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	 Patterson	Belknap	has	a	long	and	proud	history	of	public	service,	embodied	in	our	unparalleled	pro	
bono	program.	2020	marked	the	17th	consecutive	year	in	which	100%	of	our	attorneys	participated	in	pro	
bono	projects.

	 At	the	heart	of	our	pro	bono	program	is	a	deep	commitment	to	bringing	the	best	possible	legal	
representation	to	the	most	underserved,	and	frequently	overlooked,	populations	in	our	city	and	
throughout	the	country.	We	are	extremely	proud	of	the	work	we	do,	often	in	partnership	with	some	of	
the	nation’s	most	respected	legal	services	organizations.	Our	attorneys	work	with	individual	clients	daily	
to	resolve	legal	issues	that	could	otherwise	leave	them	and	their	families	devastated.

	 In	the	past	year,	our	attorneys	delivered	a	groundbreaking	victory	in	criminal	justice	reform	for	the	
family	of	a	deceased	inmate,	setting	precedents	that	we	hope	will	improve	the	quality	of	life	for	inmates	in	
New	York	State.	We	continued	our	tradition	of	advocating	for	the	rights	of	the	marginalized,	as	in	our	work	
for	the	homeless	community,	immigrants	and	asylum	seekers,	individuals	with	disabilities,	and	the	elderly,	
while	also	adapting	to	the	particular	challenges	of	2020,	including	pro	bono	support	in	response	to	the	
COVID-19	pandemic.	The	following	report	provides	an	overview	of	some	of	the	highlights	from	Patterson	
Belknap’s	pro	bono	service	in	2020.

“Service is a core value of our Firm, as we believe it is important to give back to our community for 
the privilege of practicing law. Our 100% pro bono participation isn’t nominal—on average, 
attorneys at the Firm dedicate more than 125 hours to pro bono service annually, and during the 
challenges of the pandemic, in response to unmet legal needs, our average number of hours per 
attorney increased to 134. It’s an extraordinary commitment.” 

  
   Lisa E. Cleary,	 
   Co-Chair and Managing Partner

“Patterson Belknap is committed to the defense of human and civil rights, and to improving access 
to justice for the most vulnerable in our communities. As a New York City Firm, we are particularly 
focused on serving those in our backyard. The commitment to pro bono is shared by every attorney 
at the Firm. In fact, when a new associate joins the Firm, they’re assigned a pro bono case.”

   Michael F. Buchanan,	 
   Partner and Chair, Pro Bono Program

Introduction

1



5
5
6
6
7
7

Table of Contents
Introduction

Criminal Justice Reform
i. Unprecedented Settlement on Behalf of Deceased Inmate ....................................................
ii. Prisoner Granted Parole at First Appearance Before Board ....................................................
iii. Previously Incarcerated Married Couple Permitted to See One Another ...............................
iv. All Felony Charges Dropped Against Youthful Offender ...........................................................
v. Parole Secured for Former Prisoner ............................................................................................
vi. Successful Appeal of Parole Denial for New York State Prisoner ...........................................

LGBTQ+ Rights
i.	 Amicus Briefs in SCOTUS Title VII Case “On the Right Side of History” .................................
ii.	 Suit Against Hospital for Turning Away Transgender Man ....................................................... 
iii.	 Amicus Brief Opposing Idaho’s Attack on Trans and Intersex Student Athletes ..................

Voting Rights
i.	 Assistance to Founders of The Early Vote  ..................................................................................
ii.	 Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law ........................................................................

Immigration
i. Amicus Brief on Behalf of National CIS Council ........................................................................ 
ii. Permanent Residency Approved for Spousal Abuse Survivor ................................................. 
iii. Single Mother Granted Relief Under Convention Against Torture ........................................... 
iv. Amicus Brief on Behalf of Law Professors in Immigration Case ............................................
v. Amicus Brief on Behalf of Interfaith Coalition ........................................................................... 
vi. Lawsuit Challenges Exclusion of Undocumented Immigrants in Counts  

for Congressional Seats ................................................................................................................ 
vii. Comments on Proposed Federal Regulations on Behalf of the NCIS Council 119 ..............
viii. Three-Year Citizenship Application Comes to an End ............................................................... 
ix. Filings on Behalf of Federal Asylum and Refugee Workers’ Union ........................................ 
x. HIV-Positive Mother and Daughter’s Petition is Granted ..........................................................
xi. Firm Represents Central American Immigrant in Appeal before the Second Circuit ..........
xii. Amicus Brief Challenges Attempt to Exclude Undocumented Immigrants  

From Congressional Apportionment Base .................................................................................. 
xiii. Amicus Brief Challenging Scope of Government Sovereign Immunity in Asylum Case ......

The Work

2

8
8
9

10
10
10
11
11

12
12
12
13
14
14

16
16

9
9



Supporting New Yorkers Through COVID-19
i.	 Partnership with City Bar Justice Center to Provide Free Life-Planning Legal  

Assistance to COVID-19 Front-Line Health Care Workers .....................................................
ii.	 Class Action Lawsuit on Behalf of Students with Disabilities to Address  

COVID-Related Loss of Educational Services ......................................................................... 
iii.	 Service on New York State Bar Association COVID-19 Task Force Working Group..........

Human and Constitutional Rights
i.	 Representation of NYC Nursing Home Residents .................................................................. 
ii.	 Amicus Brief on Behalf of 67 Cross-Faith Religious Organizations .....................................
iii.	 Amicus Brief on Behalf of Korematsu Center ......................................................................... 
iv.	 Finding the Museum of Chinese in America a New Home ...................................................
v.	 Representation of Alleged Torture Victims from Abu Ghraib ............................................... 
vi.	 Amicus Brief on Behalf of Human Rights and Civil Rights Advocacy Groups .................... 

Significant Ongoing Pro Bono Partnerships and Initiatives
i. Advocates for Children ............................................................................................................... 
ii. CLEAR ...........................................................................................................................................
iii. Clemency and Parole Projects .................................................................................................. 
iv. International Refugee Assistance Program ............................................................................ 
v. Legal Outreach ............................................................................................................................ 
vi. Legal Services of the Hudson Valley’s Housing Project ........................................................
vii. Mobilization for Justice: Access-A-Ride Appeals .................................................................... 
viii. New Jersey Office of the Public Defender ............................................................................... 
ix. New York County Lawyers Association .................................................................................... 

