


Our Mission: R
The Hiscock Legal Aid Society promotes the
fundamental right of every person to equal

justice under the law by providi
high-quality legal assistance to individuals
and families in need in Onondaga County and
the surrounding region.
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STATEMENT
FROM THE
BOARD CHAIR

Hiscock Legal Aid Society (HLA) has been providing free legal services in
Syracuse and the surrounding areas of Central and Northern New York since
1949. For seven decades, the struggle to establish a legal system that truly
created justice for all, regardless of a person’s race, gender, financial position,
or other characteristics, was a real and difficult one. However, it wasn’t until
the last two years that non-profit attorneys were asked to meet those
expectations while also enduring a worldwide pandemic.

In addition to the direct tragedies it has caused for many of our families with
sick and dying loved ones, the COVID-19 pandemic has also made it
abundantly clear what many of us already knew: that justice for all is not yet a
reality, but a goal that we must strive for. Difficulties ranging from a lack of
reliable internet service to encountering roadblocks in retaining legal
immigration status on the path to citizenship have been exacerbated by the
pandemic, with a greater need to connect remotely and with increased
restrictions on immigration. Affordable legal representation has always been
essential in our community, but the widespread job losses caused by the
pandemic have made the need for non-profit organizations such as HLA
greater than ever.

Despite the often bleak and depressing nature of the last two years, there is
reason to be hopeful. | have had the honor of leading HLA’s Board of Directors
as Board Chair since January of 2020 and the perseverance, dedication, and

tenacity of HLA’s staff during these difficult times has been nothing short of

extraordinary.
HLALAW.ORG
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We are proud to have employed over 40 attorneys and over 30 support
administrative staff members throughout the pandemic. The staff ha
- continually adapted to the ever-changing safety protocols the courts have
necessarily implemented as the public health crisis has evolved, ensuring HLA’s
clients are provided fair access to the justice system and are properly
F represented by competent counsel.

We hope you take an opportunity to review this annual report to learn more
about the accomplishments of Hiscock Legal Aid and its positive impact on the
community.

On behalf of the Board of Directors, thank you for all your support and for

your commitment to promoting justice for all,

Conor

HLALAW.ORG
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This included switching to a new phone system
that allowed our front desk and civil intake staff
to answer and transfer live calls while working
remotely and safely. We have been able to
maintain our client-centered process and have
also continued to receive referrals from other
legal services agencies and New York state
agencies.

Our work on behalf of our clients has continued
throughout the pandemic without interruption.

y




Onc’lh,“ourts ame c’k s orce reog

file new matters and
While virtual ¢li

T; es a distributive
on and a fresh start




DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Our office has long focused
on providing high-quality
legal assistance to domestic
violence survivors, and our
civil program has received
referrals directly from Vera
House, Inc. for many years.
We continued to see a high
volume of referrals during
the pandemic. We provide
representation to survivors of
domestic violence in a variety
of legal matters. Some clients
come to us seeking a divorce
from their abusive partner,
and we work with them to
come up with a safety plan
and provide expert
representation throughout
the process. Other clients
come to us looking to obtain
custody of their children, file
for an order of protection,

or seeking child and/or
spousal support. We are able
to provide full representation |
in those cases as well. No
matter the legal issue, we are
able to provide high-quaility,
client-centered representation
to survivors of domestic
violence.

We are also thankful to
continue to partner with Vera
House, Inc., on a multi-year
contract from the New York
State Office of Victim Services

through which we can offer

expert representation to
domestic violence survivors
involved with the child
welfare system.



UNEMPLOYMENT :
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The COVID-19 pand&c and th‘lti.ng economic fallout

created an unprecedented need for individuals to seek
unemployment insdkance benefits. Fortunately, our
provided unemploymeénticlaimant representation for
years, and our attorney‘re ready to help those'who
suddenly found themselves without a job. 1
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A Since the start of the pandemic, there have been
- J . | many changes to unemployment insurance law,
and our attorneys ensured they were up to date
. . on the rights afforded to our clients in the
Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security
(CARES) Act and the American Rescue Plan. We
. +  remain on top of developments as changes to
- P unemployment insurance benefits continue to
o e unfold.

Since March 2020, we have assisted nearly 600 clients seeking
help with unemployment insurance issues, including but not limited
to questions about the benefit application process, mask mandate
compliance, lack of childcare during work hours, and health and
safety concerns for clients related to COVID-19. While hearings
were suspended during the initial months of the pandemic,
unemployment insurance benefit hearings resumed by phone in
2020. We have continued to advise and represent far more clients
than usual throughout 2020 and 2021 as the impact of the
pandemic is still being felt by many in our community.
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during a pandemic, we expect
ousing services to increase in the
coming months, and we are proud to be able to
provide high-quality legal assistance to those in
need of help navigating a complex process.




