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Executive Summary  
 
The organization is requesting a grant of $75,000 to address a major legal services gap for veterans in New 
York City by providing assistance on life planning and end-of-life matters, legal services that will help 
veterans to remain in their homes as long as possible, safeguard their future and wellbeing, and prevent 
events that could lead to homelessness and loss of essential services. As veterans have served the nation 
and made sacrifices for all Americans, the organization believes they should be empowered and be able to 
live with dignity and respect.  
 

Military service instills a core set of values that can profoundly impact a service member even decades after 
completing their service. Values such as hard work, stoicism, service before self, teamwork, honor and 
courage often shape veterans’ lives. These values can also prevent veterans from asking for help when they 
need it. Members of the armed services are also taught to be self-reliant, to shun complaining in any form, 
and to conform and achieve a certain level of anonymity. In the military asking for help can be considered a 
sign of weakness and is often discouraged. But elderly and disabled veterans whose age and infirmities 
threaten their independence must receive help if their wishes for life planning and end-of-life care are to be 
honored. Their chosen caregivers must also be empowered to speak on their behalf, should this become 
necessary due to incapacity.   
  
As the veteran population ages it is imperative that they take action now and obtain legal counsel to plan 
for a stage in their lives where they may lack the capacity to manage their affairs and make sound financial 
and healthcare decisions. If veterans fails to undertake life planning they risk the possibility, should they 
become incapacitated, of a state-appointed guardian making vital decisions that may clash with their values 
and wishes. More importantly, for many the decline of mental cognition can be slow and gradual, the signs 
sometimes missed by family and friends. Veterans, like all aging individuals, may make decisions or fail to 
take action that jeopardizes their finances, public benefits, housing, health and other critical needs. For 
example, a veteran experiencing deterioration of mental faculties may fail to renew a lease, miss rent 
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payment, or renew a public rental subsidy, thus jeopardizing their housing and, in some cases, even risking 
homelessness.     
 
The organization will engage staff and pro bono attorneys to provide direct legal representation to veterans. 
Such legal help will include preparation of legal documents of critical importance to veterans, particularly 
those who are elderly and with disabilities. These will include power of attorney, health care proxy, living 
wills, appointment of agent to control the disposition of remains, and last wills and testaments. the 
organization will also educate and coach case managers serving veterans so they can inform clients on the 
importance of life planning and how to seek legal counsel. Lastly, the organization will hold walk-in legal 
clinics in community settings on life planning issues. 
 
The organization will deliver legal services in settings and in a manner that suits the special needs and 
considerations of veterans, and in partnership with providers trained and accredited to counsel veterans on 
Veteran Administration (VA) matters. For elderly and disabled veterans many legal challenges they face are 
actually multiple, intertwined issues. For example, housing instability is often related to lack of access to 
benefits, to consumer issues, to health-related debt and to other legal issues. For this reason, life planning 
for veterans must include screening for and assistance with VA and other government benefits, programs 
and subsidies to ensure veterans attain stable housing during retirement and if they suffer from a disability. 
A comprehensive approach to life planning geared specifically to veterans ensures the best outcomes for 
those who have given so much of themselves for the greater good.   
 
 
Mission and History 
 
Founded in 1984 by the NYC Bar Association as well as law firm and corporate law department leaders, the 
organization was created to provide legal services to low-income New Yorkers through partnerships with 
law firms and companies who agree to provide their services pro bono.  
 
For almost 35 years, the organization has provided high-quality pro bono legal services to New York City’s 
most vulnerable residents, helping to close the justice gap and foster community economic development. 
the organization helps young immigrants in resolving issues so they can work legally, attend college and 
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attain legal status; counsels mothers in prison so they can maintain visitation and status with their children; 
helps seniors with life and advanced health care planning; assists low-wage workers to secure 
unemployment insurance they have worked so hard to earn; and helps low-income microentrepreneurs with 
contract, commercial leasing and other business legal issues. Led by directors who are experts in their 
fields, the organization carries out its work through six projects in collaboration with law firms and 
corporate legal departments and a network of community organizations. 
 
Nearly 860 volunteer lawyers from 57 firms and corporate legal departments provided 22,103 hours of pro 
bono service, a value of almost $8 million in donated legal fees. These services benefitted 2,606 low income 
New Yorkers, most of them consumers of 200 community organizations and community partners of the 
organization.  
 
