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 Senior Legal Aid  Attorney 

Legal Counsel for the Elderly 

 

 We are pleased to offer 

this exceptional opportunity for 

law firms to accept one of Legal 

Counsel for the Elderly’s unique 

pro bono signature projects.  We 

hope that you will consider un-

dertaking one of these meaning-

ful and cutting-edge projects 

described below.  Please share 

these summaries with your pro 

bono committees at your respec-

tive law firms.  We greatly ap-

preciate your consideration. 

 

Safe Housing for Seniors  

Project 

 

Legal Counsel for the 

Elderly frequently encounters 

low-income seniors living in de-

plorable rental housing.  Despite 

our clients’ best efforts to con-

vince their landlords to make 

critical repairs pursuant to the 

D.C. Housing Code, these vulner-

able seniors continue to reside in 

apartments with major defects, 

such as no heat, an inoperable 

sink or shower, or severe water 

and mold damage.   

 

Supervisory Legal Aid 

Attorney, Jennifer Berger, 

with an outstanding reputation 

in the community and excellent 

track record in court, regularly 

sues these neglectful landlords 

in D.C. Superior Court to compel 

them to follow the D.C. Housing 

Code to enable our clients to live 

with dignity in habitable apart-

ments.  However, LCE receives 

more requests for help in this 

area than we have the capacity 

to handle on our own. For this 

reason, Ms. Berger needs help 

from law firms to handle these 

(Pro Bono Signature Projects, continued on page 2) 
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 After retiring from a ca-

reer in the federal government  

as a research  chemist, Martha 

Ford-Gladden considered go-

ing to law school. She decided  

to learn more about the legal 

profession by volunteering for 

AARP’s Legal Counsel for the 

Elderly (LCE) program. While 

she never ended up pursuing a 

law career, Ford-Gladden is still 

volunteering with the legal aid 

group 20 years later. 

 

 Legal Counsel for the 

Elderly (LCE) offers free legal 

advice and services to District of 

Columbia residents 60 and 

older. Its volunteers consist of 

both attorneys and those, like 

Ford-Gladden, without law de-

grees. 

 

 In one of the most memo-

rable cases she assisted with, an 

older woman discovered she had 

(Volunteers, continued on page 4) 
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pro bono matters. 

 

Ms. Berger would be very 

pleased to work with associates 

on affirmative housing condi-

tions litigation cases.  These   

associates would gain invaluable 

experience in Superior Court by 

taking a central role in handling 

complaints for injunctive relief 

and damages or by representing 

clients in administrative pro-

ceedings before the D.C. Office of 

Administrative Hearings. These 

cases afford the opportunity for 

associates to engage in the 

discovery process, including 

depositions, motions prepara-

tion, pre-trial  preparation for 

jury trials, and witness direct 

and cross examinations.   

 

Firm associates handling 

these matters will have a great 

deal of client contact.  These 

cases have proved to be very re-

warding and morale-boosting for 

law firm associates. The associ-

ates develop a real connection 

with  their  aggrieved, elderly 

client and find this work gratify-

ing. Moreover, these landlord/

tenant matters provide excellent 

training and professional devel-

opment for firm associates.   

 

In certain cases where 

expert testimony is essential to 

proving the vulnerable senior’s 

case, LCE will ask the law firm 

to underwrite the cost of an ex-

pert witness or investigator, 

which often affects case recover-

ies significantly. Some cases may 

(Pro Bono Signature Projects, continued from page 1) involve team representation of 

senior building tenant associa-

tions. The staff of the Alter-

natives Project would be glad 

to co-counsel or mentor the 

cases to the level the associate 

requires.  If you would like 

more information about how 

your firm can participate in 

this project, please contact 

LCE’s Supervisory Legal Aid 

Attorney Jennifer Berger at 

jberger@aarp.org. 
 

Senior Empowerment  

Project 
 

Each year, hundreds of 

D.C. seniors ask Legal Counsel 

for the Elderly to draft their 

wills and powers of attorney for 

health care and finance. Ad-

vance  directives provide our 

low-income clients with im-

measurable peace of mind that 

a trusted relative or friend will 

have the legal authority to han-

dle their finances and/or make 

critical health care decisions on 

their behalf in the event of their 

incapacitation. Without these 

vital documents, the relatives of 

incapacitated seniors lacking ad-

vance directives must endure the 

costly, time consuming, and right 

depriving process of petitioning 

the court for legal guardianship 

and conservatorship over their 

loved one.  Seniors who pass 

away without wills lack the abil-

ity to control how and to whom 

their assets, such as a beloved  

home  or  personal  effects, will 

be distributed. In addition, no 

one will be legally responsible for 

making their burial arrange-

ments and settling their ac-

counts.  

 

Legal Counsel for the 

Elderly is grateful for the oppor-

tunity to partner with attorneys 

and paralegals to draft and su-

pervise the execution of wills and 

advance directives for low-

income seniors. These clients 

have nowhere else to turn for 

these pro bono documents. 

 

The Pro Bono Project and 

LCE’s Legal Hotline would 

screen the clients for eligibility, 

provide sample wills and powers 

of attorney documents, interview 

forms, as well as a host of other 

training materials.  All of these 

cases and files will be distributed 

electronically to streamline the 

process and enable the firm to 

create model documents.  

Shirley M. Williams, LCE’s  

Pro Bono Attorney Manager, will 

be pleased to review and com-

ment on draft documents and to 

answer any questions.  These 

 

―Advance directives provide 

our low-income clients with 

immeasurable peace of mind 

that a trusted relative or 

friend will have the legal 

authority to handle their 

finances and/or make 

critical health care 

decisions on their behalf in 

the event of their 

incapacitation.‖ 

mailto:jberger@aarp.org
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matters are quite appealing to 

law firms because they have no 

tight deadlines, take an average 

of less than 20 hours to complete, 

and do not detract from firm as-

sociates’ heavy workloads.  Most  

importantly, they afford junior 

associates with ample client 

contact, and enable them to cul-

tivate essential client interview-

ing skills. If you would like more 

information about how your firm 

can participate in this project, 

please contact LCE’s Pro Bono 

Manager Shirley M. Williams 

at smwilliams@aarp.org. 

