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OUR VALUES
Legal Aid Chicago was founded on the philosophy that all
individuals are entitled to quality civil legal representation,
regardless of their income. We work to ensure that poverty
is not an impediment to justice by dismantling the legal
barriers that perpetuate inequality. Legal Aid Chicago staff
live our mission through our core values of equity, excellence,
inclusion, kindness, and respect.
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A YEAR IN REVIEW

The staff and team at Legal Aid Chicago are used to challenges and
combating the daily inequities that permeate our society. But nothing
prepared us for the whirlwind brought by COVID-19. This year’s
report will give you an outline of the changes that occurred globally
and the way Legal Aid Chicago responded to the issues that arose.

J A N U A R Y

LEGAL AID CHICAGO LAUNCHES
EXPUNGEMENT & SEALING PRO BONO CLINICS!

Our Volunteer Services Unit facilitated an adult sealing and
expungement clinic on the 17th of January with 24 volunteers and
13 clients. These new “one day clinics” allowed Legal Aid Chicago to
connect with law firms and companies in new ways and expanded
our pro bono opportunities, while serving clients efficiently.

The World Health Organization (WHO) announced a
mysterious coronavirus-Related pneumonia in Wuhan, China. A
Washington state resident became the first person in the United
States with a confirmed COVID-19 case. Illinois had its first
confirmed case of COVID. WHO issued a Global Health Emergency.

7

F E B R UA RY
US declared a public health emergency. CDC
said COVID-19 is heading toward pandemic status.

Legal Aid Chicago Executive staff began meeting to discuss
a contingency plan for a potential pandemic including an
essential operations and IT assessment for working remotely
and a COVID-19 Workplace Exposure Protocol was developed.

DANIELLE’S STORY: Danielle came to us after

being sexually harassed by her landlord. She was
living in her subsidized unit with her minor daughter
when her landlord started asking her on dates, and told
her to leave the door open for him to come in at night.
Danielle declined his advances, and in retaliation
he filed an eviction for nonpayment of rent against
her, despite the fact that she was current on her rent
payments. He said that the eviction case would go away
if she agreed to have sex with him. We filed a motion
to dismiss the eviction case, and the eviction case
was dismissed and sealed. Danielle is excited, happy,
and grateful that she can move forward with her life.
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LOW INCOME TAX CLINIC

We received funding from the IRS to begin a
Low Income Tax Clinic to help with IRS disputes.

M A R C H
WHO declared COVID-19
a pandemic; President Trump
declared COVID-19 a National
Emergency.

VIRTUAL CLINICS

We moved our in-person pro bono clinics to virtual
clinics where a client could videoconference with
an attorney. If the client did not have the capability
to videoconference, we offered telephone assistance.

In Illinois, Governor Pritzker
announced statewide school closures
Congress passed the Coronavirus
and restrictions for public gatherings. Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
The Circuit Court of Cook County (CARES) Act, providing $2 trillion in aid.
announced a moratorium on evictions
and foreclosures.

SERENA’S STORY: Serena came to us while living in a domestic violence shelter with her two

children. Tony, her husband repeatedly hit Serena and the children, deprived them of food and
medical care, and monitored them with cameras while he was at work. At the time, she had
an emergency order of protection but Tony had recently filed a parentage case. We were able
to limit him to supervised visits at one of our partner agencies while the case went on. During the
Domestic Relations case, Tony repeatedly filed baseless motions to transfer custody to him, and
made false reports about Serena to the Department of Children &
Family Services. Eventually he stopped visiting the children, but he
then demanded that the court award him custody of them, allow
him to move them out of state, and grant him full decision-making
authority over their lives. Tony’s antics during the trial included
claiming that our office got him fired, but this didn’t deter Legal Aid
Chicago attorney Myka Held from maintaining the dignity and safety
of everyone involved during the trial. In addition to legal advocacy,
Alexis Millo, our in-house social worker, got Serena and the children
into counseling, helped Serena out with her SNAP benefits, and
helped make sure she could keep a roof over their heads. In this case,
like so many others, Alexis’ ability to help our client meet these needs
meant she could then focus on winning her case. Thankfully, the
Judge gave Serena sole decision-making authority over the children;
limited Tony’s parenting time to 12 supervised visits per year, and
increased the child support that Serena received.

