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Over 50 years ago, Mobilization for Justice (MFJ) pioneered
a new approach to providing legal services for the poor,
creating a model that has been followed by hundreds of
legal services organizations nationwide. A comprehensive
history would take volumes. We present this much briefer
account that highlights our work throughout our history
and how we have responded to the many challenges we have
faced.

We thank the hundreds of  attorneys, paralegals, social work-
ers, support staff  and volunteers whose commitment and
hard work over the years have made MFJ a vibrant force for
justice in our city, and to the members of  our Board of  
Directors for their insight, courage, and steadfast support.

–Jeanette Zelhof
Executive Director

© 2019 Mobilization for Justice. All rights reserved.
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The New York Times Magazine feature article on the
Mobilization for Youth Legal Unit in its November
10, 1968 issue began:

Jobs, housing, education–these are recognized as the

major problems of the sixth of the nation that lives in

poverty. But a fourth–equality before the law–is seldom

mentioned because it is little recognized and, anyway,

seems like a luxury.Yet a new generation of dedicated

young attorneys, shunning the blandishments of Wall

Street firms, is proving that access to legal rights can

help the poor to attain the other basic rights.

And the poor are coming to these young community

lawyers by the hundreds of thousands. If the poor can’t

find the lawyers, the lawyers track down the poor. Noth-

ing like this has happened before to extend legal rights

in this country . . . ..
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. . . . To make sure that the legally indigent

are being reached in the New York area, MFY

even reaches out to them with the first mobile

“storefront” law office of its kind in the United

States. It is a camping truck that parks for a

week at a time on blocks distant from the reg-

ular offices. Before it wheels up, leaflets are dis-

tributed saying where the truck will be parked

and inviting a discussion of legal problems by

those who cannot afford a lawyer.  The truck

has room for a driver, attorney, secretary, a

couch for the client and a telephone for the

lawyer on duty . . . .

–From “The Storefront Lawyer Helps the
Poor” by Herbert  Mitgang, The New York
Times  Magazine, November 10, 1968
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MFY and Domestic Workers United joined
forces to bring public attention to rampant
wage theft among immigrant workers at a
press conference on December 5, 2007.

MFY attorney Anamaria Segura presents check
for recovered funds to client who was the victim
of identity theft in April 2008.

Clients from Chinatown joined MFY to demand
better language access services from city agen-
cies at a City Hall hearing in March 2008.
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MFY attorney Tanya Kessler speaks at rally of
three-quarter house tenants protesting illegal
evictions and lack of promised services on
 December 15, 2010.

MFY attorney Renee Cadmus conducts intake at
a makeshift help center after Superstorm Sandy
ravaged homes on Staten Island in 2012.
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vio-

lated the Americans with Disabilities Act and ordered the State to

fund at least 2,000 units of  supported housing, and more if  needed,

for adult home residents who qualified and who wished to live more

independently in the community. 

In 2015 then MFY, with assistance from Pillsbury Winthrop Shaw

Pittman, won a settlement with the New York City Transit Authority

to change its policies on approving and renewing applications for Ac-

cess-A-Ride, the city’s paratransit system. As a result, the process is

more transparent, the city must inform applicants of  their right to ap-

peal, and the city agreed not to discriminate against people with invisi-

ble or less apparent disabilities. 
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Faybal James reads the loan modification
agreement finalized in April 2013 that allowed
her to avoid fore closure as MFY attorney Aaron
Jacobs-Smith looks on.

Mobilization for Justice attorneys at Bronx
Housing Court. Every Monday an MFJ team is
on hand to counsel and represent tenants
 facing eviction as part of the Universal Access
to Counsel program.



Special thanks to Dolores Schaefer for researching
MFY’s history and preparing this report.

Yorkers have the right to counsel in Housing

Court when facing eviction. In February 2017, New York City be-

came the first city in the nation to adopt such a plan and began a

gradual phase-in of  the program called Universal Access to Counsel.

With new city funding available, MFJ dramatically expanded its hous-

ing program, serving tenants in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx.

In October 2018, MFJ absorbed the 20-member legal staff  of

BOOM!Health, after its new parent organization decided to downsize,

becoming an MFJ Bronx office, its first ever outside Manhattan. 
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