
Complaints of legal fraud against immigrants on rise 
One alleged Iowa scam promises work permits to those who file for 
asylum. But the action often results in deportation. 
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Complaints of fraudulent and unethical legal advice that can result in the deportation of 

immigrants are becoming more common in Iowa, according to a state official and 

immigration attorneys. 

The Iowa attorney general’s office is investigating an allegation of immigration fraud that 

is taking place primarily in central Iowa, said Bill Brauch, director of the office’s 

consumer protection division. He said he could not provide further details while the case 

is under investigation. 

Illegal and unethical immigration law advice runs so rampant around the country that 

Citizenship and Immigration Services, a federal agency, teamed up in June with the 

Federal Trade Commission, state and federal prosecutors, and immigrant advocates to 

combat the problem. 

Officials in many states, from California to Kentucky, have investigated individuals and 

proposed legislation in recent years to combat the problem. 

Brauch said his office has not received many complaints about improper immigration 

legal advice. However, he said he learned how widespread the problem is nationally 

after his office joined the coalition this summer. 

“We’re seeing an uptick of it here, and it’s raising concerns for us,” Brauch said. 

Des Moines attorney Jim Benzoni said he has received complaints about legal 

assistants moving door-to-door in Denison, a small meatpacking town in western Iowa, 

promising work permits for those who pay $500 to have an asylum claim filed. 

The catch? Asylum claims are extraordinarily hard to win, and those who apply are 

marked for deportation unless they win their cases. 



The asylum claims can delay deportation hearings because of the backlog in 

immigration courts. While waiting for a hearing, those tagged for deportation receive a 

work permit. Pleased with the results, immigrants encourage others to do the same. 

“Two years later suddenly ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement) is showing up 

at your door and bingo. People won’t know that until the other shoe drops,” Benzoni 

said. 

One man who lives in Iowa said he has been caught in an asylum scheme. Fernando, 

31, said he didn’t want his full name used because he fears retaliation from the attorney. 

Fernando said he has never met Richard Mendez, who is named as his attorney on a 

contract he signed in July. Mendez was admitted to the California state bar in 1998 and 

is certified to practice law in federal immigration courts. 

Fernando said a legal assistant told him he could gain a temporary work visa, and 

perhaps a green card, if he filed for asylum. He said he learned that he now faces a 

high risk of deportation after talking with another attorney. 

Before Fernando filed for asylum, he was not on the radar of immigration authorities. 

Soon after filing for asylum, paperwork was filed to deport him. Legal notices provided 

to the Register show that eight days after Fernando was fingerprinted for his asylum 

application, Mendez filed an application to cancel the deportation case. 

“It seemed so simple. We never imagined it would be a fraud,” Fernando’s partner said. 

“I never imagined they’d be robbing us blind.” 

The contract requires Fernando to pay Mendez $4,000 in $250 monthly installments. 

Fernando gave Mendez a down payment of $1,300. 

Mendez, reached by phone in California, denied the allegations. 

“In this practice you’re going to get disgruntled clients when things don’t go your way,” 

he said. “We have many clients that are very happy with our service.” 

However, Mendez acknowledged that he started receiving complaints from other 

attorneys after he began doing business in Des Moines in June. He said he and another 



attorney he hired in August for his Des Moines office serve nearly 300 clients in Iowa, 

Nebraska and California. 

Mendez has since spoken with the Iowa Board of Professional Ethics. He said board 

members told him they were investigating claims that bore a close resemblance to 

those made against William Shaw Carpenter, an attorney suspended for 30 months by 

the board in 2009. A year prior, Carpenter was suspended indefinitely from practicing in 

federal immigration courts. 

The board said Carpenter violated ethics rules by mishandling the immigration cases of 

17 people. 

Mendez has a pending disciplinary charge with the California state bar. He was 

convicted in June 2010 of driving with a suspended or revoked license , online state 

records show. 

“We’re not here to dupe anybody or commit fraud,” Mendez said. .” 

Attorneys in Des Moines said the consequences of the surge in complaints across the 

state will be felt for years. 

“This is like a cancer,” said Sonia Parras-Konrad, a Des Moines immigration attorney. 

“It’s spreading, but you don’t know it until you see the symptoms until years later when 

they start to be removed,” she said. 

Reporter Jens Manuel Krogstad was one of 15 fellows chosen this year to attend 

a training program in Oklahoma and Texas called "Immigration in the Heartland." 

Sponsored by the Institute for Justice and Journalism and the University of 

Oklahoma's Gaylord College of Journalism and Mass Communication, the 

fellowships aim to educate journalists on a wide range of immigration-related 

issues. 

 


