
Legal Policy

When Help Is 
Nowhere to Be Found:
What Government Documents Reveal 
About MS-13 Operations in Long Island, 
New York City, and the Lower Hudson Valley

May, 2020 



The New York Immigration Coalition (NYIC) is an umbrella policy 
& advocacy organization that represents over 200 immigrant and 
refugee rights groups throughout New York.

The NYIC serves one of the largest and most diverse newcomer 
populations in the United States. The multi-racial and multi-
sector NYIC membership base includes grassroots and 
nonprofit community organizations, religious and academic 
institutions, labor unions, as well as legal and socioeconomic 
justice organizations. The NYIC not only establishes a forum for 
immigrant groups to voice their concerns, but also provides a 
platform for collective action to drive positive social change.

Author

Contributors

2When Help Is Nowhere to Be Found: What Government Documents Reveal About MS-13 in Long Island, New York City, and the Lower Hudson Valley                May 2020 

The NYIC thanks Kirkland & Ellis LLP for their work in helping obtain the documents reviewed 
in this report.

The NYIC would also like to thank STRONG Youth and Alexander T. Holtzman, Esq., Director, of 
the Deportation Defense Clinic at the Maurice A. Deane School of Law at Hofstra University 
for their contributions to this report.

Camille J. Mackler



Table of Contents
Top Line Findings .............................................................................................................................

Introduction ....................................................................................................................................

Scope of Operation .........................................................................................................................

 Collaboration with Local and Federal Law Enforcement ..............................................

 Collaboration With New York State Agencies ..................................................................

 Collaboration With New York City Agencies ....................................................................

 Collaboration With Long Island Agencies ........................................................................

  Nassau County ........................................................................................................

  Suffolk County .........................................................................................................

 Collaboration with Hudson Valley Agencies ....................................................................

 Collaboration With Federal Agencies ...............................................................................

Immigration Enforcement ..............................................................................................................

Concerns ..........................................................................................................................................

 Exploitation of MS-13 For Anti-Immigrant Purposes ......................................................

 Impact on Community Relations ......................................................................................

 Civil Rights and Due Process Concerns ...........................................................................

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................................

Appendix - Select Documents from FOIA Production..................................................................

4

6

7

8

10

10

10

10

11

12

12

13

14

14

15

15

16

17

3When Help Is Nowhere to Be Found: What Government Documents Reveal About MS-13 in Long Island, New York City, and the Lower Hudson Valley                May 2020 



Top Line Findings 

1
Operation Matador, originally conceived of 
as a 90 day operation, is now a permanent 
task force co-led by Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) Homeland 
Security Investigations (HSI) and the Drug 
Enforcement Agency (DEA). It primarily 
focuses on gang enforcement on Long 
Island, in New York City, and in the Hudson 
Valley.

From the start, Operation Matador was 
conceived to carry out immigration 
enforcement, even as it purported to be a 
gang enforcement operation. The Concept 
of Operations clearly states its intention to 
help enforce the then-recently released 
enforcement priorities of the Trump 
Administration. It also refers to the need 
to address fraud in the “unaccompanied 
minor program” as an additional 
justification for the operation, even though 
no such program exists. Half of arrests 
made under Operation Matador were for 
administrative violations of immigration 
law, meaning that they were either arrests 
of individuals who were in the wrong place 
at the wrong time, or that law enforcement 
did not have enough evidence to show 
probable cause of criminal activity to 
obtain a judicial warrant.

2

3
Certain federal agencies, including the 
Attorney General for the Eastern District 
of New York and the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, expressed concern over a 
duplicative task force, with many of the 
same partners already participating in 
existing gang-enforcement task forces 
on Long Island, and noted that it could 
fracture efforts to address the growing 
presence of MS-13. At the same time, 
local officials, including Nassau County 
Police Commissioner Patrick Ryder and 
then-Suffolk County Police Commissioner 
Tim Sini, sought to hide or downplay their 
departments’ involvement in Matador 
publicly while providing critical manpower 
and other support to the Task Force.