 

Nursing Home Rights Project 
 

Legal  Counsel for the  

Elderly’s Ombudsman Project 

seeks a law firm to accept its 

Nursing Home Rights Project.  

Currently, the District allots 18 

―bed hold days‖ annually to nurs-

ing home residents who are DC 

Medicaid beneficiaries.  Under 

this rule, if an elderly resident 

had to stay in a hospital or chose 

to leave to visit family, the nurs-

ing  home  only  would  be re-

quired to hold their bed for 18  

days.  If the resident did not 

return within this period, the 

long-term care facility could 

give away the bed to a new resi-

dent. 

 

Mary Ann Parker, 

Staff Attorney for the D.C. 

Long-Term Care Ombudsman 

Project, would like a law firm to 

conduct legal research  to  de-

termine  the  District’s precise 

definition of a ―bed hold day‖ for 

DC Medicaid beneficiaries in 

nursing homes.  The Ombuds-

man Project takes the position 

that a ―bed hold day‖ needs to 

be 24 hours long.  However, the 

DC Department of Health Care 

Finance’s policy seems to count 

a day at midnight, instead of at 

the 24 hour mark.  For example, 

a resident who visits the emer-

gency room at 11:00pm and re-

turns to the facility at 1:00am 

would lose a ―bed hold day,‖ 

even though the resident was 

out of the facility for merely two 

hours. 

 

This policy interpreta-

tion adversely affects DC nurs-

ing home residents who leave 

the facility later in the evening 

whether it is for medical rea-

sons, as described, or a family 

dinner.  As a result of this inter-

pretation, these residents could 

lose their coveted space at the 

long-term care facility even 

though they were not out of the 

facility for anywhere near 18 

days.  Depending on the out-

come of the research, the law 

firm then would be tasked with 

evaluating potential strategy to 

challenge the DC Department of 

Health Care Finance’s (DHCF) 

policy and to take legal action 

accordingly.  The law firm would 

have a unique opportunity to ef-

fectuate a policy change, which 

would preserve the rights of our 

city’s most vulnerable seniors to 

return to their long-term care 

facilities after reasonable, short-

term absences.  If you would like 

more information about how 

your firm can participate in this 

project, please contact the D.C. 

Long-Term Care Ombudsman 

Attorney Mary Ann Parker at 

maparker@aarp.org. 

 

Medical-Legal  Partnership 

Project (MLP) 
 
 LCE just  launched a  

brand new initiative in partner-

ship with a large nonprofit 

health and social services organi-

zation serving low-income D.C. 

residents.  Through this collabo-

ration, LCE will begin to pilot a 

ground-breaking program.  This 

effort will bring to D.C. the well-

respected ―Medical-Legal Part-

nership‖ model currently being 

used in pediatric settings to 

assist children and families.  

Instead of  focusing   solely  on at 

risk children, our pilot project 

will expand the model to serve 

D.C.’s low-income seniors, using 

the law as an instrument to 

improve community health for 

our older neighbors in need. 

 

A Medical-Legal Partner-

ship is a health care and legal 

services delivery model, which 

―These matters are quite 

appealing to law firms because 

they have no tight deadlines, 

take an average of less than 20 

hours to complete, and do not 

detract from firm associates’ 

heavy workloads.‖ 

mailto:smwilliams@aarp.org
mailto:maparker@aarp.org
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aims to improve the health and 

well being of vulnerable indi-

viduals by integrating pro bono 

lawyers into health care teams. 

Through direct service, medical 

staff training, and advocacy ef-

forts, MLPs address non-medical 

detriments to health, such as 

remedying substandard housing 

conditions that exacerbate a resi-

dent’s asthma. The National 

Center for Medical-Legal Part-

nerships has a website that pro-

vides additional information 

regarding the MLP model. This 

information can be found at: 

h t t p : / / w w w . m e d i c a l -

legalpartnership.org/.  

 

If you would like more 

information about how your firm 

can participate in this project, 

please contact LCE’s Managing 

Attorney Tina Nelson at tsnel-

son@aarp.org. 

 

 

Legal Counsel for the 

 Elderly  greatly 

appreciates your outstanding 

pro bono work on behalf of 

the low-income seniors in 

the District of Columbia.  

been swindled out of her income 

for years by her grandson, who 

secretly took out loans on her 

home and credit. When she was 

about to lose her house, LCE 

stepped in to help, and she was  

allowed to remain, while her 

grandson was ultimately sent to 

jail.  

 

 ―I have truly been 

enlightened,‖ Ford-Gladden said, 

―especially when it comes to per-

sons taking advantage of  others  

in areas such as housing or re-

pairs or credit card companies.‖ 

 

 ―My experience has 

caused me to really appreciate 

the needs of people  that I was 

often unaware of, and how peo-

ple can take advantage of others 

without their knowledge,‖ she said. 

―Oftentimes, people in need don’t 

even realize there are services 

available to help them.‖ 

 

Many helpful programs 

 

  LCE provides legal repre-

sentation in court for those 

whose income is below 200 per-

cent of the federal poverty level 

(which comes to  $21,780  for  a  

single  person; $29,420 for a two-

person household).  

 

The organization runs a 

number of other legal and advo-

cacy programs for older adults as 

well ,  inc luding  the  Senior  

Medicare  Patrol  Program,  

which trains volunteers to spot 

Medicare fraud, as well as the 

Long-Term Care Ombudsman 

(Volunteers, continued from page 1) 

program in which volunteers 

serve as advocates for residents 

of assisted   living  communities 

and nursing homes. 

