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and hope that sharing these articles will be helpful as this 
work proceeds. 

Besides the special feature, we have other excit-
ing articles to share. Five executive directors discuss 
their experience with going through strategic planning 
processes; not all were thrilled at adding this process to 
their workload, but all learned how it could be useful. A 
new Equal Justice Fellow shares their research into how 
programs can develop medical legal partnerships with 
hospital programs on gun violence interventions, a proj-
ect they are now undertaking in Washington D.C. Jeff 
Harvey and Nadia Soulouque of mid-Florida describe the 
leadership training program they have established in their 
legal aid agency, designed to develop an overall organiza-
tional culture of leadership. 

MIE Journal Committee members have three contri-
butions. Jan May interviewed California Rural Legal 
Assistance’s outgoing executive director Jose Padilla, who 
is retiring after 44 years in his program and with an estab-
lished history of aggressively standing up for vulnerable 
populations in the face of political pressures. Merf Ehman 
reviews a “Conflict Resolution Playbook” which provides 
concrete and step by step advice on managing conflicts. 
And crossword puzzle guru Pat McIntyre provides a 
neighborly puzzle for your enjoyment. 

The special feature’s housing theme is also reflected 
in an article by Rasheedah Phillips, a legal aid housing 
leader who is also an AfroFuturist interdisciplinary artist. 
She writes here on how time and temporality frame evic-
tion and housing practices, noting that the future of hous-
ing policies must be capable of repairing the many harms 
of the past. 

This fall issue is a bit late in arriving. But cuddle up 
with it if you are in the cold, 
or take it to the beach if you 
are not. We hope it is both 
useful and inspiring. 

—Catherine C. Carr
MIE Journal Committee 

MISSION: MIE’s mission is 
to promote excellence in 
management to ensure high 
quality advocacy on behalf of 

low-income people. MIE advances best practices and 
innovation in leadership, management, supervision and 
fundraising by supporting a full and free exchange of 
ideas and providing training, consulting and a flagship 
journal for the legal aid community.

From the Journal Committee
Welcome to the 

latest edition of the 
MIE Journal, with 
a special feature 

on legal aid work to 
represent tenants facing evic-

tion. One of our authors, Sue Wasser-
krug, has described the new programs that 

were developed in response to increased evictions 
during COVID as the “silver lining to the pandemic 
cloud.” The COVID lockdown came at a moment when 
our culture was beginning to document the trauma and 
costs of eviction, particularly on minority populations, 
and to recognize the difference that representation in 
eviction proceedings could make. Suddenly, people 
were losing jobs and income and threatened with 
losing their homes at a time when staying in our homes 
was more important than ever. But new programs were 
developed to help. In jurisdictions across the country, 
lawyers, tenant organizations, public officials, funders, 
and others stepped up to establish new ways to provide 
legal assistance to tenants, including guarantees of a 
“right to counsel” in a number of states and cities. 

This Journal includes a collection of articles 
describing some of the programs that were developed 
to provide legal assistance and other services to tenants 
facing eviction; they discuss not just the successes, 
but also the challenges that have been faced along the 
way. The articles cover a wide range of approaches: 
an overview of the three programs in states where a 
right to counsel has been established by law; a more 
in depth description of the program in Washington 
State; descriptions of local representation programs 
where there is no right to representation — in Fort 
Wayne, Indiana and Los Angeles; a description of a 
system to pay local private attorneys to provide repre-
sentation across rural Montana; and a model eviction 
diversion-through-mandated-mediation program 
in Philadelphia. Legal aid programs have dreamt of, 
worried about, and worked on Civil Gideon and evic-
tion right to counsel projects for almost two decades. 
We now have programs up and running and are learn-
ing that, as feared, there are challenges with providing 
high quality representation and access for all litigants, 
with hiring and retaining staff, and with building big 
eviction operations within an existing legal aid orga-
nization. But it can be done, it is being done, and it 
keeps thousands of vulnerable families in their homes, 
avoiding the many harms and trauma caused by evic-
tion. We offer kudos to the authors and all the advo-
cates across the country taking on this significant work 



