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Association Salutes Best in Pro Bono on Law Day
The 2003 President's Pro Bono Service

Awards were bestowed at a luncheon ceremo-
ny at the State Bar Center in Albany on Law
Day, May 1, 2003.  Chief Judge Judith S.
Kaye praised the winners for their outstand-
ing service. Lorraine Power Tharp, NYSBA
President, delivered introductory remarks,
which are excerpted at right.  

Along with C. Bruce Lawrence, co-chair of
the President's Committee on Access to
Justice, President Tharp presented the awards.
The winners were selected by the chairs of the
President's Committee, the Committee on
Legal Aid and the Pro Bono Coordinators
Network and the Department of Pro Bono
Affairs.  Law student and law school group
honorees were chosen by the Committee on
Legal Education and Admission to the Bar.  

The achievements of our honorees, as
described by the nominators and summarized
at the awards ceremony, are presented in this
special issue of Pro Bono News.

What a wonderful way to celebrate
Law Day!  To participate in this inspiring
event and to be surrounded by New
York's stellar role models of pro bono
service.

In my travels throughout the state this
past year, I saw the dedication of lawyers
to serving the public good and ensuring
that justice is accessible to those in need.
This finding did not surprise me, but it
was reaffirming.  I wished members of the
public were with me to see the extensive
and persistent work of attorneys of their
communities, giving their time and talent,
no matter how great the other demands
confronting them.

I also spent considerable time with the
media and lawmakers to heighten aware-
ness of this state's needs and the
Association's initiatives to enable the jus-
tice system to respond to today's chal-
lenges.

Each time, I explained the importance
of providing legal assistance to the state's
low-income residents.  And I spoke of
your efforts to make that happen. Our
profession’s achievements are possible
largely because of the contribution of out-
standing attorneys like you, our pro bono
winners today.  

At NYSBA's 11th annual President's Pro
Bono Service Awards, Chief Judge Judith S.
Kaye (center) was a guest speaker.  Associate
Judge Albert M. Rosenblatt of the Court of
Appeals is at center left.  In the right fore-
ground are Lorraine Power Tharp, who is
completing her term as President of NYSBA
on June 1, and C. Bruce Lawrence, co-chair
of the President's Committee on Access to
Justice.  Surrounding the judges and the
NYSBA leaders are the winners of the pro
bono awards.
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Debra Brown Steinberg
September 11

inspired great things in
pro bono.  Debra Brown
Steinberg is a prime
example.  She was a
driving force in helping
70 families of union
workers killed on 9/11.
They were low-income
workers in the Windows
on the World and in
maintenance and securi-
ty throughout the World
Trade Center.  Many
were recent immigrants.  

Working with the
nine law firms organ-
ized by her nominator,
New York Lawyers for
the Public Interest, Debra orchestrated an innovative holistic
approach.  She mobilized immigration and estate lawyers,
accountants and bankers, charities and social service groups.  

Debra, who is a partner and securities litigator at
Cadwalader, Wickersham and Taft, made 9/11 work her full-
time mission.  She undertook many ambitious projects, such as
publication of an invaluable handbook on resources for victims
and families.  But she never lost sight of human needs.  Debra
arranged for free English language classes for victims’ widows
and excellent educations for their children.  As Debra’s nomina-
tor said, “Her tender care with these families will help them
achieve a decent life and a future for their children.  She exem-
plifies how lawyers can use the power and prestige of the pro-
fession to help people who cannot speak for themselves.” 

Christopher J. Meade
After 9/11, defending

the rights of immigrants
became more difficult
and more important
than ever.  Christopher
Meade has made this
work his pro bono mis-
sion, logging more than
600 volunteer hours on
behalf of immigrants
last year.  

There was a tie in the
First Judicial District,
and Chris is the second
winner.  To protect
immigrants from blan-
ket mandatory deten-
tion, he co-counseled
with the ACLU in a U.S.
Supreme Court brief.  

In amicus briefs, he has helped the courts understand the
impact on immigrants of retroactive application of current laws.
Such briefs were prepared for his nominator, the New York
State Defenders Association.  Chris brings enviable skill to such
appellate tasks, having served as a law clerk to Justice John
Paul Stevens and a Skadden Fellow at the ACLU. Chris has also
recruited many attorneys from his firm, Wilmer, Cutler &
Pickering, to join the pro bono effort. By his commitment, he
has served as a role model for young attorneys hoping to com-
bine law firm practice with pro bono service.   

