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Reprinted and adapted from ‘News Flash’ (http://www.fvpf.org/newsflash), an online 
newsletter of the Family Violence Prevention Fund. 

 
Department of Homeland Security Favors Asylum for 

Rodi Alvarado 
 
Advocates for victims of abuse, refugees and women’s human rights won a major victory 
last week when the U.S.  Department of Homeland Security announced its support for 
Rodi Alvarado’s claim to asylum. Alvarado is seeking to escape a life of unremitting 
violence at the hands of her husband in Guatemala. 
 
For eight years, the U.S.  government has opposed Alvarado’s request for asylum.  That 
changed last Thursday, when the U.S.  Department of Homeland Security (DHS) filed a 
43-page brief with Attorney General John Ashcroft offering a detailed legal argument for 
why Alvarado should be granted asylum under U.S.  law.  The decision is now in the 
hands of the Attorney General. 
 
“There is now no good reason for Attorney General Ashcroft to delay,” said Family 
Violence Prevention Fund President Esta Soler.  “The Department of Homeland Security 
has recommended asylum for Rodi Alvarado, and there is no reason to keep her in limbo 
any longer.” 
 
“Too many nations make no effort to stop or punish domestic abuse or other forms of 
violence against women,” Soler continued.  “We ask the Department of Homeland 
Security and the Attorney General to move quickly in this case, and to issue broad 
regulations that ensure that our nation will offer asylum to women fleeing gender-based 
violence, just as we grant asylum to people fleeing political, religious and other forms of 
persecution.” 
 
The Center for Gender and Refugee Studies (CGRS) and the Family Violence Prevention 
Fund (FVPF) have led the struggle to recognize women fleeing gender-based violence as 
refugees.  “We welcome the unequivocably positive step represented by the 
government’s position in its brief, and Rodi Alvarado expresses her gratitude to the DHS 
for supporting her struggle to gain protection from the brutal violence she suffered for so 
many years,” said CGRS Director Karen Musalo, Alvarado’s attorney. 
 
Women’s and refugee groups have long championed Alvarado’s case.  Key partners 
include Human Rights First, Amnesty International-USA, the amicus team at Harvard 
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Law School and Greater Boston Legal Services, the National Immigration Project of the 
National Lawyers Guild, and the Women’s Commission for Refugee Women & Children. 
 
Alvarado’s Ordeal Rodi Adali Alvarado Pe a fled her native Guatemala and came to the 
United States in 1995 to escape brutal domestic violence.  Over the course of her decade-
long marriage, her husband turned their home into a virtual torture chamber.  A former 
soldier in the Guatemalan army, he beat, whipped and kicked her into unconsciousness, 
threatened her with machetes and guns, and dragged her by her hair, breaking windows 
and mirrors with her head.  Because police and courts rebuffed her repeated pleas for 
help, Alvarado concluded that the only way to save her life was to flee her country and 
seek refuge far away from her vicious husband. 
 
She fled to the United States in 1995.  Shortly after Alvarado arrived, the INS issued 
guidelines that recognized gender-based persecution as a basis for asylum.  Although 
they were non-binding, the guidelines noted that women are often victims of persecution 
particular to their gender, including rape and domestic abuse.  In 1996, a judge granted 
Alvarado asylum based, in part based on those guidelines.  But the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service 
(INS) appealed the ruling, and in a ten to five decision in 1995, the Bureau of 
Immigration Appeals (BIA) denied Alvarado asylum. 
 
Advocates say that Alvarado’s claim for asylum status in the United States has been 
subject to unusual scrutiny.  In one of her last acts in office in 2000, Attorney General 
Janet Reno vacated the BIA’s decision, instructing the BIA to reconsider the Alvarado 
case after the INS and the Justice Department finalized new regulations that made 
gender-based violence a possible ground for granting asylum.  The regulations were 
never finalized, and Bush Administration Attorney General John Ashcroft took the case 
under advisement.  With this latest development, the DHS urges Ashcroft to end Ms. 
Alvarado’s odyssey with a grant of protection. 
 
DHS Brief Because the DHS is in the process of finalizing new regulations on gender-
based asylum that would govern claims such as Alvarado’s, its brief urges the Attorney 
General to dispose of her case without a detailed decision that would establish precedent. 
 