Interview: Jose Padilla retires from 
California Rural Legal Assistance 
After a Long Career in Legal Services

By Jan Allen May, MIE Journal Committee Member1

Jose Padilla, Executive Director of California 
Rural Legal Assistance (CRLA) has served in that 
role for 38 years. He has announced his retirement 

effective at the end of this 
calendar year. CRLA has 
been a national leader in 
legal services advocacy, 
especially with regard to 
the rights of farm workers. 
Also in that national role, 
he served on the NLADA 
Board of Directors includ-

ing some time serving as Board Chairperson. In total, 
Jose has devoted 44 years to legal services at CRLA. In 
light of this enormous commitment, the MIE Journal 
Committee asked Jose a number of questions about 
his career, the answers to which we thought might be 
of special interest to our readers. 

Jan: Jose, first of all, congratulations on the 
completion of a lifetime of commitment to the 
rights of low-income people and the well-being 
of the client community. We know your career in 
legal services has been a long one and hope that 
you will share some highlights with us today. 
Tell us a little about how you got started in legal 
services. 

Jose: After graduating from the University of 
California, Berkeley, I began as a CRLA staff attorney 
in the El Centro border office. Providing basic legal 
aid was where we all started. But then as a commu-
nity lawyer, I became counsel to migrant farmworker 
parent groups. This work led me to assist them with 
the legislation of California’s Migrant Education Law 
which continues to this day.

Jan: What was your motivation for this type of 
work? 

Jose: I was motivated because my grandparents 
and parents had been farmworkers in Imperial County 
where the El Centro CRLA office was located. My 
family established residence there as immigrants from 
Mexico in the 1920’s. The other motivation was the 
United Farmworker Movement that I became involved 
with during my Stanford University years. Also, meet-
ing Cesar Chavez inspired me to pursue farmworker 
advocacy, especially knowing that he knew my family. 
Our families migrated together in following the crop 
harvests. That was a personal motivator.

Jan: Looking back over your years of 
commitment, what are the most significant 
changes that you have experienced? 

Jose: The most difficult change has been to 
advocate within the Federal Legal Services Corpora-
tion (LSC) restrictions, which limit our advocacy in 
significant ways, one way being the inability to serve 
all farmworkers in rural California. But, over time, we 
learned to successfully work within that challenge. In 
particular, the private bar has supported the work we 
have referred to it. For example, private attorneys serve 
ineligible workers CLRA is unable to serve. 

Jan: Did you have any mentors or people who 
provided you with guidance over the years? 

Jose: Learning that both Cesar Chavez and Cruz 
Reynoso were founding board members of CRLA 
inspired me to see CRLA as a perfect employer. At the 
same time, knowing that the first Latino California 
Supreme Court Justice Cruz Reynoso had been an 
Executive Director of CRLA in that early history also 
inspired me and, on occasion, I met with them both 
regarding our work priorities.

Jan: The vision statement of CRLA has been used 
by MIE frequently as a model vision statement for a 

I N T E R V I E W
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legal services program, especially because it places 
clients front and center as partners in the quest for 
justice. Tell us about how you developed that vision 
statement and how it has served to guide your 
program over the years.

Jose: The vision statement, along with our mission 
statement, were developed as part of a strategic plan-
ning process we went through with our board and 
CRLA staff many years ago. The idea was to identify 
what made CRLA advocacy unique among legal aid 
programs and what resulted were those statements. 
Also, we were able to articulate systemic change 
concepts which have allowed us to push statewide 
advocacy, even legislative, despite federal restrictions.

 
Jan: What do you regard as some of your greatest 
accomplishments as head of CRLA?

Jose: One is our participation in the passage of 
the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986, 
again, before LSC restricted what programs could do 
legislatively. It is estimated that some 2.7 million resi-
dents legalized their immigration status as a result, 
many of them farmworkers. Another accomplishment 
was CRLA’s collaboration with the federal government 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
to bring sexual harassment cases, which have brought 
multi-million-dollar settlements for farmworker 
women. Another accomplishment was creating new 
programs at CRLA that serve specific marginalized 
groups like LGBTQ clients as well as Indigenous farm-
worker clients.