1. Veteran’s Discharge Upgrade Project ................................................................................ 
2. Project Restore ..................................................................................................................... 

a. Client Secures License for Employment .....................................................................
3. Social Security Disability Appeals Program ...................................................................... 

a. Social Security Disability Insurance Benefits Granted for Client ............................. 
4. New York State Central Registry of Child Abuse and Maltreatment ............................. 

a. Reversal for a Mother’s Inaccurate Placement on Register of  
Child Abuse and Maltreatment .................................................................................... 

x. The Vera Institute of Justice ...................................................................................................... 
xi. Volunteers of Legal Services  .................................................................................................... 

NYCLA Pro Bono Honors ........................................................................................................

3

17
17
17
18
18
18

19
19
19
19
19
20
20
20
20
20
21
21
21
21
22

22
22
22

15

15
15

20



The Work



Unprecedented Settlement on Behalf of Deceased Inmate

Our attorneys secured an unprecedented settlement relating to the death of an inmate with 
mental illness who died in April of 2015 at the Sullivan Correctional Facility, a New York 
State prison: $5 million for his estate, which is nearly three times the largest settlement 
for an inmate death in New York State history, and an agreement from the New York State 
Department of Corrections to install comprehensive video and audio recording equipment 
throughout the prison.

The Firm filed the case in the Southern District of New York in 2016, alleging that our pro 
bono client, Karl Taylor, was beaten and choked to death by corrections officers in 
retaliation for striking officers during a fight. Prison officials initially suggested he had died 
of a heart attack. Over the years that followed, our attorneys interviewed inmates at 
prisons all over the state, developed forensic medical evidence, prepared a roster of 
experts, and took over 30 depositions. The jury trial before SDNY Chief Judge Colleen 
McMahon began on February 11, 2020, and settled on the morning of closing arguments, 
on February 25, 2020. The Taylor family received the proceeds from their settlement in 
December. The cameras and microphones at the Sullivan Correctional Facility will be Karl 
Taylor’s legacy and we hope will save the inmates with mental illness of that prison from 
beatings and worse for years to come.

Read More:
In 2018, this case was the subject of a feature piece in The Atlantic.

In 2020, the conclusion of the case was discussed in an article in The Marshall Project.

Criminal Justice 
Reform

Prisoner Granted Parole at First Appearance Before Board

In February, the New York State Parole Board granted parole release to Firm pro bono 
client Gordon Davis at his first appearance before the Board. Mr. Davis entered prison 
at 16 years old. In his 25 years behind bars, he pursued high school, college, and even 
graduate schooling, receiving degrees from the Bard Prison Initiative (BPI) and New York 
State Theological Seminary. He acted as a tutor, mentor, and role model to others in the 
prison community, including by designing an anti-bullying curriculum for use in prisons, 
teaching college-level classes to other incarcerated individuals, and serving in 
administrative roles for BPI. 

For more information, our client’s journey was documented in a video created by 
filmmaker Jamie Watkins. 5

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2018/11/american-prisons-cant-handle-mentally-ill-inmates/576634/
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2020/02/28/karl-taylor-died-in-a-new-york-prison-now-the-state-has-agreed-to-pay-millions
https://vimeo.com/258155231
https://vimeo.com/258155231


Previously Incarcerated Married Couple  
Permitted to See One Another

For years, on the basis that individuals on supervised 
release are not permitted to fraternize with each 
other, the New York State Department of Corrections 
and Community Supervision had arbitrarily imposed 
a blanket ban on our clients’ ability to live together, 
communicate, or have any contact as husband and 
wife, in violation of their constitutional rights. The  
two had met while receiving job training and other  
reentry services, and had informed their parole  
officers of their relationship. They were then forbidden 
from having contact with one another due to a  
condition prohibiting “fraternization” with anyone with 
a criminal record. The Firm worked with Legal Aid to 
file an action on the basis that our clients’  
fundamental constitutional rights were being  
infringed, in violation of the Fourteenth Amendment. 
In July, our clients were granted preliminary relief to 
function and live as a married couple.

All Felony Charges Dropped Against  
Youthful Offender

The Firm represented our client in connection with 
an application for a writ of error coram nobis—a 
means of challenging a conviction outside of the 
usual appellate procedures. Our client had been 
convicted of various felony counts after a trial in which 
the New York Supreme Court Justice excessively and 
prejudicially interfered with the examination of 
witnesses, and her conviction was affirmed on 
appeal. In April of 2019, and March of 2020, the 
writ was granted, thereby vacating her felony 
convictions and ordering a new trial before a new 
Supreme Court Justice. Our attorneys then convinced 
the District Attorney’s Office to accept a plea to a 
single misdemeanor charge, with a youthful offender 
adjudication, in return for dropping all felony charges. 
In October, the Supreme Court accepted the plea and 
sentenced our client to time served. The Court 
adjudicated our client as a youthful offender, meaning 
that the record of her arrest and misdemeanor 
conviction will be permanently sealed. Accordingly, no 
future employer, landlord, or any other member of the 
general public will have access to that information.

Criminal Justice Reform
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Parole Secured for Former Prisoner

Our client had been incarcerated for the entirety of 
his adult life, and had spent the last two decades in 
meaningful rehabilitation. He continued to show 
sincere remorse and contrition to the victims of his 
crime and their families, and had furthered his 
academic pursuits, earning a degree from the Bard 
College Prison Initiative. He was also an active 
volunteer: caring for ailing men as a hospice worker 
and championing support programs for transgender 
youth and children with cancer. Our client had a 
diverse array of volunteer experiences while 
incarcerated, which were regularly applauded by 
correctional staff, and yet the New York State Parole 
Board had refused to grant our client parole multiple 
times. Our team filed an administrative appeal 
challenging the legality of the Board’s decision, and 
identifying several grounds for finding the Board’s  
decision legally deficient. In July, our client was  
paroled, and now plans to found a nonprofit to help 
support high risk youth.

