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The Jackson Heights Make the Road (NY) office 
bustles with life.  People are in looking for advice; 
volunteers cluster in small groups; the legal team 
interview person after person and organisers ebb 
and flow between the open plan desks.  A colourful 
poster on the wall pictures a Latino woman saying 
“Since coming to this organisation my kids have 
grown up and opened their eyes. They are confident 
in themselves, they follow their words with actions in 
a mature way”. Add in the vibrancy and diversity of 
the New York neighbourhoods and you get a sense 
of MRNY (Make the Road, New York).  

MRNY hosted a MLE (Migration Learning Exchange) 
in February 2016. The Exchange was designed 
to inform and inspire young people and their 
supporting organizations, with an interest in 
movement building and advocacy. Despite being 
around for some 17 years, MRNY is a youthful 
organisation with some 16,000 plus members.  
People who avail of its services are not just clients, 
they are potential members and activists.  

Movement building and organising is a frame of 
mind; it is how you look at people and relate to 
them. For Make the Road it is about building the 
power of Latino and working class communities 
to achieve dignity and justice by helping them to 
analyse current policies and develop blueprints 
for change. It takes its name from the mantra ‘Make 
the road by walking’, and that is what it does.

Taking to 
the Road in 
New York
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UP-FRONTING POWER

NGOs in Britain and Ireland can sometimes be 
circumspect in talking about power.  There is an 
apprehension that it can verge on the ‘political’ – or 
certainly runs the risk of stirring up concerns about 
‘charitable status’.  What we heard in New York was 
all about up-fronting US immigration policies and 
building solidarity between diverse communities 
and interests. Professor Markowitz (Cardozo School 
of Law, New York) described how legal cases 
and strategic litigation need to be supportive of 
community action given the importance of the 
latter in building power and confidence.  Adilka 
Pimentel (Police Accountability Organizer, MRNY) 
spoke about the importance of building the power 
of local communities to hold police accountable and 
to garner the political support to change policy and 
practice. Mark Winston-Griffith (Executive Director, 
Brooklyn Movement Center) posed the question “How 
can we be a force of power for change?”. Grace Paras 
(Programme Analyst, VERA Institute of Justice) 
argued that “Policy is not taking place in a vacuum 
but involves building power and leadership within 
communities. There is a need to change the whole 
power dynamic”. The collective and accountable 
nature of power relations ran as a golden thread 
through the presentations. 

If the overall outcome is to change the current 
power dynamic, then the strategic elements were 
community level confidence and knowledge of rights, 
together with responsive information, research, legal 
support, civic engagement and alternate vision.  
Mobilizing power can be positive expanding the 
nature of the political. It was recognized that if 
some 4,000 New Yorkers are being detained over 
immigration issues each year, then it is crucial that 
a power base is built to challenge the policies and 
public perceptions that allow this to be accepted as 
the norm.  Research and services are important, but 
so too is the energy committed to “Figuring out where 
the moments are where you have the most leverage 
combined with where you have the most power” – the 
litmus test of advocacy and organizing.
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GIVING VOICE ITS PLACE

People that are undocumented, or have uncertain 
legal status, face the challenge of being silenced.  
Monica Grant (Organizer, Black Institute emphasized 
the importance of putting people most affected by 
issues and policies at the fore-front of decision-
making, suggesting that “In making them public, 
they actually make themselves safer”. Both MRNY 
and United We Dream focused on voice and story-
telling.  Speaking by video-link from Texas, Carolina 
Ramirez (United We Dream) reflected that when 
people share personal experiences they are more 
likely to open up and engage on the basis of shared 
empathy with others.  Engagement is based on the 
question – “What is your dream – what is your story?”  
MRNY Youth Organizer, Antonio Alarcon, facilitated 
a Workshop on the Story of Self as a model of using 
storytelling as a powerful tool for inspiring and 
mobilizing young people.  The purpose of sharing 
stories is to make a human connection with others 
and to invite them to share their stories. Stories, 
he pointed out, also help to surface emotions that 
remind people of their values. Putting people in touch
with their values helps people to make choices.

