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On June 24, 2008, a group of workers rallied outside the
Washington, D.C. offices of telecommunications giant Verizon. 

“We are here today to demand that Verizon pay us,” said Nerbin
Rodriguez, a client of the Legal Aid Justice Center, to reporters.
“We have the right to recover the money for the work that we
performed.”

With the support of the Legal Aid Justice Center’s Immigrant
Advocacy Program, Mr. Rodriguez and more than 100 other
workers have been fighting to get paid for work they performed
on Verizon’s project. Hired to dig ditches by a confusing web of
Verizon contractors and subcontractors, members of 14 different
crews that worked on the multi-billion dollar expansion of
Verizon’s residential fiber optic communications network
contacted the Legal Aid Justice Center, reporting that they were
not properly paid. As client Carlos Ortiz put it bluntly at the
protest, “Verizon needs to tell the subcontractors to quit 
cheating the workers out of their money in this way.”

Prior to the protest, the Legal Aid Justice Center represented two
crews of workers who sued subcontractors in federal court and
won judgments but were unable to get payment from the
Verizon subcontractors.

“We asked for a meeting with Verizon to discuss these cases,”
said Tim Freilich, legal director of the Immigrant Advocacy
Program. “But at the last minute, Verizon canceled and said to
contact the company’s lawyer. We sent a letter to their lawyer.
Two weeks passed without response, and that’s when the workers
decided to go public and demand that Verizon take responsibility
for ensuring that all workers on Verizon’s projects are properly
compensated for their work.” 

Coordinated with partner non-profit organizations from D.C.
and Maryland, the protest caught the attention of the local 

media. In a parody of
Verizon’s ad campaign line,
“Can you hear me now?” the
workers chanted “Can you
pay me now?” The protest
got Verizon’s attention—and
the workers got the meeting
they requested.

“Legal Aid Justice Center’s
work is about helping our
clients get a seat at the
table,” Freilich explained. “In
this case, it was a high-backed
leather chair at a massive
table in the plush conference
room of Verizon’s D.C. 
headquarters. It was great 
to see our clients give their
demands directly to three of
Verizon’s vice presidents.” 

By the end of October 2008,
our clients had recovered more than $300,000 through 
this effort, including payment in full of the two previously 
uncollected federal court judgments. Media coverage of the
protest and other information about this campaign are available
at the campaign website, www.CanYouPayMeNow.com.

CAN YOU PAY ME NOW?
DITCH DIGGERS DEMAND JUSTICE FROM VERIZON, GET MORE THAN $300,000

Congratulations to all the Legal Aid Justice Center staff in
our offices in Falls Church, Richmond, and Charlottesville
who have worked on this effort, as well as our partner
organizations, CASA of Maryland and the Washington
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights.
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Low-income Virginians face tough challenges right now. While we all
feel the effects of the current economic downturn, it hits them the
hardest. Throughout this year, the staff of the Legal Aid Justice Center
has continued to provide relief to those who are struggling. 

This summer, our Immigrant Advocacy Program led a successful 
campaign to recover earnings owed to low-wage workers who were
not paid for digging ditches for the fiber optic cable that will be used
by Verizon Communications. Our “CanYouPayMeNow” campaign has
recovered more than $300,000 owed to these workers.

Over the past year, our JustChildren Program brought public attention
to the fact that many low-income families have had to pay fees to send
their children to public school. Several school districts responded by
eliminating all fees, and the Virginia Board of Education agreed with
our attorneys when it required schools to provide waivers to families
who could not afford fees, freeing up their resources for basics like
food, rent, and medicine.

Both of these programs celebrate 10th Anniversaries this year. Your 
support has been critical to their success and continues to help make
life a little easier for those in our community who are most vulnerable.
On behalf of all of us at the Legal Aid Justice Center, I offer my thanks
and wish you a very happy holiday season.
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Since 2006, Legal Aid Justice Center
executive director Alex Gulotta and
Nathan Veldhuis, an attorney with
the Charlottesville law firm Tremblay
& Smith—working on a pro bono
basis—have represented “Mr. C.,” a
patient at Western State Hospital.
Located in Staunton, Western State
is a psychiatric hospital licensed and
operated by the Virginia Department
of Mental Health, Mental Retardation,
and Substance Abuse Services. 

