
PIMA COUNTY BOARD OF SUPERVISORS 

33 N. STONE AVENUE, FLOOR 11 
TUCSON, ARIZONA 85701 

Stephen W. Christy 
Supervisor, District 4 

TELEPHONE 520· 724-8094 
E·MAIL: district4@pima.gov 

DATE: 

TO: 

FROM: 

MEMORANDUM 

February 24, 2022 

Melissa Manriquez 
Clerk of the Board 

· Steve Christy@ 
District 4 Supervisor 

SUBJECT: Agenda Addendum Item 

Please place the following Item on the Addendum to the Agenda for the Board of Supervisors 
meeting of March 1, 2022: 

BOARD OF SUPERVISORS 

Discussion/Direction/ Action regarding the scope and cost of services provided 
by Pima County to asylum seekers, refugees, and families and individuals 
encountered by the Department of Homeland Security during FY 21/22. 
(District 4) 

Thank you. 



   

  

 
 
 

 
 

 
       Date: January 27, 2022 
 
 
 
To: The Honorable Chair and Members  From: Jan Lesher  
 Pima County Board of Supervisors   Acting County Administrator 
 
 
Re: Response to Supervisor Steve Christy’s Questions Regarding Aid to Asylum Seekers 

during the January 18, 2022 Board of Supervisors Meeting 
 
 
Background: Aid to Asylum Seekers and Recently Evicted Individuals and Families 
 
In response to early 2021 surging numbers, Pima County partnered with City of Tucson and 
Catholic Community Services (CCS) to provide food and shelter to U.S. southern border 
asylum seekers released by United States Department of Homeland Security agencies 
(USDHS). Unlike this partnership’s response to the 2019 asylum seeker surge, the 2021 
response has had to additionally address the compounding crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and therefore the addition of non-congregate shelter for COVID-positive and COVID-exposed 
individuals.  
 
Asylum seekers released by USDHS are dropped off at Casa Alitas Welcome Center (CAWC), 
located in three converted pods at the Pima County Juvenile Justice Complex. Individuals 
who test positive for COVID-19 are transported to the Red Roof Inn/Tucson South (RRI), 
which is under contract between Pima County and Jot Properties. At RRI, COVID-positive 
individuals quarantine and their exposed family members isolate. They are provided meals 
and medical services as needed until they can travel safely to their sponsorship families in 
other parts of the U.S.  
 
The number of asylum seekers released by USDHS can vary widely day-to-day and week-to-
week. Pima County therefore has additionally contracted with Jot Properties for Comfort 
Suites to provide rooms for COVID-negative asylum seekers when USDHS release surges 
exceed CAWC shelter capacity.  
 
In order to achieve cost efficiency for emergency shelter provision, Pima County is serving 
two different COVID-negative populations at Comfort Suites: 1) U.S. southern border asylum 
seekers released by USDHS; and 2) Pima County individuals and families who have been 
recently evicted. Half of the eighty (80) rooms at Comfort Suites are reserved to 
accommodate surging numbers of COVID-negative asylum seekers, and the remaining forty 
(40) rooms are reserved for individuals and families who have been recently evicted and 
referred for immediate need of shelter to the Pima County Department of Community and 
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Workforce Development Department (CWD). Service to the latter population at Comfort 
Suites will begin in early February 2022.  
 
In order to achieve cost efficiency for emergency food provision, Pima County Grants 
Management & Innovation Department (GMI) worked with Pima County Procurement 
Department (Procurement) to develop the scope of services for Solicitation No. IFB-PO-
2200048 for Food Services for County Congregate and Non-Congregate Shelters—i.e., 
CAWC, RRI, and Comfort Suites. Relating to this solicitation, the Pima County Board of 
Supervisors approved the recommendation by Procurement to award Master Agreement No. 
MA-PO-22-084 to World Dining, LLC at the January 18, 2022 Board meeting.  
 
Request 
 
During discussion of the above Master Agreement at the January 18, 2022 Board meeting, 
Supervisor Steve Christy, District 4, requested County staff compile total costs incurred and 
people served to-date relating to humanitarian aid provided to both asylum seekers and 
recently evicted individuals and families at CAWC, Red Roof Inn/Tucson South, and Comfort 
Suites.  
 
