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THE LEGAL DESERT FACT SHEET 

The Legal Desert 

The National Survivor Law Collective (NSL Collective) describes survivors of human 
trafficking as walking through a legal desert. Devoid of resources, constantly being 
deceived by mirages of what may look like legal services, survivors face one barrier after 
another to recovery.  See The Avery Center & Nat'l Survivor Law Collective, Legal Deserts 
Report: A Portrait of Legal Services for Survivors of Sex Trafficking (July 2021); The Avery 
Center & Nat'l Survivor Law Collective, Legal Deserts Report 2.0: Closing Gaps for Human 
Trafficking Survivors' Access to Justice (Mar. 2023).  Further, legal services providers often 
lack trafficking-specific expertise or criminal, family or consumer law practices.  Id. 
Without trauma-informed legal representation, even well-intentioned providers risk re-
traumatizing survivors or discouraging them from seeking help at all.  Upon exit from 
trafficking, survivors are often left with debilitating criminal records, very low credit scores, 
and other barriers to safety and independence. 

Survivors’ Legal Needs 

Anyone working with trafficking survivors quickly learns that survivors often face a 
myriad of legal issue arising out of or connected to their trafficking experience.  And yet, 
they face a complex legal system that all too often leaves them unable to access the legal 
remedies available to them.    

                 
  



   
 

 

For example, Alliance to Lead Impact in Global Human Trafficking, one of the 
members of the NSL Collective, identified 29 different legal issues across 273 cases:  

 
 

Source: ALIGHT 2023 Impact Report 
 

Access to trauma-informed pro bono representation, through law firm engagement, 
could create an oasis in this legal desert. 

 

https://alightnet.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/ALIGHT-2023-Impact-Report.pdf


   
 

 

FINANCIAL EXPLOITATION AND THE DEBT BONDAGE REPAIR ACT 

The Financial Impact of Trafficking 

The financial fallout of trafficking is severe and long-lasting.  Survivors are frequently 
victims of identity theft, coerced into debt, or forced into signing fraudulent leases, loans, 
or other financial instruments.  Further, traffickers often file false tax returns under 
survivors’ names, or misstate dependencies, while survivors themselves may be unable to 
file legitimate returns during their exploitation.   

 

Even after leaving their traffickers, survivors face debt collectors and ruined credit 
as a result of their trafficking experience and financial exploitation.  In addition, survivors 
commonly do not have the economic means to support themselves after leaving their 
traffickers and often lack basic financial literacy skills, which can lead to missed payments 
and even defaults on student loans, credit cards, and other debts, high credit card 
balances, collection activity, and even bankruptcy, all of which further negatively impact 
their credit score. 

All of the above make it difficult, and often prevent survivors from securing housing, 
employment, and stability.  While physical freedom may be achieved, financial bondage 
can persist for years and even decades.  This is where the Debt Bondage Repair Act comes 
in. 

What is the Debt Bondage Repair Act? 

The Debt Bondage Repair Act (DBRA), enacted in July 2022, gives trafficking 
survivors a tool to repair their credit by prohibiting credit reporting agencies from including 
adverse information that resulted from trafficking on survivors’ credit and consumer 
reports.  Survivors may request the removal of harmful credit entries by submitting proof of 
identification, a written request to the credit bureau identifying the adverse information, 
and a victim determination document issued by a court, government entity, or an 
authorized nongovernmental entity.  While the DBRA does not erase debt or automatically 
restore financial wellness, it acknowledges the unique harms faced by trafficking survivors 



   
 

 

and provides them with a water source amidst a legal desert and reduces the impact a 
negative credit score can have on survivor’s road to stability.  

Accessing the DBRA and the Power of Pro Bono Representation 

NSL Collective, working alongside law firms, law school, clinics and advocacy 
organizations, helps survivors access pro bono legal representation by guiding them 
through the required documentation, correspondence with credit reporting agencies, and 
trauma-informed advocacy.  By bridging the gap between legislation and practical access, 
NSL Collective and its partners ensure that the protections promised by the DBRA reach 
those who need them most. 

