
STIMULATING THE  
LOCAL ECONOMY 
THROUGH PRO BONO



“We wanted to give children a 
structured program and to keep them off 
the street,” says Alvarez. “We’re a little 
family at La Liga. Once you’re in, you 
don’t leave.” 

After years of supplementing the 
league’s budget with their own money, 
the leaders of La Liga were presented 
with a substantial funding opportunity. 
Unfortunately, they could not accept the 
generous offer without becoming tax-
exempt. “We are a small organization 
and we use donations for the season. We 
didn’t have any money for attorney’s 
fees or to incorporate into a 501(c)(3),” 
Alvarez said. 

Enter Philadelphia VIP. As the hub of 
pro bono in Philadelphia, VIP promotes 
equal justice for all by providing civil 
legal services, through volunteers, 
to low-income Philadelphians, small 
businesses and nonprofit organizations. 
As VIP’s community economic 
development program, LawWorks 
gives legal aid to small businesses to 
strengthen the backbone of Philly’s 
neighborhoods, stimulate commerce, 
and bring business services directly 
to neighborhood residents. Started in 
2003 as a project of the Philadelphia 
Bar Association’s Business Law 

Section, LawWorks provides pro bono 
transactional legal assistance to small 
businesses and nonprofit organizations. 
The Section’s partnership has been 
fundamental to LawWorks’s success. In 
addition to significant financial support, 
Section members helped to create and 
lead the LawWorks Steering Committee, 
establishing the vision for the delivery 
of pro bono business law services in the 
region. The Section and the LawWorks 
Steering Committee taught the legal 
community that pro bono business law 
services can contribute, in a very real 
way, to economic development that is 
beneficial to the entire community.

According to the Small Business 
Development Centers, there are 
approximately one million small 
businesses in Pennsylvania, creating 
more than 98 percent of the state’s 
employers. By helping clients jump-
start their small businesses, VIP’s 
LawWorks program directly contributes 
to the creation of job opportunities 
in low-income communities. Since 
its institution, LawWorks has helped 
more than 600 small businesses in the 
Philadelphia area.

The program also serves nonprofit 
organizations, like La Liga, that 

L
a Liga del Barrio, Philadelphia’s first Latino youth basketball 
league, began as one small pickup team for kids. Approached 
more than 16 years ago by then-City Councilman Angel L. Ortiz, 

and with initial financial support from the Philadelphia 76ers, Raymond 
Alvarez and other community leaders founded La Liga to meet a need 
in the Latino Community. Today, 32 teams of boys and girls, ages 6 – 
18, race up and down the court, learning important skills like teamwork, 
mutual respect and healthy competition.
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provide essential resources for low-
income residents and make invaluable 
contributions to the City’s overall 
well-being. Out of the top metropolitan 
areas, Philadelphia is 13th for nonprofit 
performance and growth, and according 
to the Philadelphia Business Journal, 
public charities in the U.S. provide 
$1.6 trillion in annual services by 
filling gaps in social programs. As a 
result, LawWorks’ support of nonprofit 
organizations directly benefits VIP’s 
traditional client base of Philadelphia 
residents who are at or below 200 percent 
of the national poverty guideline.

La Liga del Barrio is one of the many 
success stories of VIP’s LawWorks 
program. VIP matched La Liga with 
volunteer attorney Kenneth Ludlum 
from Drinker Biddle & Reath LLP. 
Ken helped La Liga incorporate as a 
nonprofit organization and is assisting 
the organization in obtaining a 501(c)
(3) designation. Status as a 501(c)(3) 
will allow La Liga to provide more 
opportunities for its student-athletes. 

“At a big firm like Drinker Biddle, 
you would think that a little community 
organization wouldn’t matter. But we’re 
treated just the same as a top client,” 
said Alvarez.  

A UNIQUE MEANS FOR PRO 

BONO ASSISTANCE 

An important part of the LawWorks 
program is its Legal Assessment 
Clinics, which bring volunteers and 
clients together for short-term legal 
advice. It is a win-win for attorneys who 
have limited time for pro bono work and 
for clients who need legal assistance but 

do not know where to turn. 
Many small business entrepreneurs 

and nonprofit founders do not know 
about the benefits of preventative 
legal assistance, and furthermore, 
they do not realize that the support is 
available. LawWorks accepts small 
business applicants who are at or below 
300 percent of the federal poverty 
guidelines, only $35,640 per year. 
In fact, approximately 80 percent of 
LawWorks applicants actually fall 
significantly below the income cap, 
illustrating the important need for 
this vital legal assistance. The legal 
assistance LawWorks provides to small 
business owners and nonprofit leaders 
protects individuals from putting their 
homes and livelihoods at risk. 

LawWorks’s Legal Assessment 
Clinics are an easily accessible method 
to meet the needs of many clients in one 
sitting. Volunteer attorneys are matched 
with clients for one-time meetings, 
but the benefit lies in the relationship 
building and the proactive risk 
management that takes place before a 
situation becomes dire. Alison Merrick, 
community economic development 
coordinator at VIP, oversees the 
LawWorks program. “LawWorks 
serves as the intermediary for clients 
who are looking for future assistance 
and the attorneys who they’ve made a 
connection with at the clinic,” she said.