TRANSITION TO REMOTE WORK

Legal Aid Chicago Staff began working remotely. Our Client Screening Unit was
able to transition to remote work immediately. 65% of staff were given laptops
with our network loaded on it – within a few weeks 100% of staff had laptops. A phone
application was enabled that allowed staff to use Legal Ad Chicago phone numbers
on their personal devices. Zoom and Microsoft Teams were established for external
and internal meetings loaded on it. A staff rotation schedule allowing a very limited
number of staff members to enter the workplace to distribute mail was created.
As soon as we transitioned to remote work, our case handlers communicated
with clients regarding the status of our office and of their cases. At the end of the
month we launched a COVID-19 Informational Page on our website. Our staff began
proactively working with the courts, community partners, and clients to create
informational pieces in English and Spanish, detailing changes and ways to access
help and services. We prepared and posted information sheets on issues affecting
our clients on our website and social media and sent them to community partners.
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A P R I L
Early in the month, new
cases in Illinois brought the
total to over 10,000 cases. By
mid-month it was over 25,000
cases.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
ASSISTANCE
Recognizing that the pandemic
was causing an increase in domestic
violence and was presenting new
challenges for survivors, we partnered
with Ascend Justice and the Court to
launch an Order of Protection Remote
Assistance Project to provide telephone
assistance to those who were seeking
an emergency order of protection at
the Domestic Violence Courthouse.

PUBLIC BENEFITS

During the pandemic, people
who never thought they would
need public benefits now needed
them to survive, and thousands
needed help with the confusing
rules
around
unemployment
insurance. To meet this new need,
we launched two pro-bono projects
– one to help people enroll in public
benefits and one to help people
obtain unemployment insurance.

CANCELLED EVENT

COVID-19 UPDATES

Legal Aid Chicago Practice Groups
updated the public with the latest legal news as
our clients began to face compounding issues.

We cancelled our Justice is
Served fundraiser as well as
our Annual Luncheon and we began
planning alternate fundraising
opportunities.

JOE’S STORY: Joe had been living in a
long-term care facility when he needed to be
hospitalized and then transferred into rehab.
When he was ready to return to his senior living facility,
they refused to let him back in. Suzanne Courtheoux,
Supervisory Attorney in the Ombudsman Program,
and Robert Graham, Paralegal Ombudsman, not only
were able to get the facility to allow Joe to move back
in, but also got them to waive 10 days of rent due to the
additional costs incurred keeping him sheltered in the
rehab facility. His daughter wrote us: “Given all the frenzy
around the shutdowns, having to deal with my father’s
situation, and having my and my sister’s own work-life
situations in flux, the steady guidance and attention by
Suzanne and Robert is really what got us through. We
no longer felt ‘alone,’ and I can’t tell you how much that
meant to us at that time. Weeks after this concluded,
I received a check-in call from Robert to see how my
Dad was doing. What a kind and meaningful gesture
that was. And for the record, my Dad is doing great.”
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J U L Y
Daily cases continued
to rise, reaching 150,000
cumulative cases.

A WIN!

Thanks to a 3-year grant from
HUD, we launched a Fair Housing
Investigation and Enforcement Initiative
that provides services to anyone facing
housing discrimination. The program has
a focus on combating sex discrimination
in housing in Cook County, a pervasive
issue that disproportionately affects
women of color.

Melissa Picciola, our Director of Volunteer
Services, and John Gallo are quoted in an
article in the Chicago Tribune about the
increasing need for legal aid as the result of
the COVID crisis.

M

A

Y

Illinois hit 100,000
total cases.

ANTHONY’S STORY: In 2017,
a Stroger Hospital Care
Coordinator referred Anthony
to our medical-legal partnership
with Cook County Health. Anthony
needed help in applying for Social
Security disability benefits. He had
been homeless for years, sleeping on
the street, suffering from untreated
serious mental illness and without a
source of income. His initial application
was denied so we filed a request for
reconsideration, which culminated in a
hearing in May 2020. After hearing his
case, the Social Security Administration
approved him for ongoing SSI
benefits as well as $22,950 in back
payments. Thanks to this reliable
source of income, James qualified
for subsidized housing and was able
to move into his new apartment.

J U N E
Illinois’ coronavirus cases hit
a nearly three-month low of 462
new daily cases, though shortly
afterwards numbers began to rise
again, hitting 143,185 cumulative
cases by the end of the month.

LAN’S STORY: Lan was an
83-year-old woman who
primarily spoke Cantonese.
When her husband died, she moved
in with her stepdaughter Dolores
who said she would manage Lan’s
finances. Within three years, Dolores
had drained all of Lan’s savings—over
$250,000—and kicked Lan out. Virtually
none of the money had been used for
Lan’s benefit. Lan came to us, and we
filed an action against Dolores for
breach of fiduciary duty, conversion,
unjust enrichment, and common
law fraud. The three-day bench trial
was one of the first via Zoom, and
Lan won a summary judgment of
$253,991, on all counts. We’re grateful
to have assisted Lan, and we remain
steadfast in our efforts to help our
aging population protect themselves
from abuse and exploitation.