4
Though the New York City Police 
Department responded to the Freedom 
Of Information Law request by stating 
that they had no responsive documents, 
the documents produced by ICE included 
emails with detectives from a Queens 
precinct as well as the Queens District 
Attorney’s office on at least one specific 
case. Emails exchanged with the 
Department of Corrections also showed 
cooperation with federal agencies, though 
ICE was made to produce a warrant 
or subpoena before information was 
exchanged.
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5
The formal relationships between Long 
Island and federal agencies far pre-
date Matador. An agreement signed by 
the Nassau County Police Department 
deputizing certain of their staff as federal 
agents dates back to 2005. A similar 
agreement was signed with Suffolk County 
in 2016.

6
The Suffolk County Police Department 
was made aware of the civil immigration 
enforcement that took place during 
Matador operations, but continued to 
participate. In addition, guidance issued 
by department leadership regarding 
information to be included in the county’s 
gang database also provided a direct 
contact to ICE-HSI. The purpose was to 
verify the immigration status of anyone 
entered in the database and so that ICE 
can carry out appropriate enforcement 
actions.

7
Though the Nassau County Police 
Department told federal partners they 
were weary of being publicly associated 
with initiatives such as the Operation 
Matador Task Force, they continued to 
meet with ICE, to provide manpower and 
other support to Matador operations, and 
eventually sent officers to be trained to 
join Matador.

Photo Credit: Keith J. Gardner.
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In May 2017, the Trump administration, in their continued quest to use the street 
gang MS-13 as a vehicle to justify its anti-immigrant policies, launched Operation 
Matador (Matador). Although originally billed as a temporary, 90 day operation run 
by the Department of Homeland Security’s Immigration Enforcement Agency (ICE), 
Matador has become a permanent operation that continues to this day and has 
ensnared local law enforcement, community members, and nonprofits in its grip.

Six months after Operation Matador was launched, the NYIC filed requests under the Freedom 
of Information Act (FOIA) to Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services (USCIS), and Customs and Border Patrol (CBP) to attempt to learn more 
about the secretive program. At the same time, we also filed requests under New York’s Freedom 
of Information Law (FOIL) to the Nassau County Police Department (NCPD), Suffolk County Police 
Department (SCPD), and New York Police Department (NYPD)¹. 

The documents obtained through these efforts, though heavily redacted, provide insight into the 
clear political motivations driving the creation of Matador and, worse still, show frequent sharing of 
information between federal and local agencies and officials under the umbrella of the program. 
Understandably, this has led to a decimation of trust between community members, local law 
enforcement, and federal agents.

The documents also provide poignant reminders of the devastating impact the gang has on its own 
local communities. In some emails, investigators discuss the recovery of victims’ remains once the 
location has been confessed by the alleged killer. In another the head of the Nassau County Police 
Department encourages his rank and file after they’ve been the target of threats by the gang. 

And yet, the Trump Administration’s politicizing of the fight against MS-13, particularly on Long Island, 
New York City, and the Hudson Valley, causes considerable concern among community members 
and advocates. In two previous reports with partners, the New York Immigration Coalition (NYIC) 
detailed the detrimental effect of using the fear provoked by MS-13 to justify thinly-veiled anti-
immigrant policies. In Swept up in the Sweep, the NYIC, along with the City University of New York 
School of Law’s Immigrant and Non-Citizen Rights Clinic, interviewed dozens of local advocates and 
community organizers to assess the impact of federal anti-gang enforcement on immigrant New 
Yorkers, highlighting how the actions led to racial profiling and stigmatization against young, latinx 
immigrants. In Stuck with Suspicion, the NYIC and the New York Civil Liberties Union reviewed nearly 
1,000 pages of documents issued by the US Department of Homeland Security making allegations of 
gang affiliations without giving immigrants the ability to properly defend themselves or disprove the 
accusations.

The terror and sheer spectacularity of MS-13’s violent presence in the New York City metropolitan 
area, particularly in the Hudson Valley, on Long Island, and in the outer boroughs of Queens and 
Brooklyn, is hard to minimize. As one reporter, who followed the gang’s progress on Long Island for 
a year, put it, “Its members attack in groups, in the woods, at night, luring teens to their deaths with 
the promise of girls or weed. One Long Island boy told me he doesn’t go to parties anymore because 
he worries any invitation could be a trap. A victim’s father showed me a death certificate that said 
his son’s head had been bashed in, then lowered his voice and added that the boy’s bones had been 
marked by machete slashes, but he didn’t want the mother to know that. A teenager who has left the 
gang told me he considers himself dead already, and is just trying to make sure MS-13 doesn’t kill his 
family.”