For more than 15 years, Mr. C. has
been secluded from other patients
and caregivers. He receives meals
through a slot in the door to his 
small room, and can enjoy the 
outdoors only by virtue of a small 
enclosure that one might expect 
at the local animal shelter. To
make matters worse, during his 
confinement he has received little to
no treatment in his native language 
of Spanish despite the fact that he
speaks almost no English. While
Western State’s administrators allege
that Mr. C. is too dangerous to min-
gle among the hospital’s staff and
patients, Veldhuis notes that he has
been “allowed to leave the facility
with his family . . . and allowed to
travel to Northern Virginia with them
with no fear that he would present 
a danger.”

Working with students from Legal Aid Justice Center’s
Mental Health Law Clinic, which is directed in 
conjunction with the University of Virginia School of
Law, Gulotta and Veldhuis have advocated for more
than two years that Mr. C. be moved from the hospital
in Staunton to a facility closer to his family in Northern
Virginia and that he receive treatment in Spanish.
This summer, Mr. C. received a positive decision in
his case. On August 1, the State Human Rights
Commission decided that Western State violated
state regulations in its treatment of Mr. C.

The state commissioner of the Department of
Mental Health, Mental Retardation and Substance
Abuse Services subsequently agreed to develop a
plan to transfer Mr. C. to a Northern Virginia facility,
where his condition will be monitored consistent
with the findings of the Human Rights Commission.
And he will receive regular care by providers who
speak Spanish.

“This has been a long, hard road for Mr. C.,”
Gulotta said. “But it is a great result for him and 
for the family who never gave up on him during 
all these years.”

ADVOCATES GIVE HOPE TO WESTERN STATE

HOSPITAL PATIENT AND FAMILY

“This has been a long,

hard road for Mr. C.,

but it is a great result

for him and for 

the family who 

never gave up 

on him during 

all these years.”



The two-plus year legal saga of Mr. C., the client in our
Western State Hospital story, required hours and hours
spent researching, visiting the client, interviewing family,
and drafting complex legal documents. Some of the key
pieces of the work were performed by law students 
participating in the Mental Health Law Clinic at the
University of Virginia School of Law. 

Over the past several years, the Legal Aid Justice Center
has helped establish a number of clinics that serve the 
dual purpose of helping Virginia’s low-income families
while giving future lawyers real-world skills. In addition to
the Mental Health Law Clinic, Legal Aid supervises clinics
focusing on the elderly, employment issues, housing, child
advocacy, and immigration. Whenever possible, the students
manage many of the responsibilities of conducting a case,
including interviewing clients, researching applicable law,
and arguing cases before fact-finders.

The newest clinic is the Family Resource Clinic, directed by
the law school’s Dan Nagin and focused on assisting
clients whose public benefits have been wrongly denied,
terminated, or reduced.

“Advocating for clients in public benefit cases requires
students to navigate a maze of laws and regulations,
often from overlapping federal and state sources,” Nagin
said. “By working one-on-one with individual clients from
initial case intake through appeal hearings, students see
first-hand how the law affects basic issues like whether a
person has enough to eat or access to health care.”

Another recently established clinic focuses on immigration
law and helps many in the community who face complicated
problems relating to their immigration status.

“The clinic gives students a chance to understand an often
misunderstood population,” said Doug Ford, the clinic’s
director. “As non-citizens, immigrants don’t enjoy all of 
the rights people associate with being an American. The
clinic not only helps people who might not otherwise have
access to these services, but also gives students a valuable
perspective on our legal system.”

4

theVoice

CLINICS PROVIDE MYRIAD BENEFITS TO COMMUNITY,
STUDENTS, AND STAFF

ABIGAIL TURNER NAMED LITIGATION DIRECTOR

The Legal Aid Justice Center is proud

to announce that Abigail Turner has

taken the position as our new litigation

director. Abigail replaces Jim Knoepp,

who in July moved to Atlanta with his

wife, former JustChildren attorney

Emily Suski, and their twin boys, Luke

and Jude.