Numbers Served To-Date 
 
Since March 2021, Pima County has experienced a steady increase of U.S. southern border 
asylum seekers released by USDHS agencies to CAWC. From March 1, 2021 through the 
end of January 2022, 24,240 individual asylum seekers will have been served by the 
Southwest Border operations partnership of Pima County, City of Tucson, and Catholic 
Community Services.    
 
The number of recently evicted individuals and families served by CWD case managers at 
Comfort Suites cannot yet be determined since this project will not begin formal operation 
until early February 2022.  
 
Costs To-Date 
 
Since the beginning of the 2021 asylum seeker surge, GMI has worked closely with Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) Emergency Food and Shelter Program (EFSP) to 
procure critical funding to defray costs incurred by the Southwest Border operations 
partnership of Pima County, City of Tucson, and Catholic Community Services (GMI is the 
FEMA EFSP fiscal agent for the entire partnership). FEMA EFSP revenue awarded thus far 
totals $7.9M.    
 
Table 1 is a breakout of all actual costs for the provision of humanitarian aid to asylum 
seekers (March 1 through December 15, 2021).  
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Costs incurred for aid provided to recently evicted individuals and families served by CWD 
at Comfort Suites are not included in the below table because, as stated previously, this 
project will not begin formal operation until early February 2022.  
 
 
Table 1.  Asylum Seeker Humanitarian Aid Costs Incurred March – December 15, 2021* 

TOTAL COSTS – Asylum Seeker 
Humanitarian Aid 

Actual Spending by Category  
(March 1 - December 15, 2021) 

HOUSING – Casa Alitas Welcome Center  $                            175,736.53 

HOUSING - HOTELING $                          3,483,612.48 

FOOD - Hotels and CAWC $                             425,317.38 

TOTAL MEDICAL $                             516,378.07 

TOTAL STAFFING COSTS $                              628,925.08 

TRANSPORTATION (long-distance) $                              131,734.38 

TRANSPORTATION (short-distance) $                              200,405.66 

OTHER $                                  2,414.34 

TOTAL COSTS $                           5,564,523.92 
 
Costs in the table above include sheltering of individuals (at CAWC, RRI, and other “surge” 
hotels and motels used as needed), food, medical care (including, but not limited to, COVID-
19 testing, and COVID-19 vaccination), staffing, security and transportation (both intra-city, 
and from ports of entry statewide). Please note cost data for the table ends December 15, 
2021 because costs through this date have been reconciled. There is typically a 30-day lag 
between GMI receipt of invoices and reconciliation (i.e., the GMI fact-checking process to 
determine cost verifiability and allowability for allocation against grant revenue). In the go-
forward, if the Board requests, GMI can share regular updates of reconciled costs relating to 
humanitarian aid provided to both asylum seekers and recently evicted individuals and 
families at CAWC, Red Roof Inn/Tucson South, and Comfort Suites.  
 
Upcoming Funding: Food/Shelter for Asylum Seekers and Recently Evicted Individuals and 
Families 
 
USDHS releases of asylum seekers to CAWC are forecasted to continue throughout 2022. 
GMI will therefore continue to monitor funding opportunities through FEMA EFSP and other 
federal sources. Costs incurred to support aid to recently evicted individuals and families will 
be defrayed using American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) Coronavirus Local Recovery Fund 
(CLFRF) revenue. The amount of funding for the latter project (“Emergency Housing 
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Support”) is set at $2.95M, which was approved by the Board at the December 21, 2021 
meeting (Addendum 1, Item 5, “Revised American Rescue Plan Act, Coronavirus Local Fiscal 
Recovery Funds (ARPA CLFRF) Spending Plan/Budget”).    
 
Conclusion 
 
Through Pima County partnerships with City of Tucson, CCS, and federal program leadership 
at FEMA EFSP, over 24,000 asylum seekers have been safely processed through Pima 
County since the beginning of the current surge crisis in early 2021. Additionally, these 
partnerships have been integral in the mitigation of COVID-19 spread, thus assuring public 
health and safety recommendations are met. These partnerships in tandem with robust, 
ongoing internal communication and logistics management across several County 
departments – spearheaded by Pima County Office of Emergency Management – have 
resulted in safe respite and passage for asylum seekers through Pima County. The County 
will leverage this operational experience and achieve cost efficiencies as it adds an additional 
at-risk population – recently evicted individuals and families – into its program matrix for 
emergency food and shelter.      
 
