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BUILDING BY BUILDING

Bushwick Housing Independence Project and Brooklyn A
Combat Tenant Displacement in Bushwick
On a blistering July morning, Father
John Powis came to Brooklyn housing court
to advocate for one resident and wound up
advocating for four more. He was there
with a tenant facing non-payment proceedings when a woman without a lawyer
asked him if he was from Bushwick. Before
he could answer yes, she and three others
waiting outside the court room, each one
also without a lawyer, began telling him
about their housing problems. Father
Powis, who hasn’t had a single day of law
school agreed to help these residents on the
spot, and by lunch-time, four of the five had
won adjournments.
A retired priest who has worked in
Brownsville and Bushwick for over 45
years, this was not an unusual day in the
fight against displacement of low-income

“Most of the people
in housing court get
eviction notices and
go unprepared.”
tenants in Bushwick. Powis, along with
Sister Kathy Maire, Kennedy Rivera and
Yolanda Coca runs the Bushwick Housing
Independence Project (BHIP), a not-forprofit community based organization which
works closely with Brooklyn A’s Bushwick
office. “Most of the people in housing court
get eviction notices and go unprepared,”
says Sister Kathy Maire, Executive
Director of BHIP, commenting on Powis’
morning in court. “What that indicates is
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Father John Powis at a meeting with tenants.

that there is a huge number of people
slipping through the cracks,” she adds. And
if it is a rent stabilized unit “that usually
means an affordable unit is lost forever.”
These five residents are part of the
larger story of gentrification and the
vigorous resistance it is meeting in
Bushwick. “Gentrification is the process
whereby long term rent stabilized and rent
controlled tenants are moved out of their
apartments so that the building can be
gutted and revamped, and then the rents
raised enormously,” says Brooklyn A’s David
Bryan. (Bryan is the Managing Attorney of
the Bushwick office and also Director of the
Comprehensive Rights Unit, addressing the
needs of those affected by HIV/Aids). The
problem is particularly acute in Bushwick
in part because it is the next neighborhood
east from rapidly gentrifying Williamsburg,
and also because its low-income tenants are
so vulnerable to displacement. Many

tenants in Bushwick tend not to have the
knowledge of how to challenge landlord
harassment, which results in many being
constructively evicted, being priced out, or
taking the small sum their landlords offer
them to walk away from a rent-stabilized or
rent-controlled apartment, which in
Brooklyn is a gold mine.
BHIP has dedicated itself to “putting
families first” by fighting to keep affordable
housing in Bushwick. It was started in
2004 by Father Powis, who had been doing
housing work in Bushwick and Brownsville
for over 45 years. Joined by Sister Kathy
Maire, Kennedy Rivera and Yolanda Coca,
BHIP primarily dedicates itself to
organizing tenants in preparation for court
fights like the one with the tenants Powis
defended that July morning.
Brooklyn A’s relationship with BHIP
began when Bryan reached out to Powis
continued on page 14
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Brooklyn Legal Services
Corporation A, providing high-quality

FROM THE PROJECT DIRECTOR

neighborhood-based civil legal
services to low-income individuals and
groups in North and East Brooklyn
since 1968.

Here We Go Again

Project Director & Chief Counsel

As this newsletter went to press, in a shocking
and unexpected development in the final day or
so of City budget negotiations, the City Council
dramatically cut back support for virtually all
non-profit organizations.
In order to fund major restorations from earlier
proposals of funding for the Department of
Education and, to a lesser extent, the NYC
Housing Authority, the Council reduced allocations
to non-profit prior recipients of Council money by
an average of slightly under 30%, a devastating hit
on such organizations. However, and largely unexplained to date, is that fact that civil legal services
and legal aid providers like Brooklyn A, were cut
across the board with a net impact of almost 60%
of prior funding, virtually double the losses
suffered by other social services organizations.
As a result, Legal Services NYC lost a large
amount of funding for the 2008-2009 budget year
starting July 1, 2008, with Brooklyn A being hit
by approximately $400,000 for the year. Therefore
we must immediately plan to incorporate a loss of
about $600,000 for the period beginning now
through the end of 2009. This will be extremely
difficult to deal with, but we are committed to
finding ways to address it without laying off
existing staff. However, the immediate result will
be cutting back everything else, and shifting staff
to respond to new funding streams, like foreclosure prevention for lower income homeowners,
from equally or more critical needs like eviction
and homelessness prevention (including for senior
citizens), services to victims of AIDS/HIV and
domestic violence, parents seeking to keep their
families together, reversing inappropriate and
illegal denials of critically needed government
benefits, as well as in-house, already understaffed
secretarial, reception, paralegal, and process
serving/messengering needs.
Unfortunately, this is not the first time
Brooklyn A and various of our fellow legal
services/legal aid providers have been confronted
with comparable or even greater cut backs. For
example, in 1980 President Reagan, failing to
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Special thanks to Congressmembers
Nydia Velazquez, Ed Towns and Yvette
Clarke, Assemblymen Vito Lopez and
Darryl Towns for their invaluable and
ongoing support for funding for
Brooklyn A to address the foreclosure
crisis in our neighborhoods!

close us down completely, succeeding in obtaining
an across the board 25% cut of what was then our
sole source of funding from the federal Legal
Services Corporation. This led to massive attrition
that led to the nadir of our existence, reducing us
to 9 attorneys program wide. With new leadership
and aggressive outreach, we diversified the
sources of our support, and built back and ultimately grew to 35 attorneys. Then again, with an
unexpected, retroactive loss of a large federal antidomestic violence grant, combined with post 9/11
loss of all state legislative monies, we were forced
to close an almost $1 million approaching deficit
in 2002. To do so we were forced to lay off about

‘Simply said, there is an
inadequate commitment by
our government and society
to make social justice and
our legal system real,
functional and meaningful
to often disempowered,
low-income people.’
60% of our staff, a cataclysmic event in the life of
this program. Our hopes for rapid funding
restorations were only partially fulfilled, and we
have yet to return with to the pre- 9/11 staffing.
At the same time as the current and past cuts
have caused reductions of our services, the needs
of our low-income clients and communities have
vastly increased. Huge numbers of people have
fallen off the charts with “welfare reform,”
requiring large, generally unreported and unrecognized numbers of very low-income people to
have to survive on even less.
Likewise, there has been a huge influx of
young émigrés from Manhattan into our neighborhoods, who are willing and able to pay 3-4
times the rent of our clients, and this has created
an immense willingness and desire by
unscrupulous landlords to do whatever is necessary, via neglect and harassment, to oust long
term, low-income tenants, despite legal protections
like the Rent Stabilization law. Lawlessness is
pervasive, and there are too few cops (i.e. legal
services lawyers) to fully and effectively enforce
continued on page 15
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Brooklyn A Honored
By Congressman
Ed Towns

Congressman Ed Towns presenting award to Brooklyn A Staff Attorney Robyn Fisher,
Project Director & Chief Counsel Marty Needelman, Staff Attorney Susan Barrie, and
Staff Attorney Julie Chartoff.

