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Pace Law’s Immigration Justice Clinic (“IJC”) is a true legal clinic, in which law 

students are licensed to perform all the tasks and make all the decisions that arise 

during their direct representation of real clients, as distinct from externships (where 

the law student assists and acts under the direction of, but is not, the lawyer) or 

simulated lawyering courses (where the student acts in role as, but is not, the 

lawyer).  The IJC serves indigent people living, working, or detained in the 

Hudson Valley, in the five boroughs, and when feasible Long Island.  Free advice 

and representation are offered to eligible immigrants fighting their removal from 

the United States and/or seeking to regularize their legal status through family ties, 

employment, asylum, or pursuant to specific federal categories such as Violence 

Against Women, Special Immigrant Juveniles, Diversity Visa, Anti-Trafficking, 

Temporary Protected Status, the U Visa, or Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals.  The IJC represents immigrants facing deportation (now called 

“removal”) in the Immigration Courts of New York City and numerous 

correctional facilities, including Fishkill and Ulster.  All advice and representation 

is provided by Student Attorneys, they are authorized by New York State and 

federal courts and immigration authorities to practice law while supervised by a 

law professor. 

 



Since federally-funded legal services offices are not allowed to help most 

immigrants, our region offers few other sources of free immigration legal 

assistance.  Clients are referred to the IJC by community organizations that 

advocate for immigrants, like the Empire Justice Center in Yonkers, Neighbors 

Link in Mount Kisco, Community Resource Center in Mamaroneck, and the 

Haitian Resource Center in White Plains.  The IJC is a long-term member of the 

New York Immigration Coalition, the Hudson Valley Community Coalition, and 

the Westchester Peace and Action Coalition, and also provides a home for the Pace 

Law Immigration Law Society and the Pace teams participating in the NYU 

National Immigration Law Moot Court.  

 

During interviews and counseling sessions, IJC Student Attorneys diagnose 

clients’ legal needs, generate alternative legal options and corresponding fact 

investigation plans for each possible remedy, and explain the relative risks and 

potential benefits to clients.  Then, they prepare and submit the relevant 

applications with the evidence to substantiate these claims.  Student Attorneys 

analyze the need for expert opinions and, when appropriate, recruit and work with 

experts.  They organize the documentary and testimonial evidence and draft and 

argue motions and briefs on substantive, evidentiary and procedural issues in 

proceedings before the Immigration Court, the Board of Immigration Appeals, and 

the United States Circuit Court of Appeals.  Videotaped, critiqued simulation is 

used extensively to prepare for these appearances.   

 

Recognition of a client’s non-immigration-related legal needs, which may affect 

the progress and outcome of the immigration case, is an important IJC 

responsibility.  Student Attorneys have represented clients in Medicaid, 

unemployment, food stamps, and workers’ compensation hearings, as well as in 

New York State Family Court, Small Claims Court, and Criminal Court.  We take 

a holistic approach to each client’s overall situation.  

 

Recently, in response to the major changes in federal immigration policy, Professor 

Merton and several members of the Immigration Justice Clinic have been 

conducting free informational workshops in community centers, libraries, schools 

and colleges, and places of worship to explain the legal rights of immigrants and 

provide brief informal consultations for individuals.  Professor Merton notes, “it is 

very valuable for Student Attorneys to experience having to think on their feet and 

respond in public to open-ended questions about a wide range of topics, and to then 

have to quickly diagnose an array of legal problems and briefly explain their 

potential solutions: very different from a carefully planned meeting with an 

individual client when the lawyer already has documents and information about 

that individual, which of course the Student Attorneys do every day.”  At these 

workshops, the Student Attorneys have to learn to navigate the line between giving 

legal advice, which is not done, and providing useful if generic information.  In 

addition, the Student Attorneys in the Immigration Justice Clinic recently and/or 
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are currently handling: one Second Circuit petition for review, being handled by 

veteran IJC student Emily Bendana; appeals to the Board of Immigration Appeals, 

including an especially difficult brief written by IJC students Bhanmattie Singh 

and Wil Lopez; three Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals renewals and ten 

applications for Special Immigrant Juvenile Status; about a dozen proceedings in 

Immigration Court, mostly for asylum-seeking women and children from Central 

America, and about ten affirmative applications for various statuses, including 

family-based green cards and a U Visa. 

 

In the spring of 2016, six law 

school students, along with 

Professors Merton, McDonnell, 

and Rogers traveled to Dilley, 

Texas to volunteer with the 

CARA Pro Bono Project and 

provide free representation to 

women seeking asylum in the 

United States.  Dilley, the site of 

the largest Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement detention 

center, holds only women and 

children as young as newborns 

awaiting disposition of their immigration or refugee claims.  Our students and 

faculty worked on the ground to assist these women and their families, people who 

have traveled to the U.S. to escape persecution, torture and other life-threating 

situations.  Over the course of one week, the group handled 170 intakes, prepared 

148 women for interviews, and had nearly 150 meetings with their new clients.  

