


Director's Reflections

Thank you for viewing our 2003 annual report and learning more about
Northwestern Legal Services. Last year weontinued in our mission to provide free
legal aid in civil cases to low-income indiduals and families who could not afford
legal representation on their own. We beliee our work is fundamental to the system
of justice that has made our nation greatand it is a commitment we undertake each
and every day with a sense of pride and responsibility to the communities we call
home.

In this annual report you will see an overiew of the number and type of client
issues we handled last year. While is always important to view the “bigger

picture” when assessing the work of @on-profit organization, | ask that you
recognize each case as being a local storyaoaib an individual or family in need.
Whether we offer direct representation or lgal counsel in a landlord/tenant dispute,
a disabled person applying for Sociabecurity benefits, aparent seeking child
support from a ex-spouse, or a woman tryingo escape from domestic violence, our
cases are about real people who need ohelp. Our efforts on their behalf are
grounded in the belief that everyone, regardiss of how poor they may be, deserves
the same degree of access to our legal system.

It is also important to recognize that it tskes a team effort to bring legal aid to the
people we serve. While our dedicated aff of attorneys and paralegals provides the
direct representation and counsel to clientghey could not function without support
staff, technical staff, administrative staf, community education professionals, and a
board of directors who are actively involvel in the goals of our organization. | am
proud of the people who work with meat Northwestern Legal Services, and the
commitment we all bring to our mission.

Thank you for taking the time to learn more about the important work we do. |
hope you find the information in thisreport both illuminating and interesting.

Very truly yours,

Robert A. Oakley, Esq.

NWLS Executive Director



Introduction: Our Mission

On June 30, 1969, Legal Services of Northwestern Pennsylvania received status as a
non-profit corporation from the Commonwealth’s Department of Sate. It marked

the beginning of our region’s commitmento provide equal justice for low-income
individuals and familiesin civil legal cases.

Although the name of our organization wa changed in 1981 to Northwestern Legal
Services, what has not changed over the yeassour pledge to the people we serve.
Clients who come to us for help live near or below the poverty level, and they cannot
afford to hire an attorney when confronted with a serious legal problem. Our

mission is to respond to their civil legaheeds and to help them attain justice.

We honor this pledge by offering legal aidn areas that directly impact our clients in
their daily lives -- areas such as governnm benefits, family law, housing, medical
care, education and consumer/finance. We s strive to empower individuals with
the knowledge they need about their ghts and responsibilities under the law
through community education, media (TV)programming, Internet materials, and
pro se (self-help) clinics.

Our service area encompasses ten counties in northwestern Pennsylvania: Erie,
Mercer, Crawford, Venango, Forest, Warren, McKean, Potter, Elk and Cameron
Counties. This geographic area is roughlyhe size of the state of New Jersey. We
have staffed legal services offices in k&, Farrell, Meadville, Franklin, Warren and
Bradford, Pennsylvania. In addition tothe staffed offices, our law workers do
“circuit riding" and outreach to rural communities throughout our service area.

A telephone intake unit, housed in Erieprovides for the central administration of
policies and procedures for all potential clients who call us for help, including
determination of income and asset eligibty, case-acceptance, and scheduling. The
central intake unit also has two staff attorreys who offer brief service and counsel to
clients with legal problems that do notrequire protracted (lengthy) representation.

In addition to the array of civil legal senices that we provide with staff law workers
(attorneys and paralegals), we also work throughout our service area with private
attorneys who offer pro bono (free) Igal assistance to eligible clients.

As we celebrate thirty-five years of legahid in northwestern Pennsylvania, we look
forward to many more years of service to our region.



Types of Service

NWLS provides free legal representation and
counsel in civil legal cases to low-income
individuals and families throughout our 10-
county program region. Income eligibility is

set at approximately 125 percent of the federal
poverty guidelines as established and amended
each year by the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services. There are also asset
guidelines for potential clients.

3 Year Statistical Comparison

In 2003, we handled 5418 cases and closed
4363 cases — a slight decrease in the number of
cases handled and a slight increase in the
number of cases closed in comparison to 2002,
and an increase in both cases handled/closed in
comparison to 2001.

