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Raised by lawyers, a social justice
advocate

Not many Harvard University graduates choose to take their talents to
Compton.

While he watched his classmates take lucrative investment-banking jobs,
Daniel Olmos had a different idea when he graduated in 1999: to teach
at Roosevelt Elementary school in the Los Angeles County city where per
capita income is less than half the state average and 26 percent live
below the poverty line.

“It was transformative,” Olmos said on a recent Tuesday morning, sitting
in the back yard of his South Davis home with his wife, Erika Strand, a
longtime educator.

The experience cemented his passion for social justice and civil rights,
and this month Olmos will receive the National Immigrant Justice
Center’s Human Rights Award in recognition of his advocacy for
undocumented immigrants and prison reform, issues he worked on as a
lawyer and adviser at the U.S. Department of Justice and the White
House from 2010 to 2013.

Born in Fresno in 1978, Olmos grew up thinking that practicing law was
the last thing in the world he would do — the result of being raised in a
family of civil rights lawyers.

His father, California’s first Mexican-American Superior Court judge,
died in a car accident when Olmos was 12. His mother is a law professor
at UC Berkeley specializing in social justice. And his stepfather is a civil
rights lawyer for Native American tribes.

But since graduating from Boalt Hall School of Law at UC Berkeley in
2004, Olmos has enthusiastically followed in his family’s footsteps,
starting out as a public defender in Contra Costa.

“I was taught early on that a meaningful life has nothing to do with
money,” Olmos said of his upbringing. “It has to do with helping people.”

After clerking for two federal judges and joining a criminal defense
practice, in 2010 he was tapped by Larry Tribe, a Harvard Law School
professor, to help him start up the Justice Department’s Access to Justice
initiative, a program to improve the accessibility of criminal defense
services for the poor and middle class.
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U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder has called the poor’s limited access to
legal services a “crisis as difficult and intransigent as any now before us.”

With dark stubble that matched his black polo T-shirt, Olmos
remembered his work in Washington, D.C., with a mix of pride and
exasperation.

“It was fulfilling,” he said, specifically his work pressuring the federal
government to pay for legal representation for poor immigrants. But the
idea was not readily accepted. “I spent a lot of time feeling frustrated,”
he recalled.

Immigration rights and prison reform, two of Olmos’ passions, crossed
when he spearheaded the Prison Rape Elimination Act and insisted that
the law, which aimed to reduce sexual assaults on inmates, apply to
immigration detention facilities too. For his work on PREA he was
awarded the Attorney General’s Award for Distinguished Service in 2012.

That year, Olmos began working for the White House as a senior policy
adviser on criminal justice and immigration, helping write a landmark
policy known as Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals that protects
undocumented immigrants from deportation if they arrived in the U.S.
before age 16 and if they meet a litany of other criteria.

DACA tried to answer the question, “How can we help the DREAMers?”
Olmos said, using a term to describe the undocumented immigrants who
would be offered a path to citizenship under the federal DREAM Act, the
hotly debated bill that has not passed.

Those who fill out a DACA application admit to the Department of
Homeland Security that they are in the country illegally, and if their
petition is successful, the government promises not to deport them for
two years. To qualify they must have at least a high school level
education, fewer than three misdemeanors, among other guidelines.

“My job was to narrow those exceptions” in order to make the program
available to more people, Olmos said.

Strand, working as a college counselor at Wheaton High School near
Washington, D.C., said she saw first-hand the undocumented students
who face limited opportunities because of their status and that it was
painful to advise them.

“It’s a really delicate balance because you want to acknowledge all of
their incredibly hard work,” she said. “But you also need to have an
honest conversation about going to college and paying for college, and
those are hard conversations to have” with someone lacking U.S.
citizenship.

After having their second child, the couple decided it was time to return
to California, and chose Davis because of the strong school district and
proximity to Olmos’ mother and stepfather, who moved to Davis in 2001.

“There was no place, literally, in the world, we would rather raise our
kids than here,” Olmos said. “All the ideas we had about Davis are true.”

Even though Olmos is now out of the political fray, returning to work for
criminal defense firm Nolan, Armstrong and Barton in 2013, he remains
indignant about the issues he cares about, especially prison reform and
mass incarceration.

“I view it as my generation’s civil rights movement,” he argued. “It’s is
unsustainable, both fiscally and on a human level.”

On that front, though, Olmos is optimistic. He noted that reducing
prison populations is beginning to find support from both Democrats
and Republicans.

“Anytime Newt Gingrich and I agree on something,” he said with a grin,
“maybe there’s a real possibility for change.”
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