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In past years, Sonnenschein lawyers and paralegals have
successfully represented numerous immigrants seeking
asylum in our country, and many in the firm have devel-
oped expertise in this area of the law.  Yet the need for
expert representation for those mired in the system has
continued to grow and far exceeds the number of avail-
able pro bono lawyers.  For that reason and the others
mentioned in this article, the firm will be expanding its
pro bono asylum efforts in 2006.

Problems inherent in the present system include the
ways in which many asylum seekers are detained.  Often,
they are incarcerated and left without recourse to com-
municate facts that would support their claim to asylum.
The quotation below is from a woman who fled
Afghanistan because she was being persecuted by the
Taliban for running a school for young girls.  She sought
asylum in the United States.  Her story matches that of
many others who have sought asylum here.

I was brought there in handcuffs and shackled to another
person I did not know who was also seeking asylum.  At
the facility, they took away my clothes and gave me an
orange prison uniform.  I was treated like a criminal.  I
was kept in a room with 12 other women for 23 hours a
day.  There was no privacy.  The toilets and shower were
in the same room behind only a low wall — so that you
could see someone's upper body as they sat on the toi-
let.  We were only taken out of the room for one hour a
day; the outdoor recreation area was really like a cage —
an internal courtyard with a fence for a roof….  Every day,
guards woke us up at 6 am and told us to stand in a line
to be counted.  They searched us several times a week.

Actress Sigourney Weaver is a Board member of Human
Rights First, and in her forward to that organization's
report, In Liberty's Shadow — U.S. Detention of Asylum
Seekers in the Era of Homeland Security, she writes of a
previous meeting with asylum seekers who were detained
at an immigration detention facility in the United States.
“I was shocked to learn that they were being held in what
was basically a prison and treated, in effect, as criminals.” 

Ms. Weaver's reaction probably does not differ much from
our own, upon learning that people who flee persecution in

their native countries often end up in jail here for the
“crime” of being an immigrant and for seeking asylum in
this country, which has held itself out as the beacon of
freedom.  Many of those seeking asylum face death, tor-
ture or other forms of persecution if they fail in their efforts
to gain it.  Unfortunately, the odds are not in their favor.

Asylum seekers, and other immigrants pursuing legal
refuge in our country, face an uphill battle.  Immigrants
are penalized from the very beginning by an arcane and
intricate procedural system as well as the enormous
impediment of having to communicate in a foreign lan-
guage.  Their difficulties are often compounded by the
substandard performance of immigration judges.  Federal
Courts of Appeal have cited the “arbitrary and capricious”
decision making by some of those immigration judges,
and Judge Posner of the Seventh Circuit recently com-
plained that their performance is “too often inadequate.”
The recent “streamlining” of procedures before the
Bureau of Immigration Appeals (BIA) has limited the utility
of appeals filed with that body.  It has resulted in many
more cases being decided without opinion, by single BIA
members, instead of traditional panels of three judges.
Decisions denying relief at that level have, in turn, dramat-
ically increased the number of appeals to the Federal
Circuit Courts of Appeal.  The Second and Ninth Circuits
in particular are straining under that burden.  Without rep-
resentation by counsel, the likelihood of success on any
of these levels is greatly reduced.

The firm plans to work closely with and arrange for train-
ing from public interest organizations that represent immi-
grants and to advocate for appropriate changes in Federal
law and procedures.  Among those agencies are Human
Rights First, C.L.I.N.I.C. (Catholic Legal Immigration
Network Inc.) and the Midwest Immigrant and Human
Rights Center.  We will seek to represent asylum seekers
at every level:  whether before an Immigration Judge, the
Board of Immigration Appeals, or the Federal Courts of
Appeal.  If you are interested in lending assistance on this
project, contact Terry Norton or any member of the Pro
Bono Committee.  

Sonnenschein to Expand Pro Bono Efforts on Behalf of Asylum Seekers

Associates Lisa Lilly and Veronica Lei of Chicago suc-
cessfully represented a child seeking SSI disability benefits
in a hearing before the Social Security Administration
(SSA) Office of Hearings and Appeals in September 2005.
The case was referred by the Legal Assistance
Foundation's “Children's Disability Project” after the
child's application for disability benefits was denied twice.   

A hearing was granted by an Administrative Law Judge.
Prior to the hearing, Lisa and Veronica immersed them-
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The two graphs illustrate our progress, using statistics available as of the end of 2005, measured against the
same time period in 2004.  The firm logged a total of 46,152 pro bono hours through 2005, and Sonnenschein
lawyers averaged 59.1 hours of pro bono work during this timeframe.   That number reflects a substantial
increase from 2004, when the firm logged a total of 37,168 hours and lawyers averaged 48.2 hours of pro bono
work.  Our percentage of pro bono to billable hours for 2005 was 3.41 percent, up from 2.8 percent in 2004.

Pro Bono At a Glance 
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selves in all details of SSI law, a subject neither attorney
had tried in any previous case.  After ample research,
preparation and handling all client and strategy meetings,
Lisa and Veronica needed to prove that the child qualified
under the SSA’s definition of having a mood disorder, or, in
the alternative, that the client exhibited symptoms such
that his disability was the functional equivalent of having a
mood disorder.