Target Population 
 
The New York City Department of Veteran Services estimates that New York City is home to over 210,000 
veterans. The city’s veteran population is aging. Vietnam-era veterans make up 29% of the New York City’s 
veteran population. The youngest Vietnam era veterans are now 61. As this population ages, life planning 
becomes even more important, particularly for veterans who are disabled.  
 
 
Needs Statement   
 
Veterans face civil legal challenges and a dearth of affordable, quality legal services. Many don’t know whom 
to turn to for legal help. According to the Legal Services Corporation 2017 Justice Gap report, 71% faced at 
least one civil legal problem and 21% had six or more problems in the past year. According to the same 
report, veterans seek professional legal help for 21% of problems because they didn’t know where to look 
(29%), because they decided to deal with problem on their own (25%), or because they weren’t sure if the 
issue was a legal matter (18%).  
 
Studies suggests that veterans, like the population at large, have not engaged in life planning. For example, 
a 2015 study of veterans diagnosed with cancer found that close to half lacked a documented advance 
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directive and only 5% had physician orders for life-sustaining treatment. 1And a 2017 study by the 
University of California found that 81% of more than 2,500 veterans did not have an advanced directive. 
Among the U.S. population as a whole, approximately 37% have completed an advance directive, including 
29% with living wills, according to an extensive review of 150 studies undertaken in 2017.2 
 
In addition, people of color are less likely to engage in advanced care planning. 3 4This is significant because 
41% of veterans in New York are African-American, Asian, Latino, or biracial.  
 
By engaging in effective life planning, elderly and disabled veterans are more likely to stay in their homes, 
age in place and live with dignity. A veteran who has executed a power of attorney empowers their agent to 
sign leases, apply for and recertify housing subsidies, and deal with any issue that may arise with their 
landlord or housing provider. Landlords and market forces are increasingly pushing long term tenants from 
their homes, so taking action to stabilize housing for veterans is more urgent than ever.  
 

Nursing homes in New York City costs an average of $148,000 per year per person. Veterans on Medicaid or 
Medicare who live in their homes will save taxpayers approximately $1,600 per month.  
 
Effective life planning can also keep disabled and elderly veterans from falling into guardianship and other 
government involvement. Veterans should be afforded the opportunity to choose someone they trust to 
handle their affairs. Guardianship can also be costly to public coffers due to legal fees, court examiners, and 
the services of Adult Protective Services. 
 

4 Advance Directives among Elderly Veterans - Tricia H. Witte, A. Srikumar Menon, Paul E. Ruskin, Cynthia Wiley, 
J. Richard Hebel, 2003 (2016) Journal of Applied Gerontology. Available at: 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0733464803022002002  
 

3 Current research findings on end-of-life decision making among racially or ethnically diverse groups. 
Kwak J, Haley WE, Gerontologist. 2005 Oct; 45(5):634-41 
 

2 “Approximately One In Three US Adults Completes Any Type Of Advance Directive For End-Of-Life Care | 
Health Affairs.” 2017. Health Affairs. July 1. https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/abs/10.1377/hlthaff.2017.0175. 
 

1 “Acceptance of Advance Directives and Palliative Care Referral for Veterans With Advanced Cancer:  A 
Retrospective Analysis - Manali I. Patel, Jay Bhattacharya, Steven M. Asch, James Kahn, 2016.” 2015. American 
Journal of Hospice and Palliative Medicine®.  
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1049909115595216?journalCode=ajhb. 
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Advanced planning will be even more critical as the percentage of seniors without children or a spouse (the 
so-called “orphan or solo seniors”) continues to climb.5 
 
 
Goals  
 
The Veterans Initiative aims to achieve three goals and the following corresponding outputs during the 
organization’ fiscal year ending April 30, 2020. 
 
1) To provide direct legal representation to veterans on life planning issues, serving 100 veterans on 350 
matters.   
 
When preparing advance directives the organization will draw on the rich experience of its staff attorneys 
and the principles developed by a multidisciplinary group of experts convened in 2017 by the American Bar 
Association Commission on Law and Aging in collaboration with the American Academy of Hospice and 
Palliative Medicine, the University of California at San Francisco Medical Center and the UCSF/UC Hastings 
Consortium on Law, Science & Health Policy. These principles aim to “align the practice of advance care 
planning in legal offices with the realities of implementation in health settings.” 
 
The organization will establish a hotline and other referral methods to screen and conduct intake for the 
drafting and execution of life planning documents. Outreach will be conducted at local VA Hospitals, at state 
and city veteran government agencies, and at other veterans-service providers to identify veterans in need 
of legal services and community partners that can host legal clinics where veterans will meet with their pro 
bono counsel. 
 
