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Working Towards a Sensible Justice System

By Paul L. Freese Jr.

At Public Counsel's June 16, 2010 William O. Douglas
Award Dinner, Assistant Secretary for Veterans Affairs,
L. Tammy Duckworth, exhorted the audience of over
1,000 to be mindful of President Barack Obama's
challenge - that it is a "betrayal of the sacred trust that
America has with all who wear and all who have worn
the proud uniform of our country” for any veteran to be
homeless. She smiled after being informed that, earlier
that same day, Public Counsel had teamed up with the
Los Angeles City Attorney's Office, the Los Angeles
Public Defender's Office and a host of nonprofits to help
more than 100 homeless veterans with the launching of
the Veterans HALO (Homeless Alternatives to Living On
the streets) at New Directions, a transitional living
program for veterans on the grounds of the West Los
Angeles Veterans Administration.

"On a day when the courts are closed due to furloughs,"
said City Attorney Carmen Trutanich, whose office
organized this collaborative project, "we wanted to step
up and show our support for our veterans - the men and
women who have put their lives on the line to preserve
our liberties. And we do that by bringing our legal
services to them here at the V.A. - not waiting for them
to come to us."

"Public Counsel has always supported efforts to make
legal services more accessible to those in need by
bringing our services to them," said Public Counsel
President and CEO, Hernan Vera. "This new program
brings lawyers and other critically needed resources to
places like New Directions, where veterans are receiving
counseling, case management, therapy and assistance
returning to the workforce. "

Participants at the Veterans HALO clinic noted that Los
Angeles County is the home of well over 10,000
homeless veterans. Homeless veterans routinely receive
tickets for jaywalking, fair evasion, riding bicycles without
headlights, and other "quality of life" offenses. Left
unaddressed, these tickets lead to warrants and often
result in enormous fines that if unresolved, lead to

warrants and restrictions on driving privileges, ultimately
confounding the veteran's efforts to secure employment
and housing.

"The beauty of our Veterans HALO project is that it
empowers case managers and nonprofits to help their
veteran clients clear tickets and warrants while they are
in recovery or treatment without having to go to court,”
explained Deputy City Attorney Songhai Miguda-
Armstead. "We give them a tool that eliminates barriers
to re-entering the workforce and also rewards them for
their service to our country.”

The Veterans HALO clinic has attracted an impressive
alliance of lawyers working together with crucial service
providers and systems of care in Los Angeles that assist
homeless veterans. Among the vast array of participants
working hand in hand at New Directions were the
Salvation Army Haven, Volunteers of America, Weingart
Center, and Midnight Mission. While city attorneys
helped veterans clear their minor citations and warrants,
public defenders counseled veterans with more serious
offences to assess whether they could help them
achieve alternative sentencing options that would
prevent jail time and also offered expungement services
to help clear their records. Public Counsel's Director of
its Center for Veterans Advancement, Rick Little,
brought his team of attorneys and staff to provide
assistance with veterans benefits claims. Levitt & Quinn
provided information of family law services, and multiple
volunteers from local law schools and private firms
offered information about an array of other legal
services. The law firm, Manatt, Phelps & Phillips, which
has conducted legal clinics for veterans for many years,
staffed the clinic with their attorneys and volunteers and
also generously provided lunch for all attending the
event.

"This vigorous collaborative enables veterans to take
steps towards resolving daunting legal problems in an
environment that was comfortable and supportive,” said
Public Counsel Staff Attorney, Ben Gales, who helped



organize the event. He noted that veterans in our
criminal justice system historically end up in a revolving
door of arrests, court proceedings, brief incarceration
periods, release, and re-arrest and ultimate
homelessness. He said that national studies indicate that
more veterans from the Vietnam era ended up homeless
than were killed during the war. Post-Vietnam criminal
justice policies resulted in literally thousands of veterans
suffering through life long cycles of incarceration. He
further noted how depressing an effect legal problems
can have on veterans. "Veterans who have experienced
homelessness - usually as a result of Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder - accumulate a daunting array of legal
problems that confound their ability to get back on their
feet after they begin the process of recovery. We are
trying to give them hope again and the tools to overcome
those legal barriers so that they can have a fighting
chance.”

He pointed to one veteran leaving the clinic with a huge
smile and noted that same veteran had walked in earlier
deeply depressed because of his legal problems. "You
can see that this collaborative is making a difference,”
he said. "When you think that at this very moment men
and women in our armed services are putting on body
armor and preparing to go into harm's way, | think |
speak for all of us who participated in this Veterans
HALO clinic in saying we are proud to be part of this
effort, which seeks to give back to those who have given
so much - and were willing to make the ultimate sacrifice
- for our country.”

Paul L. Freese Jr is the director of litigation and
advocacy at Public Counsel. He can be reached at
pfreese@publiccounsel.org.