Successful Appeal of Parole Denial for  
New York State Prisoner

In October, the Firm, in conjunction with the Parole 
Prep Project, successfully appealed the denial of 
parole release to our client, a New York state prisoner. 
Our client served over 25 years in prison, and achieved 

Quick Facts

total pro bono hours in 2020

pro bono participation  
across all attorneys in 2020

More than 25,000

100%

average pro bono hours  
per attorney

of the Firm’s 2020 hours 
spent on pro bono

134

8.3%

an exemplary record while incarcerated: he earned multiple academic and vocational certificates, 
serves as a peer counselor to prisoners with a history of substance abuse, wrote several books while 
incarcerated, scored in the lowest possible risk category on New York’s standardized risk assessment 
tool for parole candidates, and was offered a job as a youth mentor upon his release. Despite this 
record of achievement, the New York Board of Parole denied him release in December 2019, in a 
cursory order that focused almost entirely on our client’s crime of conviction and disregarded his 
record of accomplishment and rehabilitation while incarcerated. We argued that the failure to 
consider his record of rehabilitation violated state law. The Board of Parole agreed to give our client 
a new parole hearing within 60 days.

Criminal Justice Reform
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100% attorney pro bono 
participation

17th consecutive year



LGBTQ+ Rights

Amicus Briefs in SCOTUS Title VII Case “On the Right Side of History”

In June, the U.S. Supreme Court issued a 6-3 decision holding that LGBTQ employees are 
protected from discrimination under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, a landmark 
victory for LGBTQ rights. Before the Supreme Court, Patterson Belknap attorneys filed two 
separate amicus briefs in support of the plaintiff employees, two gay men and a 
transgender woman. The first represented interACT: Advocates for Intersex Youth, 
explaining that, contrary to the arguments of the defendant employers, “sexual anatomy 
and physiology are not binary for many people, and one’s ‘sex’ cannot be reduced to a 
straightforward function of body parts.” The second was on behalf of the Muslim Bar 
Association of New York and several other Muslim bar associations and advocacy groups, 
who refuted the notion that religious values could justify the employers’ position and 
argued that all protected groups would benefit from a broad construction of Title VII. 
Both briefs were expressly cited by Law.com as part of “a stellar crop of briefs” from some 
of the “top law firms in the country,” placing the filing firms—including Patterson  
Belknap—“on the right side of history.”

Suit Against Hospital for Turning Away Transgender Man

In July, we worked with the ACLU to file suit against the University of Maryland Medical 
Center, a state-affiliated hospital, for denying surgery to Jesse Hammons, a transgender 
man, based on an unconstitutional and discriminatory application of religious doctrine. 
Mr. Hammons was scheduled for a hysterectomy as part of his medically necessary 
treatment relating to his diagnosis of gender dysphoria. The surgery was set to take 
place at the University of Maryland St. Joseph Medical Center—a hospital which is part 
of the University of Maryland system. About a week before Mr. Hammons’s surgery date, 
he was informed that hospital administrators had cancelled the surgery because they 
believed it would violate religious teachings that forbid sterilization procedures unless 
“their direct effect is the cure or alleviation of a present and serious pathology and a 
simpler treatment is not available.” Under this directive, hysterectomies have been 
performed at the hospital to treat diagnosed conditions where the surgery is prescribed 
by doctors. Nevertheless, although Mr. Hammons’ doctor had prescribed the surgery, 
hospital administrators informed Mr. Hammons’s surgeon that gender dysphoria did 
not qualify as a sufficient medical reason to authorize the procedure. The suit asserted 
claims for violations of the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment, the 
Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, and the nondiscrimination 
provision of the Affordable Care Act.

8

https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/06/20190703140441330_17-1618-17-1623-18-107-VIDED-Bostock-v-Clayton-County-Brief-of-Amici-Curiae-interACT-1.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/06/20190703135640625_17-1618-17-1623-18-107-VIDED-Bostock-v-Clayton-County-Brief-of-Amici-Curiae-Muslim-Bar-Association-of-NY.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/06/20190703135640625_17-1618-17-1623-18-107-VIDED-Bostock-v-Clayton-County-Brief-of-Amici-Curiae-Muslim-Bar-Association-of-NY.pdf


Read More:
The ACLU published a press release on this case.

This case was covered in The Washington Post and The Baltimore Sun.

Amicus Brief Opposing Idaho’s Attack on Trans and  
Intersex Student Athletes

In December, the Firm filed an amicus brief arguing that Idaho’s so-called “Fairness 
in Women’s Sports Act” violates the Equal Protection Clause and Title IX. The statute, 
couched as a measure to promote gender equality, was actually intended to discriminate 
against transgender girls and women by excluding them from participation in school sports 
at any level, under any circumstances. What’s more, the statute gives anyone on Earth 
standing to “dispute” a student’s sex—in which case the student is forced to undergo 
invasive examinations of their anatomy, genetics, and hormones. An Idaho district court 
preliminarily enjoined the law, and the state has now appealed that ruling to the Ninth 
Circuit. The Firm’s brief, filed on behalf of interACT: Advocates for Intersex Youth, explains 
to the Court that many students are born with natural intersex variations; that the Idaho 
law excludes these students from school sports, just as it does transgender students; and 
that this constitutes unlawful discrimination against a population that is already subject to 
widespread and severe mistreatment.

Assistance to Founders  
of The Early Vote 

The Firm advised the founders of 
The Early Vote on setting up the 
organization as a 501(c)(4) social 
welfare organization. The Early 
Vote is a nonpartisan organization 
that provides consolidated state-
by-state information about how to 
vote early, and promotes in-person 
early voting as an effective way to 
ensure votes are counted.

Voting Rights
Lawyers’ Committee for 
Civil Rights Under Law

The Firm participated in pro bono 
non-partisan election protection 
efforts organized by Lawyers’ 
Committee for Civil Rights Under 
Law and several partner 
organizations. Through this 
program, lawyers and paralegals 
responded to hotline calls from 
individuals throughout the country 
with voting problems or questions.