Among such new programs is one program that 
helps rural families who live under the jurisdiction of 
county government rather than a municipal govern-
ment. The Community Equity Initiative (CEI) assists 

CRLA Mission Statement
To fight for justice and individual rights along-
side the most exploited communities of our soci-
ety.

CRLA Vision of Justice
A rural California where all people are treated 
with dignity and respect, and guaranteed their 
fundamental rights.

CRLA Theory of Change
The legal system can either protect the rights 
of marginalized populations, or maintain and 
deepen control of the powerful. CRLA works 
with low-income communities in varying ways 
that utilize our legal system to create a more just 
society. We fight together to protect and expand 
rights, ensure access to resources, and create op-
portunities in rural California.

rural families residing in unincorporated communities 
whose housing is primarily in mobile homes. Among 
the problems faced by these families include lack of 
parks, paved roads, and sidewalks. There is also a lack 
of rural transportation and access to clean drink-
ing water. CRLA advocacy has led to many of these 
communities seeing these conditions improved because 
of CRLA advocates representing their interests before 
government agencies. In other cases, CRLA has helped 
the park residents form cooperatives as a self-help 
measure. 

Jan: What were some of your greatest challenges 
over the years, and how did you address them?

Jose: One challenge, already identified, was work-
ing within the LSC framework of restrictions that 
prohibit class action litigation, legislative advocacy, as 
well as representing undocumented immigrants. One 
remedy was to partner with groups that could represent 
the undocumented. Another was to collaborate with 
the CRLA Foundation, which has a legislative arm, 
but is not LSC-funded. Another has been to work with 
pro bono counsel in limited advocacy efforts where we 
need them to represent immigrant families we cannot 
serve. Another challenge was opposition by industry 
groups like the dairy industry, who interfered with 
successful litigation by complaining to LSC and putting 
us through audits that have wasted time and resources.

The lesson is that political interference prompted by 

aggressive and successful legal aid litigation must be 

responded to forcefully, especially when a client interest 

is at stake.

 Interview: Jose Padilla,  
Continued from page 13
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Jose: I think that Directors need to manage 
programs, with the client interest at the heart and 
center of all we do, always asking what is in the best 
interest of the client we serve, not the program’s best 
interest. Protecting our programs politically is one 
thing, but, as I said earlier, that should never override 
the goal of bringing aggressive litigation against power-
ful interests. We can be as successful in our advocacy as 
the legal counsel that wealth buys, and we need to leave 
leadership behind. That is, we must give new leaders 
the space to grow within our programs as substantive 
leaders as well as program leaders. We should not let 
rules and process get in the way of their development. I 
have lost great advocates because of excessive process. 
We need to identify passion in those who bring that 
to this work, and we need to create the space for those 
advocates to thrive. 

Another part of the philosophy is to be a risk-taker 
when client interests are at stake. In our binational 
health network, I thought it important to work with the 
Mexican government in assisting migrant workers and 
to inform their government of what we, as a legal aid, 
do for Mexican citizens while they work in our country. 
I was fully aware that other legal aids had been inves-
tigated for doing cross-border work, yet I traveled to 
Mexico and participated in a Mexican Migrant Confer-
ence to do exactly that, educate Mexican government 
officials about the American legal aid system. The risk 
was having LSC investigate us for expending resources 
that would benefit a foreign government as it deals with 
its own migrants upon their return to Mexico. I add 
that one of the more personal awards I have been given 
actually came from the Mexican government in 2003 
when I received the Ohtli Award, an award given to 
persons of Mexican heritage who have assisted Mexican 
nationals abroad or promoted Mexican culture. 

Jan: What do you think currently is the greatest 
challenge facing CRLA and legal services generally?

Jose: It continues to be inadequate funding. We 
should be able to provide our advocates, especially 

attorneys, with competitive salaries, and the limited 
funding we receive prohibits that. We should be able to 
have offices staffed with a minimum of five attorneys, 
we cannot do this with the current funding we receive. 

