
 



 

 

Los Angeles’s Pico-Union 
district and adjoining 
Alvarado corridor near 
MacArthur Park hummed 
with life, a vibrant Central 
America in exile. Alicia 
Rivera joined a 
movement to transport 
and protect other 
refugees like herself: a 
movement for what 
activists were starting to 
call sanctuary. 



 

Punishing sanctuary 
cities allowed Trump, all 
at once, to untether 
police, expel nonwhite 
immigrants, and spread 
culture-war disdain for 
progressive cities as 
sinks of crime and chaos. 

Protestors in MacArthur Park, Los Angeles, gather in opposition to U. S. intervention in 
Central America in support of brutal, authoritarian, right-wing governments. Los Angeles 
emerged as a major hub of a nation-wide and transnational solidarity movement that 
sought to expose U. S.-backed repression and violence. 



 

Activists protesting in defense of immigrant rights in Los Angeles in opposition to the 
Trump administration’s nativist agenda, November 2019. Earlier that year, the City Council 
declared Los Angeles a sanctuary city but not, as it turned out, for the first time. 



 

When campaigners 
pushed to declare Los 
Angeles a sanctuary city, 
some people thought that 
L. A. was already 
sanctuary city. Los 
Angeles had indeed openly 
declared itself a sanctuary 
city, briefly, once before, in 
late 1985. But something 
unexpected had happened. 



 

 

The United States was 
implicated in the violence 
that had uprooted Alicia and 
hundreds of thousands of 
other Central American 
refugees. The US Army 
trained three elite Salvadoran 
battalions at forts and bases 
in North Carolina, Georgia, 
Panama, and Honduras, then 
sent them home with 
sophisticated weapons. At 
least one of the brigades, the 
Atlacatl Battalion, massacred 
hundreds of civilians. 



 

Central American migrants being deported by the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service from the 
Los Angeles airport aboard regularly-scheduled 
flights. Santana Chirino Amaya, a 24-year old man 
deported to El Salvador, was found beheaded. 
State Department officials claimed that no one 
facing danger at home was being deported. 



 

Sanctuary activists built 
a network of shelters — 
“sanctuaries,” they called 
them — through which 
refugees could be 
channeled away from 
the border and into busy, 
anonymous cities and 
small, interior towns 
with a thin INS 
presence. By fall 1985, 
around 300 institutions, 
mostly churches and 
temples, had signed on. 



 



 

Masked activists in Chicago at a church service. Refugees involved in solidarity and 
sanctuary activism—much of it organized in and through houses of worship—wore masks 
or bandanas out of a fear of arrest and deportation by the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service, or the targeting of their families back in Central America. 



 

Female sanctuary activists in Los Angeles, mostly church-based, and frustrated with male-
dominated sanctuary leadership, formed a direct-action group called “Women of 
Conscience” that tried to stop deportations—and grab headlines—by putting their bodies in 
the way of INS buses carrying deportees to the airport. 



 

Sister Jo’Ann De Quattro, nun, activist and chair 
of the sanctuary committee of the Ecumenical 
Council’s Interfaith Task Force on Central 
America, photographed in late 1985. As a 
coordinator of sanctuary activity in Los Angeles, 
De Quattro was elated and surprised that the 
City Council managed to pass a sanctuary city 
resolution. 



 

While newscasters 
called the Central 
Americans “mere 
economic refugees,” 
Sister JoAnn De Quattro 
rejected the term. “When 
a mother cannot get 
food for her child, that’s 
not a mere economic 
refugee,” she said. “She 
is trying to keep her 
child alive.” 



 

Most everyone agreed that 
Harold Ezell, the INS’s 
fervent Western regional 
director, was the West 
Coast sanctuary 
movement’s nemesis. He 
launched bold, headline-
grabbing claims 
unburdened by facts, raged 
about immigrants’ 
corrosive impact on 
society, and wildly 
exaggerated immigrants’ 
numbers. The Los Angeles 
Times noted that he was 
“not known for his 
precision.” 



 

Howard Ezell, Ronald Reagan’s appointee for the Western director of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service, presides over a naturalization ceremony in late 1985. A former hot-
dog chain executive, Ezell made a name for himself nationally by demonizing immigrants 
and the sanctuary movement, even as he sought to reclaim immigrant-associated images 
like the Statue of Liberty. 