Brooklyn District Attorney
Charles Hynes, Borough
President Marty Markowitz and
Congresswomen Carolyn
Maloney and Yvette Clarke
joined Congressman Ed Towns
on August 4, 2008 in
announcing the introduction of
House Resolution 1394, which
honors Brooklyn Legal Services
Corporation A along with three
other community organizations
that “provide life-saving
services to those who need it
— the vulnerable and hurting
victims of domestic violence.”

Brooklyn A and a Brave
Survivor of Domestic Abuse
Forge New Precedent
by Anna Skiba-Crafts
For some time, E.M.*, a young woman
from Georgia*, had endured countless acts of
physical and psychological abuse by her
husband. He would scream obscenities at
her, pull her hair, strangle her, and kick and
punch her—often in the presence of their
two young children. After a string of particularly brutal incidents this winter, E.M.
finally got up the courage to leave in March.
She took her children and fled Georgia for
New York, where she had some family. She
and her children entered a shelter in New
York and found a variety of support services
here, including therapy and support groups.
She filed for custody of her children in New
York, and her husband later filed in Georgia.
E.M. sought legal assistance from
Brooklyn A where, thanks to a grant from
The New York Community Trust, Julie
Chartoff represents survivors of domestic
violence in their family law cases. These
clients often initially seek Brooklyn A’s help

in obtaining an Order of Protection against
their abuser, but once that issue is resolved,
Julie’s work can turn to representing them
in matters of custody, visitation, child
support, and paternity.
The core issue when Julie got E.M.’s case
was jurisdiction—would E.M. have to return
to Georgia to litigate the custody case, subjecting herself (and, inevitably, her children)
to her husband’s threats and violence in a
small town where he could find her easily
no matter where she went? Or could she
stay in New York where she had the safety
of an anonymous shelter and the continuing
support of her caseworkers and therapist?
In interstate custody cases, jurisdiction
typically lies in the home state. However,
the Uniform Child Custody Jurisdiction
and Enforcement Act provides for temporary “emergency jurisdiction” in
situations where returning to the home
state would pose a danger to the children or
parent. The law’s regard for the out-of-state
parent’s safety is a relatively new devel-

opment, intended specifically to protect
victims of domestic violence. Although E.M.
was a perfect example of an out-of-state
parent who would be endangered on her
return to the home state, the law is so new
that even the court was a little unsure
about which standard to apply. At a July
appearance, Julie and her co-counsel had to
advocate forcefully in order to demonstrate
that this was a true “emergency.”
Ultimately, E.M.’s compelling testimony
about the abuse, combined with her
lawyers’ oral arguments and written memocontinued on page 15
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WELCOME
ABOARD

Brooklyn A is pleased to welcome the following esteemed friends
and colleagues to our Board of Directors and Advisory Committee.

Board
Robert Crotty is a partner at Kelley Drye

& Warren LLP with 35 years experience
representing major corporations in
complex commercial litigation. He is also
the firm’s Pro Bono Coordinator. “I have
worked with Brooklyn A for many years
and know it to be one of the best
providers of pro bono legal services in the
city,” Mr. Crotty said.
Frances Lucerna is the Executive Director
& Founding Principal of El Puente
Academy for Peace & Justice located in
Williamsburg, Brooklyn and has been a
pioneer of community arts and education
for the past 20 years. She also founded the
Williamsburg Arts & Cultural Council for
Youth, a community performing and visual
arts program for adolescents.
Musa Abdul-Basser is an associate in the

International Corporate Department at
Curtis, Mallet-Prevost, Colt & Mosle. Prior
to joining Curtis, Mr. Abdul-Basser was an
associate in the Corporate Finance
Department at Chadbourne & Parke LLP,
where he focused on corporate restructurings and financings, including
securitizations and debt financings on
behalf of both financial institutions and
corporate borrowers. Musa lives in the
Bedford-Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn.

Left to right: Robbert Crotty, Frances Lucerna, Musa Abdul-Basser;
Below, left to right: Brendan J. Dugan, Michael Gugig, Sam Marks, and Jason A. Otaño.
Arthur Bates and Rev. Peter A. Mahoney

have both been selected to become
Brooklyn A Directors Emeritus in appreciation of their many years of service on
the Brooklyn A Board of Directors.

Advisory Committee
Brendan J. Dugan, the former Chairman

and CEO of Metro New York/New Jersey
Division of Sovereign Bancorp, recently
became the 18th President of St. Francis
College. Prior to joining Sovereign after its
merger with Independence Bank, where he
served as President of the Business
Banking Division, Brendan served as

President of NatWest USA and European
American Bank. Brendan was born and
raised in what is now known as Carroll
Gardens, and still resides in the very same
house in which he was born. He has
devoted enormous amounts of time and
energy in numerous community and public
service causes, including Brooklyn A,
where he was our Corporate Honoree at
last year’s Annual Partnership Awards
Benefit.
Michael Gugig is a litigation partner at

Sonnenschein Nath & Rosenthal LLP and
an adjunct professor of law at Rutgers
School of Law – Newark. He first became
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NEW STAFF JOIN
BROOKLYN A’S FAMILY
involved with Brooklyn A through providing complex and intensive pro bono
assistance to a long-time CED client of
Brooklyn A.
Rev. Peter A. Mahoney recently transitioned to Emeritus status on the Brooklyn
A Board; he had served as a Board
member for over twenty-five years, the
majority of which as Board Chair, often
through very difficult times, providing
leadership, energy, vision, and commitment. Throughout most of that time to
date, Peter continues to serve as Assistant
Director of Planning for Catholic Charities
of Brooklyn & Queens, as well as a
resident priest at St. Barbara’s Church in
Bushwick, as well as saying Mass on
Sundays at various other churches in
Brooklyn and Queens. Peter is very well
known and respected in the Brooklyn legal
community and has said the invocation at
every Brooklyn A Annual Partnership
Awards Benefit, as well as those of the
Brooklyn Bar Association and other high
profile public occasions.
Sam Marks is Assistant Vice President at

Deutsche Bank Americas Foundation and
the bank’s Community Development
Finance Group. Before joining the group
last year, he was Director of Housing and
Community Development at WHEDCo, a
community-based organization in the
Highbridge section of the Bronx, and was
the founding director of Breakthrough New
York, an educational enrichment program
for motivated middle school students in
New York City public schools.
Jason A. Otaño, a Brooklyn native, is the
newly-appointed Counsel to the Brooklyn
Borough President, Marty Markowitz. “It
is a true honor to work with Brooklyn A to
improve the quality of life for Brooklyn’s
residents,” Mr. Otaño said. “The services
that this organization provides are integral
to safeguarding equity and justice
throughout Brooklyn.”

Left to right: Joe Sanders, Vance Gathing, Zamara Burnett, and Nicole Prenoveau.