The organization will also establish new partnerships with veteran-serving organizations, drawing on the 
extensive network of relationships stemming from Project Director Pete Kempner’s work with veterans over 
the past eight years and his work in the legal services community over the past 18 years.  
 
The organization will fill a service gap for veterans as no other legal services organization in New York City 
serving this population specializes on life planning and end-of-life care. For example, the City Bar’s Justice 
Center serves veterans seeking service-connected disability benefits before the Department of Veterans 
5 Redfoot, Donald, Lynn Feinberg, and Ari Houser. 2019. “The Aging of the Baby Boom and the Growing Care 
Gap: A Look at Future Declines in the Availability of Family Caregivers.” Accessed January 25. 
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/public_policy_institute/ltc/2013/baby-boom-and-the-growing-care-
gap-insight-AARP-ppi-ltc.pdf. 
  

5 
 

https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/public_policy_institute/ltc/2013/baby-boom-and-the-growing-care-gap-insight-AARP-ppi-ltc.pdf.
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/public_policy_institute/ltc/2013/baby-boom-and-the-growing-care-gap-insight-AARP-ppi-ltc.pdf.


Affairs. Legal Services of New York City focuses on housing, employment, and public benefits for veterans. 
New York Legal Services Group does provide help on advance planning but this is not a major focus of its 
work nor can NYLAG, while very capable, meet the life planning needs of all veterans in New York City.  
 
The following case examples illustrate some of the challenges faced by veterans and the expected outcomes 
of the organization’s legal assistance.  
 

Klara, 93, was facing eviction from her home in Harlem where she had lived for 
decades. Suffering from dementia, Klara had failed to file the proper paperwork to 
renew the Section 8 housing subsidy she needed to afford her rent. Fortunately, the 
year before, Klara had signed a power of attorney, with help from a the organization 
attorney, authorizing her daughter to make decisions on her behalf should she become 
incapacitated. She had done so at the urging of a case manager at the Visiting Nurse 
Association, a the organization community partner whose staff enjoyed a close 
working relationship with a the organization staff attorney. the organization helped 
Klara to regain the Section 8 housing subsidy, allowing her to remain in her home and 
stay close to her daughter who lives in the building next door.  
 
Clyde, 73, is a bed-bound and suffering from advanced Parkinson’s disease.  A the 
organization pro bono attorney helped him prepare a durable power of attorney 
authorizing his niece, his closest relative, to make decisions on his behalf.  As a result, 
his niece took the necessary steps Clyde to remain in his home and avoid 
institutionalization.  
 

 
2) To carry out legal clinics at nonprofit agencies, at law firm partners and other facilities   
serving veterans, allowing veterans to receive free counsel from an attorney in a setting where they feel 
comfortable. These legal clinics are projected to reach 250 veterans.  
 
During the past year, the organization held walk-in legal clinics at Encore Community Services Senior 
Center, Riverstone Senior Life Services, Hudson Guild Senior Services, Goddard-Riverside Senior Center, 
Kennedy Center,  Hamilton-Madison House – City Hall Senior Center, Stanley M. Isaacs Neighborhood 
Center, Covello Senior Program, University Settlement Senior Center, and the Burden Center for the Aging, 
Carter Burden Roosevelt Island Senior Center, and Cooper Square Naturally Occurring Retirement 
Community. 
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3) To provide technical assistance to 100 case managers and social workers serving veterans.  Ongoing 
coaching and communications will ensure that these case managers can answer basic questions about life 
planning matters and draw on close relationships with consumers to refer and encourage veterans to seek 
legal counsel from the organization.  
  
The organization will provide legal information and advice to case managers and social workers working 
with veterans facing legal challenges on civil matters. the organization actively encourages requests for 
help from social workers as this allows the organization to reach isolated clients, including homebound 
seniors and others who find it difficult to travel to legal clinic sites. When working with social workers and 
case managers the organization staff provides legal advice over the telephone, recommend ways to take 
immediate action if necessary, suggest that clients attend a the organization legal clinic if practical, and 
arranges for potential clients to seek legal help from volunteer attorney or other legal providers, where 
appropriate.  
 
 
Expected Outcomes  
 
The Veterans Initiative anticipates the following outcomes during its pilot year:  
 

● Veterans will safeguard their futures, benefitting from decisions of loved ones who, equipped with a 
power of attorney, will make decisions that will prevent events that could lead to homelessness, 
and the loss of income and vital services.   
 