Abigail joined the Legal Aid Justice

Center’s JustChildren Program in 2006

to work on juvenile justice reform. She

was previously the litigation director at

Mid-Minnesota Legal Assistance in

Minneapolis and the litigation director

for New Hampshire Legal Assistance.

Her 30-year legal career has focused on

civil rights and redressing poverty. She

is a graduate of Auburn University and

the George Washington University

School of Law.

Abigail Turner, new litigation director.



On October 6, 2008, the Legal Aid Justice Center played
host to a celebration honoring the Community Partnership
for Improved Long-Term Care. In the spring, the Partnership
was named winner of the Best Practices Award in the
Long-term Care category from the Commonwealth
Council on Aging, a state agency created to help older
Virginians, their families, and loved ones find services and
information. 

The Community Partnership for Improved Long-Term Care
brings together concerned individuals and groups to work

for improved quality of care in long-term
residential facilities in the City of
Charlottesville and the counties of
Albemarle, Fluvanna, Greene, Louisa,
and Nelson. As a broad-based coalition
using tools such as outreach, education,
legislative and administrative advocacy,

case representation, and public awareness campaigns, the
Partnership seeks to bring about improvements in the
quality of care and quality of life for residents, their 
loved ones, and for staff who work in long-term care. 

Gene Ecton Davis, chair of the Council on Aging, introduced
Stephen Reardon, Esq., chair of the Commonwealth Council
on Aging Legislative Committee. Reardon presented the
award to Legal Aid Justice Center Attorney Claire Curry,
who helped found and currently coordinates the Partnership.
Also making remarks was Jonathan Evans, MD, MPH, head
of the Section of Geriatrics and Palliative Medicine at the
University of Virginia, with whom Curry has collaborated
on studies of elder abuse and neglect.

theVoice

COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP WINS BEST PRACTICE AWARD

FROM THE COMMONWEALTH

Event attendees learned more about the Community
Partnership for Improved Long-Term Care.

Jan St. John, a Cedars resident, received an award for
her work educating residents and families.

Claire Curry accepted the award on behalf
of the Legal Aid Justice Center and the
Community Partnership for Improved
Long-Term Care.
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LEGAL AID JUSTICE CENTER HOSTS COMMUNITY EDUCATION

EVENT ON IMMIGRATION

On October 23, 2008, the Legal Aid Justice Center held
its annual community education event and benefit at the
Paramount Theater in Charlottesville. John Grisham was
the Master of Ceremonies for Immigration: More than a
Borderline Issue, which addressed some difficult questions
that arise in relation to immigration. Will we welcome
this most recent wave of immigrants as full members of
our society? Pretend we don’t see them? Erect barriers
to their participation in the American dream? Just where
do we stand in Virginia?

To help answer these questions, the Legal Aid Justice
Center invited filmmakers Eric Byler and Annabel Park to
share a documentary that centers on the issues being
debated in Prince William County, Virginia. In this hotbed
of activity outside of Washington, D.C., county supervisors
attempted to take federal immigration law into their
own hands when they passed a resolution requiring
police to check immigration status during routine traffic
stops and denying some county services to undocumented
immigrants. The film, 9500Liberty, follows the passage of
the resolution and its aftermath.

To put the film in context, John Grisham moderated a panel
discussion featuring Captain Eddie Reyes of the Alexandria
Police Department and the Immigrant Advocacy Program’s
legal director Tim Freilich and community organizer Edgar
Aranda-Yanoc. The panel answered questions about local
enforcement of immigration law, discrimination against
immigrant communities, and efforts to advocate for 
comprehensive immigration reform.

