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Best Practices for Writing Letters of Solidarity to Individuals in Immigration Detention 
Louisiana Advocates for Immigrants in Detention (LA AID) 

 
Adapted from and expanding upon materials created by Freedom for Immigrants 

 
Thoughts to Have in Mind 

 
● Immigration detention functions to physically and psychologically torture people and thus 
pressure them into ending their fight for their right to stay in the United States. 
● ICE knows that people in immigration detention have strong cases and valid reasons to fear return to 
their countries of origin, so ICE has an incentive to ensure that detention facilities are as intolerable 
as possible so that people feel unable to stand one more day - let alone an indefinite length of time 
that could be years - in a cage. 
● Even individuals who fear torture or death if they were to be deported may end up being forced to 
stop fighting their cases just because the conditions and abuses in these facilities are purposefully 
designed so as to be literally unbearable. 
● One way to demonstrate our support for people in ICE detention is to write them messages of 
solidarity. Many people in ICE detention request to receive letters from community members 
because they feel isolated, forgotten, and hopeless. Notes of encouragement and shared struggle can 
lift up their spirits, offer feelings of hope, and provide a sense of community. 
● Letters also serve the function of informing detention facility staff that these individuals have 
community support from people on the outside. 
 

Tips for Writing Letters 
 

• We provide letter templates but very much would like the words to come from your heart! 
• Start off by introducing yourself and explaining why you chose to write a letter to them.  
• Be clear about your commitment. Let the person know you will write them every 2 weeks? Month? 

So much about their situation is unpredictable and out of their control; try to be someone offering 
consistency and follow-through! Include an envelope and stamp so your friend can write you back. 
Detainees pay for paper, envelopes, and stamps.  

• Write your letter in their native language if you know it. One of the first questions that you should 
ask is “In what language would you like to receive your letters?” If you do not speak that language, 
Google Translate can help enough to make it readable by the person. Asking a friend that speaks the 
language to translate your letters to and from your penpal is a great way to get someone else 
involved with this movement! 

• Think about what messages you might find uplifting if you were experiencing prolonged, indefinite 
detention. What would you want to be reminded about if you were being held in a windowless cell 
or huge dormitory? What would help you build up your strength and faith in the face of intolerable 
conditions and rampant abuses by guards? 

• Include details! Prison is so absolute that the details of life on the outside become distant 
memories. Smells, textures, and sounds of the street all get grayed out behind bars. Share more 
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about yourself, your city/state, interesting things! Detainment is isolating, lonely, and boring - so 
reading stories, info about you, life in your town is a fun break from the monotony. 

• Remember that people in detention have limited access to news. What has been going on in the 
movement for immigrants’ rights, or maybe even just your local community? What are some 
reasons that they should feel optimistic? 

• Try not to forget that people in ICE detention are just that - people. They are not victims, heroes or 
martyrs. Try to avoid any overwrought language that could inadvertently lead to increased feelings 
of stress or anxiety. 

• Keep in mind that what you write may be read by ICE and/or detention facility staff. While that 
shouldn’t preclude any and all political language (on the contrary, it’s helpful to let people in ICE 
detention know that you find their confinement unjust), please avoid any reference to activities that 
are criminalized or could be considered threatening by authorities. If anyone experiences retaliation 
as a result, it will be the person inside - not you. 

• Opt for spiritual over religious language - while many people in ICE detention are people of faith, 
we want to avoid making any assumptions or coming off as proselytizing. As you get to know your 
penpal, these are the things you will learn about them. 

 
Ideas in Addition to Sending Letters 

 
• Send printed articles/stories (some people have copied books sections at a time and mailed them in! 

A volunteer once copied a bible in Hindi and mailed it in at the request of the detainee!) 
• To mail books, the facilities will only accept them directly from the publisher. Thriftbooks.com has 

great prices on books. Just remember to send the book in their native language. 
• Sometimes, folks might need information on parole or bond processes. We have resources prepared 

by SPLC & Al Otro Lado that outline this in Spanish and English and can provide these to you. 
 

Questions that May Arise 
 

• Sharing your phone number. This is ultimately your call; however, we advise against doing this as 
sometimes your number can be spread to others in the facility and now you’re getting dozens of 
calls a week from various people! 

