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Norwich ––The U.S. Department of Homeland Security has agreed to defer the deportation of Majan Jean, a 19-year-old city resident from Haiti who'd been ordered to leave the country by this Sunday. 

An agreement reached late Friday afternoon with Homeland Security Secretary Tom Ridge grants Jean a 60-day stay of the deportation order, during which time both U.S. Sen. Christopher J. Dodd, D-Conn., and U.S. Rep. Rob Simmons, R-2nd District, will work for the passage of a private bill to prevent her deportation. 

“A dream come true,” Jean said Friday night. “I just started to cry.” 

She spoke from Nashville, Tenn., where she'd been invited by an immigration reform group to be guest speaker at a rally in support of federal legislation that would enable children of undocumented immigrants, like Jean, to continue their education and live in the United States. The bill, pending in Congress, is known as the DREAM Act. 

“I am in shock,” Jean said. “I don't even know how to say it. It is really opening the door for me. I just hope that it can happen to everyone else with the passage of the DREAM Act. I can actually feel my foot in the door. My freedom has been given to me and my heart will be at peace and a little bit happier.” 

Dodd, who this week enlisted the support of U.S. Sen. Orrin G. Hatch, R-Utah, an original sponsor of the DREAM Act and chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, and several other ranking senators on Jean's behalf, initially was reluctant to sponsor a private bill. However, his changing his mind apparently helped seal the agreement with Homeland Security. 

A private bill, specific to Majan Jean, would enact waivers on whatever statutes led to the deportation order and would enable her to remain in this country and seek citizenship, according to Todd Mitchell, spokesman for Simmons. Mitchell said a joint letter from Dodd and Simmons stating their intention to introduce the private bill was essential to the deal. 

“There is no question that this remarkable girl who has known Connecticut and America to be her home for years, and has developed into a fine, caring young woman through moral character, dedication and study, should be allowed to stay and welcomed with open arms,” Dodd said. 

“The DREAM Act was intended specifically for children and youth in this situation, and I am committed to help her keep the stability she has worked so hard to achieve.” 

Neither the Senate nor the House has yet voted on the DREAM (Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors) Act, which was introduced last year. 

Jean, born in Port-au-Prince, was brought to this country as a 12-year-old by her mother and left with relatives in Florida. She lived with other relatives in New York and again in Florida before settling in Norwich with her mother, Vivianne Juste, in 2000. Jean entered Norwich Free Academy as a 10th-grader, graduated in 2003 and is attending Three Rivers Community College. 

Last fall, her mother sought political asylum here and was turned down by immigration authorities in Hartford. She and Jean, who were together for the appeal, were immediately incarcerated as undocumented immigrants. Jean was freed on $1,000 bail a day later, but her mother remained in prison for a month. The pastor at her church in New London had to have a lien put on his home for the mother to be released. 

This spring, Jean appeared again in Hartford, this time with a lawyer, in an effort to remain here. She lost that appeal, too. 

In June, she agreed to be interviewed for a story The Day published June 27. The next day, she was told by her attorney that a deportation order had been issued. She had to return to Haiti by July 18. 

Her mother does not benefit from the Homeland Security agreement with Jean achieved Friday. However, Juste has not yet been issued a deportation order. Mother and daughter share an apartment off Boswell Avenue in Norwich. 

Immigration advocacy groups and political leaders rallied to Jean's cause as her story spread. All along she has received close counsel from Geoffrey Serra, who lives in Westerly and was Jean's teacher at NFA. Serra was the one who urged her to make her story known, guided her through the misgivings and risks and helped her write letters to President Bush and members of Congress. 

Among others who've helped is Josh Bernstein, director of federal policy for the National Immigration Law Center in Washington, D.C. 

“This is a great victory for fairness and justice,” Bernstein said Friday night, after delivering the news by telephone to Jean. 

“Majan is an inspiration to us all,” Bernstein said. “Her spirit and faith are what carried her through. But she is not unique. We should not have to involve the very top echelons of government to keep a young person such as Majan from being deported from her home to a place she barely knows.”

