
Many low-income elderly, 
disabled or blind Medicaid 
recipients in New York State 

face a major dilemma each month: use 
their limited funds to pay for food, 
housing, utilities and other essentials, 
or pay their medical bills. This situation 
stems from Medicaid’s requirement 
that recipients “spend down” all but 
$792 of their monthly income ($1,159 
for couples) on medical bills before 
their Medicaid benefits are activated. 

In 2006, Lenox Hill Neighborhood 
House—a 118-year-old settlement 
house that provides a wide range of 
social, legal, educational, health  
and recreational services to 20,000 
New Yorkers annually—began  
helping its Medicaid clients to create 
Supplemental Needs Trusts, which 
allow disabled individuals to place 
money in a trust account that is  
exempt for Medicaid purposes. 

“Establishing a Supplemental 
Needs Trust account for a Medicaid 
recipient is a fairly time-consuming 
process. And, because our Legal 
Advocacy department has limited 
resources, we came to realize that we 
could help more of our clients if we 
engaged a pro bono firm. So we con-
tacted New York Lawyers for the Public 
Interest (NYLPI) for help identifying a 
partner for this project,” explained 
Carolyn Silver, Director of the Lenox 
Hill Neighborhood House Legal 
Advocacy department.

“We’ve developed strong institutional 
ties with Mayer Brown over the years 
and know the firm to have a stellar 
reputation,” said NYLPI Director of  
Pro Bono Programs Marnie Berk. “So 
we approached Mayer Brown about the 
project and helped with initial discus-
sions between the two parties around 
the scope, training, team building and 
other critical aspects.” 

Improving
Quality of Life for New York Medicaid Recipients 

“ Our clients 

constantly come 

back to us and  

say how wonderful 

the Mayer Brown 

lawyers have been.”

— Carolyn Silver
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 A Pro Bono Project Launches
“I learned about the Supplemental 
Needs Trust project in late 2009, when 
the health care reform debate was 
taking place,” noted New York 
Litigation partner Henninger “Hank” 
Bullock, who manages the firm’s 
participation in the project along with 
Litigation associate Lisa Plush. 
“Because this is work that any lawyer 
can be trained to perform, it clearly 
had very wide appeal and was worth 
taking on to increase pro bono  
opportunities for the lawyers in the  
New York office.”

A group of Mayer Brown lawyers 
received training from the Lenox Hill 
Neighborhood House legal staff. 
Among those in attendance at the 
initial training event was then-first 
year Litigation associate Charles 
Korschun, who found himself assigned 
to a client almost immediately 
thereafter. 

“The process for working on these 
matters was fairly straightforward; 
Lenox Hill Neighborhood House 
prepared us very well,” Korschun 
stated. “The part that is really different 
from case to case are the individual 
clients—how communicative they are, 
and how readily they grasp all that has 
to be done in order to create one of 
these trust accounts.” 

Since successfully representing  
his first client, Korschun has referred  
a client from an unrelated pro bono 
litigation project to Lenox Hill 
Neighborhood House. Should that 
client opt to create a Supplemental 
Needs Trust account, Korschun 
expects to represent her. 

Developing through 
Representations
As with most pro bono work, associates 
are given the opportunity to take on 
greater responsibilities with the 
Supplemental Needs Trust project than 
they typically do on their day-to-day 
work. “These representations provide  
a phenomenal opportunity to get first- 
and second-year associates direct client 
experience and to develop their advo-
cacy skills, as the matters often involve 
negotiating with Medicaid and other 
state agencies,” Bullock commented.

Litigation associate Jarman Russell 
experienced a strong sense of owner-
ship representing a 90-year-old woman 
last year. “As pro bono work often does, 
this project provided me with great 
practice breaking down a complex issue 
and explaining it to my client and her 
daughter, which definitely helped with 
my professional development,” he noted.

