Fairness
to Freedom

The Campaign for Universal Representation

The Vera Institute of Justice (Vera) and the National Partnership
for New Americans (NPNA) co-lead the Fairness to Freedom
campaign, which advocates for a universal right to government-
funded legal representation for anyone facing deportation who
cannot afford a lawyer. The current moment is characterized by
escalating attacks on immigrants and the legal services field—from
mass enforcement and deportations to courthouse arrests and the
dismantling of federally funded legal representation programs. Yet
our vision remains clear: to create a system where every person
whose life, liberty, or ties to their community are at stake has
access to quality, independent legal counsel to defend their rights.
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Who We Are

We are a campaign led by immigrant justice advocates, legal service providers, and government
champions from across the United States who have established locally and/or state-funded deportation
defense programs. We are united by a shared belief that everyone—regardless of their background,
where they were born, or how much money they have—deserves due process and their fair day in court.

Meeting the Moment

The stakes have never been higher. The Trump administration is advancing a sweeping agenda of mass
deportations, expanded detention, and the further erosion of due process protections. These actions
are part of a broader assault on the immigration system, which has included defunding legal services,

removing independent immigration judges, and dismantling safeguards for children and asylum seekers.

We are responding with urgency and resolve. Since launching the campaign, we have:

» secured over 200 endorsing organizations;

»introduced the Fairness to Freedom Act in two successive Congresses, with strong support from co-
sponsors in the House and Senate;

» introduced the Securing Help for Immigrants Through Education and Legal Development (SHIELD) Act,
a complementary bill that would expand the legal services infrastructure by helping to recruit and retain
immigration legal professionals and meet the moment with a stronger legal defense field; and

» garnered national media attention, with Fairness to Freedom featured in The New York Times,
The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, USA Today, Mother Jones,
The Colorado Sun, CBS News, and many more to elevate the fight for universal representation.

This campaign is more than a policy push. It’s a moral call for fairness and freedom. We are here to say:
no one should face deportation alone.

Our Vision

We are fighting to establish a federally funded right to legal representation for all people facing
deportation who cannot afford a lawyer. Our vision is simple but transformative: a system where
“everyone means everyone”—in which no person is forced to defend themselves against the
government without the support of legal counsel.

The immigration system is the only legal system in the United States where people can be detained and
deported without the guarantee of a government-provided lawyer. This system punishes poverty and
disproportionately harms immigrants of color.

Although universal representation alone is not enough to undo the history of systemic harm experienced
by immigrants in the United States, it is clear that, without legal representation, many people who have
a right to remain in the country will instead be deported, separated from their families, and forced to
return to the conditions they fled seeking safety.

» As of August 2025, nearly 60 percent of the 3.4 million people facing deportation in immigration court
did not have a lawyer.

» Studies show that people in immigration detention with lawyers are more than 3.5 times more likely to
be granted bond—potentially enabling their release from detention—and people with lawyers are up to
10.5 times more likely to achieve a case outcome that allows them to remain in the United States than
those without.

» Legal representation is a critical factor in determining whether someone will be able to remain in the
United States with their family and community.
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https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/02/opinion/deportation-due-process.html
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/time-to-invest-in-due-process-immigration-5daca00a?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=ASWzDAj9UnCZIe8c0etPb7MAvyle-GQfcigrV_xYOGbe9--bcu4UIjzZkrq-s21WgvI%3D&gaa_ts=68432c06&gaa_sig=X6qG2P2O2Jopt8OMljEB52l54dDs7NN-53Go1wafKN7le4qQ6O19RijmJ982DyLufLwlp8G8G8XFfeDUoi3jpA%3D%3D
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2025/01/18/undocumented-immigrants-mass-deportations-protection/
https://www.latimes.com/espanol/california/articulo/2024-05-29/instan-al-congreso-a-financiar-la-representacion-legal-de-aquellos-que-enfrentan-la-deportacion
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/voices/2024/03/27/immigration-lawyers-court-deportation-fairness-freedom-act/73029742007/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2024/10/trump-immigration-advocates-resistance-the-worst-scenario-mass-deportation-preparation-migration/
https://coloradosun.com/2024/10/30/colorado-immigration-legal-defense-fund-expansion/
https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/new-york-city-migrant-crimes-eric-adams-tom-homan-donald-trump/
https://www.vera.org/ending-mass-incarceration/reducing-incarceration/detention-of-immigrants/advancing-universal-representation-initiative/immigration-court-legal-representation-dashboard
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2628962
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=9502&context=penn_law_review

Our Solutions

The Fairness to Freedom Act would:

establish a federal right to government-funded counsel for
people facing removal;

ensure early, full-scope, and continuous representation;
create an independent Office of Inmigration Representation;
coordinate with existing state- and locally funded programs; and

require the government to facilitate access to counsel for people
in custody.

The SHIELD Act complements this by:

>

investing $100 million in grants to grow the immigration legal
services workforce.

supporting recruitment, training, and retention of legal
professionals; and

prioritizing underserved areas with limited infrastructure.
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