2020 – 21 Annual Program Summary

Our Mission
When children are in crisis, Lawyers For Children is at their side to provide protection,
support and hope. We offer free legal and social work advocacy to abused and neglected
children, children in foster care, and children in high conflict custody cases— ensuring that
every young person we represent finds the love, safety and true sense of family that they
need.
Since 1984, the attorneys and social workers at Lawyers For Children have been
transforming the hopes of children in foster care into reality by providing critically needed,
top-quality legal representation and social work services. We represent children from birth to
age 25 and provide support and social work services for clients who transition out of foster
care and for whom cases are closed in the courts. The vast majority of our clients are children
from low-income families and communities of color.
Lawyers For Children gives our clients the representation and resources they deserve— a
voice in the decisions that affect them, guidance in evaluating their options and support for
the next steps in their lives. By advocating, educating and empowering, we not only
dramatically improve the lives of our clients, but compel comprehensive reform of the foster
care system as a whole.

Our Programs & Services
1. Individual Advocacy – An Interdisciplinary Approach
LFC’s interdisciplinary model includes assigning an attorney/social worker team to
advocate on behalf of every child we represent. Additionally, LFC has pioneered the Youth
Advocate model, which employs two full-time Youth Advocates who have been in foster
care themselves to help older youth navigate the child welfare system. Each LFC team
comprises of individuals with expertise in both the law and the full range of existing services
available to ensure a successful future for every one of our young clients
Since 1984, we have represented over 30,000 children in New York City court proceedings
involving: voluntary foster care placement, abuse, neglect, termination of parental rights,
adoption, guardianship, paternity, custody and visitation. We listen carefully to our clients,
help them understand their options and vigorously protect their right to a safe, secure and
supportive place to call home. For some clients, this means returning to live safely with their
families. For others, it means speeding their adoption or, for many of our clients who are
over 18, setting out on their own with the knowledge and support necessary to establish
homes, obtain jobs and embark on successful careers of their own.

Featured client: Jonathan
“I started to dress masculine and everything, so it
was just definitely out of the question for them,” our
client Jonathan shared with the New York Times,
referring to his parents when he came out as
transgender. Read his story and our advocacy. With
the help of our donors, LFC assisted Jonathan with
securing a specialized LGBTQ+ group home and
gender-affirming medical care. Now 22, he has
moved into an apartment of his own and is hoping to
become a motivational speaker for other
LGBTQ+ youth!
LGBTQ+ youth like Jonathan who face the rejection
of their families are more likely to experience
homelessness, mental health challenges, and struggle
in school. According to a recent study, over a third of
all NYC youth in foster care identify as LGBTQ+.
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2. Holistic Support & Special Projects
Over the years, LFC has added Special Projects to our programmatic portfolio to serve highrisk youth and address recurrent and complex issues including Child Sexual Abuse &
Exploitation, Immigration, Mental Health, Domestic Violence, Education Advocacy, LGBTQ
Rights, Public Policy & Special Litigation, School Suspension, Juvenile Justice, and the
Adolescents Confronting Transition.
Our largest project is the Adolescents Confronting Transition Project (ACT), which focuses
on clients ages 16-25 who are preparing to transition or have recently transitioned out of
foster care, without any family to support them. The project staff is comprised of two
attorneys, two social workers, and two youth advocates, all of whom offer highly targeted,
individualized holistic advocacy to fill critical gaps in services to help our clients graduate
from high school, attend college, find safe and affordable housing, secure the basic items
they need to live independently, have a reliable source of income, and identify an adult
resource in the community to count on for a variety of personal challenges that can impact
their emotional and physical stability.
Our Immigration Rights Project has been especially challenged over the past few years.
This project identifies youth at risk and provides immigration services to undocumented
clients including obtaining the family court orders necessary to prepare filings for Special
Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS) to the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services
(USCIS). SIJS status is available to undocumented youth in foster care or guardianship
proceedings who have been neglected or abandoned by their families. SIJS orders provide a
path to legal permanent residency, but cases have been backlogged due to the global
pandemic. This year, LFC joined the End SIJS Backlog Coalition, comprised of over 70
organizations across the country that have come together to propose a legislative fix to
ensure that children granted SIJS protection by the United States Citizenship & Immigration
Service (USCIS) aren’t at risk of removal from the United States, or faced with potential
homelessness, poverty, or an inability to attend college.
While LFC vigorously advocates for everything a child needs to be safe, healthy and
successful in court, thanks to the support of our funders and donors, we routinely step in
through our special discretionary fund in order to fill the gaps that government fails to
address, such as making sure a client has a professional outfit for a job interview, a train
ticket to spend the holidays with a relative in a neighboring state, textbooks for college, or a
simple gift for their birthday or to acknowledge a life milestone.
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3. Unwavering Advocacy During COVID-19
This past year, the COVID-19 pandemic and its harmful economic impact has continued to
place additional challenges on our clients, who are among New York City’s most vulnerable.
And while the city has begun re-opening, this too puts a strain on our workload. LFC is
preparing for an enormous backlog of cases that haven’t been heard since the onset of the
pandemic, as well as new cases and litigation to address crises that were left unaddressed
during COVID.
Despite LFC staff working remotely since March of
2020 due to the global pandemic, Lawyers For
Children remains committed to providing
representation and protection to our clients
throughout this crisis. Our tireless advocacy has
continued virtually through court proceedings and
zoom meetings with clients, and we have adapted to
meet the pressing needs of the young people we
serve. LFC has stepped in to counter the greater
difficulties experienced by our clients during this time
of uncertainty by:
•
•
•
•
•