Introduction

¹All asked for documents within the respective agencies’ possessions, regarding Operation Matador. Insufficient responses to all of the requests led to lawsuits filed against ICE and CBP 
in the Southern District of New York (for FOIA) and Nassau and Suffolk County Courts against NCPD and SCPD respectively (for FOIL). This report details the findings from the documents 
produced pursuant to those litigations.
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“Its members attack in groups, in the woods, at night, luring teens 
to their deaths with the promise of girls or weed. One Long Island 
boy told me he doesn’t go to parties anymore because he worries 
any invitation could be a trap. A victim’s father showed me a death 
certificate that said his son’s head had been bashed in, then 
lowered his voice and added that the boy’s bones had been marked 
by machete slashes, but he didn’t want the mother to know that. A 
teenager who has left the gang told me he considers himself dead 
already, and is just trying to make sure MS-13 doesn’t kill his family.”

Scope of Operations

“I’ve Been Reporting on MS-13 for a Year. Here Are the 5 Things Trump 
Gets Most Wrong.” Propublica, 8/25/2018

Operation Matador was begun in May of 2017 and initially proposed as a 90-day operation 
that would run on Long Island, in New York City, and in the Hudson Valley. According to ICE’s 
Concept of Operations, Matador was meant to unify streams of information and coordinate 
efforts so as to address a “burgeoning” threat posed by MS-13 and prevent MS-13 from 
gaining a foothold in the United States. Matador was further meant to rectify the impunity 
with which MS-13 had been allowed to grow in recent years. In sum, the “DHS OPMAT 
coalition [would] leverage its vast resources, capabilities, and relationships to protect 
New York neighborhoods from the scourges of this criminal enterprise.” The Concept of 
Operations also specifically noted that Matador agents would investigate “sponsors of MS-13 
gang members who entered the United States under the Unaccompanied Child Program² “to 
see if there are individuals who sponsored multiple MS-13 gang members for potential fraud 
charges.”

According to the Concept of Operations, Operation Matador was also meant to include a community 
outreach component which would focus on “at-risk youths in vulnerable immigrant populations being 
exploited by transnational gangs.” The goal was to “raise community awareness through education 
and public service announcements” through a “broad campaign to engage community and religious 
and Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) on victim and immigration benefits that may be available 
through [the Victim Of Immigrant Crime Engagement] VOICE and the Victim Assistance Programs.” 
However, perhaps unsurprisingly, this intent is not referenced or realized in any of the other 
documents provided through the Freedom of Information requests.

Beyond noting that Operation Matador will fall under the umbrella of the long-standing Operation 
Community Shield, which is ICE’s primary anti-gang enforcement operation, the Concept of Operations 
does not address the relationship between Operation Matador and other gang enforcement activities 
in which ICE participates. Notably, it does not refer to the Long Island Gang Task Force which, 
according to one email from an Assistant U.S. Attorney (AUSA) in the Eastern District of New York, 
operates with the same players and for the same purpose.

²The term “Unaccompanied Children” comes from a legal classification, found in the Immigration and Naturalization Act (“INA”), to individuals who arrive or are in the United States 
under 18 years of age and with no parent or guardian. Although multiple programs and accommodations have been established over the years to support Unaccompanied Children, 
there is no official program to which migrant youth can apply or participate in simply by virtue of being an Unaccompanied Child, nor does the designation, in and of itself, confer 
immigration status in the United States.
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Despite original plans, Operation Matador continues to this day and is now a permanent task force 
co-located within ICE and the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA). In proposals sent broadly to state 
and local law enforcement agencies in June, 2018, ICE Homeland Security Investigations, the ICE 
sub-agency that is charged with investigating cross-border crimes, noted its intent to transform 
Matador into “an enduring co-located OPMAT Task Force with the Organized Crime Drug Enforcement 
Task Force (OCDETF),” a part of the DEA. At the time of writing, Matador is touted on ICE’s gang 
enforcement webpage as one of its greatest anti-gang successes and is one of the only two gang 
operations highlighted there. The fact that most outreach to local partners does not appear to have 
been conducted until June, 2018, calls into question whether the alleged 90 day limit proposed in the 
original Concept of Operations was ever an actual end date, or simply a cover to lay the groundwork 
for a more long standing initiative.

