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Boris Epshteyn Targeted Over Trump Bid To 'Coerce'
BigLaw
By Lauren Berg

Law360 (March 16, 2026, 10:13 PM EDT) -- Lawyers, law professors and retired judges led by two
nonprofits urged the New York state courts' ethics committee on Monday to investigate Boris
Epshteyn's involvement in President Donald Trump's efforts to "intimidate and coerce" BigLaw firms
into pro bono agreements with the administration.

The coalition of lawyers led by the Democracy Defenders Fund and Lawyers Defending American
Democracy asked the New York State Courts' Attorney Grievance Committee in a complaint letter
to investigate whether Epshteyn, one of Trump's personal lawyers, violated state rules of professional
conduct while purportedly leading the president's "vindictive campaign" to punish law firms that
represent clients and causes he dislikes and to intimidate other firms into providing pro bono legal
services to avoid retaliatory executive orders.

While he does not have an official position within the administration, Epshteyn "appears to have
played a key role in one of the president's most ominous assaults on the rule of law in America,"
including negotiating deals with multiple law firms, like Paul Weiss Rifkind Wharton & Garrison LLP
and Skadden Arps Slate Meagher & Flom LLP, according to the letter.

"One of the unique strengths of the American political system has been the freedom of lawyers to
represent organizations and individuals of their choice, without fear of retaliation by the federal
government," the lawyers wrote. "That independence has been seriously diminished by the
administration's campaign against lawyers, including the settlements that Mr. Epshteyn has driven."

"It has been replaced by a culture of fear, as lawyers avoid taking on clients who might draw the
administration's wrath," they wrote.

Specifically, the lawyers allege Epshteyn violated a rule prohibiting attorneys from negotiating
agreements that include a restriction on a lawyer's right to practice; assisting the settling law firms in
violating the rule prohibiting a lawyer from representing a client where there is a "significant risk" of
conflict of interest; and violating the rule prohibiting a lawyer from engaging in conduct that is
prejudicial to the administration of justice.

Their letter urges the ethics committee to investigate whether Epshteyn "is interfering with the
independent professional judgment of lawyers in settling law firms in their representation of clients
the firms have agreed to represent pursuant to their settlement agreements."

The lawyers say their complaint stems from Trump's efforts "to intimidate and coerce lawyers and law
firms to abandon clients, causes and policy positions the president does not like and to refrain from
challenging the president or his administration in court."

Almost immediately after taking office for the second time, Trump issued a series of executive orders
targeting BigLaw firms, aiming, among other things, to pull their federal security clearances and
hamper their ability to serve as legal counsel to the federal government and its contractors.

While some firms chose to offer millions of dollars in pro bono legal services to the administration —
with Trump indicating he wanted to use the firms to "help us out" with making trade deals —
Perkins Coie, WilmerHale, Jenner & Block LLP and Susman Godfrey LLP swiftly sued the
administration, and won.
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The Trump administration vowed to appeal the losses to the D.C. Circuit, which consolidated the
cases, before the government told the court it was voluntarily dismissing the fight. Then, in a
whirlwind about-face, the administration requested permission to withdraw the motion before filing
its opening brief earlier this month.

But even law firms that have not been the target of a Trump executive order or been party to a
settlement with the administration have suffered extensive harm as they attempt to "stay below [the
administration's] radar," according to Monday's letter.

For instance, the lawyers say that multiple nonprofits have reported a reduction in law firms' pro
bono support and in lawyers' willingness to "tackle representations that may be at odds with the
preferences of the president," including the representation of immigrants seeking asylum.

As for Epshteyn, the lawyers say he has demonstrated a pattern of misconduct, including his alleged
involvement in trying to overturn the 2020 presidential election, in which Trump lost to former
President Joe Biden.

A special purpose grand jury that spent nearly a year hearing evidence of election interference in
Georgia recommended criminal charges against Epshteyn and several others, but he was
ultimately not indicted. However, Epshteyn is under indictment in Arizona, facing nine felony counts
for allegedly trying to overturn the state's 2020 election results, according to the letter.

Rep. Jamie Raskin, D-Md., Sen. Adam Schiff, D-Calif., and Sen. Richard Blumenthal, D-Conn., who
have been looking into the legality of the pro bono agreements, are also questioning the
involvement of Epshteyn, whom they called Trump's "legal fixer and co-conspirator to overturn the
2020 presidential election."

In their letter on Monday, the lawyers say they are not seeking an investigation of Epshteyn's
conduct outside his role in the law firm settlements, but they also told the ethics committee that "his
prior conduct demonstrates a repeated disregard for the law and ethical standards of the legal
profession."

"One of the first things the Trump administration did was to target some of our nation's largest law
firms to prevent them from joining any legal challenges to the Administration's illegal agenda,"
Virginia Canter, chief counsel and director of ethics and anti-corruption at Democracy Defenders
Fund, said in a statement Monday.

"Boris Epshteyn appears to have played a critical — yet, highly secretive — role in this pressure
campaign," Canter said. "It is imperative that there is transparency regarding these efforts and that
he is held accountable for any possible violations he may have committed while trying to intimidate
these firms and the legal community as a whole."

Mark Friedman, a principal author of the ethics complaint and a volunteer with Lawyers Defending
American Democracy, added, "Lawyers need to stand together in defense of our profession and our
justice system."

"This administration's efforts to silence law firms are among the most egregious actions they have
taken," he said. "That a lawyer may have led this activity in violation of the ethics of his profession is
something that needs to be examined."

A representative for the White House did not immediately respond to a request for comment Monday
evening. Epshteyn could not be immediately contacted.

--Additional reporting by Ryan Boysen, Aebra Coe, Emily Sawicki, Daniel Connolly, Alison Knezevich,
Emma Cueto and Jack Karp. Editing by Vaqas Asghar.
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