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I. Introduction 

On March 20, 2020, then New York State Governor Andrew Cuomo signed the “New York 

State on PAUSE” Executive Order (PAUSE), which called for 100% closure of non-essential 

businesses statewide with exceptions for services such as groceries and healthcare, and included 

moratoriums on foreclosures, evictions, and other legal proceedings.1 The impact of PAUSE on 

the New York State court system – the Office of Court Administration – and the greater legal 

community, and the continuing impact of COVID-19 on the courts and the practice of law, has 

been profound; increased reliance on technology and virtual court proceedings appears permanent. 

On November 16 and 18, 2021, the NYSBA’s President’s Committee on Access to Justice 

(PCAJ) and Committee on Legal Aid (COLA) held public hearings regarding access to justice in 

New York State in the post-COVID legal landscape. The primary purpose of these hearings was 

to assess and determine recommendations for the New York State Bar Association (NYSBA) on 

how to address these impacts in the long term, in accordance with NYSBA’s mission to “facilitate 

the administration of justice.”2  

Legal Services programs, pro bono practitioners, court personnel, and 18-B attorneys from 

across the state were invited to attend to opine on developments since the onset of the COVID-19 

pandemic regarding access to justice in relation to: family court; immigration proceedings; housing 

court/landlord-tenant proceedings, criminal justice, social security proceedings, state benefit 

proceedings, the efficacy and equitability of virtual proceedings, and how the factor of race may 

have impacted these areas. 

Hearing attendees were also asked to speak on the interrelationship and impact of high-

volume courts’ hybrid virtual/in person court proceedings and operations as well as the effect of 

 
1  “Governor Cuomo Signs the 'New York State on PAUSE' Executive Order,” (available at 
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-signs-new-york-state-pause-executive-order); (March 20, 
2020).  
2 Laws of New York – 1877; Chapter 210, “An Act to Incorporate the New York State Bar Association.”  (Section 1 
of the Enabling Act; and The Bylaws of the New York State Bar Association, Section II: “Purposes”).  Reflecting 
that the NYSBA’s mission and objectives, as outlined in its 1877 founding constitution, are “to cultivate the science 
of jurisprudence, promote reform in the law, facilitate the administration of justice, and elevate the standards of 
integrity, honor, professional skill and courtesy in the legal profession.” (full text available at 
https://nysba.org/app/uploads/2022/02/Bylaws-January-2022.pdf) 
 

https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-signs-new-york-state-pause-executive-order
https://nysba.org/app/uploads/2022/02/Bylaws-January-2022.pdf
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the digital divide on low-income community members, court users and providers of free legal 

assistance to these communities. 

II. Recommendations 

Recommendations for the NYSBA based upon the hearing testimonies includes: 

I. Convening a NYSBA-OCA Task Force of court personnel and legal services 

practitioners to develop recommendations for a plan that can address issues such as: 

a. Significant gaps in the ability to obtain Orders of Protection34, within a Court 

system that had diminished capacity5;  

b. Increasing and improving user-friendly online information and instructions for 

those proceeding without counsel6;  

c. Addressing language access and literacy issues; 

d. Delineating proceedings appropriate for virtual court and those that must be 

conducted in a courtroom (such as witness examination and hearing testimony); 

e. Whether litigants should be provided a choice between in-person and virtual court 

appearances; 

f. Addressing the digital divide; 

g. Ensuring that technology limitations are not held against the parties in a 

proceeding; 

h. Developing an equitable e-filing system for pro se litigants. 

i. Providing basic information in multiple languages in a written format on the 

courts’ websites and providing court notices in commonly spoken languages.   

 
3 Judith Olin, Esq.; Clinical Professor and Director, University at Buffalo Law School Family Violence and Women’s 
Rights Clinic; Virtual Public Hearing Testimony, (November 18, 2021), (at approximately 39:20; video link below).  
(Discussing the problems with pre-screening Family Court matters, and specifically screening Family Offense 
Petitions as “essential” or “non-essential,” the substantial delays in docketing and hearing such applications, the 
frequency of domestic violence homicides in Erie County relative to other larger counties, and the inability of pro se 
litigants to utilize Law Help and similar online applications). (https://nysba.org/committees/presidents-committee-
on-access-to-justice); See also: written testimony submitted. 
4 Andrew F. Emborsky, Esq.; Supervising Attorney, Family Unit; Neighborhood Legal Services, Inc., (written 
testimony submitted, November 23, 2021, pages 1-2).   
5 Anna Ognibene, Esq.; Supervising Attorney, Her Justice; (written testimony submitted, November 18, 2021, pages 
3-9).  
6 Id., at page 6.  

https://nysba.org/committees/presidents-committee-on-access-to-justice
https://nysba.org/committees/presidents-committee-on-access-to-justice
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j. Offering live proceedings with full simultaneous interpretation and, where that is 

not possible, offering video proceedings with sequential interpretation of the 

entire proceedings.     

k. Prioritizing language access during telephonic hearings by allotting more time to 

the allow for proper translations. 

l. Increasing hourly rates for 18B lawyers to provide incentives to bring more 

attorneys into the various programs available to the thousands of pro se clients 

coming to court.   

II. That NYSBA should increase its commitment to non-litigation ways in which clients’ 

needs could be more quickly addressed than via court process by: 

a. Supporting community legal education; 7 

b. Increasing training on pre-litigation and non-litigation advocacy; 8 

c. Exploring ways to help clients navigate the initial application and investigation 

process required to secure clearances and licenses to perform regulated work; 

d. Exploring ways to help New Yorkers navigate various types of situations where 

they are asked to provide information regarding conviction history and addressing 

RAP sheet errors; 9 

e. Supporting legislation granting public defenders’ direct access to client RAP 

sheets. 10 

III. General Recommendations: 

a. Future planning for preparedness needs to incorporate and facilitate access to 

services.  

 
7 Estee Konor, Esq.; Senior Staff Attorney; Community Service Society of New York, (written testimony submitted, 
November 24, 2021) (page 2).  
8 Id. 
9 Id., at pages 3-4.  
10 Id., at page 3.; “For court-involved New Yorkers, it is almost impossible to successfully navigate the many 
barriers to full participation in their community if they do not understand their own RAP sheet and how to talk about 
their conviction records. … Accessing their information…requires court-involved legal services clients in New York 
to undergo physical fingerprinting as part of the process of requesting their RAP sheet. This fingerprinting takes 
place in person at a legal services provider’s office. The process, cumbersome even before COVID hit New York, 
has been especially hard to navigate during the pandemic. Because legal services providers do not have direct 
electronic access to client RAP sheets, the pandemic has exacerbated existing challenges associated with educating, 
advising, and representing them when their legal rights are violated. Most were cut off from essential information 
about their conviction records [during] the pandemic, a time when many were desperately looking for work to 
support themselves and needed information about their records to navigate the job-search process.”  
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b. New York State should invest in increasing access to broadband internet service 

in low-income and under-resourced communities across the state.  

