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A Message from President-
Elect Sherry Levine Wallach
The Perseverance of the Unsung Heroes
By Sherry Levin Wallach, Esq.

To say that life 
since March 2020 
has been challeng-
ing for many is an 
understatement. 
This is particular-
ly true for people 
involved in the 
criminal justice 
system, and those 
living in our 

poor and underserved communities.1 
The limited access to technology, 
adequate broadband/internet access 
and unemployment2 are just some of 
the issues highlighted by the COVID-
19 pandemic for those people who 
were already struggling. These and 
other societal inequities have led to 
the pandemic’s undisputed disparate 
impact on our clients, many of whom 
are people of color, and their families.3 
Public service attorneys, assigned 
counsel and pro bono attorneys, as 
they always have, continued to fight 
harder, argue stronger and refused 
to accept or give up. The incredible 
perseverance among this group in our 
legal profession is not only inspiring, 
but heroic. It is one of many reasons 
why I am proud to be a member of 
this legal community.

For me, as a criminal defense attor-
ney, the beginning of the COVID-19 
journey was the almost immediate 
shut-down of the courts and the jails 

in March of 2020. Over two million 
incarcerated people were left vulner-
able and helpless.4 Immediately, the 
criminal defense communities in New 
York State and across the country 
began efforts to advance applications 
for compassionate release to protect 
this often forgotten or ignored group 
of people from COVID-19 exposure, 
illness and death.5 In December of 
2020, New York State had over 3,000 
incarcerated people who had tested 
positive for the virus.6 Their families 
were panicked and confused. Crimi-
nal defense, assigned counsel, pro 
bono and civil legal attorneys all 
mobilized to save lives.7 It was an 
incredible group effort to ensure that 
our incarcerated population was not 
further marginalized and that their 
rights were protected.8 

As the Pandemic continued, our 
courts, offices, programs, businesses, 
and government scrabbled to adopt 
our new virtual reality. Those clients 
suffering from addiction and mental 
health challenges and our homeless 
clients were not able to access the in-
person services that they desperately 
needed.9 Most attorneys had never 
appeared in court virtually or even 
used Teams or Zoom. Many of our cli-
ents did not have internet or sufficient 
access to meet or appear virtually.10 
Our offices were shut down. It was up 
to the attorneys to find ways to assist 
our clients. 

This undertaking was particularly 
difficult on the criminal defense com-
munity, because our clients were 
often in the custody of law enforce-
ment and being held in small police 
departments.11 Clients had to appear 
virtually sometimes from behind bars 
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Volunteer Attorneys Helped Vulnerable New 
Yorkers Plan for an Uncertain Future During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic 
By Peter Kempner, Legal Director, Volunteers of Legal Service

For over two decades the Volun-
teers of Legal Service (VOLS) Senior 
Law Project (formerly the Elderly 
Project) has helped low-income 
seniors plan for the future by provid-
ing them with Last Wills and Testa-
ments, Powers of Attorney, Living 
Wills, Health Care Proxies, and other 
advance directives with the help of 
the volunteer attorneys from our pro 
bono partners. 

In the early days of the COVID-19 
pandemic the importance of planning 
for incapacity or end of life wishes 
became a reality not just for elderly 
but for those most at risk for COVID-
19 – frontline workers.

Tapping into the pro bono resourc-
es of New York’s legal community 
VOLS stepped in to organize help. 
Otherwise, young and healthy front-
line workers were facing unprecedent-
ed risk to themselves while providing 
essential care to fellow New Yorkers. 
Wills and advance directives that may 
have been done years into the future 
became evermore important to final-
ize now. VOLS worked to make sure 
future planning was not one more 
hardship on their shoulders.

Having the right plan in place prior 
to the most stressful of times can be 
one of the most helpful things we do 
for those that are assisting us dur-
ing these events. There is comfort in 
knowing that one’s wishes will be car-
ried out as planned but also reassur-
ance to those caring for us that they 
are doing as their loved one wanted if 
the unimaginable happens.

On June 1, 2020, VOLS launched 
the COVID-19 Frontline and Health-
care Workers Initiative, a project to 
support those working on the front-
lines during the COVID-19 crisis. The 
idea for the project was simple: we 
wanted to ensure that frontline work-
ers would have access to free legal 
counsel to put the right plan in place 
in the event they themselves suc-

cumbed to COVID-19 while they were 
caring for others. By providing these 
frontline workers with free access to 
counsel, we could provide them with 
piece of mind and give their families 
the tools they would need if some-
thing went horribly wrong.