Joe Sanders joined the Brooklyn A Anti-

Predatory Lending and Foreclosure
Prevention Unit in March 2008. Prior to
coming to Brooklyn A, Joe was a litigator
for the Administration for Children’s
Services for two years. Joe’s work at
Brooklyn A focuses on helping homeowners
who are facing foreclosure or have been
victim of “foreclosure rescue” schemes.

at Brooklyn A focuses on preserving
affordable housing by representing tenants
organized against hazardous conditions,
harassment, and community displacement.
Zamara Burnett joined the Brooklyn A

team in August 2007 as an intake officer in
the Williamsburg office. Before joining
Brooklyn A, Zamara worked as a file clerk
at NYU Medical Center.

Lauren Fouda joined the Brooklyn A

Comprehensive Rights Unit in January
2008 and as of September she has joined
the Anti-Predatory lending and Foreclosure
Prevention Unit. Lauren’s work at
Brooklyn A has focused on providing legal
services to our clients infected or affected
by HIV/AIDS so that their basic survival
needs are met and they are able to live
longer lives full of health, integrity, and
stability to the extent possible. Prior to
coming to Brooklyn A, Lauren had been
with the Center for Applied Legal Studies
in Washington D.C. and the ACLU of
Northern California.
Vance Gathing joined the Brooklyn A

Group Representation Unit in September
2007 following a fellowship developing
shared-equity housing with the Urban
Homesteading Assistance Board. His work

Nicole Prenoveau will be joining our
Community and Economic Development
Unit (CED Unit) this fall as an Equal
Justice Works (EJW) Fellow. Prenoveau
will lead the CED Unit’s assistance to our
community development corporation (CDC)
clients who seek to incorporate energyefficient “green” elements into their
affordable housing and other community
development projects. Prenoveau recently
graduated from Brooklyn Law School. In
2006 Prenoveau was a summer intern with
the CED Unit. Prenoveau’s project will be
a new and exciting component to the
holistic legal services that the CED Unit is
committed to delivering to its clients. The
co-sponsors of Prenoveau’s EJW Fellowship
will be American International Group, Inc.
(AIG), and Sullivan & Cromwell LLP.
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Elva McZeal Tenants Celebrate Early
Completion of Renovations and Look
Forward to Cooperative Ownership
By Jaime Alonso
May 2008 marked another victory for
the tenants and leaders at the Elva McZeal
Houses (Elva), a federally subsidized 142unit, two-building development in East
New York, Brooklyn. Last May, staff
attorneys from Brooklyn A, who had a hand
in the transformation of Elva, were invited
to celebrate the early completion of major
renovations and the next steps toward
cooperative ownership through the City’s
Third Party Transfer (TPT) Program. The
Open House celebration marks a “new
beginning for the tenants of Elva McZeal,”
says Ms. Dorothy Jones, an instrumental
leader, tenant, and president of the Elva
McZeal Tenants Association Housing
Development Fund Corporation (HDFC).
Constructed in 1971, Elva is a projectbased Section 8 development formerly
owned by the William and Georgia
Corporation. In 1994, agitated by the
terrible and dangerous condition of the
buildings, Ms. Jones and other tenant
leaders at Elva complained to a number of
local politicians, one of whom referred them
to Brooklyn A. There they met Rick Wagner,
Brooklyn A’s Director of Litigations. Wagner
recalls, “there were cascading water leaks,
rats big enough to mug a German
shepherd, inadequate and intermittent heat

“Brooklyn A’s
Community and
Economic Development
Unit gave the tenants
at Elva an end game.”
and hot water, elevators that had not
worked in years, so that the elderly on
upstairs floors were virtual hostages in
their apartments who would have starved if
their neighbors had not brought them food.”
In Section 8 housing, landlords collect

Celebration of the completion of renovations at Elva this summer. Left to right: Hillary
Exter, Dorothy Jones, Mike Haber (rear), Rick Wagner, Joe Sanders (rear), Emily Langdon,
Jessie Rose and Jaime Alonso.

rents based on a federally set market rate.
The tenants pay roughly 30 percent of their
family income while the federal government
pays the remaining balance. To receive
Section 8 subsidies, landlords are required to
certify on the monthly Section 8 request for
payment form that they are providing “safe,
decent, and sanitary housing.” Since
acquiring ownership of the project, William
and Georgia had been continually mailing
monthly requests for payment which falsely
certified that conditions were satisfactory at
Elva. In reality the project had over 500 hazardous violations of record creating
extremely unsafe and unhealthy living conditions, as well as a mountain of tax arrears.
Early on, Wagner and all tenants
involved thought their case was bound for
New York City Housing Court. However, it
was Wagner who noticed the certification
requirement on the request for payment
form that had been submitted by the
owners to the federal government for the
subsidy payments. In the fine print of the
form it stated that to falsely certify the condition of the buildings constituted fraud

against the U.S. and carried severe
penalties. When Wagner saw this language
the word “RICO” popped into his mind.
Wagner used an innovative civil Racketeer
Influenced Corrupt Organizations Act
(RICO) argument and also named HUD as
a necessary party, knowing that the federal
agency would move the case to federal
court in Brooklyn.
“The Racketeer Influenced Corrupt
Organizations Act was intended to get at
organized-crime families,” Wagner
explained. “In addition to the criminal
claim component of RICO, the federal government also wanted to give private
persons who were injured by these criminal
activities a civil claim remedy against
wrongdoers. Thus individuals who are
injured in their person or property by the
activities of a RICO enterprise can sue for
all their damages.” For at least 10 consecutive years prior to 1994 William and
Georgia had violated federal law by mailing
their falsified certifications and receiving
wire transfers of money; an estimated $ 7
million in tax payer dollars.
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At the outset of the case, Wagner asked
the court to appoint a receiver to run the
building. Wagner explains that a courtappointed receiver was necessary “to
ensure that every dime of rental income
would be used for the purpose Congress
intended, the operation of safe, decent and
sanitary housing, instead of paying William
and Georgia’s legal fees.”
The chips were stacked against William
and Georgia and not long after the case
was filed, and the building placed into
receivership, defendant’s counsel called
Wagner and offered to end litigation if the

gives residents an opportunity to develop
important life skills,” says Ms. Jones, who
runs the center. “Students who complete
classes at the center learn how to create
resumes, manage their finances, and make
Power Point presentations.”
Despite the ongoing success at Elva, Ms.
Jones and the tenants at Elva faced another
obstacle to outright ownership. In addition
to pocketing millions of taxpayer dollars, the
William and Georgia Corporation failed to
pay over $6 million in real estate, and water
and sewer charges. Under property law, tax
arrears and any other liens follow title