The passage of the DBRA presents a fountain of hope in what has too often been a 
legal desert for trafficking survivors.  Repairing credit is not only about removing negative 
information from a report and improving credit scores, but also about unlocking 
opportunities.  Clearing records of debts, defaults, late payments, bankruptcies, and 
fraudulent accounts tied to their financial exploitation can restore access to safe housing, 
stable employment, financial independence, and most importantly, dignity.  When paired 
with broader reforms and better access to trauma-informed legal advocacy, the DBRA 
represents a step toward transforming deserts into real support and justice. 

This is a true pro bono win-win.  Because the DBRA is a federal program, there is no 
unauthorized practice of law concerns across jurisdictions, making participation 
accessible to a broad range of volunteers.  It also creates an excellent opportunity for law 
firms to partner with in-house legal departments and corporate clients, many of whom 
want to support survivors but may lack malpractice coverage or local licensing.  As noted in 
a Law360 article, this is a particularly ripe area for pro bono collaboration, offering 
business clients a structured way to contribute meaningful value despite their primarily 
commercial expertise.  See Sarah Dohoney Byrne & Renata Parras, Meeting the Legal Aid 
Needs of Human Trafficking Survivors, LAW360, April 21, 2023, 5:55 PM.  

Through its experience since the passage of the DBRA, NSL Collective has observed 
that survivors who seek relief under the DBRA on their own often run into denials or get 
stuck responding to cure requests.  With pro bono support, those challenges drop 
dramatically, success rates climb, and survivors are spared from the frustration of endless 
back-and-forth with credit reporting agencies.  And there’s a bonus.  DBRA work often 
opens the door to more.  What begins as a single representation can create a lasting 



   
 

 

commitment to survivor advocacy, inspiring attorneys to explore other areas like criminal 
record relief, family law, and victim-witness rights. 



   
 

 

DEBT BONDAGE REPAIR ACT CLINICS 

Since 2022, NSL Collective has developed a remote legal clinic model to connect 
volunteers with survivors seeking assistance under the DBRA.  These survivor-centered 
clinics are structured to provide direct legal assistance in completing the documentation 
and submission process.  Previous clinics have served between 20 and 40 survivors, with 
additional survivors requesting ongoing or follow-up support.  Given the high demand, this 
toolkit is intended to facilitate the expansion and broader outreach of the clinics to ensure 
increased access to credit repair remedies for survivors. 

Process Under the Debt Bondage Repair Act: 

1. Victim Determination: A court, a federal, state, or tribal governmental entity, or an 
authorized service provider must issue a written determination that the consumer is 
a victim of human trafficking (as defined by federal law).  This document is called 
victim determination documentation (VDD). 

2. Submission of Documentation: The survivor, with or without the assistance of an 
authorized service provider, must submit the following to the nationwide consumer 
reporting agencies (CRAs): 

a. Proof of identity (usually through a government-issued identification 
document.) 

b. An authorized victim determination documentation (VDD). 
c. A written identification of specific adverse items of information on the 

consumer’s file that resulted from the trafficking. 

3. Obligation of Consumer Reporting Agencies: Within 25 days of receipt of the 
required documentation, CRAs are required to block the adverse information 
requested, meaning they are prohibited from including or reporting the identified 
adverse information in any consumer report thereafter. 

Purpose of Pro Bono DBRA Credit Repair Clinics: 

DBRA clinics are designed to: 

• Review and assess survivors’ credit reports. 
• Identify adverse information, which resulted from the survivor’s trafficking 

experience. 



   
 

 

• Prepare letters to the three major national CRAs (Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion) 
requesting that the CRAs block these harmful entries. 

 

 

Learn more: 

To learn more about hosting a credit repair clinic, please reach out to PBI at 
pbi@probonoinst.org. 

 

Thank you to fall 2025 NSLC extern Rachel Quinn for her contributions to this 
backgrounder.  
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