
Criminal Charges Can Have Lasting Immigration Consequences in 

Florida 

Local arrests can trigger federal action against noncitizens 

Criminal charges can change the course of an immigrant’s life in Florida. A single arrest may 

trigger both the state criminal justice system and the federal immigration system at the same 

time. That reality can feel overwhelming, especially when families, jobs, and long-term plans 

hang in the balance. 

For many immigrants living in Jacksonville and throughout North Florida, a minor legal issue 

might not seem serious at first. However, even a misdemeanor accusation can lead to 

detention, questioning, or immigration review. The stakes are high, and every decision from the 

first court appearance forward matters. 

While the legal process can feel intimidating, informed guidance from a Jacksonville criminal 

defense immigration lawyer can make all the difference. When someone facing charges has 

support from counsel who understands immigration and criminal defense, the path becomes 

clearer. The process is still serious and complicated, but it is not insurmountable. 

How Florida criminal charges trigger immigration action 

When a foreign-born individual is arrested in Florida, information flows quickly between local 

authorities and federal immigration agencies. Jails in Duval, Clay, St. Johns, and Nassau Counties 

typically communicate with federal databases the moment someone is booked. Even if the 

criminal charges are ultimately dropped, this initial information exchange can draw the 

attention of immigration officers. 

Many people do not realize that posting bond on the criminal charge does not always secure 

release. Local facilities may hold an individual for additional time if an immigration detainer is 

lodged. That extra hold creates an opportunity for transfer into immigration custody, 

sometimes before a criminal judge hears the case. This can complicate everything from 

attending court hearings to maintaining employment or caring for family. 

For someone facing this situation, the experience is confusing and frightening. Rules differ 

between the two systems, timelines do not match, and decisions in one case can affect the 

other. When an experienced legal advocate steps in quickly, they can help prevent unnecessary 

detention and protect an individual’s access to due process. Acting early is often the key to 

avoiding long-term consequences. 

Crimes that threaten immigration status 
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Immigration law separates offenses into categories that determine whether a person becomes 

deportable or inadmissible. The terms may appear technical, but they shape the outcome of a 

criminal case for any noncitizen. It is not always obvious which offenses carry the most risk, 

which is why informed strategy matters. 

Before listing the categories, it is important to stress that state and federal definitions do not 

always match. A charge viewed as minor in Florida courts might still trigger immigration 

penalties. Understanding how each category works helps ensure that defense decisions do not 

unintentionally harm an immigration case. 

Below are categories that often carry immigration consequences: 

Crimes of moral turpitude (CIMTs)  

These offenses involve conduct viewed as dishonest or harmful, and include:  

• Theft 

• Fraud 

• Domestic battery 

• Certain assault charges 

Even if treated as a misdemeanor in state court, a CIMT conviction can lead to removal or bar 

reentry into the United States. 

Aggravated felonies 

A conviction labeled an aggravated felony for immigration purposes can eliminate most 

opportunities for relief. Examples include:  

• Drug trafficking 

• Firearm offenses 

• Certain violent crimes 

• Many fraud-related offenses 

Controlled substance offenses 

Florida’s drug laws are strict, and a conviction for possession or paraphernalia can be damaging. 

Immigration law often treats drug offenses severely, and even small amounts may lead to 

serious consequences for noncitizens. Commonly charged drugs include: 

• Marijuana 

• Cocaine, including crack 

• Heroin 

• Methamphetamine 
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• Prescription medications like opioids and benzodiazepines 

These categories highlight why immigrants should never assume that a minor plea or charge 

reduction is safe. A careful defense approach considers both courtrooms so that protecting 

status is part of the plan from the start. 

The hidden dangers of plea bargains for immigrants 

Plea agreements resolve many criminal cases in Florida, and they often sound appealing. 

Reduced penalties and quicker closure may seem like a victory. However, for immigrants, a plea 

bargain can carry serious immigration consequences that do not appear in the paperwork. 

Not all defense lawyers are familiar with immigration implications. Although the Supreme Court 

has said attorneys should advise clients about immigration effects, the reality is that many plea 

deals still fail to protect noncitizens. A plea described as routine in criminal court may silently 

trigger deportation or prevent a future green card or citizenship application. 

Immigrants should know that specific plea language, sentencing terms, or even the way a 

charge is classified can determine whether immigration authorities take action. When decisions 

are made without considering these effects, the outcome can be difficult to reverse. Having 

counsel who understands both systems is one of the strongest ways to avoid unintended harm 

and keep the path to lawful status intact. 