Chrisann Jarrett and Dami Makinde (Just for Kids 
Law, UK) shared their story about campaigning for
equal access to higher education, whilst Amal 
Azzudin (Community Development Facilitator, 
Mental Health Foundation, Glasgow) recounted her 
experience as a refugee herself and as a campaigner 
to get a classmate released from detention.  

United We Dream described how the personal stories 
of young ‘dreamers’ had helped to forge connections 
with politicians in Washington DC. Make the Road 
NY host a Spring Community Assembly and an 
Autumn Democracy Day to ensure that over 1,000 
low-income New Yorkers can give voice to their 
concerns and expectations when meeting elected 
officials from every level of government.

Voice is also linked to identity. What was striking in 
MRNY, and related organizations, was the conscious 
inter-sectoral approaches adopted.  Whether working 
with Korean or Latino communities, or primarily 
focusing on LGBTQ or African American issues, the 
British and Irish visitors were told “Offer space to 
run up your own identity and not be ashamed – hit it 
from all angles”.  Lynly Egyes (Supervising Attorney, 
Sex Workers’ Project) and Carolina Canizales 
(National Deportation Defense Coordinator, United 
We Dream) agreed that individual voice needs to 
inform legal and service delivery.  The Sex Workers’ 
Project found that most of the people that it works 
with are undocumented migrants, engaged in the 
sex industry in order to survive.  
The organization works directly with the FBI, police 
and Homeland Security to release people from 
deportation proceedings, often citing trafficking, 
sexual violence or LGBTQ status. As Carolina 
pointed out “What is really beautiful about this, we 
are learning how to humanize more and more folks 
(around cases) that are not your perfect immigrant”.  
In practice this means working on a number of 
fronts simultaneously – giving individuals the 
confidence to tell their story; educating public 
defenders; delivering ‘Know Your Rights’ training; 
and encouraging family and friends to show up at 
court hearings to show that people are not alone.
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Carolina Ramirez (United We Dream) 
reflected that when people share personal 
experiences they are more likely to open 

up and engage on the basis of shared 
empathy with others.

Engagement is based on the question – 
“What is your dream – what is your story?” 
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COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

Discussion of community organizing was framed 
in the MRNY mantra that ‘It is one thing to fight 
for people but real change is when people fight for 
themselves’. The challenge is linking the dual 
objectives of asking hard questions to people 
in power with generating creative solutions 
rooted in people’s lived experience. Community 
organizing necessitates the baseline question – Is 
the conversation relevant to peoples’ experience 
and aspirations? Consequently, when engaged in 
community organizing it is crucial that local people 
set the priorities based on issues of concern to them 
and their neighbours.  This, however, can take time 
and negotiation, as Rishi Singh (Education Justice 
Organizer, DRUM South Asian Organizing Center) 
recognized, communities are not homogeneous in 
nature “It is the stuff within communities that you have 
to deal with – work for and transform”. Organizing 
requires community engagement over a wide range 
of issues, driven by local priorities rather than top-
down agency or organizational agendas.

Natalia Aristizabal (MRNY Lead Organizer) noted 
that the majority of Making the Road’s 180 full and 
part-time staff come from the local communities, 
arguing that “The people who can do the work best 
are the people from the community that have the 
community trust”. One of the practical difficulties 
experienced is that under current legislation many 
community members who are migrants can only 
get temporary work permits, requiring them to 
apply for renewal every two years. MRNY employs 
para-specialist workers, termed ‘navigators’, to link 
community outreach with the specialist service 
staff.  It also relies on large numbers of volunteers 
whose contribution is as valuable as employed staff.