Lisa and Veronica drafted a pre-hearing brief to the judge
detailing their case and requested that all prior determina-
tions be reversed.  Lisa presented her first ever opening
statement to a judge in this case.  After her compelling
statement and having read the letter in advance, the
Administrative Law Judge reversed the prior determina-
tions and found that the child was disabled due to his
mood disorder and learning disabilities.  The mother and
the child did not need to testify and the family received
two years of back-benefits for the disability.

Thanks to partner Steve Levy for his assistance and rec-
ommendations throughout the matter.

Lisa Lilly Veronica Lei
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St. Louis associates Daniel Sakaguchi, Julie Calhoun,
Kate Douglas, Quinn Murphy and Kevin May have
worked tirelessly with the residents of a St. Louis home-
less shelter, Our Lady’s Inn (OLI).  OLI is a Catholic chari-
ty and shelter for young, homeless women who are either
pregnant or have small children.  A woman may come to
OLI at any time during her pregnancy and stay until after
the birth of the baby.  Upon entering the program, she
must commit to an individualized self-sufficiency plan
which she and a caring staff member develop together.
OLI offers a healthy and hopeful future through counseling
and assistance in formulating goals.  Three top goals
include the delivery of a healthy baby, obtaining employ-
ment and securing permanent housing.

In order to qualify for public assistance upon leaving OLI,
an applicant must have a clean legal record.  This year,
our St. Louis attorneys assisted 28 residents of OLI with
various criminal matters ranging from warrants on tickets
for not paying a mass transit fare to theft and other low-
level misdemeanors.  

Our attorneys also have assisted residents with other legal
issues such as a successful public aid appeal and debt col-
lection demands.  Most of the residents have matters in
several jurisdictions, requiring our attorneys to appear with
the residents in state and municipal courts throughout the
St. Louis region, usually in the evening and in downtrod-
den parts of town.

St. Louis Office Works With Our Lady’s Inn, A Shelter for
Young, Homeless Women

In our last edition of Pro Bono Pathways, we reported that
Geoff Repo had persuaded the Illinois Prisoner Review

Board to grant parole to Fred Reed,
a C-number prisoner, who spent
27 years in prison.  In this edition
we report that Chicago associate
Dana Orr has secured the parole
of Duffie S. Clark, another C-num-
ber prisoner, who was not only lost
in the indeterminate sentencing
system, but perhaps was unjustly
incarcerated.  Since 1984, the
Board has paroled no more than
one to four percent of the C

Number prisoners.  Most C Number prisoners were eligi-
ble for parole after 12 years; however, the majority now
have served up to three times that length.

Associate Letissa Carver Reid of Chicago worked dili-
gently on Mr. Clark’s case, preparing his parole hearing in
2004.  Although parole was denied that year, Letissa
then transferred the representation when she went on
maternity leave.  The Board acts in a selective manner
when weighing factors such as remorse, institutional
adjustment, recidivism, public safety, family and social
support, parole plan, disciplinary infractions, education
and past votes, and its members found Mr.  Clark’s lack
of remorse to be a major issue in his rehabilitation.
Duffie Clark had, from the very beginning, maintained his
innocence and it was a point on which he did not waiver
during his parole hearing.  For Mr. Clark, remorse implied
a sense of self-reproach associated with guilt, which was
simply not an option.  

Upon meeting Mr. Clark, Dana observed, “He’s 54, and
he’s been in jail since he was 19.  His demeanor was that
of a very intelligent older man.  He seemed very sincere.
And when he told me he was innocent, I believed him.”
She carefully reviewed the 2004 En Banc session tran-
script and found several factual misrepresentations made
by the Prisoner Review Board member who conducted
the hearing.  Dana’s presentation at the November 2005
Institutional Hearing furnished evidence that cast doubt
upon his guilt.  

The original defending attorney prepared an affidavit
wherein he stated that Duffie Clark had successfully
passed two polygraph tests that were administered prior
to his incarceration.  Moreover, the PRB failed to consider
the corroboration of his alibi testimony by three people as
well as Chicago’s racially and politically charged climate at
the time of his conviction.  She also noted that while in
prison, Mr. Clark had attained his G.E.D, a B.A. in General
Studies and had completed coursework toward an M.A.
in Business Administration.  His civic and volunteer
accomplishments while in prison were numerous and his
family relationships had remained very strong.

At the 2005 En Banc session, the Hearing Officer present-
ed Dana’s argument before the whole board, and the
Board member who had initially challenged the granting of
parole seconded the motion to grant.  Duffie Clark
received parole, with the board voting 13 to 1 in his favor.
After the vote, Dana was told, “You did a great job, this
has never happened before.”  Duffie Clark will live with his
daughter and two grandsons, and he has been assured
employment at the law firm of Cummins & Cronin LLC.

