
   

INSIDE NLS  

“In these days of 

difficulty, we Americans 

everywhere must and 

shall choose the path of 

social justice…, the path 

of faith, the path of hope, 

and the path of love 

toward our fellow man.”   

- Franklin D. Roosevelt 
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A Small Client Needed Extra Help   

The Social Security Administration approved Sophie for SSI 
benefits in November 2013. Sophie met the listing for insulin-
dependent diabetes mellitus.  In October 2017, the SSA 
determined that Sophie no longer met the listing because she 
had turned six, even though there had been no improvement in 
her condition simply due to her age. JoAnn Lewandowski 
represented Sophie at a hearing in front of an Administrative 
Law Judge on October 3, 2019 and received a favorable 
decision.  JoAnn argued that Sophie was severely limited in 
caring for herself and in her general health and well-being.   

The ALJ found that Sophie, now 12 years old, was limited in 
caring for herself because she did not appreciate the 
seriousness of her condition.  The evidence showed that Sophie 
was sneaking snacks and altering her glucose pump readings to 
to seem more normal. The ALJ found that Sophie’s inability to 
follow recommended eating plans to manage her diabetes, 
(resulting in uncontrolled diabetes and repeated hospitalizations) 
suggested an extreme lack of care for her personal needs.  It is 
very rare for an ALJ to make a finding like this based on only 
one domain of extreme functional limitation.  Sophie was lucky 
to have JoAnn in her corner! 

News from the front lines of Neighborhood Legal Services    October,  2019 

NLS does not use the 
actual names of clients 
in Inside NLS. 
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New  

New  Old  

Old  

A Look Back at NLS Through the Years 

With all the wonderful and positive changes taking place at NLS, we thought it would be fun 
and informative to look back at the history of NLS. Seeing where we came from can 
sometimes help to focus our view on the future moving forward.  

The Legal Aid Years (1965-1976) 
 
NLS began as a project of the Legal Aid Bureau of Buffalo in late 1965. Funding for the project was 
an outgrowth of President Johnson's War on Poverty. 

Initially, NLS had four neighborhood offices located in three neighborhoods of Buffalo and the First 
Ward of Lackawanna. The offices were located in areas which, according to census data, had the 
largest concentration of low-income residents. The offices served small catchment areas and did 
not cover all of Erie County or even the City of Buffalo. 
 
The offices were small, usually staffed by one attorney, a secretary and a neighborhood aide. 
Neighborhood aides went door-to-door simply to let residents know of NLS' existence and availability 
to provide free civil legal services. Money was tight. NLS asked c lients we helped to contribute 
$1.00 to a fund used to pay for postage and office cleaning. 
 
Attorneys tried to help as many clients as possible. The door of each office had a sign that said "The 
attorney is in" or "The attorney is not in."   If the attorney was "in", the client was interviewed. The 
offices were open two evenings per week until 9:00 p.m. so that working people could seek legal 
assistance without having to take time off from work.  As funding increased, the attorney staff was 
increased to two per office with one of the attorneys  designated  the Supervising Attorney. 
 
Although attorneys handled a broad array of problems, certain problems seemed to recur 
frequently. The neighborhood offices were the first to represent clients in welfare matters, then a 
new and evolving area of the law. The neighborhood offices also practiced heavily in landlord/
tenant law. 

During the Legal Aid years, NLS started bringing law reform cases. These actions were designed 
to help not just one client, but many clients by establishing new principles of law.   The impetus for 
law reform work came in 1970, when NLS was able to hire additional attorneys through the 
Reginald Heber Smith Program, a federal program dedicated to assisting low-income people with 
civil legal needs. These "Reggies" formed the first unit at NLS; a law reform unit which brought impact 
cases, many within the welfare area. Until that time, law reform cases were unheard of in the practice 
of legal services and those attorneys, through their creativity and skilled legal work, helped pave the 
way for legal services attorneys today. 

NEXT:  1975-1978 (NLS incorporates and consolidates neighborhood offices) 

Did you know… 

All of the photographs used on the cover of Inside NLS are of public art projects in the West-

ern New York area. Of course the cover of our inaugural issue featured the now famous Shark 

Girl at Canal Side.  If you have a mural that is your favorite, let us know!  
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NLS Good 
News! 
 

In the March 2019 
edition of Inside NLS, 
we reported on an 
Article 78 that Diana 
Proske brought and 
won.   

Diana was 
representing a client 
and her children, who 
the Erie County 
Department of Social 
Services placed in a 
motel.  Diana’s 
clients were 
homeless after they 
fled an abuser.   

ECDSS refused to 
provide Diana’s 
clients with a 
restaurant allowance 
although it was 
legally required to do 
so.   