The following sections are a summary of the hearing testimony in the following areas: the 

amount of people who could not access courts (Family Court, Criminal Court, and limited virtual 

access in rural courts); the amount of people who could not access services; how COVID 

highlighted race concerns; virtual hearings; the digital divide; language access; and 18B attorney 

concerns. 

III. Number of People Who Could Not Access Courts 

The results of the Covid-19 pandemic were varied and overarching. The effects were felt 

in different government systems, surfacing inherent problems embedded in their framework. Our 

systems of justice were no exception, highlighting the limits it put on peoples’ accessibility to the 

courts and other legal services. Ultimately, it will take years to be fully understood but lessons can 

be taken from the experiences of those serving low income and vulnerable New Yorkers during 

the initial turbulent months.   

Family Court Access 

LIFT estimated no less than 8,000 individuals in 2020 could not receive help from the court 

system.11 Legal Services of Hudson Valley reported a twenty-five percent (25%) decline in the 

number of clients.12 Bronx Defenders, Brooklyn Defenders, Neighborhood Defenders and Center 

for Family Representation submitted joint testimony reflecting that they collectively represent 

thousands of New Yorkers as the “the primary providers of mandated legal representation for low-

income parents and children in Article 10 cases filed by the New York City Administration for 

Children’s Services (“ACS”)”13. They reported the rates of reunification for families decreased by 

 
11 Cathy Cramer, Esq., CEO; Legal Information for Families Today (LIFT); (written testimony submitted, 
November 24, 2021, page 2). 
12 Lucy Turner, Esq.; Staff Attorney, Housing Unit; Legal Services of Hudson Valley; (virtual hearing testimony; 
November 18, 2021; at approximately 2:14:43) 
13 Emma S. Ketteringham, Esq.; Managing Director - Family Defense Practice; The Bronx Defenders; Lauren 
Shapiro, Esq.; Managing Director - Family Defense Practice Brooklyn Defender Services; Michele Cortese, Esq;  
Executive Director - Center for Family Representation; Zainab Akbar, Esq.; Managing Attorney - Family Defense 
Practice; Neighborhood Defender Service of Harlem; (written testimony jointly submitted, November 18, 2021; 
page 2). 
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over twenty percent (20%) during the pandemic.14 The backlog will most likely persist for over 

several years.  

During their testimony, many legal aid/services organizations pointed to the effects of the 

pandemic in the family law courts. In New York City, only “essential” cases were heard without 

detailing what falls under the definition of “essential” resulting in grave miscarriages of justice. 

Specifically, child support cases were not heard leaving parents of children without a source of 

income. Additionally, many custody and visitation cases were deemed non-emergency.15 Parents 

were separated from their children for months.16  

The discrepancy was made apparent when NYC Family Courts prioritized creating a 

system that allowed the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) to seek the removal of 

children from their families, and then failed to set up an adequate process by which families could 

contest those separations.17  

New York City Family Court also failed to distinguish between cases which had hearings 

that could be conducted virtually and those that involved complex litigation and were better suited 

for in-person proceedings. Brooklyn Defenders Services found that “the court proceeded to 

allocate long periods of virtual court time for trials in termination of parental rights matters, 

without regard for the importance of in-person proceedings for these sensitive trials.  The court 

has stated that there is access to in-person courtrooms but then has routinely denied our requests 

to use those courtrooms for these trials and other complex litigation.”18 

These challenges were not limited to the New York City family courts. The Family 

Violence and Women’s Rights Clinic at the University of Buffalo described systemic problems 

 
14 Emma S. Ketteringham, Esq.; Managing Director - Family Defense Practice; The Bronx Defenders; Lauren 
Shapiro, Esq.; Managing Director - Family Defense Practice Brooklyn Defender Services; Michele Cortese, Esq;  
Executive Director - Center for Family Representation; Zainab Akbar, Esq.; Managing Attorney - Family Defense 
Practice; Neighborhood Defender Service of Harlem; (written testimony jointly submitted, November 18, 2021; 
page 2). 
15 Ognibene, Her Justice, (written testimony, pages 3-4).   
16 Lisa Schreibersdorf, Esq., Executive Director, Brooklyn Defender Services; (written testimony submitted, 
November 18, 2021; pages 5-8). 
17 Id., at page 7.   
18 Id.  
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with dealing with urgent cases in both Erie and Niagara County Family courts even though the rate 

of family-related homicide in Erie County is higher than Kings County.19  

These limitations on accessibility were potentially life threatening, as discussed in the 

testimony of Neighborhood Legal Services, that pointed to the difficulty in obtaining Orders of 

Protection (OOP) in cases of domestic violence.20  

The efficacy of the family court system was reduced significantly by the pandemic and the 

limited access caused infringement of rights and privileges of mainly the unrepresented and 

indigent.  

Criminal Court Access 

Without a doubt the most sensitive area in the context of the pandemic and the violation of 

freedoms and privileges is the criminal court system. The potential for the infringement of rights 

in this specific field of law is self-evident and indeed there have been concerning reports of 

significant breakdown in the system when it came to indigent clients. Access was severely limited 

in our criminal courts system, and because of fingerprinting requirements and processes, those of 

limited means accused of committing a crime were disproportionately impacted by the lack of 

access to physical resources. This point was explained in the Community Service Society 

testimony: 

“[B]ecause we must obtain in-person fingerprints to get rap sheets, our new client intake 

all but ceased. We attempted to work around the lack of rap sheets by ordering—and paying $95 

per report for—NYS Office of Court Administration `CHRS Reports.’ But these documents are 

provided on the basis of name and date of birth, and they proved all but useless where aliased and 

even small variations in name spelling permeated clients’ experiences with the criminal court 

system.”21  

 
19 Olin; University at Buffalo Law School Family Violence and Women’s Rights Clinic; (virtual hearing testimony of 
November 18, 2021, and written testimony submitted, page 1).  
20 Emborsky, Neighborhood Legal Services, Inc.; (written testimony, page 2).   
21 Konor; Community Service Society of New York, (written testimony submitted, November 24, 2021) (page 2). 
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Eventually they began fingerprinting operations by appointment, but this limited the 

number of clients they could work with. 