Campaign in Support of C Number Prisoners
Achieves Another Victory

Violet Wallach Awarded Sonnenschein Los Angeles Pro Bono Advocate
of the Year Award for 2005

Violet Represents a Family in

Immigration Proceedings, an Asylum

Applicant and Transacts a Real Estate

Purchase for a Nonprofit Rehabilitation

Center in Los Angeles

Los Angeles associate Violet Wallach performed exem-
plary work this past year in her representation of different
individuals and nonprofit organizations in need.  In 2005,
Violet represented four family members from Tototlan,
Mexico who were victimized for years by domestic vio-
lence, and she worked to obtain their Cancellation of
Removal.  Violet’s bilingual skills were indispensable
throughout the proceedings and, as a result of her fluen-
cy in Spanish, she has been the primary liaison in the
case and has taken a very active role in preparing the
case for trial.

The merits hearing on this matter is scheduled for June
2006.  Violet is hopeful that she and the team, which
includes Mark Hansen, Laura Wytsma, David Stern and
Melissa Reese, will obtain a positive result for the family
so that they may be allowed to remain in Los Angeles
where they have lived for 15 years, and where the two
youngest members of the family, who are U.S.  citizens,
can continue to receive therapy and treatment for the
domestic abuse they endured.

Violet also has worked with a 17-year-old male from El
Coco, Guatemala, who was forced to flee his native coun-
try because he was terrorized and persecuted by the
Mara Salvatrucha (MS) gang for refusing to join the violent
gang.  The MS gang members threw objects at him, and
teased, threatened and followed him.  The persecution
became more serious when the gang beat him up severe-
ly, and told the youth that he could be found anywhere,
and that he would be killed.  Eventually our client was
forced to stop going to school and to hide at home, for
fear that he would be killed upon leaving his house.  The
youth currently is in removal proceedings before an

In recognition of her enthusiasm, dedica-
tion and the excellent quality of her work
related to these pro bono efforts, Violet

was awarded the Sonnenschein Los
Angeles Pro Bono Advocate of the Year

award for 2005.

Immigration Judge in Los Angeles and applying for asy-
lum.  Again, Violet's fluency in Spanish facilitated her com-
munications with the client and she has been the primary
client contact, as well as responsible for drafting and
assembling documents in connection with his asylum
application.  Our merits hearing is set for April 2006.

In addition, Violet is working on a matter for Inland Valley
Drug and Alcohol Recovery Services, a nonprofit organiza-
tion in San Bernardino County, California which runs a drug
and alcohol rehabilitation center for women with depend-
ent children, with respect to the purchase of the land on
which the recovery center sits.  The children are allowed to
stay on the grounds with their mothers and remain in a
safe nurturing environment while their mothers participate
in recovery programs.  Violet drafted and negotiated the
purchase document and conducted due diligence with
respect to the sale of land.  Violet earned high marks from
the board of directors and the program directors with
whom she worked closely for her technical expertise with
respect to the real estate deal.

Dana Orr
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Many of our pro bono cases are landlord-tenant disputes,
but each case brings with it a unique set of challenges and
rewards.  Most importantly, these cases give us an oppor-
tunity to help those who cannot help themselves.  In the
fall of 2004, Los Angeles Of Counsel Chris Prince took on
a case from Public Counsel shortly before it was sched-
uled to go to trial.  

Sonnenschein and Public Counsel represented Marcela
Benitez, her husband Onesimo Hernandez, and their moth-
er Rigoberta Villegas, in their dispute with Daniel Garcia,
Wilfredo Najarro, Adelina Velasquez and Maria Gonzalez.

The dispute arose because Garcia and Velasquez offered
to help our clients purchase a duplex residence in the
name of a third party (Najarro).  Our clients moved into the
duplex and paid the mortgage, property taxes, and insur-
ance for nearly two years.  They also gave Garcia $13,000
as a “down payment.”  When our clients asked Garcia to
put the title in their names, Garcia said that he would
arrange it.  Instead, Garcia transferred the title to himself.
Then, he and Najarro refinanced the mortgage — taking

approximately $130,000 in equity.  Garcia then transferred
the title to his sister-in-law (Gonzalez), and she filed an
eviction action against our clients.  Our clients stood to
lose their home and their money.

On the day the eviction case was scheduled to go to trial,
our clients filed their own action for breach of contract,
fraud and declaratory relief.  The two cases were consoli-
dated before Judge Fruin in Los Angeles Superior Court.
After several months of discovery and an attempt at medi-
ation, the case was tried before Judge Fruin.  

After a six day bench trial, Judge Fruin ruled in our clients'
favor on every major issue.  He rejected the defendants'
statute of fraud defense and ruled that Gonzalez held the
title as constructive trustee in favor of our clients, and
thus awarded $110,000 in compensatory damages and
$35,000 in punitive damages to our clients.  In reaching
his decision, Judge Fruin described Garcia's and
Velasquez's testimony as “willfully” false.  In particular, he
said that Garcia’s credibility was “destroyed” by cross-
examination.

Chris was lead counsel during the trial with Antonio Hicks
of Public Counsel serving as “second chair.”   Los Angeles
associates Sekret Sneed and Johnny Tran were actively
involved before and during trial, as was Los Angeles sum-
mer associate Chante Gordon.  

Describing his experience, Chris said:  “Measured in dol-
lars, this was my smallest case last year.  By any other
measure, it was my most important.”