Although NWLS provides legal aid in a varietyof civil legal aresas, historically the
vast majority our services fall into four substantive categories: family law; housing;
public benefits; and consumer/ finance. Qter areas of legal repesentation include



education, employment, juvenile, and medicassistance. As in past years, legal aid
in the four major categories accounted fomearly 98 percent of the cases closed by

NWLS in 2003. A summary of the cases during the year includes the following:

Closed Cases By Major Category — 2003

Outcomes Measurement

One of the ways we can measure the effeativess of our legal sefges for clients in
northwestern Pennsylvania is to calcula the amount of benefits, in dollar and
cents, that we helped secure for them iB003. Legal representation and counsel by
NWLS law workers in areas such as Soal Security Disability, Temporary Aid to
Needy Families (TANF), and child supporfpayments are some of the cases that
contributed to this measurement. Lastyear we helped generate over a million
dollars in direct benefits to low-income peple in our region who turned to us for
help.



NWLS Program Staff

Although NWLS is a non-profit organization, you can look at us as a law firm
serving the poor. Like any goodaw firm, it requires the

cooperative efforts of a numler of staff members in order

for our mission to become realiy. We are fortunate to have

a core staff of experienced Ilgal services professionals,

along with younger attorneys and paralegals who are

equally dedicated to the mis®n of the organization. The

staff at NWLS includes the following:

Executive Director -- Robert A. Oakley, Esq., haserved as executive director of
NWLS since 1995. Prior to his appointment he worked as executive director of
Legal Services for Southeastern Wyomingdnc., where he also chaired the Legal Aid
Services Committee for the Wyoming State BaOakley is a licensed attorney in
Pennsylvania, Wyoming and Ohio (inactive).

Administrative Support Staff -- Assisting the executive diector with administrative
duties are a fiscal manager, a resource developer, and an administrative assistant.

Staff Attorneys -- NWLS currently has 14 staff attorneys who provide the full
gamut of legal representation and counsdbr our clients. The majority of these
attorneys have more than five years experiare in the legal profession, with a core
group serving in the legal services aremfrom 10 to 25 years. The breadth of
experience this legal team brings to ourlent community is an important part of
our success.

Paralegals-- In addition to our staff attorneys, NWLS has two paralegals who
handle certain matters for our clients.Working under the supervision of staff
attorneys, these paralegals act as impanht advocates for clients in areas of
administrative law such as unemploymentompensation. They also bring more than
40 years of combined experience indgl services to their profession.

Community Educator -- NWLS employs a full-time canmunity educator to interact
with our client community and with other social service agencies that share part of
our mission. Each year this communityeducator speaks to hundreds of client-
eligible people about the resourcethat NWLS makes available to them.



Support Staff -- Supporting the work of our law workers is a team composed of
secretarial/clerical workers, and co-directes of technology with responsibility for
both hardware and software components of our information systems. A total of 13
individuals comprise thisgroup of support staff.

A Commitment to Legal Aid

At Northwestern Legal Services, we take pride in assessing and responding to the

civil legal needs of our clients. We are also proud of our staff’s commitment to this

mission, and to the many years of service they have given to our organization and

the ideals that it represents. Each of the following staff members at Northwestern
Legal Services has 20 or more years of service to legal aid:

Kathy Landis ... Jim Montero ... Debbie Place
Paul Troskosky ... Kel McDonald
Judy Wilson ...Bob Oakley

Current NWLS Staff Directory




Community Education

When people think of legal aid at NWLS what often comes to mind is the direct
representation and counsel we provide to {@-income clients. Our work, however,
encompasses much more than this. laddition to legal advocacy, we are also
involved in an active program of communitylegal education to empower individuals
to seek justice on their own behalf. A fli-time community educator is employed at
NWLS to interact with our client community and with other social service agencies
that share part of our mission.

Along with presentations to community graips, we distribute a wide array of legal
education brochures that offer information on areas of the law such as
landlord/tenant relations, unemploymert compensation, child custody and
consumer law. NWLS also publishes a quarterly newslette@he People's Voice, that
contains a variety of information on civl legal topics and concerns, as well as
updates on social service programs thdienefit our client community. We also
distribute videotape copiesof our television program, Access to Justice, t0 other
legal services organization across the Commuwealth of Pennsylvania, and to social
service agencies thatesve low-income clients.

