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Moises Serrano-Cruz, the Sarah Lawrence student who leads the effort to save Oscar Quinteros from  

deportation.

Three years ago, after his brother was killed by members of the gang MS-13, Oscar Quinteros decided 

to flee El Salvador and start a new life in the United States. Quinteros managed to cross three national 

borders by land before being detained by American authorities in the desert north of Mexico. While 

reviewing his case, the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency, ICE, released him, and 

Quinteros settled in North Carolina. 

April 21, on his twenty-fourth birthday, Quinteros was taken into custody again. This time around, his 

only way out of ICE's detention center may be a one-way ticket to El Salvador—a fate that could 

mean death, says Moises Serrano-Cruz ('18), member of Sarah Lawrence for Immigration Advocacy 

and an organizer behind the campaign "Don't Deport Oscar to his Death!"*

"Getting deported back to El Salvador would be a death sentence for Oscar," says Serrano-Cruz. 

Quinteros began receiving threats to his life after local gang members murdered his brother, who had 



been coerced into testifying in court against organized crime. "The United States government knows 

about the threat to Oscar's life but they ignore it," says Serrano-Cruz.  

El Salvador, a country known for its violent history, is continuing down a bloody path. March of this 

year was the Central American nation's most violent month in 15 years, with 481 murders, El Pais 

reports. El Salvador has one of the worst murder rates in the world, with an annual average of 60 

homicides per 100,000 citizens. 

Quinteros is currently held in the Stewart Detention Center a few hours south of Atlanta, Georgia. He 

was detained there after showing up for a yearly, mandatory check-up, and was issued an order of 

removal by ICE. Quinteros challenged the verdict and applied for a "stay of removal", filing a form 

whose bleak footnotes remind the applicant that an immigration official "may at his/her discretion 

revoke the approval of this application and execute the order of removal at a date and time of his/her 

choosing." The application for a stay of removal was denied.

At this point, says Serrano-Cruz, mobilizing community support is the best remaining option to keep 

Quinteros in the United States. The plan to persuade ICE to reconsider Quinteros's case includes 

circulating an online petition and urging community members to place phone calls to the ICE 

Enforcement and Removal Operations Detention Reporting and Information Line. To test the strength 

of this approach, one needs to look no further than the SLC campus.

Last year, as the Phoenix reported, the father of SLC student Manuela Varrenche ('14), was facing 

deportation to Colombia until a similar community outreach campaign brought attention to his 

situation. Ultimately, that campaign, which was supported by SLC President Karen Lawrence as well 

as some 6,000 individuals who signed an online petition, contributed to prompting ICE to put the case 

back under review, effectively postponing the deportation by one year. 

"Working within the immigrant rights movement, I have learned that if ICE senses enough pressure, it 

will halt a deportation," says Serrano-Cruz. "ICE has the power and authority to not deport, but 

chooses to do it anyway."

It is too soon to tell if the struggle to keep Quinteros in the United States will be successful. But 

Serrano-Cruz has hope. "Nearly 800 people have signed our petition. And we managed to shut down 

the English line at ICE in Atlanta" with a barrage of supportive phone calls, Serrano-Cruz said. 



The flyer that was passed around urging the Sarah Lawrence community to come to Oscar Quinteros's  

aid.

Serrano-Cruz personally knows the realities of living in the United States as an undocumented 

immigrant. Born in Mexico, he migrated to the United States as an 18-month old and went on to live 

in North Carolina. Barred from attending a state college at in-state tuition rates and ineligible for 

federal student aid because of his legal status, Serrano-Cruz found a way to higher education through 

SLC. The college awarded Serrano-Cruz a full scholarship upon admission last year.

By attending SLC, Serrano-Cruz can count himself a lucky member of the between 5 and 10% of 

undocumented high school graduates that go to college, according to data from the Immigration Policy 

Center.

Amassing support for Quinteros's case is only Serrano-Cruz's latest project in a resume of immigrant 

rights-related work that stretches back to 2010. When it comes to protecting the rights of 

undocumented immigrants, Serrano-Cruz says, the bottom line is simple: "Everyone has the right to 

live a life without fear."


