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Thank you to the New York City Council Committee on Immigration for inviting me to 

testify today on the vital need to provide high-quality legal services for immigrants in 

deportation proceedings. I am Nisha Agarwal, the Executive Director of the newly-launched 

Immigrant Justice Corps (IJC), an organization dedicated to bringing new lawyers and legal 

advocates into the field of immigration in New York City. I want to congratulate the New York 

City Council for the work you have already done to make the City a national leader in ensuring 

access to justice for detained immigrants facing deportation through your funding last year of a 

pilot of the New York Family Unity Program (NYIFUP). I would also like to urge you to expand 

upon this important work and ensure that all detained New Yorkers—as well as low-income 

immigrants in the City generally—are afforded the legal counsel they need to avoid deportation 

and build the foundations for a successful future for themselves and their families.  

Deportations are devastating for immigrant communities. Families lose breadwinners, 

and children lose parents. Indeed, between 2005 and 2010, 7,000 U.S. citizen children in New 

York lost their parents to deportation. Losing a parent has concrete costs: it forces children into 
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foster care and takes a well-documented emotional and psychological toll on children. The New 

York Immigrant Representation Study convened by Chief Judge Robert Katzmann of the Second 

Circuit Court of Appeals found that the devastation caused by the federal deportation system 

arises, in part, because there is no appointed counsel for immigrants facing removal proceedings. 

Immigration law is especially complex and without expert representation it is difficult for 

individuals to successfully defend themselves against deportation, particularly if they do not 

speak English well or face other hurdles. This creates a tremendous disparity in the outcome of 

the legal process, which disproportionately impacts the most vulnerable and indigent immigrants 

in the community. Those who are able to find and afford a lawyer and who are not detained 

during the course of their proceeding achieve successful outcomes in their immigration cases 74 

percent of the time. Meanwhile, immigrants who are detained without a lawyer prevail only 3 

percent of the time.  

This egregious disparity in access to justice need not persist in New York City. We are 

lucky to have a rich infrastructure of non-profit and pro bono legal services providers who are 

able to provide high-quality legal assistance to immigrant communities at low or no cost. At the 

moment, these service providers are stretched to the limit, turning away three cases for every one 

that they take, in part due to inadequate resources to grow their staffs. My organization, the 

Immigrant Justice Corps, was launched to help relieve some of these constraints. We recruit the 

top law students and college students from around the country and award them fellowships to 

work as immigration lawyers and paralegals in the City’s top legal services offices and 

community-based organizations. A segment of the 40 fellowships we offer annually will be 

focused on deportation defense, but for a major and meaningful impact to be made on the 
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disparities in outcomes we see in the removal context the City must be a partner in bolstering the 

removal defense bar in New York. 

When the City Council funded the NYIFUP last year, allocating $500,000 toward a pilot 

program at the Varick Street detention facility, it took a critical first step in the right direction, 

enabling over 150 detained individuals to obtain high-quality representation from two of the 

City’s leading non-profit legal services organizations. Now, you have the opportunity to expand 

NYIFUP even further and ensure that that all low-income, detained New Yorkers are able to 

access the highest quality representation to defend themselves against deportation – a true 

universal representation system. Nothing like this exists anywhere else in the country. 

Successfully implementing a universal representation system for detained immigrants in New 

York City will make the City, as it often has been, a national leader on immigrant rights and 

access to justice, at a time when the federal government has been unable to make headway on 

these issues.  

Ensuring access to counsel in the immigration context is not only important from the 

perspective of due process and fair play; it is also critical in fighting poverty and reducing the 

massive economic inequalities that exist in our City. Immigration status is directly linked with 

economic well-being. Immigrants and their children make up nearly half of those living in 

poverty in New York City – more than 800,000 people – and non-citizens experience poverty at 

much higher rates than the city overall. Legal assistance provided by lawyers or by trained and 

supervised non-lawyer advocates is the most direct intervention available to improve the 

economic prospects of immigrant families. Legal assistance can prevent deportation and also 

facilitate immigrants’ transition to valid legal status, which enables them to obtain lawful 

employment, receive financial aid and in-state tuition to go to school, access health insurance, 
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and obtain temporary benefits such as food and income supports. Preventing detention and 

deportation keeps immigrant children from being funneled into foster care or suffering 

educational and other disruptions. 

On behalf of the Immigrant Justice Corps, and, in particular, the thousands of clients our 

Fellows will serve and the dozens of non-profit organizations we support and partner with, I urge 

you to expand the New York Immigrant Family Unity Program, which will ensure that all low-

income, detained immigrants in New York have access to the expert legal support they need to 

fight permanent exile and build a strong future for their families. 

Thank you for your time. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions 

or would like further information: nagarwal@justicecorps.org or 212-844-3538. 
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