LGBTQ+ Rights
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https://www.aclu.org/press-releases/aclu-sues-university-maryland-hospital-turning-away-transgender-man
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2020/07/17/transgender-hysterectomy-lawsuit-maryland/
https://www.baltimoresun.com/maryland/bs-hs-transgender-lawsuit-20200717-20200717-2yhezhywjrbdlahgjcvtrszaxi-story.html
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/12/14749_1_20-3581385cfaa97-7760-4b42-a1f0-058b983ab6f8-1.pdf


Immigration

Amicus Brief on Behalf of National CIS Council

In March, the Firm filed an amicus brief in the U.S. District Court for the District of  
Columbia on behalf of National CIS Council 119, a union of asylum and refugee officers 
that is challenging a Trump Administration directive that removes most refugees entering 
the U.S. through the southern border to Guatemala and other Northern Triangle countries. 
The brief argued that the removal of asylum seekers to Northern Triangle countries violates 
our domestic law and international treaty obligations that prohibit our country from  
removing refugees to a region where they will be persecuted based on a protected  
characteristic. The brief also argues that the directive requires asylum officers to violate 
their oath to uphold the laws of the United States and take action that is contrary to  
America’s moral fabric.

Read More:
The filing was covered by The New York Times.

Permanent Residency Approved for Spousal Abuse Survivor

In February, US Citizenship and Immigration Services approved the I-360 VAWA application 
of our client, whose permanent residency and VAWA petitions had been floating in limbo 
for five years. Our client had described in stark terms how her ex-husband’s emotional and 
verbal abuse had affected her health, and how difficult it had been to get a job and see her 
family without permanent immigration status. Working with Creating Law Enforcement 
Accountability & Responsibility (CLEAR), our attorneys filed a mandamus petition on her 
behalf, and about a week later, her I-360 VAWA petition was approved. Her permanent  
residency application was later approved in July, bringing her immigration saga to a close.
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Single Mother Granted Relief Under Convention Against Torture

Also in February, our attorneys obtained relief for our client and her child under the 
Convention Against Torture. Our client and her child fled violence in their home country, 
from which the local police were unable to protect them, to come to the United States and 
seek asylum and relief under the Convention Against Torture. The Patterson team helped 
our client prepare her affidavit, worked with an expert to prepare a country conditions 
report, and submitted a brief in support of her application. The team also helped prepare 
our client and our expert for the merits hearing. At the merits hearing, the Department of 
Homeland Security stipulated to the expert report, and the Patterson team conducted a 
direct examination of our client as well as a closing argument. While the Immigration 

https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/03/2020-03-06-Motion-dckt-45_1.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/03/2020-03-06-Motion-dckt-45_1.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/06/us/politics/trump-asylum-guatemala.html?referringSource=articleShare


Amicus Brief on Behalf of Interfaith  
Coalition

In June, the U.S. Supreme Court issued a 5-4  
decision preventing the administration from 
immediately rescinding the DACA program, 
protecting approximately 700,000 young 
immigrants known as Dreamers from deportation. 
Before the Supreme Court, our attorneys filed an 
amicus brief on behalf of an interfaith coalition  
comprised of 127 Religious Organizations across 
the country. The faith-based groups argued that the  
rescission of DACA would cause immediate harm to 
their congregations, impair their ability to carry out 
their missions, and place them at risk of being the 
targets of immigration raids due to their function as 
sanctuaries for immigrants.

Immigration
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Amicus Brief on Behalf of Law  
Professors in Immigration Case

In May, the Firm filed an amicus brief in the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit on behalf  
of scholars of administrative, constitutional, and  
immigration law who have a professional interest in 
the proper construction of limits on executive power. 
The brief urged the Second Circuit to review its  
February 2020 ruling allowing the Trump 
administration to tie immigration enforcement 
conditions to federal grant money. The brief argued 
that the decision risks upending federalism and the 
separation of powers, and also argued that the 
decision "runs roughshod" over a constitutional  
requirement that federal grant conditions be "rea-
sonably related" to the funding's purpose.

Judge denied the application for asylum on the 
grounds that our client was not a member of a 
particular social group, she granted relief under the 
Convention Against Torture, finding that it was more 
likely than not that our client and her child would 
be subject to torture should they be returned. As a 
result, our client and her child are able to remain in 
the United States, where they are thriving.

https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2019/10/DACA-Amicus_SCOTUS.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/05/NY-v.-DOJ-Amicus-Brief-as-filed.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/05/NY-v.-DOJ-Amicus-Brief-as-filed.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/05/NY-v.-DOJ-Amicus-Brief-as-filed.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/05/NY-v.-DOJ-Amicus-Brief-as-filed.pdf


Lawsuit Challenges Exclusion of Undocumented Immigrants in Counts 
for Congressional Seats

In July, our attorneys filed a lawsuit in Washington, D.C. federal court challenging President 
Trump’s decision to exclude undocumented immigrants when calculating the number of 
seats each state receives in the House of Representatives. The complaint—the first legal 
challenge to President Trump’s announcement—was filed on behalf of a coalition including 
the nonprofit democracy group Common Cause, the cities of Atlanta, GA, and Paterson, 
NJ, and individual voters. It asserted that the Administration’s historically unprecedented 
action violated the plain text of the U.S. Constitution, which requires all “persons in each 
State” to be counted, as well as applicable statutes and Department of Justice opinions 
governing apportionment. The suit also linked President Trump’s announcement to the 
Administration’s earlier failed attempt to include a citizenship question on the census, 
asserting that it was “the latest in an interconnected series” of unlawful attempts to 
“manipulate the census and apportionment process to deprive immigrants and racial 
and ethnic minorities of political power.”

Read More:
Common Cause published a press release on this lawsuit.

The lawsuit was covered by NPR and The Washington Post.