More than 600 community members attended the film
viewing and panel discussion, and the evening raised
more than $150,000 for Legal Aid. Renee and John
Grisham hosted the event, along with co-hosts Karen
and Carter Beauford, Becky and Jim Craig, Barbara and
Mark Fried, Elva and Lou Hart, Harvest Moon Catering,
LexisNexis, Karen Moran and B. Wistar Morris, III, Sonjia
Smith, Sheila and Ted Weschler, and Roberta Williamson.
Law Firm hosts included: Allen, Allen, Allen & Allen;

Boyle, Bain, Reback & Slayton; Law Office of Patricia M.
Brady; Feil, Pettit & Williams, PLC; Hunton & Williams;
Jones & Green, Attorneys at Law; McCallum &
Kudravetz, PC; McGuireWoods; Michie, Hamlet, Lowry,
Rasmussen & Tweel; Morin & Barkley, LLP; Richmond &
Fishburne, LLP; and Snook & Haughey, PC.

John Grisham with makers of the 
film, 9500Liberty, Annabel Park 
and Eric Byler.

Panelists Tim Freilich, Edgar Aranda-Yanoc, and Alexandria Police Captain 
Eddie Reyes.

Jim and Bruce Murray attended
Immigration: More than a
Borderline Issue.
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LEGAL AID JUSTICE CENTER PARTNERS WITH SOME OF

VIRGINIA’S BEST LAW FIRMS, CLIENTS ARE THE BIG WINNERS

The Legal Aid Justice Center has been fortunate to
receive many kinds of support from the legal communities
where we work. Local attorneys sit on our board and
advisory council, they generously contribute to our
annual campaign, and they take case referrals. As in our
case against Western State Hospital, they serve in a pro
bono publico capacity, at times helping us in particularly
difficult or time-consuming cases. 

Over the last year this support has taken a new direction,
as the Legal Aid Justice Center has built more formal
partnerships with firms to extend the services we are able
to provide within two of our projects. 

Virginia Institutionalized Persons Project 

Project director Helen Trainor has developed a dynamic,
multi-faceted project to address the central issues that
institutionalized persons face in the Commonwealth. At
the core of this work are concerns about the provision of
basic services, including health care, that are fundamental
to maintaining a system consistent with human rights
principles.

To address this large and complicated issue, Trainor and
Legal Aid Justice Center executive director Alex Gulotta
have formed partnerships with Troutman Sanders’ Virginia
office and Virginia CURE in Alexandria, to examine 
deficiencies in Virginia’s parole practices and develop
responsive legal strategies. Another partner is the
Washington Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights and
Urban Affairs, which has experience in challenging 
conditions of confinement and will be a powerful 
addition to the legal team.

The JustChildren Program

Jim Ryan, academic associate dean and the William L.
Matheson & Robert M. Morgenthau Distinguished
Professor of Law at the University of Virginia and an
expert on law and education, has had a front row seat
for the growth of the JustChildren Program, which seeks
to broaden opportunities for Virginia’s most vulnerable
children. He knows that the rules and guidelines in the
law to help children succeed in school will work only if
they are correctly applied one child at a time, and he
knows that the JustChildren Program has been extremely
effective in making this happen. 

Tim Heaphy, a partner at the law firm of McGuireWoods
in Richmond, and Andy Block, legal director of the
JustChildren Program, have in common their participation
in the University of Virginia’s Sorensen Institute leadership
training class. Tim got hands-on experience with the
JustChildren Program when he served as pro bono counsel
on a recent case alongside JustChildren attorney Abigail
Turner.

Working with Block, Ryan and Heaphy developed a project
to extend the reach of the JustChildren Program. In the fall,
the University of Virginia School of Law hired a coordinator
to work from the Legal Aid Justice Center’s Charlottesville
office to pair up attorneys at the McGuireWoods law firm
with UVa law students to handle cases.

“This is a tremendous opportunity for both students
and attorneys,” said Katie Ryan, project coordinator.
“The attorneys get a chance to learn and practice in a
new area of the law. The students are exposed to real
world problems. And they all get to take advantage of
the tremendous expertise of the JustChildren Program
staff. It’s a win-win situation—and of course the big 
winners are the clients who otherwise would not 
receive help.”
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PETERSBURG ADVOCATES CHALLENGE QUESTIONABLE

AUTO SALES PRACTICES

The credit crunch has made it difficult for people to obtain
loans, even with good credit. The situation is even more
difficult for those with less than stellar credit or limited
means to obtain financing for big ticket necessities such 
as cars.