Geographically, Operation Matador appears limited to Long Island, New York City, and the Hudson 
Valley, with staff assigned to either Long Island or Hudson Valley and specific sweeps being 
coordinated in those two regions. Operations in New York City appear to have been more limited to 
information sharing with the New York Police Department (NYPD). Although the NYPD responded to a 
FOIL request for information regarding their involvement with Matador by stating they had found no 
relevant documents, the documents show a number of email exchanges between NYPD detectives 
and ICE agents. It is unclear if the NYPD knowingly or mistakenly evaded the FOIL request.

Beyond the actual activity in the New York City metro area, Operation Matador had far reaching 
implications and interest. Domestically, Matador agents were responsible for arresting a clique 
leader wanted in Baltimore, Maryland, with other communications from HSI offices in Buffalo and 
Philadelphia. In addition, the U.S. Ambassador in El Salvador was briefed on Matador, an El Salvador 
police officer participated in it, and HSI sought funding for international law enforcement work in 
connection with it.

Finally, while the original concept for Operation Matador meant it to focus on MS-13, its expansion 
to an “enduring” task force co-located within ICE-HSI and the DEA also extended its mission to 
Trans-Criminal Organizations and gangs, including the 18th Street Gang, the G Shine Bloods, and the 
Trinitarios.

Collaboration with Local and Federal Law 
Enforcement
Operation Matador has sought broad support 
and partnerships with local law enforcement 
agencies to carry out its work. In June of 2018, 
a proposal to join Operation Matador was widely 
circulated to local law enforcement agencies. 
In addition to noting Matador’s transformation 
into an “enduring” task force, the proposal also 
explained the decision making structure of 
Matador, which ICE claims would be led by an 
Executive Committee comprised of the Special 
Agent in Charge, or agency equivalents, of 
each participating agency and chaired by the 
U.S. Attorneys’ offices for the Southern District 
of New York and the Eastern District of New 
York. The salary and benefits of personnel at 
participating agencies remain the responsibility 
of each agency but the Task Force agreed to

pay for any overtime pursuant to the availability 
of OCDETF funds. What funding would actually 
be made available seems to have been unclear, 
even to the agencies sought out by ICE for 
participation.

It is not clear from the redacted documents 
received which agencies ultimately agreed 
to participate in Operation Matador. An irate 
email by an AUSA to Patrick Ryder, Police 
Commissioner for Nassau County, highlights 
how ICE-HSI appears to have misrepresented 
the involvement by federal agencies³, calling 
into question what the actual decision making 
and command structure of Matador is to this 
day. 

³ For more details on concerns raised by federal agencies, see the Section on “Concerns” later in this report
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However, the list of agencies that were the recipients of ICE’s outreach is below (and their 
response when known):

1. State-wide

 a.   New York State Police 
 b.   New York National Guard Counterdrug Taskforce

2. Long Island
 a.   Nassau County District Attorney (Department was interested but did not have 
                   the capacity at the time.)
 b.   Nassau County Police Department
 c.   Nassau County Sheriff (Department was interested but unable to participate 
                   at this time.)
 d.   Suffolk County District Attorney
 e.   Suffolk County Police Department (Proposal accepted and participation 
                   confirmed.)
 f.    Suffolk County Sheriff 
 g.   East Hampton Police Department
 h.   Hempstead Police Department
 i.    Quogue Police 
 j.    Riverhead Town Police Department 
 k.   Sag Harbor Police Department
 l.    Shelter Island Town Police Department 
 m.  Southampton Police (Participation confirmed.)
 n.   Southold Town Police (Proposal declined due to capacity.)
 o.   Westhampton Police 

