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HELP FOR

'STORE

FRONT’
LAWYERS

LRCEDES CANO STOPS MID-SEN-
tence to let the No. 7 train from
Manhattan to Flushing, Queens,
roar by overhcad. The line is
nicknamed the Internadonal
Express, and the street seene in
front of Cano’s office in Jackson
Heighes shows that the moniker
is apt.

Shoppers scurry by chattering
in the languages of Asia, while Colombian shopkecpers hawk
their wares in loud, expressive Spanish. Up and down this busy
thoroughfare, hundreds of people representing dozens of cul-
tures hurry about their errands, sometimes stop ping to chat or
ducking into a shop for a cup of stong Colombian coffee.

After the train passes and che traftic cases momenaarily, Cano
resumes her trek across the street from a coffee shop to her office.
She walks as quickly as she talks, welling the story of her Centro
Comunitario de Recttrsos Legales—which translates to Commun-
ity Luegal Resource Center. She explaing what the clinie means to
this communicy and how she came to be its point person.

“Some Saturdays, we have people standing in line all the way
down to the street,” she says over her shoulder as she climbs the
steep, rickety stairs to her tiny office. She shares the second floor
of this old commercial cwo-flat with « barber shop.

Cano moved the headquarters of her operation from her nearby

Margaret Graham lebo, a lawyer, is a legal affairs ewriter for the ABA
Journal. Her e-mail address is tebom@staff-abanet.orp.
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CUNY's Community
Legal Resource
Network Is Thriving—
and Growing. Now,
Other Law Schools
Are Joining to Support
Solo and Small-Firm
Practitioners.



Starting the Jackson Heights clinic
was one of the ‘best decisions
[ ever made.” —Mercedes Cano




torneys can ask uestions on substantive areas of law or
procedural matrers in various local jurisdictions, or find re-
ferrals for chients. Or, as is often che casc, wis where they
can seck the supporcand understanding of other lawyers
who also strugele daily with the pressures of small-finn
practice. Members sometimes gather tace-to-face to share
a pizza and venc about whatever is on cheir minds, an out-
let that can be more vital to mental healch than can fami-
ly members and friends, however well-meaning,

“It's really important for me to stay connccted to peo-
ple who feel the sume way [ do abuut the way the law
should be,” says Mclntyre. T gec inspired every time |
gee together wich the members.”

Cano got togecher wich a group of resource network ac-
torneys and CUNY law students for another purpose: to
give more than 300 workshops at churehes, schools and
COMMUNICY centers on topics ranging from immigration to
landlord-tenantissues to employment law. IHer participa-
tion in the first vear after opening her communiry clinic
brought ncw cliengs.

“The only ropic that did not bring many people out
was applying for government benefits. ‘They don't care
about benefits: chey have jobs,™ says Cano.

[n 10 months, Cano and her crew also teok on some
1,700 cascs from people who stood in line all day for a
chance to pose their legal quandarics to lawyers who
promised to help. The advice is not free, but rates are set

CUNY's commitment to social justice led fo the resource networtk for ifs law

grads. ‘I1’s about what an institution values.’

—Kristin Booth Glen

apactment to the Jackson Heights office in 2001, before

she even passed the bar exam. "[he idea, says Cano. was
to provide quality, affordable, accessible legal services to
clients who othenwise would slip through the gaps in the
legal system. They don't mect seriet low-income guide-

lines for [ree legal help, but they cannoc afford che rates

charged by big firms.

Cano’s chnic is part of the mission of the Community
Legal Resource Nerwork, a web of support services for
alunmini at her alma mater, the City University of New York
School of Law. In fact, Cano initially staffed her clinte
with volunteer resource network attorneys.

Begun in 1999, the resource nerwork links solo and
small-firm attornevs with each other and with mentors
and other experts who ¢an help wich evervihing from law
practicc management to technology to substantive con-
tinuing Jegal educacion courses,

The program is a practical tool for idealistic lawyers
who want to make a difference and still pay their bills,
says member Margaret Mclntyre, a Manhatean employ-
ment lawyer. “CLRN is « reminder that it's possible to
do this work and make a hiving,”

T'he program strikes deuls vollectively wich online legal
research companices, office sappliers and che Jike so that
solo lawyers can realize volume discounts similar to those
offercd to big firms. Among the program’s biggest bene-
fits is access to a technology specialist who helps solo
lawyers find affordable cquipment, then installs ic and
crains them how to make the best use of it

The nerwork also provides a listserv where member at-
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at a level that working-cluss families can afford. Install-
ment plans are offcred o those who need them.

“Without CLRN, chere's no way [ would have thought
1 could teke this on.” says Cano, “I had cwvo or three of-
fers for good jobs. My mother hegged me to take one of
them. Doing this was one of the toughese, bue best, deci-
sions I ever made in my life."

