
August 30, 2011

Mr. Dan Ruben
Executive Director, Equal Justice America
13540 East Boundary Road, Suite 204
Midlothian, VA 23112

Dear Mr. Ruben,

This summer I had the honor to work with Bay Area Legal Aid helping undocumented 
victims of domestic violence and sexual assault obtain immigration relief. Working with BayLegal’s 
regional immigration coordinator, Catherine Ward-Seitz, I met with clients and their families, 
solicited relevant documentation and drafted final applications for “U Visas” under the Violence 
Against Women Act of 2000 (VAWA). This congressional act created the U Visa, which provides 
working papers and a path to citizenship for victims of certain crimes, including domestic violence 
and sexual assault, who have cooperated with police or prosecutors in the investigation or 
prosecution of the crimes against them.

I was lucky to meet many of these women and learn not only of the suffering they had 
endured, but also about the ways in which they had become empowered and changed their lives. 
Taking a woman out of the shadows created by her undocumented status, removing the associated 
fear and barriers, is in many ways the ultimate emancipation for a survivor of abuse. For these 
women, their abusers often controlled every aspect of their lives: whom they saw and talked to; 
where they went; what they wore; if they were allowed to work; and their finances. Obtaining 
physical liberty is the first step; obtaining independence is the goal.

One woman in particular whom I worked with had a deep impact on me. She was very quiet 
and timid upon our first meeting. She actually seemed scared, and I made a serious effort to make 
her feel comfortable despite the circumstances: our task at that meeting was to draft a declaration, or 
written account for immigration authorities, of the 15 years of abuse she had suffered at the hands 
(and fists and boots) of her husband. Over time, she began to open up to me and explain not only 
the depth of degradation she had endured, but also the path she had slowly embarked upon over the 
years to finally separate from her abuser. Her personal experience of learning and growing—of 
realizing that her violent relationship was not what “love” meant—was inspiring. Indeed, her 
difficult past had given her hope: she was seeking the U Visa to work and support her children, and 
even hoped to attend school, since she’d only gotten through the fourth grade in Mexico. She 
beamed with pride at the fact that her youngest son was about to start college this fall. That smile 
has stayed with me, and provides me strength when faced with challenges in my work.

I embarked upon this fellowship committed to public service, and I finish this summer even 
more excited. Thank you to Equal Justice America and The William and Inez Mabie Family 
Foundation for strengthening my conviction to spend a lifetime working to help others.

With deep gratitude,

Nina Maria Catalano
Harvard Law School 
JD Candidate, 2012




