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2007 Generous Associates Campaign

Our Cases
Legal Aid concentrates its activities in the areas of family, housing and public benefits law.  In addition to providing direct legal services, Legal Aid has expanded its scope through an extensive pro bono referral program, targeted outreach, and collaborative action on relevant issues, as well as law reform activities.  Legal Aid also has a social work case management program and engages in law reform and high impact advocacy.  The following stories, told by the client, illustrate the importance of our work.  Please feel free to share these stories with others in your firm to generate interest in the campaign.
---------------------

Illegal Housing Conditions:  Legal Aid represented a couple who were living in a building that the landlord sought to convert to condos.  In an effort to force the tenants to move, the landlord cut off the heat and hot water for two years and allowed the premises to become badly infested with rats and roaches.  When the strategy did not succeed in driving the couple out, the landlord broke into the apartment, shut off the gas, disconnected the gas line from the stove, shut off all the water, disconnected the pipes to the sinks and shower, and even -- to add insult to injury -- disconnected the toilet, took it out of the bathroom altogether, and left it in the middle of the living room.  She did all of this even though she knew that the wife was pregnant, expecting her first child.  The landlord refused to cash several rent checks and then sued to evict the couple for non-payment of rent.
 
The landlord brought a motion to require the tenant pay her full rent into the court registry during the pendency of the case.  At a hearing on the condition of the apartment for purposes of determining the rent amount to be paid to the court, the Judge expressed skepticism and determined that the best way to resolve the conflicts in the testimony was to view the premises.  The Judge adjourned the hearing and drove to the building, with all of the parties and counsel following.  It took the judge little time to pronounce the unit unfit for human habitation and ruled that the tenants would not have to pay any rent to the court as the case proceeded.  Far more than the monetary benefit of being excused of the rent payment, our clients felt vindicated as a result of the Judge’s visit and ruling.  

Facing this result, the landlord raised her settlement offer and our client accepted $30,000 in exchange for vacating the unit.  Our clients and their new baby girl are now living in a clean, safe and decent apartment -- a result that would have been impossible without the benefit of counsel.


Erroneous TANF Overpayment Claim:  We received a positive decision from the D.C. Department of Human Services on behalf of a survivor of domestic violence and her five young children.  Because the children's father had falsely reported that the children lived with him, DHS claimed that our client owed the government more than $7,800 in allegedly overpaid TANF benefits and food stamps and, in an attempt to recoup the money, reduced her monthly benefits to zero.  Through the intervention of Legal Aid, the client was able to demonstrate that her children lived with her, and the government restored her benefits and dropped its claim that she owed the government $7,800.  This representation made a huge different in this life of this family.



Benefits for Client With a Mental Disability:  A Legal Aid staff attorney assisted a client with schizophrenia and bipolar disorder.  Our client had a work history as a secretary, but mental illness eventually made her unable to work.  She made several work attempts to return to the work force but each time she decompensated and ended up in the hospital, suicidal and completely nonfunctional.  As a result of her inability to work, she fell behind in her rent and faced eviction.  She received emergency assistance to stay in her housing and applied for Social Security to obtain a stable income.  She was denied on the ground that her efforts to work showed that she was not disabled.  We represented her to appeal the denial and, after a hearing before an administrative law judge, the client was granted full benefits.  She no longer has to be worried about paying rent, is in a stable treatment program, and is doing well. 

Return of Child who had been Kidnapped by Non-Custodial Father:   Legal Aid successfully re-united a mother with her 3-year-old child through unrelenting advocacy at the Court and with the police.  Our client came to Legal Aid after her child had been kidnapped by the child’s father.  He had picked up the child for a normal weekend visitation, then refused to return the child and refused to tell the mother where he was keeping her.  He refused the mother all contact with the child for several months, even denying her the ability to speak with her daughter in the phone. 

 


Once a Legal Aid lawyer took the case, she got the police involved, and, upon threat of arrest from the police, the father finally returned the child before Christmas.  The original custody order allowed the father to have the child right before Christmas for visitation.  To prevent the visit and avoid any additional risk of a second kidnapping, we needed an emergency order to prohibit the father from snatching the child again.  Our lawyer went to Court on the Friday before Christmas and was told by the clerks that she could not see a judge that day.  Given the stakes, she refused to take no for an answer and waited at “Judge in Chambers”.  This strategy was successful and eventually an emergency order was entered prohibiting visitation until a full hearing could take place.  At a subsequent hearing in January, the order barring the father from visiting was extended and another hearing is set for March.  If we had not intervened, our client would not have re-united with her daughter and the system would still be failing her.