Type of Community Education # People Served
Presentations to community groups 2972

Total number of people in audiences

Legal education brochures 8281

Total number of copies distributed

"The People’s Voice"

Total number of copies distributed Al
Video legal education materials 150

Number of videotapes distributed



Legal Aid Volunteer Attorneys

The Erie County Bar Association (ECBA), inpartnership with Northwestern Legal
Services, takes pride in their commitmat to pro bono representation for low-
income people in Erie County. The Lgal Aid Volunteer Attorney Program, or
LAVA, has been recognized as a model for other pro bono projects around the
county. Since its inception in 1982, well @r 6,500 low-income clients have received
free representation and counsel from members of the Erie County Bar Association.
Last year alone (2003), LAVA attorneysclosed more than 100 cases for indigent
clients in Erie County, and donated more than 500 hours of legal work on their
behalf.

In addition to the direct legal represenation offered by the pro bono project, LAVA
attorneys in the area of family law also serve as instructors for a pro se divorce
clinic in Erie County. We are also praud of the fact that court reporters have
volunteered their pro bono services to aid irthe representation of eligible clients.

LAVA is a success because of the clmsooperation between the ECBA and
Northwestern Legal Services.A NWLS staff attorney who is also an ECBA member
coordinates the LAVA program, and theNWLS Central Intake Unit screens
potential clients for income and assetligibility, case aceptance criteria, and
conflicts of interest. The LAVA coordinator matches eligible clients with ECBA
attorneys, and oversees the administrative dails of the process from intake to case
closing.

Since 1982, it is estimated that over 10,0¢@0 bono hours of legal representation
and counsel have been given to impoveatied individuals andfamilies in Erie
County by LAVA. Given an average range forattorneys fees in the region at about
$100 to $125 an hour, this translates into ové&1 million in free legal service to the
poor and disadvantaged over the last two decades.

In addition to the pro bono representation in Erie, attorneys in other counties within
the NWLS service area (suclas Venango County) providepre bono assistance on
occasion. They are called on for help wdn a conflict of interest prevents NWLS
from assisting a particular client, or whenthe type of case lies outside the program
priorities and case acceptance framework.



Blossom Project

In August 2003, NWLS was awarded $450,000 from the U.S. Department of Justice
(DOJ) to continue the broad range of ciil legal services to victims of domestic
violence in six counties in northwestern

Pennsylvania, including Mercer, Crawford,

Venango, McKean, Warren and Forest Counties.

The 24-month grant enabled NWLS to employ

five attorneys dedicated solely to the goals of the

project.

The goals of the LegaAssistance for Victims

Grant Program, or "Blossom Project,” are quite

clear --to help victims of domestic violence

sever the ties that bind them to abusers. We do

this by providing the full range of legal &sistance in all types of civil cases that
victims encounter in their lives.

Clients are referred into the new progiam by the domestic violence advocacy
organizations within the six counties servedthy the DOJ grant. These centers include
Victim's Resource Center, Inc, (Venango and Crawford Counties)Women's
Services, Inc, (Crawford County); AW/ARE Inc., (Mercer County); The Crisis
Center, (Venango County);McKean County Victim's Resource Center(McKean
County); and A Safe PlaceWarren and Forest Counties).

Clients of the Blossom Project are victim®f domestic violence who do not have the
financial resources to hire an attorney ortheir own. Income and asset eligibility has
been set at 125 percent or less of the fedémoverty guidelines, but it is important

to keep in mind that the income and asse of the abuser are not included in this
calculation. Community legal education isoffered to all ofthe victims at the
domestic violence centers, regardss of their financial resources.

By using legal aid to help break the tieshat bind victims to their abusers, the
Blossom Project hopes to enable victims, arttieir children, to stop the violence that
threatens their lives, and tomove beyond the cycle of domestic abuse that hinders
their growth.
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Access to Justice

Lights...Camera...Action!

Cable television viewers in Erie can tune in telccess
to Justice four times each week-- a series created by
NWLS and devoted to civil lgyal issues that impact the
low-income community we serve. The half-hour
programs are broadcast to over 35,000 households on
Erie Cablevision Channel 2 every Monday and
Wednesday evening at 9:30 p.m., and Saturday and
Sunday at 7 p.m. The shows are produced in their
entirety by staff members from the NWLS Erie office,

Hosted by NWLS Executive Director Robert Oakley,
the series offers informationon a variety of topics that
impact low-income individuals and families. Topics
include utility law, medical assistance, Social Security
disability, consumer protectian, food stamps, Earned
Income Tax Credits and tax tips for low-income
taxpayers. Since the programs went on-air in June
2001, distinguished guests have included Chief
Administrative Law Judge Alma deLeon; U. S.
Bankruptcy Judge Warren Bentz; Deputy Attorney
General for the Pennsylvania Bureau of Consumer
Protection, Attorney Leslie Grey; Erie County Court
of Common Pleas Judge Elizabeth Kelly; Internal
Revenue Service Territory Manager, Jim Daugherty;
and local attorneys Phil Friedman and Tim Riley.

