TO: Maria E. Andrade, Attorney at Law

FROM: Margaret Bassett, LPC-S
Director, Expert Witness nitiatives
Institute on Domestic Violence & Sexual Assault
The School of Sacial Work
The University of Texas at Austin

RE; Celia Primero lsmalej

DATE: February 18, 2015

Introduction: |

| have prapared this independent assessment of Cella Primero lsmalej’s application for asylum. In
preparation for this report, | Intesviewed Ms. Primero for two hours on February 10, 2015 at the
Karnes Clty Resldential (Detention) facility. Additionally | read case notes provided to me by Attorney
Maria E. Andrade and reviewed current literature. This report documents findings that support theories

and research related to trauma and the Impact of detention.

| have over 25 years of experience working in the field of family violence and sexual assault. [ have
worked diractly with thousands of victims in residential settings, non-residential settings and in the
criminal justice system. |am currently director of expert witness initiatives at the University of Texas at
Austin School of Social Work in the Institute on Domestic Violence and Sexuat Assault (JIDVSA}

| am ficensed by the Texas State Board of Examiners of Professional Counselors, (LPC-S), #17008.

The interview with Ms. Primero consisted of a bio-psycho-soclal-history social work assessment with an
emphasls on gathering a history of direct physical and nonphysical viclence that was directed toward
Ms. Primerc by members of her extended family, in addition to the continued threat of future
harm/death, SpecHically | was asked to provida my expert professional opinion'on the impact this
violence had on Ms. Primero as well as the impact of detention on her mentai health. My review and

summary are included in this report.

History and chronology of targeted violence

Celia fled une of 2014 with her 10 month old son,-
. She arrived in the United States in August of 2014 and has been detained since.
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Celia was forced to flee har home due to increasing threats to her life and the lack of safety or
protection in her community and surrounding villages and towns. Celia has no confidence in the police
and In fact when she did go to them, there was no measurable follow through.

Celia grew up experiencing what could be described as a “reign of terror” acted out against she and her
family by extended family members on her father’s side. Celia’s father, is

from . who was from more Indigenous
population. iy i nor did they accept their childreni raised her
children in her customs which caused them to be seen as “different” by-family. '

Celia talked about the violence and abuse she suffered growing up.

Hould hit and harass Celia and her siblings. They would call them names a
em when they found them in the river.

athed in the same river

ime schools.

In mttem ted to il They had
sticks and macnetes, Some man aw What was hapgpéning and Intervened.
- were able to escape and run o the home. Cella reports that she
witnassed her mother baing attacked afar from her home and was very scared.
M(bﬁa also reports tha was suicldal after
this attack, made statements that she couldn’t stand it anymore and that It would be better if she killed

herself. She asked Celia to take care of the younger siblings. Celia’s talked her

mother from committing suicide. Celia says that her mother changed after this, “she was different after
that. Sha just crled and cried all the time”. She deteriorated even more after as killed I

1o the ground, broke her container, grabbed her by the hair
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and began to hit her, had a hlogdy nose. an iled a police report however the
offlcer only gave warning, No

charges were ever made.

in - Celia was wallding with her so n her arms. saw her and began ta yel|
insults at her. She pointed atﬁand yehied “throw out that thing” then grabbe rom Celia’s
arms and threw him to the side. Celia bent to pick up # hit her in the ead with a rock,
Celia was able to run to, home. Celfia needed medical attention and received 2
stitches as a result of this beating. Cefia fited a police report and n an appeiniment, Celia
showed up for the appointment and they waited "Hilfa day” forWe appear. She never showed.

The police told Celia they would send she and another appointment notice but they never did.
Calia reported that everybody knew the police wouldn't follow up.

was killed in a hit and run motoreycle accident. The truck that hit
ows there was never an investigation. Cella believes that
eath based upon statements _.ade after his

ln.Celia reports tha hreatened to kill a man. wi
year that man died, as put in fail for a week and theh released. Celia balieves tha
killed this man, Celia believes when *amily says they will do something, that they will follow
; through with it.

him never stopped and as far as
amily is responsible for

death.

contact
informatioh and told them the report was over. Celia believe Wwas hever contacted.
returned within a month and attempted to physically assault both of them again. He told them that he
would kill them, that he would come in the middle of the night and kill them ould return to
the homa sporadically and it was always to fight. Celia taiked with

told Cella there was nothing he could do
. Atthis point egan talking with Celia about fleeing to the United States.

. In Celia came
.moved in with her mather In
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threatened

| Celia reports tha as always around and that she and
old Celia to stay
ent for Celia and

hiome as much as possible to be safe. After he had settled in the United States
that was when she was detained :

will kill her,

On *w
Celia (in Spanish} “Oh good. Now | can make good on the threat that | should have carried out before.

Now for sure ] am going to kill you. You made a complaint against me and { will kill you when you least
expect it.” Celia belleves that will follow through with the threat and kil her.

1

A few days before Celia left for the United States, -dlled an old raan, the grandfather of
one ofthe gang members, Celia reports that the police did nothing, adding “they only respond to

money.” :

On ia left for the Unlted States with her youngest sonqa nd was detained upon
arrival. She and have been in a detention center for the last 7 months.
n December 2014, while in detention, Celia called her mother.-told ar tha had been

<}
" beaten up by nd that they were asking him where Celia wash
, -needed medical care as a result of the beating.

Cummulative trauma

The cumulative trauma that Celia has experienced as a resuit of the targeted violence directed toward
she and her immediate family throughout her life Is readily apparent. Ih describing her life in
Celia reports that she “lived in fear.” She was not able to walk alone, she always had to go with
someone, After the birth of her children, Celia became even more fearful and desperate to protect
them. Not only did Celia believe that mould kilt her, but she lives in a constant state of fear
that they will kill her mother and/or her other son, When asked how the violence impacted her Celia
replied "l am not able to forget what happened, | am always having nightmares of them

killing my mom and my son, even when | am awake.”

