
                                                                                
 

MEDIA RELEASE 

Immigration Attorneys at the Cook County Public Defender’s Office Begin 
Representing Immigrants in Removal Proceedings 

May 9, 2022, CHICAGO – In a historic step, attorneys from the Cook County Public Defender’s Office 
Immigration Unit Pilot have begun representing immigrants in bond hearings and removal proceedings 
before the Chicago Immigration Court. 

Through the work of the Immigration Unit Pilot, Cook County is the largest county in the nation to 
provide public defenders to serve immigrant communities that are often under-represented in court 
proceedings. Hundreds of immigrants every year who cannot afford an attorney appear before the 
Chicago federal immigration court with no representation, which can lead to unjust outcomes. 

“Our immigration system is fundamentally unfair due to the lack of representation for most detained 
noncitizens who appear in immigration courts. In Cook County we are beginning to address this problem 
- which affects immigrants of all races and from around the globe - with the work of the immigration 
attorneys in the new unit,” said Cook County Public Defender Sharone Mitchell. 

In early 2022, Governor JB Pritzker signed Public Act 102-0410 into law and the Cook County Board of 
Commissioners passed a resolution in support of this initiative. This authorized the defender’s office to 
begin representing noncitizens in removal proceedings. 

The Immigration Unit Pilot – supported by a mix of public and private funds - currently has two staff 
attorneys, an attorney supervisor and a paralegal. For information on how the unit is prioritizing and 
accepting cases please see fact sheets on the Cook County Public Defender’s Office website in English 
and in Spanish. 

In addition, the Cook County Public Defender’s office is collaborating with the Midwest Immigrant 
Defenders Alliance, a group of immigration legal aid organizations that are working on expanding access 
to legal representation for people in deportation proceedings who are detained by Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE). Three nonprofit organizations, the National Immigrant Justice Center, The 
Resurrection Project and The Immigration Project will lay the groundwork toward the goal of ensuring 
anyone who is detained by ICE and facing removal proceedings before the Chicago Immigration Court 
has access to legal representation. For more information on the collaboration see this announcement. 

The Defenders for All coalition - representing 40 organizations - was a key force in bringing about the 
creation of the Immigration Unit Pilot and celebrates the work it has begun. 

“Providing legal representation for immigrants is very important, not just for the protection of civil 
rights, but the economic stability of our small businesses that are largely owned or managed by 
immigrants in their local communities. That is why the Illinois Business Immigration Coalition (IBIC), a 
chapter of the American Business Immigration Coalition, helped lead the Defenders for All coalition that 
pushed for the Immigration Unit Pilot,” said Ken Kimber, Director of Small Business Recovery and 
Resiliency for IBIC. “The legal aid provided by this program will lessen the chances that wage earners and 

https://www.cookcountypublicdefender.org/sites/default/files/News/immigration/cook_county_public_defenders_office_immigration_defense_key_facts_in_english.pdf
https://www.cookcountypublicdefender.org/sites/default/files/News/immigration/oficina_del_defensor_publico_del_condado_de_cook_informacion_clave_sobre_la_defensa_de_inmigracion_en_espanol_0.pdf
https://immigrantjustice.org/press-releases/new-legal-aid-alliance-aims-build-model-universal-representation-detained-immigrants


small business workers are removed from their families and employers and subjected to removal 
proceedings without warning and due process.” 

Removal proceedings can have dire consequences for many immigrants, including permanent 
separation from U.S. citizen children, spouses, and parents, as well as the loss of integral members of 
our communities. In some cases, deportation may even result in someone being sent to a country where 
they will face persecution or death. Yet individuals in these proceedings do not have access to 
government-appointed legal counsel like defendants in other parts of the U.S. legal system. 

A 2016 study found that detained immigrants are 11 times more likely to pursue relief when they have 
legal counsel and are twice as likely to obtain relief than detained immigrants without counsel. In fiscal 
year 2021, about 60 percent of detained individuals were unrepresented in the Chicago Immigration 
Court. 
 
About the Law Office of the Cook County Public Defender – The Cook County Public Defender's 
mission is to protect the fundamental rights, liberties and dignity of each person whose case has been 
entrusted to us by providing the finest legal representation. 

The Law Office of the Cook County Public Defender is one of the largest criminal defense firms in the 
United States, with more than 500 attorneys and nearly 700 employees overall, representing tens of 
thousands of Cook County residents charged with every type of criminal offense and child protection 
violation.  

About the Defenders for All Coalition – The coalition represents more than 40 organizations that 
backed the creation of a dedicated immigration unit within the Cook County Public Defender's Office. 
Follow D4A’s work on Facebook and Twitter: 
 
The Resurrection Project • Illinois Business Immigration Coalition • Westside Justice Center • Chicago 
Community Bond Fund • HANA Center • Organized Communities Against Deportation • The Bail Project 
• Southwest Organizing Project • Shiller Preyar Law • United African Organization • Logan Square 
Neighborhood Association • The People’s Lobby • Beyond Legal Aid • Immigration & Legal Center of the 
BIHD • The Immigration Project • Ecker Center for Behavioral Health • Ascend Justice • Centro de 
Información • Alianza Hispanoamericana NFP, Inc. • North Suburban Legal Aid Clinic • Partners for Our 
Communities • Northwest Side Housing Center • Chicago Volunteer Legal Services • Western Illinois 
Dreamers • Indo-American Center • Instituto del Progreso Latino • Northern Illinois Justice for Our 
Neighbors • Chinese American Service League • National Immigrant Justice Center • Coalition for a 
Better Chinese American Community • BUILD Chicago • The ACE Project • World Relief Chicagoland • 
Spanish Community Center • American Immigration Lawyers Association, Chicago • Future Ties NFP • 
African Global Chamber of Commerce • Farmworker and Landscaper Advocacy Project • Chicago 
Workers Collaborative • Centro de Trabajadores Unidos • Equity and Transformation • Latino Policy 
Forum • Chicago Community & Worker’s Rights • Sinai Chicago 

CONTACTS: 
Fiona Ortiz, Cook County Public Defender’s Office | (312) 505-7476 | fiona.ortiz@cookcountyil.gov  
Ben Roussel, Illinois Business Immigration Council (IBIC) | (202) 210-3112 | broussel@americanbic.biz 
Ere Rendon, The Resurrection Project (TRP) | (815) 715-1577 | erendon@theresurrectionproject.org 
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https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/access_to_counsel_in_immigration_court.pdf
https://www.cookcountypublicdefender.org/
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