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he ABA Pro Bono Publico Award is presented each year by the
Standing Committee on Pro Bono and Public Service to honor
individual lawyers, law ﬁrms, law schools, government attorney
ofﬁces, corporate law departments and other institutions in the legal
profession that have enhanced the human dignity of others by improving
or delivering volunteer legal services to the poor. The Pro Bono
Committee received 29 nominations for the 2009 Award. After a very
thorough review, the committee selected the following recipients:

Poverty continues to be a
pervasive problem in today’s
society. Both the Old and
New Testaments attest to the
enduring intractability of
poverty and the exhortation to
help the poor is a basic tenet of
several religions worldwide as
it is among secular humanists
and every other school of social
thought. And the ranks of the
poor keep growing, even in our
land of opportunity. Currently,
one in eight Americans live
below the federal poverty level.
We have been at war against
poverty for the past 35 years,
and poverty is winning. The
chronically poor have been
a constant since President
Johnson launched the War
Against Poverty, and despite
limited success in reducing the
numbers of individuals affected
by poverty, circumstances such
as disasters, foreclosures, illness,
human predators and a system
more focused upon capital gains
than human losses tend once
again to swell the ranks. As a
result, those who serve the poor
have no shortage of clients.
Most of this war has been
fought by people who re-up
for a lifetime of battle, and we
wonder what else there is to
do? What have we not tried?
What has worked? For better or
for worse, we have been given
a set of new challenges in the
new millennium. We may die of
exhaustion in ﬁghting this good
ﬁght, but not of boredom.
The legal community is
stepping up to do its part.

Hope Olsson
After a long career in the software business Hope Olsson went back
to law school in her late 40s. She has done pro bono work since that
time. As a small ﬁrm attorney at Olsson, Fedder LLP in Rochester, NY,
Olsson has counseled over 348 individual clients for the Volunteer
Legal Services Project (VLSP) of Monroe’s County’s Debt Clinic.
Through her work with the Clinic, she provides debt management
education for low-income clients, participates in one-on-one client
counseling sessions and accepts bankruptcy case referrals. She was also
instrumental in helping VLSP establish the Clinic, a model that is one
of the most successful in the region. Olsson continues to provide pro
bono legal assistance in bankruptcy cases despite recent changes in
bankruptcy law that have made this type of work more complicated
for practitioners. She has also staffed a project once per month in the
Rochester City Landlord Tenant Court to advise unrepresented tenants
appearing in the Court of their rights and has done some pro bono
immigration work.
Since 1998, Olsson has also been a member of the Board of
Directors for Farmworker Legal Services of New York (FLSNY). She
assists the project by helping to ensure that farm workers who have
successful claims are compensated even when the employer ﬁles
bankruptcy. She assists FLSNY staff attorneys in answering legal
questions and providing mentoring in bankruptcy litigation.
In 2006, Olsson received the New York State Bar Association
President’s Pro Bono Service Attorney Award. She has also been
actively involved in the Monroe County Bar Association’s Bankruptcy
Committee, which addresses issues of process and justice in
Bankruptcy Court, and was a member of the Association’s President’s
Commission on Access to Justice.
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Gordon P. Erspamer
Gordon P. Erspamer of Morrison & Foerster in San Francisco, CA
has been actively involved in pro bono for almost 30 years. He has
received numerous awards during this time honoring his work as a
tireless advocate for veterans’ rights.
Erspamer’s pro bono cases tend to be large in scope, often brought
against government institutions to enforce veterans’ rights. One
of his earliest cases involved an effort to declare the $10 attorney
fee limitation imposed by the Department of Veterans Affairs
unconstitutional. In 2007, Erspamer ﬁled a lawsuit alleging that
the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs and other government
institutions failed to care for veterans who returned from Iraq and
Afghanistan suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. Most
recently, he ﬁled an action for declaratory and injunctive relief under
the United States Constitution on behalf of a group of veterans who

9

Pro Bono

From the Chair…
(continued from page 9)