3. New York City 
 a.   New York City Police
 b.   NYC Department of Corrections (Participation appears to have been confirmed 
                   through paperwork sent by ICE to the DOC to be submitted by the individual 
                   designated to participate in Matador.)
 c.   NYC Department of Investigations and NYCHA Inspector General 
 d.   NYC Department of Probation 
 e.   NYC Office of the Special Narcotics Prosecutor(Declined to participate.)
 f.    Bronx County District Attorney’s Office
 g.   King County (Brooklyn) District Attorney’s Office 
 h.   New York County (Manhattan) District Attorney’s Office
 i.    Queens County District Attorney’s Office(Participation appears confirmed.)
 j.    Richmond County (Staten Island) District Attorney’s Office

4. Hudson Valley
 a.   Newburgh Police Department
 b.   Orange County Police
 c.   Rockland County Police
 d.   Westchester County Police
 e.   Yonkers Police
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Collaboration With New York State Agencies
The only State agency that appears to have confirmed participation in Operation Matador is the New 
York National Guard Counter Drug Task Force, which assigned at least two personnel to Matador.

Collaboration With New York City Agencies
Although the documents provide less clarity on New York City agency’s involvement with Operation 
Matador, and the NYPD asserted they had no responsive documents to the NYIC’s FOIL request, 
the documents provided by ICE did show conversations between at least one NYPD detective in a 
Queens precinct, the Queens County District Attorney, and Operation Matador personnel at ICE-HSI. 
Communications revolved over the exchanging of case notes and other information after the Queens 
District Attorney requested HSI assistance on a specific case. In addition, HSI did reach out to the 
New York City Department of Corrections (DOC) in regards to a case, though HSI was required to 
provide Grand Jury subpoenas before the DOC would release information.

Collaboration With Long Island Agencies
The exact scope of cooperation between Nassau County authorities, Suffolk County authorities, and 
ICE remains opaque. Although both counties initially failed to disclose any relevant materials, court 
proceedings in both counties forced them to turn over documents in their possession related to 
Matador. In addition, both counties have signed agreements with ICE-HSI allowing for the deputization 
of certain of their police officers as HSI agents. These agreements pre-date operation Matador 
and show a history of entanglement between the local police departments and federal immigration 
enforcement, ostensibly giving local police officers the same powers as federal immigration 
enforcement agencies despite their lack of training and knowledge of immigration law. The Nassau 
County agreement is dated December 16, 2005 and the Suffolk County agreement is dated April 11, 
2016. Both are re-printed at the end of this report.

Nassau County

One provider on Long Island spoke of a client arrested during a raid on a bar 
which was an alleged gang-member hangout. Because he was there on the night 
of the raid, the client was labelled a gang member and deportation charges were 
brought against him by ICE. The client alleges he was only in the bar because it was 
a popular hang-out for his community, and close to where he lived and worked. 
ICE’s evidence alleging gang affiliation was challenged in court as being unreliable, 
misleading, and for violating the client’s right to due process.

In a May 24th, 2018 email to John Durham at the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Eastern 
District of New York (EDNY), Nassau County Police Commissioner Patrick Ryder noted 
that he prefers to stay away from “items” such as Matador because of the negative 
impact on his community relations. However, after a meeting with ICE a week later,and 
based on emails provided through the FOIA requests to ICE, it appears that the Nassau 
County Police Department reversed course and agreed to participate in Matador, 
changing their minds again in July due to alleged staffing capacity issues, and reversing 
course once more to ultimately send officers in the fall of 2018 to be trained by HSI so 
as to participate in individual operations.
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Suffolk County

Prior to the decision to formally join Matador, even in an ad-hoc manner, in the 
fall of 2018, Nassau County had been working closely with HSI on MS-13 efforts, 
presumably through the already-existing Long Island Gang Task Force. In late April, 
2018 Commissioner Ryder sent an email to his force noting the threats made on law 
enforcement by local MS-13 cliques and commending them on large-scale, coordinated 
sweeps in collaboration with HSI that resulted in 50 arrests of alleged MS-13 members. 
The email did not note any possible immigration-related arrests that may have come 
from the sweeps.

Jenny L (16 years old) was 
arrested by ICE in the parking lot 
of the Nassau County Department 
of Social Services, where she 
had gone to pick up documents 
in support of her immigration 
case. Jenny spent 9 month in the 
custody of the Office for Refugee 
Resettlement before being 
released.