ANOTHER WIN!

In the early months of the
pandemic, many domestic
violence survivors were threatened
due to expired Orders of Protection.
One example was our client Maria,
whose ex-husband began harassing
her once her Order of Protection had
expired. After she received another
Order of Protection, she appeared in court three times
in two months to receive a physical copy of it, which
she never received. She called the police to enforce
the order, but they were unable to find it in Chicago
Law Enforcement’s Automated Data System. To get
him arrested, she would need a copy of the order.
To remedy this widespread issue, our attorneys filed
a complaint against Dorothy Brown, clerk of the
Circuit Court of Cook County. Two weeks later, the
Judge issued an Order in response to the suit stating
that Dorothy Brown’s Circuit Court was obligated to
provide Legal Aid Chicago, the sheriff’s office, and
any other Cook County petitioner with Protective
Orders on the same day that they were issued. This
was a tremendous win – now, our clients and other
survivors will immediately have copies of their Orders
to show to law enforcement to protect themselves
from their abusers. They will now be able to rightfully
access the potentially life-saving protections these
Orders provide.
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RELAY FOR JUSTICE

WEBINAR SERIES

AUGUST
COVID-19 became
the third-leading cause
of death in the US.

We launched an 8-Part webinar
series on the persistent and
new legal crises facing Cook County’s
Black and Brown communities. Over
1000 unique individuals attended
these sessions – over 600 of them
attending more than one session.

ABDU’S STORY: In 2018, Abdu arrived in the United
States from Myanmar as a Rohingya refugee. He
immediately began learning English and started
working as a janitor in an airline club at O’Hare. Abdu was
laid off due to COVID-19 and, with the assistance of a refugee
agency, filed for unemployment. However, when the agency
filed his application, they accidentally reversed Abdu’s first
and last name. As a result, his name did not match the
name on his social security and identity documentation
so the claim was denied. This simple clerical error created
severe financial stress for Abdu, who was forced to borrow
money to pay his rent. He was desperate when he came to
us for help. Although we corrected his name, he was still
denied his unemployment insurance. After three months of
bureaucratic mayhem, Legal Aid Chicago attorneys worked
alongside Immigrant & Workers’ Rights Director Lisa Palumbo
to represent Abdu at his hearing. In a matter of minutes, the
administrative law judge addressed the error and apologized
to Abdu for the delays in receiving the benefits in which
he was entitled. He received his back benefits soon after!

Relay for Justice was launched.
For two weeks hundreds of
people walked, ran or biked and
then tracked their activity in a Relay
web portal. They virtually “stopped”
in various cities that marked vital
moments of justice and advocacy
in civil law. Together we exercised,
learned about those who fought for
justice and raised money to support
Legal Aid Chicago.

SEPTEMBER
A plan devised by HHS and the DOD
aimed to make a COVID-19 vaccine free
for all Americans, with the vaccine being
rolled out in January 2021.

NICHOLAS’ STORY: There is a law that states that those who apply
for public assistance qualify for “all such benefits to which any person
may be entitled except to the extent that the applicant expressly
declines in writing to apply for particular benefits.” In other words, if John applies
for Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits, then John is also
entitled to any other state-funded benefits, unless he declines those benefits.
In reality, the Illinois Department of Human Services (IDHS) requires people to
specifically articulate the benefit they are seeking when they apply. If you don’t
name a specific benefit, IDHS will not evaluate your eligibility for it. This flips the
law on its head, shifting the burden away from IDHS to the applicant. The result is
that many low-income Illinoisans do not get the benefits to which they are entitled.
Nicholas did not specifically request a benefit called Aid for the Aged, Blind or
Disabled Cash assistance so IDHS did not evaluate his eligibility for it. They argued
that Nicholas’ failure to check a box for this benefit was evidence of him declining
the benefit. Our attorneys represented Nicholas, and the court rejected IDHS’s
argument, placing the obligation to inform applicants back onto IDHS, where
it rightfully belongs. This ruling resulted in Nicholas receiving close to $6,000
in additional benefits. Although the court’s decision only applied to this case,
Legal Aid Chicago attorneys are working to leverage the Court’s decision and
ensure that IDHS changes its practices so that they are in compliance with law.
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HOLIDAY VIRTUAL EVENT

OCTOBER
Global cases topped 40 million. lllinois
reported 6,943 new confirmed cases on October
30, the highest mark since the pandemic began,
bringing the total number of confirmed cases to
402,401. The record was broken on the following
day, October 31, with 7,899 cases.

NOVEMBER
Illinois passed 11,000
deaths and 600,000 cases.

