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T
his year, the Public Interest Law Center is celebrating the 50th anniversary of its founding as the 
Philadelphia affiliate of the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights under the Law. The organization 
had its genesis in the civil rights movement and began when its founder, Ned Wolf, answered President 
Kennedy’s call for lawyers to come together to address persistent discrimination in northern cities. 

Today, the Public Interest Law Center uses high-impact legal strategies to advance the civil, social and economic 
rights of communities in the Philadelphia region facing discrimination, inequality and poverty. The organization 
focuses on securing the fundamental resources that people need to build their lives: stable housing, quality 
education, healthy neighborhoods and more. In 2018, the Law Center successfully challenged Pennsylvania’s 
2011 congressional district map as an unconstitutional partisan gerrymander, leading the Pennsylvania Supreme 
Court to establish a new, fair map.

Michael Churchill was pro-bono counsel for the Law Center’s first case and has been involved with the organization 
ever since. Currently, he serves as Of Counsel and, among other projects, helps lead the Law Center’s work on a 
legal challenge to Pennsylvania’s inadequate and inequitable state school funding system, William Penn et al. v. 
Pennsylvania Dept. of Education et al.

Over five decades of work, much has changed in Philadelphia, the Law Center and in the practice of civil rights 
law. Law Center staffer Jonathan McJunkin sat down with Michael to discuss the Law Center’s history, its greatest 
accomplishments and the challenges that advocates for justice still face today. This interview has been condensed 
and edited for clarity.
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JONATHAN MCJUNKIN: How did you first become 
involved with the Law Center?

MICHAEL CHURCHILL: I ran into Ned Wolf at the 
Philadelphia Bar Association Chancellor’s Reception in 
January 1969. I had just come back to Philadelphia and was 
working at Ballard Spahr, having been at the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development. Ned said he was about to 
bring a case against HUD and asked if I would work on it with 
him. 

That case was Shannon v. HUD, brought on behalf of 
neighborhood organizations in the East Poplar neighborhood. 
The case established that fair housing laws protect against 
discriminatory effects of housing policy, as well as intentional 
discrimination.

Tell me a little about Ned Wolf.

Ned was dedicated to the idea of using law to improve the 
lives of people. Equal opportunity was a critical factor that 
had been long denied, particularly on the basis of race. Until 
we fixed that problem, we were not going to enjoy the full 
fruits of a democratic country. Ned knew he did not want to 
practice law on behalf of the wealthy and well-to-do, who had 
easy access to lawyers and influence. 

When it started, what sort of cases did the 
organization take on? 

At the time, the Lawyers’ Committee in Washington and its 

affiliates were explicitly focused on racial discrimination. In 
Philadelphia, we took many cases related to police misconduct, 
employment discrimination and housing discrimination. Over 
time, Ned began to see many factors contributing to poverty that 
were not solely connected to race discrimination. He began to 
become interested in issues of disability discrimination, under 
the guidance of Tom Gilhool, his good friend. He also thought 
there were many structural issues of access to government that 
were not solely based on racial discrimination. 

In 1974, he engaged with the Bar Association to change the 
structure of the organization into an independent association 
called the Public Interest Law Center and to widen its sphere 
of operations to include other public issues like environmental 
health. 

At that time, the Lawyers’ Committee was committed to 
a pro bono model where staff, in theory, would primarily 
find cases and then refer them to law firms. There were an 
increasing number of conflicts that prevented law firms from 
taking some of our cases, like employment discrimination. 
Or, after a major case, firms felt they had fulfilled their 
commitment and were unwilling to take a second case. The 
lack of continued representation by the law firms meant that 
every case was a brand new learning experience—rather than 
building the kind of expertise that you could build if you had 
a permanent staff. 

Ned, with the Bar Association’s assistance, raised sufficient 
funds to have a permanent staff that could develop the 
experience to carry on litigation at a high-quality level. 

For most of his career at the Law Center, Ned Wolf was 
waging his own battle against cancer. When it became 
clear that his cancer was terminal, he sought out Michael 
Churchill and Tom Gilhool to serve as co-directors of the 
organization and ensure that its work continued. Ned passed 
away on Jan. 21, 1976, at the age of 37. Michael started as 
co-director of the Law Center a few weeks later.

What drew you to become involved with the Law 
Center?

It was clear that we had a major problem with racial 
discrimination, poverty and access to justice in this country. 
This was during the era of the civil rights movement, and 
I participated in that, going down to Mississippi as part of 
the Freedom Summer in 1964. I shared with many in my 
generation the desire to make sure we had a country that more 
closely lived up to its founding ideals. 

I was also influenced by the people I worked with and the 
experiences I had here in Philadelphia. We were looking to 
see if we could make the city more responsive to the needs of 
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its neighborhoods. Ned and other Law Center colleagues were 
important, as well as a remarkable group of young African 
American Lawyers, including Hardy Williams, who were 
working to translate some of the vibrant work going on in 
Philadelphia communities into a better justice system.

What has allowed the Law Center to persist as an 
organization for 50 years?

The first thing is an extraordinarily dedicated staff who were 
willing to work for below-comparable wages because they 
believed in justice. The staff has made sacrifices over the 
years that are the basis for being able to carry on this work. 

The second thing has been a legal community that has been 
willing to provide the financial support for us. And the support 
that we have gotten has not only been financial. The lawyers 
who have served on our board or as pro bono counsel have 
given a great deal of time, thought and help to improving the 
quality of our work.