The importance of coordinated criminal and immigration defense 

Criminal law and immigration law operate on separate tracks, but they meet at critical points. If 

one strategy does not support the other, the person at the center of the case may suffer the 

consequences. Effective defense means anticipating how a criminal decision will affect 

immigration status and planning accordingly. 

A strong defense for an immigrant in Florida typically includes: 

• Identifying immigration triggers early: Attorneys review the specific statute and charge 

language to see if it qualifies as a crime of moral turpitude or aggravated felony under 

federal definitions. Even the difference between “theft” and “unauthorized use” can 

decide whether deportation is possible. 

• Structuring a safe plea: If dismissal is not realistic, lawyers negotiate plea terms that 

avoid immigration consequences. They focus on statutes that do not include intent or 

moral dishonesty and push for outcomes that result in withheld adjudication rather than 

conviction. 

• Controlling the record: Defense counsel ensures that sentencing documents, police 

reports, and written judgments do not contain admissions that immigration authorities 
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could later use to expand the offense description. Careful record management can 

prevent USCIS or ICE from misclassifying the case. 

• Protecting access to relief: The strategy includes preserving eligibility for asylum, 

cancellation of removal, or adjustment of status. Certain pleas can unintentionally close 

those doors, so each resolution is measured against what future relief remains available. 

• Coordinating timing between courts: Immigration and criminal proceedings often move 

at different speeds. A good defense plans for this by managing continuances, filings, and 

communication so one case does not undermine the other. 

Prompt involvement is crucial. Many of the safest strategies are only available early in the case. 

Once a plea is entered or a judgment is made, choices narrow considerably. Early, informed 

advocacy helps preserve opportunities and gives individuals the best chance to move forward 

with stability. 

What can happen if criminal charges aren’t handled correctly 

When criminal and immigration issues overlap, the results can be severe. In North Florida, 

where local law enforcement routinely coordinates with federal agencies, a single mistake in 

handling a criminal case can trigger far-reaching immigration consequences. The danger is not 

limited to serious crimes; even a misdemeanor conviction or poorly structured plea can lead to 

lasting damage. 

It helps to understand what is truly at stake. The following are some of the most common and 

serious consequences when criminal charges are not properly managed for someone with 

immigration concerns: 

• Loss of freedom: A criminal arrest can lead to an immigration detainer, which allows 

federal authorities to take custody after local charges are resolved. People may remain 

detained for months, unable to post bail or attend to family and work responsibilities. 

• Deportation or removal proceedings: Convictions for certain offenses, such as crimes of 

moral turpitude, aggravated felonies, or drug-related charges, can make a person 

deportable. Once removal proceedings begin, options for relief narrow quickly, and the 

consequences often extend to an entire family. 

• Permanent inadmissibility: Some convictions make it impossible to return to the United 

States legally after deportation or voluntary departure. Even lawful permanent residents 

can lose their green cards and face permanent exclusion. 

• Ineligibility for immigration benefits: A record of conviction or deferred adjudication 

may bar eligibility for adjustment of status, naturalization, or visa renewals. These issues 

often surface years later, when individuals attempt to complete the next step in their 

immigration journey. 
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• Family and financial disruption: Extended detention or removal can separate families, 

disrupt employment, and result in the loss of a home or business. The impact often 

reaches far beyond the person charged. 

These outcomes stem from a single common issue: failing to coordinate the criminal and 

immigration sides of the case. When handled correctly from the start, many of these 

consequences can be avoided or mitigated. Legal counsel experienced in both fields can guide 

the process, anticipate complications, and protect the right to remain in the country while 

resolving the criminal matter. 

Why experience makes a difficult process easier 

The overlap between criminal and immigration law can quickly become overwhelming. 

Different courts, strict deadlines, and conflicting rules leave little room for error. Immigrants in 

North Florida should not face this process alone or rely on advice that overlooks immigration 

consequences. 

Weldon Law Group, PLLC has the knowledge and experience to handle both criminal and 

immigration matters at once. By getting involved early, we can help protect your immigration 

status, prevent detainers, and build a strong criminal defense. Our team understands how to 

create strategies that protect both your freedom and future. 

A free consultation with Weldon Law Group gives you direct access to a legal team that knows 

how to keep both cases on track. Early action matters. Contacting us as soon as possible can 

make the difference between a manageable legal process and a lasting setback. If you’re facing 

charges or accusations, reach out today. 
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