Comments on Proposed Federal Regulations on Behalf of the NCIS 
Council 119

In July, the National Citizen and Immigration Services Council 119, which represents 
14,500 employees of the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services, submitted  
its comments on the Trump Administration's proposed regulations on asylum, removal,  
and credible fear determinations. The proposed regulations were designed to make it  
nearly impossible for migrants fleeing persecution to find refuge in the United States— 
particularly refugees from Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras. The proposed  
regulations would cause the United States to be in violation of our own laws as well as 
international law. As Council 119’s members are engaged in the implementation of the 
refugee and asylum process, the proposed regulation would in essence require them  
to be complicit in those legal violations. The Firm represented Council 119.

Read More:
The comments were covered in The New York Times.

Three-Year Citizenship Application Comes to an End

In July, our client took her oath and became an American citizen, marking the end of a 
nearly three-year long citizenship application process. Our client had applied for citizenship 
in September of 2017, and gone in for her initial citizenship interview in June of 2018, after 
which she received a form indicating that her application was recommended for approval. 

Immigration
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https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/07/14601_1_Pacer1-31-pages9b752018-0028-494e-a052-f2ea5ec18bc7.pdf
https://www.commoncause.org/press-release/common-cause-files-challenge-to-trumps-directive-to-omit-undocumented-immigrants-in-census-apportionment-calculations/
https://www.npr.org/2020/07/24/894322040/trump-sued-for-attempt-to-omit-unauthorized-immigrants-from-a-key-census-count
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/trump-faces-multiple-lawsuits-over-directive-to-exclude-undocumented-immigrants-from-representation/2020/07/24/ed41f25a-cdec-11ea-b0e3-d55bda07d66a_story.html
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/07/Council-119-Comment-to-Proposed-Asylum-Regs-Final-.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/07/Council-119-Comment-to-Proposed-Asylum-Regs-Final-.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/07/Council-119-Comment-to-Proposed-Asylum-Regs-Final-.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/15/us/politics/asylum-officers-trump.html


She was surprised in August, when she received a notice indicating that US Citizenship  
and Immigration Services (USCIS) had to cancel her previously scheduled June interview.  
Our client then received another notice from USCIS scheduling a new interview for 
September of 2018, which was canceled after she had arrived, in part because the  
USCIS field office did not have her case file. After that aborted interview, USCIS failed to  
adjudicate our client’s application or schedule another interview, so her counsel during this 
process, Creating Law Enforcement Accountability & Responsibility (CLEAR), reached out 
to Patterson Belknap to see if the Firm would be willing to assist in litigating a case on her 
behalf. In February of 2020, our attorneys and CLEAR filed a complaint asking the District 
Court to grant our client’s citizenship, or alternatively issue a writ of mandamus to compel 
USCIS to decide her application. After negotiations, the agency agreed to schedule another 
interview and to decide our client’s application promptly after the interview. We worked with 
our co-counsel at CLEAR to prep our client for her interview, which took place, successfully, 
in early July. 

Filings on Behalf of Federal Asylum and Refugee Workers’ Union 

In August, the Firm continued its longstanding pro bono representation of the National 
Citizenship and Immigration Council 119. First, we filed an amicus brief on behalf of  
Council 119 in a lawsuit pending before the U.S. Court of Appeals for the First Circuit that 
challenged the Administration’s policy requiring asylum-seekers to wait in Mexico pending 
adjudication of their asylum applications in the United States. Second, we submitted  
comments on behalf of Council 119 in response to a proposed federal rule that seeks to 
limit asylum during public health emergencies, arguing that the proposed rule is contrary  
to Congressional intent as set forth in our nation’s immigration laws and, if adopted, 
would also result in a violation of our international treaty obligations.

Read More:
The comments were covered by CBS News.

Immigration
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https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/08/MPP-First-Circuit.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/08/MPP-First-Circuit.pdf
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/asylum-officers-proposed-rule-coronavirus-public-health/


Immigration

HIV-Positive Mother and Daughter’s Petition is Granted

Our pro bono client received word in September that her I-730 petition was granted, which 
will permit our client’s daughter to join her mother and younger sister in the United States. 
Our client and her two daughters first travelled to the United States in the summer of 2018, 
seeking asylum after they had been subjected to threats and persecution in their native 
Honduras based on their race and HIV status. Because our client’s elder daughter was 19 
years old at the time, she was separated from her mother and younger sister at the border 
and detained apart from them. Our client and her youngest daughter passed their credible 
fear interview, and were resettled in the United States pending final adjudication of their 
asylum claim. But the elder daughter’s asylum claim was denied, and she was sent back  
to Honduras alone. Once our client’s asylum claim was granted final approval, the Firm, 
along with our co-counsel the International Refugee Assistance Project (IRAP), filed an 
I-730 petition seeking authorization for the elder daughter to join her mother and sister  
in the United States, as a derivative of her mother’s asylum claim. The processing time  
for these petitions can be more than two years, so our team filed a request for expedited  
processing based on urgent humanitarian reasons, in light of the daughter’s vulnerability 
as a young HIV-positive Afro-indigenous woman living alone. Just two days after the  
request for expedited processing was filed, US Citizenship and Immigration Services  
granted the request, and in mid-September, the I-730 petition was officially granted.
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Firm Represents Central American  
Immigrant in Appeal before the  
Second Circuit

Since early 2020, the Firm has represented a  
Central American immigrant in an appeal before 
the Second Circuit.  Our client fled from his native  
Honduras in 1998, and he lived in New York for 
nearly two decades, building a family and  
working in the restaurant and service industries. 
But in 2017, after the Government placed him in 
removal proceedings, our client agreed to voluntary 
departure in lieu of forcible deportation, leaving 
behind his wife and four children.  Following his 
departure, however, our client moved to reopen 
his removal proceedings in light of a subsequent 
Supreme Court decision—Pereira v. Sessions, 138 
S. Ct. 2105 (2018)—which clarified that noncitizens 
like our client are eligible for cancellation of  
removal.  The immigration court, as well as the 
Board of Immigration Appeals denied his motion, 
and our Firm has been representing our client in his 
appeal to the Second Circuit. Oral argument was 
held in December 2020, and the appeal remains 
pending. 



Immigration

Just as it did for the rest of the world, COVID-19 brought a host of new and unique challenges  
to our Firm’s home of New York City. In 2020, Patterson Belknap continued our tradition of 
looking out for the most vulnerable local populations.

