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Amid Mass ICE Arrests, Trump Pardon Recipient Juan Orlando Hernández Given 

Special Treatment
After the former Honduran president was pardoned, ICE dropped its detainer on him, and he was whisked away to a luxury 
hotel in New York City.

Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernández in 2021 and the Waldorf Astoria facade in New York Photo illustration by ProPublica. 
Photos by Andy Buchanan - Pool/Getty Images, Plexi Images/GHI/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty Images.
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For months, President Donald Trump has railed against Latin American narcoterrorists flooding the United States with “lethal 
poison.” He has used the scourge of drug trafficking as a rationale for dozens of military strikes on alleged drug boats in the 
Caribbean and eastern Pacific Ocean, which have left more than 140 people dead.

Last month, Trump cheered a military assault by U.S. forces that captured Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro and his wife, 
Cilia Flores, and brought them to the U.S. to face charges related to cocaine trafficking. Maduro, Trump said, led a “vicious cartel” 
that “flooded our nation with lethal poison responsible for the deaths of countless Americans.”
But when it comes to former Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernández, who was tried and convicted in the U.S. in 2024 and sentenced to 45 years 
in prison for taking bribes and allowing traffickers to export more than 400 tons of cocaine to the U.S., Trump has taken a decidedly softer tone.
Hernández, he said, has been “treated very harshly and unfairly” — so unfairly that on Dec. 1, Trump pardoned the former president after he served 
less than four of those 45 years.

But the federal government’s magnanimity did not end there. On the day he was to be released, records show, Hernández had an immigration detainer 
— a request for law enforcement agencies to hold noncitizens for pickup by Immigration and Customs Enforcement — in place.  
Here, too, the Trump’s administration’s treatment of Hernández differed from its public objectives. Other noncitizens caught up in recent 
immigration sweeps — the vast majority of whom do not have criminal records — have faced swift efforts to deport them, even to countries where 
they may face threats. But in Hernández’s case, the Federal Bureau of Prisons scrambled to get his detainer removed so he could walk free.
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Stabile told ProPublica the case against his client was always a weak one, relying heavily on the word of unreliable drug traffickers 
with outlandish stories and little in the way of hard evidence.

Still, the government’s case was enough to convince a jury to convict Hernández after just over eight hours of deliberations, and 
in June 2024 he was sentenced to 45 years in federal prison. Afterward, Stabile and his client began working on an appeal, which 
at that point appeared to be Hernández’s only shot at freedom.

Early last year, prison officials transferred Hernández out of the federal detention center in Brooklyn, which largely holds pretrial 
detainees, and sent him to the high-security Hazelton penitentiary in West Virginia. Dubbed “Misery Mountain,” the notoriously 
violent prison is the same facility where mob boss James “Whitey” Bulger was beaten to death in his cell hours after his arrival in 
2018.

Yet prison sources said Hernández seemed to do his time quietly, eventually landing in the coveted housing unit set aside for a 
therapeutic program used to treat drug addiction, mental illness and “criminal thinking errors.” 

But after Trump returned to office last year, a much quicker route to freedom suddenly seemed possible: a pardon.
Like Trump, Hernández was a member of his country’s right-wing party. And, like Trump, he believed he’d been targeted by leftist 
forces. He also had other reasons to be hopeful. 

During his time in office, Hernández had championed the creation of special economic zones that could set their own taxes and 
regulations, a move that benefitted the Trump-aligned Silicon Valley titans who invested in them, including Peter Thiel and Marc 
Andreessen. But the law was repealed by his successor, center-left party Libre member Xiomara Castro, putting plans for the 
zones in jeopardy. (Andreessen responded to a request for comment with a link to a social media post disavowing any 
involvement in the pardon. Thiel could not be reached for comment, though he has previously said he was not involved either.)

Longtime political operative Roger Stone also suggested in a blog post co-authored with conservative activist Shane Trejo in 
January 2025 that pardoning Hernández could have political benefits for Trump. In the post, Trejo and Stone — who was pardoned 
by Trump five years ago after he was convicted of obstructing a congressional investigation into Russian election interference — urged the president to 
“crush socialism and save a freedom city in Honduras” with a “well-timed pardon” that “could be the final death blow to [Xiomara] Castro” in the 2025 
elections.

Eventually, Stone took on a more direct role in advocating for clemency when he gave Trump a four-page letter Hernández had written to the U.S. 
president, asking for a pardon and making the case that his conviction was a “political persecution” by the Biden administration. In a text message with 
ProPublica, Stone said he had received the letter from a journalist who’d gotten it from the family. He emphasized repeatedly that he was not 
compensated for his involvement.

“I read the letter and then did my own research and elected to send the letter to President Trump,” Stone wrote. “I actually had no contact with JOH or 
anyone in his family until after the pardon.”