 

 Volunteers in LCE’s Pro 

Bono Project  help  clients with  

issues such as housing, guardi-

anship, fraud, grandparent 

caregiving and wills. 

 

 ―We began 35 years ago,‖ 

said Aaron Knight, LCE’s direc-

tor of development, ―creating a 

model  that uses volunteers to  

work with  legal aid attorneys. 

So it’s in our DNA to use volun-

teers  extensively.  And we’re 

not at a loss for work, unfortu-

nately.‖ 

 

 ―We ask that our volun-

teers make a time commitment 

of at least five hours a week be-

cause  we give them such sub-

stantive activities,‖ he said. 

 

 Ford-Gladden who vol-

unteers two days a  week, has 

Martha Ford-Gladden began  

volunteering for Legal Counsel for 

the Elderly 20 years ago, after 

retiring from a career in science. 

http://www.medical-legalpartnership.org/
http://www.medical-legalpartnership.org/
mailto:tsnelson@aarp.org
mailto:tsnelson@aarp.org
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to  take two  buses to reach 

LCE’s downtown Washington 

office.  She says she is happy to 

make the commitment.  

 

 ―My volunteerism today 

is more rewarding than the sal-

ary I received  when I was in 

the workforce,‖  she said. ―It 

makes me feel so much more 

valued as a person  in life, and I 

feel great that I can get such joy 

from serving others.‖ 

 

 For her work with LCE, 

Ford-Gladden received a 2009 

MetLife Foundation Older Vol-

unteers Enrich America Award 

and was recently  named  a lo-

cal hero by Bank of America. 

 

Retired attorneys and 

teachers  

 
 Bob Frank ,  another 

LCE volunteer, says his great-

est passion is the law. He is a 

retired attorney who specialized  

in intellectual property and also 

has a degree  in electrical engi-

neering. 

  

 Frank  found  himself  

floundering  in 2007, when his 

work for a law firm came to an 

end. ―When my contract ended, 

they told me to retire and go 

enjoy myself, but I was enjoying 

myself doing what I was doing,‖ 

Frank said. 

 

 ―On one of my last days 

at work,  I was referred to do 

some pro bono work with the 

AARP, and that is how I got in-

volved with Legal Counsel for 

the Elderly.‖ 

 

 Today, Frank works on 

housing issues at LCE, dealing 

with evictions, homelessness and 

housing code violations. 

 

 ―When I was a patent 

attorney, I focused  mostly on 

technical problems. Volunteering 

with LCE has made me aware of 

poor, elderly people and their 

problems.‖ 

 

 ―Previously I dealt mostly 

with the well off, but here it’s a 

whole different group of people. 

Before working with LCE, I 

knew these problems  existed, 

but now that I’m dealing  with 

them,  my perspective  has com-

pletely changed,‖ Frank said. 

 

  Natalie Wasserman  

began volunteering with LCE six 

years ago, soon after she retired 

from teaching at the University 

of the District of Columbia David 

A. Clarke School of Law.  

 

 One of Wasserman’s  

main duties is interviewing cli-

ents, mainly those with landlord/

tenant issues and grandparents 

caring for their grandchildren. 

  

 ―I would recommend vol-

unteering at LCE to others 

because  I think it is a valuable 

experience, and the work that is 

provided can allow volunteers to 

feel like they are really helping 

people who are vulnerable.  That 

is what volunteer  work is sup- 

posed to be,‖ she said. 

 For more information 

about volunteering with LCE, 

see  www.aarp.org/lce  or call 

volunteer coordinator Marleise 

Brosnan at (202) 434-2120. 

 

 
The LCE Volunteer 

 
Disenfranchised, vulnerable, 

 without a voice, 
The destitute widow lacks all  

meaningful choice. 
But to live in public housing,  

without safety or heat 
Though  she protests and persists,
 the “system” she cannot beat. 
 
Until she meets the venerable LCE 

volunteer, 
Who listens intently to her client’s 

pain, loss, and fear, 
That she will endure another  

winter, lonely, in despair, 
Where her unlatched door blocks  

neither assailant, addict, nor 
frigid night air. 

 
Until her loyal paralegal launches  
     a letter writing campaign, 
To restore heat, add safety lights, 

repair the roof, to keep out rain. 
The client’s complaint no longer 

falls on deaf ears, 
With her rights restored, she wipes 

away tears. 
 
Our client, raising two grand babies,  

is no longer alone.  
Her paralegal solves her predica-

ment with well-placed calls on 
the phone. 

Through the  persistence and  
patience of the LCE volunteer, 

Whose attainment of justice amelio-
rates her client's anguish and 
fear. 

 
Today, we express our gratitude to 

all our volunteers, 
Who  have  selflessly served the 

vulnerable elderly throughout  
the years. 

 
By Sheryl Rosensky Miller, 5/2000 
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Project HELP:  

Protecting D.C.’s  Homebound Population 

injunction. Eventually the case was settled, and 

the woman moved to a new apartment building by 

the same landlord with no increase in rent.  

 

 ―I was really proud of how that case worked 

out,‖ Buchko said. ―We were able to step in and 

help her, and she has pleasant, sanitary living 

conditions now.‖  

 

Off the Backburner 

 

 Created in 2007, Project HELP was envi-

sioned as a program that would make legal issues 

of the homebound a priority. Clients would include 

those living not only in homes but also in assisted 

living facilities, nursing homes, or hospitals.  

 

Jan Allen May, 

Executive Director 

of LCE, wanted to 

devote a full-time 

attorney to this 

vulnerable group, 

who often live in 

dilapidated homes 

with infestations or 

no running water. 

Some are bed-

bound. Many lack 

adequate income, health care, or housing and sup-

port services. 

 

 Since receiving a grant through the D.C. 

