
50 YEARS OF SERVICE TO 
THE COMMUNITY

CLS CHAMPIONS THE SUPPORT OF LOW-INCOME PEOPLE ON A NATIONAL SCALE



For 50 years, CLS, one of the 
premier public interest law firms in the 
country, has opened its doors to low-
income Philadelphians in need of legal 
assistance, helping over one million 
clients. The organization represents 
approximately 11,600 people each year 
who are facing homelessness because of 
eviction or foreclosure, who are hungry 
or need medical care or who need help 
breaking down employment barriers so 
they can work to support themselves 
and their families.

The first person Freedman spoke 
to that morning was a single dad. He 
explained that he had two young sons 
and was worried that his family might 
be evicted.  He felt guilty because he 
had lost his job.  And he told her that his 
6-year-old son had severe asthma, and if 
they were evicted the son could not live 
in a cold, dusty shelter. 

Freedman was thankful that she 
chose to open CLS that day and she 
was grateful for the 50 years that CLS 
has been fighting for Philadelphians in 
need.

A UNIQUE COMBINATION OF 

INDIVIDUAL REPRESENTATION 

AND SYSTEMIC ADVOCACY 

Despite the thousands of people who 
receive direct legal representation from 
CLS each year, there is still tremendous 
unmet legal need. Because of a lack of 
funding, only 20 percent of low-income 
Philadelphians in need of a lawyer are 
able to obtain one. To help as many 
people as possible, CLS lawyers use 
highly effective systemic advocacy, 
including litigation and legislative 
work, in order to prevent problems from 
happening in the first place. By solving 
legal problems for thousands of people 

O n a Monday morning in January, just days after a blizzard 
shut down the entire city of Philadelphia, Community Legal 
Services of Philadelphia (CLS) Executive Director Debby 

Freedman was wondering if it was a mistake for CLS to be open that 
day. Trudging through the snow, Freedman thought about how difficult 
it would be for staff members to make it into work. But when she arrived 
to work 45 minutes before CLS officially opened for the day, there were 
already clients waiting outside in the cold. 
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at a time, CLS works to close the justice 
gap, changing lives and helping entire 
communities.

CLS’s advocacy grows out of patterns 
and trends that staff members see in their 
clients’ individual cases. For example, 
time after time, the firm sees clients 
whose water service is shut off and who 
cannot afford to pay the amount needed 
to have it restored.  Last year alone, the 
Water Department shut off service for 
30,000 families.

It is hard to imagine what it is like 
to live without water for even one day, 
to not have water to wash dishes or 
bathe your children, but low-income 
Philadelphians are often left without 
service in their homes for months or 
years.

At the same time, the City of 
Philadelphia has more than $170 million 
in unpaid water bills, demonstrating 
that the system is not working well for 
anyone.  To remedy this problem, last 
year, CLS worked with Philadelphia 
City Council to craft and establish a 
first-in-the-nation Water Affordability 
ordinance to provide for water billing 
based on both water usage and on a 
family’s income.  CLS sees this law as 
a victory for everyone: good for low-
income families and good for the city, 
letting it collect more revenue.

For CLS, identifying and fighting 
the problems that impact low-income 
Philadelphians on a wide scale has 
always been a core component of its 
mission. During his tenure as executive 
director, Louis S. Rulli, now practice 
professor of law and clinical director 
at the University of Pennsylvania Law 
School, built CLS’s advocacy program 
strategically and aggressively. As a 
result, CLS consistently led the way on 
some of the most important legal issues 
in the history of poverty law.

Criminal justice reform and 
reentry initiatives are vital to ending 
poverty, and these issues have been 
making headlines recently, but CLS’s 
employment unit, led by Litigation 
Director Sharon Dietrich, has been at 
the forefront of justice reform before 
most people were talking about it.  
Sharon was probably the first person to 
advocate with the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to 
update its policy guidance on criminal 
records.  This advocacy began during 
the Clinton Administration, and finally 
came to fruition when EEOC issued 
revised guidance in 2012.

Dietrich and other CLS employment 
lawyers have also had recent successes 
in ensuring that old criminal records 
do not prevent people from finding 

work, including helping to design 
and implement Philadelphia’s “Ban 
the Box” ordinance, and successfully 
litigating to overturn Pennsylvania’s 
lifetime employment ban that prevented 
people with old and irrelevant criminal 
records from holding any job at a 
residential care facility or a home health 
care agency.  To have an even greater 
impact, the organization is currently 
advocating for a statewide “Clean 
Slate” policy, that would significantly 
increase the number of cleared old and 
minor criminal records by automating 
clearance in certain cases. 