On Nov. 28, two days before the Honduran presidential election, Trump announced his intent to pardon Hernández. Stabile said he didn’t learn the 
news until Ana García Carías, the former president’s wife, called him in tears: “He’s letting him out! Trump’s pardoning Juan Orlando!” 
She sent Stabile a screenshot from Truth Social, where Trump had written that he would grant him a “Full and Complete Pardon.” 

The decision met with bipartisan backlash from lawmakers. Sen. Tim Kaine, a Democrat from Virginia, called the unexpected reprieve “disgusting and 
incomprehensible,” while Sen. Thom Tillis, a North Carolina Republican, described it as “horrible optics.”
In his post, Trump also urged Hondurans to vote for the National Party candidate, Nasry “Tito” Asfura, who was trailing in multiple polls, adding what 
to observers of Latin American politics was a thinly veiled threat: If Asfura did not win, Trump said, the U.S. would “not be throwing good money after 
bad” in support of Honduras.
The message was obvious, experts said. “That pardon was a clear green light for the National Party to manipulate the vote,” one former high-ranking 
U.S. diplomat told ProPublica. 
In the end, Asfura narrowly edged out center-right candidate Salvador Nasralla and handily defeated the incumbent Libre party. But the count was 
plagued by delays, reports of voter intimidation and allegations of fraud, and Nasralla later formally challenged the outcome. 
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On Dec. 1 — while the votes were still being counted in Honduras — Trump posted again on Truth Social in support of Asfura.
“Looks like Honduras is trying to change the results of their Presidential Election. If they do, there will be hell to pay!” The former 
president’s pardon officially went through that same day. 

That evening at Hazelton, after the prisoners had already been fed dinner, corrections officers showed up at the housing unit to 
get Hernández. Smith, the bureau’s deputy director, wanted to speak with him. The newly pardoned inmate was escorted to the 
captain’s office, where he used the captain’s phone to talk to Smith, his fellow pardon recipient, according to a source familiar 
with the situation. The move shocked current and former prison staff. 

Hernández was also allowed to talk with his family, who then phoned Stabile and told him the good news. Within the hour, 
Stabile said, he got a call from Smith, inquiring about a release plan. 

“I’m in Manhattan and he’s in West Virginia,” Stabile told Smith. “It would take me six hours to come pick him up. Can you 
transport him?”

Because most inmate releases are done during the daytime, prison staff had to be called back in to handle the paperwork and logistics of freeing an 
inmate. But there was a problem: Hernández had an immigration hold. 
When noncitizens are convicted of crimes in the U.S., immigration officials routinely sign detainers asking prisons and jails to turn them over to ICE 
for possible deportation proceedings  following their release date. In Hernández’s case, records show immigration agents sent the prison notice of a 
detainer in February 2025, two months after he was sentenced in court.
For several hours on the night of his release, prison officials scrambled to get the detainer removed so he could walk free, according to several sources 
familiar with the situation.      
“It’s definitely special treatment. That’s not normally the way it goes,” said Lena Graber, a senior staff attorney at the Immigrant Legal Resource Center. 
“Most people with drug convictions would never get their ICE detainer removed just because the conviction was pardoned.”

Records show immigration officials lifted the detainer on Hernández just after 11 p.m. 
Typically, according to a source familiar with the situation, prisoners who are released from Hazelton when there’s inclement weather or when it’s too 
late in the day to catch a plane or bus home are put up at the Microtel Inn and Suites at the bottom of the hill. It’s a two-star hotel where a room costs 
$69 per night. In the morning, they’re given a ticket and sent on their way. 

But for Hernández, prison officials activated a four-man tactical team, paying at least three of them overtime to drive him to the luxury hotel in 
Manhattan, according to government records and law enforcement sources. A standard room there costs more than $1,000 per night. Stabile declined 
to comment on where Hernández stayed but said the government did not pay for it.

It was another move that stunned prisons bureau staff. One official called it “absolutely fucking nuts,” adding, “I don’t even think that’s ever been done, 
not just for a pardoned inmate but for anyone who’s been released.” Another agreed that it was unprecedented: “Usually, they get a shitty bus ride or a 
cheap plane ticket. They don’t get the carpet rolled out for them.”

As of now, the former president’s whereabouts are unknown. A few days after his release, Hernández said in Spanish in a social media post that he had 
“no intention of returning to Honduras” immediately because he and his family would be in “grave danger given the evident persecution and the 
weaponization of justice against me.” 

If Hernández is in the U.S., it’s unclear what his immigration status is.
Meanwhile, Honduran officials have issued a warrant for Hernández’s arrest over years-old fraud allegations and, in a social media post, asked Interpol 
and other international allies to honor it. But a law enforcement official familiar with the situation told ProPublica there is currently no pending 
Interpol red notice asking for law enforcement to detain him. The only request the network received to issue such a notice, the official said, was 
declined while Hernández was still in prison.