 

Limited Virtual Access in Rural Courts 

The COVID-19 pandemic also made apparent how lack of access to justice manifested 

itself in different ways depending on location. In the Capital Region and North Country, Courts 

that turned to virtual hearings were not as accessible since many clients do not necessarily have 

access to unlimited data, wireless services, or digital devices needed to access remote courts. Even 

when clients have smartphones, their plans are often basic pay per month plans which do not 

include streaming. Additionally, some clients—particularly elderly clients—simply do not have or 

know how to use smartphones or computers.22 

In the context of Social Security hearings, the testimony of the Legal Aid Society of 

Northeastern New York, reports that some attorneys have expressed concern that a hearing judge 

will not grasp the full extent of a client’s disability without an in-person hearing. (This is 

particularly true in telephone hearings, although it also holds true for video hearings.)23 

The New York State Justice Courts, where many rural eviction cases are litigated,24 were 

particularly unprepared for the COVID-19 pandemic.25  These courts do not have the 

infrastructure, staff, or technology to allow for remote hearings.26  In some cases, the Justices or 

court staff did not appear to be interested in learning how to use technology.27  

The most difficult scenario occurred when justices, the majority of whom are not attorneys, 

ordered appearances regardless of any stay or moratorium; did not observe social distancing and 

 
22 Victoria Esposito, Esq.; Advocacy Director; Legal Aid Society of North Eastern New York (undated written 
testimony submitted, page 2). 
23 Id., at page 2.  
24 See: https://www.nycourts.gov/courts/townandvillage/ (Date Accessed, August 6, 2022)  
25 Lucy E. Turner, Esq.; Staff Attorney – Housing Unit; Legal Services of Hudson Valley (virtual hearing testimony; 
(November 18, 2021; at approximately 2:17) 
26 Id., virtual hearing testimony, November 18, 2021, at approximately 2:19 
27 Victoria Esposito, Esq.; Advocacy Director; Legal Aid Society of North Eastern New York (undated written 
testimony submitted, page 2). 
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mask guidelines; and made inappropriate political or personal remarks to staff who were 

attempting to observe those guidelines.28 

It should be noted that organizations such as the Legal Aid Society of Northeastern NY, 

the Legal Aid Society, Legal Services of the Hudson Valley and others did not object to virtual 

hearings at its core but simply stated that many times the options were not utilized correctly and 

that some hearings should only be conducted in a courtroom; particularly those hearings that 

require testimony and examining witnesses.29  

IV. Number of People Who Could Not Access Services 

In addition to affecting the ability of the public to directly access the Court themselves, the 

COVID-19 health crisis also greatly changed the way in which residents of New York State were 

able to access ancillary and related services, which are essential components to enforcement and 

implementation of the relief sought in the Courts.   

         For example, multiple agencies in the 8th Judicial District reported massive backlogs of 

unserved Orders of Protection (OOP), perhaps as many as two hundred (200) from time to time.30  

This issue was reported by no fewer than four (4) legal services agencies and partners at ad hoc 

meetings held to discuss and coordinate COVID-19 responses.31 

Despite a clearly identified issue affecting the communities served during the pandemic,  

there was an overarching desire not to alienate law enforcement during such a sensitive time, which 

resulted in a “wait-and-see” approach.  Going forward there cannot be a significant gap in the 

ability to obtain and then serve OOPs, as in many cases these were the only tool available to enact 

immediate relief (also including child support and access modifications) within a Court system 

that was operating at diminished capacity.  

 
28 Id., at page 2.   
29 Id., at page 2; and Clare J. Degnan, Esq.; Executive Director; Legal Aid Society of Westchester County; (written 
testimony submitted; December 2021, page 6; and Lucy Turner, Esq; Staff Attorney; Legal Services of Hudson 
Valley; (virtual hearing testimony 2:17:45 through 2:20:45). 
30 Emborsky, Neighborhood Legal Services, Inc.; (written testimony, page 2).   
31 Id. 
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Since the most effective and heavily utilized tool during the pandemic was virtual and on-

line access to the legal system and related services, this needs to be addressed.  It appears that a 

significant effort needs to be made to increase the amount of information available online, as well 

as to simplify it and provide instructions that are friendly to those proceeding without counsel.    

The Permanent Commission on Access to Justice (The Permanent Commission) surveyed 

more than 600 litigants this year about their experience navigating the judicial system. Seventy-

nine percent (79%) of unrepresented litigants reported using websites to find information about 

their legal rights or to try and find help with their case, yet two out of every five users (40%) said 

they were unable to find what they were looking for.32 

But even with greater online and virtual access to the Courts, gaps in accessibility have 

been observed in pro se matters. For example, seventy-five percent (75%) of unrepresented 

litigants said that they needed help in completing court forms.  One out of every four (25%) pro se 

litigants reported not understanding which forms to use.  Significant percentages of those polled 

by The Permanent Commission could not understand the words or could not speak the language 

used in forms (15%); or could not find the information or document required to complete the forms 

(15%). It became clear that in addition to language barriers, there were people who lack digital 

literacy to participate in online services, and those who encountered other barriers such as 

scanning, printing, and signing documents.33 

Court-involved New Yorkers reported not being able to access conviction records during 

the pandemic.  This was critical at a time when layoffs and furloughs were commonplace, and 

many looking for work needed access to their criminal and conviction records to navigate the job-

search process. Limited access to “rap sheets” during COVID, because of in-person fingerprinting 

requirements caused similar issues, and needs to be addressed going forward.34  

Limitations to access to services were observed outside of the family and criminal courts 

as well, as detailed in the testimony of the Nassau Suffolk Law Services Committee Inc. They 

reflected upon difficulties stemming from the lack of in-person options for assisting clients.  This 