Maria Toy, who docs immigration work with many re-
ferrals from Scaten Island’s sizabile Liberian communiy,
says she would have given yp many umes if not for the
network members who pick her up when she feels over-
whelmed. “You go to vour family and tell them your is-
sues, and thev Jook at vou in horror and say, "Why don’t
vou just quic? Geta job working for somebody clse.’ But
the CLRN people have been through die same stuff and
they show vou how to find your way out of the fow spots.”

| OUTGROWTH FROM ‘KITCHEN TABLE’ PRACTICES

THE CONMMUNITY LEGAL RESOURCE NETWORK \WAS LARGE-
ly the inspiration of CUNY law school’s energetic dean,
Kristin Booth Glen. The law school was founded in the
carly (980s to uphold the same principles thatapply to all
of the City University's colleges: access for as many stu-
dents as possible, with an emphasis on diversity and giv-
ing back to the community:

The law school’s story is more complex than the aver-
age test score and grade pointaverage of its students. An
applicant wich execllenc academic eredentials will usually
not be admitted absent some showing of commicment to
social justice, while @ scudent with a passion for helping




people might be admirtced wich 2 marginal LSAT score.
Most of the scudents have goals of working in small firms
or solo practices, often in underrepresented communicies
across New York Ciey.

“1t's about what an insticudion valnes,” Glen says of
CUNY’s mission and the students who attend.

When Glen came o the schonl in 1993, she looked for
wavys to help its alumni succced after gruduacion. She be-
gan hostng regular dinners in her Upper Wese Side apare-
ment for small groups of alumni and asking chem what
more the school could do co help them.

She found chac a lot of atums were running what she
calls “kirchen table or storefront practices” thac were fi-
nancially precarious and left the lawyers vulnerable to
malpractice because they took cvery case that came in
the door, often without any expericnee in a particular
arca of law.

So she wondered whether there was i way to give these
kitchen table lawyers a sense of being in a firm: che back-
up of more experienced attorneys, the reassurance of
training 2nd mentoring, and the financial rewards of an
efficicnt practice that uscs affordable technology.

Thus was born the idea for CLLRN. “T'wo huedles stood
between che idea and a workable program: how to pay for
it, and where to find someonc to run it. That person had
to have the proper mix of commitment, know-how and
charisma to convinee busy solo lawvers that membership
would reap returns.

The school curned o an alumnus from its first graduoat-
ing class, Frederick P Rooney, 49, who had openced a law
practice in Pennsylvania focusing on mostly Latino low-
wage earners needing quality, affordable legal help. Roon-
ey, a former social worker who grew up on suburban
Long Islund, has traveled in Central and South America
working with community organizations.

Newwork members say Rooney is the ghie thar binds
the program and the members w cach other. He goes out
of his way, they say, to find solutions to issues a member
has, and always has time to lend a supportive ear.

“[ ook at this job as payback to those who helped me
get my practice started, JOs an wnovatve approach to in-
| creasing access o justice, and who wouldn'e want to be a
part of chat®” says Rooncy.

alumni of CUNY law school, up from an original 30 or so
core members at its inception in 1999, Rooney knows
nearly everyone by nume. He keeps stacks of their busi-
ness cards on a table in his large, messy-with-purpose
basement office at Ciry Universieys Flushing campus
near Shea Stadium,

T'he nerwork office also serves as a gatheting place for
its members and CUNY law students who thrive on the
constant acuvicy. Rooney often hands one member an-
other's card and suggests ways they can be mutually
helpful, or he finds a student to do legal rescarch for a
member with a aime-consuming legal issue.

The solution to how to pay for the program came when
CUNY discovered thacscveral ocher law schools were

making plans to Jaunch similar programs. [t teamed with
the law schools at the Universicy of Maryland, Norcheast-
ern University in Boston and St. Mary's University in San
Antonio, They formed the Law School Consortinm and
filed a grant application with the Open Socicry Institure
for startup money in 1997, (St. Mary's has since dropped
out after a new law school administraton decided to fo-
cus on the needs of current scudenes, rather than alumni.)

A handful of other schools have joined the consortium
with expectations of opening similar solo and small-firm
support nctworks. 'I'he consortium membership now in-
cludes: GUNY; Maryland; Northeastern; Touro Law
Center in Huntington, N.Y,; New York University Law
School; Thomas Cooley [Law School in Lansing, Mich.; the
law schools at the University of New Mexico, Syracuse
University, Rutgers University: and, most recently, the
Universicy of Michigan Law School.

Like the CLRN on a broader scale, che consortium al-
lows law schools to nctwork and figure auc whart works
and what doesn't when it comes to designing a program.
Fach school’s approach is differenc, depending on the
necds of the community, says the consortium’s farmer di-
rector, Deb Howard.