More attorneys (73%) donate
more pro bono (an average
of 41 hours a year) than ever
before. Our law ﬁrms have
professionalized their pro
bono activities—over 130 ABA
accredited law schools devote
major resources to pro bono and
we have harnessed technology
to reach pro bono clients who
reside 1000 miles from the
nearest legal services ofﬁce. Yet
despite these efforts, we are still
not able to address 80% of the
legal needs of the nation’s poor.
Unfortunately, government
funding of legal services doesn’t
appear to be a realistic answer. It
would take at least $5 billion—a
10-fold increase in current
government expenditure—to
meet the legal needs of the poor.
That kind of money is going
to GM, Citibank and AIG; but
it is the ﬁrst line item to be
eliminated by executive ofﬁces
seeking to balance a budget.
So, this fall, lawyers across
America will hit the streets
during our ﬁrst Pro Bono Week
Celebration. We’ll urge our
colleagues to redouble our
efforts—asking all lawyers to
hit the benchmark of 50 hours
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acted as human test subjects for
chemical weapons in the late 50s
and 60s.
In addition to his impact
pro bono work, Erspamer has
brought individual cases on
behalf of veterans with profound
disabilities who were denied
beneﬁts. He has also assisted
attorneys and veterans with
questions concerning veteran
beneﬁts and advice on the
Department of Veterans Affairs
claims process.
Erspamer has served as a
10

of pro bono service per year.
Currently, 27% of the private bar
reaches that goal; doubling that
ﬁgure is an attainable goal.
We should use that week to
proudly point to our pro bono
colleagues who soldier against
poverty every day, including our
2009 Pro Bono Publico Award
winners—Gordon Erspamer,
who ﬁghts for forgotten military
veterans suffering from post-war
traumas who are often denied
the legal rights for which they
fought; the Federal Pro Bono
Project, government lawyers who
understand that even publicly
funded lawyers have a public
obligation to the poor beyond
their normal working hours;
the Holocaust Survivors Justice
Network, a nationwide model
for the delivery of discrete,
targeted, scalable service for one
of the most vulnerable, abused
populations on the globe; Hope
Olsson, a lawyer in one of New
York’s smallest law ﬁrms, and
the lawyers of Weil, Gotshal
& Manges, one of New York’s
largest, who have all shown that
pro bono lawyers come from
every town, every practice, every
philosophy—joined only by
the belief that the privilege of
practicing law comes with the
responsibility to provide equal
access to justice for all.
It is time to bring community

resources to bear, as well. The
civic and interfaith communities
in which we work ﬁght for
public beneﬁts to ease hunger,
and homelessness, but do not
understand that the poor won’t
get those beneﬁts without
lawyers to obtain them. Groups
advocating for the rights
of veterans, immigrants, or
minorities need to know that
those rights are unattainable
without pro bono lawyers
to enforce them. Pro Bono
Week should be ﬁlled with
PSA’s, editorials, speeches and
gatherings spreading this truth
to every part of our community.
Some wars are not destined
to be won. The war for equality,
over freedom from need, for the
restoration of human dignity
is worth ﬁghting, even though
victory will always be elusive.
For the past seven years, I have
been privileged to be one of the
Pro Bono Committee’s soldiers
in this unending war, following
the great men and women
who made pro bono the most
shared value of the bar, and to
be followed by others who will
bring us closer yet to the goal
of equality. It is a battle which
will only be lost if we stop
ﬁghting, stop aspiring toward
the principles of equal justice
that bring worth and nobility
to what we do.

member of the Board of Directors
of the Contra Costa County
Bar Association, where he was
a member of the Pro Bono
Committee and Chair of the
Judicial Evaluations Committee.
In 1992, Erspamer was named
“Trial Lawyer of the Year” by the
Trial Lawyers for Public Justice
Foundation in Washington, D.C.
Fifteen years later, he continues
his pro bono work to ensure the
rights of veterans and mentors
numerous attorneys who do
work in this area.