 
32 Veronica Dunlap, Esq.; Director of New York Programs; probono.net; (virtual hearing testimony, November 18, 
2021, at approximately 12:25; and undated written testimony submitted, at page 2).  
33 Id., at page 5.   
34 Konor; Community Service Society of New York, (written testimony submitted, November 24, 2021) (page 2).  
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resulted in problems for disabled clients, specifically in accessing the SSA and the related issues 

with that government agency’s offices being fully remote.35 

The Legal Aid Society of NYC (LAS) testimony confirmed the language access issues and 

availability of information to non-English speaking litigants, as disabled litigants, as areas to 

address.  LAS also highlighted the importance of developing an equitable e-filing system for pro 

se litigants as the basis for long-term justice.36  

Access to services outside of the legal system, yet directly related to the well-being of the 

persons served by the agencies operating within the legal system, were identified as practical 

problems that need to be addressed in connection with any review of the bar’s COVID-19 

pandemic response.  For example, “many grantees reported significant efforts to facilitate client 

access to non-legal services including cash assistance, food pantries, and other essential 

resources.”37  

The Brooklyn Defender Service (BDS) noted certain, inherent, impacts that a virtual law 

practice has on providing legal advice and services to clients.  Specifically stating:  

“the first meeting between a parent and their attorney is pivotal–it sets the tone for 
a robust and trusting attorney-client relationship. Moreover, as crucial decisions 
about a family–including whether they will be separated–are made at the first court 
appearance, it is vital for a parent to have the time and space to share facts and 
guide representation prior to that appearance. In this virtual world, ACS is tasked 
with supplying parents’ phone numbers to defense counsel prior to intake. This is 
often done so at the last possible minute and frequently the numbers provided are 
incorrect.”38 

 
35Rezwanul Islam, Esq, Deputy Executive Director; Nassau Suffolk Law Services Committee Inc.; (virtual hearing 
testimony, November 16, 2021; at approximately 39:30)  (In discussing the effect of not having more options for 
providing services for clients seeking disability representation, the testimony indicated that unfortunately “More likely 
than finding assistance, they will give up and go without the services they need.” (emphasis added, virtual hearing 
testimony at 43:40). 
36 Adriene Holder, Esq.; Chief Attorney of the Civil Practice; Legal Aid Society (written testimony submitted, 
November 17, 2021; at page 15-16).  “If approached carefully, a uniform, user-friendly, accessible, and multilingual 
remote filing system has the potential to create massive benefits for pro se litigants, and would facilitate efficiency 
and transparency in the court system…The pro se e-filing system should also include regularly updated resources for 
pro se litigants including, but not limited to, an appropriately staffed helpline, FAQs, contact information for city 
marshals, sheriffs, legal services providers, clerks in each courtroom, Family Justice Centers, and a directory of the 
New York State courts.” 
37Christine M. Fecko, Esq; General Counsel; Interest on Lawyer Account Fund of the State of New York (IOLA); 
(written testimony submitted, November 23, 2021) (page 3).  
38 Schreibersdorf; Brooklyn Defender Services; (written testimony submitted, November 18, 2021; page 7). 
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Further, the testimony of BDS observed that only a small portion of attorneys have access 

to the Universal Case Management System (UCMS), the only way for counsel to access court 

orders (including orders of protection) and other critical information severely limiting advocates’ 

ability to zealously represent parents whose children may have been subject to removal.39  They 

went on to state that although “this lack of access preceded the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

… given the disproportionate impact of the family regulation system on families of color, full 

access to this needed information is a matter of equity.”    

Finally, it appears that legal service agencies and service providers reflected a marked 

increase in administrative burden with increased virtual services, which can limit their ability to 

serve clients. There was significant difficulty in finding volunteers willing to meet in-person with 

clients, and there was a perceived difficulty providing services to clients with mental and physical 

health issues, as well as those with transportation and childcare complications.40 

V. How COVID-19 Highlighted Concerns of Race and Racial Inequality  

The COVID-19 pandemic has been unprecedented in scope. Its impact on our most 

vulnerable neighbors cannot be understated. The pandemic’s negative consequences have been felt 

disproportionately by people of color.   

The Legal Aid Society spoke at length about the disparate impact the pandemic has had on 

marginalized communities in New York City.41 Acknowledging and identifying these issues are 

the first step in addressing them so that we may learn from these experiences, or as LAS stated 

“…It is through this lens of disparate impact that we must view our path forward.42   

 
39Id., at pages 7-9.  
40 Sally Curran, Esq.; Executive Director, Volunteer Lawyers Project of CNY, Inc. (virtual hearing testimony; 
November 16, 2021; at approximately 1:50:40). 
41 Adrien Holder; The Legal Aid Society (written testimony, page 7). “For example, approximately one-third of Black 
and Latino households do not have access to a computer and more than one-third of low-income New Yorkers do not 
have access to broadband of any kind.” 
42 Id., at page 4.   “At the beginning of this pandemic, three of the top four counties suffering death rates from COVID-
19 across the Nation were within New York City: Queens, Kings and Bronx. For example, South Bronx has one of 
the highest infection rates in the country, proving once again the disparate impact our Black and Brown communities 
continue to endure due to the lack of healthcare and resources needed to protect against a highly contagious and deadly 
pandemic that ravages the nation. It is through this lens of disparate impact that we must view our path forward.”  
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There were disproportionately high rates of COVID-19 in communities of color.43 

Additionally, these same communities had issues accessing the internet, services and programs 

people need to survive. The pandemic has illustrated that issues of poverty manifest themselves 

differently depending on where you might live.  

Organizations reported a number of issues that impacted people of color including limited 

access to Individual Taxpayer Identification Number (ITIN) and the family justice centers, such 

as family court.44 45  Similarly, some groups testified that due to issues of systemic racism, many 

ethnic groups resided in the poorer rural and urban areas of their regions with limited access to the 

internet.46 47 48  As more and more venues moved online, the inability to access these services were 

also disproportionately felt by people of color.  