 
JKL 
 
c: Carmine DeBonis, Jr., Deputy County Administrator for Public Works  

Francisco García, MD, MPH, Deputy County Administrator & Chief Medical Officer,  
  Health and Community Services 
Regina Kelly, Director, Grants Management and Innovation Office 
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Pima County uncertain federal funds to support asylum seekers will continue 

Danyelle Khmara 

Feb 19, 2022 

A n1ernber of the medical staff examines a girl, one of about 30 released from Border Patrol custody in the Ajo area 

and brought to the Casa Alitas migrant centei- in March 2021. 

Kelly Presnell, Arizona Daily Sta 

Danyelle Khrnara 

P ima County officials hope - but aren't certain - the federal government will continue to fund programs 

that provide services to asylum seekers, which are now costing about $1.3 million per month here. 

"The funds are good through February, and we have a real reason to believe they may continue to March," said 

acting County Administrator Jan Lesher. "I don't know what happens after that." 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency, or FEMA, has awarded the county $7.9 million since the 

beginning of 2021 from its Emergency Food and Shelter Program, which Congress funded primarily through 

the American Rescue Plan COVID relief package, passed last year. 

https ://tucson. com/news/local/pima-county-uncertai n-federal-funds-to-support-asylum-seekers-will-continue/article _ 1 d07a4c8-901 d-11 ec-8e6c-a37 e44.. 1 /4 
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The county used more than $5.56 million last year in federal funds on humanitarian aid to migrants. The city

of Tucson spent $1.5 million on food, shelter and transportation, and was also reimbursed through the

Emergency Food and Shelter Program.

FEMA awarded $110 million to the program in March of 2021 for humanitarian assistance to migrants. When

Congress passed a continuing resolution, in December, to fund federal programs, that humanitarian

assistance was not renewed, leaving grantees of the program wondering whether they’ll be able to continue

support to this vulnerable population.

Stakeholders hope to see more funding in the anticipated 2022 omnibus spending bill. Earlier this month,

both of Arizona’s U.S. senators signed onto a letter asking congressional leaders to ensure that funding is

included.

“Arizona’s border communities and nonprofits serve on the front lines of the migrant crisis, and the federal

government must step up and secure the border, keep Arizona communities secure, and treat migrants fairly

and humanely,” said Democratic Sen. Kyrsten Sinema, who is chair of the Senate Government Operations and

Border Management Subcommittee, in a prepared statement Wednesday.

Why this time is different
For the last year, Pima County has had larger numbers of asylum seekers released to the county, currently at

an average of 140 people a day.

This isn’t the first time the county has seen such spikes, but this time is different because of the pandemic

and there is no end in sight to increased numbers of people needing assistance.

“We have not seen any indication that the Department of Homeland Security plans to stop bringing people to

our community,” Lesher said. “So hopefully the funding will continue.”

The Border Patrol releases some migrants seeking asylum who just crossed the border to nonprofits, which

provide food, shelter, transportation and other services for a short time until the individuals and families head

to their sponsors all across the country.

From March 2021 through this January, there were about 24,240 people seeking asylum released to the Casa

Alitas Welcome Center, which is run by Catholic Community Services and contracted by the county to provide

humanitarian aid to migrants.

The ongoing pandemic means the center has a smaller capacity and migrants who test positive for COVID

require a longer stay and a place to isolate. About 3% of the migrants test positive, which was nearly 500

people since last July, but their families who have been exposed need to isolate as well.

The county contracts with hotels for rooms for people who need to isolate, as well as for families and

individuals to stay in when Casa Alitas is beyond capacity. The hotel rooms are the most expensive part of the

operation, making up nearly 63% of expenses.

https://www.kelly.senate.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/2022.02.07-Padilla-Kelly-Letter-to-Appropriations-re-EFSP.pdf
https://tucson.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/feds-to-give-pima-county-2-million-to-help-cover-cost-of-asylum-seekers/article_f4df0dd8-9c7a-11eb-9f6a-ab2f8d7b941b.html
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Other expenses include food, transportation, medical care, COVID testing and COVID vaccinations.

“We have been very diligent about reaching out to federal programs to see what funding is available to pay for

these programs so that it’s not borne by the Pima County taxpayers,” Lesher said. “To the extent that the

individuals here are also federal taxpayers, that may be the case, but it’s not their Pima County tax dollars that

are funding the program.”