Due to these extraordinary efforts, more than 90 women and their families were 

released from detention.   

 

In 2017, again during spring break, the IJC returned to Dilley, where our assistance 

was needed more than ever.  The conditions under which we worked were far more 

daunting than those of the previous year.  Policies of the new Administration in 

Washington translated into greatly reduced access to the clients and heightened the 

legal standards required for relief.  Still, despite these obstacles, IJC students 

Joseph Moravec, Jordan Montoya, Heena Arora, Luis Leon, Jonathan Campozano 

and, importantly, IJC Administrator Miguel Sánchez Robles, working with 

Professor Merton, were able to counsel dozens of women and help even the 

playing-field with the well-represented government.  

 

The Clinic was mobilized in January 2017 to respond to the crisis created at 

airports and elsewhere by President Trump’s Executive Orders restricting entry 

into the United States from Muslim majority countries and halting the resettlement 

of many refugees.  We accepted referrals from several civil liberties organizations 



to assist banned immigrants, and were drafted by faculty colleagues to counsel 

Pace undergraduate and graduate students trying to return for the second semester 

from home visits during winter break.  The IJC was invited to present numerous 

Know Your Rights workshops in a variety of academic, religious, and government 

institutions; during the peak period we were in settings ranging from Queens to 

Dutchess County, about once a week or so.  Professor Merton appeared on local 

radio and television and at public panels with Congressman Eliot Engel, the Mayor 

of White Plains, County legislators, and other government and community leaders. 

On top of the regular caseload, all Clinic members were trying to respond to the 

dramatic increase in inquiries from terrified clients and former clients as they saw 

the President abolish well-established policies such as prosecutorial discretion and 

administrative closure.  Then, it was announced that Temporary Protected Status 

for Haitian nationals would be extended one last time for only six months before 

shutting down, precipitating another impossible-to-meet need for explanation, 

advice, and reassurance for our dozens of Haitian clients.  IJC student Heena Arora 

took the lead in this effort.  It is difficult to exaggerate the unprecedented 

magnitude of the disruption of legal process that occurred in immigration law 

practice this past spring, but the IJC students have consistently risen to the 

occasion.    

 

Students who participate in the Clinic are extensively prepared for the challenges 

of law practice.  The Clinic begins with a summer assignment and, before fall 

semester classes start, four days of “boot camp” – intensive all-day training to get 

“up to speed” on basic immigration law and practice.  The curriculum includes 

significant background reading, written and in-class exercises, full-scale lawyering 

simulations, and “case rounds” where we plan for and reflect on task performance 

in actual cases.  It addresses topics such as advanced client interviewing and 

counseling; witness preparation, oral examination of witnesses and oral argument; 

working effectively with interpreters and translators; and drafting and persuasive 

presentation of documentary evidence and argument.  Clinic members Kristin 

Jung, Christina Oddo, and Wil Lopez constituted the Pace team in the National 

Immigration Moot Court at NYU Law School during the winter break, and were 

judged the victors in all three of their first tier rounds.  

 

This year two IJC students, Angelica Cancel and Luis Leon, co-chaired the 

prestigious MetroLALSA Pa’lante Conference, bringing hundreds of Latinx 

lawyers and law students to Pace, a feat largely engineered by LALSA leader and 

IJC student Jordan Montoya; Professor Merton participated in two of the 

Conference panels.  Most IJC students, primarily Emily Bendana and Jonathan 

Campozano, were very active in the Pace Immigration Law Society, which held 

several informational programs during the year, culminating in the Annual Dinner 

at which Professor Merton was enormously honored to receive the first Immigrant 

Advocacy Award of the Society.   

 



The entire Clinic has been working on various levels of response to the shocking 

developments in immigration policy this year, but IJC student Joseph Moravec has 

been the most prominent in legislative advocacy; in addition to our usual all-Clinic 

trip to lobby in Washington with the American Immigration Lawyers Association 

National Day of Action, he has spearheaded intensive, ongoing legislative drafting 

and reform efforts in the Westchester County Board of Legislators aimed at 

disentangling local law enforcement from involvement with federal immigration 

authorities.  Professor Merton led IJC student workgroups responding to requests 

for consultation on similar initiatives from towns and villages throughout the 

region and convened the Lower Hudson Valley Summit of the New York 

Immigration Coalition for monthly meetings at the Law School.  Joseph Moravec 

also organized an informal coalition of community groups to advocate for 

establishment of an Immigrant Affairs Unit in the Westchester County District 

Attorney’s Office.   

 

In every aspect of the IJC’s work, Clinic Administrator Miguel Sánchez Robles is 

the indispensable factor that enables us as a team to achieve so much.  Without his 

management skill, empathy, and creativity, the Clinic would be far less effective. 

His contribution to the professional development of the IJC students and the 

confidence and comfort of the clients cannot be overstated.  

  

LEARN MORE ABOUT THE IMMIGRATION JUSTICE CLINIC 
ON OUR FACEBOOK PAGE. 
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