Access to Justice Commission, Buchko has become 

a one–woman show, always on the move with her 

portable office, which includes a cell phone, laptop, 

printer, digital camera, handheld scanner, and 

other typical office supplies. At times, she has an 

intern or two at her disposal. Buchko is also fast to 

mention the support she receives from colleagues 

By Thai Phi Le  

 

*Reprinted  with permission  of  Washington Lawyer, 

September 2011 (District of Columbia Bar) ©2012  D.C. 

Bar. All rights reserved.  

  

 Last fall, attorney Vanessa Buchko was 

making a home visit to an elderly client as part of 

the AARP Legal Counsel for the Elderly’s (LCE) 

D.C. Homebound Elderly Project (Project HELP). 

As the door opened, a frail woman in her 80s ap-

peared. Attached to her was an oxygen tank.  

 

 Looking around the woman’s rented 

apartment, Buchko stood appalled, beginning 

to understand why a family member had called 

LCE’s hotline for help. Windows were broken. 

Plaster was torn. The heater didn’t work. In the 

bedroom, holes were in places where pictures 

should have hung, while layers of drywall dust 

hung in the air as evidence of a long–abandoned 

home improvement job.  

 

 ―It was one of the worst places I had ever 

seen,‖ Buchko recalled. An initial interview with 

an interpreter from Ayuda’s Community Legal In-

terpreter Bank revealed how dire the situation 

was. ―She had dementia. She also didn’t speak 

English. She was really very vulnerable,‖ Buchko 

said. 

 

 Buchko immediately went to work. ―It was 

one of those things that come at you as a fire-

storm,‖ she said. As the client didn’t have enough 

mental capacity to make legal decisions, Buchko 

had a family member appointed as an emergency 

guardian. Together, they filed a complaint in the 

Housing Conditions Court of the D.C. Superior 

Court against the landlord, as well as a petition 

for a temporary restraining order and preliminary 

http://www.bing.com/images/search?q=disabled+people&view=detail&id=1D2E9813656EE61BE88EA01998E7B1E538AF2943&first=121&qpvt=disabled+people&qft=+filterui%3aphoto-clipart&FORM=IDFRIR
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only 16 of those were handled by pro bono attor-

neys,‖ she said, urging attorneys to contact her if 

they are interested in volunteering (via e-mail at 

vbuchko@aarp.org). ―There’s never a day where 

I can sit here and go, what can I do today? There 

are always clients waiting.‖  

 

 In just four days before the Fourth of July 

holiday, Buchko and her summer intern handled 

eight cases and ran two estate planning outreach 

sessions, which involve visiting churches and sen-

ior centers to talk about estate planning.  

 

 Buchko developed the outreach sessions to 

discuss the importance of creating a will, making a 

power of attorney, and avoiding guardianship or 

conservatorship in the future. For interested 

organizations, she holds workshops where people 

can sit down with her or other volunteers and 

explain what kind of documents they want to 

make. A week later, she returns with draft docu-

ments, and clients can read and sign them if they 

want to.  

 

 Despite the outreach workshops and 

numerous home visits, there are still hundreds of 

people she can’t help. ―Sometimes we’ll get to 

someone’s house and they’ve already passed away 

and they wanted to make a will…. Or they had al-

ready lost their capacity to make a will. Those 

kinds of things happen a lot and it’s hard,‖ Buchko 

said.  

 

 ―Those that are homebound are the most 

frail, the most in need,‖ May iterated. Through 

Project HELP, LCE hopes to preserve the dignity 

of the elderly population. Since 2007, the program 

has opened 767 cases for 377 clients.  

 

 Added Buchko: ―Making the powers of 

attorney, resolving deed issues, resolving landlord-

tenant issues, getting a decision maker ap-

pointed—those kinds of things can help people 

stay in their homes as they age.‖  

 

who help if their specialties align with a case, 

especially when it involves landlord–tenant, tax, 

or mortgage issues.  

 

 ―We really feel like we’re serving people 

who would fall through the cracks otherwise,‖ 

Buchko said. And in the District, the number of 

older adults who may need free civil legal services 

is not small. According to the U.S. Administration 

on Aging, the 2000 census revealed that more than 

16,000 of the District’s 66,478 residents over the 

age of 65 suffered from physical or mental disabili-

ties. These disabilities make them incapable of go-

ing out to buy food or receive medical care.  

 

 Among those in need was 

Mary Jones, 68, who called 

Project HELP in March for 

assistance with several legal 

documents after her brother, 

her primary beneficiary, died in 

February. For the past six 

months, Jones has been home-

bound with arthritis, pain in 

her hips, knees, and ankles, as 

well as balance issues that often make her fall. 

 

 Jones needed to update her living will, 

regular will, and power of attorney. In just a 

couple of weeks, her documents were signed and 

notarized, reflecting the changes that needed to be 

made. Jones was at peace knowing those aspects of 

her life were in order.  

 

 ―They walked me through everything,‖ 

Jones said. ―I’m so glad [this program] is there. 

Sometimes seniors don’t know what to do. They 

just sit and wonder and don’t know what actions 

they need to take.‖  

 

Most Frail Population 

 

 For Buchko, the work never stops. The 

waiting list is long. The need for volunteers is al-

ways urgent. ―Last year, we opened 206 cases and 

mailto:vbuchko@aarp.org
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Grace’s Story: 

How LCE is “Making a Difference in the  

District” 

 

By Aaron Knight 

Development Director 

Legal Counsel for the Elderly 

 

A few months ago, in the dead of night — with her home burning down before her eyes — 

Grace was victimized by a shady insurance adjuster.  Preying upon her at this traumatic moment, the 

insurance adjuster convinced this distraught, elderly woman to sign a contract for his ―help‖ right then 

and there — outside her smoldering home, which violated D.C. law on several counts.  