Now a consulant to the program, Howard is a former
carcer services administrator at NYU Law School who ac-
cepted the directorship of the consortium because she
was atrraceed to the idea of helping small-firm lawyers
serve underreprescnted communitics, she says.
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The neawork membership now numbers more than 100

] look at this job as payback to those who helped me get my practice started.

" Ifs an innovative approach’ to accessible legal help.

— I rederick Rooney
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graduation when thev choose o atccend New Mexico.

That has cerainly been the case at CUNY, according o
dean Glen. The school has alwavs atrracted students wich
a social conscience, she says, bue now they are finding
that practical assistinee extends beyvond graduacion, and
students are impressed and encouraged by the success
scorics of CLRN members,

HIGH HOPES FOR HELPING WORKERS

TAKE, FOR EXANPLE, MICHAEL J. MEEHAN. THERE'S A SYA-
bolic, thriving rubber tree in his Hicksville, NLY., office.
Like the antin the song who had high hopes of moving
a similar plant, Mechan opened his one-man law prac-
tice with hapes of helping che chousands of immigrant
workers who flock here cach year for jobs tending the
manicured lawns and gardens of Long Island’s wealthy
residents.

Mechan chosce the location because of its casy aceess
for his intendcd clients, most of whom are from Central
and South America and speak licle English. Ncehan
spcaks no Spanish. He had only a fexw cornections in the
immigrant community here when he set up his practice
in a nondeseript two-story building nexe to the railroad
rracks, above @ bar and a tatroo parlor. Far a long time, he
had no sceretary or anvone to serve as a translator be-
oween him and his cliencs. He justlearned to be patient,
speak clearly and listen closely.

Offering payment plans to those who can’t pay all ar once has proven to be
the answer: “These clients are proud. They want to pay.” —Michael Meehan

The Marvland program, for example, does nor limit
pardcipants to Maryland law schonl alumni. 1t includes a
strong component for current law students to gain experi-
ence by doing legal rescarch for fawyer members, says
Dennis Murphy, who runs Civil Jusdice Ine. in Maryland.
The focus of Murphy’s program is providing legal help to
first-ume homcbuyers, although many of the member
lawvers do other sorts of work,

“The folks in our nerwork are commirted to making a
difference in people’s lives, and they're doing that,™ says
Murphy.

At the University of New Mexico program, cafled the
Access to Justice Practice Nerwork, solo and small-firm
tawyers work closely with the L scheol's clinie. The
program began with lawyers simply agrecing o uke pro
hono and reditced-fee cases that were rejected by the
clinic because the client did not meet is income guide-
lines or the case may have heen tou complex.

Director Antoinette Sedillo Lopez says that her pro-
gram started in August 2002 as 4 way to support the law-
vers who have been so helpful to the clinie.

“I think of chis as a good way o support them back,”
says Sedillo Lopez. So far, the New Mexico program has
held a few free CLE courses, and she expects o geta
listserv and some technology assistance up and running
s00N.

Sedillo Lopez says rhat she believes the Access to Jus-
tice Practice Neowork will also prove o be a good mar-
Kenng tool for the law school, as stndents who want s fun
solo practices discover that thev will be supported afeer
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eritis,”

- practice management skills,

Now, like his rubber tree, Mechan’s practice is thriving,
‘I'he reason, says Maria 10 Umanzor, who began as a cli-
entand later came o work for Mechi as his assistane
and transkuor, is Mecehan's devodion to doing right by his
clienes. Despite che facr thae chere are Spanish-speaking
lawyers around, clients now go out of their way to seek
Mcchan's representation becanse he has gained a reputa-
tion for competence, fairness and genuine kindness.

“Ie listens to whar clients want and helps them get
that. Fle keeps going undil he fixes the problem, whatev-
says Umanzor.

Mechan also offers payment plans to those who can’t
pay all at once, even though his fees are reasonable. He is
nonchalancabour his willingness to wait months, some-
ames vears. for full payment. The rcason, he says, is that
he aarely ges suffed,

“These clienes are proud. They want o pay. | had 2
guy who made barely above minimum wage. I le owed
me a few hundred dollars. He showed up here every [ri-
day with his pay and gave me $20 or $30 before he even
went o buy groceries for his family,™ says Mcehan.

Umanzor came o Mechan seeking a divoree. Other
lawyers she talked  wanted to charge huge fees upfront
because Umanzor's estranged husband had moved o
Florida and his assets would have to be tracked down

NMeehan says that CLRN has helped him grow his
practice into new areas of kv and belped him learn Jaw
“I know that there are other
atcorneys L can call to ask uestions or refer clients, and |

| know thev'll reat me and my clients right.” B




