October 26, 2022

Hon. Merrick Garland
Attorney General

Department of Justice

950 Pennsylvania Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20530

Hon. Alejandro Mayorkas

Secretary

U.S. Department of Homeland Security
3801 Nebraska Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20016

Dear Attorney General Garland and Secretary Mayorkas,

Last month, news outlets reported the horrific shooting of a group of migrants stopping for water in Sierra
Blanca, south of El Paso, Texas. Two brothers, Michael and Mark Sheppard, were charged with shooting
and killing Jesus Ivan Sepulveda and critically wounding Brenda Berenice Casias Carrillo.! Mr.
SepUlveda’s tragic death left a 6-month-old baby and 3-year-old child fatherless."

Mr. Sepulveda, Ms. Casias Carrillo, and other surviving witnesses were preyed upon when trying to tend
to their bodies on an arduous journey to find safety in this country. They were met with bullets, insults,
and hatred. Their assailants defended their behavior by claiming they were hunting wild animals — a
statement that further betrays the dehumanizing rhetoric and treatment in effect.

There is already troubling evidence that at least one of the Sheppard brothers may have harbored racial
animus that particularly targeted noncitizens. Michael Sheppard is the former warden at the West Texas
Detention Facility, a privately owned jail that detained noncitizens and subjected them to verbal and
physical abuse.™ A 2018 report" includes disturbing accounts of anti-immigrant violence and racial slurs
commonly used within that facility, including one where Michael Sheppard repeatedly kicked a
handcuffed person in solitary confinement while warden of the facility.Y Mark Sheppard’s former
employer is the Hudspeth County Sheriff’s Office — the same agency currently investigating the deadly
shooting — raising the risk of bias in the investigation.

Those facts alone would suffice to provoke our collective outrage and grief. This week, the Associated
Press reported that most of the witnesses have been detained in Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) and U.S. Marshall Service (USMS) custody, further aggravating the trauma and harm they have
survived and impeding their ability to assist the ongoing investigation of these shootings." Thanks to their
attorneys’ advocacy, we understand these witnesses to now be released. However, we are dismayed by the
initial response from your agencies. This response is inconsistent with ICE’s own directive on the
treatment of survivors“i and implicitly sanctions the racially-motivated violence that continues to plague
this country and disparately harm immigrants of color.


https://apnews.com/article/mexico-shootings-austin-texas-immigration-ab86973d076e6a9b765dee3898f2895f

This racist violence is not an isolated incident, but is part of a dangerous trend. Bigoted groups and
individuals are increasingly using violence to accomplish their political aims, undermining the right of
entire communities of color to exist and live with dignity. A mere three years after the racially motivated
mass shooting in neighboring El Paso, these bigoted murders require urgent action.

We respectfully request that you take the following steps with the utmost urgency:

1. Suspend any enforcement measures, including criminal prosecution or the removal or expulsion
of these individuals;

2. Refrain from prosecuting any survivors and witnesses in USMS custody and ensure that all
survivors have prompt access to medical and mental health care from a safe location in the United
States;

3. Launch a federal investigation into these shootings to provide independent oversight and
accountability given the horrors inflicted on Mr. Sepulveda, Ms. Casias Carrillo, and other
surviving witnesses;

4. Review and investigate white supremacist rhetoric and behavior within existing detention
facilities, federal immigration personnel, contractors, and collaborating law enforcement
agencies;"

5. Direct ICE, USMS, Customs and Border Protection, and collaborating law enforcement agencies
to issue formal guidelines for agents prohibiting association, active participation, and support for
white nationalist, unauthorized paramilitary, and other extremist groups, consistent with the First
Amendment, to enhance transparency and accountability and ensure appropriate discipline.
Develop and enforce clear policies to investigate and take disciplinary action in response to
violations.

We further urge you to consider the ways in which U.S. government policies and actions that dehumanize
Black, Brown and Indigenous migrants, such as the incarceration of immigrants for civil proceedings and
summary expulsions at the border, allow white supremacy to thrive and give way to violence.

It is not too late for you to honor and protect the lives of these survivors and ensure that grieving families
do not face further trauma inherent to incarceration and removal. Thank you for your attention to this
urgent matter.
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