SARAH’S STORY: Sarah was sleeping when her downstairs
neighbor broke into her apartment. She woke up to him
strangling her and attempting to sexually assault her.
Sarah received treatment from Northwestern and obtained an
emergency civil no-contact order. The attacker didn’t deny that
the assault occurred and claimed that he was “blackout drunk.”
Sarah did not want to move, but she also needed to feel safe. She
came to us for help. The law provides that, under the Safe Homes
Act, survivors of sexual assault can terminate their lease, but it
does not provide mechanisms to ensure safety for someone who
wants to stay. We worked with Sarah to craft a resolution that
established that her attacker stay at least one mile away from her
and that he receive mandatory therapy. Sarah also asked for and
received a conversation with the attacker and his mother to address
the sexual assault and how it has affected Sarah. If her attacker
violates the settlement or is charged with sexual assault by another
woman, the settlement is void and Sarah can pursue criminal
charges. After entering the settlement, Sarah said that “a wave of
peace” washed over her, and she felt that she’d received justice.

DECEMBER
FDA Advisory Panel
granted emergency
authorization of PfizerBioNTech COVID-19 Vaccine.
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Legal Aid Chicago hosted a
virtual event honoring Lisa
Madigan, former Illinois Attorney
General, with the Champion of
Justice Award and Legal Aid Chicago’s
Senior Attorney Kulsum Ameji with
the Jerold S. Solovy Award Winner.
Governor Pritzker, Mayor Lightfoot,
Senators Durban and Duckworth,
David Axelrod, and Tina Tchen were
among those who participated in
the virtual event. During the event
we also paid tribute to the late Tom
Johnson and Leslie Jones, former
Legal Aid Chicago attorneys who
were tragically murdered in April.

HARRIET’S STORY: Shortly before Thanksgiving
Housing Law Attorney, Kate Pannella, received an
emergency case. Harriet had been forcibly evicted
the day before and had spent the night in her car with her
six children. Harriet’s landlord had succeeded in obtaining
an eviction order despite the moratorium because
they alleged she had caused plumbing issues that had
caused severe property damage. However, Harriet had
repeatedly reported the faulty plumbing to maintenance.
Kate and attorney MacKenzie Speer got right to work and
drafted a Temporary Restraining Order (TRO) and motion
to vacate the eviction order and reinstate Harriet and her
children in their home. The judge refused to recognize the
situation and instead entered a briefing schedule which
would keep Harriet homeless. However, Kate continued
to negotiate, and the landlord agreed to reinstate
Harriet’s tenancy and enable her and her children to
return home – just in time to celebrate Thanksgiving.
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THE NEW NORMAL
MIGRANT FARMWORKERS CASE

During the afternoon of July 23, 2019, a helicopter sprayed toxic pesticides on migrant
farmworkers working in Central Illinois cornfields, clearly visible in neon orange hats
and backpacks. Two weeks later, many of those same farmworkers were again sprayed
with pesticides, this time twice within a half-hour. The farmworkers, employed by Iowabased Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc., included numerous teenagers, workers in
their 60s, and a pregnant woman.

On Dec. 2nd, Legal Aid Chicago, Texas RioGrande Legal Aid, and the Environmental Law
& Policy Center filed a lawsuit in U.S. District Court in Illinois on behalf of 27 migrant
farmworkers. According to the suit, the farmworkers suffered acute poisoning after both
events, including shortness of breath, blurred vision, painful eye and skin irritation,
vomiting, headaches, excessive fatigue, and dizziness. Symptoms persisted for months,
and some continue to this day. Five children were also exposed to the pesticides by
coming in close contact with the farmworkers. The farmworkers sought damages for
the harm they suffered and continue to suffer, and for harm to their children.
“No farmworker should be exposed to poisonous chemicals when doing their job, let
alone multiple times in two weeks,” said Lisa Palumbo, Director of Legal Aid Chicago’s
Immigrants and Workers’ Rights project. “Migrant farmworkers are some of our most
vulnerable workers, who grow and harvest the food we eat. Their employer is obligated
to ensure they are safe from pesticide exposure, and that they are properly cared for
and provided truthful information if exposure occurs. This did not happen here.”

Overall, in the last 12 months, Legal Aid Chicago closed 10,188
cases. These cases impacted over 18,000 people with a financial
impact of over $27,000,000.
Despite the challenge of operating in a COVID-19 world, Legal Aid
Chicago adapted to our increased load of cases, disseminated
critical information to our clients, and swiftly reconstructed our
fundraising strategy. This reflects the tenacity and dedication that
Legal Aid Chicago Staff continue to exhibit from year to year.
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