“In the fine print of the form it stated that to
falsely certify the condition of the buildings
constituted a fraud against the U.S. and carried
severe penalties. When Wagner saw this language
the word “RICO” popped into his mind.”
tenants paid $1 for all rights and title to
the building. In February 1995, refusing to
pay even $1, Elva Tenants Association, Inc.
took title to the property without paying a
dime. Wagner has since used civil RICO
lawsuits to similar good effect at buildings
in Brownsville and Bedford-Stuyvesant.
But Brooklyn A’s legal work for Elva
didn’t stop in the courthouse. “Brooklyn A’s
Community and Economic Development
Unit gave the tenants at Elva an end
game,” says Wagner. Hillary Exter, a former
senior staff attorney of the CED Unit at
Brooklyn A helped to create the Elva
McZeal Tenants Association Inc., which is
the entity that took title in 1995 and has
since changed its name to Elva McZeal
Tenants Association HDFC. “The tenants
had never run a building, but they were
smart, organized, and committed,” says
Exter. With leaders like Ms. Jones and its
legal team at Brooklyn A which brought
complex litigation and transactional skills
to the table, Elva’s future looked bright.
Three years after taking title the tenants
completed about $2 million worth of rehabilitation work, correcting more than 500 of the
building code violations. In addition, Elva,
with the help of HUD, opened a computer
learning center, which is still operational
and offers classes to residents on how to use
software programs like Microsoft Word,
Excel, and Power Point. “The learning center

despite a change in ownership.
“The situation was a catch-22,” says
Exter, “Elva had to either use money generated from rent payments to pay down the
tax arrears, or it could use the money to
make minor but necessary improvements to
the buildings.” In the end, Ms. Jones and
the members of Elva decided that the
health and safety of the tenants was a
priority, and both Exter and the tenants at
Elva were confident they would be successful in lobbying the State and City to
forgive the real estate tax arrears.
Confidence in the suspension of payment
for real estate taxes came from Exter’s discovery that § 606 of the New York Private
Housing Finance Law creates a mechanism

for which an “abandoned multiple dwelling,”
as defined in the section, could have all real
estate tax liens forgiven. “We thought the
case for Elva was clear,” says Exter.
Unfortunately, after 10 years of advocacy and
a letter-writing campaign, both by the Elva
tenants and the staff at Brooklyn A, the
City’s Department of Finance initiated an in
rem foreclosure and in March 2006 the
property was foreclosed through the City’s
TPT program. In consultation with the
tenants, Urban Homesteading Assistance
Board (UHAB), HPD, HUD and
Councilmember Charles Baron, UHAB was
designated as the non-profit developer in
order to further the tenants’ goal of regaining
title through cooperative ownership. UHAB
is a not-for-profit corporation that, among
other things, focuses on expanding the tenant
ownership option, and in Elva’s case, the goal
of cooperative ownership. “It generally takes
two years for the TPT program to complete,
and at this point, Elva is ahead of schedule,”
explains Ann Henderson of UHAB. “UHAB
expects to transfer title back to us by the end
of 2008,” says Ms. Jones. “We are getting over
95% of our rental income, and since March
2006 we have made major improvements to
the building’s structure.”
When title transfers back to Elva’s
tenants, the building will retain its projectbased Section 8 classification, which is
unusual for properties that go through the
TPT program but necessary to maintain
affordability. “Most tenants have never
owned a share in a corporation, let alone
owned their homes,” says Ms. Jones. “The
process is not yet complete,” Ms. Jones continues, “but thanks in part to the support of
Rick and Brooklyn A’s CED Unit, our
tenants will soon take ownership of a
valuable resource.”
Dorothy Jones, Ann Henderson
(UHAB), and Rick Wagner at the
podium of the celebration.
Through Wagner’s innovative use
of the Federal Racketeer
Influenced and Corrupt
Organizations Act, Brooklyn A
successfully fought to rehabilitate a 142-unit low-income
development, leading to the correction of over 500 building code
violations. Instead of being
returned to the hands of a
private corporation or the government, the tenants themselves
will take ownership of the
buildings in the coming months.
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HONOREES BROOKLYN A’S ANNUAL PARTNERSH

Save the Date! On Thursday, November 13, 2008 we will celebrate our Annual Partnership Awards Benefit and 40th Annivers
new friends. Please see the back page of the newsletter for details.

Nobel Prize-winning economist Kenneth Arrow once wrote that “the vast inequalities of income weaken a society’s sense of mutual con
This year, at Brooklyn A’s Annual Partnership Awards Benefit, we will recognize three honorees who have spent their time, in their ow

Bettina B. Plevan
Partner
Proskauer Rose
You have to be doing something
right to be named one of the “100 Best
Lawyers in New York” by New York
magazine. As partner in Proskauer
Rose, LLP’s Labor & Employment
Law Department—a member of the
firm’s seven-person Executive
Committee—Ms. Plevan, who co-chairs
Proskauer’s International Labor and
Employment Practice, clearly is.
The impact of Ms. Pleven’s
laudable career, one that has seen her
listed as one of the 50 most influential women lawyers in America
by National Law Journal and one of the best labor employment
lawyers in the country by Chambers USA, reaches far beyond the
four walls of her firm. Ms. Plevan has contributed greatly to the
legal field through her commitment to and consistent involvement
in a number of the country’s most prestigious non-profit legal organizations and professional associations dedicated to involving the
private bar in providing legal services focused on ensuring equal
justice under law and to the improvement of the administration of
justice in New York and the country at large.

“Betsy's commitment to public service and
long list of professional and public service
accomplishments do not fully capture her
essence. [She] brings energy, enthusiasm and
humor to everything she does.”
She has been involved in organizations as far-ranging as the
ABA Board of Governors, ALI-ABA, the Lawyers’ Committee for
Civil Rights Under Law, and the Committee For Modern Courts.
She served a two-year term as the second woman President of the
New York City Bar.
According to Barbara Opotowsky, Executive Director of NYC
Bar, “Betsy impacted every aspect of the New York City Bar and the
City Bar Justice Center, with significant strides in diversity, development of the Pro Bono Principles, creating judicial selection and
corporate governance task forces, and vigilantly speaking out to
protect our core civil liberties. … Betsy’s commitment to public
service and long list of professional and public service accomplishments do not fully capture her essence. [She] brings energy,
enthusiasm and humor to everything she does. … The enthusiasm
is contagious and the results amazing.”

Vincent F. Palagiano
Chairman & CEO
Dime Community
Bancshares, Inc.
Vinny Palagiano jokes that from
the roof of Dime Bank’s Williamsburg,
Brooklyn headquarters, you can see
all of the bank’s loans. Although its
customer base spans the New York
metropolitan area, Dime is still based
on Havemeyer Street, and the
decision to maintain the bank locally
was no accident. “Everyone else
moved to Manhattan,” Palagiano says,
“We’re still here. It’s important to be
here and to be accessible to the community.” Customers are routinely amazed when they call up the bank and are able to speak
with Palagiano or another of the executive officers, but that is just
the kind of institution – part of the community – that Palagiano has
created.