 

Alicia Rivera emerged 
as one of the sanctuary 
movement’s most 
stirring speakers, first in 
Los Angeles, then on a 
national stage. “There 
was something that just 
told me that I had to 
speak up,” she recalled, 
“because I heard the 
people crying in my 
mind and being killed.” 



 

Alicia Rivera, a refugee, activist and speaker who 
fled violence in El Salvador, confronts a State 
Department official on the Charlie Rose Show. 
Despite her own precious statue, she committed to 
speak out in defense of refugee rights and the 
sanctuary movement, against misleading claims by 
the Reagan administration of non-involvement in 
Central American state violence, and fair asylum 
processes for refugees from the region. 



 



 

Idealistic incoming 
Councilmember Michael 
Woo thought a sanctuary 
city measure offering what 
he took to be an all-
American pledge of 
protection for the 
oppressed would be an 
unobjectionable way to 
embark on his fledgling 
Council career. “A 
resolution that I thought 
could’ve been perceived as 
motherhood and apple pie,” 
he told me, “turned out to 
be much more 
controversial.” 



 

Michael Woo, a 33-year old, newly-
elected City Councilman—the first 
Asian-American elected to the Los 
Angeles City Council—led the 
legislative campaign for a sanctuary 
city resolution and successfully 
navigated it to a narrow passage. 
Given his understanding of the 
United States’ tradition of providing 
refuge to the oppressed, he was 
surprised at the success with which 
the issue was demagogued, and the 
backlash it prompted. 



 



 



 

Robert Farrell was 
among the resolution’s 
firmest backers. When 
Farrell was a child, he 
and his family had left 
Louisiana for booming, 
postwar Los Angeles, 
along with tens of 
thousands of other 
Black Southerners 
seeking freedom, safety, 
and jobs. “I felt myself to 
be an immigrant to the 
Los Angeles area,” he 
told me. 



 

The vote was taken, and it 
was close: 8-6 in favor. The 
vote tally was announced, 
and hundreds of sanctuary 
activists who had jammed 
the Council chambers 
shouted, cheered, and 
hugged. “I’m utterly amazed 
and elated,” said De Quattro. 
But the backlash was 
immediate. 

Headline of Los Angeles Times’ article 
recounting the City Council’s passage of a 
sanctuary city resolution, November 28, 
1985. Given the city’s status as the second-
largest metropolitan area in the country, 
its huge refugee population, and its 
proximity to the U. S.-Mexican border, the 
resolution’s passage was hailed as a victory 
for sanctuary activists. 



 

Looking back, Woo 
recalled his surprise at 
Ezell’s tactics. “I think it 
was an eye-opener for 
me in terms of seeing 
how it would be easy to 
demagogue an issue like 
this,” he said. But he 
pushed back. 



 



 

Four days later — two 
months after the passage 
of the Council’s initial 
resolution — a resolution 
to undeclare Los Angeles a 
sanctuary city passed 11 to 
1. A new resolution — 
protections without a 
name — was voted up 
unanimously. Woo was 
practical, calling the new 
law a “fair compromise.” 
He was not, he said, 
“willing to prolong the 
battle over that one word.” 



 

Initially, La Placita 
Church had offered 
sanctuary behind a 
mask. But in the wake 
of the Council 
resolution, it joined the 
fight out in the open. 
“We’re not rich but we 
are offering to share 
what little we have,” 
said a woman from 
Mexico, who had 
offered to shelter a 
refugee family. 



 

Father Luis A. Olivares speaks at a Sunday mass on Dec. 12, 1985, feast day of the Virgin of 
Guadalupe, at La Placita Church in Los Angeles, alongside masked refugees from El Salvador 
and Guatemala carrying signs with the numbers of the slain. Prior to this, La Placita had 
offered sanctuary to refugees discretely. But in the wake of the passage of the City Council 
resolution, it unmasked itself as a sanctuary. 



 

I ask Alicia Rivera if 
the word “sanctuary” — 
the name Los Angeles 
once, fleetingly, called 
itself, and does again 
today — makes a 
difference. She insists 
it does. 
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