Brooklyn Defenders Services testified that the disparities in healthcare, employment, and 

housing that put communities of color at greater risk of being targeted by the legal and court 

systems have also put them at greater risk of illness and death during this pandemic. The COVID-

19 pandemic hit New York just as the State began implementing groundbreaking criminal justice 

reforms. These historic reforms were designed to address a system that continually and 

disproportionately impacted Black and Latinx/Hispanic/Latino/a/é communities, especially 

pretrial mass incarceration. When the pandemic struck, many procedural protections enshrined in 

 
43 Curran; Volunteer Lawyers Project of CNY, Inc.; (hearing testimony; November 16, 2021, at approximately 1:49:00) 
(Comments include discussion of the overwhelmingly disproportionately effects of COVID in communities of color). 
44  Terry Lawson, Esq.; Executive Director; UnLocal; (written testimony submitted, November 18, 2021, pages 3-4) 
(Discussing difficulties resulting from limited access to get ITIN numbers as well as Family Courts.)   
45 Cramer; Legal Information for Families Today (LIFT); (written testimony submitted, November 24, 2021, page 1-
2).  “The unrepresented litigants who come to Family Court in New York City are disproportionately low-income, 
from communities of color, often undocumented immigrants, or speak monolingual Spanish or some other language. 
And, as the family courts are under-resourced and understaffed, there is a justice gap for many of the litigants.” 
46 Turner; Legal Services of Hudson Valley (virtual hearing testimony; (November 18, 2021; at approximately 2:17);   
Comments briefly mentioned in the beginning of the testimony, due to the systemic racism in our country, many ethnic 
groups reside in the poorer rural areas with limited internet access. 
47 Leah Goodridge, Esq.; Managing Attorney for Housing Policy; Mobilization for Justice, Inc. (written testimony, 
November 18, 2021, page 3). Comments cited are studies showing that indigent, black, Latino and senior NYC 
residents have a greater percentage of homes without internet access, thus resulting in a greater percentage of evictions 
for these litigants than for white or Asian American households. In addition, digital access in public facilities is 
hampered due to “rampant police reporting of black residents” engaging in normal everyday activities such as sitting 
in a coffee shop or in a public park. 
48 Dunlap; probono.net; (undated written testimony submitted, at page 5). “Prior to the pandemic, the digital divide 
was often thought of as an infrastructure issue, for example “last mile” connectivity gaps in rural areas. While 
broadband access and affordability remains an issue for too many New Yorkers - particularly low-income, Black, 
Latinx, and rural communities.” 
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the Criminal Procedure Law (CPL), including the newest reforms, were suspended through a series 

of overly broad executive orders.  

Courts acceded to former Governor Cuomo’s unnecessary suspension of key procedural 

safeguards. The results have been disastrous: New York City’s jail population was, at the time of 

the testimony, higher than it was before the pandemic. Bail was set in many more cases and in 

higher amounts despite legislation designed to decrease these amounts. Our cases were allowed to 

be repeatedly adjourned while our clients were allowed to languish in jail at heightened risk of 

exposure. It should be, noted that some providers saw a positive impact from bail reform finding 

it reduced COVID-19 transmission, and allowed communicating with the clients to be more 

proactive. (Nassau County Legal Aid Society; Day 1, 15:30)   

At the hearing, Brooklyn Defenders Services testified that over the past year, fourteen 

people have died while incarcerated at Rikers Island due to the inhumane conditions that were 

exacerbated by the pandemic.  

Brooklyn Defender Services also shared that clients faced increased scrutiny and disrespect 

at an alarming rate, oftentimes being ejected from virtual courtrooms. The same disrespect clients 

faced was also felt by Brooklyn Defender Services attorneys practicing in these virtual forums. 49 

During this time, the United States also experienced social unrest due to the murder of 

George Floyd. In response, the Office of Court Administration appointed Secretary Johnson on 

June 9, 2020 to be the Special Advisor on Equal Justice in the Courts. He was tasked with 

reviewing equal justice and racial bias in the New York State court system, the largest and most 

complex in the country. The OCA Office of Justice Initiatives testified regarding their new task of 

implementing the thirteen recommendations from the report on race and justice stated in the 

 
49 Schreibersdorf; Brooklyn Defender Services; (written testimony submitted, November 18, 2021; page 6).  “Our 
office saw an increase in the disrespectful and dehumanizing language used to speak to both families in the court 
system and our staff. The disrespectful treatment of families has included judges ejecting parents from virtual 
courtrooms when they did not want the parent to speak and using abusive language towards parents who were unable 
to appear by video. Our staff–particularly our staff of color–have also experienced being denigrated by judges in the 
presence of their clients, which is not only unacceptable, but compromises the attorney-client relationship and 
undermines the goal of objectivity in the court system.” 
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report.50  One of their first tasks was drafting a new mission statement that would emphasize the 

courts commitment to zero tolerance for racial bias.51 

VI. Virtual Hearings 

There can certainly be no question but that the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic in March 

of 2020, and its resultant impact on the New York State Court system, its litigants, and especially 

its most vulnerable litigants, cannot be overstated.  As access to justice and access to the courthouse 

was severely limited, the New York State Court system’s response in pivoting to virtual hearings 

became a critical tool to continue that access, with both successes and failures. 

The testimony adduced by the various agencies and providers often showed similar 

concerns with the virtual hearing model.  In criminal proceedings, representation and hearings by 

telephone or video raised substantial concerns over fundamental due process rights.  The Legal 

Aid Society of Westchester County cited a law review article from 2010, well before the pandemic, 

that studied the outcomes of criminal defendants whose hearings were conducted over video.  The 

findings confirmed substantially higher bond amounts for virtual defendants than their in-person 

counterparts, with increases “ranging from 54 to 90 percent, depending on the offense.”52 This 

situation was only exacerbated by the pandemic’s use of telephone arraignments resulting in these 

worsening outcomes.  The use of remote video proceedings made attorney-client communications 

more difficult and sometimes impossible.   

Lack of access to technology, computers, digital devices, remote access, smart cell phones, 

technological illiteracy, lack of privacy, connectivity, and adequate broadband service was a 

consistent theme throughout.  These difficulties impact predominantly on the more vulnerable 

 
50 See New York State Unified Court System, “Report from the Special Adviser on Equal Justice in the 
New York State Courts” (October 1, 2020), 
https://www.nycourts.gov/whatsnew/pdf/SpecialAdviserEqualJusticeReport.pdf 
51 Hon. Edwina G. Mendelson; Deputy Chief Administrative Judge for Justice Initiatives; and Director, New York 
State Courts Access to Justice Program; New York State Unified Court System’s Office for Justice Initiatives (OJI); 
(virtual hearing testimony, November 16, 2021; written transcript submitted, page 5)  “The mission of the Unified 
Court System (UCS) is to deliver equal justice under the law and to achieve the just, fair and timely resolution of all 
matters that come before our courts. In the service of our mission, the UCS is committed to operating with integrity 
and transparency, and to ensuring that all who enter or serve in our courts are treated with respect, dignity and 
professionalism. We affirm our responsibility to promote a court system free from any and all forms of bias and 
discrimination and to promote a judiciary and workforce that reflect the rich diversity of New York State.” 
52 Degnan; Legal Aid Society of Westchester County; (written testimony; page 4).  
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litigants, including the poor, elderly, mentally challenged and disabled, thwarting their access to 

equal justice under the law. 