Sonnenschein Team Works with Public Counsel to Win Real
Estate Dispute

Sonnenschein has won an important asylum case for
one of our Midwest Immigrant and Human Rights

Center pro bono clients, Sister Mary Rose Atuu, a
Ugandan nun who has been a passionate spokesperson
against the atrocities committed by the Lord's
Resistance Army (LRA), a rebel group that has terrorized
the Acholi people in Northern Uganda since 1986.  Sister
Mary Rose, who currently is  studying in the United
States, has testified before the U.S.  Congress and has
spoken out in the media in an effort to secure political
support for her cause and funding for Acholi children, the
most frequent abductees by the LRA.  Due to her vocal

opposition to the LRA, as well as her tribal membership
and religious beliefs, she would have been in grave dan-
ger of harm from the LRA if she returned to Uganda.
Lisa Fain, Catherine Nasser and Terry Norton, all of
Chicago, represented Sister Mary Rose on her political
asylum affirmative application, with assistance from
associate Jillian Gutman. 

Dawn'te Norsweather and Nancy Gottschalk, also from
Chicago, provided substantial and invaluable adminis-
trative support.  

Sonnenschein Helps Sister Mary Rose Receive Asylum
from Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda

Measured in dollars, this
was my smallest case last
year.  By any other measure,
it was my most important.

““

Sonnenschein’s San Francisco office received the coveted
State Bar of California's 2005 President's Pro Bono
Service Award in the Medium Law Firm Branch Category
in San Francisco on September 9, 2005.  Sonnenschein
was nominated by the Volunteer Legal Services Program
of the Bar Association of San Francisco, which noted in its 

nomination Sonnenschein’s “long history of commitment
to work done for the public good” and the firm’s “tenacity
and commitment to seeing the cases through to success-

ful completion, spending approximately 1,300 hours in
less than a 12 month period.”

The San Francisco office continues to undertake pro bono
cases in a variety of litigation and transactional areas.  In
fact, San Francisco Managing Partner Paul Glad and office
Pro Bono Committee Chairman Ivor Samson are them-
selves actively involved in representing pro bono clients
and, under their leadership, San Francisco pro bono partici-
pation has more than doubled over the last three years.  “I
am very proud of how our attorneys have devoted their
time and energy to helping those less fortunate, for this
exemplifies the best of our profession,” states Paul, “as
well as providing valuable training and experience.”

Sonnenschein San Francisco Receives State Bar of
California’s 2005 President’s Pro Bono Service Award

…this exemplifies the best
of our profession.“

“

Sarah Minchener of Washington, D.C. successfully
prosecuted a breach of contract action in the Fairfax

County District Court.  Our client,
the plaintiff, wished to rent out a
room in her home, and entered
into a lease agreement with the
defendant, who was moving
because she and her live-in
boyfriend had broken up.  The
day the defendant moved in, a
third party (our client's former
fiancé) caused a disturbance at
our client's home, resulting in a
broken window.  

Although our client called the police, no charges were
pressed, and the defendant continued living at the resi-
dence.  Three days later, the defendant moved out while
our client was at work and refused to pay any additional
rent.  The defendant and her boyfriend had reconciled,
and the defendant had moved back in with him.  The
defendant claimed, however, that she was justified in
breaking the lease because she felt unsafe in our client's
home.  Despite our client's best efforts, it took several
months for her to find another roommate.

For this matter, Sarah mastered the facts and docu-
ments, spotted and researched many legal issues,

interviewed witnesses subpoenaed by the defense,
conducted several long prep sessions with the client
and prepared examination outlines.  Sarah first-chaired
the trial, handling the direct and redirect of our client,
crossing the defendant and the one other defense wit-
ness, objecting when appropriate and working well
with the exhibits.  Sarah gave the closing statement in
which she pulled together the testimony and the law
to succinctly address each of the defendant’s three
legal theories.

The trial lasted for six hours, thanks in part to the dili-
gent records kept by our client.  The case was far from
a slam dunk, and hinged in large part on credibility
issues.  The judge was difficult to read, but in a very
unusual move for this court, he retired to chambers to
review the exhibits, his notes and the caselaw (which
Sarah had handed to the judge after closing).  The
judge returned and ruled in our client's favor on each
count.  He awarded our client all of her damages,
$2,300 (lost rent, utilities, and the costs associated
with finding a new tenant) and even awarded $1,000 in
attorneys’ fees.

This case was referred to Sarah by partner Lisa

MacVittie.  Lisa also was instrumental in preparing and
strategizing the case.

Washington, D.C. Office Helps Resolve Landlord-Tenant Dispute

Left to right are: Donald M. Carley, partner; Peter Soares, associate;
Paul E.B. Glad, San Francisco Office Managing Partner; and Ivor E.
Samson, partner, San Francisco Office Pro Bono Chairman.

Sarah Minchener
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Sonnenschein Helping 826 Valencia Expand Students’ Writing Skills 

Through the support and advice of numerous volunteers
and organizations, including Sonnenschein, 826 Valencia

has expanded its writing services for students ages 8-18
by adding new chapters over the past two years in
Chicago, Los Angeles, Michigan, New York and Seattle.
826 Valencia provides free drop-in services to help stu-
dents develop their writing skills in the realm of fiction,
nonfiction or English as a second language.  Through
one-on-one tutoring, in-depth workshops and storytelling,
the organization also helps students explore their love of
writing and create their own story collections, zines and
other publications.

