
 

        

     

        

     

 

 

  

    

 

 

    

 



  

 
September 24, 2025  
 
The Honorable Gavin Newsom 
Governor, State of California  
1021 O Street, Suite 9000  
Sacramento, CA 95814 ​  
 
Re: AB 1261 (Bonta) – Immigrant Youth: Access to Legal Counsel  
 
Dear Governor Newsom, 
 
On behalf of the undersigned 84 legal services, community, and advocacy 
organizations, we write in strong support and respectfully request your signature 
on AB 1261 authored by Assemblymember Mia Bonta. AB 1261 seeks to protect 
children and youth from the Trump administration’s mass deportations by 
expanding access to legal counsel, subject to the availability of funding, to every 
immigrant youth in California facing deportation in immigration court without a 
lawyer.  
 
California is the state with the largest immigrant population in the nation and 
home to one of the largest populations of unaccompanied minors seeking 
protection in the United States. Every year, thousands of children - including infants 
- appear in immigration court, alone, facing deportation against a highly trained 
government prosecutor while the immigration judge is under the direction of the 
United States Attorney General. 90% of unaccompanied children facing deportation 
in court without lawyers are ordered deported.1 Legal representation is not a luxury 
– it’s a lifeline to safeguard the rights of children across California.  
 
No person detained in government custody and/or facing deportation should be 
forced to navigate complex court proceedings alone – especially children. 
Unaccompanied children are fleeing violence, persecution, and extreme poverty 
from their home countries without their parents in order to seek safety and refuge, 
and many qualify for immigration relief, such as asylum or Special Immigrant 
Juvenile Status (SIJS), but are unable to access the legal protections they are 
entitled to under federal law without a lawyer. State-funded legal services serve as 
the first line of defense to protect the safety and rights of children across California 
facing deportation by the federal government. 
 

1 Vera Institute of Justice, “Representation Matters: No Child Should Appear in Immigration Court 
Alone,” December 2021, https://www.vera.org/publications/representation-matters  
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In March 2025, the Trump administration announced the termination of federal 
funding to more than 80 legal services providers of a legal aid program that 
provided free legal representation to 26,000 children facing deportation in court or 
held in government custody.2 Recently, the federal government attempted to 
deport hundreds of unaccompanied minors ages 10 to 17 years old during the 
middle of the night, however, a federal judge blocked the deportation flights.3 
While more than 5,000 Californians have been arrested and detained by federal 
agents in mass immigration raids and arrests on public streets, work sites and in 
our neighborhoods, unaccompanied children are at heightened risk of Trump’s 
mass deportations. California must meet the moment and help ensure children 
facing deportation have access to a lawyer in court. 
 
California has been a leader nationwide in enacting numerous measures to defend 
California’s immigrant communities, and we see AB 1261 as a critical opportunity to 
defend and protect the rights of children when the  federal government is targeting 
them for mass deportations. In FY 2014-15, California made history being the 
first-in-the-nation to invest state funding for qualified nonprofit organizations 
providing legal representation to unaccompanied children and youth facing 
deportation across California. For the past 10 years, legal services organizations 
across California have provided free legal representation to over 5,600 children 
facing deportation through the Youth Legal Services Program and hundreds 
more children being served under California’s Removal Defense Program and the 
Children’s Holistic Immigration Representation Project (CHIRP). 
 
AB 1261 helps ensure that no child is forced to face deportation against the 
federal government alone without a lawyer. This bill would expand access to 
lawyers for children facing deportation in immigration court, increasing access to 
legal protections they are legally entitled to. By expanding access to legal counsel 
for immigrant children and youth facing deportation, California can defend and 
protect the safety and rights of all children. 
 
For these reasons, we are proud to support and request your signature for AB 
1261 (Bonta). If you have any questions, or would like more information regarding 
our support, please contact the California Immigrant Policy Center at 
bhuizar@caimmigrant.org. 

3 Cheney, Kyle and Gerstein, Josh, POLITICO, “Judge blocks flights sending hundreds of children back 
to Guatemala,” Aug. 31, 2025, 
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/08/31/judge-blocks-deportation-guatemalan-children-00538395  

2 Santana, Rebecca, Associated Press (AP), “Trump administration cuts legal help for migrant children 
traveling alone,” March 21, 2025, 
https://apnews.com/article/trump-legal-aid-unaccompanied-children-immigration-court-127a69ce695
73d2d16c72a74dacef3ab  
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mailto:bhuizar@caimmigrant.org
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https://apnews.com/article/trump-legal-aid-unaccompanied-children-immigration-court-127a69ce69573d2d16c72a74dacef3ab
https://apnews.com/article/trump-legal-aid-unaccompanied-children-immigration-court-127a69ce69573d2d16c72a74dacef3ab


  

 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Hortencia Rodriguez  
Acacia Center for Justice 
 

 
Michael Avant​  
AFSCME 3299 
 

 
Gavrilah Wells​  
Amnesty International USA 
 

 
Victoria “Nikki” Dominguez​  
Asian Americans Advancing Justice 
Southern California 
 

 
Beatrice Pangilinan​  
Asian Law Alliance 
 

 
Borey “Peejay” Ai 
Asian Prisoner Support Committee 
 

 
Genie Stowers​  
Berkeley Society of Friends (Quakers) 
 

 
Erikson Albrecht 
Bet Tzedek Legal Services 
 

 
Pam Fadem​ 
California Coalition for Women 
Prisoners 
 

 
Elmer Lizardi ​  
California Federation of Labor Unions 
 

 
Bruno Huizar 
California Immigrant Policy Center 
 

 
Berto Hernandez​  
California Immigrant Youth Justice 
Alliance 
 

 
Tannah Oppliger 
Californians United for a Responsible 
Budget (CURB) 
 