Another increasing challenge over the past six months has been the large variation in the number of

individuals arriving daily, which ranged from three to 344 per day in December alone.

The varying numbers of people makes it logistically hard to plan things like how many hotel rooms the county

needs to purchase, how many meals to purchase, how many vehicles are needed for transportation. As well,

they don’t know the size of the families that will arrive, which factors into what type of accommodations they

need to secure.

“We have to provide food whether we’re serving 500 people three meals a day plus snacks and outbound

travel food supplies, or whether we have 80 people,” said Teresa Cavendish, director of operations for Catholic

Community Services. “And so trying to ramp up fast enough to accommodate folks if there’s a sudden shift in

the dynamics of folks that are coming, that can be a challenge.”

In December the weekly numbers increased from 472 up to 1,252 on New Year’s Day. This had a ripple effect

in transportation, COVID testing, medical support for those who were COVID-positive, COVID vaccinations

and non-congregate sheltering. The last few weeks the numbers have dropped back to about 140 a day.

It’s common that Pima County receives asylum seekers from Yuma, and one of the reasons numbers spiked is

because the Yuma Sector became a “hot spot” for border crossers for a short time in December.

Also, there were a couple of weeks recently when migrants were being sent to Tucson from the Border Patrol’s

El Paso Sector, which can happen when one region is overwhelmed with more people than it can process and

provide services to.

During that time, there were fewer migrants coming through the Yuma region, so Casa Alitas had the capacity

to take in asylum seekers from El Paso, Cavendish said.

“Sometimes when that occurs, (Customs and Border Protection) in Tucson is called upon to do what it’s

required to do, and there’s not always a consideration for what the shelter capacity in that community is going

to be,” she said. “In this case everything balanced out really well.”

The capacity at the Welcome Center is a little over 100, but with the other locations Catholic Community

Services and the county are operating, they’ve provided overnight shelter for more than 500 people in the

recent past.

https://tucson.com/news/local/migrant-surge-on-arizona-border-likely-related-to-remain-in-mexico-policy/article_730f1bea-5854-11ec-b1cd-abc3fd7e9586.html
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The county block rents hotel rooms for a discounted rate at specific hotels. One of the hotels where asylum

seekers who are COVID-negative stay is the Comfort Suites where the county also houses recently evicted

families who need temporary housing.

“This is the county being placed in a position of having to respond to a federal problem,” Lesher said. “And

really, while we’re picking things up in the community, it is the federal government that really is responsible

for the program.”

Preparing for the worst
County officials have begun discussions with Catholic Community Services about when they will need to start

making changes in the way they provide services. While the county officials have a good relationship with

FEMA, even they don’t know if they’ll get the money in time, Lesher said.

“We need to start figuring out those next steps because we do not have at this point general fund allocation to

provide these services, and we don’t need Catholic Community Services to be caught flat-footed with all of the

services that they provide,” she said.

FEMA did not respond to a request for comment.

Catholic Community Services is looking for other funding options, but prior to the federal funding source, the

organization was extremely limited in the services it could provide, Cavendish said.

Another COVID complication is that Catholic Community Services has fewer volunteers and must use more

paid staffers. Pima County has also rented out an entire hotel with 80 rooms for those who are COVID-

positive, which is expensive. It would be very unlikely it could continue this level of services with only money

the nonprofit could raise, Cavendish said.

“I think it’s a concern for all of the border shelters that FEMA is not going to get the appropriations that they

need in order to provide the continued funding,” she said. “I think everyone’s concerned, including FEMA,

that they’re not going to be able to do this. So we’re all trying to figure out what we do if there’s even a gap in

funding.”

Contact reporter Danyelle Khmara at dkhmara@tucson.com or 573-4223. On Twitter: @DanyelleKhmara

Danyelle Khmara

Danyelle joined the Star in 2018 and covers K-12 education. Previously, Danyelle wrote for the Tucson Weekly where she won several
statewide awards including story of the year and first place investigative reporting.

Reporter

https://tucson.com/content/tncms/live/mail
https://tucson.com/content/tncms/live/Tel
https://twitter.com/DanyelleKhmara
https://tucson.com/users/profile/Danyelle%20Khmara



