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The multi-stakeholder Global Legal Community Pledge unites over 120 civil society actors,
including refugee-led organizations (RLOs), and private legal actors committed to
increasing legal assistance for and with refugees, stateless people, and other displaced
people, and facilitating improvements to the systems through which they access rights,
justice, and solutions. First launched at the 2019 Global Refugee Forum (GRF) and
reaffirmed at the 2023 GRF, the Pledge has become a central platform to mobilize tangible
commitments and build a more connected legal community, with refugees and displaced
people at its center. 

The rule of law and access to justice and legal assistance are essential to robust asylum
systems, refugee protection, and the protection of stateless people. Yet funding
constraints have compelled UNHCR, civil society partners, and legal aid providers to scale
back legal programs, leaving significant protection gaps. As first responders, RLOs,
stateless-led organizations (SLOs), and other local actors often must respond to these gaps
with limited resources, and in precarious protection conditions with limited support. The
Pledge seeks to address these challenges by mobilizing legal professionals worldwide to
extend support where most urgently needed. 

Ahead of the 2025 Global Refugee Forum Progress Review, PILnet and members of the
Pledge's Core Group undertook a comprehensive stocktaking exercise through interviews,
written feedback, and group exchanges at PILnet's 2024 and 2025 Global Forums. This
occurred against an unprecedented political and humanitarian backdrop: 117 million
people affected by displacement, including 42.5 million refugees, coupled with increasingly
restrictive protection policies, significant funding reductions, and an erosion of rule of law
standards around the world. 

In the face of widening access-to-justice gaps, in 2024 Pledge members collectively
provided over 393,000 hours of free legal assistance—a 50% increase over initial
commitments. Pledge members have also already reached 942,000 people with direct legal
services in just two years (2024–2025)—94% of the way to the goal of 1 million people set
for the full four-year pledging period (2024 - 2027).

1.For further information about the progress in Pledge members’ implementation of their Pledges, please see:
Global Refugee Forum Legal Community Pledge - 2024 - 2025 Progress Report.
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http://www.pilnet/pledgestatement2025
http://www.pilnet/pledgestatement2025


Through PILnet's refugee-led matching portal and pro bono pitching roundtables, NGOs
and RLOs accessed hundreds of thousands of dollars in pro bono legal support from
private sector actors, successfully aligning pledged resources with identified needs. Pledge
signatories also worked directly with governments, as partners, to strengthen national
asylum systems. This included conducting and disseminating policy-relevant research,
promoting and facilitating collaboration, supporting the establishment of localized referral
networks, and providing evidence-based advice. 

While we are seeing a growing politicization of refugee protection and instrumentalization
of citizenship as a political tool, Pledge actors are defending the rule of law, challenging
arbitrary detention and deportation, and securing safe pathways, citizenship, and other
durable solutions. Pledge actors are utilizing existing legal frameworks and infrastructure,
including national and international courts, and UN Human Rights mechanisms, to secure
these and other protection outcomes. 

Regular exchanges instituted this year among Pledge members have strengthened
coordination, including aligned engagement with UN Special Procedures and UNHCR. RLOs
and people with lived experience of displacement and statelessness have been central to
shaping and implementing the Pledge, ensuring that legal assistance is rooted in lived
experience and community needs. Although more systematic engagement remains
possible, this meaningful participation has been foundational to the initiative's approach. 

Despite these efforts, accessing legal support has become increasingly difficult since the
2023 GRF as needs rise and resources diminish. This year in particular, we have seen
developments that have severely impacted the lives of refugees, stateless people, and
others who are displaced. At the same time, it has become increasingly difficult for
humanitarian actors, NGOs, RLOs, SLOs, and other legal aid providers to meet the growing
legal aid needs for a range of reasons: 

 

Policy Barriers: The criminalization of human mobility and the externalization of
asylum responsibilities have created national and regional legal frameworks that
legitimize detention, heighten restrictions on access to territory and asylum
procedures, and increase instances of refoulement, pushbacks, and offshore
processing of asylum claims—often in contravention of international refugee law.
The codification of these practices into law, alongside accelerated timelines and
digital-only systems, prevents refugees from accessing asylum, international
protection, and rights, and constrains lawyers’ ability to provide effective support. 

Funding Crisis: Reductions of up to 60% have forced UNHCR and NGO Pledge
members to close offices, reduce staff, and curtail legal programs—undermining
essential services and limiting their capacity to collaborate with law firms. Private
sector actors involved in the Pledge have the goodwill and interest to help address
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rexisting gaps. However, increased pro bono engagement alone cannot fill
widening resource shortfalls, particularly in Global South regions hosting the
majority of refugees, stateless people, and others who are forcibly displaced. Pro
bono providers also cannot replace the role of properly funded NGOs and legal aid
lawyers; many firms have emphasized that sustained pro bono work is only
possible when NGOs and legal aid lawyers providing training, supervision, and
referrals are able to keep their doors open. 

Externalization Measures: Policies and practices designed to shift, minimize, or
avoid state responsibilities—and which obstruct rather than facilitate access to
international protection—are on the rise. These measures result in responsibilities
being transferred to the Global South, containment of displaced people in the
Global South, and the criminalization of onward movement. They fail to address
underlying protection needs and do not contribute to durable solutions, with
consequences for countries in both the Global South and the Global North. 

Threats to the Legal Community: Members of the legal community have faced
harassment, intimidation, and prosecution for representing asylum seekers.
Refugee and stateless paralegals—who are increasingly relied upon to provide
legal information, awareness, and on-the-spot counseling within their communities
—have also been targeted. As displaced people themselves, these paralegals have
faced immigration detention and, in some cases, refoulement as a direct
consequence of their status and their work. RLOs and NGOs offering legal services
have similarly faced threats and operational restrictions. Even private sector firms
providing pro bono assistance have come under unprecedented government
scrutiny, often amplified by media narratives. This can create a “chilling effect” that
limits the ability of law firms to take on refugee-related pro bono work, particularly
in public-facing cases. 