Jan: What advice would you give a law student who 
is considering a career in legal services?

Jose: As I used to say in my speech-making to 
law students, follow your heawrt not your mind. What 
I mean is that the best-paying jobs may not be the 
employment which will give you the most satisfaction 
as an attorney. Saving a worker’s home from being fore-
closed may be the most satisfying work you will ever do 
in a 40-year career. To this day, I still can remember the 
face of the gardener from my rural hometown whose 
home I saved from foreclosure. The wrinkled, sad face 
that was dejected when I advised that there was insuf-
ficient proof of his having entered a contract with the 
home seller. And yet, at the end, we saved his home.

Jan: Do you have any further thoughts you would 
like to share with the legal services community 
across the country?

Jose: It has been an honor to have worked along-
side so many national friends, like Don Saunders and 
the NLADA bunch, Patti Papp at MIE, and the Jon 
Ashers and César Torreses of our community. I am 
honored to have been on the NLADA Board those 
many years ago. As a son of farmworkers, I never 
thought my career would take me to that space where 
I would testify before Congress on behalf of working 
families that raised me. 

 
1 Jan Allen May is the recently retired Executive Director 

of AARP Legal Counsel for the Elderly in Washington, 
D.C. He is a member of the MIE Journal Committee, a 
member of the MIE Board of Directors, and frequently 
writes articles for the Journal. He has often conducted 
the MIE New Executive Director training. Jan may be 
reached at mayjandenise@verizon.net.

Another part of the philosophy is to be a risk-taker when 

client interests are at stake.

As I used to say in my speech-making to law students, 

follow your heart not your mind. What I mean is that the 

best-paying jobs may not be the employment which will 

give you the most satisfaction as an attorney.
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SPECIAL FEATURE: TENANT RIGHT TO COUNSEL — MANAGEMENT & IMPLEMENTATION

Lessons Learned from Starting an 
Eviction Clinic During a Pandemic

By Andrew Thomas, Housing Resource Attorney and Tenant Assistance Legal 
Clinic (TALC) Director,1 Indiana Legal Services

In 2020, Indiana Legal Services was asked to 
provide assistance to tenants facing eviction in the City 
of Fort Wayne, despite state and federal eviction mora-

toriums. The clinic started, 
with generous funding 
through the City of Fort 
Wayne, in a meeting room 
large enough to accom-
modate social distancing, 
at the City Building where 
some eviction hearings 
were held during the scari-

est heights of the pandemic. The clinic was even held 
virtually for some time as pandemic shutdowns became 
prevalent. As society reopened, the clinic housed itself 
at the small claims court where most evictions are filed. 
Today, the clinic has served over 650 tenants, and has 
been cited as an innovative model for providing tenant 
defense. The pandemic was likely a once in a lifetime 
experience. But out of the fear and uncertainty of the 
pandemic, there was also hope for change and the abil-
ity to put action to what formally were just meetings 
about what could be. I wish to share some of what I 
learned from my experience. 

1. Little Steps for Big Results
The first lesson we learned is that a lot comes from 

a small first step. Putting up a table on eviction day. 
Taking on more housing cases. Talking to the court 
clerks and judges about having a clinic at the court-
house. Tiny steps can lead to a long walk; small goals 

lead to bigger accomplishments. It may seem corny, 
but the cliches about taking a leap of faith are true for 
starting a legal clinic. Patience is key, and advocates 
should expect that the clinic may take some time to be 
successful. 

2. Coalitions Are Vital to Housing Stability
Programs

Second, landlord-tenant defense requires coalition 
building and cooperation with other organizations. 
Our clinic involves cooperation with local govern-
ment, social service organizations, nonprofits, legal 
aid organizations, and pro bono service providers. It 
became clear that the city’s collaboration was working 
well, better than was hoped. We believe this success is 
because the various organizations looked up from their 
“silos” and welcomed communications and initiatives 
to provide services quicker and more robustly than the 
organizations could separately. In an eviction action 
in Indiana, a tenant can be evicted very quickly, often 
within a couple of weeks after the filing of the eviction 
claim. By having open communications between differ-
ent service providers, tenants had a much better chance 
of receiving the services when they actually needed 
them. 