 

At this point, the situation went from bad to worse: the senior endured delays in receiving any 

insurance payments, shoddy construction work, and unreturned phone calls.  That’s when she reached 

out to LCE for help.  It 

did not take long for the 

judge to see what was 

going on and to grant our 

motion for partial sum-

mary  judgment.  The 

result:  This insurance 

adjuster quickly caved 

in, settled the case, 

and returned more than 

$12,000 in insurance pay-

ments to our client. The 

unscrupulous insurance 

adjuster had been ille-

gally keeping the funds 

from her until the mo-

ment we brought suit 

against him. 

 

Sadly, it’s easy to guess what would have happened if Grace hadn’t gotten our help.  Scammers 

and con artists who prey on those who are the most vulnerable can usually get away with an 

awful lot.  They wear down and outfox even the most determined who try to fight back.  

 

Without a lawyer by your side, seeking justice for your cause, it’s hard to come out victorious 

at the end of a long struggle. Even when all the facts are in your favor and you know you are 
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right, without an advocate to stand up for you in 

court, it’s very difficult to win. 

 

Never since our doors first opened in 1975 

has LCE’s work been more urgent.  From stopping 

foreclosures and preventing evictions, to assisting 

vulnerable seniors who need food stamps or help 

with their utility bills…the challenges facing 

D.C.’s low-income elders right now are truly heart-

breaking.  And then there are those cases that in-

furiate all of us, where a scam artist targets a de-

fenseless older neighbor in need. 

 

 Thanks to LCE’s efforts, Grace received the 

justice she deserved. But there are many more 

“Graces” in our community who desperately 

need help. We would greatly appreciate your 

lending a hand by making a tax-deductible 

gift today.  I look forward to hearing from you at 

aknight@aarp.org or 202-434-2107.  You can also 

donate quickly, safely, and easily online at 

www.aarp.org/lcedonate or mail back the donation 

reply form found on page 15. 

 

Through the generosity of our many 

supporters, Legal Counsel for the Elderly will con-

tinue to zealously advocate on behalf of D.C.’s 

most vulnerable seniors.  During these challenging 

economic times, we would be grateful if you would  

―remember Grace‖ by donating to LCE.  Your 

gift—and your firm’s contribution—would really 

mean a lot to us.  Thank you. 

 

      * * * * * * 

 

PRO BONO 

PARALEGAL HELPS WAR 

VETERAN FOR TEN YEARS 

IN BENEFITS APPEAL 

 

In 2002, paralegal George Petersen 

accepted a pro bono case from Legal Counsel for 

the Elderly involving an indigent World War II 

veteran who had been denied veteran’s benefits. 

This low-income senior sustained foot and leg inju-

ries while serving as a paratrooper in Germany 

during the 1950s.  

  

 After interviewing the elderly veteran, Mr. 

Petersen began gathering all available medical 

records. He also referred the disabled senior to a 

podiatric expert who confirmed the client’s diagno-

sis. Since 1996, the client had attempted on his 

own to obtain military benefits, but was denied 

every time.  That is, until George Petersen became 

his legal advocate at the client’s administrative 

hearing.  

  

As a 12-year-old boy, the client sustained 

severe injuries to his foot when a milk truck acci-

dentally ran over him. He garnered evidence from 

the client’s school records, revealing an attendance 

gap corresponding with the client’s hospitalization 

for his crushed foot injury. Mr. Peterson attempted 

to obtain those medical records; however, the hos-

pital had been closed for years, and the records 

were no longer available.  

  

Incredibly, the client’s childhood injury 

should have disqualified him from the military all 

together -- let alone as a paratrooper.  The medical 

standards manual in effect at the time the client 

enlisted proved that the client’s childhood injury 

From the Docket 
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From the Docket (continued) 

met the criteria for disqualifica-

tion. Although the Veteran’s 

Administration never mentioned 

this key point, Mr. Peterson 

brought it to light in his brief. 

 

  The client’s childhood 

injury was exacerbated during 

his military service. During a 

parachute jump in Germany, the 

wind blew his squad away from 

the safe landing zone target.  

Unfortunately, the client landed 

in a tree and injured his foot. He 

was treated at the base infir-

mary. His commander removed 

him from parachuting and as-

signed him to light duty answer-

ing phones.  Later, the Army 

sent him home early with an 

honorable discharge. 

  

 To prepare for the hear-

ing, Mr. Petersen interviewed 

the client’s few living relatives 

who could confirm that the eld-

erly veteran had sustained foot 

injuries as a young boy.  Then, 

he obtained sworn affidavits 

from them. He had no records, 

other than the client’s discharge 

papers, because they had been 

destroyed in a well-known fire.  

Despite his extensive investiga-

tion, Mr. Petersen could not lo-

cate any living veterans who 

could testify about the client’s 

parachuting injury. 

 

  At the hearing, Mr. Peter-

sen presented new evidence, affi-

davits, and medical reports to 

corroborate the veteran’s service-

connected injury.  Finally, the 

client received a favorable deci-

sion in which the administrative 

law judge remanded his case on 

the ground that the new evi-

dence warranted another ad-

ministrative review of the entire 

record. 

  

 For the next few years, 

Mr. Petersen handled the case 

through the lower levels of 

review.  Once 

the case was on 

appeal to the 

Veteran’s 

Court of Ap-

peals, however, 

Mr. Petersen, a 

paralegal, 

could no longer legally represent 

the client.  At that point, the 

Veteran’s Consortium assigned 

the matter to attorney Arthur 

Rubenstein, who agreed to han-

dle the case at the appellate 

level. 

  

 Mr. Rubenstein drafted 

an appeal based on the work that 

Mr. Petersen had done for his 

client.  However, the court 

treated attorney Rubenstein’s 

appeal as if it came from the 

client himself because in 2010 

the VA issued a ruling that all 

advocates in VA cases must be 

―accredited.‖  After another pro-

longed wait, the client finally 

received very good news.  The 

Court of Appeals ordered the 

Veteran’s Administration to 

give the elderly veteran a bene-

fits and disability rating.  