The elderly in Brooklyn have a friend
in solo practitioner Fern Finkel.  Because
of disability, many senior citizens in
Brooklyn might not be served at all if not
for her.  Fern’s dedicated legal service to
this often overlooked group is very wor-
thy of honor, Brooklyn Legal Service
Corporation A said in its nomination. 

She brings kindness, patience and
compassion to her work with elderly
clients, along with excellent lawyering
skills and a professional manner. Fern’s
generosity is impressive: last year she
did 300 hours of pro bono work and
served 56 individual clients. 

The variety of her pro bono activities
is also impressive: she lectures at senior
centers, mediates a variety of cases and
arbitrates Small Claims Court cases.  
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Anne Reynolds Copps 
It is hard to under-

stand how Anne
Reynolds Copps does it.
She managed a very
busy solo practice in
Albany, while devoting
500 hours to pro bono in
2002.  In one case alone,
for an affordable hous-
ing program, she spent
100 hours.  

Anne, who has been
active in pro bono for
more than 20 years, not
only volunteers for
housing cases, but also
for domestic violence,
divorce and adoption
cases.  She works with
both The Legal Project of the Capital District Women’s Bar
Association and Legal Aid.  Anne not only provides representa-
tion, she also recruits, trains and mentors attorneys.  

In addition, she has made an outstanding contribution
through her community service.  Most recently, Anne handled
all the legal work involved in the creation of the Friends of
Rensselaer County Family Children’s Center.  She is widely
known for her service to the Capital District Gay & Lesbian
Community Council and serves on the board of the Legal
Project.  As her nominator, The Legal Project, said: “Anne is the
embodiment of what pro bono service means — for clients, our
community and the legal profession.”  

Peter V. Coffey
Peter Coffey wants

people to have a home.
So he uses his real prop-
erty expertise not only
at Englert, Coffey &
McHugh, the
Schenectady firm where
he is a partner, but also
at Legal Aid of
Northeastern New York.
He has helped low-
income citizens facing
foreclosure save their
homes.  

He has also helped
low-income residents
buy their first homes
through an innovative,
federally funded pro-
gram in Schenectady.  Peter’s passion shows when he repre-
sents clients pro bono at closings. One client wrote, “He was as
excited as I was about my first home.  He made a great impact
on my life and my children’s.”  Another client said, “Without
his assistance, I would have been lost.  Owning my own was
my dream, and he helped make my dream a reality.”  

Peter has also served as a guiding force in the team that
developed the Homeownership Program at the Schenectady
Municipal Housing Authority.  They credit his efforts with
helping to revitalize the community.  For his service, Peter was
nominated by Legal Aid and Better Neighborhoods, Inc., and
the nomination was supported by Judges Jan Plumadore,
Vincent Reilly and Vito Caruso.  As Peter has said, “If you sacri-
fice a little to help someone, you get a much better appreciation
of what it is to be a lawyer.”   

Pro Bono News/Special Awards Issue

Thanks to James Snyder’s creativity,
pro bono service and faith-based efforts
to help the poor have been combined in
Syracuse. He was the driving force
behind a legal referral clinic to help the
Franciscan Northside Ministries expand
outreach efforts to the poor. 

A partner at Green & Reid, Jim had
an abiding concern for the poor based on
his first job as an attorney at the Legal
Aid Society in New York City.  Jim con-
vinced many Syracuse attorneys to vol-
unteer their time Thursday nights to
give free legal advice to anyone who
comes to the Franciscan Legal Referral
Clinic.   

Since its inception in 2001, the clinic
has helped 500 people. Just as important,
it inspired Jim’s nominator, the

James T. Snyder
Onondaga County Bar Association, to
create similar programs in other loca-
tions. Jim has been a guiding force in
that expansion.  His efforts have resulted
in 42 volunteer attorneys helping 800
moderate- and low-income people and
have conveyed a message to the commu-
nity that attorneys care. 
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Margaret A. Clemens
Victims of domestic

violence in Rochester are
better served thanks to 
Margaret Clemens, a
partner at Nixon
Peabody.  She has repre-
sented many domestic
violence clients through
the Volunteer Legal
Services Project of
Rochester.  