Kelly D (15 years old) was 
arrested by ICE in Nassau County 
after the school administration 
contacted authorities alleging 
gang involvement. Her family 
hired an attorney who was able 
to prevent her deportation and 
Kelly has moved on to a healthy 
life in the United States.

Beyond such large scale joint enforcement actions, the documents revealed multiple 
emails between Nassau Police Officers and Operation Matador Task Force staff going as 
far back as November, 2017. In those communications, officers/agents from both NCPD 
and ICE-HSI discussed individual cases, including the lodging of detainers and holding 
individuals so that the other agency could come in for questioning.

Cesar V (15 years old) was threatened by MS-13 after he tried to disassociate 
himself from classmates he knew to be affiliated with the gang. Eventually, his 
family became afraid and filed a complaint with a local police precinct. When the 
police officers arrived to take the complaint, Cesar was separated from his family 
and accused by the School Resource Officer of having caused these problems 
by associating with known gang-members. Cesar and his family decided to move 
away because they felt they would not receive protection or assistance from law 
enforcement.

Although Suffolk County seems to have had similar concerns about publicly 
acknowledging their role in Operation Matador, their involvement is undeniable. In 
December, 2018, the Suffolk County Police Department told the newspaper Newsday  
that the Department had stopped providing manpower to Matador once they realized 
the information was being used for civil immigration purposes. However, an internal 
email dated October 11, 2017 and addressed to then-SCPD Police Commissioner (and 
today’s Suffolk County District Attorney) Timothy Sini stated that “the Operation 
Matador has netted approximately 26 other arrests [including] “collaterals” - non 
gang members with an illegal immigration status and arrested for state charges.” 
More importantly, emails between the SCPD and the HSI Operation Matador team 
confirm that NCPD officers participated in Matador actions throughout 2017 and as 
late as September of 2018, less than a year after the email proving the department’s 
awareness of Matador’s civil immigration enforcement function.

In addition to providing in-person support of Operation Matador, the SCPD issued 
guidance to its personnel in June, 2017 regarding the use of the department’s ORION 
database, the database used to enter information about criminal incidents and
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arrests in Suffolk County. Specifically, the memorandum instructs officers to enter 
all gang-related information into the ORION database as soon as possible, paying 
close attention to, and including when possible, social media postings and phone 
call area codes, particularly if the area code is 503 (El Salvador). The memorandum 
also provides officers with a direct email address for ICE HSI because “they have the 
ability to instantly check a suspected MS-13 member’s immigration status and then 
take appropriate enforcement action.” The memorandum does warn officers that 
they are only to use the email address provided for MS-13 related cases, and no other 
individuals.

Collaboration with Hudson Valley Agencies
Despite designating the Hudson Valley as part of the geographic target for Operation Matador, and 
confirming enforcement activity in those counties, there are no documents in the FOIA responses that 
show cooperation or collaboration between local agencies and Operation Matador personnel.

Collaboration With Federal Agencies
As with the State and local collaborations, it is unclear from the documents received which agencies 
formally accepted to participate. For example, the Office of the US Attorney for the Eastern District 
of New York was listed as a participating federal agency in the proposal sent to the state and local 
partners. However, an email between that agency and Patrick Ryder, Commissioner of Police for 
Nassau County, clearly disputes this impression noting that the office declined to participate in 
Matador. Nonetheless, the following agencies were highlighted by ICE as participating agencies in the 
proposals sent by HSI:

1.  Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives

2.  Drug Enforcement Agency(Matador is now a permanent task force co-located in ICE-HSI 
      and the DEA.)

3.  Federal Bureau of Investigations(Participation called into doubt in emails by the US 
     Attorney for the Eastern District of New York.)

4.  US Attorney’s Office - Southern District of New York

5.  US Attorney’s Office - Eastern District of New York(Declined participation.)

6.  US Bureau of Prisons - Metropolitan Detention Center (Warden declined participation but a 
      Lieutenant agreed to share information with ICE.)