There were advantages cited for litigants, including the lack of necessity to take off an 

entire day of work, seek childcare, rely on intermittent public transportation to appear in the 

courthouse (and especially in rural areas where public transportation is limited or non-existent), or 

the necessity to travel long distances, especially in rural or remote areas. 

Volunteers of Legal Service (“VOLS”) cited as problematic Department of Labor (“DOL”) 

telephonic hearings, without a video option, which created confusion for the claimant seeking 

unemployment benefits.53  Serious challenges included the inability for litigants to access the 

telephone hearing because they were unable to pay their phone bill, or missing the Administrative 

Law Judge’s call, or the call coming up as “Anonymous” or “Unknown”, and then the claimant 

not picking up the phone.  Some claimants who do not speak English received notices in English 

only, advising that the hearing is by telephone.  The lack of ability to read English then caused the 

claimant to misunderstand the directive, instead appear at the DOL office only to find it closed, 

causing them to miss the hearing and default on their administrative appeal. Conversely, there were 

claimants who do speak English, have adequate phone service, and who preferred the telephonic 

hearings rather than having to travel to the DOL office. 

Similarly, the Social Security Administration offered disability hearings initially by 

telephone only, then recently, by video. Clients who did not want a virtual hearing were afforded 

the right to wait for an in-person hearing. Clients who did not want to wait an indefinite amount 

of time for an in-person hearing could opt for a virtual hearing.  Litigants choosing a telephone 

hearing were often much more comfortable with this option, greatly reducing their anxiety levels. 

The Legal Aid Society of Northeastern New York found that virtual hearings, in the 3rd 

Judicial District (Capital District) and 4th Judicial Districts (mostly rural counties), were most 

successful where kiosks were installed in some courts and community centers such as libraries or 

 
53 Stephanie Taylor, Esq.; Project Director, Unemployed Workers Project;  Volunteers of Legal Service (VOLS); 
(written testimony submitted, November 18, 2021, pages 1-2)  
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churches.  These kiosks afforded litigants, who did not otherwise have sufficient digital access, to 

appear virtually in the courthouse but still be protected from exposure to Covid-19. 

Family Court Article 10 proceedings seemed to have proved to be most problematic when 

held virtually.  New York City, in particular, found its family court remained essentially closed 

throughout the pandemic, and have only recently been opened for in-person hearings. Requests for 

in-person emergency hearings to terminate placement of children removed from their homes and 

parents were often denied, without explanation.  Testimony presented jointly by the Bronx 

Defenders, Brooklyn Defender Services, Center for Family Representation and the Neighborhood 

Defender Service of Harlem (collectively, the “family defense providers”), lamented that the 

reunification rates of families separated by the Agency for Children Services (“ACS”) in New 

York City decreased dramatically, from 2,309 reunifications in 2019 to 1,830 reunifications in 

2020, finding that the failure to prioritize family reunification and the preservation of family bonds 

thwarts the very purpose of the family court and demonstrates a low regard for the human bonds 

of the family who rely on the court for justice.54 

Virtual hearings in family court proved to be especially difficult and challenging for 

litigants without proper access to digital devices, lack of technology to join court appearances, 

judges who refused to recall a case so that a parent may re-charge their phone or judges 

admonishing parents for appearing from a noisy, crowded public location where they can access 

free Wi-Fi. 

There were successful programs implemented during the pandemic to enhance virtual 

hearings.  The Westchester County Association (an economic development organization) 

partnered with WestHab (an affordable housing non-profit) in “Project OVERCOME”, based in 

Yonkers.  This program is part of US Ignite, a national non-profit organization, to expedite delivery 

of broadband services to underserved communities across the United States. 55 

 
54 Ketteringham; The Bronx Defenders; Shapiro; Brooklyn Defender Services; Cortese; Center for Family 
Representation; Akbar; Neighborhood Defender Service of Harlem; (written testimony jointly submitted, November 
18, 2021; page 2).    
55 Degnan; Legal Aid Society of Westchester County; (written testimony; page 5) 
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Legal Information for Families Today (“LIFT”) established a Tech Hub pilot, with private 

funding, whereby they opened their administrative offices, located in Brooklyn, near the 

courthouse, for people to conduct their virtual hearings in a safe, private space.   

Some of the recommendations or guidelines, from these joint defender organizations for  

utilization, or not, of virtual appearances in Article 10 proceedings include resuming in-person 

proceedings for Article 10 intake, emergency hearings pursuant to FCA 1027 and 1028 and all 

contested hearings when a parent chooses to appear in person; hold conferences with court 

attorneys and uncontested appearances virtually; provide technology and technical assistance to 

ensure that parties have access to family court in any proceedings conducted virtually; expand in-

person family court hours to accommodate emergency hearings; and ensure equal access to the 

court by requiring that judges schedule all Orders to Show Cause and motions filed by defense 

counsel.56 

VII. How the Digital Divide Impacted Indigent Populations 

Similar to issues with virtual hearings, legal services providers across the state consistently 

highlighted how the digital divide impeded the ability of low-income and under-resourced 

communities to access justice as courts transitioned to virtual proceedings and legal services 

providers pivoted to remote service delivery models during the pandemic.  

Low-income communities across the state do not have reliable and consistent access to 

computers, tablets, or internet connections necessary to participate in virtual proceedings and 

online community education programs, or access online legal forms.  

In Westchester County, thirty-two percent (32%) of households do not have a laptop or 

tablet.57 One-third of black and Latino NYC residents do not have access to a computer.58 Forty-

two percent (42%) of NYC seniors lack internet access and thirty percent (30%) of Black and 

 
56 Ketteringham; The Bronx Defenders; Shapiro; Brooklyn Defender Services; Cortese; Center for Family 
Representation; Akbar; Neighborhood Defender Service of Harlem; (written testimony jointly submitted, November 
18, 2021; pages 4-5).    
57 Degnan; Legal Aid Society of Westchester County; (written testimony; page 5). 
58  Holder; The Legal Aid Society; (virtual hearing testimony, November 18th, 2021, at approximately 2:38:31).  
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Latinx NYC residents lack broadband access.59 In rural communities, access to broadband is 

limited.60 

In many instances, when there is a computer or tablet in the household, multiple members 

may need to share it for work and/or school. The quality of internet access also varies, with some 

families lacking access to broadband service, resulting in slow or inadequate internet speeds.  