Margaret has also
recruited, trained and
supervised volunteers.
Her nominator, the
Greater Rochester
Association for Women
Attorneys, credits her
with greatly expanding
the number of domestic clients served each year in Rochester. 

Outside of the Volunteer Legal Services Project, Margaret has
been a zealous advocate for a coordinated community response
to domestic violence, bringing together social services, the
courts and businesses. She has trained lawyers, police, employ-
ers and community groups.  Margaret's efforts to sensitize peo-
ple about domestic violence are believed to have led to greater
use of hotlines and increased aid to victims. Countless victims
have found stability and safety thanks to her.

David E. Butler 
Many of the clients

served by David Butler
in Binghamton suffered
through severe physical
or emotional harm dur-
ing their marriage.
Thanks to his pro bono
representation, they
were able to move on to
the next stage of their
lives and quickly obtain
a divorce.  

Despite a large case
load at the law firm of
Butler & Butler in
Vestal, David never
allows any of his pro
bono clients to take a
back seat to his paying
clients. He has never refused a case from the Pro Bono
Involvement Program of Legal Aid of Broome & Chenango, his
nominator. 

In 2002, David completed 16 pro bono divorces, a caseload
matched only by two of the area’s largest firms, which distrib-
uted their cases from the Pro Bono Involvement Program
among several attorneys. David also represents victims of
domestic violence at the New Hope Center in Owego and regu-
larly accepts pro bono assignments through all local courts in
Broome and Tioga Counties.  

Hanna S. Cohn Young Lawyer: Meade H. Versace
Rocco Versace, a volunteer at Legal

Aid for 20 years, inspired a similar com-
mitment to public service in his son, our
next winner.  When son Meade graduat-
ed from law school in 1999, he joined his
father in his Rome law office.  

Right from the start, Meade volun-
teered to do pro bono work at the Legal
Aid Society of Mid-New York.
Consumer law, housing law, bankruptcy,
Meade has done them all. While build-
ing a career as a trial attorney, he has
found a way to balance private work in
a small firm with numerous pro bono
referrals. At the same time, his civic
involvement has been impressive: he
serves as director of the Rome Area Bar
Association and Campaign Chair of the

Rome Area United Way. 
For all of these reasons, Meade

Versace was nominated by the Legal Aid
Society and the Oneida County and
Rome Area Bar Associations for the
Young Lawyer award, which is named in
honor of the former Executive Director
of the Volunteer Legal Services Project of
Monroe County, a passionate pro bono
leader for two decades. 
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Randall S. Lewis
Fortunate military

reservists and National
Guardsmen have been
recipients of critical pro
bono service thanks to
Randall Lewis of
Jamestown. At his law
firm, Fessenden,
Laumer & DeAngelo,
Randy set up a system
for helping reservists
get their legal affairs in
order before they were
called up to active duty.  

Pro bono wills, pow-
ers of attorney and
health care proxies were
provided. The law firm,
which nominated
Randy, credits his efforts with providing peace of mind to local
people serving their country and the families left behind. 

While the whole law firm participated in the endeavor, it
was Randy who created and coordinated the program, acting
on the suggestion of a secretary in the office who was a former
member of the military. Through Randy’s efforts, more than 100
service men and women in Chautauqua County were served in
a very short period of time.

Peter Bergenstock
There is a tie in the

Eighth Judicial Dis-
trict.  The other hon-
oree is a solo practi-
tioner in Buffalo, Peter
Bergenstock.   He han-
dled a dozen cases at
the Volunteer Lawyers
Project of the Erie
County Bar
Association, his nomi-
nator.  

Peter’s value to the
Project and his clients
stems from much
more than numbers.
He puts his heart into
his work, he really
cares about his clients
and is someone the Volunteer Lawyers Project staff genuinely
like having around the office.  Peter helps out wherever he is
needed, taking on a wide variety of cases.  The subjects range
from tax foreclosures and immigration matters to bankrupt-
cies and wills.  

Many of the areas of the law were new to Peter, but that
did not deter him.  He was a quick study and learned what
he needed to know to do a professional job and provide high
quality representation.  Peter often stops by the Volunteer
Lawyers Project office to help the staff with client screening
and intake.  Altogether, his pro bono service totaled 250
hours last year.    