5



‘It is one thing to 
fight for people 

but real change is 
when people fight 

for themselves’.
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Community outreach can be both generic and 
thematic. Two thematic programmes described 
included a Community Health initiative and a 
Community School project.  The former is supported 
by 23 advocates who navigate the health system 
and procedures, working on an outreach basis 
with local residents’ groups, community centres, 
churches, a Farmers’ Market as well as distributing 
leaflets to commuters on the Straton Island ferry.  
Carmen Garcia (Community Health Worker, MRNY) 
outlined how volunteers support a Women and 
Nutrition Group, as well as providing information 
on food stamps, health insurance, the availability of 
discount foods and health services.  There is a need 
to connect people to accessible services given that 
there is often a community fear of becoming noticed 
by agencies and authorities. 
For the outreach workers one of the most treasured 
skills is the ability to actively listen to what people 
are saying “We are there to empower them (local 
people) to always ask questions. . .We are making 
sure we are not there to judge them, we are there to 
support them”. A similar ethos informed MRNY work 
on public education.  Responding to the threated 
closure of a local school it was agreed to examine 
the option of developing a campus for social justice 
as part of a neighbourhood community hub. Still 
a work in progress, both parental and youth-led 
participation is seen as critical.

Organizing within communities of undocumented 
migrants has resulted in United We Dream designing 
a methodology around Outreach Teams.  

The objective is to attract, train and retain some 
200-300 volunteers each year. Initial engagement 
events are organized to make contact with people 
(including offering legal advice); participants are 
invited to return to help other undocumented 
migrants; individuals are identified and invited to 
attend training in both the ‘navigator model’ and 
the 1:1 organizing approach. The training offered 
averages five hours each Saturday for four weeks.  
Effective team leaders seek to build volunteer 
teams that can avail of peer support alongside 
1:1 mentoring and coaching.  Experience has 
highlighted the importance of taking the time to 
clarify volunteer expectations, to agree roles and 
key milestones as well as providing pathways to 
encourage volunteers to step into leadership roles.

Joo-Hyun Kang (Coordinator, Communities United for 
Police Reform) spoke about the various approaches 
that can be used in community organizing – ranging 
from street art to social media, and from community 
meetings to documenting community experiences of 
police and other agencies.  Carolina Canizales (United 
We Dream) linked the importance of building a sense 
of community with organizing “We have to build 
community before we even begin to organize – share the 
powerful stories. . .When we have a collective, we have 
power – we will have each other’s back no matter what. 
. .We’re doing this not for us but for our communities 
as a whole because we’re so tired of being targeted.”
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generic and thematic.  Two thematic 
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Community Health initiative and a 

Community School project. 
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LINKING ORGANIZING, 
SERVICES AND CAMPAIGNS

One of the objectives set for the MLE was to explore 
models within which service delivery can support a 
movement building strategy and where community 
members seeking services can be encouraged to take 
on leadership roles. A repeated theme was how legal 
and other services have to be supportive of movement 
building rather than being stand-alone expertise.  
Peter Markowitz described how a university-based 
Immigration Justice Clinic works in partnership 
with activist organizations such as MRNY. Legal 
strategies must be supportive of community action 
whose victories build the power and confidence vital 
for the overall change movement.  

Devolving the siting/delivery of services to 
community-based partners is an approach adopted 
by Action NYC, which has launched a programme 
to connect immigrant communities with high 
quality advice and legal information. Introducing 
the programme, Yaritza Mendez (Citywide Outreach 
Coordinator, Action NYC), outlined the initiative 
funded by the city to be implemented in five 
New York boroughs. It is proposed that a mass 
marketing campaign and specialized IT tools will 
support a cadre of trained organizers, who, in 
turn, have monthly goals of the number of people 
to be contacted. Twenty-four community-based 
organizations and legal service providers will serve 
as implementation partners. Networking existing 
organizations both builds on existing expertise and 
prevents duplication.
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Consideration was also given to strategies and 
services designed to defend families against 
deportation. Evidence shows that immigrants and 
refugees with deportation orders resulting from 
criminal convictions are particularly at risk and 
often fail to receive adequate services from major 
non-profit and legal defence organizations. The 
Immigrant Defence Project has developed materials 
on people’s rights to seek to respond to the concern 
that people plead guilty to offences without realizing 
the dangers of deportation.  Ailsa Wellek (Executive 
Director, Immigrant Defence Project) stressed 
the importance of ensuring that information is 
accessible “We have some knowledge, but we have to 
figure out how to break it down and share it with folks”.  
Identifying community-level networks is one such 
task.  Documenting the implications of policies and 
practice was also identified as supportive of advocacy 
and campaigning.  Families for Freedom commenced 
this work in the aftermath of 9/11, offering a hotline 
for urgent queries, but also documenting the system 
of detention and deportation in order to highlight 
specific issues. The balance between taking 
individual legal cases forward while being wary of 
the possibility of damaging advocacy campaigns 
by adverse case precedents remains a quandary for 
campaigners. This perspective seems at odds with 
legal approaches in the UK and Ireland.