“Everyone else moved to Manhattan,”
Palagiano says, “We’re still here. It’s
important to be here and to be accessible to
the community.”
Dime has worked with Brooklyn A in financing not only
affordable housing projects by Brooklyn A’s not-for-profit clients, but
also the purchase of Brooklyn A’s own Williamsburg office. “You’d
think that Brooklyn A [and a for-profit company] would be at odds,”
says Palagiano, “but really we both work for the community and
both provide housing for the community.” Aware of the rising cost of
housing in the area, Palagiano notes “it’s sad that people are being
forced out—those that helped to build the community.” Putting its
money where its mouth is, roughly thirty percent of Dime’s lending
funds low-and-moderate-income housing, which Palagiano hopes
will help continue to protect the community and its members. Dime
also has strong ties to Southside United Housing Development
Fund Corporation (Los Sures), and donated a building to
Neighborhood Housing Services.
Palagiano’s favorite part of the community is the people, many of
whom work for Dime. Indeed, Palagiano himself began his career
with Dime as an appraiser in 1970. The bank has “stayed through
periods of time as an anchor” in the area, says Kenneth Mahon, the
bank’s CFO. “Vinny sets the tone for the company. [The] good
atmosphere and community involvement . . . starts with Vinny and
spreads out to the rest of the bank.”
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HIP AWARDS BENEFIT, CELEBRATING 40 YEARS

sary. It will be a memorable evening at Stage 6 of Steiner Studios filled with delicious food, fantastic live music and old and

ncern…The sense that we are all members of the social order is vital to the meaning of civilization.”
wn unique and individual ways, in front or behind the scenes, ensuring that there is still civilization out there.

Luis Garden Acosta
Founder, President & CEO
El Puente
Luis Garden Acosta is a community activist, a public servant in
the truest and purest sense of those
terms. It started from the very
beginning, through his religious
upbringing. He is a man who took to
heart the part of the Bible that reads,
“for I was hungry and you gave me
food, I was thirsty and you gave me
something to drink, I was a stranger
and you welcomed me, I was naked
and you gave me clothing, I was sick
and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.”
“I was just so struck by that idea,” he says. “And I asked myself,
‘How can I best serve those who are the most oppressed?’” His
answer seems to be: in every way, through any avenue.
After graduating St. Mary’s Seminary, Acosta attended Harvard
Medical School. He has worked as planner for NYC’S Office of the
Mayor; he was Associate Director for the Greenpoint Hospital; he
has taken his message to the airwaves as “America’s Public Health
Disc Jockey;” he lead the nation’s first Afro-Cuban music school;
assisted in writing the Surgeon General’s Report of Public Health
and Self-Help; and was heavily involved in the launch of the welfare
rights movement.

Acosta set out simply to give the youth in
this area a safe haven, a place they could go,
and perhaps find a different future. To say he
has succeeded is an understatement.
But perhaps his most significant and lasting impact has been
found in his stewardship of El Puente, the community/youth development organization he founded in 1982 in the then-troubled
neighborhood of East Williamsburg. Inspired by a rash of 48 gangrelated deaths from 1979 to 1980, Acosta set out simply to give the
youth in this area a safe haven, and perhaps find a different future.
To say he has succeeded is an understatement. El Puente, as the
name means, “bridges” a gap in education, health, environment and
arts that are not provided—or fail to be fully funded—in poorer
neighborhoods. The organization works to dissolve youth gangs, to
curtail street violence, and has become a national model for youth
development, and community development.
“For me,” he expounds, “it came down to one simple thing.
Everything I do is for peace and justice. Everything.””

Fox 5 News’ Rosanna Scotto
to Emcee Festivities
Rosanna Scotto is the coanchor of FOX 5 News at 5pm
and FOX 5 News at 10pm. She
has been a member of WNYWFOX 5 News since 1986, where
she anchored the Sunday edition
of FOX 5 News at 10pm and
served as a field correspondent.
Scotto has won three Emmys for
anchoring FOX 5 News at 10 and
Good Day New York. She is the
winner of the 1995 New York
State Associated Press First Place Award for her report “New
York Survival Guide” and also the winner of three other
Associated Press First Place Awards, including two special
Associated Press Award nominations.

Featuring Special Speaker
Michael Cardozo
As New York City’s 77th
Corporation Counsel – and chief
legal officer of New York City –
Michael Cardozo serves as legal
counsel to the Mayor, elected
officials, the City and its
agencies. Mr. Cardozo has served
as Corporation Counsel since
January 1, 2002, making him the
longest-serving Corporation
Counsel since the 1880s. Prior to
becoming Corporation Counsel,
Mr. Cardozo was a partner at Proskauer Rose LLP, where he was
both an active trial lawyer and counsel to numerous sports
leagues, including the National Hockey League, the National
Basketball Association and Major League Soccer.

Posthumous Recognition of
Denis Berger, Long-time
Director of Development

10 BROOKLYN A NEWS | FALL 2008

Photo courtesy of Make the Road New York

Two Dynamic Organizations Unite to
Fight Inequality and Economic Injustice –
Make the Road New York

Members of Make the Road New York make their voices heard at a rally in Albany.

“One out of every five New Yorkers lives in poverty.
The poverty rate is not declining, and Manhattan has
become the most unequal county in the entire United
States. Beyond the narrow politics of red state/blue
state lies the daily realities of how families struggle to
survive in New York City. Poverty causes stress and
indignity, and truncates opportunity. Children go
hungry. Families go homeless. Parents work multiple
jobs and are not around to support their children.
Young people fake [being] sick to avoid school
trips they cannot afford.”
– Make the Road New York

By Emily Langdon
In 1997, Make the Road by Walking, Inc.
(MTR) was founded in a Bushwick church
basement by local residents who wanted to
address the potentially devastating effects
of welfare reform on poor and immigrant
communities in the U.S. According to Make
the Road New York’s video, “An
Introduction to Our Organization,”
Bushwick is one of the poorest neighborhoods in New York City with an average
annual household income of only $7,000.
Initially MTR focused exclusively on
organizing immigrant welfare recipients,
but soon expanded its focus to combat the
systematic economic and political marginalization of Bushwick residents. “Make the
Road has been organizing people and providing services to the community in
Bushwick for ten years, growing over that

decade into an organization known across
the city for its innovative, democratic, community-led efforts to promote justice and
equality for the low-income population of
Bushwick,” said Mike Haber, a staff
attorney in Brooklyn A’s Community and
Economic Development (CED) Unit.
In recent years, MTR forged a productive, close working relationship with
another not-for-profit community group,
Latin American Integration Center (LAIC).
LAIC was founded in 1992 by a social
justice lawyer from Columbia who created
the organization to promote human rights
and democratic participation in her community. LAIC sought to mobilize Latino
community members to overcome systematic barriers to basic services and equal
rights and to expand the power of immigrants within New York’s political and civic
life. LAIC grew to become a multi-service
agency with two centers in Queens, in an
area with the highest density of immigrants in New York City, and one center in
Port Richmond, a community in Staten
Island with the fastest growing Mexican
community in the City. LAIC has used
these centers in its battle to protect the
rights of immigrants through community
education, community organizing and
strategic policy advocacy.
MTR and LAIC sought to merge their
organizations together into one in order to
create a city-wide organization that brings

Photo courtesy of Make the Road New York
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Make the Road New York organizes young people.