Providing legal services through 
a pandemic and minimizing poten-
tial exposure for all parties has its 
challenges. With the assistance of 
Lawyers for Good Government and 
Kirkland and Ellis LLP, VOLS built 
an intake platform that could be initi-
ated remotely with assistance online. 
Prior to the pandemic these types of 
intakes would be in person, so our 
staff and volunteers had to adapt to 
provide services while maintaining 
all safety precautions. We tapped into 
our network of pro bono partners to 
help rewrite our training materials 
and model documents to account for 
new rules which temporarily allowed 
for remote notarization (NY Executive 
Order 202.7) and remote witnessing 
of documents (NY Executive Order 
2022.14) during the state of emergen-
cy. We trained and engaged over 100 
volunteer attorneys from over a dozen 
law firms and corporate legal depart-
ment with the help of Cadwalader, 
Wickersham & Taft LLP who host-
ing our CLE training program and 
reviewed our pandemic era training 
materials. We teamed up with DC 37’s 
Municipal Employees Legal Services 
program, who provide legal services 
to the members of the nation’s largest 
municipal employees union whose 
members were working on the front-
lines throughout the pandemic, and 
who’s attorneys were already doing 
this work for their members but were 
overwhelmed by the need. 

When we sunsetted the project 
this past summer, we had drafted 
hundreds of advance directives for 
frontline workers. We served doctors, 
nurses, EMTs, teachers, public health 

workers, and so many other dedicated 
New Yorkers that tirelessly served us 
during the state of emergency. 

Volunteer attorneys from Akin 
Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld LLP; 
Arnold & Porter Kaye Scholer LLP; 
Cadwalader, Wickersham & Taft 
LLP; Clifford Chance LLP; Coving-
ton & Burling LLP; Davis Polk & 
Wardwell LLP; Fried, Frank, Harris, 
Shriver & Jacobson LLP; Kirkland & 
Ellis LLP; McDermott Will & Emery 
LLP; McGuireWoods LLP; Morrison 
& Foerster LLP; O’Melveny; Orrick 
Herrington & Sutcliffe LLP; Skad-
den, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom 
LLP; Stroock & Stroock & Lavan LLP; 
Simpson Thacher & Bartlett LLP; and 
Pfizer worked on these cases. 

In addition to our Frontline and 
Healthcare Workers Initiative, we also 
connected with the New York State 
Bar Association’s COVID-19 Pro Bono 
Recovery Taskforce and conducted a 
two-part training series for attorneys 
seeking to help their fellow New York-
ers plan for the future. For these train-
ings we partnered with the New York 
Legal Assistance Group’s Legal Health 
program and the Center for Elder Law 
& Justice. 
VOLS did all this while continuing 
to provide the same services to the 
clients of our Senior Law Project 
and our Veterans Initiative, again 
with the help and dedication of 
our network of volunteer attorneys 
using the VOLS approach: respon-
sible and supported pro bono, 
involving community partners to 
serve clients in need. 

As we continue through the current 
phase of the pandemic, we are helping 
clients and supporting our volunteers 
as they face new and evolving legal 
challenges. The lifting of the state of 
emergency has ended the ability to 
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Prisoners’ Legal Services of NY To Host  
11th Annual Pro Bono Celebration Event  
on November 18, 2021:
“Coping with COVID: Experiencing a Pandemic 
Behind Prison Walls”

Every Fall, in recognition of 
National Pro Bono Week, legal ser-
vices organizations across the nation 
come together to celebrate and thank 
volunteers for their hard work, dedi-
cation and tireless energy in support 
of the underserved. On Thursday, 
November 18, 2021, from 6 to 7 P.M., 
Prisoners’ Legal Services of New 
York will host its annual Pro Bono 
Celebration event, which will be con-
ducted entirely virtually to ensure 
the safety and well-being of all guests 
and program participants.

At this year’s event, PLS will honor 
the extraordinary contributions of the 
following awardees:
• Hon. Neil D. Breslin – John R. 

Dunne Champion of Justice Award 
• Phillips Lytle LLP – Hon. J.  

Clarence Herlihy Award
• Alexis Karteron, Esq. – Paul J.  

Curran Award
• Julia Canzoneri, Cornell Law 

School – Robert S. Bensing Award   
And, as in past years, PLS will 

be teaming up with members of the 
Black Theatre Troupe of Upstate NY 
who will perform dramatic submis-

sions from incarcerated New Yorkers. 
The theme of this year’s event –  
“Coping With COVID: Experiencing a 
Pandemic Behind Prison Walls” – will 
focus on the extraordinary challenges 
faced by PLS’ incarcerated clients and 
their families as the deadly COVID-
19 virus raged across New York, the 
nation and the entire world.

Please be sure to save the date for 
this annual celebration! Details on 
how to access the event will be posted 
on PLS’ website (www.PLSNY.org) 
early next month.

continued from page 4
use remote notarization and witness-
ing to reach vulnerable clients. Recent 
amendments to the NY General Obli-
gations Law which reformed the New 
York Statutory Short Form Power of 
Attorney has forced us to again revise 
the training materials and model 
documents used by our volunteer 
attorneys. 

As the need for pro bono services 
grew during the pandemic VOLS is 
thankful for our dedicated partners. 
Partners that know pro bono service 
is vital to our city and that by giv-
ing back through our Frontline and 
Healthcare Workers Initiative some 
piece of mind was given to those that 
helped shepherd us through these 
very hard times.

Volunteer Attorneys 
Helped Vulnerable 
New Yorkers Plan for 
an Uncertain Future 
During the COVID-19 
Pandemic
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