  

 The client is now waiting 

for the official letter, asking him 

to report to a VA doctor for his 

disability rating.  Mr. Petersen 

only hopes that the doctor 

determines that the client 

meets the threshold standards 

for receiving disability benefits. 

He also hopes that this very eld-

erly client obtains his well-

deserved benefits before he dies. 

  

 After volunteering with 

LCE for over 10 years, Mr. Pe-

tersen offers kudos to LCE and 

its staff, especially Shirley 

Williams and Sheryl Miller, 

two LCE attorneys, and also to 

their previous administrative 

assistant, Shawna Banks. 

 

 Now that he has retired 

as a freelance paralegal, Mr. 

Petersen looks forward to re-

newing his lifelong dream of 

performing rock music with his 

band of fellow ―older‖ musi-

cians, The Unforgiven and The 

Goodtimes Show Band. Legal 

Counsel for the Elderly thanks 

George Petersen for his un-

wavering perseverance in this 

case. We wish him the best of 

luck in his retirement. 

 

      * * * * *  
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concerning the access is-

sues. Moreover, this outstanding 

team brought a Housing Condi-

tions Court complaint in D.C. 

Superior Court’s Landlord/Tenant 

Branch.  Sidley Austin LLP 

generously paid the fees for a 

building inspector to issue de-

tailed reports of the abhorrent 

conditions in the building. 

 

Ms. Chouest and Mr. 

Rusnak devoted numerous pro 

bono hours to court appear-

ances.  Due to their zealous ad-

vocacy and ongoing presence, 

the landlord agreed to settle the 

matter by making the direly 

needed repairs, such as install-

ing costly new carpeting 

throughout the building, replac-

ing the roof, ensuring reinforce-

ment for grab bars where 

needed, fixing the doorways, 

remedying the fire hazards in 

the stairways, and cleaning up 

the common areas.    

 

Thanks to the attorneys’ 

extraordinary lawyering skills, 

the senior tenants’ basic rights 

to secure, clean, and safe hous-

ing have been vindicated.  Si-

dley Austin LLP’s pro bono 

work dramatically improved the 

quality of life for the vulnerable 

seniors in this subsidized senior 

building.  Legal Counsel for the 

Elderly greatly appreciates Si-

dley Austin LLP’s outstanding 

pro bono work.  We thank you 

for your continued partnership 

SIDLEY AUSTIN LLP  

OBTAINS VICTORY FOR  

AGGRIEVED ELDERLY  

TENANT IN THREE  

SEPARATE FORUMS 

 
By Sheryl R. Miller 

Senior Legal Aid Attorney 

Pro Bono Project 

 

Supervisory Legal Aid 

Attorney Jennifer Berger co-

counseled a landlord/tenant case 

with Sidley Austin LLP part-

ners Rebecca Troth and Sam-

uel Boxerman, and associates 

Hanna Chouest and Adam 

Rusnak.  An aggrieved tenants’ 

association President contacted 

Ms.  Berger  concerning  the  de-

plorable conditions in his 74-unit 

DC subsidized senior apartment 

building. The client and his ten-

ants’ association tried unsuccess-

fully to convince their landlord to 

remedy serious D.C. Housing 

Code violations, including leaks 

in the roof,  the absence of ADA 

compliant grab bars, an inacces-

sible side door entrance, stair-

ways with fire hazards, uneven 

carpeting, and unsanitary and 

neglected common areas. 

 

Thanks to Ms. Berger and 

Sidley Austin LLP, the team 

expertly represented the tenants’ 

association in three separate fo-

rums. They filed complaints with 

the Department of Housing & 

Urban Development and with 

the D.C. Office of Human Rights 

with Legal Counsel for the Eld-

erly and for your devotion to the 

plight of aggrieved tenants in the 

District of Columbia. We could 

not do our work without you. 

 

ATTORNEY MICHAEL 

FRANZINGER SECURES 

DISABILITY BENEFITS FOR 

INDIGENT SENIOR 

 
By Sheryl R. Miller 

Senior Legal Aid Attorney 

Pro Bono Project 

  

 Michael Franzinger, 

counsel with Sidley Austin 

LLP, formerly with Weil Got-

shal & Manges LLP, success-

fully appealed the denial of Sup-

plemental Security Income (SSI) 

benefits for an older client who 

suffered from schizophre-

nia.  The client was unable to 

work due to his illness, and he 

had almost no monthly income. 

This disabled, indigent senior 

sought help from Legal Counsel 

for the Elderly in 2010 after the 

Social Security Administration 

had denied both his disability 

benefits application and subse-

quent pro se Request for Recon-

sideration.   

 

 The Social Security Ad-

ministration had denied the cli-

ent’s pro se application because 

it seemed to undervalue the 

credible doctor’s reports, which 

attested to the client’s emotional 

(From the Docket, continued on page 13) 



 

 

LAW FIRMS  

 

AARP STATE OFFICE 

Rawle Andrews offered to assist an elderly client 

with his probate case. 

 

BRYAN CAVE LLP 

Alec Farr successfully assisted a low-income 

senior who had a dispute against a professional 

football team for damaging one of his paintings. 

The client, an artist, had given the team four of his 

paintings for an exhibition.  Mr. Farr negotiated a 

favorable settlement on the client’s behalf. 
  
CROWELL & MORING LLP 

Jeffery Blumenfeld advised a client in a home 

improvement matter. 

  

GREENBERG TRAURIG LLP 

Steven Schneebaum, while working at 

Greenberg Traurig,  represented a low-income sen-

ior in a disability rights case.  He  achieved  a  fa-

vorable  settlement of  $3,000 on his client’s  

behalf. Mr. Schneebaum is now a partner with 

Fox Rothschild LLP. 
 
