HELAINE M. BARNETT

Helaine M. Barnett has served as the attorney-in-charge of The Legal Aid Society's Civil Division since 1994.  The Civil Division, the Society's oldest component, provides direct civil legal representation in approximately 30,000 individual cases through its citywide network of eight neighborhood trial offices and six citywide units and special projects. In addition, approximately 200,000 poor New Yorkers last year benefited from the Civil Division's class action litigation.

Ms. Barnett has spent her entire legal career at The Legal Aid Society. A graduate of Barnard College and NYU Law School, she joined the Society's Criminal Appeals Bureau in 1966 where she briefed and argued more than 100 appeals.  In 1971, she became an associate appellate counsel in the Civil Appeals Unit and was named Assistant Attorney-in-Charge of the unit in 1973.  She was appointed Assistant Attorney-in-Charge of the Civil Division in 1974.     

During her tenure as the Deputy Attorney-in-Charge, Ms. Barnett created and assumed direct responsibility for the Society's Homeless Family Rights Project which is the leading legal advocate for the protection of the rights of homeless families with children in New York City.  She created an administrative law unit to handle city-wide public benefits work which was subsequently government funded as the city-wide Disability Advocacy Project. She was the attorney of record in Davis v. New York City Housing Authority, challenging the Housing Authority's policy of racial steering in the assignment and transfer of tenants to public housing projects.  She also brought the first civil contempt motion in the New York Court of Appeals (1983) in the course of representing elderly nursing home residents who challenged the closing of a nursing home on Staten Island and the action of the State Commissioner of Health, resulting in the landmark decision in McCormick v. Axelrod.

Ms. Barnett is the first legal services attorney to be nominated and elected to the American Bar Association's  Board of Governors.  She has served on the ABA Standing Committees on Professionalism and on Professional Discipline and was the first woman and Legal Aid attorney to chair the the Standing Committee on Ethics and Professional Responsibility.  She was appointed by Governor Cuomo to serve as a member of the New York State Commission on Judicial Conduct and  was appointed by Chief Judge Judith S. Kaye to serve as Vice Chair of the Professional Education Project.   Ms. Barnett has served in the House of Delegates of the New York State Bar Association and as chair of its Committee on Public Interest Law.  She has served as a member of the Executive Committee of The Association of the Bar of the City of New York and as co-chair of the Retreat on Governance of the Association. She is also a member of the American Law Institute and a past President of the Network of Bar Leaders. 

She is the recipient of the 1993 Public Interest Service Award by NYU Law Alumni Association.  She is a member of the board of directors of the Charles H. Revson Foundation;  Homes for the Homeless, Inc.; Association of the Bar of the City of New York Fund, Inc; and the Council on the Future of New York University School of Law.

During Barnett's tenure, The Legal Aid Society's Civil Division brought many successful class action cases that changed the lives of thousands of low-income families including Davis v. New York City Housing Authority and McNeill v. New York City Housing Authority; Dixon v. Heckler and Stieberger  v. Sullivan in the area of disability; Jiggetts v. Dowling and Reynolds v. Giuliani in the area of public benefits; Aliessa v. Novello regarding Medicaid and the McCain homeless families litigation. 