Program was originally established
in 1996 to comply with an
order from then President
Clinton which instructed federal
agencies to “develop appropriate
programs to encourage and
facilitate pro bono legal and
other volunteer service by
government employees to be
performed on their own time,
including attorneys, as permitted
by statute, regulation or other
rule or guideline.”
Led by the United States
Department of Justice, 36 federal
government agencies currently
participate in the Interagency
Pro Bono Working Group. This

Federal Government
Pro Bono Program
The Federal Government Pro Bono
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group was developed to assist
federal government agencies
with drafting pro bono
policies, promoting the federal
government’s pro bono efforts,
and expanding the pro bono
program to other agencies and
cities. Although the program has
been well established in D.C.
for over a decade, recent efforts
have been made to expand the
program to federal agencies in
other states. Recently, a pro bono
program was launched for federal
government attorneys in Chicago
that involves a number of local
Chicago pro bono organizations.
One of the unique aspects of
the program has been its ability
to thrive despite the unique
challenges facing government
attorneys who want to do pro
bono work. Because government
attorneys must provide legal
services during their own
time, cannot use government
resources in providing services,
and must be cognizant of jobrelated conﬂicts, pro bono
work becomes all the more
challenging. Yet, despite these
obstacles, federal government
attorneys have been able to
provide pro bono services for
a number of local agencies,
engaging in such tasks such as
providing advice and referrals,
litigating civil cases, stafﬁng clinics,
and conducting mediation.

survivors, resulting in over 2,000
GGWP applications being ﬁled.
The Network has been called
“the largest coordinated pro
bono effort in United States
history.” Never before has
such a large group of legal
professionals come together
to coordinate such a seamless
effort to reach individuals in
need across the nation. Because
of the use of technology and
strong coordination among
partners, the Network has been
able to reach an unprecedented
number of survivors in an
extremely short period of time.
In addition, the Network has
been able to identify survivors
who were previously unknown
to social service agencies or local
survivor groups due to their vast
marketing campaign and other
outreach efforts.
Some of the innovative
actions that the Network has
taken include visiting survivors
in their homes to ensure access
to services, holding daylong
clinics at a ﬁrm, holding several

Holocaust Survivors
Justice Network
In October 2007, German
Chancellor Angela Merkel
announced the creation of the
German Ghetto Work Payment
(GGWP) program to provide a
one-time payment of 2,000 Euros
to Holocaust survivors who
performed “voluntary” work in
German-controlled ghettos. Over
the course of the next year, legal
professionals in over 30 cities
in the U.S. came together who
collectively provided over 34,000
hours of pro bono service to