Numerous Sonnenschein attorneys have been actively
involved with 826 Valencia since its founding in San
Francisco in 2002.  As chair of the organization's national
advisory committee and legal counsel to 826 Valencia (also
now known as “826 National”), Reece Hirsch currently is
working with other members to provide counsel to the
national organization and to discuss and implement best
practices and literacy goals in the various chapters.  

“826 Valencia is a remarkable success story,” says Reece.
“Since Sonnenschein began working with the organization
in 2001, they've grown from a small storefront operation
in San Francisco's Mission District to a truly national
organization.  It's gratifying to see the way 826 Valencia
and its chapters are inspiring students and providing cre-
ative programs that many public schools don't have the
resources to offer.”

Other Sonnenschein attorneys involved in this project,
including Jack Gilbertson (legal counsel, board member
and treasurer of 826LA), Eric Decator (legal counsel to
826 Chicago), Sandy McCandless, Meleana Leaverton,

Stephanie Zeppa, Virginia Young and Arnold Schuster,
have provided advice on corporate, intellectual property,
labor and employment, real estate and tax-exemption
issues.  Jennifer Bunshoft, a former Sonnenschein attor-
ney and 826 Valencia’s first pro bono liaison, completed a
tremendous amount of work for the organization.
Bunshoft initiated Sonnenschein’s involvement with 826
Valencia through her contact with Nínive Calegari, the pro-
gram’s founding executive director and a former classmate
at Middlebury College in Vermont.

“Sonnenschein’s brains have been our backbone,” notes
Calegari.  “826 could not have succeeded in the communi-
ty without Sonnenschein’s help on all of our behind-the-
scenes strategizing and planning.  We are so thrilled that
this invaluable support is extending to our new cities as
our program grows.”  

While 826 Valencia hopes to expand to even more
cities in 2007, the organization does not limit its contri-
butions to its local chapters.  In response to the hurri-
cane devastation in the Gulf Coast states last fall, 826
Valencia raised money to send a cadre of staff mem-
bers and volunteers to Houston to offer displaced chil-
dren a meaningful distraction and a safe environment
to write and share.  Stations were established in the
Astrodome and in churches where young people were
able to learn how to craft their own books and journals,
draw cartoons and write poems.  The group also took
hundreds of coloring books and crayons to offer as a
positive diversion. 

In recognition of its tremendous contributions, 826
Valencia recently was recognized in the San Francisco Bay
Area with the distinguished “New & Emerging Cultural
Organization” award by the Business Arts Council.  With
the assistance of Sonnenschein attorneys and many oth-
ers volunteers, 826 Valencia is primed to receive many
more awards as it expands its services and helps even
more students across the U.S.  develop a wide range of
invaluable writing skills.

It’s gratifying to see the
way 826 Valencia and its
chapters are inspiring stu-
dents and providing cre-
ative programs that many
public schools don’t have
the resources to offer.

“

“

With Sonnenschein’s assistance, Cleanslate Chicago

opened operations in 2005 as a nonprofit corporation
operating in the Auburn Gresham neighborhood on
Chicago’s South Side.  The organization assists motivated
homeless and at-risk individuals in achieving real, lasting
success through training, job placement and critical sup-
port services.  Cleanslate grew out of the mission and
success of The Cara Program, which also helps at-risk indi-
viduals find permanent employment.

Cleanslate has been successful in its first seven months
of operation, placing 11 interns in permanent jobs
through November 2005.  Sonnenschein attorney Eric

Decator, together with legal assistant Mary Ann

Anderson, incorporated Cleanslate and have provided
ongoing advice to Cleanslate in the areas of corporate
structuring, governance, business operations, state and
local licensure, liability exposure and federal and Illinois
tax exemption matters.  The organization plans to expand
its operations throughout the city in 2006, and numerous
sponsors and supporters, including Boeing, JPMorgan
Chase, Goldman Sachs and the mayor’s office, have
been involved in supporting the program.  

Cleanslate interns work in the context of “on-the-job-train-
ing,” learning critical work and life skills as they perform
community neighborhood beautification projects, including
cleaning sidewalks, parkways, public gardens and vacant
lots.  Formalized classroom training is conducted daily to
analyze and learn from situations that occur throughout
the day.  Individuals earn money, improve their long-term
job prospects and make a real difference.  Cleanslate also
educates community residents about the importance of
recycling and facilitates recycling efforts.  

Mark Carroll, a New York-based managing director for
Goldman Sachs, helped create Cleanslate as part of a fel-
lowship he received as one of the company’s top-perform-
ing executives.  Carroll returned to his native Chicago and
contacted his friend Terry Norton at Sonnenschein to
request assistance.

The Cara Program President Eric Weinheimer notes, “The
Cara Program and Cleanslate are extraordinarily grateful to
Sonnenschein - and especially to Eric Decator and Terry
Norton who provided invaluable insight throughout
Cleanslate’s pilot program and beyond.  Through their support,
we now have a thriving program designed to serve hundreds
of impoverished individuals looking to transform their lives.”