Keri Blakinger
I cover criminal justice, with a focus on prisons and the death penalty.
MORE STORIES NEED TO GET IN TOUCH?
I welcome any tips leading to tough accountability stories about the legal system. Right now, I’m particularly interested in hearing from federal prison 
employees and federal prisoners with information about untold and revelatory stories.

https://www.kaine.senate.gov/press-releases/kaine-statement-on-trumps-pardoning-of-former-honduran-president-who-brought-over-400-tons-of-cocaine-into-the-united-states
https://truthsocial.com/@realDonaldTrump/posts/115647697688351327
https://tracenep.admaster.cc/ju/ic?tn=2ce2e6e33746b4224011d22068a89c02&trackingid=9018426cefe5ab592f810ecd3a5cdddb&acid=28723&data=p-R7NBSVxcYWz4jFYkjQ8U-3A0FtGBxXIKKHQDu74MX_blBDizD026q54MaA81MaX-phhwF6eQURf21nf_i_pqZWzna4syIEafZP3GDNGuGiCFpbjR-4-6A924qjNf0PJSbMvbUeKoXp6G9pCL9GMnpJ4FlfzzcAByRZkWRFyLvt-dipbcxRX9jqYhoPPhhJ5RAnfPq-FZMZt2zMmFrYlyUXjjOi1E89EGc89cdC3RsedEdD_3o00OhGg8pVKmikJQAStEAnb0E5hP2AjpFVRLq4r6OfxoKdt24qFxZVJlh5F5voKyRHaN8rCVC-n35tjmWiI7SE8OUEGkJjN0neAoMQRAW962-VR2JCnYli-SPt1Z5iIC0rh9SKhlXx7zaCIsV6vDIGnaAU0s1uC0JHL9wyTC-16EIFlOqsd96GcpHKagp4VFTjYjnsmEWRP4Z2mD3FQ16AnGaDyx8E-JuTKZQ66OZ_MqxP7P7-xLrvI0VHn2ZBF-Re70mPmrQZtdcUIyoOQDAqon8pdddQChne_X03c3opDR6AHBbsI7QW1D1jSWrQ0jGpYnqOeF6Nt8Euq885YjwLd-z_YbeCTqYLDvIDwzHGQ2Ztk9OCU4HkmM6SoJcrOdoE3S3B8vgoMwm7LbQ9UisUV523veZJ0NrOAcJSMrynO7dGlCglNnWGRtR9Tn5qzRxdA9q-kQrVUDAOwY0r_L19JSyknZuV4gQqxWMceofbT5D5PL_GNxPh1bqEAD1ZG8OoDqzRBOPd0GOcgIrCmAqOZ8_QuSg67Kyagc9jqvLNUrxxihuMuqZTUnS3jNfGCwPSyqjs_N2u1cPxqpx1apHLNttyyxmTnHxnG60lGRLZP9MvtQix_Rlf8i399E7Gc4xAcFyYnBP797XsM3UIzVzme7bpfHTaDyOTX0IMC9Ovw1PeBEDw_XpKfayjCx4sJCGLNSqI5x1bDDkc41JxCFUqFB4aXtsiitnHeA8ydF-QLabhRM_PtI26g-S7Ezc2e3PV9op8aABhlJvgRNqYY81G0a_1linj3H9yVea2zL9XbUS7rFCpfeLW2vq3BeyVb2BTc6pt4j5UApl-eU5IjEDD1hai_ys_C_Z-M3RUj6HyQewlBqpMmlpT5Ij3BsE7braQIxrAudPqHv84cGEeV1d-6Kku-_UGBO3ZFei0G9TNHPQpYVQeVRpZ_QQvZf1LSpRbyMG8EFmHef2hgp09blH0duY-3AS13J5LEHBTojvicfvtHi2zK53ObE2qAGOGGBz82NwXntKqXEXf_qQwY9K3n0ts2iNKbhywUVYqFE5P2_G64djBRWGkTyeNoIjPG0ZvXkeSU3tCsz4OogVpJgIeD9eAohDOtuYZ3x14s6jn15gEFU2_hlItfgHLBcJ7hsIQ44EV82qXJgRulczd0evNR_Nt-KpszYIt_XAxPpbaEKmK7d9fQeHEtuTkDnhCpqPbk5uWc56Obs57NkugXWID_hYP15avJnV_3s5v9lXq7DkYoSzMBwEii_60n0QyP5OZlEbGu0EuPph5oateAhcXiTlQesVQzumjTh8IAeky7OEW62QrnM5sqjurFvp5P5Tg8t6336_hIw-