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OUR MISSION 

 

In 1990, having witnessed growing disparities of legal resources and representation throughout 

Brooklyn’s judicial system, attorneys in Brooklyn joined together in founding the Brooklyn Bar 

Association Volunteer Lawyers Project (VLP) to help close the justice gap. Guided on the 

principle that all people should be valued and provided with equal opportunities and 

resources, the VLP's mission and vision as maintained to this day: to ensure that the legal system 

is accessible to those who, because of special needs or the overwhelming burden of poverty, 

would not otherwise have their rights protected or their voices heard. 

 

The VLP provides direct civil legal services to residents of Brooklyn living at or below 200% of the 

Federal Poverty Guidelines, assisting them to overcome life-altering legal challenges, including 

family breakdowns, devastating debt, immigration status, threatened homelessness, and 

ongoing predatory practices that overwhelmingly target the poor, the elderly and individuals 

with disabilities.  

 

The VLP values respect, dignity, and justice – fair access to the legal system must be afforded 

to all. At the heart of the VLP's model is the recognition that the pro bono commitment of the 

private bar can be most effective for underserved residents of Brooklyn to access justice. The 

VLP recruits, trains, and mentors volunteers from every legal background, who, unified in 

purpose, use their skills and talents to provide high quality, compassionate direct legal 

representation, advice and counsel and community education throughout Brooklyn. 

Volunteers outside the legal profession participate in outreach efforts including “know your 

rights” trainings and financial counseling as well as community forums and coalition building. 

 

OUR PRACTICE AREAS 

 

Family Law and Uncontested Divorce 

The VLP assists individuals and families in crisis by offering legal assistance in family court 

matters. We represent clients in custody and visitation cases by appearing with them in court 

and/or offering advice and counsel. Through our child and spousal support practice, we assist 

both custodial and non-custodial parents to ensure fairness and equity in support orders 

granted by the Kings County Family Court. 

 

The VLP also has an active self-represented uncontested divorce program that assists men and 

women whose lives are in crisis or at a standstill because of a broken marriage, or because 

they were abandoned or are survivors of domestic violence and/or emotional abuse. As the 

uncontested divorce process can be overwhelming, VLP volunteer attorneys provide much 

needed support by helping pro se petitioners complete their divorce. 

 

17A Guardianship 

The VLP assists with Article 17A guardianship proceedings in Kings County Surrogate’s Court to 

designate a family member or friend to act on behalf of a person over the age of 18 with 

intellectual or developmental disabilities. 

  

Advance Directives 

Volunteer attorneys provide assistance to qualifying low income clients to prepare and 

execute Last Wills and Testaments and Powers of Attorney. Testamentary substitutes are also 

explored and discussed. 

 



Through the National Grid Foundation Senior Legal Education and Assistance Program (NGF 

Senior LEAP), volunteer attorneys present on a variety of topics at senior centers, churches, 

temples, and other venues throughout Brooklyn to educate seniors about the importance of 

advance medical directives, strategies for staying at home and aging in place, benefits, 

financial advance directives, the changing landscape of Medicaid, and scams targeting the 

elderly. 

 

 

Consumer Debt  

Chapter 7 Bankruptcy protection is often chosen as a last resort by individuals and families 

facing Insurmountable debt after trying to cope with job loss, a family crisis, or serious medical 

problems. VLP volunteer attorneys assist individuals who need to re-order their finances by 

drafting bankruptcy petitions and by representing them in Chapter 7 proceedings in the United 

States Bankruptcy Court, Eastern District of New York. 

 

The VLP also runs several clinics to assist unrepresented debtors. The Civil Legal Advice and 

Resource Office (CLARO) is a free, weekly walk-in clinic at Kings County Civil Court where 

consumers can obtain free information about debt collection. In addition, through the 

Consumer Debt Volunteer Lawyer for a Day (VLFD) Access to Justice Program, a VLP staff 

attorney is present four days a week in Kings County Civil Court working with volunteer 

attorneys, law graduates and law students to provide limited scope direct representation to 

pro se litigants in consumer debt actions. 

 

Foreclosure Intervention 

Thousands of New Yorkers are at risk of losing their homes and need attorneys to help navigate 

the difficult foreclosure process. VLP volunteer attorneys represent individuals throughout the 

whole foreclosure process, including foreclosure motion practice, bad faith hearings, 

foreclosure defense litigation, and settlement conferences in Kings County Supreme Court. 