Sonnenschein Helps Launch Cleanslate Chicago Nonprofit Program

Human Rights Watch Recognizes Our Exceptional Pro Bono Work

The Human Rights Watch annual report acknowledges
Sonnenschein’s exceptional pro bono work — thanking
both the firm (one of only three firms recognized nation-
wide) and several Sonnenschein attorneys who have
played, and are playing, critical roles in the representation,

including Dev Chatillon, Marco Ferreira, Riva Kim, Eva

Lopez-Paredes and Richard Zuckerman.  Our work for
Human Rights Watch now includes attorneys from four
Sonnenschein offices — New York, Washington, D.C.,
Chicago and Los Angeles.

Reece Hirsch (writes) with Jennifer Bunshoft (former
Sonnenschein attorney and current 826 Valencia board member)
and Nínive Calegari, the program’s founding director (center).
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John Clark and Katie Funk of Washington, D.C.  suc-
cessfully secured asylum this past summer for a 29-year-
old woman who fled to the U.S.  from a country in West
Africa in May 2004 to avoid persecution at the hands of
her husband, a wealthy man with close ties to the coun-
try's government.  Shortly after her marriage in 2003, her
husband suddenly demanded that she undergo female
genital mutilation as an initiation into his family's tradition-
al religious practices.  When our client refused on the
grounds that the practice violated her religious beliefs,
her husband began an escalating course of coercion,
including physical and sexual violence that lasted for
many months and resulted in several hospitalizations and
three miscarriages.

Our client sought protection from the police and others in
her country but was denied assistance because of her
husband's relationships with governmental officials.
When our client sought to escape, her husband tracked
her down, forced her to return home and threatened her
with death.  When she finally obtained a U.S.  Visa, our
client fled to the United States, only to learn that she was
pregnant as a result of the sexual abuse she had suffered.  

In January 2005, she gave birth in Maryland to her daugh-
ter, who, by virtue of birth, is a U.S. citizen.  

If our client's application for asylum had been denied and
she had been returned to her country, she would have
been confronted with this choice: take the little girl with
her and the child surely would have been subjected to
genital mutilation; or, in the alternative, place the little girl
into foster care or gvie her up for adoption in this country.  

John and Katie took this case on referral from the Tahirih

Justice Center.  Katie put enormous effort into gathering
evidence from recalcitrant witnesses and hospitals and
finally obtained several strong, corroborating statements.
After compiling a very thorough application, letter and
country history, Katie accompanied our client and her baby
to the asylum interview in Arlington on July 13, 2005.  The
decision granting our client asylum was issued on July 29,
and our client is therefore entitled to obtain employment
and stay in the U.S., with her daughter, indefinitely.  After
asylum was granted, Katie said, “This woman had the
courage of her convictions even when it meant leaving her
family and homeland.  In the end, she saved her own life
and probably that of her daughter.  In very real terms, her
story is the story of America's promise.”

Cheryl Fleming Hall, Deanna Kreutz, and Liz Ballard

were of immeasurable assistance in this matter, compiling
and organizing information, handling the completion of the
filing, and transcribing hours of interview notes.

Update:  Our client recently accepted full-time employ-
ment with a large bank as a customer service representa-
tive.  In addition, she is enrolled in a weekend nursing pro-
gram at a local community college, and is on target to
obtain a nursing degree next year.  This January, she
moved with her daughter out of the transitional housing in
which they had been living for several months and into
their own apartment.  This amazing year was capped off
with the celebration of her daughter's first birthday.

Realizing the unmet need for diabetes education and health
promotion in the Latino population, Nancy Rodriguez, RN, CDE,
an employed Certified Diabetes Nurse Clinician at MacNeal
Hospital in Chicago’s western suburb of Berwyn, initiated a vol-
unteer service program called L.I.D.E.R.r. (Latino Instruction

in Diabetes to Empower and Reduce risks) in 2003.

This community-based program’s mission is to increase
access to educational information about diabetes and to pre-
vent disease by empowering Spanish-speaking individuals and
their families to follow important self-management health
guidelines.  Rodriguez accepted her position at MacNeal after
founding L.I.D.E.R.r.  because of the hospital’s need for spe-
cialized teaching for Spanish-speaking families with diabetes.
L.I.D.E.R.r.  received assistance from the hospital but
remained an independent community service program. 

With assistance from Chicago associate Jacinda

Washington Njike and partner Rosemary Gullikson, the
L.I.D.E.R.r.  Wellness Foundation is being established as a
federal not-for-profit organization, and Rodriguez hopes to
expand the program in the Chicago area in 2006 and
secure accreditation from the American Diabetes
Association (ADA) as the first specialized bilingual program
of its kind in Illinois.  This achievement would provide criti-
cal financial assistance and validation to insurance compa-
nies that the program’s services meet ADA standards and
also would increase the organization’s chances for secur-
ing essential grant money.  L.I.D.E.R.r. currently has a  fis-
cal agent — Good City of Chicago, which allows the
organization to receive funding through their 501c3 status.