The Judge ruled in 
Diana’s favor and 
found that NLS was 
entitled to attorney 
fees of $8,120 
payable by Erie 
County and the State 
of New York.  Way to 
go Diana! 

NABWIS National Conference 

For those of you who have wondered what James Sheldon has 

been up to since he retired last year, we can report that he is 

keeping busy.  In addition to visiting his grandkids, traveling and 

golfing, he continues to work as a disability consultant. He 

continues to write work incentives articles for Cornell, serving on 

the Board of Directors of the National Association of Benefits 

and Work incentives Specialists (NABWIS), and acting as the 

NABWIS Conference Committee Chair for the third annual 

NABWIS conference held in Columbus, Ohio October 1-2, 2019.  

Over 250 people attended this conference. 

Benefits advisement and work incentives specialists/counselors 

provide information to individuals with disabilities about a wide 

variety of work incentives and how work may affect benefits, 

such as Social Security Disability Insurance, Supplemental 

Security Income, Medicare, Medicaid and other needs-based 

benefits. The advocates help the person to understand the rules 

related to benefits and help them navigate through trying to 

work. NABWIS is a member driven organization that provides a 

forum for change, training and peer support. 

Three current NLS staff paralegal/benefits specialists, Diana 

Alvira, Krista McDonald and Viola Palmer, joined Jim at the 

conference. Jim also co-presented with Krista on a session 

entitled “Best Kept Secrets Benefits Counselors Need to Know.”  

Our advocates gained a wealth of 

information from the conference, but 

there were also opportunities to 

network and have some fun. Marta 

Santiago, a former NLS employee 

now working as a benefits counselor 

in Arizona, joined them at a 

Networking Party Tuesday evening. 

The  theme, “Come as You Were,” 

gave them a chance to dress as their 

favorite decade. Jim and Viola rocked 

the disco era and Krista and Marta 

spread the love in hippy finery. 

Jim and Marta both send their regards to everyone at NLS. 

For more info on our work incentives subunit see  
https://nls.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Western-NY-WIPA-
Project-Services-2019-FINAL.pdf 

Left to Right: Krista McDonald, Jim Sheldon, 

Marta Santiago and Viola Palmer  

https://nls.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Western-NY-WIPA-Project-Services-2019-FINAL.pdf
https://nls.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Western-NY-WIPA-Project-Services-2019-FINAL.pdf


Have a Story 
to Share?  

Email your story to 

Jim Morrissey at  

jmorrissey@nls.org 

GIVING HELP  

GIVING HOPE 
 

The mission of        

Neighborhood Legal  

Services, Inc. is to     

provide a full range of 

free civil legal represen-

tation to low income and 

disabled people residing 

in Erie, Niagara, Orleans, 

Genesee, and Wyoming 

Counties, in matters in-

volving their financial 

security and the legal 

rights which affect the 

stability of families and 

individuals. Our goal is to 

create the greatest     

access to the justice       

system for those low-

income and disabled 

people without the 

means to pursue their 

rights. Our mission also 

includes providing      

outreach and training 

services to                  

underprivileged          

populations and the  

community agencies 

which serve them.  

DOH Blocks the Way to 
Independence  

“Tommy” lives with multiple disabling conditions, including a 
mild intellectual disability and cerebrovascular disease that 
resulted in a stroke. For the past six years, Tommy used a 
power wheelchair for mobility. The power wheelchair allowed 
Tommy to move about independently in both his home and day 
programs. The power wheelchair also allowed Tommy to 
participate in a wide variety of activities within his day program, 
including day trips in the community.  

When his wheelchair needed to be replaced, the NYS 
Department of Health refused to provide a new one, arguing 
that Tommy failed to show that he could use a power 
wheelchair safely and independently. At a Fair Hearing, the 
Administrative Law Judge agreed with DOH despite the fact that 
Tommy has been using a power wheelchair for six years without 
any reported problems. Marge Gustas, a paralegal in the 
Disability Unit, built an excellent record while representing 
Tommy at the Fair Hearing. Diana Proske, an attorney in the 
Public Benefits Unit, then took the case and filed an Article 78 
petition alleging that the DOH’s decisions were not based on 
substantial evidence. Throughout the prior approval and Fair 
Hearing process, DOH stated that Tommy should simply use a 
manual wheelchair. However, requiring him to use a manual 
wheelchair would severely limit his ability to participate in 
community activities because he cannot self-propel one.  

The DOH’s suggestion would render Tommy entirely dependent 
on others for all of his mobility, thus violating his right to receive 
services in a manner that maintains his independence and 
allows him to participate in his community. The initial 
appearance on the Article 78 proceeding will be in mid-October. 
We will keep you posted!  