7.  US Customs and Border Protection - Office of Field Operations (Participation Confirmed.)

8.  US Immigration and Customs Enforcement - Enforcement and Removal Operations 
      (Participation confirmed.)

9.  US Citizenship and Immigration Services (Participation confirmed.)
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Immigration Enforcement 
Operation Matador has as a stated 
objective the enforcement of 
civil immigration laws pursuant 
to the broader goals of the Trump 
administration.

The Concept of Operations specifically 
states that “[b]ased on the new immigration 
enforcement posture espoused by both 
the White House, and subsequently by ICE 
leadership through the memorandum titled 
“Enforcement of the Immigration Laws to 
Serve the National Interest,” joint HSI and ERO 
teams will work aggressively to locate, arrest, 
and deport aliens associated with the MS-13 
enterprise.”

This language, which is distinct and far broader 
than targeting MS-13 members or members 
and affiliates, is born out in the statistics and 
qualitative information found throughout the 
Freedom of Information requests:  

According to the latest numbers available 
through the FOIA request, as of June, 2018 
Operation Matador has netted 567 arrests, 
nearly equally divided between arrests 
based on criminal charges, which require a 
warrant signed by an impartial adjudicator 
(298), and administrative arrests pursuant 
to the Immigration and Naturalization Act 
(INA), which require no oversight by an 
independent agency (267). (Note - these 
are the same numbers reported on ICE’s 
website as of the time of writing of this 
report.)

According to the Concept of Operations, 
the Office of the Principal Legal Advisor, 
the legal arm of ICE, is specifically included 
in the operation “to review deportation 
charging documents for legal sufficiency 
and to address legal issues or challenges at 
an early stage.”

At least one enforcement action, in the 
Hudson Valley, was designed specifically 
to enforce the INA, and ICE-ERO was 
frequently asked to supplement HSI staff 
because they expected a certain number of 
administrative arrests (the only kind ICE-
ERO has jurisdiction to make).

An internal email chain within ICE-HSI’s 
Operation Matador staff revealed agents 
looking up individuals in New York State’s 
criminal entries database, eJustice, and 
cross-checking the information there with 
immigration records, separating them 
between (1) those with no status; (2) 
“overstays, etc;” and (3) Lawful Permanent 
Residents, which were to be set aside in a 
separate category “for now.”
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Concerns
Exploitation of MS-13 For 
Anti-Immigrant Purposes
Careful review of the documents revealed 
through this FOIA request show the clear 
political motivations behind Matador, 
starting with the Concept of Operations paper 
which reiterates the then-new Administration’s 
changing policies towards immigration 
enforcement and uses mis-leading language, 
such as accusations that the non-existent 
“Unaccompanied Minors Program” frequently 
leads to fraud. To this day, the White House is 
extremely invested in, and closely follows, the 
work of Matador. An apparent email between 
CBP agents notes that “it is a high profile 
operation. The progress and results are being 
monitored by the President’s administration. 
Today POTUS is meeting with the participating 
personnel.” In addition, and particularly 
relevant to a media-obsessed administration 
such as this one, agencies often argue about 
media credit, or the lack thereof, for their 
respective efforts. The Memorandums Of 
Understanding signed by each agency also 
include a clause requiring all media outreach or 
conversations pertinent to Operation Matador 
be run through the executive committee and 
ICE’s public information office.

Tellingly, in an email exchange with Nassau 
County Police Commissioner Pat Ryder, John 
Durham, a career prosecutor with extensive 
experience investigating and prosecuting MS-13 
cases, was irate at the creation of Operation 
Matador. In the email chain, Durham noted the 
EDNY US Attorney’s “serious concerns about 
this secondary task force” and further noted 
that “in our conversations and meetings, HSI 
has been unable to articulate any valid law 
enforcement reason for attempting to create 
a separate task force, which leads to the 
inevitable conclusion that they have no reason 
other than the politics between them and FBI… 
Our request would be that, if you have the 
resources to staff additional detectives to a 
federal task force, you add them to the [Long 
Island Gang Task Force], rather than joining 
a separate, competing task force that will 
fracture our response to the MS-13 and other

criminal organizations, and create additional 
layers of deconfliction issues and headaches.” 
In a separate email chain to the FBI, Durham 
noted both EDNY and FBI leaderships’ 
disapproval of ICE’s decision to send out 
messages to local agencies with no prior 
warning and that included misleading language 
regarding EDNY and FBI’s participation in 
Matador.  