Supporting New Yorkers Through 
COVID-19
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Partnership with City Bar Justice Center to Provide Free Life-Planning  
Legal Assistance to COVID-19 Front-Line Health Care Workers

In March, the City Bar Justice Center’s Planning & Estates Law Project announced that it would  
provide free, remote legal assistance to New York City front-line health care workers in preparing  
simple life-planning documents, including wills, powers of attorney, designations of standby  
guardians, and health care proxies. The Firm co-led this initiative.

Read More:
The City Bar Justice Center has more information on the program.

Class Action Lawsuit on Behalf of Students with Disabilities to  
Address COVID-Related Loss of Educational Services

In November, the Firm and Advocates for Children filed a class action complaint in the Southern  
District of New York against the New York City Department of Education and New York State Education 
Department on behalf of students with disabilities who have not received an appropriate education 
during the time of remote learning as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. When schools closed their 
physical spaces in March, tens of thousands of students with disabilities in New York City were unable 
to access appropriate services and programs during remote learning. Under the federal Individuals 
 with Disabilities Education Act, school districts must provide a free and appropriate education to  
all students with disabilities. The plaintiffs asked the Court to require the Department of Education to 
create a streamlined, systemwide process to identify and provide the compensatory services necessary 
to address each student’s educational harm.

Read More:
Advocates for Children and Patterson Belknap’s complaint.
Advocates for Children published a press release on the lawsuit.
The lawsuit was covered by the Daily News and The City.

Service on New York State Bar Association COVID-19 Task Force  
Working Group

Patterson Belknap Counsel Jason Polevoy served on a working group of the New York State Bar  
Association’s COVID-19 Recovery Task Force focusing on landlord-tenant disputes. The Task Force,  

https://www.citybarjusticecenter.org/press/free-life-planning-legal-assistance-to-nyc-front-line-health-care-workers-to-be-provided-by-city-bar-justice-center/
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/11/14748_1_Pacer1-Main-Document877bf82f-aec0-4327-9d58-997d0b58e15e.pdf
https://www.advocatesforchildren.org/node/1663
https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-class-action-lawsuit-compensatory-services-20201124-rfc4bnbtbvd4xbi35uhrnzd3tm-story.html
https://www.thecity.nyc/education/2020/11/23/21612194/special-ed-students-denied-crucial-services-during-covid


Amicus Brief Challenges Attempt to Exclude Undocumented Immigrants  
From Congressional Apportionment Base

In November, the Firm filed an amicus brief with the U.S. Supreme Court in litigation challenging  
President Trump’s attempt to exclude undocumented immigrants from the congressional apportionment 
base. The brief was filed on behalf of Common Cause and a coalition of cities, voters, and nonprofit  
organizations that the Firm represented in other litigation challenging the memorandum, and argued 
that the plaintiffs have Article III standing to challenge the memorandum, that the claims are ripe for 
review, and that the memorandum is unlawful.

Immigration

Amicus Brief Challenging Scope of  
Government Sovereign Immunity  
in Asylum Case

In December, the Firm filed an amicus brief on behalf of 
Dean Erwin Chemerinksy and Professors Susan Bandes, 
Martin Flaherty, Eric Freedman, and Burt Neuborne, in 
relation to a case involving a father and his 19-month old 
son who came to the United States from Honduras seeking 
asylum, and who were forcibly separated by ICE for nearly 
6 months. Among other abuses, ICE threatened to keep the 
father and son separated unless the father abandoned his 
asylum claim. With the help of lawyers from the Center for 
Constitutional Rights, the father and son were finally  
reunited by court order, and subsequently sued the United 
States for damages as a result of their horrific and abusive 
treatment, alleging claims under the Alien Tort Statute for 
torture and crimes against humanity (persecution and  
inhumane acts). The United States has moved to dismiss 
these claims by asserting that it has sovereign immunity. 
The Firm’s amicus brief—written on behalf of several  
constitutional law and human rights luminaries—argues  
that the government should not enjoy sovereign immunity 
for claims such as this, which involve egregious violations  
of well-established international norms.
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led by former New York Chief Justice Jonathan Lippman, oversees the State’s pro bono network of  
lawyers helping with coronavirus recovery. The pro bono network was established at the end of 
March to prepare for a surge in legal needs related to the pandemic and its effect on the economy. 
The network’s lawyers will focus first on helping people apply for unemployment benefits, while 
also preparing to handle a variety of other matters including evictions and domestic violence.

https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/11/20-366-Trump-v-NY-Amicus-Brief.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/12/14755_2_20-cv-5747-doc-40-1-Amicus-Brief.pdf


Human and  
Constitutional Rights
Representation of NYC Nursing Home Residents

The Firm, along with Mobilization for Justice, continues to represent several New York City 
nursing home residents who are seeking assistance through New York State’s Nursing 
Home Transition and Diversion Waiver Program to return to their community, where they 
can receive Medicaid services in a home environment rather than in a nursing home. When 
they applied, some of our clients were denied program services without proper notice, 
while others were initially found eligible to receive services, but have been waiting for years 
to move out of their nursing homes. In August of 2015, we filed a class-action lawsuit in the 
E.D.N.Y. on behalf of our clients and other similarly situated individuals. Our clients claim 
that the N.Y.S. Department of Health denied them their due process rights and violated 
the Americans with Disabilities Act, the Rehabilitation Act, and the Medicaid Act by failing 
to properly administer the NHTD Waiver Program. The parties recently completed expert 
discovery. The case is scheduled to proceed to trial in September of 2021. 