Helping our clients to access needed educational, mental health, and reproductive
services
Pursuing successful efforts to prevent incarceration and homelessness
Increasing economic security through job readiness training and employment
opportunities
Supporting our clients with basic necessities and financial assistance as they
transition to independent living
Advocating for systemic change across the child welfare system, benefitting not only
our clients but all vulnerable youth in New York State.

Sadly, many young people in New York have dealt with the loss of a parent from COVID-19,
including several of our clients, who were featured in a New York Times article on the issue.
Those clients include brothers EJ and Kasaun, who lost their mother to COVID. Threatened
with separation, Kasaun, just 22, took custody of his 16 year old brother with special needs.
With the help of our donors and LFC’s advocacy, over $30,000 were raised to help the
brothers, and they moved into a new apartment together this past spring.
LFC has been working with a dedicated team of staff to prepare the office for re-opening
safely and effectively. As our work relies on in-person visits and interviews with clients,
returning to our physical office space is of the utmost importance. We are hoping to open our
office again as soon as possible, as long as we are able to ensure the safety and health of staff
members and visitors.
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4. Systemic Reform
In addition to direct representation of individual children, LFC is also proud to fight on the
systemic level to change the larger child welfare system to benefit the lives of all children in
foster care through class action lawsuits, collaboration with agency officials, and legislative
reform.
Our Recent Impact:
•

Ending Foster Youth Homelessness: Through our class action lawsuit filed in 2011,
D.B. v. Richter, LFC effectively stopped the NYC Administration for Children’s
Services (ACS) from discharging youth from foster care to homelessness. Following a
nationally recognized court-ordered settlement, no young person leaving care can be
discharged to homelessness or discharged without stable income or meaningful adult
connections in the community. LFC also pioneered the strategy of requiring ACS to
extend a young person’s time in foster care, beyond age 21, whenever the youth wants
and needs continued support to achieve housing, stable healthcare, a secure income
and other services they may need to succeed on their own.

•

Legislative Advocacy: LFC’s advocacy efforts contributed to the passage of several
bills in the state legislature that will protect the rights and improve the lives of older
youth. One major victory was the prohibition of handcuffs in Family Court. The
indiscriminate use of shackling by court officers had long presented a challenge to the
basic rights of young people appearing in family court. Another crucial victory for
older youth was the expansion of foster care re-entry. The passage of this bill
provides youth who left foster care at any time after age 16 with the option to return
to care, providing a much-needed safeguard against homelessness. Finally, the
legislature passed the long-awaited Preserving Family Bonds bill which, if signed by
the governor, will grant judges the discretion to allow post-termination visitation
with families of origin if it is determined to be in the youth’s best interest. Since most
youth adopted out of foster care are teenagers, this legislation will be especially
important to older youth, who often desire to maintain a connection to their birth
families.

•

Residential Treatment Center Reform: LFC continued our collaboration with the
Legal Aid Society to improve conditions for youth and end the use of prone restraints
at Residential Treatment Centers. After the tragic and unnecessary death in May 2020
of Cornelius Fredericks, a sixteen-year-old who was subjected to a prone restraint at a
congregate care facility in Michigan, LFC redoubled its efforts to ban this practice,
including a letter to Governor Cuomo and OCFS Commissioner Poole advocating the
immediate ban of prone restraints in all foster care facilities in New York. In
November 2020, OCFS announced they would move to fully ban face-down (prone)
restraints on children in foster care and acknowledged that the public response from
advocates against prone restraints greatly factored into their decision to issue this
policy change.
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Income & Expenses for Fiscal Year Ended March 31, 2020
Total Support & Revenue
Total Expenses
Program Expenses
Management & General
Fundraising
Total Net Assets

$9,054,166
$9,060,127
$7,847,357
$847,657
$365,113
$1,105,195
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