Using service delivery and outreach contact to 
establish relationships with people who are then 
seen as potential volunteers and local activists 
weaves an approach that speaks to motivated 
campaigners rather than clients.  The importance of 
organizations relaxing their emphasis on expertise 
in favour of participation was commented on.  
Winning over sympathetic allies in unusual places 
is also valued in terms of “Find a champion willing 
to spend the time and the political capital to work 
with you – don’t try to make enemies”. Reference was 
made to measures taken by New York City itself 
to improve the quality of life for undocumented 
migrants, including a public defender system, a 
State citizenship card for migrants (New York is 
Home Act, 2014) and the introduction of ‘detainer 
discretion’ to prevent the automatic funnelling of 
people from the criminal justice system into the 
immigration detention system. Identifying the 
decision-makers that advise the elected officials was 
found to be important, particularly when evidence-
based information is being collated to influence 
policy decisions.
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LONG -TERM  CHANGE?

INVESTING IN 
LONG-TERM CHANGE

The emphasis placed on youth activism was 
noteworthy with both United We Dream and Make 
the Road New York being youth-led organizations.  
Kesi Foster (Coordinator, Urban Youth Collaborative) 
stressed the importance of raising youth awareness 
and involvement by means of discussion, training 
and an annual Youth Organizing Seminar held each 
summer. The Urban Youth Collaborative brings 
together young people active in MRNY, Sistas and 
Brothas United, Future of Tomorrow and Youth 
Ministries for Peace and Justice to question the 
current system which sees only 13% of Black and 
Latino students graduating high school ready for 
college. It works to build solidarity between young 
people from different communities, arguing “It’s not 
an oppression Olympics; there’s no need to validate 
yourself by comparison to others”. The work of the 
‘Streetwise and Safe’ programme in Camden and 
Islington in London, which works with young people 
on the basis of 3 ‘Rs’ – rights, reality and responsibility 
– was considered as a comparable approach.

Investment in youth leadership needs to be 
committed and planned over the longer-term rather 
than being token in nature, however it is accepted 
that this is investment in future change. Youth 
organizing should be immediate and real, with 
room for emotional response. Luba Cortes (Youth 
Organizer, MRNY) who runs political education 
sessions with local youth was forthright in his 
response to emotion and campaign disappointments 
“Own it, represent it and change it”, while celebrating 
the wins.
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LONG -TERM  CHANGE?
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LEARNING EXCHANGE 
PARTICIPANTS

Amal Azzudin (Mental Health Foundation). Amal 
works as Community Development Facilitator at 
the Mental Health Foundation in Glasgow. Amal
was a founder member of The Glasgow Girls 
who successfully campaigned for the release of a 
classmate from detention.

Chrisann Jarrett (Just for Kids Law). Chrisann is 
founder of Let Us Learn – a campaign for equal access 
to higher education for young migrants blocked 
from student finance.  She is based in London.

Clare Wightman (Grapevine). Clare is CEO of Grapevine
Coventry & Warwickshire, which works with people 
with disabilities, young people, parents, migrants 
and people with long-term health conditions in 
local neighbourhoods.

Dami Makinde (Just for Kids Law).  Dami is a Let Us 
Learn Project Worker.  She arrived from Nigeria to 
the UK at age 8 and is based in London.

Kamena Dorling (Coram Children’s Legal Centre).  
Kamena is Head of Policy and Programmes and 
runs the Coram Centre’s Migrant Children’s Project 
(MCP) which promotes the rights of children and 
young people affected by immigration controls.

Kate Aubrey-Johnson (Just for Kids Law). Kate is 
Director of the Youth Justice Legal Centre established 
by Just for Kids Law. She is a barrister at Garden 
Court Chambers and a specialist on children’s rights 
and youth justice.