Litigation associate Gina Del Tatto 
appreciated the opportunity to have so 
much client contact in the course of her 
three representations. “I really had to 
manage my clients’ expectations, just  
as I would with a corporate client,” she 
said. “But it was more challenging to  
do so with a single indigent client as 
opposed to the general counsel of a 
large company. This experience has 
definitely been interesting and helpful.”

Russell agreed: “It gave me the 
opportunity to handle a matter from  
soup to nuts. I was responsible for  
meeting deadlines, making submis-
sions and keeping in constant contact 
with my client’s daughter, who was very  
helpful throughout the process. While  
it was occasionally frustrating dealing 
with a bureaucracy, I found myself 
motivated by the need to keep my 
client’s interests in mind and work 
through this process on her behalf.  

“ We’ve developed 

strong institutional 

ties with Mayer 

Brown over the 

years and know 

the firm to have a 

stellar reputation.”

— Marnie Berk
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It felt great to apply my knowledge and 
skills to such a worthwhile project.”

Institutionalizing a New  
Pro Bono Capability
Through early 2012, approximately  
30 Mayer Brown lawyers from the  
New York office have worked with 
Lenox Hill Neighborhood House 
clients, successfully establishing trust 
accounts for 37 clients. With so many 
associates having taken on multiple 
representations, a mentoring network 
has formed at the office. 

“We know that we always have 
support from Neighborhood House  
if there’s something we don’t already 
know from the knowledge base that we 
have built up internally,” commented 
Plush, who has helped four clients 
establish their trust accounts. “These 

cases tend to pose unexpected chal-
lenges, so we are constantly in contact 
with others in the office who have 
handled these cases. We also have 
meetings once or twice a year in which 
representatives from the organization 
come to the office and we all share our 
latest experiences with them so they 
can refresh the training materials.”

“Our clients constantly come back 
to us and say how wonderful the Mayer 
Brown lawyers have been,” Silver 
noted. “They have been very pleased 
with the dedication Mayer Brown has 
shown in helping them to improve their 
quality of life. Our clients feel a strong 
connection with and gratitude toward 
their lawyers. 

“The work Mayer Brown performs 
on our behalf has allowed our legal staff 

“ We know that we 

always have support 

from Neighborhood 

House....”

— Lisa Plush

“ Through our efforts, we can drastically improve the quality of somebody’s 

life and provide him or her with increased security and confidence.”   

— Henninger “Hank” Bullock

Neighborhood House Caregivers Legal Support Center Attorney Mia Kandel (right) and Mayer Brown associates  
Mike Lotito and David Lizmi (left) at Lenox Hill Neighborhood House Awards Ceremony
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of five lawyers and two legal advocates to 
expand our capacity in other ways,” she 
continued. “And because we had such  
a great experience with Mayer Brown,  
we have been inspired to work with other 
law firms on pro bono matters, which has 
allowed us to increase our ability to serve 
our community.” 

In acknowledgement of Mayer 
Brown’s help, Lenox Hill Neighborhood 
House presented the firm with a  
2012 Elizabeth Rohatyn Award for 
Community Service. The firm also 
received a citation from the New York 
City Council, which read in part,  
“...we recognize that in [Mayer Brown]  
we have an outstanding organization, 
one which is worthy of the esteem  
of both community and the great  
City of New York.”

 “This simply is a great project,  
and it couldn’t be any timelier. We are 
providing an essential service. Without 
these trust accounts, the Medicaid 
health insurance benefits of low-
income individuals are turned on and 
off each month,” Bullock concluded. 
“Through our efforts, we can drasti-
cally improve the quality of somebody’s 
life and provide him or her with 
increased security and confidence.  
It’s comparatively a small bit of work  
on our part that yields enormous 
benefits for these clients.” u
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Thanks to all  

who have  

taken on clients 

through the 

Supplemental 

Needs Trust 

Project with  

Lenox Hill 

Neighborhood  

House:

From left to right: Jarman Russell, David Lizmi, Gina Del Tatto, Lisa Plush, Mia Kandel, Carolyn Silver,   
Michael Lotito and Thomas J. Edelman (President, Neighborhood House Board of Directors)
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