Amicus Brief on Behalf of 67 Cross-Faith Religious Organizations

In February, the Firm filed an amicus brief with the U.S. Supreme Court on behalf of  
cross-faith coalition of 67 religious entities. The brief supported the provision of a damages 
remedy under the Religious Freedom Restoration Act to persons discriminated against on 
the basis of religion. 
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Amicus Brief on Behalf of Korematsu Center 

The Firm proudly filed an amicus brief on behalf of the Fred T. Korematsu Center for Law 
and Equality in the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals. The brief was filed in a lawsuit  
challenging the Terrorist Screening Database, a federal government watchlist. The plaintiffs 
were a group comprising mostly Arab and Muslim Americans whose freedom of movement 
was significantly curtailed as a result of being listed in the Database, despite no verifiable 
or credible link connecting them to terrorism. The brief focuses on Mitsuye Endo, who—
along with Fred T. Korematsu and Gordon K. Hirabayashi—challenged the federal govern-
ment’s actions towards Japanese Americans during World War II in the Supreme Court.  
It highlights the parallels between the historical injustice committed against Japanese  
Americans during World War II, on the one hand, and Arab and Muslim Americans during 
the “War on Terror,” on the other.

https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2019/12/19-71-FNU-v-Tanvir-Brief-of-Amici-Curiae-in-Support-of-Respondents.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/06/Korematsu-Center-Amicus-Elhady.pdf
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/06/Korematsu-Center-Amicus-Elhady.pdf


Human and Constitutional Rights

Representation of Alleged Torture Victims  
from Abu Ghraib

As co-counsel with the Center for Constitutional Rights, we  
represent four men who were tortured and abused in Abu 
Ghraib prison during the U.S. occupation of Iraq. The lawsuit 
in the Eastern District of Virginia (Alexandria) is against CACI, 
a private contractor that provided interrogators involved in the 
Abu Ghraib abuses. The suit has been up to the U.S. Court of 
Appeals for the Fourth Circuit on four occasions and is  
currently pending before the Supreme Court. We successfully 
appealed several dismissals of the case on political question 
and other jurisdictional grounds, resulting in several notable 
decisions defining the ability of victims of human rights  
violations to sue government contractors. The case is ongoing.

Read More:
The case was covered by The Washington Post.

Finding the Museum 
of Chinese in America 
a New Home

In January, the Museum of 
Chinese in America (MOCA) 
suffered a devastating fire that 
ravaged the building housing  
its archive of over 85,000 
irreplaceable historical  
artifacts. A significant portion 
of MOCA’s collection was  
destroyed and the sense of loss 
in the Chinatown community 
was profound. Given MOCA’s 
dire situation, the Firm agreed 
to represent it on a pro bono 
basis to help secure a  
permanent home for the 
museum and its remaining 
collection. After many twists 
and turns, and more than 250 
hours of negotiation over 12 
months, MOCA was able to  
enter into a purchase  
agreement for an  
expanded museum space  
in early 2021.
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Amicus Brief on Behalf of Human Rights and  
Civil Rights Advocacy Groups

In August, the Firm filed an amicus brief in the 11th Circuit  
on behalf of a number of human rights and civil rights  
advocacy groups, in an appeal in the Chiquita banana human 
rights litigation. The multidistrict litigation involved claims by 
family members of people who were killed by paramilitary 
groups funded by Chiquita in South America. In 2019, after 
years of litigation, the district court granted Chiquita’s motion 
to modify the protective order in the case and strip the  
plaintiffs’ pseudonymity and confidentiality protections,  
potentially exposing them to the threat of serious and violent 
retaliation by paramilitary groups. The district court’s decision, 
which was affirmed by the 11th Circuit, threatens human

rights and civil rights litigation because it creates considerable uncertainty about the privacy  
protections that are so essential to many victims of human and civil rights violations. The plaintiffs 
filed a petition for rehearing or rehearing en banc, and the Firm filed an amicus brief in support of 
the petition for rehearing.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/public-safety/abu-ghraib-contractor-treatment-deplorable-but-not-torture/2017/09/22/4efc16f4-9e3b-11e7-9083-fbfddf6804c2_story.html?utm_term=.b4a729674a60
https://www.pbwt.com/content/uploads/2020/08/19-11494_Documents.pdf


Significant Ongoing Pro Bono 
Partnerships and Initiatives
Advocates for Children

Patterson Belknap has worked with Advocates for Children for many years, providing legal 
assistance to minor children and their parents, and helping families secure appropriate 
school placement and services.

CLEAR

Creating Law Enforcement Accountability & Responsibility (CLEAR) is a CUNY School 
of Law clinic, whose mandate is to support Muslim, Arab, South Asian, and all other 
communities in the New York City area and beyond that are targeted by local, state, or 
federal government agencies under the guise of national security and counterterrorism. 
The Firm has worked with CLEAR since 2019.

Clemency and Parole Projects

For several years, the Firm has handled clemency petitions for deserving clients who have 
made strong efforts to turn their lives around while incarcerated, and whose rehabilitative 
efforts merit reduced sentences.

International Refugee Assistance Program

Firm attorneys represent the most vulnerable refugees and persecuted individuals in 
cases relating to Special Immigrant Visas to the United States, first instance refugee 
applications before the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and U.S. 
Citizenship and Immigration Services, appeals of adjudications, requests for review of 
adjudications, and humanitarian parole applications.

Legal Outreach

For many years, the Firm has partnered with Legal Outreach, an organization that prepares 
urban youth from underserved communities in New York City to compete at high academic 
levels by using intensive legal and educational programs. This year, we worked with Legal 
Outreach to host ninth graders on a virtual field trip, bring in tenth graders for short virtual 
internships, and organize a speaker series.
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Significant Ongoing Pro Bono Partnerships and Initiatives

Legal Services of the Hudson  
Valley’s Housing Project

The Firm began its partnership with Legal Services of 
the Hudson Valley (LSHV) in 2015, and over the past five 
years our attorneys have successfully defended many  
tenants facing eviction and the threat of homelessness. 
For years, Legal Services of the Hudson Valley has 
provided free legal representation of tenants in low 
income housing in eviction proceedings by their 
landlords.

View:
LSHV featured our attorneys in its video Tahisha’s story.

Mobilization for Justice:  
Access-A-Ride Appeals

Tens of thousands of New Yorkers with disabilities rely on 
New York City’s paratransit system, Access-A-Ride, to get 
to work, doctor’s appointments, shop, and visit friends  
and family. Mobilization for Justice assists people with 
disabilities who have been denied Access-A-Ride or who 
have had their benefits reduced or terminated to file 
appeals.

