unanswered complaints and treatment.

According to official statements released two weeks ago by the Office of the U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights in Geneva, U.N. Special Rapporteur Bustamante was scheduled to visit the Monmouth County Correctional Institution in Freehold, N.J., on Monday, May 14, at the invitation of the U.S. government.

“Despite advance arrangements, we have now learned that the government is not allowing the U.N. expert to visit the Monmouth jail,” said Amy Gottlieb, Program Director of the American Friends Service Committee Immigrant Rights Program in Newark. “The jail, Sheriff’s Department and Department of Homeland Security officials are pointing fingers at each other without providing any real answers to community members who deserve an explanation.”

“The UN expert’s visit would have provided an opportunity for a credible neutral party to observe first hand the conditions migrants face in detention,” said JoJo Annobil, Supervising Attorney with the Legal Aid Society of New York, Immigration Law Unit. “It is disappointing because greater transparency is in everyone’s best interest.”

“We were looking forward to the visit of the Special Rapporteur as an opportunity to draw attention to the conditions immigrant detainees endure,” said Deborah Jacobs, Executive Director of the American Civil Liberties Union of New Jersey. “It’s very troubling that the jail appears to be operating under a shroud of secrecy at a time when such facilities are in desperate need of reform.”

The U.N. Special Rapporteur recently completed his three-week fact-finding mission after meeting with dozens of human rights and immigrant groups to learn about migrant workers, the impact of local ordinances that seek to regulate immigration, and the conditions at U.S immigration detention facilities. His visit was the first broad-based international inquiry into allegations of human rights abuses against migrants in the United States. He will report his findings to the UN.

The federal government canceled the Special Rapporteur’s visit to another immigration detention facility during his US country visit on May 7, 2007.  The tour of Hutto — a converted private prison that houses about 400 immigrants, including children and asylum seekers — was considered a major part of the Special Rapporteur’s fact-finding mission.

“The system of deportation and detention in this country needs more oversight and more accountability, not less," said Alina Das, Attorney with the New York State Defenders Association Immigrant Defense Project. "The fact that the Special Rapporteur could not observe the conditions in two detention facilities scheduled for visits during his important fact-finding mission should be a wake-up call to our elected officials that much more attention needs to be given to protecting the rights of immigrants facing deportation and detention in the U.S.”