Bavishan Krishna Camiah (Migrant Rights Centre, 
Ireland). Krishna became involved with MRCI 
in Dublin because he was undocumented. He is 
interested in the media and is among the leaders in 
the Young, Paperless, Powerful group.

Pamela Verma (Youth Access). Pamela works as 
Advice Services Development Officer, leading on  youth
advice services, youth participation and training.  
She is heavily involved in the development of the 
Make Our Rights Reality project.

Sergio Prata (Fight for Peace). Sergio commenced 
working with young people as a part time Youth 
Worker.  He is Support Service Coordinator up-skilling
and training Youth Workers within Fight for Peace.

Simone Spray (42nd Street).  Simone works with  42nd
Street, based in Manchester. The organization supports 
thousands of young people each year to take control 
of their own lives.

Stephanie Leonard (Citizens UK). A Londoner, 
Stephanie is a Community Organizer for North 
London Citizens and New Citizens Organising Team 
at Citizens UK. Leading on the Blood, Sweat and 
Tears campaign, Stephanie trains young diaspora 
leaders to challenge and take action on issues of 
social justice.

Teresa Buczkowska (Immigrant Council of Ireland). 
Teresa is the Integration Team Coordinator at the 
ICI, which she joined in 2013. Teresa works with 
a range of partners to promote greater cultural, 
economic and political integration of migrants 
living in Ireland.

In addition, there were representatives from Unbound
Philanthropy, The Atlantic Philanthropies, Paul 
Hamlyn Foundation, the Legal Education Foundation 
and The Social Change Initiative.
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PARTICIPATING RESOURCE 
ORGANIZATIONS IN NEW YORK

u The Immigration Justice Clinic
 www.cardozo.ny.edu
 Represented by Professor Peter Markowitz,  
 Clinical Associate Professor of Law   
 & Director, Kathryn O. Greenberg    
 Immigration Justice Clinic, Benjamin N.   
 Cardozo School of Law, New York NY 10003

u Make the Road New York (MRNY)
 www.maketheroadny.org
 Represented by Walter Barrientos and 
 Jose Lopez, New York NY11372

u The Black Institute
 www.theblackinstitute.org
 Represented by Monica Grant
 New York NY10006

u CAAAV – Organizing Asian Communities   
 www.caaav.org
 Represented by Rasna Ekra, Youth Organizer
 New York NY 10002

u DRUM – South Asian Organizing Center   
 www.drumnyc.org
 Rishi Singh, Education Justice Organizer   
 & Manny Yusef, Youth Leader
 New York NY 11372

u MikKwon Center for Community Action   
 www.minkwon.org
 Represented by Ahram Kim, Youth Organizer
 New York NY 11355

u United We Dream 
 www.unitedwedream.org
 Represented by Carolina Ramirez, We Own  
 the Dream Project, Washington DC 20036

u Brooklyn Movement Center    
 wwwbrooklynmovementcenter.org
 Represented by Mark Winston-Griffith,   
 Executive Director, New York NY 11233

u Center for Constitutional Rights
 www.ccrjustice.org
 Represented by Darius Charney, Senior Chief  
 Attorney, New York NY 10012

u Malcolm X Grassroots Movement   
 www.mxgm.org
 Represented by Monifah Bandele, 
 Board Member, New York NY 11247

u Communities United for Police Reform  
 www.changethenypd.org
 Represented by Joo-Hyun Kang, Coordinator
 New York

u Urban Youth Collaborative
 www.urbanyouthcollaborative.org
 Represented by Kesi Foster, Coordinator
 New York

u The Sex Workers’ Project    
 www.sexworkersproject.org
 Represented by Lynly Egyes, Supervising   
 Attorney, New York NY 10006

u Families for Freedom    
 www.familiesforfreedom.org
 Represented by Abraham Paulos, 
 Executive Director, New York NY 10001

u Immigrant Defense Project 
 www.immigrantdefenseproject.org
 Represented by Alisa Wellek, 
 Executive Director, New York NY 10018

u VERA Institute of Justice  
 www.vera.org
 Represented by Grace Paras, 
 Programme Analyst, New York NY 10279

u	 Center for Popular Democracy  
 www.populardemocracy.org
 New York NY 11237
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