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Lisa Fischel-Wolovick: Serve On The Pro Bono Front Line —
Be An MFY Volunteer

The Editor interviews Lisa Fischel-
Welovick, Pro Bone Coordingtor and
Supervising Attorney of the Family Law
LUinit, MFY Legal Services. This inter-
view was conducted by Jairo Cano, g
Colombian graduate of Drew Universiry,

Editor; Can you tell us about your
background?

Fischel-Wolavick: [ received my law
degree from CUNY Law School in 1989
and have a master’s in social work from
Hunter College. Before coming to0 MFY
Legal Services, Inc.. ! practiced Family
Law extensively. wrote a domestic vio-
fence curniculum for the New York State
Police Department and helped organize
the first Domestic Violence Criminal
Court Part in New York State while clerk-
ing for a judge. In the Family Law Unit at
MFY Legal Services, Inc. we provide rep-
resenkation on a full range of family law
matters, including matrimonials, orders of
proiection, custody, visitaiion and support.
Presently, [ am the Supervising Attorney
of the Family Law Unit at MFY and the
Pro Bono Coordinator for the agency as
wel.

Editor: What are your responsibilities
as pro bono coordinator for MFY?

Fischel-Wolsvick: [ work with lawyers
who volunteer w do pro bono legal work
to find ways that they can serve MFY
clients that both fit into their schedules and
meed our clients’ needs.

Editor: What types of MFY programs
are the volonteers involved with?

Fischel-Wolovick: The Guardian Ad
Litern Program at MFY is a program of
our Mentai Health Law Project, which
serves mentally disabled clients through-
out the five boroughs. The Mental Health
{aw Project represents clients who live in
assisted living situations — whether it is a
single occupancy hotel room, some king of
group home, or an aflercare program.
These are people who are now in support-
ive tiving centers as a result of the deinsti-
tutiopatization of the psychiatricaily
disabled. Their living situations are not
the best and they frequéntly have pressing
legal needs.

Our attorneys in the Mental Health
Law Project are under the direction of
Jeanette Zethof who is the managing attor-
ney of that project. We use guardians ad
ltem in these cases hecause owr cliemts
need to make complex decisions as their
case proceeds. For example, decisions
about whether or not there shouid be dis-
covery or if they should move for sum-
mary fedgement. These are decisions that
clients with psychiatric disabilities may
find overwheiming 10 make. but if the
judge assigns them a guardian ad litem, the
guardian can step into the client's shoes
and assist them with these decisions,

If the chient does not come o court,
instead of the case being dismissed or a
sudgment being entered against them, the
guardian can attend and swand in their
place. Goardians meet with their clients
and keep them apprised of what is
happening.

Ancther way that volunteers can
become involved is through our Divorce
Project.  This project provides assistance
to low-income residents of Manhattan who

Lisa Fischel-Welovick
cannot otherwise obiain a divorce. Qur
clients are helped by volunteers who draft
papers for them and help them navigate
their way through a process that is confus-
ing and ofter: dauating.

There are ather types of opportunities,
We have an exciting new Senior Lawyer
Program invelving attorneys who have
stepped down from full-time responsibili-
ties in other sections but want to continue
representing clients on a regular hasis with
MFY. In additien, volunieers may handle
pro hono litigation on their own. We try to
offer as much supervision. raining, and
mentoring for our volunteers as possible.
We have a very experienced staff. Some
staff members have experience reaching
back as far as twenty to thirty years.

Serving as a volunteer offers lawyers
the satisfaction of helping an individual in
need and at the same Yime provides them

with the kind of contact with an individual
client thaz ts frequently lacking in a corpo-
rate practice,

Editor: How do you train volanteers
and handle assignmenis?

Fischel-Wolovick: We run a short train-
ing program for the Guardian Ad Litem
Program. It is not essential, but it is help-
ful. Then, | match the volunteers with the
cliemts, and the judge then reviews and
approves the guardian ad litem. Fadges are
very receptive 1o accepting the volunteers
that we suggest and very appreciative of
the volunteers’ time and comamitment to
our clients. )

In the case of the Divorce Project, the
volunteers sign up and we get in wuch
with them when we have a vacancy. We
ask the volunteers to come to three rain-
ing classes. At that point, we partner cur
volunteers so that they can coordinate their
schedules, so that, if ore cannot make
every class, he or she can consuit with his
or her partner. Of course, we are also there
to provide hely after a volunteer has taken
a case.  Volunteers work with MFY’s
clients, helping draft their divorce papers
and providing support through the process.

Editor: Have you made an effort to
recruit in-house counsel as volunteers?