 
Joana Castro Simonini​  
Canal Alliance 
 

 



  

 
Jessica Ramirez​  
Carpinteria Children's Project 
 

 
Deborah Dentler​  
Carpinteria Immigrant Rights 
Coalition 
 

 
Kate Jastram 
Center for Gender & Refugee Studies 
- California 
 

 
Taylor Koehler 
Center for Human Rights and 
Constitutional Law 
 

 
Diana Escamilla ​  
Central American Resource Center - 
Los Angeles (CARECEN-LA) 
 

 
Lariza Dugan Cuadra​  
Central American Resource Center - 
CARECEN SF 
 

 
Jesus Martinez 
Central Valley Immigrant Integration 
Collaborative 
 

 
Sarait Martinez 
Centro Binacional para el Desarrollo 
Indigena Oaxaqueño (CBDIO) 
 

 
Jessica Quintana 
Centro CHA Inc. 
 

 
Luciana Svidler 
Children's Law Center of CA 
 

 
Monica Madrid​  
Coalition for Humane Immigrant 
Rights (CHIRLA) 
 

 
John Vasquez​  
Communities United for Restorative 
Youth Justice 
 

 
MariaElena De La Garza ​  
Community Action Board of Santa 
Cruz County, Inc. (CAB) 
 

 
Raymon Cancinos 
Community Bridges 

 



  

 
Hussam Ayloush​  
Council on American-Islamic 
Relations, California 

 
Irene Kao 
Courage California 
 

 
Rosa Bay​  
East Bay Community Law Center 
 

 
Lisa Hoffman 
East Bay Sanctuary Covenant 
 

 
Mario A. Gonzalez, J.D.​  
Education and Leadership 
Foundation 
 

 
Salvador Sanabria​  
El Rescate 
 

 
Yesenia Jimenez 
End Child Poverty CA powered by 
GRACE 
 

 
Joanne Scheer​  
Felony Murder Elimination Project 

 

 
LaVell Baylor 
Freedom 4 Youth 
 

 
Kevan Insko​  
Friends Committee on Legislation of 
California 
 

 
Gloria Soto​  
Future Leaders of America 
 

 
Renae Badruzzaman 
Health in Partnership 
 

 
Lindsay Toczylowski​  
Immigrant Defenders Law Center  
 

 
Jackie Gonzalez ​  
Immigrant Defense Advocates 
 

 
Eleni Wolfe-Roubatis 
Immigrant Legal Defense 
 

 
Abraham Bedoy​  
Immigrant Legal Resource Center   

 



  

 

 
Suzanne McCormick​  
Immigration Center for Women and 
Children 
 

 
Kenneth P. Reichman 
Indivisible Santa Cruz County 
 

 
Martin Zogg​ 
International Rescue Committee 
 

 
Lynn Berkley-Baskin 
Justice2Jobs Coalition 
 

 
Wendy Young​  
Kids in Need of Defense (KIND) 
 

 
Grace Kang​  
Korean Resource Center 
 

 
Shayla Wilson 
La Defensa 
 

 
Yanira Lemus​  
Loyola Immigrant Justice Clinic 

 

 
Linette Lomeli​  
Madera Coalition for Community 
Justice 
 

 
Vanessa Terán 
Mixteco/Indigena Community 
Organizing Project (MICOP) 
 

 
Ben Testani 
NorCal Resist 
 

 
Rachel Kafele 
Oasis Legal Services 
 

 
Felicity Figueroa 
Orange County Equality Coalition 
 

 
Rebecca Brown 
Public Counsel 
 

 
Emilio Amaya​  
San Bernardino Community Service 
Center, Inc. 
 

 



  

 
Ian M. Seruelo, Esq.​ 
San Diego Immigrant Rights 
Consortium 
 

 
Linda Barreto​  
San Joaquin College of Law - New 
American Legal Clinic 
 

 
Julissa Pena  
Santa Barbara Immigrant Legal 
Defense Center 
 

 
Miriam Stombler​  
Santa Cruz Welcoming Network 
 

 
Brian Hofer​  
Secure Justice 
 

 
Huy Tran 
Services, Immigrant Rights and 
Education Network (SIREN) 
 
 
Carie Hutchinson 
Showing Up for Racial Justice, Santa 
Barbara Chapter 
 

 
Abigail Esquivias​  
Social Justice Collaborative 
 

 
Margaret A. Baker, DrPH​  
South Bay People Power 
 

 
Mandy Diec 
Southeast Asia Resource Action 
Center (SEARAC) 
 

 
Nathan Kempe​  
Starting Over Strong 
 

 
Michelle Carey  
Survivor Justice Center 
 

 
Chanchanit Martorell​  
Thai Community Development 
Center (Thai CDC) 
 

 
Liza M. Davis​ 
The Children's Partnership 
 
 

 



  

 
Eder Gaona-Macedo 
The Fund for Santa Barbara 
 

 
Daniel Gonzalez 
Unidos 805 
 

 
Rev. Julia Hamilton​ 
Unitarian Society of Santa Barbara 
 

 
Jenny Ocon​  
UpValley Family Centers of Napa 
County 
 

 
Santiago Mueckay​  
Vera Institute of Justice 
 

 
Huy Tran​  
Viet Voices 
 

 
Shirley Gee​  

Vietnamese American Community 
Center of the East Bay 
 

 
Matthew Weisner​  
Weisner Legal, APC 
 

 
Brandon Greene​  
Western Center on Law and Poverty 
 

 
Regina Day Langhout 
Your Allied Rapid Response for Santa 
Cruz County 
 

 
Patricia Barahona 
Youth Leadership Institute 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
CC: ​ The Honorable Mia Bonta 

Paula Villescaz, Deputy Legislative Secretary, Office of Governor Gavin               
Newsom 

 