Photo credit: Chuck Miller.
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Though the Concept of Operations claims 
that Operation Matador has a community 
relations focus as well, it is clear that it has 
had an opposite effect, decimating trust 
between local communities and federal 
and local law enforcement. This impact is 
more clearly illustrated in our report “Swept 
up in the Sweep”, referenced above. However, 
the list of local agencies that have publicly 
associated themselves with Operation Matador 
raises significant concerns regarding those 
agencies’ ability to repair damaged perceptions 
with immigrant communities. Multiple 
documents show the participation by Patrick 
Ryder, Tim Sini, the Queens District Attorneys, 
and others in HSI-organized events promoting 
the work against MS-13, irrevocably aligning 
those offices with ICE.

In addition, several documents show the 
troubling links between schools and ICE. 
In one email chain, the Office for Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides a glimpse into the 
circumstances of their arrest. According to the 
narrative by ORR, the minor was “ observed by 
[REDACTED] High School administration on or 
about 3/15/17 along with two other confirmed 
MS-13 gang members outside the entrance 
of a [REDACTED] High School performing a 
gang related handshake used between junior 
members of MS-13. Minor was wearing typical 
articles of clothing currently being used by 
actively engaging MS-13 gang members at 
[REDACTED] High School.”

Impact on Community 
Relations

Civil Rights and Due 
Process Concerns
Operation Matador raises numerous 
civil rights and due process concerns. 
Documents obtained through this FOIA show 
frequent information sharing between federal 
and local agencies, which leads to prolonged 
detention of individuals while they wait to 
be interrogated by the various partners of 
Operation Matador.

In addition, the liberal use of ICE’s 
administrative powers to make arrests, as

opposed to their criminal jurisdiction which 
comes with more onerous requirements, 
call into question the legitimacy of the 
accusations levied against those arrested 
under the auspices of Operation Matador, often 
young latinx migrants. The report “Stuck with 
Suspicion”, also referenced above, highlights 
how allegations of gang affiliation are often 
made in a manner that deprives the individual 
of an opportunity to defend themselves. 
Operation Matador shows how those 
communities are targeted from the start.
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Conclusion
The documents obtained through respective FOIAs and FOILs show the 
breadth and reach of Operation Matador, which has become a permanent 
part of ICE’s activities in downstate New York and has complicated 
the relationships between local law enforcement agencies and the 
communities they are sworn to protect. They also reveal the dual goals of 
gang enforcement and immigration enforcement, with half of the arrests 
made pursuant to the operation being on immigration charges only. 
Finally, they reveal the intense political motivations that created and have 
sustained the task force, elevating it to a flagship program for a White House 
Administration intent on distorting the narrative surrounding immigrant 
communities at all costs.
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Appendix
Select Documents from FOIA Production
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Customs and Border Patrol Email Explaining White House Interest
in Operation MATADOR
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Operation MATADOR Task Force Draft Proposal
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Email: Request for DACA Population Total in Nassau County
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Email: Correspondence Between EDNY and Nassau Police Commissioner
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Email: Explanation of SRO Arrest and Referral to ICE
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Email: Correspondence Between EDNY and FBI
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Email: Nassau County Police Commissioner on MS-13 Threats to Staff

51When Help Is Nowhere to Be Found: What Government Documents Reveal About MS-13 in Long Island, New York City, and the Lower Hudson Valley                May 2020 



52When Help Is Nowhere to Be Found: What Government Documents Reveal About MS-13 in Long Island, New York City, and the Lower Hudson Valley                May 2020 



Email: Correspondence Regarding Info Gathering from E Justice
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Email: Correspondence Between Queens NYPD and DA Requesting HSI 
Assistance
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Email: OpMat Collateral Arrests Sent to Suffolk Police Department 
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Memorandum Regarding ORION Database 
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MOU Between Nassau County and ICE-HSI
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MOU Between Suffolk County and ICE-HSI
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Concept of Operations: Operation MATADOR
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Suffolk County PD Statement to Newsday 
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New York Immigration Coalition
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