Rodriguez notes, “L.I.D.E.R.r.  is very grateful for all the sup-
port that Sonnenschein provided in helping us obtain our not-
for-profit status.  Establishing the L.I.D.E.R.r.  Wellness
Foundation helped us open the doors to funding and keep the
doors open to provide community outreach and more than 20
seminars that reached more than 1,500 families in 2005.
Securing ADA accreditation this year would be a green light
for us in addressing important funding issues such as
Medicare reimbursement.”

Diabetes mellitus is a chronic illness and is the number one
cause of heart disease, renal failure, blindness and amputation
of lower extremities.  The prevalence of diabetes in Latinos is
twice that of non-Latinos.  Most of the clients who enter the
L.I.D.E.R.r.  program have never been educated about diabetes
and many, especially men, admit to having been reluctant to

seek information because of perceived stig-
mas associated with diabetes in the Latino
community; however, Rodriguez and
L.I.D.E.R.r.  are making progress in overcom-
ing these and other challenges.  For example,
attendance figures at seminars have
increased to 50-100 people per session com-
pared to fewer than 10 people when the pro-
gram started.

Rodriguez has been joined in her effort by
bilingual and bicultural professionals, includ-
ing physicians, faculty and certified dia-
betes nurse educators, as well as program
graduates and other community health
“Liders.”   Those who are interested can
participate in seminars offered five times a
year at community clinics, medical centers,

churches and health fairs.  Clients can complete the
L.I.D.E.R.r.  program by completing eight hours (four ses-
sions) of classroom education and two to four hours of
additional group seminar and individual follow-up time.  The
program pays special attention to new innovations, nutri-
tion, fitness and self-assessment/management techniques
to promote physical activity and dispel cultural myths.  

“When I started the program, I wanted to be part of the solu-
tion, but I didn’t realize just how great the need is for diabetes
awareness and prevention,” notes Rodriguez.  “While we con-
tinue to need funding, staff and volunteers, we are making
progress in educating and empowering families and making
them feel good about themselves.  There is definitely hope at
the end of the rainbow.” 

L.I.D.E.R.r. Provides Diabetes Awareness to Underserved
Latino Population

African Woman, Represented by Sonnenschein, Gains Asylum

Sonnenschein moved up nearly 70 places in the American
Lawyer’s 2005 Pro Bono ranking, placing #50 compared to
#119 in 2004.  Sonnenschein ranked third among firms in
the Chicago market.  The list, published in the publication’s
September 2005 issue, ranked the Top 200 grossing firms.  

Crain’s Chicago Business selected two high-profile litigation
cases led by Sonnenschein attorneys on a pro bono basis for

their annual “Big Litigation” listing in the September 19, 2005
issue.  The prominent cases chosen among the Top 25
included Ligas v.  Maram, an Illinois ADA violation lawsuit
being led on behalf of the plaintiff by partners John

Grossbart and Kendra Hartman, associates Anne

Nicholson Weber and Lisa Marley and paralegal Donna

Rivera, and Crusius v.  Illinois Gaming Board, a Constitutional
law case led on behalf of the plaintiff by Terry Norton.

Sonnenschein Pro Bono Work Recognized in American Lawyer
and Crain’s

This woman had the
courage of her convic-
tions even when it
meant leaving her family
and homeland.  In the
end, she saved her own
life and probably that of
her daughter.

“

“

Terry Norton and Jacinda Washington Njike attended a seminar sponsored by
L.I.D.E.R.r. Wellness Foundation and its founder, Nancy Rodriguez.
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Sonnenschein works with human rights groups from all
over the country and in the paragraphs below, we have
profiled three of them briefly: 

Human Rights Watch

Human Rights Watch is the largest human rights organiza-
tion based in the United States.  An independent, non-gov-
ernmental organization, Human Rights Watch is supported
by contributions from private individuals and foundations
worldwide.  Based in New York, with offices in Brussels,
London, Moscow, Hong Kong, Los Angeles, San
Francisco, Tashkent, Toronto, and Washington, Human
Rights Watch researchers conduct fact-finding investiga-
tions into human rights abuses in all regions of the world
and then publish those findings in dozens of books and
reports every year.  By investigating and exposing human
rights violations throughout the world, Human Rights
Watch generates extensive coverage in local and interna-
tional media, and the publicity helps not only to hold
abusers accountable but also to embarrass abusive gov-
ernments in the eyes of their citizens and the world.

Human Rights Watch then meets with government offi-
cials to urge changes in policy and practice — at the
United Nations, the European Union, in Washington and in
capitals around the world.  International standards of
human rights apply to all people equally, and HRW
believes that sharp vigilance and timely protest can pre-
vent the tragedies of the twentieth century from recurring.  