Should the Attorney General reject DHS’s request to dispose of the case in this manner, 
DHS requests that he postpone a decision until the final regulation is published, noting 
that under the rule “as the DHS plans to finalize it, [Rodi Alvarado] would be eligible for 
asylum.” 
 
If the Attorney General decides not to follow either of these two requests, and opts to 
issue a precedent decision instead, DHS requests that that decision be “narrowly tailored 
and limited as much as possible to the facts of this case.” 
 
The DHS brief makes significant statements on important legal and policy issues.  Most 
importantly, DHS agreed with refugee and women’s rights advocates that it is not 
necessary to develop any special legal principles or new legal framework in order to 
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analyze claims based on domestic violence.  DHS stated that such cases are to be 
analyzed under “generally applicable requirements for asylum” and that its rule on the 
issue will be “drawn from established concepts of asylum law.” This point is especially 
significant in light of the often-repeated criticism that gender claims require some 
distortion of normal legal principles or call for “special treatment” under asylum law. 
 
VIDEO GAMES APPROVED FOR TEENS OFTEN CONTAIN SEX AND 
VIOLENCE, STUDY CONCLUDES 
 
Video games rated appropriate for teenagers often include adult content that may not be 
suitable for young players.  As a result, parents, physicians and other adults should talk to 
children about video game content.  Those are among the conclusions of a new study in 
the February 18 edition of the Journal of the American Medical Association (Vol.  291, 
No.  7). 
 
Content and Ratings of Teen-Rated Video Games explores the Entertainment Software 
Rating Board (ESRB) rating system for video games, and examines the content of games 
that are rated appropriate for teens.  Researchers randomly selected 81 teen-rated video 
games and played each game for at least one hour to assess the content and compare it 
with the content descriptors assigned by the ESRB. 
 
They found that the content rating system often did not fully describe the violent, sexual 
or criminal content in the game, and the games’ ratings did not always match researchers’ 
findings.  Researchers found 
sexual themes   behaviors or dialogue related to sex, as well as 
depictions of exposed breasts, buttocks or genitals   in 22 of the 
video games examined (27 percent).  But just 16 of those games had content descriptors 
for sexual themes.  And games were “significantly more likely” to depict females 
partially nude or engaged in sexual behaviors than males, according to Content and 
Ratings. 
 
Violence, blood and profanity also were present in the teen-rated video games.  Nearly all 
(98 percent) of the selected games included “intentional violence,” 90 percent rewarded 
or required the player to injure characters, and 69 percent rewarded or required the player 
to kill.  Despite the presence of violent content, Content and Ratings did find that the 
ESRB content descriptor for violence “provides a good indication” that the game contains 
violence. 
 
The popularity of video games, combined with the growing realism of these games, 
“suggests the need for parents to take advantage of opportunities to talk with children and 
adolescents about video game content,” states Content and Ratings.  “We believe that 
physicians, particularly pediatricians and specialists in adolescent medicine, should ask 
patients and their parents about their experience with video games, and that the medical 
and public health communities should continue to have an active role in educating 
parents about video game content.” 
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Legislative Response Last year, U.S.  Representative Joe Baca (D-CA) introduced H.R.  
669, the Protect Children from Video Game Sex and Violence Act of 2003, in the House 
of Representatives.  The bill, which has not yet been voted on, would impose penalties on 
those who sell or rent video games to minors that depict nudity, sexual conduct, or other 
content harmful to minors. 
 
The legislation was drafted in response to a 2001 Federal Trade Commission study that 
showed that four out of five children between the ages of 13 and 16 are able to purchase 
“mature”-rated games. These games allow players to watch strip shows, have simulated 
sex with prostitutes, assault innocent bystanders, car-jack soccer moms, using illegal 
drugs, commit mass murder, and kill police officers. 
 
Research in the Journal of Personality and Psychology in April 2000 concluded that 
exposure to violent video games poses a greater danger than exposure to violence in 
television or movies because of the interactive nature of video games.  In video games, 
the player assumes the identity of the character and actively participates.  In addition, 
video games are played repetitively and can become addictive, and often reward players 
for taking part in violent behavior. 
 
More information about violent content in video games is available on Congressman 
Baca’s web site, www.house.gov/baca. 