At this critical time, the global legal community reaffirms its commitment to advancing
rights of refugee, stateless, and other displaced communities; pursuing justice; and
achieving lasting solutions through the law. We call for principles of access to justice and
legal empowerment to be centered in the GRF Progress Review and other multilateral
dialogue platforms. Without them, neither the goals of the Global Compact on Refugees,
nor the Sustainable Development Goals, will be achievable.

We call upon all stakeholders to work with the legal community to address the restrictive
policy climate and widening funding gap, and to: 

Resource and Expand Access to Legal Assistance: Quality legal assistance and
legal empowerment can be lifesaving for refugees, stateless people, and other
displaced people, and must not be overlooked amid the changing funding
landscape. Sustained support for this work should remain a priority within the
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Let us work together—as governments, civil society, affected people, and the legal
community—to strengthen frameworks that uphold these principles and ensure that
displaced and stateless people everywhere have access to essential legal information
and assistance to secure their rights, justice, and lasting solutions. 

humanitarian reset. For many, access to a lawyer determines whether a displaced
person finds safety or faces return to danger, whether a stateless person can
obtain citizenship, and whether those at risk of statelessness can retain it. 

Advance Meaningful Participation of Refugees in Legal Systems and
Programs: Refugees, stateless people, and others with lived experience of
displacement must be actively involved in the design, implementation, and
evaluation of asylum systems, legal programs, and decisions affecting their
protection and rights. Meaningful participation requires direct funding, reduced
regulatory barriers, capacity support for SLOs and RLOs, formal recognition of
community-based legal services within national systems, and greater
representation in justice mechanisms. We encourage all stakeholders to support
the Independent Declaration on the Right of Refugees and Others Experiencing
Displacement or Statelessness to Participate in Decisions that Affect Them, which
many Pledge members helped draft. 

Safeguard the Independence of Legal Actors: The independence of lawyers and
other legal service providers is fundamental to the rule of law. They must be able
to represent their clients without fear of harassment, intimidation, prosecution, or
sanction—even when they or their clients lack legal documentation, as is often the
case for asylum seekers, stateless people, and other displaced persons.
Governments should take measures to uphold and protect the independence of
the legal profession. 

Strengthen Asylum Systems: Governments should improve asylum systems by
operationalizing a “whole-of-society” approach, engaging diverse stakeholders,
and promoting national and local ownership. Fair asylum systems require respect
for due process safeguards under international standards, including the right to
be heard, the right to appeal, judicial oversight of executive decisions, and equality
before the law. Early legal assistance strengthens applications, helps States
identify protection needs, and improves fairness and efficiency. Such engagement
leads to fairer, more efficient decision-making, benefiting both applicants and
States. 
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2. We also encourage stakeholders to support the Independent Declaration on the Right of Refugees and
Others Experiencing Displacement or Statelessness to Participate in Decisions that Affect Them, which many
Pledge members helped draft.

https://www.unsw.edu.au/kaldor-centre/our-research/advancing-meaningful-refugee-participation/independent-declaration-on-the-right-to-participate
https://www.unsw.edu.au/kaldor-centre/our-research/advancing-meaningful-refugee-participation/independent-declaration-on-the-right-to-participate


The Global Refugee Forum Legal Community Pledge seeks to mobilize, connect, and
support the global legal community, in partnership with displaced and stateless communities, to
identify and address the unmet legal needs of refugees and others forcibly displaced. Over 125
legal and refugee rights and statelessness actors have now joined the Pledge, which is
coordinated by PILnet. This statement was jointly drafted by the above actors involved in the
Pledge but does not purport to represent the view of all Pledge members.

A shorter version of this statement was presented orally at the GRF Progress Review 2025

This statement is endorsed by the following refugee-led organizations, nonprofits, law
firms and other entities involved in the Global Refugee Forum Legal Community Pledge: 

Act for Peace | ANAR | A&O Shearman | Apatride Network | Argentine

Commission for Refugees and Migrants (CAREF) | Asia Pacific Refugee

Rights Network (APRRN) | Asociación de Nicaragüenses en México

(NICASMEX) | AsyLex | Asylos | Danish Refugee Council (DRC)  | European

Lawyers in Lesvos (ELIL) | Global Strategic Litigation Council for Refugee

Rights (GSLC) | HIAS | iProbono | Immigrant Council of Ireland |

International Detention Coalition (IDC) | International Rescue

Committee (IRC) |  Justice Centre Hong Kong (JCHK) | Kaldor Centre for

International Refugee Law | Kids in Need of Defense (KIND) | Lander &

Rogers | Lebanese Center for Human Rights (CLDH)| Norwegian Refugee

Council (NRC) | Orrick, Herrington & Sutcliffe | Perkumpulan Suaka

Untuk Perlindungan Gak Pengungsi (SUAKA) | PILnet | ProBono.Org | 

Pro Bono Italia ETS | Refugee Consortium of Kenya (RCK) | Refugee Legal

|  Refugee Solidarity Network (RSN) | Refugiados Unidos | Scalabrini

Centre of Cape Town | South African Refugee-Led Network (SARLN) |

Schweizerische Beobachtungsstelle für Asyl- und Ausländerrecht | The

Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion (ISI) | The International Refugee

Assistance Project (IRAP) 
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https://www.pilnet.org/our-work/forced-displacement/grf-pledge/
https://www.pilnet.org/our-work/forced-displacement/