Human Rights First 

Since 1978, Human Rights First has worked to protect and
promote fundamental human rights.  Its work is impartial,
holding all governments accountable to the standards
affirmed in the International Bill of Human Rights.  Its pro-
grams focus on building the legal institutions and struc-
tures that will guarantee human rights in the long term.
Strengthening independent human rights advocacy at the
local level is a key feature of its work.  Human Rights First
also seeks to influence the U.S.  Government to promote
the rule of law in both its foreign and domestic policy, and
presses for greater integration of human rights into the
work of the UN and other international bodies.  Human

Rights First works to protect refugees through the repre-
sentation of asylum seekers and by challenging legal
restrictions on the rights of refugees in the United States
and around the world.  Human Rights First’s Asylum
Program is among the oldest and most successful legal
representation programs for refugees.

The organization’s Asylum & Refugee Protection and
International Justice and Anti-Discrimination division pro-
vided legal representation for more than 1,000 clients in
2004/2005.  Through their asylum representation program,
pro bono attorneys contributed more than 67,500 hours of
work, valued at $19 million.  Human Rights First has
helped lead the effort to build the capacity of national legal
systems to deal with discrimination, hate crimes and
human rights abuses, and to support the emerging global
system to deal with the worst of these crimes.  

Midwest Immigrant & Human Rights Center

The Midwest Immigrant & Human Rights Center (MIHRC),
a program of Heartland Alliance for Human Needs &
Human Rights, provides direct legal services to and advo-
cates for low-income and impoverished immigrants,
refugees and asylum seekers.  MIHRC strives to advance
rights and protections for these populations and empower
them to participate fully in public life by monitoring and
responding to human rights conditions and abuses at the
local, regional, national and international levels, and lever-
aging its expertise to influence public policy and effect leg-
islative and regulatory change.  

The Heartland Alliance for Human Needs & Human Rights
is an anti-poverty, human rights organization that provides
housing, health care, and human services to improve the
lives of impoverished Chicagoans.  Once known as
Travelers’ & Immigrants’ Aid, Heartland Alliance has been
helping the most marginalized men, women, and children
through services and advocacy since 1888.  Their asylum
and general immigrant services work also encompasses
the Children’s Project, the Citizenship and Naturalization
issues, the Detention Project, the National Center for
Detention, Democracy, and Due Process, Immigrant
Survivors of Domestic Violence, Policy and Advocacy,
Trafficking, and Community Outreach.

About Our Clients: Working with Human Rights Groups

This past fall, the New York Lawyers for the Public Interest
(NYLPI) published a commemorative booklet entitled The
9/11 Project, in which Sonnenschein was cited as one of
nine New York law firms that collaborated with each other
and the NYLPI to represent the families of union members
who died in the attack on the World Trade Center.
Sonnenschein people represented families in extreme
grief and disarray in the days and weeks after this unbe-
lievable tragedy.  Firm clients faced issues they had never
seen before, including the victims' families needing to file
with the Federal 9/11 Victims' Fund, needing help with
trusts and estates problems, housing problems, and many
immigration issues, as well as a host of other legal needs.  

Beyond basic legal assistance, Sonnenschein lawyers
needed to link some of the families with the right relief
and support organizations to begin putting their families’
lives back in order.  Sonnenschein made some amazing

contributions to these families, including securing a $1.1
million award from the Federal Fund for one client.  
Helise Harrington was one of many Sonnenschein people
involved in the project, which she describes as “among
the most rewarding of my legal career.”  Helise represent-
ed Lee, a 28-year-old woman who, like so many others,
suddenly became a widow when her husband of 10 years
was killed on 9/11.  At the time, Lee had a one-year-old
daughter and depended on her husband’s salary to make
ends meet.  Despite the extremely difficult circumstances,
Lee remained determined to keep her family moving for-
ward.  Helise notes, “Lee was truly an amazing woman.

While grieving her loss, Lee remained focused on being
there for her young daughter.  During the year I met with
her, she went back to work as a teacher's aide at The Little
Red School House and she also finished the last courses
for her B.A. so she could consider additional career
options.  She was lucky to have the family she did.  Her
mother quit her own job to watch Lee's baby full-time so
Lee could work and finish her schooling.” 

According to Helise, Lee was more fortunate than most.
“She was accepted by a group of litigators who picked
survivors likely to be successful to be one of the first to
apply for compensation from the Federal Fund.  Lee ulti-
mately received about $1 million.  She immediately
sought out a financial planner to make sure that she made
good decisions for her daughter.  Throughout the year, I
was more an administrator and a go-between, but while
the legal challenges were few, the personal satisfaction
was immense.”

Sonnenschein people contributed more than 1,000 pro
bono hours to this effort.  Our other program participants
—- attorneys, paralegals and staff, all listed in this new
book — include: Jill Abitbol, Rachel Balaban, Carole

Bass, Diana Bezares, Ralph Engel, Michael Gugig,
Aimee Hall, Hillary Hughes, Caryl Drexler Jacobs, Justin

Kattan, Fran Kleiner, Jeff Movit, Allen Reiter, Lew

Schwartz, Barbara Spund and Walter Stasiuk.  Stacy Hiller
Moss, after leaving Sonnenschein, became the 9/11
Project Coordinator for NYLPI.  Many others supported the
work with hours of time and assistance.

Sonnenschein Recognized for 9/11 Project,
Representing the Families of Union Members

Throughout the year, I was
more an administrator and
a go-between, but while the
legal challenges were few,
the personal satisfaction
was immense.

“ “