Fischel-Wolovick: We are actively seek-
ing to recruit in-house counsel as volun-
teers. 1 recently did a presentation for
ACCA at Debevoise & Plimpton. It was
called “Doing Well By Doing Good: Pro
Bono Opportunitics for In-house
Lawyers.” We discussed pro bone oppor-
tunities in New York City and how in-
house attorneys could volunteer. Our

Team MFY: A Pro Bono Program Tailored To
The Needs Of Corporate Counsel

The Editor interviews Elizabeth Siong,
Board Member, MFY Legal Services,
Ine,; Partner, Willkie Farr &
CGallagher.

Editor: You helped organize Team
MFY. Does it welcome corperate
counsel?

Stong: Yes. Michaet Carroil, a former
Willkie associate, I and others
designed Teamn MFY projects to be
fiexible, so that corporate counsel who
have so many unpredictable demands
on their time can conveniently serve. It
is also ideal for those cosporate coun-
sel who lack litigation experience and
yet want o interface directly with
needy clients,

Onty a limited amount of special
training is required and this is suppiied
by MFY. MFY also provides ongoing
help and advice. As Lisa mentions in
her interview, MFY needs volunteers
to belp poor people, principally
women, in uncomested divorce pro-
ceedings. MFY also needs volunteers
to serve as guardians ad litem to assist
MFY’s clients who are not able o
make decisions for themseives.

Editor: [ understand the Team MFY
experience has other dimensions.
Tell us about them. .

Stong: MFY provides corporate coun-
sel with a vnique opportunity fo join
in a common effort with lawvers from
some of the finest law firms and cor-
porate legal departments in the city.

Not all Team MFY activities
require training! Last fall, we held a
benefit ai a club in Manhattan, where
hundreds of young and not-so-young
professionals in law and other fields
got together to celebrate the efforts of
voluntzers during the year on behalf
of MFY —— and just have a good time
int & pleasant setting with a great group
of colleagues. ft was an cwistanding
success and wiil now be an annval
event. It was also a wonderful way to
meet, work with and enjoy good times
with fellow lawyers who are also
interested in using their skills to bene-
fit the poor. We also plan o organize
other occasions where members of
Team MFY can get together socially
to enjoy the company of fellow
lawyers dedicated to- serving the
poor.

Editor: How do I get involved?

Stong: Just call Lisa Fischel-
Wolovick. As MFY’s pro bono coordi-
nator, she does a terrific job helping
volunteers become part of Team MFY.

Guardian Ad Eitem Program znd Divorce
Project are ideslly suited for the lalents of
in-house lawyers who do not have a litiga-
tion background and may not be comfort-
able going e court.

Editor: Has the MFY Board assisted
your efforts {o recruit velunteers?

Hischel-Walovick: Yes. We have a Board
of Directors that 1s very active and very
supportive of MFY's activities. Qur
Chairman of the Board, David chel, is
very supportive of our pro bono effort. We
are very fortunate because many of the
Board members are partners at major law
firrns. They have been very heipful tous in
terms of coordinating their firms’ pro bono
efforts with our needs.

Editor: Can you pame some of these
firms?

Fischel-Wolovick: There are several firms
that have been extremely helpful. For
instance, Lisa Cleary from Patterson,
Beiknap has been mstrumental in provid-
ing suppor for our programs, Ms. Cleary
recently received The New York State Bar
Association Root/Stimson Award for her
pro bono work. Elizabeth Stong and
Michael Carroll from Willkie Farr were
instrumental in orgenizing Team MFY.
Team MFY is a group of volunteers who
participate in pro bono efforts as guardians
ad litem or as volunteers in our Divoerce
Project. Board Chairman David W. Ichel
and his firm Simpson Thacher have hosted
iwo major mental health conferences on
site at the firm and handled various pro
bono matters. Other firms that have been
particularly helpful are Davis Polk &
Wardwell; Chadbourne & Parke; Cleary,
Gottlieb; Debevoise & Plimpton; Mori-
son & Foerster; Robert & Robert;
Aufrichtig & Stein; Pillsbury Winthrop;
Shearman & Sterling, Milbank Tweed;
Wachtell, Lipton, Patterson, Belknap,
Webb & Tyler and Simpson Thacher.

Editor: I understand that law firms lean
associates to MFY?

Fischel-Wolovick: Law firms have funded
externships. Associates from law firms
work here at MFY for a foutnonth
period. Then, when they are finished,
another associate wiil take over their
cases, so we have a four-month rotation.
The firms now involved are Cleary, Got-
tlieb and Wiltkie Farr & Gallagher.

Editor: Do volunteers use their awn
resources or do they use MFY
resources?

Fischel-Wolovick: That depends on what
resources they have available. Sometimes
we have volunteers from faw firms who
bring in resources that our office does not
have. For example, if we have a case that
involves extensive discovery, it is very
helpful to be able to call on law firm
ESOUFCES,

Editor: Where can interested readers
contact you- for information about
volenteering?

Fischel-Wolovick: They can phone me at
(212) 417-3774 or e-mail me at
twolovick@miy.org. Last year over 565
attorneys and their:firms participated in
MFY’s pro bono initiatives.