Frank Muller
A desperate woman wanted to regain

her stolen identity.  She did not speak
English.  To add to her misery, her son
was dying.  She came to
Westchester/Putnam Legal Services for
help.  Frank Muller took care of her.
Although he knew nothing about identi-
ty theft, he did not hesitate to take the
case. When none of his phone calls to
Social Security were returned, he persist-
ed and finally cut through the red tape. 

A woman cared for an elderly man,
but his son refused to pay her; a woman
was being wrongfully evicted; a man
with a heart condition could not pay off
a debt; a mother of seven sought to
obtain guardianship over an aging moth-
er. These are among the many people

Frank has helped and the many prob-
lems he has solved.  His efforts have
made him the most dedicated volunteer
at Westchester/Putnam Legal Services,
his nominator.  

Before last year, Frank, who is semi-
retired, never practiced law.  Back in
1967, he was admitted to the New York
State bar.  But he pursued a career in
engineering and construction manage-
ment instead, and he then founded a
mediation company.  Frank had a good
life, he said, and he wanted to give
something back by doing pro bono.   
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Herbert Harris
While Frank Muller

of the Ninth Judicial
District was working in
engineering, Herbert
Harris was running
clothing stores in Long
Island. He chose law for
a second career and
graduated from law
school in 1991. Actually,
Herbert had tried law
school briefly, in 1952,
but the Korean War was
being fought, and he
decided to serve in the
Army.  A mere 40 years
later, Herbert tried law
again.  

As soon as he graduated from law school, he became an
invaluable pro bono attorney at Nassau/Suffolk Law Services,
his nominator. Four full days a week, Herbert works alongside
the staff attorneys at the Welfare Unit, interviewing clients
about social services matters, representing them at hearings and
helping them get the benefits they deserve. 

Herbert attributes much of his success to a skill he devel-
oped as a businessman: knowing how to deal with people. He
has a collegial, rather than adversarial, way with the
Department of Social Services. After a difficult case, he often
phones his contact there to say, "I hope you feel good about
what you’ve accomplished."  

Elizabeth S. Hall 
Our pro bono award

winners include not
only an engineer and
businessman, but also a
registered nurse.
Elizabeth Hall has
brought her medical
background to pro bono
to help the disabled. For
many years, she worked
as a critical care nurse,
authored books on dis-
ability and served as a
consultant to insurance
companies. 

Then she sought a
new challenge: she went
to law school and was
admitted to the New
York State bar in 2000.  Right from the start, she did pro bono
work for Queens Volunteer Lawyers Project, her nominator. It is
not only Elizabeth’s medical background that makes her stand
out.  It is also the culture of caring she has carried from the
medical field to the legal field.  

Elizabeth is willing to take difficult multi-issues cases and to
always go the extra mile for the clients.  Thanks to her persist-
ence in protracted proceedings, a disabled client received sever-
al years of back benefits. Besides direct representation of the
indigent, she has performed community outreach programs on
disability benefits and helped raise funds.   

Rochelle Sendar
The mission of inMotion is to obtain

pro bono representation by individual
lawyers and law firms for battered
women. The Bronx lacks many large
firms.  So inMotion’s Bronx office needs
and values people like Rochelle Sendar,
a solo practitioner.  For the past year and
a half, Rochelle has volunteered there
two days a week, and she has done 1,000
hours of pro bono. 

The cases she takes are often hotly
contested. In one, the client was a victim
of domestic violence who was being
stalked and harassed by the father of her
child. The man petitioned for custody.
Rochelle’s intensive preparation and
strong advocacy resulted in an order giv-
ing full custody of the child to the client

and permitting visitation under safe con-
ditions. 

Rochelle has exhibited great profes-
sional skills, deep compassion for her
clients and unflagging good cheer. She
has made a real difference in the lives of
women who might otherwise have had
to proceed on their own — or not pro-
ceed at all.
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Large Firm Award
Stroock & Stroock & Lavan LLP

Small to Mid-Sized Firm Award
Mackenzie Hughes LLP

Dennis Baldwin (left) and Peter Carmen.