In recent months, advocates in Legal Aid’s Petersburg
office have recently noticed an increase in “yo-yo” car
sales. The facts in a “yo-yo” sale usually follow a pattern:
A buyer goes to a car dealer to buy a car, signs a purchase
contract and a finance agreement, makes a down payment,
and drives off the lot with a car. But before the first 
payment is due, the dealer contacts the buyer to say that
that the financing “fell through” or was rejected, and
tells the buyer to return the car or else face repossession.
When the buyer returns the car, the dealer offers another
car or a new financing agreement on terms that are more
favorable to the dealer—such as a higher interest rate or
a bigger down payment.

Still needing the car, the buyer typically agrees to the new
terms in the belief that the dealer’s revised offer is the only
chance to buy a car. Unscrupulous dealers might repeat
this process several times with unwitting buyers, offering
progressively worse financing arrangements each time.

In a recent case against one Petersburg-area dealership,
Legal Aid Justice Center lawyers recovered more than
$12,800 for a buyer when the dealer improperly 
repossessed the vehicle. The dealership is appealing 
the decision.
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JUSTCHILDREN SHEDS LIGHT ON THE REAL COST OF A

“FREE” PUBLIC EDUCATION

While the Virginia Constitution guarantees each child a
“free” public education, in many schools across the
Commonwealth “free” doesn’t really mean free. After
receiving inquiries from clients and colleagues about the
fees charged by public schools, JustChildren attorneys
and law student interns investigated the policies and
practices of 26 school divisions across the Commonwealth.
Their research revealed that, facing increasing costs and
inadequate state support, many schools pass on the
costs of education to their students by charging fees 
for instruction, materials, or simply “school.”

In the spring JustChildren released its report titled, “The
Price of a Free Public Education,” which received coverage
on TV, on the radio, and in regional and national news.
JustChildren staff attorney Angela Ciolfi presented the
report to the Virginia Board of Education at its May
meeting and asked the Board to review outdated fee
regulations. 

With TV cameras rolling, the Board agreed to
launch an investigation, which subsequently
confirmed many of the report’s findings, namely,
that most schools charge various fees; that
most do not have formal waiver policies and
those that do usually fail to notify parents
about them; and that there can be serious 
consequences for students when the fees are
not paid. 

Some schools penalize students by withholding
their class schedules or excluding them from
field trips, class activities, and even graduation
ceremonies. In July the Board agreed to revise
its regulations and issued guidance to schools
emphasizing the need to provide waivers for
students who cannot afford the fees.

Partnering with Blue Ridge Legal Services and the Legal
Aid Society of Roanoke Valley, the staff of the JustChildren
Program pursued some of the worst abuses in individual
school districts. As a result, public schools in both
Harrisonburg and Roanoke eliminated many of their fees
and provided waivers to low-income students for those
that remain. In the coming months, JustChildren will
continue to work with groups throughout the state to
challenge unlawful and burdensome school fees, and
simultaneously pursue strategies to get at the root of the
problem: inadequate and inequitable financial support
for public education. 

To receive email alerts and help us wage our battle for
more state support for public education—and less
reliance on user fees—check our website
www.justice4all.org or contact angela@justice4all.org. 
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Richmond-based law firms and corporations hosted a
benefit for the Legal Aid Justice Center and the Central
Virginia Legal Aid Society on November 13, 2008, at
Toad’s Place on the canal. The hosts of the event included
Dominion Virginia Power, McGuireWoods, Altria, 
Hunton & Williams, LeClaire Ryan, Troutman Sanders,
and Williams Mullen.

Alex Gulotta, executive director of the Legal Aid Justice
Center, and Henry McLaughlin, executive director of the
Central Virginia Legal Aid Society, spoke about the struggles
of low-income residents in Richmond. First lady of
Virginia and former legal aid staff attorney Ann Holton

received an award recognizing her dedication to legal
services in Virginia. Master of Ceremonies John Grisham
provided the keynote address and generously auctioned
the naming rights to a character in his next book. 