• Sharing your address. This is also your call.  We have set up a PO Box so that your return address can 
be Louisiana AID, P.O. Box 51441, Lafayette, LA 70505. Our volunteers will receive mail, scan 
letters, and get them to you.  

• People will likely ask for legal help. With more than 8000 individuals in detention facilities in 
Louisiana, and about 8 immigration attorneys doing detention work, this is unfortunately just not 
possible. You can send them a list of attorneys that they or their family can reach out to; but don’t 
suggest or promise that you can help with this. Clarify in your first letter that you are a volunteer 
and not a lawyer or social worker. 

• If someone is at a place of getting released on bond and needs bond funds, we can provide a list of 
nonprofits that provide bond funds for their families to reach out to. 
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A Few More Notes 
 

• We want to hear from you.  Please report back to us any requests, complaints, descriptions of 
conditions inside that the person may have.  

• If the person would like to report any issues, they can call the Freedom for Immigrants Hotline at 
209-757-3733 (outside of detention) or 9233 inside the detention centers (M-F 8a-10p CT). 

• If your penpal is released, let us know so we can assign a new person to you.  If you don’t hear from 
anyone for a month, let us know.  They may have been moved or released at a moment’s notice. It is 
common for people to not respond since we are kept in the dark about many of their whereabouts! 
There is a tool you can use to check to see if updated information is available. You can enter their A# 
and country of origin at https://locator.ice.gov/odls/ to find out what facility they are in. 

• The proper way to address the letter to your penpal is: 
Full Name 
A# xxx-xxx-xxx 
Address of Detention Center 
If the A# (alien number) is not on the envelope, it will be returned. 

• Remind your pen pal to keep your address in case they are moved from that facility for any reason. 
It is likely we would not be able to track the new address and would lose contact completely. Having 
your address (or the PO BOX) means they can contact you with their updated contact information. 

 
Sample Letter #1 

 
Dear Friend, 
 
Today I learned that every day, the U.S. government incarcerates 34,000 
immigrants in detention facilities all across the country. I am writing to tell you that I 
am sorry, and to reassure you that you are not alone or forgotten. Even though we 
have never met, I am thinking of you and sending warm wishes your way. 
 
If you are interested, I would like to be your pen pal. Every month we can write 
letters to each other. 
 
Please understand that I am not a lawyer or social worker, but am writing simply as 
a concerned friend. If you would like to be my pen pal, please write me back at: 
 
Your courage and strength are inspirational! 
All the best, 
Sam 
 

                                                                          Sample Letter #2 

     Hello: 
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We are Dave and Joyce Thomas writing to you from New Orleans, a city in Louisiana located several 
hours from the detention center. 
 
We understand that it must be lonely for you and we wanted to reach out to you by writing to let 
you know there are people out here who are thinking of you. We are appalled by the actions of 
I.C.E. and the United States and hope someday soon you will be released and find freedom. We are 
retirees and do not have any legal background - we are merely caring people. We have been 
involved in a few organizations that are working for and with immigrants who are experiencing a 
similar situation as you. We got your name from one of them - Louisiana Aid - which works alongside 
Freedom for Immigrants. 
 
As we imagine you have heard, the COVID-19 pandemic has shutdown many cities, including New 
Orleans. Since we depend on tourists, life has changed dramatically from what it usually is. New 
Orleans is known for its wonderful music, entertainment, and cuisine and that has all shut down. 
Time will tell how things will turn out. This time has certainly allowed us to get things done around 
the house and accomplish other things we have been putting off for quite some time. 
 
As retirees we were very busy with a number of volunteer activities. We are feral cat trappers. What 
that entails is trapping the feral cats so they can be spayed or neutered so they will not produce 
more homeless kittens on the city streets. Once they have had their surgery, since they cannot be 
domesticated, we return them to their colony. Last year out group of trappers trapped over 1,000 
cats. The program is called T.N.R. which stands for Trap/Neuter/Return. 
 
We would enjoy corresponding with you now and when you are released (wherever you end up 
going), and we have included a self-addressed, stamped envelope. Please write back to let us know 
that you received this note and if you would like to continue writing each other. 
 
In solidarity, 
Dave and Joyce Thomas 
 
We speak only English and have used Google Translate, so we hope it is understandable. We are not sure of 
your native language and therefore if this is not correct please let us know what language is best to use. You 
can write us in your native language, and we will use Google Translate as well for that. 


