Vera v,
February 6, 2026

The Honorable Liz Krueger

Chair, Standing Finance Committee
Room 416 CAP, Capitol Building
Albany, NY 12247
financechair@nysenate.gov

The Honorable J. Gary Pretlow

Chair, Standing Committee on Ways and Means
LOB 923, Capitol Building

Albany, NY 12248

wamchair@nyassembly.gov

Testimony of the Vera Institute of Justice in Support of
Immigration Legal Services Funding in the New York State Budget,
the Access to Representation Act, and the BUILD Act

Submitted to the Joint Legislative Budget Hearing on Public Protection

Dear Chairperson Krueger and Chairperson Pretlow,

On behalf of the Vera Institute of Justice (Vera), I write to urge you to invest $175 million in
immigration legal services and work towards passage of the Access to Representation and
Building Up Immigrant Legal Defense (ARA, A270/S141, BUILD, A2689/S4538) Acts. The
state must invest in these policy solutions to defend the rights of immigrant New Y orkers against
the Trump administration’s vastly expanded deportation agenda and attacks on due process
rights. With a massive backlog in immigration court and an administration consistently depriving
immigrants of due process and access to counsel, full funding for immigration legal services
must be an essential component of the state’s efforts this year to strengthen justice, safety, and
economic !.2

Vera works to end mass incarceration, protect immigrants’ rights, ensure dignity for people
behind bars, and build safe, thriving communities. One of our core priorities is advancing
universal representation to ensure that no immigrant is forced to face the prospect of detention
and deportation without a trained legal advocate at their side.

Governor Hochul’s Fiscal Year (FY) 2027 Executive Budget includes $72.4 million for
immigration legal and social services, administered by the Office for New Americans.> However,
this falls short of what is required to protect immigrant New Y orkers against an extreme
immigration enforcement agenda. To address this urgent need and ensure long-term stability in
New York’s immigration legal services infrastructure, we specifically urge a total investment of
$175 million in immigration legal services, as well as the passage of the Access to
Representation (ARA, A270/S141) Act and Building Up Immigrant Legal Defense (BUILD,
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A2689/54538) Act. These measures will provide emergency immigration legal assistance, while
building long-term strategies to defend all immigrant New Y orkers against the threat of detention
and deportation in coming years.

The federal government’s unprecedented investment in a $170 billion spending package for
immigration enforcement and detention has devastated families, businesses, and communities
across the state.* Now more than ever, New York must significantly increase and expand funding
for immigration legal services in the FY2027 budget to ensure stable communities across New
York and a bright, secure economic future for the state. Sixty-five percent of the state’s
immigrants participate in the labor force, greater than the share among the state’s U.S.-born
population.’ Immigrant New Yorkers have an estimated $160 billion in annual spending power,
more than $31 billion in combined state and local taxes in 2023.° New York’s ability to remain
economically competitive depends on immigrants entering and remaining in the workforce and
on immigrants revitalizing regions across the state suffering from declining populations and
stagnating economies.’

Investments in immigration legal representation are investments in making our state
economically strong for everyone.® A recent study by the New York City comptroller showed
that providing immigration legal representation for all New Yorkers facing deportation would
yield a net economic benefit of $8.4 billion for the federal, state, and local governments.’
Meanwhile, restrictive immigration policies have resulted in losses to the American economy of
more than $9.1 billion per year and a loss to net tax revenue of $2 billion per year from 2017—
2021.1°

Legal representation makes a huge difference. Detained immigrants with lawyers win their cases
at up to 10.5 times the rate of those who don’t have legal help.!! For non-detained people, nearly
two-thirds with lawyers win their cases compared to 17 percent of those without a lawyer.!? In
addition, nearly 100% of people with legal representation attend their immigration court
hearings, with data showing that between 96 and 98 percent of people not in detention who have
representation on their cases show up for court.'> However, with recent news of ICE detaining
people who are attending their immigration court hearings, having an attorney also helps ensure
safety and due process through requests to appear remotely for these hearings, lessening the risk
that immigrants are targeted while participating in the court system.'*

Between January and mid-October 2025, ICE arrested nearly 7,500 New Y orkers, more than the
total number of people arrested by the agency in 2024. As of December 2025, there were more
than 323,000 cases currently pending before New York State immigration courts. !> Of these
pending cases, nearly 30 percent (91,026) lacked legal representation—and that figure increases
to 38 percent for those in detention.'® These figures do not capture the full scope of federal
enforcement, as many New Yorkers are now having their cases unfairly dismissed before trial so
that they can be placed into expedited removal, and many are being transferred out of the state by
ICE."

To fill these urgent gaps in life-saving legal services across New York and to ensure that no

one in New York faces the terrifying risk of immigration detention or deportation without legal
representation going forward, we urge the assembly and senate to increase immigration

2/5



Ver a INSTITUTE
OF JUSTICE

services funding through the Office for New Americans to $175 million. This investment
should include:

e $85 million to sustain existing legal and social services programs, recruit and retain
expert legal staff, and ensure equitable compensation.

¢ $50 million to deploy new emergency deportation defense and social service programs.

¢ $40 million for capacity building and infrastructure investments to grow the
immigration legal services workforce and support scaling up services.

Even as these funds will help prepare New York regardless of who is in power, they are
insufficient to meet the state’s need. We also urge passage of the Access to Representation Act

(A270/S141) and the BUILD Act (A2689/S4538) to ensure that New York is equipped to
respond to the needs of a changing immigration legal landscape in years to come.

As President Trump implemented the cruel deportation policies in his first term, New York
became the first state in the country to establish a publicly funded deportation defense program
in 2017."® Since then, more than 70 jurisdictions nationwide, including 13 other states, have
followed New York’s lead by funding deportation defense.!” New York now has the opportunity
to lead the way once again. To do so, we must pass the Access to Representation Act to create a
right to counsel in New York State immigration courts, ensuring that no New Yorker ever has to
face their day in court without a lawyer. We must also pass the BUILD Act, which will fund
legal services providers to scale up programs and staffing so that they can serve more New
Yorkers, including underserved communities and those in rural regions. Passing BUILD (in
addition to the $175 million investment this year) would both help meet the urgent current need
and equip providers to respond to changes in the immigration legal landscape for years to come.
The BUILD Act will do so by creating a dedicated, multi-year investment in training,
recruitment, retention, social services, and other measures that will allow legal services providers
to increase their capacity to represent immigrant New Yorkers.

In addition to this urgently needed investment in New York’s budget, the state must also enact
critical policies to counter the Trump administration’s mass deportation agenda. New Y ork
should also pass the Dignity not Detention Act (S316/A4181) and the New York for All Act
(S2235/A3506) to mitigate the harm of the immigration system and limit the number of people
subjected to the prospect of detention and deportation in the first place. The Dignity Not
Detention Act would end contracts with county jails for immigration detention in New York, and
the New York for All Act would comprehensively and permanently prohibit the use of New
York’s resources for immigration enforcement, whether through 287(g) agreements or informal
forms of collusion.

Now more than ever, New Y ork must stand up for the immigrants who power our economy and
enrich our communities. We urge an investment of $175 million in immigration legal services in
the FY2027 budget and passage of the Access to Representation Act and the BUILD Act to
ensure that every New Yorker facing deportation has the legal representation they deserve.

For additional information, please contact Kelsey Pirnak at kpirnak@vera.org.
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Sincerely,

/£

Advocacy Manager
Vera Institute of Justice

Kelsey Pirnak
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