A party atmosphere continued late into the night as
Richmond-based band, the Big Pay Back, took to the
stage. “It was a terrific evening for everyone, both our
organizations and our guests,” Gulotta said. “It is truly a
wonderful event when those who serve the needy, local
law firms, major corporations, and other community 
supporters come together to help the most vulnerable
citizens in our community.”

LAW FIRMS AND CORPORATIONS HOST RICHMOND BENEFIT

Organizers and legal advocates from
the JustChildren Program recently
helped ensure protection for students
with disabilities and the rights of
parents to participate in decisions
about their children’s access to 
special education services. 

When draft regulations threatened
to reduce those rights, JustChildren, 
in collaboration with the Virginia
Coalition for Students and other
groups, helped generate thousands
of written comments and turn out
hundreds of parents, students, 
and other supporters to testify at
public hearings around the state.
JustChildren’s organizing included
action alerts, workshops, meetings
with the Governor’s staff, advocacy
trainings, contact with the Board of
Education, testimony, and media work. 

As a result, in September 2008 the
Virginia Board of Education reversed
the majority of the proposed changes
that would have reduced the rights
of students and families. 

The new draft of the regulations
protects many of the most critical
rights, including the right to notice and
participation when special education
services are to be terminated. The
Governor is currently reviewing the
proposed regulations, which are likely
to take effect early in 2009. 

SPOTLIGHT ON ORGANIZING:
MAJOR VICTORY FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES AND THEIR FAMILIES
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NEW FELLOWS JOIN THE RANKS AT THE LEGAL AID JUSTICE CENTER

This fall, the Legal Aid Justice Center welcomes three

new fellows to our Central Virginia offices. 

The Petersburg office is hosting Equal Justice America

fellow Geraldine Doetzer, who joins the Civil Advocacy

team to work on access to public benefits and other

issues. Ms. Doetzer is a graduate of the University of

Maryland and the William and Mary Law School. 

Amy Woolard has joined the Richmond office to work in

the JustChildren Program under a Lewis F. Powell, Jr. 

fellowship from the University of Virginia School of Law.

Ms. Woolard received her bachelor of arts and law

degrees from the University of Virginia, and was an

intern in the JustChildren Program during the summer 

of 2006. 

In Charlottesville, Catherine Rotolo brings substantial

experience in the business world to address the issues 

of foreclosures and equity theft in Virginia through a 

privately funded fellowship. Ms. Rotolo is a graduate 

of Fordham University and the William and Mary Law

School, and was a summer intern with the Legal Aid

Justice Center in 2007. 

Amy Woolard works with
the JustChildren Program
in the Richmond office.

Catherine Rotolo brings
real world experience to
the Charlottesville office.

Geraldine Doetzer joins the
Civil Advocacy Program in
the Petersburg office.

Thanks to a generous local donor, the Legal Aid Justice Center’s Elder Law Initiative now

can match gifts up to a total of $10,000. Any gift you make now that is earmarked to the

program will be matched dollar for dollar, providing even more resources for this successful

program that is making a real difference in the lives of the low-income elderly. Please be

generous and help us make this match!TH
A

N
K

S
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Legal Aid Justice Center
1000 Preston Ave., Suite A
Charlottesville, VA 22903

Approximately 3,000 migrant tree planters from Mexico
and Central America won a big victory in federal court 
in Atlanta in October 2008. These “guestworkers” in the
U.S. on H-2B work visas had been treated as anything but
“guests” by their employer.

In a resounding victory for Immigrant Advocacy Program
clients, the court ruled that the owner of the company and
the defendants must reimburse the workers for costs they
illegally imposed. The decision on several key legal issues
in the case boosts the potential damages award into the 
millions of dollars. The ruling sends a strong message to the
entire forestry industry that it needs to change its practices.

Erin Trodden and Tim Freilich of the Immigrant Advocacy
Program are co-counseling this case with friends and 
former Legal Aid Justice Center colleagues Jim Knoepp,
Mary Bauer, and Andrew Turner, who are now at the
Southern Poverty Law Center’s Immigrant Justice 
Project. A great shared victory!

MAKING AN IMPACT—
HUGE WIN FOR THOUSANDS OF MIGRANT TREE PLANTERS

theVoice