For example, Life After Trauma 
Organization (LATO) is a nonprofit 
organization with a mission to help 
adults and adolescents recover from the 
long-term effects of sexual exploitations 
and complex trauma. LATO’s senior 

advisor, Ralph Perkins, attended a 
LawWorks clinic for an audit, to 
ensure the organization was operating 
correctly. When Ralph applied for on-
going assistance, LawWorks referred 
his case to volunteer attorneys at 
Morgan Lewis & Bockius LLP. “We are 
ecstatic that this gold standard law firm 
in Philadelphia is offering us free legal 
help,” Perkins said. “We are beyond 
thankful for their assistance.” 

A VOLUNTEER PERSPECTIVE 

While there is a wide spectrum 
of opinions when it comes to pro 
bono among lawyers, McCarter & 
English LLP promotes a culture 
that encourages pro bono work. The 
attorneys at McCarter have performed 
approximately 1,000 pro bono hours 
for VIP in the past few years. In recent 
years, McCarter’s Philadelphia office 
hosted a number of Philadelphia VIP’s 
small business clinics. Their hours 
dedicated at these clinics have assisted 
low-income small business owners 
and nonprofits to incorporate, establish 
bylaws, and protect their intellectual 
property. 

Philip D. Amoa is an attorney in 
McCarter & English’s Philadelphia 
office and a member of VIP’s board of 
directors, as well as a member of the 
Business Law Section. His legal practice 
focuses on representing middle-market 
companies in mergers and acquisitions 
as well as early-stage, emerging-growth 
and middle-market technology; tech-
enabled and life science enterprises. 
Despite his growing and busy law 
practice, Amoa spends a considerable 
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amount of time doing pro bono work. He believes that “if the 
world is not at least an infinitesimally better place because 
you have a law degree, you don’t deserve to have one.” Amoa 
further believes that being a lawyer comes with a professional 
responsibility to take responsibility for the life, liberty and 
property of other human beings. “Part of that responsibility, 
inevitably, is helping those who can’t afford to pay for our 
help,” he said. 

Philip has realized that with a 
relatively small time investment, 
lawyers can change people’s lives 
on a profound level. He recounts 
an email he received from a pro 
bono client upon conclusion of 
his representation: “I know this 
is probably an everyday thing 
for you, but we sincerely want to 
thank you and McCarter & English 
for your support and guidance in 
this endeavor.” Indeed, for most 
of our pro bono clients, it is not an 
“everyday thing.” 
FOSTERING PARTNERSHIPS TO 

BUILD OUR COMMUNITY 

Amoa said, “pro bono makes 
sense from a business development 
perspective.” Corporate clients are 
considering law firms’ commitment 
to pro bono when they decide which 
firms to retain. Firms that partner with in-house attorneys on 
pro bono projects get to bond with paying clients and start or 
strengthen relationships with prospective clients. LawWorks 
fosters these deep relationships between cultural organizations, 
nonprofits, law firms and corporate counsel, building and 
strengthening connections to support the City of Philadelphia. 

This year, LawWorks has partnered with organizations 
like The Regional Foundation Center and Women’s Business 
Development Center to host a Legal Assessment Clinics at 
each one. These organizations recruit potential clients from 
their own existing client base. In return, VIP’s clinics fortify 

relationships by exposing new clients to the organization’s 
space, programs, and resources. 

Similarly, LawWorks partners with both the Business Law 
Section and law firms such as Ballard Spahr LLP, Dechert 
LLP and Dilworth Paxson LLP for volunteer recruitment. 
LawWorks clinics have benefited from the support of the 
Section in spreading the word about clinics to its members 

and encouraging them to participate. 
Law Firm volunteers then have 
the opportunity to network with 
potential corporate clients.

Clinics are a perfect short-
term option for both clients and 
volunteers, but there is only so 
much information that can be 
covered in such a short time frame. 
The legal need in Philadelphia is 
overwhelming, and VIP’s legal 
clinics bolster the network of 
attorneys who are ready to provide 
assistance. In order to move the 
needle on poverty, LawWorks helps 
small business owners maintain their 
income, stay out of bankruptcy and 
become financially stable. In the 
same vein, it assists nonprofits that 
are subject to oversight and auditing, 
so they can focus on what is 
important: their mission and service 
to the community. It is not enough 

to help one client, just once. Philadelphia VIP’s LawWorks 
program considers the big picture to improve our community 
for all.

Alison Merrick (Amerrick@phillyvip.org) is the community 
economic development coordinator at Philadelphia VIP, Joanna 
Volpe (jvolpe@phillyvip.org) is the volunteer and communications 
coordinator at Philadelphia VIP,  Katayun I. Jaffari (JaffariK@
ballardspahr.com) is the chair of the Philadelphia Bar Association’s 
Business Law Section and Philip D. Amoa (pamoa@mccarter.
com) is an associate at McCarter & English, LLP.
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Amoa further 
believes that being 

a lawyer comes 
with a professional 

responsibility to take 
responsibility for 

the life, liberty and 
property of other 

human beings.