LJjb51hDmHwT6UoKbQmVgKaxBRQQG_n0AWQGDiRz7LPITclTy1ezfqpXQqHCJeNcnqNIBrP5GTjpD0BFqndEYg_9QYlOWlXZimY0pSlaD0mgGl_GdI3O28qDsgUzKj1VPfrC5uVB32ZW8WodQUTFHAdZygvixTevF8cSSJ9Z3iy5yOpG-m4lpIfKdgpGTkKlBiZSDjAj20Oao06NLtR2C_5U3vOe4gt4GKuZzEyNgznsc8yxFwa65CzvoD-iBHYKDVTLV1aH3D56BxjckidcXgFKHwcz8jxMQWTNyM1IjCpMm86emZUgdwifdFvdm34yc5b8gy7FCqu8YTfD1SdFrWgIQvOlwqKUXqEc5l_Jgc-_YYvVy0JK1Tqtu-zbd_ik-OpbyiPeYPcH_VmSab2bQHUfjVwPemNVNqqWHXul7j1RPbWG-wwVsWERA5F12phuEzcw_a8IfdEgmwayH8aGuZhVY2T0Y1lotSGN1-rz2SYQ83o6i9rgB5-ENbDcNH5C0DvyIUESh4w4P93RWMk5GU5gMBye0wbRZmKXfw-Perjhdk2ApmX88r1y1M3kO7tPAayq91S_iOdlyTzBcwa02823aTM_9AlySV0b1khD9jY3ik1cKXMOQz_ZXlqXcKRKz2KBYtVH04tBvaAjYFfGCa-qODbuL4ChSRhFH0FIGwoLk5fQm9sCpBbjzGCwadleOFAXXF6IZKMMprawe3e-S_V_N-V5usD4DehasD2aKeXeGiZki357iJkQul74JjuGLn-Om_M7-ZzWPCXU8HbuwP2og_tWXorPvxYKwzRw2vK4eG2pkcBKu60h095DyuNdT5KgL_vz8jDYg8pMGnFdyAw6eJyRLF9sq2hpibUtmyQDtJxURSagjwhpKlLiYeLOMpfT-aBdVjuOccKyKaaqDGU8052WyqhLWfeJZExTECxnlwz5O9YnHJngap6dhCoey&uid=927a04ec-8f22-4c19-8166-8c649174996a&mguid=&ap=0.09052&tid=4&gprice=tTWinBzhlZhWxxgb6ZVUpFyPDIZS7hSvN-2fGhKPTTw&campaignid=4252567&google_click_url=https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/aclk%3Fsa%3DL%26ai%3DC2d4f3YGcaf7HGeuMxtYP4u3pgAmltoSEe8z8yrWgE8CNtwEQASDE_IqdAWDJhoCAiKSAEMgBCeACAKgDAcgDAqoEkQNP0FBvzRRJj4BHyCYaDCbtnEqXQoqXTKHi_qlKyNeLc591IgwDZIWrge25RpPftqNNMR5q0h9MccygMFT5HR1UpJ7LrumXHNwk0qawF6rf0TQoYiqKzp6VV-fqVcTqXfhBxTKuMiMG4nAWz8VJexnCiS2GOVHEOSlSkGU9EppVXwAUpMVojK2yXmi0b_IQaItPwBecuGpmmw1t1NxYeapTGwQLBgRyqg8UZPAE2tlcTf8pUhRtFU6Qgcdn977_pM0JGTLYl5ENFNIkMWWqNO5WagXGEX0LZXXqq9xnatb_xBUFGb8bMylYiC_3Au_r-W__q4GPSYgpzN6fxa6Z1eM6JRkYqApi3LZ8IH7rNoLj_ShviWCbwdwWMCaX4u__7jWX1tsGbsQldsUxe2IP4BBmHSIvw1VFFPJ44GrHzhO9G4Q0APxuMeLeRU0VSBKSoXOmNtgfW0zW1-dzMjpGNDtNPFnMGOn1PJQFhMwBlWQZ131FTjygm2GrXxmE0JFHHtDFI2DN9Z4YG_DpxRZGEyrBw-AEAYAG8LOtx-_F_dZkoAYhqAeT2LECqAeU2LECqAeV2LECqAemvhuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH_56xAqgH35-xAqgHrb6xAqgHv9OxAtgHANIIMwiM4YBAEAEyCIvCgY6AgIAIOhKa0ICAgIAMgMCAgICgqIACqAFIvf3BOljlps_khfCSA_oLAggBgAwBqg0CVVPiDRMIi63R5IXwkgMVa4bRBB3idhqQ6g0TCJia0uSF8JIDFWuG0QQd4nYakIgO____________AdAVAYAXAbIXEBgMKgo0MTYwMzQ1Nzg1UAGqGBcJH4XrUQSU8UASCjQxNjAzNDU3ODUYAQ%26num%3D1%26sig%3DAOD64_29t7OA5ibUVoCocTaEM7hN8Uo3fQ%26client%3Dca-pub-9961814823930967%26adurl%3D
https://www.admaster.cc/privacy