In 2003, the series began producing programs in languages other than English for
residents with limited English proficiency. Programs on utility law and medical
assistance were done in Spanish, with plaro expand program offerings to include
Russian and Bosnian.
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Programs Produced in 2003

“Tax Tips” Changes in the federal incomeaix that affect individual taxpayers.
Guest: James Daugherty, Territory Manager, Stakeholder Partnerships,
Education, Communication (SPEC), Internal Revenue Service.

“Unemployment Compensation” Overview of unemployment compensation,
including referee hearings and appeal proess. Guests: NWLS staff attorneys Julia
Bandecca and Judy Wilson.

“Medical Assistance” New programs available to quéfied residents and their
family members, and changes that are tang place in the way that MA is
administered in the Commonwealth. Gues Attorney Fran Chervenak, Managing
Attorney, PA Health Law Project, Pittsburgh office.

“District Justice Courts” The central role that district justice courts serve in
Pennsylvania’s judicial system. Guests: Birict Justice Paul Urbaniak, Attorney
John Gandrud, NWLS Managing Attorney for the Central Intake Unit.

“Child Tax Credits” Information on recent developmentsn federal child tax credits
and advanced earned income tax credit Guest: James Daugherty, Territory
Manager, Stakeholder Partnerships, Eduation, Communication (SPEC), Internal
Revenue Service.

“LIHEAP” Energy assistance grants available to low-income households in
Pennsylvania through the Low Income Hme Energy Assistance Project (LIHEAP).
Guest: Attorney Harry Geller, Director, PA Utility Law Project.

“General Utility Information” -- What low-income residents of the Commonwealth
can do if problems arise with gas and elegt companies regulated by the PA Public
Utilities Commission. Guest: AttorneyHarry Geller, Director, PA Utility Law
Project.

(Spanish Version) “General Utility Information” -- What low-income residents of
the Commonwealth can do if problemsarise with gas and electric companies
regulated by the PA Public Utilities Canmission. Guest: Attorney Harry Geller,
Director, PA Utility Law Project.

"Medical Assistance" Overview of programs availableto low-income residents as
part of Medical Assistance in PA Guest:Attorney Leonardo Cuello, Staff Attorney,
PA Health Law Project, Philadelphia office

(Spanish version) "Medical Assistance'Overview of programs available to low-

income residents as part of Medical Assiatice in PA. Guest: Attorney Leonardo
Cuello, Staff Attorney, PA Health Law Project, Philadelphia office.
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Technology at NWLS

Technology, especially the Internetis changing the world around us.

The question we ask ourselves about technology NWLS is simply this -- how can
we use it to enhance the cause of justicand to make our region a better place to
live?

The answer is found in our technological effod to expand the reach of legal services
to clients who might otherwisedo without the benefit of civil legal aid. We want to
say “yes” to more people who need ounelp, and we accomplish this goal by
integrating appropriate technology, both irternally and externally, throughout the
entire organization. While technology will never replace the importance of direct
representation and counsel by skilled law workers at

NWLS, it is clear that it does offer important advantages

for our low-income community.

These advantages are displagemost prominently on the

Internet. The NWLS Website,www.nwls.org, contains a

wide variety of community education tools that offer

information on substantive areas of the law such as

housing, government benefits, unemployment

compensation, family law, and consumer issues. There are

also a whole host of important links that bring low-income

clients in touch with programsand services that can be of

great benefit to them. Low-income cliats, for example, can use the links to
download applications for government benfits such as food stamps and cash
assistance grants, and they can learn more about important programs designed to
help them achieve economic self-sufficiency.

While technology offers the promise oincreased access to our client-eligible
community, it also provides for increasecefficiency within our organization. In
2003, we installed new case managemestftware in order to create a common
platform for data collection and record keeping with other legal services programs
across the state. We also continued in oefforts at modernizing our high-speed
connections between our staffed offices -#mprovements that enable us transfer
important documents in “real time, and ultimately help our clients in their civil legal
concerns. Our Intranet site has als@reatly expanded our ability to network
internally among all program staff, and it provides immediate access to important
information we need to do ourwork for the people we serve.