Clients who rely on their cell phones for internet access may only be able to afford limited 

data plans. Those with a tablet or phone, but no computer, are hindered in their ability to complete 

online court forms or petitions.61 Cell phone access may also be limited, with clients needing to 

buy minutes and/or not having good cell phone coverage based on their location.62  

Some clients have been able to access the internet in public spaces, such as libraries. 

However, internet connections in public spaces are not necessarily secure. It is inappropriate to 

utilize these spaces for completing legal documents that require social security numbers and 

personal health information.63 Limits on the amount of time one can use computers at libraries and 

other public spaces have also impeded the ability to navigate and complete lengthy forms.64 Given 

the rampant policing of black communities, the ability to access the internet in public places such 

as a coffee shop or parks is hampered.65  

 
59 Leah Goodridge, Esq.; Managing Attorney for Housing Policy; Mobilization for Justice, Inc. (virtual hearing 
testimony, November 18th, 2021, at approximately 2:24:40). 
60 Esposito; Legal Aid Society of North Eastern New York; (virtual hearing testimony, November 18, 2021, at 
approximately at approximately 1:11:52).  
61 Cramer; Legal Information for Families Today (LIFT); (virtual hearing testimony, November 18, 2021, at 
approximately at approximately 51:10).  
62 Degnan; Legal Aid Society of Westchester County; (virtual hearing testimony, November 18, 2021, at 
approximately 2:10:01); Goodridge; Mobilization for Justice, Inc. (virtual hearing testimony, November 18, 2021, at 
approximately 2:25:52).   
63 Michael Conors, Legal Services of NYC (virtual hearing testimony, November 18th, 2021, at approximately 
1:43:58).  
64 Conors, Legal Services of NYC (virtual hearing testimony, November 18th, 2021, at approximately 1:44:06).  
65 Goodridge; Mobilization for Justice, Inc. (virtual hearing testimony, November 18th, 2021, at approximately 
2:26:44).  
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Clients with inadequate internet access have found virtual hearings challenging. For 

example, Family Court judges in New York City were insisting that parties appear by video 

without regard to a family’s access to technology.66  

Family Court litigants who appear late for virtual hearings because of connectivity issues 

have found their hearings adjourned or even dismissed. As a result, attorneys representing clients 

in family court have had to spend time filing to re-calendar cases for clients who had a technology 

problem.67  

Even when hearings are telephonic, such as unemployment insurance hearings, clients may 

need to file documents electronically over the internet. Those without the means to do so are 

unfairly disadvantaged.68  

As courts were almost exclusively virtual for an extended period, the onus was placed on 

legal services providers to ensure their clients were able to participate in virtual proceedings. Some 

legal services organizations were able to access private funding to help address the digital divide. 

For example, as mentioned earlier, LIFT was able to access private funding to launch a Tech Hub 

for client use. Additionally, Brooklyn Defender Services was able to identify funding to provide a 

limited number of clients with tablets with data plans. However, the responsibility should not be 

solely on a client and their attorney to overcome obstacles to accessing technology to participate 

in proceedings.69 

Despite the availability of devices and the internet, some clients may lack digital literacy 

skills needed to access justice. Limited digital literacy has impacted clients across practice areas, 

including housing, elder law, and public benefits. Older adult clients have been particularly limited 

 
66 Anya Mukarji-Connolly, Esq.; Associate Director of Policy & Advocacy; Brooklyn Defender Service; (virtual 
hearing testimony, November 18, 2021, at approximately 1:33:20). 
67 Cramer; Legal Information for Families Today (LIFT); (virtual hearing testimony, November 18th, 2021, at 
approximately 49:48).  
68 Stephanie Taylor, Esq.; Project Director, Unemployed Workers Project; Volunteers of Legal Service (VOLS); 
(virtual hearing testimony, November 18, 2021, at approximately 1:13:40). 
69 Lisa Schreibersdorf, Executive Director,. Brooklyn Defender Service; (written testimony submitted November 18, 
2021, , page 8 ); and Cramer; Legal Information for Families Today (LIFT); (virtual hearing testimony, November 
18, 2021, at approximately 50:34 and 53:24). 
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by such digital literacy from effectively engaging in life planning at a particular time of 

vulnerability.  

Lack of digital literacy also impeded the ability of litigants to complete online forms and 

participate in virtual court proceedings. Judges were not necessarily patient with clients struggling 

with technology during hearings.  

A recent study by the Permanent Commission found that seventy-five percent (75%) of 

respondents needed help filling out online legal forms. In the public benefits context, barriers 

encountered included: the need for an email address to create an online account; multi-factor 

authentication; and requiring multiple accounts or apps to access benefits.   

As legal services providers shifted from in-person to virtual intakes over the course of the 

pandemic, some providers noted a decrease in overall intakes, which may be related to digital 

access.70 In addition, while community legal education doubled via virtual means,71 clients’ lack 

of access to technology and limited digital literacy may have limited their ability to benefit from 

these types of services.  

In the criminal justice context, clients’ lack of access to technology limited the ability of 

public defenders to provide high quality representation as private face-to-face interaction was 

limited. 

OCA Office of Justice Initiatives72 (OJI) offered testimony detailing how it helped bridge 

the digital divide. OJI has a collaborative approach to problem-solving and has created strategic 

partnerships with bar associations, law schools, law firms, and legal services programs to help 

fulfill its core mission of advancing access to New York’s Justice system.  

 
70 Fecko; Interest on Lawyer Account Fund of the State of New York (IOLA); (written testimony submitted, 
November 23, 2021, page 2).   
71 Fecko; Interest on Lawyer Account Fund of the State of New York (IOLA); (written testimony submitted, 
November 23, 2021) (page 2).   
72  Hon Edwina G. Mendelson; New York State Unified Court System’s Office for Justice Initiatives (OJI) “Our core 
mission to ensure meaningful access to justice for all New Yorkers in all courts is more important than ever.” 
Comments go on to detail efforts to promote access via the Policy and Planning Division, Child Welfare and Family 
Justice Division, Youth and Emerging Adult Division, Judiciary Legal Services Program, and the Access to Justice 
Division.   (written transcript of virtual hearing testimony, pages 1-2).  
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During the pandemic, most of its programs shifted to a virtual format. They provided free 

legal consultations, prepared uncontested divorce papers, and extended outreach to vulnerable 

communities through “Know Your Rights” presentations in partnership with the Brooklyn Public 

Library. 