3,500 members, 60 employees, offices in three
out of the five boroughs in New York City
and an annual budget of close to four million
dollars, MRNY is already well on its way to
achieving the goals it defined at its inception.
Brooklyn A, through its CED Unit, represented MTR in its asset acquisition of LAIC.
Brooklyn A’s work on this project has
included: drafting and negotiating the confidentiality agreement binding the parties
during the term of the transaction; due

“We are a bigger, better and more well-located
organization as a result of Brooklyn A’s incredibly
generous legal work.”
together the groups’ deep and active community roots, and that combines democratic
accountability to low-income people with an
innovative mix of strategies to confront
inequality and economic injustice. The two
groups were joined together legally through
an asset acquisition in October 2007, and the
joined entity changed its name to Make the
Road New York (MRNY) to reflect the
change. Haber, who led Brooklyn A’s representation of MTR during the ‘merger’
process, believes that “by bringing together
their different organizing and programming
strengths, the services provided in all three
boroughs will be strengthened.” With over

diligence review; negotiation of the form for
the corporate transaction; drafting and advocating for assignments of LAIC’s grant
contracts; amending MTR’s by-laws;
obtaining necessary consents to the transaction from government regulators and
other third parties; negotiating the terms
and structure of the asset transfer contract;
and changing the name of the corporation to
Make the Road New York in recognition of
the new corporate structure. Now that the
groups have joined together, Andrew
Friedman, one of three MRNY co-directors,
says: “We can catalyze policy change at the
city and state level, we can provide compre-

hensive legal, support, adult education and
youth development services in Brooklyn,
Queens and Staten Island.” With the legal
support of Brooklyn A’s CED Unit, Friedman
adds, “we have created a vehicle that lowincome immigrant New Yorkers can use to
make their vision for a more equitable and
inclusive New York City a reality.”
This summer Brooklyn A represented
MRNY in negotiating a long-term commercial lease for their new location in
Jackson Heights, Queens. LAIC previously
operated out of two smaller locations in
Queens. Now, MRNY will have ample space
to expand its wide array of high-quality
services to low-income immigrants and residents of Queens. Brooklyn A has also been
working on finalizing the architect and
general contractor agreements to begin renovations on the new space. According to
Friedman, “The work of Brooklyn A has
enabled us to continue focusing on our core
programs. Brooklyn A does such amazing
and diligent corporate legal work for us –
from handling the merger, to helping us
secure our new Queens space. We are a
bigger, better and more well-located organization as a result of Brooklyn A’s incredibly
generous legal work.” MTR has been a
client of and has partnered with Brooklyn
A on a variety of projects in the community
over its decade of existence and MRNY and
Brooklyn A look forward to continued collaboration in the future.
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Class of Summer 2008–Brooklyn A Interns
By Batya Miller
Brooklyn A’s “Class of Summer 2008”
has turned out to be a bumper crop in
many ways. We hosted 18 interns and 6
externs (summer associates who each spent
2 weeks with us), our largest numbers ever.
They came from schools far and near and
their ethnic diversity almost matches that
of our beloved borough of Brooklyn!
Over the last several years, our summer
intern program has become very popular
with both our staff and law students. Our
staff attorneys benefit from the students’
energy, hard work, and fresh perspectives,
and the students we host are exposed to the
nuts and bolts of poverty law, gaining
valuable “hands on” experience. When
asked to talk about the highlights of their
summer, the students identified cases or
projects where they could see the fruit of
their research and where they were
involved in many different aspects of that
case or project.
The Community and Economic
Development (CED) Unit interns enjoyed
working with community groups to create
affordable housing and build community
organizations and infrastructure. Emily
Langdon, a CED Unit intern, described her
work on a complicated real estate closing for
an affordable condominium project designed
to attract and keep young professionals in

Brooklyn A summer interns and staff at one of our weekly Brown-Bag Lunch and
Lecture series.

prevailing wage legislation, participation in
real estate closings, and helping to incorporate a new non-profit group.
Four students worked with Rick Wagner
and Joe Sanders as part of the AntiPredatory Lending and Foreclosure
Prevention Unit. Alex Keblish liked the
hands-on contact with the complex issues of
mortgage satisfaction and assignment that
come up daily in today’s headlines, and particularly enjoyed the client contact he
received during two extensive client
interviews. William Hughes drafted discovery papers on a deed theft case that
included a motion to compel discovery and
several notices to produce documents,

Emerging from these reflections by the students are some
common threads: what the students enjoyed most was the
client contact; the realization that the work they did made a
difference in their clients’ lives; the exposure to a variety of
proceedings and subject areas; and the commitment and
skills of their supervising attorneys.
the neighborhood of Cypress Hills. Another
CED Unit intern, Jaime Alonso, was
impressed by the years of collaboration
between Brooklyn A and a tenant organization and wrote an article on the Elva
McZeal Houses, which has been included in
this newsletter (see Elva McZeal article on
page 6). Daniel Hafetz appreciated the
variety of work he did in the CED Unit,
including work on a policy paper on pending

which eventually led to a document production from opposing counsel who had
been holding out on discovery for months.
Dan Winnick and Audrey Udashen,
assisted by Alex and William, took on the
enormous task of marshalling evidence
showing a pattern and practice of fraud for
three major federal actions. Through analyzing thousands of documents and
organizing the information in a database,

the students provided a template of the
evidence that will serve as a basis for
summary judgment motions and a trial,
should one be necessary. Dan and Audrey
also drafted internal memoranda of law
dealing with cutting edge foreclosure
defense issues that will aid the unit’s
impact litigation strategy as they prepare
to help many new clients as an integral
member of the Center for New York City
Neighborhood’s response to the citywide
foreclosure crisis.
Israel Moya helped the Group Housing
Unit in their work on the problems facing
the tenants of 202 Franklin Street, who
were forced to evacuate the building after a
fire in the summer of 2004. While they had
to disperse all over Brooklyn and Queens,
Brooklyn A is helping them get back to their
apartments, which for many had been their
homes for decades. For Group Housing Unit
intern Mina Nasseri, a memorable event
was an auction of foreclosed buildings which
the group had attended with Marty
Needelman. She described it as like
“walking into the lions’ den.” For Radia
Husain, another intern in the unit, to see
how her legal research affected the quality
of the lives of their clients was an important
part of her summer experience as was being
exposed to the complex human dramas
taking place daily. And intern Cory Mescon
commented on how interesting it was to see
how the community was structured, how all
the different subcultures interacted, and the
extent of support provided by Brooklyn A to
the community.
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For the students working on individual
housing cases under Lee McRae and Terry
Herman, the amount of responsibility they
were given enriched their experiences considerably. Peter Dupont, on just his third
day under Lee’s supervision, argued a
motion in Housing Court. Carl Forbes,
under supervision, handled a conference
with a landlord’s attorney and court
attorney of a Sect. 8 eviction case. Due to
legal arguments raised by Carl, opposing
counsel was forced to settle the case on