In another example of CLS’s historic 
advocacy, in 1973 CLS filed a class 
action against the Pennsylvania State 
Police alleging racial discrimination in 
hiring and promotions.  At that time, 
only several dozen of the around 4,000 
state troopers were minorities.  Although 
a consent decree was quickly entered 
into, CLS was forced to repeatedly 
return to court, before Hon. Clifford 
Scott Green, U.S. District Court for 
the Eastern District of Pennsylvania, 
for 20 years, including 10 appeals to 
the Third Circuit (in all, Judge Green 
was affirmed). Finally, in 1993 a 
lasting consent decree was reached that 
substantially increased the numbers 
of minority troopers, two of whom 

Former CLS Executive Director Cathy Carr, CLS Board Chair Mike LiPuma and 
CLS Executive Director Debby Freedman. Photo courtesy of CLS.
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eventually became the commissioner, 
including the incumbent, Tyree Blocker.  

A CRITICAL MOMENT

The tremendous victories that CLS 
has experienced were not always 
guaranteed. A critical moment in CLS 
history came in 1995 when Congress 
imposed restrictions on federal legal 
services funding that would have 
limited CLS’s ability to litigate class 
actions and do other important policy 
work.  To avoid the restrictions, then 
CLS Executive Director Cathy Carr 
worked with CLS’s board and boldly 
declined the funding, instead creating 
a new sister agency, Philadelphia Legal 
Assistance (PLA), to receive the funds. 
Twenty years later, PLA and CLS enjoy 
a close and collaborative relationship. 
The two organizations function 
wherever possible as one system to 
serve clients and fight poverty.

Were it not for CLS’s decision to 
avoid these restrictions, the crusading 
public interest work that CLS is 
known for would have been curtailed 
significantly. Because it made the brave, 
but risky, choice to decline the Legal 
Services Corporation funding, however, 
CLS has been able to achieve a number 
of advocacy victories, including 
successfully fighting against devastating 
welfare “reform” initiatives, helping to 
win a ban on the shackling of pregnant 
incarcerated women in Pennsylvania's 
county jails and correctional facilities, 
and preventing benefit cuts for 1.1 
million Medicaid recipients last year, 
while securing expanded Medicaid for 
up to 600,000 Pennsylvanians. 

For CLS lawyers, these triumphs are 
not just a win for their clients and the 
community, they represent the entire 
reason they went to law school in the 
first place.

A YOUNG LAWYER CONTINUES 

THE TRADITION OF STELLAR 

CONSUMER ADVOCACY

As a sociology major in college, 
Joanna Darcus became interested in 
asset building, and how helping families 
keep the income they had earned could 
stabilize an entire neighborhood. In 
college, she volunteered with the 
Volunteer Income Tax Assistance 
program (VITA), helping clients obtain 
tax refunds that would go toward a 

deposit for a better apartment, a working 
refrigerator, or even school shoes for 
children who had outgrown their old 
ones. Her volunteer work helped spark 
her interest in consumer law, setting 
her on her path to help clients retain 
vital assets and avoid predatory debt 
collection. “My experiences have 
made me passionate about ensuring 
that families are able to build assets 
and not get taken advantage of,” says 
Darcus. “So many businesses offer their 
services to the poor, only to turn around 
and prey on their vulnerabilities. It is 
vital that we stand up for these families 
and shut down the systems that seek to 
harm them.” 

Darcus decided to become a lawyer 

so she could be a voice for the same 
types of families she helped in college. 
She also knew that getting a chance 
to work at CLS meant standing up for 
her clients at an organization with an 
illustrious record of victories on behalf 
of low-income consumers. 

CLS has long been a leader in 
protecting consumers. In the 1990s, 
CLS took the lead in confronting a 
scourge of fraudulent trade schools and 
obtained millions of dollars of student 
loan cancellations. The lead lawyers, 
Irv Ackelsberg, now at Langer, Grogan 
& Diver P.C., and Alan White, who 
teaches at the City University of New 
York School of Law, made headlines 
as they fought for clients who were 
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targeted by trade schools that would take money from low-
income people looking to better themselves, only to leave them 
with tremendous debt and no job prospects. 