 

The VLP runs several foreclosure clinics a week, including the Foreclosure Legal Assistance 

Group (“FLAG”) in Kings County Supreme Court, open every Monday, Tuesday, and 

Wednesday, the Borough Hall Foreclosure Clinic, held the second Wednesday of each month, 

and the Supreme Court Foreclosure clinic on Friday mornings. 

 

Office of Administrative Trials and Hearings (OATH) Homeowner Representation Project 

In partnership with OATH and Brooklyn Law School, the VLP launched a program in 2018 where 

trained volunteer attorneys and law students provide representation for the day to 

homeowners in Department of Building matters.  Low-income homeowners are often unaware 

of their rights and the law, and volunteers assist with legal arguments, advise on compliance 

and correcting defects, and represent pro se homeowners for the day at their hearings.  

Volunteer opportunities with the OATH project are held every Monday between 9 am – 1 pm.  

 

Immigration 

The VLP partners with other organizations to provide critical assistance to immigrants and other 

foreign-born New Yorkers. This includes assisting parents with emergency planning in the event 

they are detained or deported, helping individuals complete naturalization papers to apply for 

U.S. citizenship, and organizing trainings on immigration law for volunteer attorneys. 

  

 

For more information, please contact Anne O’Grady, VLP Pro Bono Director, at 

aogrady@brooklynvlp.org or 718-473-9202.  
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COVID-19 & BROOKLYN 

 

Brooklyn, at the epicenter of COVID-19, has seen the most severe effects of the virus with long 

lasting impacts on our community and those most vulnerable. From loss of jobs to loss of lives, 

Brooklyn residents, specifically communities of color, have been devastated by COVID-19. With 

a growing unemployment rate, increase debts, looming foreclosures, ongoing displacement, 

and a rise in critical life planning needs, the VLP's direct legal services, education, outreach, 

and know your rights trainings are not only essential, but crucial to the dismantling of systemic 

barriers in accessing justice and equality. 

 

THE VLP COVID-19 RESPONSE 

 

In response to the pandemic, the VLP evaluated how to best extend its programming and help 

level the playing field for Brooklyn communities that remain marginalized and overlooked. As a 

result, the VLP launched the following new initiatives: 

 

VLP COVID-19 FRONTLINE WORKERS INITIATIVE 

In partnership with participating law firm Akin Gump LLP, the VLP COVID-19 Frontline Workers 

Initiative recognizes the sacrifice and dedication of frontline 1199SEIU UnitedHealthcare 

Workers East members by offering free legal services to prepare life planning documents (wills, 

health care proxies, powers of attorney, and parental designation forms). The 1199SEIU 

members are on the frontlines working in nursing homes, home care settings, hospitals, clinics, 

and ambulatory services, caring directly for COVID-19 patients, putting themselves at high-risk 

of COVID-19 infection and placing their lives on the line by virtue of their work. Many members 

are immigrants and women of color receiving minimum wage and a high percentage are 

limited English proficient.  

 

With increased concern of falling ill or succumbing to complications due to COVID-19, 1199SEIU 

members need assurance that proper planning and care for their families are in place as well 

as designations for personal health care decisions and other life planning documents are 

completed. The initiative is therefore timely and essential to providing the much needed and 

deserved security to 1199SEIU frontline workers.  
 

 

VLP PROBATE INITIATIVE 

As an extension of the VLP COVID-19 Frontline Workers Initiative serving 1199SEIU members, 

the VLP Probate Initiative in partnership with the Brooklyn Bar Association (BBA) Trusts & Estates 

Section and Surrogate's Court Committee, offers pro bono services in probate matters for 

qualifying 1199SEIU families and New York City residents facing the untimely death of a family 

member as a result of COVID-19.  

 

Volunteer legal services are provided to families with estates of $50,000 or less, including 

completion of applications for voluntary letters of administration and SCPA 1310 affidavits 

regarding certain debts without administration. Following the launch of the initiative, to help 

further our reach, the VLP welcomed the participation and expertise of pro bono attorneys 

from Willkie Farr & Gallagher LLP.  

 

 

 

http://www.brooklynvlp.org/covid-19-initiative-1199seiu
http://www.brooklynvlp.org/covid-19-initiative-1199seiu
http://www.brooklynvlp.org/probate-initiative


Utilizing the VLP's model, volunteer trainings have been and will continue to be developed and 

delivered as needed for both initiatives to integrate both expert volunteers and attorneys new 

to the practice areas to the VLP pro bono panel. VLP staff supervise and mentor volunteers 

throughout the duration of client placement until matters are completed.  