Technology enables us to reach out to m@ individuals and families who need our
help, and we measure our success by the liviiat we touch in the process of seeking
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justice on their behalf. In that sensetechnology at NWLS is a really a partner in
what we do, and how we go about doing it an important tool to be used in our
mission to assess and respond to the cileéigal needs of low-income people in the
communities we serve.

14



NWLS Board of Directors

Officers

President
Raymond H. Bogaty, Esq.
Law Vice-President
Colleen McCarthy, Esq.
Lay Vice-President
Thelma Grady
Secretary
Connie Bush
Treasurer
Daniel Glassmire, Esq.

Members

Jay Alberstadt, Esq.
R. Christopher Brode, Esq.
William H. Burwell, Esq.
Sarah Dickinson, Esq.
Karl Geci, Esq.
Michael J. Goebl, Esq.
Brenda Gonzalez
Vivian LaCamera
Thomas Lent, Esq.
Matthew McCullough, Esg.
Ross McKeirnan, Esq.
Patricia Mickel
Frankie Molisani
John Nagurney, Esq.
Barbara Ochs, Esq.
Alan Shaddinger, Esq.
Virginia Garris Sharp, Esq.
Theresa Sloss
Debbie Snowball
Thomas A. Tupitza, Esq.
Shannon Ubelhear
Susan VanGuilder
Dan Wallace, Esq.
William H. White, IllI, Esq.




Client Stories

A mother came to our office with her 18year-old child who suffers from mental

retardation. Although the child had been receiving Supplemental Security Income
from the federal government, the benets ceased when the mother’s income
increased to a certain level. When the mother’s income was subsequently reduced,
and the child reapplied for SSI, the benefitsvere denied. We represented the client
at an administrative law hearing, and a Filly Favorable Decision was issued finding
the client disabled and eligible to eceive SSI benefits. The client received a
retroactive check in the anount of $8500 and ongoing mthly benefits of $579 per
month. This will allow the client and her mother to regain financial stability and
receive proper medical treatment for her impairments.
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2.) A client came to our office regarding anappeal from a District Justice hearing
for an eviction from public housing. Shewas being evicted for housing a boarder in
violation of the lease. Shéad a boyfriend living with her at the time, and when she
tried to get him added to the lease, they found he had a prior

criminal record. She threw him out and even paid the public

housing authority to change the loks so he couldn’t return. Despite

the fact that she was now livig alone and her ex-boyfriend was

gone, the housing authority was still pursuing the eviction.

In addition to the housing cancerns, the client also had a
myriad of health problems. Her apartment was a distance from her
doctor’s office and physical therapy appointments. A NWLS law
worker met with representatives from thehousing authority and argued that our
client should be moved to a handicappedpartment closer to her doctors. Our
office suggested that all the problems wodlbe solved if they would just move our
client.

Our client got a doctor’s statement and applied for a housing for people with
disabilities. After numerousattempts at resolving this dispute, the housing director
finally called and told our office that he had a handicapped apartment available for
our client in the area close to her doctds office. When we informed the client
about the decision, she cried with joy.It was her birthday and she was so very
happy to have a new apartment close to where she would be able to get the
treatment and therapy she needed.

BBEBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBI
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3.) A woman came to our office regardinga denial of unemployment compensation
benefits from her former employer. Our cient had three children and had no source
of income following the loss of her job. Tks was threatening her ability to keep her
mobile home as she could notfeord her rent or utilities. Our
client's employer had alleged shéad been insubordinate to her
manager while at work. The fats of the case were that the
woman was told to work beyond her regularly scheduled hours,
and when she asked to leave herlpato pick up her children from
their day care, her request was denied. When she left work to pick
up her children, she was fired. A hearing was held before an
unemployment compensation refereeand it was determined that
the client had not been insubordinate. She was granted unemployment benefits of
$180.00 per week, money she needed to pay her bills.

BBEBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBBI

4.) Our office has a client who is a ntber of five children, three of whom are
mentally and physically handicapped andange in ages from 4 to 12. The woman
got out an abusive relationship with our assistance, and as part of our legal
representation of her civil issues, we handled a divorce

and child support, and finally a custody hearing on her

behalf. While this was transpiring, the client got a once in

a lifetime offer to finish her college degree out of state,

and she wanted to move over her ex-husband's objection.

We presented our custody relocation case to the mediator,

and to our delight and hers, the court granted her

permission to move, and she'started on her new life. The

children are proud of their mother's accomplishments

and they work harder to do wdl in school, so she will too
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