● Veterans will avoid premature institutionalization and remain in their homes for as long as possible, 
a desire of 76% of Americans over the age of 50, according to a survey by AARP.  

 
● Veterans who have engaged in advance care planning will be less likely to die in a hospital 6  or to 

receive futile intensive care. 7   (About two-thirds of the U.S. population wishes to die at home, 
according to 2015 study by the Pew Charitable Trust.8).  
 

8 “Improving End-of-Life Care.” 2015. Pewtrusts.Org. May 11.  
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/fact-sheets/2015/05/improving-end-of-life-care. 

7 Wright, Alexi A. 2008. “Associations Between End-of-Life Discussions, Patient Mental Health, Medical Care Near 
Death, and Caregiver Bereavement Adjustment.” JAMA 300 (14): 1665. doi:10.1001/jama.300.14.1665. 
 

6 “Toward Evidence-Based End-of-Life Care | NEJM.” 2015. New England Journal of Medicine. January 1. 
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp1509664#t=article. 
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● Veterans will attain a better quality of life knowing they have appointed individuals they know and 
trust to make decisions on their behalf should  they become incapacitated. 

 
In the absence of a living will or health care proxy,  a New York State statute calls for the spouse or 
common-law spouse, living children, and parents or siblings (in that order) to make end-of-life care 
decisions.  

 
● Veterans will receive medical and end of life care that is in sync with their values and personal 

goals.  
 

● Veterans will be empowered to gain control of their care, as legal documents will reflect what they 
want and don’t want at the end of life.  

 
● Veterans who are clients of social service  providers will receive basic legal information on life 

planning from case managers and social workers coached and supported by the organization.  
 

● Veterans will benefit from the counsel of pro bono attorneys trained and coached on life planning 
matters by Project Director Peter Kempner.  

 
 
Timeline  
 
The organization will complete project planning by the end of the first quarter and formally launch the 
project. 
 
1st Quarter  
 

● Create and fill new staff attorney position dedicated to veterans 
 

● Identify community partners serving veterans as target population 
 

● Identify law firms committed to pro bono legal services to veterans 
 

● Establish procedures for referrals from new community partners 
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● Refine educational curricula for walk-in clinics   
 
2nd Quarter 
 

● Launch all components of initiative  
 
3rd Quarter 
 

● Preliminary assessment of  outputs and outcomes 
 

● Assessment and refinement of marketing and outreach to veterans-serving organizations.  
 
4th Quarter 
 

● Year-end program assessment, evaluation, and plan to address challenges of pilot year.  Report to 
funders and board of directors  

 
 
Staffing and Leadership  
 
 
 
Evaluation 
 
The organization uses a case management system called LegalServer to track outcomes and activities. The 
systems allows the organization to track, measure, and analyze statistics in real time. the organization uses 
the system for program evaluation and to report outcomes to its board of directors. Among the indicators 
tracked are: 
 

● Volunteer hours contributed by law firms and pro bono attorneys 
● Legal matters broken down by project area and legal issue 
● Number of clients  
● Source of client referrals 
● Case outcomes and benefits  

 
The organization also uses a combination of online and print tools to gauge the satisfaction of clients and 
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pro bono attorneys.  
 
 
Finances 
 
To launch the veterans initiative the organization will hire one additional staff attorney who will dedicate at 
least 75% of his or her time to this program area. Reporting to project director Peter Kempner, the new 
attorney will be a member of the Elder Services legal team, comprised of Mr. Kempner and of a new 
attorney position created and filled in the fall of 2018. (However, as noted earlier, the organization aims to 
serve veterans of all ages.) Staffing expenses will include 7% of Executive Director Marcia Levy’s time, who 
will provide general oversight and take the lead in developing and growing relationships with pro bono firms 
committed to serving veterans. The project balance comprises modest administrative and overhead 
expenses.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
New York City’s veteran population is aging as the youngest Vietnam veterans reach their early 60s. This 
demographic shift will present unique challenges to the social service sector serving veterans, which will 
need to partner with the organization and other legal services organizations to meet their legal needs. For 
close to 35 years, the organization has formed strong and lasting partnerships with community 
organizations which keep the organization attuned to changing community needs and connected to 
low-income New Yorkers most in need of legal counsel. the organization will draw on this rich network of 
relationships and the legal expertise of its staff and pro bono attorneys to equip veterans with the legal 
projections they will need to age with dignity and remain in their homes and communities as long as 
possible. The organization hopes that the New York Community Trust joins as a partner on this important 
endeavor.  
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