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Expanding Access to Legal Representation for Immigrants: 
The Securing Help for Immigrants through Education and 

Legal Development (SHIELD) Act (H.R.8980) 

As the United States faces millions of pending immigration cases and the ongoing arrival of people 
seeking asylum, the country also faces a shortage of immigration legal professionals.1 Without 
sufficient legal services, we cannot address the growing, overwhelming backlog of immigration 
cases. The Securing Help for Immigrants through Education and Legal Development (SHIELD) Act 
(H.R.8980) addresses the urgent need to advance stability, functionality, and fairness in an 
outdated immigration system by bolstering the legal service infrastructure nationwide. 

Why is the SHIELD Act needed? 
Due to the growing number of cases in immigration court, legal service providers are increasingly strained 
and at capacity, unable to keep pace with the number of people needing their services. In 2023, 65 percent 
of the 4 million people who faced deportation proceedings did so without a lawyer, including many children.2 

As the U.S. seeks humane, practical solutions to the problems in our outdated immigration system, 
increasing legal representation is a sensible solution that will address backlogs, help communities prosper, 
and promote safety and family unity.3 One study shows that the length of an immigration case can double 
because legal representation is not readily available.4 Further, a recent study shows that providing access to 
legal representation for all people facing deportation in immigration court in New York State alone would 
result in an estimated net benefit of at least $8.4 billion for the federal, state, and local governments.5 

A companion to the Fairness to Freedom Act (H.R.2687/S.1187), the SHIELD Act is a commonsense step to 
improve our immigration system that will enable legal service providers to begin to close the representation 
gap and advance fairness and family unity. 

What will the SHIELD Act do?  
This bill will cultivate a strong and sustainable immigrant legal defense field by creating a grant program that 
supports recruitment, training, retention, and development of staff and resources. This will not only help 
address the issues ailing the U.S. immigration system today, but also prepare it to meet long-term needs.  

The SHIELD Act will: 

• allocate $100 million for a grant program to develop a legal services workforce scaled to better meet 
the representation needs of people facing deportation, with long-term capacity to provide high-
quality, holistic, and linguistically appropriate legal services;  

• provide four-year renewable competitive grants through the Department of Justice’s Office of Access 
to Justice to state and local governments, nonprofits, and educational institutions; 

• prioritize support for preexisting programs needing additional funding for sustainability and focus on 
underserved areas where state and local investments are scarce despite substantial need; and 

• support the efforts of state, local, and privately funded justice funds that provide representation to 
people facing deportation around the country. 

Next Steps: 

If you would like to be an original co-sponsor of the bill, please contact Andrew Bower 
(Andrew.Bower@mail.house.gov) in Congressman Robert Garcia’s office. 

mailto:smueckay@vera.org
mailto:ramya@partnershipfornewamericans.org
https://www.vera.org/fairness-to-freedom
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/2697
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/1187
mailto:Andrew.Bower@mail.house.gov
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