When asked to describe physically how the violence has impacted her Cella reports “I mostly don’t
sleep. | get up and assure myself my son is ok. 1sit on the bed and think about what happened to me
" and to my family. | cant sleep. | have bad headaches and my chest weighs very heavy, my heart is
palnful.” Celia reports that there are moments when she is alone that she will cry and at times she will
- get dizzy and her ayesight goes away, usually when she is overcome with faar for her family and her son.
¢ She reported that she went to the Dr. and was told that was “normal” and to Just not be upset.

1 Famnilies celebrate the first-, seventh-, and fourteenth-year anniversaries of the death of a fam!iy'member.:The
soul will be remembered with music at a happy social gathering. Pecliicer, Sergio Navarrete, From Maya Achi
Marimba Music in Guatemala{Temple University Press)

Y4
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Emotionally Celia showed a constricted affect and removal of association that is consistent with an
individual expertencing trauma or stressor related disorder, such as PTSD. (DSM YV, 2014). Celia
identified emotional and physical symptoms of anxiety, depression and unease that impact heron a

daily basis.

Detention aggravates Cella’s preexisting trauma

Detention has the effect of creating an environment that forces Celia to re-experience her trauma on a
dally basis, which serves to re-fraumatize her. When asked what would be different if she was not in
detention she talked about making her own food, cleaning, taking care of her children. She would be
able to buy her own food instead of having to ask for what she needs, “it bothers me to have to ask for
everything. Usually | wor't ask for things, ' sit in my room sb my son ¢an play.”  She is in a constant
state of fear and anxiety- what will happen to her, what will happen to her children. Shae is experiencing
intrusive memories, night terrors, and physical symptoms. She expresses a sense of agency when she
conslders sameone else, for example talking about being able to buy her own food so she can feed her
son- but has no real sense of future.  The impact of detention on Celia is to create a situation that

exacerbates the trauma she Is already struggling with.

it can be argued that detention provides for women and children’s basic needs; food and sheiter. Itis
equally true that detention disempowers women and children. This facl of controf over their future
placés women and children in positions of uncertainty, fear and Isolation. At a minimum this can lead
to depression and anxiety, Detention is neither developmentally nor socially appropriate for children,
Additionally, parents who are detained may become too depressed and anxlous to provide adequate
care for their children. Over tlime, if they are denied appropriate treaiment, thelr symptoms may
worsen. This has the potentlai to Impair their ability to care for their ¢hiidren, The negative emotional
impact of detention has been well documented in the literature. Numerous studies have shown that
women who are detalned are more likely to develop psychiatric symptoms Including depression, post-
traumatic stress and anxiety (Coffey, Kaplan, Sampson, and Tucel, 2010; Robjant, Hassan and Katona,
2009; Steel, Silove, Brooks, Momartin, Alzuhairi & Suslijik, 2006}, minimization of time spent in
detention is strongly recommended. The Isolating and controlled environment of detention is re-
traumatizing Celia and furthering her sympioms of PTSD. Continuing 1o be detained prevents Celia
from receiving much-needed services and support from mental health profassionals and from her
husband, il and other family members in the United States,

Women like Cella who are trauma survivors are psychologically vulnerable thus at Increased risk of
developing mental health problems in respanse to being detained. Longer detention tends to aggravate
symptoms and increases the likelihood of fong term mental health problems, Even short-term detention
can negatively fmpact women, an impact that lasts after they have been released. The fear, uncertainty
and lack of control over her life that Celia lives with while being detained mimics the fear, uncertainty
and lack of control she experlenced in Guatemala.

Diagnosis

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5" edition, (DSM-V) is a reference manual
that mental health professionals and physicians use to dlagnose mental diserders. in the chapter
Trauma and Strassor Related Disorder is a dlagnoses of Postiraumatic Stress Disarder (PTSD) that
captures the symptoms | observed In Celia during my interview with her, Celia identified multiple
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traumatic events; big T events, such as hreats to her life and that
of her family, physical assault and witnessing life threatening violence directed toward her parents.

Celia also identified little t events, such as the cumulative impact of chronic builying with the occasional
escalation to more severe violence- and the inabllity to escape. Her responses of withdrawing and
staying in her room are reinforcing negative alterations in how she thinks and how she feels. Her
method of coping is to withdraw and dissociate- physically remove herself and emotionally remove
herself, as if she were an outside observer,

Conclusion

1 understand that Celia will be involved in a court hearing. While It is important to recognize that Celia
tas shown signs of survivorship in her life and taken steps toward self-preservation, it is equally
important to recognize that she s not free from the cumuiative harm she has suffered nor is she free
from the threat of death in her home country. Relevant to her presentation in court, Celia’s trauma s
likely to affect her abiliiy to recall events, cause her to disassociate herself from particularly traumatic
events and/or struggle with exact dates and chronology of events in retelling painful memories. | found
Cella to be sincere in her beliefs that her life is at risk, When asked what she thinks wilf happen if she -
returns to her home she says she wilt be killed. This terrifies her and causes her “much sorrow to think
that my children will grow up without a miother.” | also found that Cella presented in a manner
consistent with others | have worked with that have suffered ongoing trauma, and otherwise present
symptoms one would expect after having personatly suffered traumatic events .

Respectfully submitted February 18, 2015

/%WM&S

Margaret Bassett LPC-S

Director Expett Withess Inftiative

The School of Social Work &

The Institute on Domestic Violence & Sexual Assault
The University of Texas at Austin
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