Now, in her fourth year at CLS, Darcus is able to continue 
the work that Ackelsberg started, doing national policy work to 
improve student loan borrowing and debt collection practices. 
Darcus’s clients have tried to use education to increase their 
earnings, only to find that educational debt keeps them from 
reaching their goals. She frequently represents student loan 
borrowers looking to discharge their debt because severe 
disabilities prevent them from working. The work is rewarding, 
but Darcus is committed to restructuring the system for all 
students, and reforming the entire debt collection system.

Recently, Darcus was awarded a fellowship from the law 
firm of Francis & Mailman. James Francis and Mark Mailman 
established this fellowship in honor of CLS’s 50th anniversary, 
and the funding will support Darcus’s work to bring economic 
justice to low-income consumer debtors confronting predatory 
debt collection practices. 

CLS’s consumer advocacy has made waves again and again, 
from challenging a series of SEPTA fare hikes in the 1990s 
and saving low-income riders millions of dollars, to helping 
establish Philadelphia’s Mortgage Foreclosure Diversion 
Program.  Darcus feels proud that she has been able to build on 
the contributions of an organization with a history of excellence 
in protecting consumers.

AN EXPERIENCED ATTORNEY REFLECTS ON HIS 

GOOD LUCK

Mike Carroll has been a lawyer at CLS since 1987 and is an 
editor of this magazine, The Philadelphia Lawyer. Reflecting 

on his time at CLS, Carroll says:
I feel lucky to have been a public interest lawyer for 

almost 40 years. I wish and hope for at least as much luck 
for public interest lawyers beginning and doing this work 
now. I have not just been lucky, I have been proud. I have 
been unashamed to tell anyone what I did for a living. I had 
no trouble with life’s proverbial “looking yourself in the 
mirror” test.

I am proud of the work I have been able to do. I fought the 
eviction of a woman who was finishing her chemotherapy 
treatment for cancer while juggling a job and a course at 
community college. I helped a man avoid falling back into 
the homelessness where he spent much of his adult life by 
defeating a money judgment that could have crushed his 
housing prospects. 

I have had good months and good years when we won 
court cases that changed the appeal process for poor 
tenants for the better, when we persuaded City Council 
to protect all Philadelphia tenants from illegal evictions, 
from lead paint poisoning, from domestic violence and from 
landlords who refused to do basic repairs.

It was not always easy. Once or twice each decade, a 
Congress, a legislature, a governor, or a president tried to 
put us out of business. There were layoffs, days without pay, 
even bounced paychecks from a neighborhood group short 
on funds.

Things have changed since I started, some for the better, 
some not. Public interest job openings are harder to come 
by but huge law school debt is not. The number of legal 
services lawyers has gone down while the numbers of poor 
people needing help has gone up.

CLS’s old Law Center North Central. Photo courtesy of CLS.



Legal services are greatly under-funded. Private pro 
bono partners are welcome and essential, but cannot 
replace legal services lawyers who spend their lives honing 
the skills and developing the expertise to represent poor 
people in individual cases and beyond.

At the end of my day, it comes down to the people, the 
clients and the colleagues who make the job so worthwhile.

CELEBRATED AND INNOVATIVE

This year, as this exceptional organization is the first legal 
aid firm in Philadelphia to turn 50 years old, CLS is relishing 
in its storied past and looking toward the future. Key projects 
for CLS’s 50th year include the launch of its new Youth Justice 
Project with Philadelphia Legal Assistance, a data symposium 
for Philly Tech Week and new collaboration to enhance the 
legal services provided at its Medical-Legal Partnership with 
Public Health Management Corporation.

CLS, with its remarkable 50-year history, stands as a 
national model for how legal services should be delivered. 
CLS has made an incredible impact on the community, and 
in case law, through landmark cases like Sullivan v. Zebley, 
the U.S. Supreme Court case in 1990 that allowed hundreds of 
thousands of low-income, disabled children to become eligible 
for Social Security benefits; Smith v. Commercial Banking 
Corp., the 1989 Third Circuit decision that firmly established 
the right for low-income debtors to sue their mortgage 

companies when their consumer rights were violated; and 
Bozzi v. Shalala, the 1993 Third Circuit decision that led to the 
Social Security Administration’s adoption of new standards for 
assessing disability caused by HIV and AIDS. The firm is all at 
once experienced but innovative, courageous in its application 
of the law but steadfast in its mission. In short, CLS is nothing 
less than extraordinary.

Michael D. LiPuma (mlipuma@lipumalaw.com), of Michael 
LiPuma Law, is president of the board of trustees of Community 
Legal Services of Philadelphia.

CLS’s North Philadelphia Law Center, that opened in 2012.
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