simultaneous clinics in a
community, and developing a
technological platform to track
client assignments and case
progress. Currently, there are
over 2,600 attorneys from over
130 ﬁrms participating and there
are plans to expand the program
to Australia and Canada.
Weil, Gotshal & Manges LLP
In 2004, Weil, Gotshal & Manges
developed an innovative pro
bono policy which requested
that every lawyer in the ﬁrm
perform 50 hours of pro bono
work, every partner and counsel
take or supervise at least one
pro bono matter, and every new
lawyer work on at least one pro
bono matter. By implementing
this policy, the ﬁrm nearly
tripled its pro bono hours. The
ﬁrm’s U.S. average number of
hours per attorney has also
reached over 80 hours for the
past few years.
Weil’s involvement in pro bono
cases is extensive both domestically
and internationally. Some of
the ﬁrm’s most notable efforts
include working with Human
Rights Watch to monitor and
analyze on a daily basis motion
practice and jurisprudence at
the International Criminal
Court and working with the
Innocence Project in supporting
its litigation, administration and
policy work.
One of the more unique pro
bono efforts of the ﬁrm is its
participation as the ﬁrst “beta
subscriber” to Pro Bono Net’s
interactive Pro Bono Manager.
This fully integrated online
portal, known in the ﬁrm as the
“Weil Pro Bono Hotspot,” serves
as a repository of all materials
relevant to the ﬁrm’s pro bono
practice. In addition, the ﬁrm
initiated World Pro Bono Week
in 2008, during which all Weil
ofﬁces held a special pro bono
related event. The ﬁrm also
sponsors externships of four
to twelve month(s) duration
at leading public service
organizations. Summer associates
and retiring attorneys are also
(continued on page 12)
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can do to increase pro bono
attorney involvement of solo
and small ﬁrm practitioners.
Foster Pro Bono
Ethic of Service
This survey demonstrates that a
large number of solo and small
ﬁrm lawyers have a profound
sense of responsibility to perform
pro bono and community service
activities and that they gain
personal satisfaction from doing
so. While awards, CLE credit
and other inducements may
encourage some participation,
it is even more important that
the ABA, law schools, and the
legal community foster a sense
of professional responsibility to
volunteer.
Communicate
Availability of Support
Survey responses identiﬁed a
number of obstacles unique to
solo and small ﬁrm practitioners
who lack the administrative support
and resources of a larger ﬁrm.
Pro bono and legal service
organizations commonly provide
free training sessions and some
states provide CLE credit for
services performed. In addition,
most offer malpractice coverage,
reliable pre-screening of client
ﬁnancial eligibility, mentoring
and co-counseling programs, and
opportunities to partner with larger
ﬁrms on complex cases. Programs
that offer these services must
communicate more effectively
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urged to continue pro bono work
for the ﬁrm and Weil partners
with its corporate clients on
several pro bono projects.
Over the past two years, the
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the availability of these services
for cases that they refer.

Sign-up!
Individuals wishing to volunteer
can ﬁnd pro bono opportunities
within their communities by
searching the National Pro Bono
Opportunities Guide at www.
volunteerforprobono.org. The
guide indexes links to organizations
and web sites that list pro bono
opportunities in each state
and provides information on
available support services.

can support these efforts by
participating in bar association
initiatives such as programs
discussing best practices for
encouraging pro bono and public
service, recognizing lawyers’
participation through public
service awards and highlighting
achievements in various print
and electronic publications.
While the survey’s
quantitative results did not
indicate that bar association
recognition was a strong
motivator for pro bono service,
many respondents focused on
this in their comments. As one
respondent indicated, “The
ABA and other organizations
should give greater recognition
to the contributions of solo
practitioners who devote
substantial amounts of time
to pro bono… Too often, large
law ﬁrms and corporate law
departments both of which
have substantial resources are
given recognition for their pro
bono work to the exclusion
of solo practitioners who go
unmentioned.”
If you are a solo or small
ﬁrm practitioner and have
suggestions related to this article
or are interested in learning
more, contact the ABA Center for
Pro Bono Assistant Staff Counsel,
Melanie Kushnir at kushnim@
staff.abanet.org.

Increase Awareness
and Recognition
The ABA, legal service programs,
and their volunteers are poised
to develop educational and
public awareness materials
to promote pro bono service.
Lawyers in small ﬁrm settings
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ﬁrm has received upwards of 20
different awards from programs
around the country for its
laudable pro bono work. These
include the Pro Bono Institute
Pickering Award, the Lawyers’
Committee for Civil Rights
Under Law Advocate for Justice
Award and the Law Technology

News Award for Most Innovative
Use of Technology for a Pro
Bono Project.
The recipients of the 2009
ABA Pro Bono Publico Award
were honored on August 3, 2009
at the Pro Bono Publico Awards
Assembly Luncheon during the
ABA Annual Meeting in Chicago.

Offer a Breadth
of Opportunities
Legal service and pro bono
programs should offer a wide
range of volunteer opportunities
including those that enable
attorneys to perform discrete
legal tasks such as initial
consultation or limited
representation. Transactional
lawyers, who don’t want to go
to court, can perform discreet
transactional projects assisting
either nonproﬁts that help
underserved populations or
micro entrepreneurs who qualify
for service or who are developing
a needed business in a distressed
area. Similarly, programs can
coordinate general counsel
relationships for an individual to
work for a small non-proﬁt that
helps underserved populations.
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