“Our law interns are the next
generation of public interest
lawyers and it’s our
responsibility to nurture and
mentor them and hopefully
collaborate with them for
many years to come.”
terms completely favorable to the tenant.
Genan Zilkha was able to use the internet
to help a client obtain more time before she
was evicted; the evidence submitted was in
the form of emails!
Anna Skiba-Crafts worked with staff
attorney Julie Chartoff on both unemployment benefits and anti-domestic
violence cases, and enjoyed helping a
woman with medical problems whose
employer had made it clear to her that her
missing work for medical appointments
was unacceptable and refused to allow her
to reschedule her working hours.
In the Family Law Unit, Dan Isaacs
worked with Susan Barrie on parental
rights cases and preventing the evictions of
seniors. He was most impressed by how the
consequences of a minor incident in the life
of a family can escalate to the point of
family breakup once there has been government intervention. Ben Jacobs worked
with Robyn Fisher on a holdover proceeding in which his investigative work
helped lead to a settlement in the client’s
favor. Intern Agnetha Jacob most enjoyed
the client contact; it was a real eye-opener
for her to experience how much work it
took to solve a relatively minor problem for
a client, and the importance of legal
services lawyers.
Emerging from these reflections by the
students are some common threads. The
students enjoyed the client contact, the

are the next generation of public interest
realization that the work they did made a
lawyers and it’s our responsibility to
real difference in their clients’ lives, the
nurture and mentor them and hopefully colexposure to a variety of proceedings and
laborate with them for many years to come.”
subject areas, and the commitment and
And the students play a mean game of
skills of their supervising attorneys. And
kickball! Brooklyn A won our first annual
the attorneys return the compliments! In
kickball game against Urban Justice
the words of staff attorney Julie
Center by a score of 9 to 6!
Chartoff,“[My intern] has been indisBatya Miller is the Pro Bono
pensable. I’ve been able to do twice the
Coordinator of Brooklyn A. For more inforamount of work, help twice the number of
mation regarding pro bono opportunities,
clients. Awesome!” Staff attorney Joe
student internships, and post-graduate felSanders agrees: “the summer interns’
lowship opportunities you can contact her at
excitement about our cases and our clients
bmiller@bka.org and 718-487-2300.
provides renewed perspective on the
importance of the work
Brooklyn A does.”
Our students, who
in the past have gone
on to become postgraduate fellows, staff
attorneys, pro bono
attorneys and supporters of Brooklyn A,
bring renewed vitality
and passion to our
offices every summer.
As Jessie Rose, Director
of the CED Unit,
Brooklyn A kickball team (staff and student interns) in
stated: “Our law interns Prospect Park.

The Board of Directors and Staff of Brooklyn A would like to extend our deep
appreciation to the attorneys who provided pro bono legal services to our clients
this past year, including:
Cleary Gottlieb
David Aman
Marcel Anderson
Elizabeth Chang
Gaston de los Reyes
Deanna S. Dennis
Lauren Handelsman
Stephanie Sun Hinderks
Kevin Jones
Alexandra Magness
Stephen K. Park
Julia Paylor
Barbara Politi
Christopher Paton
Leslie Samuels
Giannina Santo

Davis Polk & Wardwell
Craig Phillips

Debevoise & Plimpton
Charlotte Fishman
Jennifer Spain

DLA Piper
Daniel Dwyer
Deborah Fremder
Jessica Levitas
Victor Salerno

Fried Frank
Omri Flicker

Katten Muchin Rosenman Paul, Weiss, Rifkind,
Fred Gallo
Wharton & Garrison
Kaye Scholer
Thomas DeSimone
Lisa Podemski

Kelley Drye & Warren

Leah Fleck
Amran Hussein

Proskauer Rose
Barry Warner

Nii-Amar Amamoo
Matthew J. Sinkman

Schulte Roth & Zabel

Kirkland and Ellis

Sonnenschein Nath &
Rosenthal

Jonas McDavit

Stephanie Kim

Milbank, Tweed, Hadley & Doug Brasher
Michael Gugig
McCloy
Stephen A. Marshall
Sander Bak
Zhubin Parang
Robert Schriver
Troutman Sanders
Morgan, Lewis & Bockius Bryan Zetlin
Bartholomew Chacchia
Weil Gotshal & Manges
David A. Luttinger
Patterson Belknap Webb
& Tyler
Robert M. Safron
Gerald A. Rosenberg
Henry P. Bubel
Peter J. Schaeffer
Lisa E. Cleary
Emily Goldberg

Richard Levine
Matthew Mustokoff

…and all our other pro bono
partners which help Brooklyn A
meet its mission of building communities, ensuring opportunity &
achieving justice in the communities of North and East Brooklyn.
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Building by Building

continued from page 1

after becoming manager of Brooklyn A’s
Bushwick office in the fall 2006. “We knew
him from around housing court, and had
talked about working cooperatively with
him for a while,” says Bryan. The relationship solidified when BHIP and
Brooklyn A were awarded a joint grant
from the Independence Community
Foundation to bring on attorney Vance
Gathing, full-time, to deal with tenant displacement and representation of tenants
associations in Bushwick. Bryan explains
that Brooklyn A’s Group Housing work

who are making repairs to buildings.
Altogether they represent about 38
buildings in Bushwick, which includes
about four to five hundred individuals or
families.
While BHIP appears in housing court
around 40 times a month, acting as a lay
advocate for tenants, they rely on their
partnership with Brooklyn A for assistance
on the more complex legal issues. This work
usually involves cases like 01-02 Bushwick
Avenue*. 01-02 Bushwick is a rent-controlled building, but somehow the landlord

“The bread and butter of Brooklyn A Attorney
Vance Gathing’s work with BHIP comes to light in
the ‘lobby meetings’ that take place in the
buildings of tenants associations that are a part of
BHIP.”
brings to BHIP “our effort to address
problems in multiple dwellings that exceed
the scope of individual advocacy. The result
is something more sustainable and coordinated with a long-term effect,” he
explains.
Despite the large scope of the crisis, residents typically come to BHIP with one of
only a few problems: whether rent-stabilized tenants have to accept rent
increases above the annual NYC Rent
Guidelines Board October rent increase
(currently set at 4.5% for a 1-year lease and
8.5% for a 2-year lease) before it takes
effect, what they should do if they receive
an eviction notice, what they should do if
the landlord offers them money to move
out, and how they can put an end to a
landlord’s harassment or get the landlord
to do something about building code violations.
BHIP responds to these problems with a
variety of tactics. In addition to organizing
rent stabilized and rent controlled
buildings and defending individual cases in
housing court, BHIP also leads training
sessions to educate the community about
how to exercise their rights as tenants, as
well as working with court-appointed
administrators, called 7A Administrators,