Legal services providers offered several recommendations for eliminating the digital divide 

for indigent clients and reducing the unfair burden placed on legal services providers to facilitate 

client access to technology. Specifically, New York State should invest in increasing access to 

broadband internet service in low-income and under-resourced communities across the state. In 

addition, the New York State Court system should be responsible for ensuring access to justice by: 

● Providing litigants with a choice between in-person and virtual court appearances. 

● Providing litigants access to computers through the following mechanisms: 

o Offering designated private computer stations in courthouses and government 

agency buildings. 

o Coordinating with local shelters and libraries to provide a secure digital system 

that enables litigants to upload court documents and other paperwork relating 

to their proceeding. 

o Collaborating with community-based organizations to set up hubs where 

residents can borrow computers or tablets if they do not have one. 

● Simplifying websites and online forms to make them more accessible for those with 

limited digital literacy skills and for those who rely on phones and tablets to access 

the internet.  

● Developing a written policy that technology limitations will not be held against the 

parties in a proceeding. 



23 
 

VIII. Language Access 

The COVID-19 pandemic has both exposed pre-existing failures of language access for 

limited English proficiency (“LEP”) individuals in New York Courts and created a new need for 

better language interpretation in written materials and during court proceedings.   

More than two million New Yorkers are not fluent in English, while another three million 

do not speak English as their primary language.73 In total, New Yorkers speak more than 150 

languages.74 The courts are required to provide adequate interpretation so that LEP litigants can 

meaningfully participate in proceedings.75  

Practitioners emphasized that meaningful language access must occur at all stages of 

litigation – from court websites explaining how to file and/or respond to a case, to initial meetings 

with assigned counsel and at hearings and trials in front of a judge.  

           As an initial matter, practitioners raise grave concerns that the courts do not provide written 

instructions for filing and answering litigation in the most spoken languages in New York.   

Prior to the pandemic, would-be litigants could walk into the courthouse to seek advice on 

filing or answering.  Court staff would either find an interpreter to assist or attempt to communicate 

using flyers or court forms.  This was sub-optimal, but at least allowed many LEP litigants some 

access to justice.   

With fewer in-person services available, it is now vital that this basic information be 

provided in multiple languages in a written format on the courts’ websites.  Court notices must 

also be offered in commonly spoken languages.   

The failure to provide this simple accommodation has real-world effects; for instance, LEP 

appellants in hearings administered by the Department of Labor have accidentally defaulted on 

their hearings because the notice telling them to appear via video conference rather than in-person 

 
73 See New York State Unified Court System, “Ensuring Language Access: A Strategic Plan for the New York 
Courts” 1 (March 2017), http://ww2.nycourts.gov/sites/default/ files/document/files/2018-06/language-access-
report2017.pdf (citing U.S. Census Bureau, Language Statistics (2013), 
www.census.gov/data/tables/2013/demo/2009- 2013-lang-tables.html).    
74 Id. 
75 22 N.Y.C.R.R. § 217.1(a). 



24 
 

was sent only in English.  For all these documents, there must be access to a language line service 

that will be able to provide translation into less commonly spoken languages in New York.  

Similarly, it is vital that written instructions for joining and participating in virtual court 

appearances be posted in multiple languages.  These instructions should include explanations of 

the procedure for calendar calls – often a moment for significant confusion – in relevant court 

systems.  The New Jersey Court website features an instructional video on how to prepare for 

remote court hearings in Spanish, Haitian Creole, Korean, Polish, Portuguese, and Arabic.  New 

York should similarly make this information available in a variety of languages.  

           Even more pressing is the need for improved interpretation during court proceedings.  LEP 

litigants have found telephonic proceedings particularly difficult to understand, as it is not always 

clear who is speaking, and time is not generally allotted for interpretation of the full proceeding.  

Instead, interpreters often translate only when the LEP individual is speaking or being addressed 

directly. By contrast, during live proceedings the interpreter is generally seated near the LEP 

individual and can offer simultaneous interpretation of the entire proceeding.  Proceedings via 

video conference are somewhat better than telephonic proceedings, as litigants can more easily 

identify the speaker.  However, the problem remains that there is no way for functional 

simultaneous interpretation of the entirety of the proceedings.  

           As a result of these difficulties, live proceedings with full simultaneous interpretation 

should be the gold standard for cases involving LEP individuals.  If live proceedings are not 

possible, every effort should be made to offer video proceedings with sequential interpretation of 

the entire proceedings.  This is undoubtedly more time-consuming, as each statement must be 

followed by an interpretation of that statement.  However, it is the only way to ensure that LEP 

litigants can meaningfully participate.  Courts must therefore be aware that they should allot 

additional time for virtual proceedings involving LEP individuals.  In the event of a telephonic 

hearing with an LEP participant, even more time must be allotted so that each speaker can identify 

themselves each time they speak.  

           LEP litigants who are assigned counsel must be provided an adequate opportunity to 

communicate with counsel through a language access line.  Otherwise, the right to counsel in these 

cases is severely undermined by the inability of client and attorney to communicate regarding even 
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the basic facts of the case.  In some limited circumstances, New York City has funded a language 

line for assigned counsel, and the outcomes in those cases have been significantly better.  Assigned 

counsel throughout the state should be provided access to a language line to ensure that the right 

to counsel is not meaningless.  

IX. 18B Attorney Concerns 

Additional funding for legal services during the post-COVID period is essential to 

providing direct representation and would allow for Court operations to normalize more from 

occurring in the future.   Increased funding must also be directed to the Family Courts themselves, 

to obtain additional staff, referees, and magistrates, to handle the initial surge of cases in a future 

health crisis, and the corresponding overload of docketed cases.76 

There is a general shortage of 18B attorneys, which further prolongs cases. Hourly rates 

for 18B lawyers should be increased to provide incentives to bring more attorneys into the various 

programs available to the thousands of pro se clients coming to court.   

X. Conclusion  

The delivery of legal services to low income, disabled and elderly communities around 

New York State will continue to be a challenge as we build back from the pandemic. By gathering 

testimony and developing this report, we hope that we can all learn from the collective experience 

of the legal services community. In that way, the entire state is better prepared for the next 

emergency and can avoid the needless suffering of our most vulnerable neighbors. 

 
76 Ognibene; Her Justice; (written testimony submitted, November 18, 2021, pages 7-8). 
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