New Jersey Office of the Public Defender

Since 2019, the Firm has partnered with the Office of 
the Public Defender (OPD) to handle appeals on behalf 
of indigent criminal defendants in New Jersey. We work 
closely with the OPD Appellate Section lawyers in 
identifying issues and drafting briefs for submission to 
the New Jersey Appellate Division and the New Jersey 
Supreme Court.

New York County Lawyers Association 
We work closely with the New York County Lawyers 
Association on various ongoing initiatives:

 ○ Veterans Discharge Upgrade Project: We  
continue our work with NYCLA on the Veterans 
Discharge Upgrade Project to assist veterans who 
have received other than honorable discharges  
(often because of undiagnosed or misdiagnosed 
post-traumatic stress disorder or traumatic brain 
injury). Such discharges can have a serious  

In 2020, The New York County  
Lawyers Association (NYCLA)  
recognized the following Patterson 
Belknap attorneys for their  
substantial pro bono contributions 
to NYCLA’s State Central Registry, 
Clemency, and Access-a-Ride 
projects.

NYCLA  
Pro Bono 
Honors

Hyatt M. 
Howard

Recognized for his work  
securing the parole of 
our client.

Patricia S. 
Kim

Recognized for her work in 
having her client removed 
from the New York State 
Central Register of Child 
Abuse and Maltreatment. 

Tara J. 
Norris

Recognized for her work  
representing her client before 
the Eligibility Appeals Board 
for Access-a-Ride in 2019.
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https://youtu.be/y_znkyrFmXo


Significant Ongoing Pro Bono Partnerships and Initiatives

negative impact on veterans’ lives, including denial of medical and GI Bill benefits. On behalf 
of these clients, Patterson Belknap attorneys prepare submissions to the Discharge Review 
Boards of the relevant branch of the military and, if necessary, before the Board of Corrections 
of Military Records. We have obtained upgrades for four of our clients in the short time this 
project has been underway. 

 ○ Project Restore: This unique program provides assistance to individuals with misdemeanor 
and felony convictions who are denied vocational licenses by the New York Department of 
State.

 − Client Secures License for Employment 
Through NYCLA’s Project Restore program, our attorneys successfully represented a client 
who was initially denied a vocational license by the New York Department of State due to 
his misdemeanor and felony convictions. After an adversarial proceeding before the Office 
of Administrative Hearings in October, our client was granted a Security Guard License in  
December, and can now pursue his chosen career.

 ○ Social Security Disability Appeals Program: We have worked with NYCLA on this program 
since its inception in 2017, providing regular representation of plaintiffs whose applications  
for Social Security disability benefits or Supplemental Security Income were denied.

 − Social Security Disability Insurance Benefits Granted for Client 
We received a positive outcome for our pro bono client, whose claim for Social  
Security Disability Insurance benefits was granted on the record, in lieu of a third  
hearing. Our client first applied for benefits in 2014, but was denied. The case made  
its way up to the Southern District of New York, which is when the Firm first got involved. 
Our attorneys negotiated a remand back to the Social Security Administration in 2018, 
and represented our client in a second hearing in 2019. After our client was again found 
not to be disabled, we submitted a brief to the Appeals Council, which remanded the  
case to a new judge. Our attorneys gathered additional medical records and submitted  
a brief supporting our client’s application for benefits. The hearing was scheduled for  
April 29, 2020—six years to the day after his initial application for benefits—and our  
client’s disability benefits were granted.

“I just want to thank you for taking up my case and representing me as my legal counsel.  
I know it was not an easy case but thanks to your prowess, justice was finally served, and you 
managed to win. You believed in me and stayed by my side through it all. When I thought it 
was too much to handle and felt like giving up, you were there for me to give me strength and 
hope.

“It was a long and tedious process, thank you so much for your understanding, for your  
patience, for your guidance, your dedication to my case and most of all, thank you for being 
my friend during that difficult moment. This means a lot to my family and me, and I will be 
forever grateful to you.”

Testimonial from a Client:

21



Significant Ongoing Pro Bono Partnerships and Initiatives

 ○ New York State Central Registry of Child Abuse and Maltreatment:  
We co-sponsor the State Central Registry Project, in which we provide legal  
representation to individuals seeking to expunge listings on the New York  
State Central Register of Child Abuse and Maltreatment (SCR). There are  
hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers on the SCR. Most of the people listed on 
the SCR were never permitted the opportunity to contest their listing. Once a 
person's name is on the SCR, he/she may be denied employment in a variety of 
fields, including child care. Since the project’s inception in 2012, Firm attorneys 
have assisted more than 40 clients with their SCR listings, with successful  
outcomes in nearly all of them. 

 − Reversal for a Mother’s Inaccurate Placement on Register of  
Child Abuse and Maltreatment 
The Firm received a favorable decision for our client in her challenge to an 
indicated report on the New York State Central Register of Child Abuse and 
Maltreatment. Our client, a domestic violence survivor suffering from PTSD, 
was placed on the Register in 2018 based on allegations of inadequate 
guardianship and abuse towards her young daughter, then five years old. 
After intensive document-gathering and interviews, our attorneys found  
evidence contradicting the allegations and provided a letter brief to the  
New York Administration for Children’s Services, which notified the judge 
that, upon review of the file, it would not be proceeding with the matter.  
Our attorneys then obtained a decision directing the Register to amend the  
report against our client to reflect that it has been unfounded and sealed.

The Vera Institute of Justice

We work with the Vera Institute of Justice to research and advocate for parole reform in 
New York. This has included the preparation of a multi-state survey of parole statutes 
throughout the country, and the recommendation of model language to be used in 
legislative proposals.

Volunteers of Legal Services 

The Firm partners with Volunteers of Legal Services (VOLS) on their Microenterprise 
Project, which helps existing and aspiring small business owners and microentrepreneurs 
access high-quality free legal services from a network of pro bono lawyers. More broadly, 
VOLS uses the power of New York City’s legal community and neighborhood-based groups 
to provide free, civil legal services when and where they are needed most.
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