is getting tenants to sign lease agreements
that raise the rents above the legal
maximum. “It’s a mystery,” says Father
Powis. “What Vance is doing is the detective
work of figuring out how the landlord is
managing this scheme so we can take him
to court.” Father Powis adds that without
the solid legal representation of Brooklyn
A, BHIP and the tenants at 01-02
Bushwick would be powerless.
The bread and butter of Gathing’s work
with BHIP comes to light in the ‘lobby
meetings’ that take place in the buildings of
tenants associations that are a part of
BHIP. Such meetings underscore the
potency of when lawyers team up with
tenant organizers, a perfect complement.
BHIP brings tenants into the process, mobilizing them through tenants’ rights
awareness campaigns, and organizing them
into building-based associations. BHIP then
funnels to Brooklyn A select cases. In turn,
Gathing then uses the knowledge and complaints that pool together at a tenants’
meeting to make a stronger case.
“The key is that when one tenant
mentions something about their tenancy
they think might not be that important, it
resonates with others in the group who
may have a similar experience. Before you

know it another pattern of landlord abuse
comes to light,” says Gathing. He then uses
this knowledge against the landlord in
order “to show the landlord that they need
to treat their tenants like customers,” and
that the tenants “can’t just be bullied
around.”
There is a lot at stake in this fight
against displacement. As long as rents
increase and wages don’t, there will be a
breaking a point, and that breaking point
might be October of this year. Father Powis
and Sister Maire predict that come October
the rent-stabilization increases, which are
set by the City, will drive tens of thousands
of Brooklyn residents to homeless shelters.
“It will be the straw that breaks the camel’s
back,” says Sister Maire. “If half of your
income is already going to rent, the extra
$85 a month will be enough to make continuing in the apartment impossible.”
Maire believes there needs to be a longterm plan, perhaps in the form of City
Council legislation that provides funding to
help working tenants pay their rent
increases.
Until that happens it will come down to
a building-by-building fight. BHIP’s recent
canvassing initiative reflects this reality.
This past summer, BHIP was gearing up
for the October rent stabilization increase,
embarking on a massive community education campaign. In east Bushwick, Father
Powis and a team were handing out fliers
to people in every building covering a
ninety block area. In west Bushwick,
BHIP’s Yolanda Coca was reaching out to
churches of all stripes—from the larger
Catholic congregations to the smaller
Pentecostal groups—as well as going to
food distribution centers, making face-toface contact, and letting people know about
their rights. The fliers give tenants enough
information to self-advocate on a basic
level, but invite them to come to BHIP for
more substantial assistance.
As a result of the canvassing, BHIP may
be flooded with thousands of residents
coming to get information on dealing with
their housing problems. “We might be
asking for it,” says Father Powis. “But it’s
worth a try.”
*An alias address is used to protect the identity of the
residents of this building.
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Brooklyn A and A Brave Survivor
randum of law, convinced the judge to recognize emergency jurisdiction and rule that
E.M. could stay in New York to litigate her
custody case. He even issued a written
opinion, further developing the law in this
very new area.
E.M. is a young, but extremely brave,
savvy, and thoughtful woman. She is a
caring and patient mother and is working
tirelessly to build a life for herself in New
York that includes services for her and her
children, education and a career for herself,
and soon, their own apartment. She told
her attorneys—after a few court dates—
that she wants to enter training to become
a court officer after she gets her GED.
This case was a great example of
multiple people coming together to help a
client. Brooklyn A worked closely with E.M.’s
counselor from the North Brooklyn Coalition
Against Domestic Violence, who contributed
to the case in innumerable ways. E.M. also
benefited from the contributions of a young
associate from Troutman Sanders, Bryan
Zetlin, who was co-counsel with Julie to E.M.

Here We Go

continued from page 3

on a pro bono basis. Although Bryan
normally does corporate work rather than
litigation, he cared deeply about the welfare
of E.M. and went to great lengths to learn
about litigation and family law practice for
her case. He advocated confidently for E.M.,
quickly becoming an expert on emergency
jurisdiction. The work that E.M.’s lawyers
put into her case represents the broad swath
of things legal services attorneys do:
skillfully advocate in the courtroom,
thoughtfully research and analyze issues,
strategize about litigation moves, write litigation documents, sort through facts with
clients to produce affidavits, and coordinate
with service providers to accumulate supporting evidence.
Like all domestic violence survivors,
E.M. faces complex challenges as she works
to maintain her life and family in the wake
of severe abuse—and quality legal representation will make an invaluable
difference as she pushes on.
* Names and places have been changed
or abbreviated.

Brooklyn A
staff and
summer interns
were delighted
to host Nicole
P. Marwell,
author of
Bargaining for
Brooklyn:
Community
Organizations in the
Entrepreneurial City, for a
presentation about Brooklyn and
her book. In Bargaining for
Brooklyn, Nicole describes her
fieldwork at eight CBOs in the
Brooklyn neighborhoods of
Williamsburg and Bushwick
(including Brooklyn A’s close
partner Los Sures) and discusses
the complex and contentious
relationships these groups form
with larger economic and political
institutions outside the
neighborhood that have a huge
and unexamined impact on the
lives of the poor.

continued from page 2

the law and protect all who need and have a
right to remain in their apartments.
This is a more fundamental problem
than reflected by the recent cuts. Simply
said, there is an inadequate commitment by
our government and society to make social
justice and our legal system real, functional
and meaningful to often disempowered,
low-income people. All legal needs surveys
suggest that at most, only between 10-20%
of the legal needs of poor people have been
met in the best of times, and even those
numbers are exaggerated.
It seems that the official appearance of a
system of justice, as opposed to a reality of

actual justice, is sufficient. Historically,
this has only been addressed, albeit often
superficially and momentarily, in moments
of crisis, with mass mobilizing in the
streets, etc.
The recent budget cuts, and the disproportionate hit on legal services programs
and those we serve, appear to be only the tip
of an iceberg that is revealing itself as the
economy further slides down. And indeed,
this is occurring at a time when those same
worsening economic conditions are having
even larger impacts in the lives of lowincome residents and their neighborhoods.
Brooklyn A, with the incredible support

I am thrilled to announce this year’s Brooklyn A Honorees, Betsy Plevan,
Esq., of Proskauer Rose, Vinny Palagiano of Dime Savings Bank, and Luis
Garden-Acosta of El Puente. Once again they represent the best in their
respective worlds, and tremendous commitments to making our neighborhoods and our world a better place. Also, at this year’s Annual Partnership
Awards Benefit we will be posthumously recognizing our long-term Director
of Development and dear friend, Denis Berger, who suddenly and unexpectedly passed away earlier this year.

and collaboration of our many friends in the
community, corporate, legal, banking and governmental worlds, has been able to sustain
and even grow our very effective legal support
for the areas we serve, by focusing on
working with an amazing number of vital
local groups and organizations.
However, today more than ever, each of
us who truly care about creating a just
society and a real, functional system of
justice for all, must step up and speak out
and make a priority of not just stopping
further cuts, nor restoring lost monies, but
providing sufficient resources, whatever the
general economic climate, to ensure meaningful basic services, including a functional
legal system with sufficient high quality
representation available to all, and especially those most in need.
If there is any war worth the sacrifices
and cost of fighting, it remains the War on
Poverty and Injustice!
—Marty Needelman
Project Director & Chief Counsel