Mackenzie Hughes LLP, a 35-attorney Syracuse firm, is a
leader in Central New York in legal services and in pro bono.
The firm represents tenants facing eviction in City Court one
day every week through the Volunteer Lawyers Project of the
Onondaga County Bar Association. Last year, 11 attorneys
handled 109 housing cases, representing indigent clients,
many on the brink of eviction. Some pro bono cases require
an intense commitment.  One associate has spent 250 hours so
far representing a pro bono client in an ongoing employment
discrimination case.  

It is not just the associates, but also the partners, at
Mackenzie Hughes who do pro bono. In 2002, the immigra-
tion partner did more than 200 hours of pro bono work.
Another partner who is a retired lieutenant colonel assisted
50 military reservists, while yet another devotes 40 hours a
year to pro bono on consumer issues.  In all, in 2002,
Mackenzie Hughes attorneys gave more than 1,500 hours of
pro bono service.  The firm was nominated by the Onondaga
Bar Association and Assemblyman William Magnarelli.   

Stroock & Stroock and Lavan LLP is a pioneer in law firm pro
bono.  Nearly two-thirds of Stroock’s 250 lawyers did pro bono
in 2002.  A cornerstone of the firm’s efforts is its Public Service
Project.  It provides legal help to under-served communities.
Asylum, prisoners’ rights, disability, children’s rights, fair hous-
ing and domestic violence are among the matters addressed.  

A principal goal is to involve more non-litigators in pro bono.
Nonprofits and microenterprises are paired with attorneys pos-
sessing expertise in tax, labor and corporate law.  In two years,
transactional pro bono has tripled at Stroock.  Community devel-
opment projects are diverse, ranging from the East Harlem

Left to right: Cecilia Castro
Neves, Jonathan Blum, Kevin
Curnin, Thomas Heftler, Sheri
Bonstelle, Jamila Roos.

Asthma Working Group to the Young Ministries for Peace and
Justice. 

Stroock has made a commitment to education, handling spe-
cial education cases, working with at-risk inner city students and
counseling after-school programs.   In one case, Stroock ensured
that a woman with severe cerebral palsy received an appropriate
education.  Stroock collaborates with many legal services
providers, including its nominators, Lawyers Alliance for New
York, New York Lawyers for the Public Interest and the Legal
Aid Society.  
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Renee Hebert did something that
never happened in New York before. She
successfully challenged the State
Department of Health’s refusal to pro-
vide a special hospital bed.  Because of
her client’s seizure disorder, a standard
hospital bed was dangerous.  Renee con-
vinced the Health Department of her
client’s medical need for a more expen-
sive bed. Advocates across the state hope
this will pave the way for others with
such needs.  

Along with co-counsel, Renee was
also able to prevent a teenager with mul-
tiple disabilities from being institutional-
ized by arranging for appropriate pro-
grams.  She has compiled a 200-page

book on disability rights.  Renee has
done all this, and she has not even grad-
uated from law school yet. She is a third-
year student at Albany Law School,
which nominated her, as did the Legal
Aid Society of Northeastern New York.
Both nominators cited Renee’s passion
for justice, extraordinary drive and
exceptional advocacy skills.  

The equal justice role law schools can
play is exemplified by the Pace Women’s
Justice Center. Together, students, faculty
and local groups provide direct legal serv-
ices to victims of domestic violence.  Each
year 1,500 victims are represented.  Often
clients get temporary orders of child sup-
port and protection in a day, instead of
weeks.  Twenty-four hours a day, seven
days a week, the Center answers calls

Law School Group Award
The Pace Women’s Justice Center

Left to right: Edward Hayes; Linda Lin; Vicki Lutz, Executive Director of The Pace Women’s Justice Center;
Rebecca Fialk; Dean David Cohen.

Individual Student Award
Renee Hebert 

from victims and provides immediate
legal help and a bilingual advocate.  

The Center also serves the working
poor, providing quality counsel at an
affordable rate.  Callers receive informa-
tion on every area of law through a
Helpline.  Hundreds of lawyers and com-
munity members receive domestic vio-
lence training from the Center.  The nomi-
nation by former NYSBA President Henry

G. Miller and Appellate Division Judge
Sondra Miller was supported by David
Cohen, Dean of Pace Law School.  

He summed up the Center’s role by
stating: “Thanks to the Center, women
can return to their homes free of fear, and
people have been sensitized to domestic
violence. The Center represents the finest
example of the role universities can and
should play in society.” 