The third thing that has kept us going is a strong commitment 
from the very beginning, started by Ned, to superb quality 
lawyering. We have been very lucky that the people who have 
committed to do this work have not just been committed to 
justice, but [also] enormously talented.

The final reason the Law Center has survived is because it is 
needed. Yes, there are many other legal assistance and impact 
litigation organizations out there, but none of us can do all that 
is required, even together. To our unfortunate chagrin, there 
has been no shortage of important cases that have shown why 
our work is necessary. 

What are some successes in the Law Center’s work 
over five decades that stand out to you?

There have certainly been many advances in racial integration 
in Philadelphia. To give an example, in 1971, Ned Wolf 
brought, and later took to the United States Supreme Court, 
Educational Equity League v. Tate, challenging the failure 
of the City of Philadelphia to ever nominate—nominate!—a 

single person to select the school board who was African 
American, which is inconceivable today. The Deputy Mayor 
testified that he did not know of any person who would meet 
the qualifications who was African American—that is a 
measure of how much things have changed. I think the Law 
Center has obviously not been solely responsible, but I think 
we have persistently worked on remedying and alleviating 
these problems.

Many of the Law Center’s most impactful cases were 
connected to the disability rights movement. In 1971, 
PARC v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania was the nation’s 
first successful “right to education” case for students with 
intellectual disabilities and helped set the stage for the 
passage of the Individuals with Disabilities in Education 
Act (IDEA). Halderman v. Pennhurst was a class-action 
lawsuit filed by residents challenging the conditions at 
Pennhurst State School and Hospital, a large institution 
where Pennsylvania warehoused and segregated thousands 
of people with developmental disabilities. The case, which 
led to the closure of Pennhurst in 1986, was part of an 
ongoing movement for community-based services for people 
with disabilities. 

The movement for the rights of people with disabilities was 
one of the most well-organized movements following the 
civil rights movement. The movement’s ability to get people 
to gain enormously greater respect by being more visible in 
the community and making demands for equality has been 
a model for other groups. I think it is an unsung story, and 
a movement that we have been very close to and that has 
inspired so much of our work.

Before this movement, you did not see people with 
disabilities on the streets. You did not encounter them. 
Maybe [in] some parts of the community [you encountered 
people] with physical disabilities, but those with intellectual 
disability—those persons were hidden. This has changed, and 
it makes it easier, in a sense, to explain to a court why it is 
an injustice to commit people to involuntary constraints, or 
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segregation.
The amazing thing about the quality of our work in this field 

is that it was not just setting a single precedent and stopping 
there. We went on to do the equivalent of Pennhurst several 
times, closing other isolated state institutions at Embreeville 
and the Western Center in Pennsylvania. We then filed 
successful cases in Oklahoma, New Mexico, Tennessee and 
other states, facing huge opposition. Many states that had 
the weakest community services for people with disabilities 
before we got involved are now among the leaders and the 
strongest in community services. We were a beacon of what 
could be done. 

Similarly, Jerry Balter’s important work in environmental 
health was a model for much of the country. He filed more 
claims under the Clean Air Act than any other private lawyer.

Our work in advancing children’s’ health is another. We did 
enormous work that was recognized around the country to 
make healthcare resources for poor children through Medicaid 
more accessible to millions of children. We filed successful 
cases in Pennsylvania in 1991, in Michigan in 1999, in 
Oklahoma in 2001 and in Florida in 2005.

What are some changes that you have seen in 
the landscape of civil rights law since you started 
working with the Law Center?

In hindsight, the 1960s—when we were rolling off the civil 
rights movement and Dr. King’s successes and the successes 
of early legal service organizations—look like days when we 
thought it was going to be easy for lawyers to make progress 
in achieving social justice. Several things happened soon 
after the 1960s: the closing of the courts through procedural 
blockages; the destruction of the social safety net; [and] the 
movement against affirmative action. I don’t think we ever 
thought that counter-movement was going to be so sustained 
and resilient. The movement strength of the 60s—and its 
organizing strength—dissipated in ways that I think were 
surprising. 

The Law Center was founded with a clear understanding 
that working with movements and organizing elements, 
and being based in real problems in the community, was an 
important part of its work. That was not widely understood 
in the legal community at the time. I think it is more widely 
understood now. We see more of our colleagues in other legal 
services non-profits working on developing that model. 

The law is not independent from the broader culture it is 
in. You will have more success in using law in establishing 
justice at a time when the culture is supporting movements 
for justice. So, when there is a movement for racial justice, 
or a movement for the rights of people with disabilities, the 

law will end up being responsive to lawyers who are making 
those claims. But when the culture is in backlash, over the 
long run, if the culture really believes that these principles 
are not important values, it will be hard even for lawyers to 
establish them. 

I do not think we at the Law Center fully appreciated when 
we started how much of a child of the times we were, and 
how unusual it was to have court support for social change. 
I think what is really remarkable, is how in hard times we 
have persevered on that road. We have tried to develop and 
strengthen the movements for civil rights—that’s important 
to lawyers, as well as the technical lawyering. I think the 
challenges, in the end, have not changed the sense of any of 
the many people who have been part of the Law Center that the 
law is—or can be—a way of expressing the values of justice.

Jonathan McJunkin (jmcjunkin@pubintlaw.org) is the 
communications associate at the Public Interest Law Center. 
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