  

While heartbreaking to know the need for these services is so great, the VLP is proud to assist 

the 1199SEIU members and vulnerable Brooklynites, helping to provide a critical and 

immediate level of support for our frontline heroes, their families, and our community.  

  

Additionally, upon intake, clients are screened for general legal needs on matters such as 

consumer debt assistance, bankruptcy, foreclosure, custody, visitation, 17A guardianship and 

uncontested divorce. As appropriate, clients’ other legal matters are handled by VLP staff and 

volunteers.  

 

 

For more information, please contact Anne O’Grady, VLP Pro Bono Director, at 

aogrady@brooklynvlp.org or 718-473-9202.  
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  BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

   

  Lynn E. Judell 

  Schwartz Sladkus Reich 

  Greenberg Atlas LLP 

  Chair 

 

  Lawrence F. DiGiovanna 

  Abrams Fensterman 

  Vice Chair 

  Scottye Lindsey 

  Deutsche Bank 

  Treasurer 

 

  Stephen Z. Williamson 

 Law Office of Stephen Z.  

 Williamson, P.L.L.C. 

  Secretary 

   

Daniel Angel 

Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher LLP 

 

Lisa J. Braun 

PwC 

 

Caroline Conway 

Stonepeak Infrastructure Partners 

 

Brian Fryd 

Cornerstone Research 

 

Jeffrey B. Gewirtz 

BSE Global 

 

Adam B. Gilbert 

Nixon Peabody LLP 

 

Sean Mikala Gray 

Capital One 

 

Heidi Lee Henderson 

Brooklyn Bar Association Volunteer 

Lawyers Project 

President 

 

Alexander Kaplan 

Oppenheim + Zebrak, LLP 

 

Colin S. Kelly 

Fried, Frank, Harris, 

Shriver & Jacobson LLP 

 

Mark Lande  

Island Capital Group LLC 

 

  Michael W. Leahy 

American International Group, Inc. 

 

Thanya Polonio-Jones 

Goldman Sachs 

 

Adam Shepherd  

Macquarie Group 

 

Jennifer Tan, MBA, MPH 

 

Michael Watson 

  Ford Foundation 

 

Steven Zelkowitz  

   

 

EMERITUS BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

 

Terri G. Letica         

Founding Member 

 

Gregory Messer 

Martin S. Needelman 

 

James P. Slattery 
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  YOUNG PROFESSIONALS BOARD 

    
  Shamika Dighe  
  The Carlyle Group 
  Co-Chair 
   

Emmanuel Fashakin, Jr. 
Debevoise & Plimpton LLP 
Co-Chair 

 

Jack Aldrich 
BlackRock 
Vice Chair 

   
 
  Ryan Buffkin 
  Sheppard Mullin 
  Secretary 

  Lisa V. Zivkovic           
  Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher LLP 
   

 
YOUNG PROFESSIONALS BOARD MISSION 
 
The Young Professionals Board (YPB) of the Brooklyn Bar Association Volunteer  
Lawyers Project (VLP) was established to support the organization's Board of Directors  
and its goal of making the legal system more accessible and equitable for  
low-income Brooklyn residents. The YPB unites rising talent professionals across the  
legal and non-legal sectors who are motivated to utilize their time, experience, and  
diverse skill sets in service of the VLP's mission. The YPB serves as an advisor to and  
agent of the full Board, driving an array of activities including community outreach  
and program expansion, event planning and fundraising, and providing strategic  
guidance to the organization. 
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  ADVISORY BOARD  

    

  Frank V. Carone  

  Abrams Fensterman 

   

Steven D. Cohn 

Goldberg & Cohn, LLP 

 

Manas Mohapatra 

BNY Mellon 

 

 

 

 

Martin S. Needelman 

 

Deborah H. Renner 

FINRA 

   

  Hon. Betty E. Staton 

  Brooklyn Legal Services 

 

  Stephen P. Younger 

 Patterson Belknap Webb &  

 Tyler LLP 
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  STAFF MEMBERS 

    

  Heidi Lee Henderson 

Chief Executive Officer 

 

Sidney Cherubin 

Director of Legal Services 

 

Melissa A. Starr 

Senior Director of Development &  

Strategic Initiatives 

 

Anne O’Grady 

Pro Bono Director    

   

 

Jennifer Cook 

Staff Attorney, Consumer Law 

 

Edward Mostoller 

Staff Attorney  

 

Joanne Reece 

Staff Attorney, Family Law 

 

Peter S. White II  

Staff Attorney 

 

Daniele A. Wilson 

Staff Attorney 

 

   

 

 

 

Eloy Ruiz 

Legal Assistant   

   

   

   

 