HITCHCOCK LAW FIRM PLLC 

Cornish Hitchcock offered to collect an attor-

ney's fee award on behalf of Legal Counsel for the 

Elderly. 
  
HOGAN LOVELLS LLP 

AARP Foundation Litigation Attorney Jean Con-

stantine-Davis co-counseled a case with a stellar 

team from Hogan Lovells LLP, which included 

Phil Metcalf, Tom Connally, and Pat Brannan.  

The litigation involved an elderly client who un-

wittingly had sold his home to an unscrupulous 

investor. The law firm devoted hundreds of pro 

bono hours to stopping  the foreclosure, winning 

the case on appeal, and pursuing attorneys’ fees.  
 
LAWRENCE & FISHER PLLC 

Morgan Fisher  successfully  represented an   

elderly client to obtain a full release from his 

consumer debts. 

  

LOISS LTD 

Bill Pomerance handled a Chapter 7 bankruptcy 

petition on his client’s behalf.  

  

MORGAN, LEWIS & BOCKIUS LLP 

Alex Hanna agreed to help an elderly client who 

was defrauded by a home improvement contractor. 

Mr. Hanna filed a complaint in court and negoti-

ated a settlement. 

  

NIXON PEABODY LLP 

Patrice Talbott provided an elderly client with 

advice on whether he was entitled to his deceased 

wife’s Social Security benefits. In a second case, 

Ms. Talbott assisted an elderly client with a public 

benefits checkup. 

  

Sarah Corneau, legal intern, assisted an elderly 

client with a public benefits checkup. 

 

PATRICK MALONE  & ASSOCIATES PC 

Daniel Scalpi represented a low-income senior 

who had hired a contractor to perform essential 

repairs to her home. Mr. Scalpi negotiated a favor-

able settlement in which the unlicensed contractor 

agreed to pay his client $8,000. 

 

PATTON BOGGS LLP 

Jennifer Maree offered to assist a client who had 

a dispute with her roofing contractor. 

 

SAUL EWING LLP  

Anitra Androh enabled her client to receive 

funds that she had placed in escrow.  

 

SKADDEN ARPS, SLATE MEAGHER & FLOM 

LLP  

Melissa Galetto negotiated a monthly payment 

plan with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) on 

(Cases Closed, continued on page 13) 
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behalf of an indigent senior with an outstanding 

tax debt. 
  
STEPTOE & JOHNSON LLP 

Beth Davidson convinced the IRS and DC Office 

of Taxation & Revenue to deem her client’s alleged 

tax liability to be uncollectible.  
  
Andre F. Gordon negotiated a payment plan 

with the IRS to enable his client to pay off his tax 

liability. 
 
Charles Morris and Harry Lee offered to repre-

sent an elderly client with a potential claim involv-

ing water damage to her property. 

  

Brian Symington offered to help a pro bono cli-

ent with his federal tax matter. 

 

VINSON & ELKINS 

Alusheyi Wheeler and LCE volunteer attorney 

Beverly Lewis-Koch co-counseled a lawsuit to 

restore title to a senior’s home.  The client’s daugh-

ter had swindled the client by executing a deed in 

her favor right before her mother was scheduled to 

undergo heart surgery.  
 

(Cases Closed, continued from page 12) 

WEIL, GOTSHAL & MANGES LLP 

Michael Franzinger, while working at Weil, 

Gotshal & Manges, represented a mentally ill sen-

ior in his appeal before an administrative law 

judge at the Social Security Administration. The 

client had been denied Supplemental Security 

Income (SSI) benefits several times.  Due to Mr. 

Franzinger’s advocacy, this vulnerable senior 

finally received a favorable decision. The judge 

awarded him $675 per month in SSI benefits, as 

well as two back payment awards of $3,600. Mr. 

Franzinger is now a partner with Sidley Austin 

LLP. 

 

WILMERHALE LLP 

Lowry Crook agreed to help an elderly client 

who had been defrauded by a deceitful home im-

provement contractor.  

 

THE WILSON FIRM LLC 

Albert Wilson Jr. represented a client in a 

predatory lending case in which he was able to de-

lay the foreclosure. 

 

LAW SCHOOLS 

  

CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY, ADVOCACY FOR 

THE ELDERLY LEGAL CLINIC 

Michael McGonnigal and his law students as-

sisted a client in finding suitable housing. In a sec-

ond case, Mr. McGonnigal and his law students 

assisted an elderly client with his collection mat-

ter. 

  

GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY 

HEALTH INSURANCE PROJECT 

Chris De Young of George Washington Univer-

sity Health Insurance Project and Sheryl R. 

Miller of Legal Counsel for the Elderly enabled an 

elderly client to become eligible for Qualified 

Medicare Benefits  Insurance (QMBI).  The QMBI 

program paid her retroactive Medicare premium 

for six months and covered her past medical bills 

of approximately $2,200. 
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illness. After graciously volunteering to accept this 

pro bono referral, Attorney Michael Franzinger 

went right to work, harnessing more medical evi-

dence to prove the core aspects of his client’s case.  
 
 Notably, Mr. Franzinger introduced evi-

dence which proved that his client was faithfully 

adhering to his drug rehabilitation program.  This 

evidence favorably disposed the administrative law 

judge toward awarding SSI benefits to this vulner-

able senior.  The administrative law judge ruled 

that the client would receive $675 in SSI benefits 

each month, as well as two back payments, totaling 

$3,600. Legal Counsel for the Elderly greatly ap-

preciates Mr. Franzinger’s stellar pro bono repre-

sentation in this Social Security benefits case. 
 