The COVID-19 pandemic brought its fair share
of challenges to our Appeals Program. For
much of the pandemic, our attorneys
appeared in court virtually via video. We were
also unable to visit our clients in person
because correctional facilities prohibited in-
person visitation for a significant part of
2020. Nevertheless, our attorneys were able
to navigate those challenges, while continuing
to provide a high level of representation for
our clients.

Over the last several years, the Appeals
Program Caseload Relief Project has worked
to reduce the backlog of pending appellate
cases, which accumulated over years due to
underfunding. The backlog resulted in
significant delays in appellate cases being filed
with the appellate court. After three years of
work, that backlog is effectively nonexistent.

Over the last year, we were also successful in
numerous cases. In three different appeals, we
obtained new trials for our clients by
convincing the appellate court that those
clients were denied their constitutional right to
counsel. In each case, our clients brought to
the trial court’s attention serious issues with
the performance of their trial attorney—such
as failing to meet with the client for nine
months, and failing to make basic pre-trial
motions—but the trial judge failed to take
sufficient action to safeguard our clients’ right
to counsel.

In another case, we convinced the appellate
court that our client’s constitutional rights
were violated by police when they illegally
stopped and searched him without a proper
basis. The appellate court reversed the client’s
conviction and dismissed the

charges against him. In addition, we
obtained a new trial for a client, after
the trial court denied him a fair trial by
refusing to strike prospective jurors
who made statements casting doubt
on their ability to be fair and
impartial. Finally, we also successfully
convinced the appellate court that a
teenage client should be afforded
“youthful offender” status following
that client’s conviction for a felony. As
a result, that client will not have a
criminal record impacting the rest of
the client’s life.

During the pandemic, we also litigated
several post-conviction motions and
were able to obtain reduced sentences
for several clients. In one case, we filed
a petition under the Domestic Violence
Survivors Justice Act, in which we
argued that the serious domestic
violence our client suffered was a
significant contributing factor in her
criminal behavior. We then
successfully negotiated with the
prosecutor for a reduced sentence. In
another case, we successfully
demonstrated that our client was
illegally sentenced as a second felony
offender based on a prior conviction
that was not actually a felony, and
obtained a reduced sentence for him.
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Parole Program

The Parole Program also had its fair share of
challenges during the pandemic. Restrictions on
visitation at local correctional facilities have made it
more difficult to communicate with our clients over
the course of the pandemic, and until the summer of
2021, we had to principally rely on telephone
communication to meet with and advise clients on
their cases. Since March of 2020, parole revocation
hearings have been held telephonically. While this
arrangement has worked in the majority of cases,
there have been challenges associated with
questioning witnesses as well as introducing
evidence.

Over the last year or so our office filed several
habeas corpus petitions seeking release from custody
of medically vulnerable clients, as well as clients
whose cases were significantly delayed due to
coronavirus-related facility lockdowns. In one of
those cases, we successfully advocated for the release
of a client who had been in custody for a prolonged
period of time indefinitely awaiting entry into a drug-
treatment program facilitated by the Department of
Corrections and Community Supervision.

The coronavirus pandemic also limited the
availability of community-based programming (such
as drug-treatment programs) that are frequently
utilized as alternatives to incarceration. This required
our office to step up our advocacy seeking to have
clients restored to parole supervision without any
programming conditions. In several cases, our
attorneys successfully obtained such release and our
clients avoided a return to state prison.

The pandemic additionally saw an expansion of our
work assisting current and former clients prepare for
their appearance before the parole board after many
years of incarceration. In one case, our social worker
successfully helped a former Appeals Program client
secure his release on parole after 27 years of
incarceration.



Immigration Program

Our Immigration Program, which serves an
eighteen county region of Central and Upstate
New York, continued to meet the high demand
for immigration legal services in our
community. Because of the pandemic, our
physical offices closed down in March 2020,
but despite working primarily remotely we
were still able to operate at full capacity.
Since the pandemic began, through November |
2021 we handled over 1,500 immigration
cases.

The immigration courts and offices closed
down for a while at the beginning of the
pandemic, but the need for immigration legal
assistance remained. While the government
may not have been actively pursuing cases or
adjudicating benefits our Immigration
Program was still able to conduct outreach
and make contracts with hundreds of new
clients who needed assistance and
representation. Now that courts and
government agencies have reopened, at least
remotely, we continue to advocate zealously
for our clients.

Although the pandemic has changed our
primary method of interacting with clients, we
have managed to continue full representation
by obtaining information, documents, and
signatures through remote and electronic
means. We have successfully obtained benefits
for clients and have even successfully
represented clients in removal proceedings
despite the challenges presented by the
pandemic. We expect the high demand for our |
services to continue, and look forward to s
helping as many people as we can.
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Born in Syracuse. "
Proudly serving CNY since
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Name:

100% of your
contribution promotes
justice for all

Address: in our community.

Phone number:

Please mail

‘l. checks to:
Email: 351S. Warren St
Syracuse, NY 13202

Credit Card Number:

Security Code:

Online donations
can be made at:

s at: hlalaw.
Expiration Date: alaw.org
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