NATIONAL LAW CENTER

ON HOMELESSNESS & POVERTY

Pro bono legal assistance is essential to the work of the National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty (NLCHP). Since its inception, NLCHP has worked in partnership with attorneys from private law firms who provide assistance on a pro bono basis. More recently, NLCHP has begun developing a program to work with corporate legal departments.

Pro bono partnerships with private attorneys

NLCHP works actively with attorneys and paralegals in private law firms who provide assistance  on a pro bono basis. Often, NLCHP involves local advocacy or service groups in the partnership as well.  NLCHP works with pro bono attorneys in a variety of ways, ranging from co-counseling cases to providing expert advice, factual information, and sample pleadings and materials.  Corporate legal departments may wish to work in partnership with law firms, and NLCHP can help create and support such partnerships as well.  

NLCHP works to identify a range of pro bono opportunities to accommodate a variety of skills and levels of engagement. Examples of pro bono work include: 

· Serving as co-counsel in major class action litigation 

· Serving as counsel in an individual case

· Serving as co-counsel in an amicus brief on an important issue

· Researching and writing reports, fact sheets, and other materials on current issues affecting homeless people

· Assisting in promoting or opposing federal or local legislation

· Assisting a local service organization negotiate an agreement to use of vacant federal property as a site for housing or services for homeless people

In 2004, NLCHP initiated its Lawyers’ Executive Advisory Partners (“LEAP”) program to formalize and expand its pro bono network.  LEAP is a national philanthropic effort by the legal community to help homeless and poor Americans achieve self-sufficiency.  Membership in LEAP is open to law firms, in-house corporate legal departments, and other legal entities committed to helping prevent and end homelessness in the United States.  LEAP members provide pro bono legal services and financial support to help NLCHP achieve its mission.



Examples of Recent Pro Bono Partnerships

· Working with the Long Island Advocacy Center, NLCHP engaged the assistance of Goodwin Procter LLP to file a class action lawsuit challenging the State of New York’s failure to implement provisions of the federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act that guarantee homeless children the right a free public education.  The lawsuit resulted in an important federal court ruling denying defendants’ motion to dismiss and was settled with a consent decree incorporating statewide improvements in homeless children’s access to public schools. 

· NLCHP recently partnered with Sidley Austin LLP to develop novel legal arguments to challenge food-sharing restrictions.  In what appears to be a growing trend, cities such as Dallas, Las Vegas, and Orlando have passed ordinances threatening charitable organizations and individuals that share food with homeless people with criminal punishment and fines. NLCHP is currently involved in litigation challenging several such restrictions, including a suit against the City of Dallas, co-counseled with Howrey Simon. 

· NLCHP partnered with the law firm Holland & Knight LLP to host a training videoconference on housing and human rights in seven difference cities across the state of Florida.  With office space and videoconferencing technology donated by the firm, conference participants at each of the training sites were able to view presentations made by instructors at other sites.  Each site had a trainer on hand to facilitate discussion.  Partnering with the firm allowed NLCHP to expand its plan to hold a training conference in one city to include over 200 local advocates in seven different cities. 

· NLCHP has worked with local providers of housing, shelter, and services to obtain unused federal property on which they can create housing or other facilities to assist homeless people.  In 1994, NLCHP worked with the law firm Covington & Burling LLP to obtain passage of a law, which provides that the needs of local homeless persons must be taken into account when Local Redevelopment Authorities are determining future uses for surplus federal property.  NLCHP has since provided technical assistance to a number of groups seeking to obtain surplus property, produced a toolkit explaining the relevant procedures and legal obligations, filed an amicus brief in a case brought by a local homeless service provider to enforce the provisions of the law, and has helped local groups find pro bono legal assistance if necessary to help them negotiate to obtain unused government property and formulate legally binding agreements to assume control of it. 
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