* * * * *  

(From the Docket, continued from page 11) 



 

 

 

The following members of AARP Legal Counsel for the Elderly’s pro bono panel selflessly volunteered 

to prepare Last Will & Testaments and/or Financial and Health Care Powers of Attorney for low-

income, older D.C. residents.  Legal Counsel for the Elderly greatly appreciates its dedicated volunteer attor-

neys and paralegals. Without the altruism of our pro bono panel, scores of disenfranchised seniors would be 

unable to ensure that their affairs would be handled according to their wishes expressed in their will. 

 

 Advance directives provide our low-income clients immeasurable ―peace of mind‖ that a trusted family 

member or close friend will handle their finances and/or make critical health decisions for them in the event of 

incapacity.  Older persons who become incompetent and lack advance directives could be subjected to costly, 

and right-depriving, legal guardianship or conservatorship proceedings. 

 

 Thanks to our pro bono panel, the Pro Bono Project has the capacity to provide competent legal repre-

sentation in advance directives cases.  Congratulations and a hearty ―thank you‖ to all of the attorneys and 

law firms listed below for their exemplary pro bono work, with special thanks to those who visited homebound 

clients. We still have many seniors on our waiting list for wills and powers of attorney. 
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Jacqueline Acosta, Foley & Lardner LLP 

Richard Aguglia, Hunton & Williams LLP 

Esperanza Anderson, U.S. Department of  

Justice  

Thomas E. Anderson, Hunton & Williams LLP 

Jad Atallah, U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development 

Nicholas Austin, Foley & Lardner LLP 

Susan G. Blumenthal, Bryan Cave LLP 

Jeffrey W. Brennan, Dechert LLP 

Teri Champ, Foley & Lardner LLP 

Jennifer Chapman, Troutman Sanders LLP 

David Chavkin, American University,  

Washington College of Law 

Steve Chiu, Manatt Phelps & Phillips LLP  

Kyle Clark, Baker Botts LLP 

Pamela B. Craig 

Karina V. Dorin, Dewey & LeBoeuf LLP 

Stephanie Dourado, Law Office of Stephanie 

Dourado 

IfeanyiChukwu Egbuniwe, Dewey & LeBoeuf 

LLP 

Brenna K. Finn, Keller and Heckman LLP 

Jessica Flores, Foley & Lardner LLP 

Jonathan Flynn, McDermott Will & Emery 

Allison Foley, Venable LLP 

Lauyren Frogale, U.S. Department of Justice 

Cori Goldberg, Fulbright & Jaworski LLP 

Kurt Hamrock, McKenna Long & Aldridge 

LLP 

Stephenson Harvey, Harvey Law Group PLLC 

Nancy Heermans, Arent Fox LLP 

Edward Jones III, Social Security  

Administration, Office of Disability  

Adjudication and Review (ODAR)  

Yvonne Jones, Federal Bureau of Investigation 

PRO BONO WILLS & POWERS OF ATTORNEY 

Closed July 2011 - December 2011 
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AARP Legal Counsel for the Elderly, Inc.  

Yes, we support the important work and services of Legal Counsel for the Elderly, Inc.  Enclosed is our firm’s tax-

deductible contribution of: Patron $10,000+  Champion  $2,500 - $4,999 

         Guardian $7,500 - $9,999  Sponsor   $1,000 - $2,499 

    Benefactor     $5,000 - $7,499  Supporter   up to $999 

Name of Firm: 

Street Address: 

City/State/Zip: 

Name of Firm Representative: 

Telephone: 

Date: 

Please make checks payable to Legal Counsel for the 

Elderly, Inc.  Attention:  Pro Bono Project 
 

601 E Street, NW, A4, Washington, DC  20049 

Telephone:  (202) 434-2120 
 

Designate LCE in campaigns using United Way 

#8808 and CFC #31866. 

PRO BONO WILLS & POWERS OF ATTORNEY 

Closed July 2011 - December 2011 

Jaime Kaplan, Weil, Gotshal & Manges LLP 

Jill Keblawi, Seyfarth Shaw LLP 

Andrew Kent, Law Firm of Andrew Kent 

Pamela Kopp, Arent Fox LLP 

Anne Laughlin, Bingham McCutchen LLP 

Erika Brown Lee, Fulbright & Jaworski LLP 

Agnes Li, Dewey & LeBoeuf LLP 

Leon Lum, Foley & Lardner LLP 

Tonya D. Love, Metropolitan Washington 

Council AFL-CIO 

John Lynham Foley & Lardner LLP 

Steve Maebius, Foley & Lardner LLP 

Rick Mann, Keller and Heckman LLP 

Thomas B. Magee, Keller and Heckman LLP 

Martha Marrapese, Keller and Heckman LLP 

Victoria Matese, Foley & Lardner LLP 

Michael McGonnigal, Catholic University,  

Advocacy for the Elderly Legal Clinic 

Peter McVeigh, U.S. Department of Justice 

Ichiro Morigana, Arent Fox LLP 

 

Faith Mullen, Catholic University, Advocacy for 

the Elderly Legal Clinic 

Deanne M. Ottaviano, Arent Fox LLP 

Patrice M. Pitts, Sutherland LLP 

Andy Rawlins, Foley & Lardner LLP 

John Rodock, Ober | Kaler  

Mark Sabath, U.S. Department of Justice, Envi-

ronmental Enforcement Section 

Susan Schmidt, Manatt Phelps & Phillips LLP 

Amy Schoenhard, Arent Fox LLP 

Jeremy Schwer, Hunton & Williams LLP 

Elena Schwieger, WilmerHale LLP 

Wendy Solovay, Law Office of Wendy Solovay 

Patrice H. Talbott, Nixon Peabody LLP 

Christopher J. Wallace, Nixon Peabody LLP 

Kenneth Weiner, Nixon Peabody LLP 

Clevette Williams, U.S. Department of Housing 

and Urban Development 

David Yudin 

Paul Zegger, Sidley Austin LLP 
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