3. Three Requirements for Housing Stability in
Evictions

Third, three services are required to avoid evic-
tion and stabilize housing: 1) rental assistance, 2) social 
services, and 3) legal representation. It is clear that the 
robust rental assistance provided to tenants was as, 
or more, effective at avoiding evictions than eviction 
moratoria. Conversely, as rental assistance has waned, 
evictions have increased, in some places very shortly 
after rental assistance programs shuttered. Not every 
tenant can avoid eviction. Oftentimes, legal services can 
only buy more time or lessen the consequences of evic-
tion. This is where social services can be critical. Our 

Three services are required to avoid eviction and 

stabilize housing: 1) rental assistance, 2) social 

services, and 3) legal representation. 
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clinic model has insisted on the availability of all three 
required services at the courthouse, and that guidance 
must be available to a tenant in real-time, as delay can 
assure housing instability. So, Indiana Legal Services 
and the Volunteer Lawyer Program can provide legal 
advice and representation with an attorney available 
onsite on eviction trial days. Social services are made 
available through a partnership with nonprofits, includ-
ing Just Neighbors and the United Way, and rental 
assistance help was made available to tenants at the 
courthouse at both initial hearings and trials.

4. Without Help, The Eviction Process Is Rigged
Against Tenants

Fourth, the process is rigged against tenants, 
especially if the tenant does not seek help. Tenants 
facing eviction rarely have legal representation in Indi-
ana, even after factoring in eviction clinics, legal aid, 
and pro bono initiatives. No jurisdiction in Indiana 
provides a right to counsel in eviction cases. Tenants 
have few protections under the law, and some legal 
protections are so defective that they are useless. For 
example, an Indiana statute provides that tenants 
must receive 10 days’ notice if they will be evicted for 
nonpayment of rent. However, many exceptions exist 
to the requirement, including that the lease can simply 
state that no notice is required, rendering this statute 
useless. 

5. Change Is Possible
Fifth, we can make change-this is a lost cause, but 

cause for opportunity. For example, the eviction avoid-
ance work in Fort Wayne has provided rental assistance 
to over 6,700 households, given legal assistance to over 
650 clients, and transformed the way that the courts 
approach evictions. Before the pandemic, the evic-
tion court provided little assistance directly to tenants, 
therefore tenants could be evicted in as little as 10 
days. Every case must now be reviewed and presented 
to an Eviction Diversion Facilitator, a full-time court 
employee. Cases take longer to go to hearing, requir-
ing at least 20 days and a mandatory initial hearing 
before seeking trial. Eviction cases are also focused on 
problem-solving, inviting legal aid and social service 
organizations to work with tenants at the courthouse. 
One magistrate has freely admitted that, before the 
pandemic, he did not like the idea of having such 
service available at the courthouse for various practical 

reasons. Now, however, he is a stalwart defender of the 
reforms made in his court and the strides made in fill-
ing in the justice gap. Further, while there is no right to 
representation in Indiana, clinics have sprung up across 
the state to fill some of the justice gap, each tailored to 
its community’s needs.

Lacking a right to representation does not mean 
that representation cannot be made available to all 
who want it. Indiana’s eviction clinics (Fort Wayne’s 
program is just one example) show this model can 
make sustained and real impact even without the 
explicit right to counsel. Our efforts protect some of the 
most vulnerable people in society: the common profile 
of a tenant facing eviction is a minority, single woman 
with children, often with a physical or mental disability. 
It has been my privilege to help create and expand the 
clinic in Fort Wayne which promotes housing stability 
and protects vulnerable people from homelessness.

1. Andrew Thomas is the Housing Resource Attorney for
Indiana Legal services and the director of the Tenant
Assistance Legal Clinic in Fort Wayne, Indiana. He
began his career as an AmeriCorps fellow at the Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).
Andrew may be reached at Andrew.thomas@ilsi.net.
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