
Equal Justice Journal
The

SUMMER 2019

ISSUE

02

It only took a few days for Brigitte 
Mullin and her family to lose everything. 
They left their Bellevue mobile home at 
Paradise Lakes on March 15. When they 
returned, their belongings were ruined 
and the house was condemned. Early-

spring flooding brought water as high 
as their home’s roof, and by the time 
they were allowed back, everything they 
owned was riddled with mold. 

“It’s tough because now the kids 
don’t have anything,” Mullin said. 

“When we got here everything was 
already moldy.”

As if losing her home and posses-
sions were not enough, Mullin is fighting 
to receive her $1,150 security deposit 

This spring’s historic flooding in 
Nebraska affected thousands across the 
state, causing millions of dollars in dam-
age. Legal Aid’s Disaster Relief Project 
immediately got to work, offering free 
legal assistance for low-income survi-
vors of Nebraska’s floods, through both 
online resources and a network of trained 
volunteer lawyers across the state. 

Most low-income flood survivors 
are without adequate insurance, have 
limited resources, and lack knowledge 
of their options.  
Housing, jobs, 
utilities, health 
care, and trans-
portation can have 
setbacks, some 
of which may not 
even arise until 
weeks or months after the disaster. The 
Disaster Relief Project attended Multi-
Agency Resource Centers (MARCs) in 
Wood River, Fremont, Valley, Niobrara, 

Columbus, Dannebrog, 
and Bellevue. While at the 
MARCs, staff spoke to flood 
survivors, distributed infor-
mation about the Disaster 
Relief Hotline and other 
disaster resources, and 
processed applications for assistance.

“Disaster legal services are incred-
ibly important in long-term recovery after 
a disaster,” said Shirley Peng, Disaster 
Relief Project managing attorney. “Legal 

Aid of Nebraska 
has been work-
ing hard with the 
disaster recovery 
teams in the state 
to make sure 
people are aware 
of our services and 

are able to reach out for guidance in the 
recovery process.”  

Legal Aid has processed 281 ap-
plications for disaster relief assistance. 

Disaster survivors can apply 
through the Disaster Relief 
Hotline at 1-844-268-5627 or 
at LawHelpNE.org. 

The Rural Response Ho-
tline, staffed by Legal Aid’s 
Farm and Ranch Project 

Manager Michelle Soll, has also seen 
an uptick in calls. The hotline offers 
financial and legal resources, helping 
over 225 farm and ranch families af-
fected by the floods and blizzards that 
hit Nebraska in March.

“We expect our numbers to increase 
as our farmers and ranchers were hit at 
such a trying time with financial distress 
already being a concern,” Soll said.

Legal Aid is grateful to all of the at-
torneys who have volunteered to provide 
pro bono legal assistance to disaster 
victims. To find out more about being a 
volunteer lawyer with the Disaster Relief 
Project, visit disaster.legalaidofnebraska.
com/volunteer

Disaster Relief Project steps up for flood survivors

Paradise  Lakes residents turn to Legal Aid after flood
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Rampaging 
floodwater accom-
panied by a “bomb-
cyclone” blizzard – 
Nebraska got hit like 
almost never before 
this spring, and so 
many Nebraskans 
rose up to help their traumatized neigh-
bors, from bottled water to sandbag-
ging to a place to stay. 

This was so true as well for Ne-
braska’s legal profession, as attorneys, 
law students, court officials, and legal 
staff all across the state asked “what 
can we do to help?”  Legal Aid’s Disaster 
Relief Project was right there for them 
from day one, mobilizing along with our 
legal partners’ helpful resources and 
advice long planned and trained for. As 
the hard road to full recovery has be-
gun, Legal Aid will continue to be there, 
with staff and volunteers making sure 
our low-income clients can best face 
and overcome the long-term recovery 
challenges ahead. We will keep asking 
“how can we help”— join us!

Creighton Law School honored Legal 
Aid’s own Muirne Heaney, Access to Jus-
tice Managing 
Attorney, at 
their Pro Bono 
Luncheon, 
where the 
first annual 
“Muirne G. Heaney Innovative Service in 
the Public Interest Award” was presented. 
The award is given to a student or to a 
student organization for the meaningful 
expansion of an existing pro bono project, 
or the creation of a new pro bono project. 
Congratulations, Muirne!

Legal Aid’s Lincoln office held an 

open house for the community to see the 
new space and meet the staff on April 
25. Thank you to everyone who attended! 
Lincoln staff is glad to be back in the Ter-
minal Building and is enjoying the modern 
design and functionality.

Muirne Heaney, Access to Justice/
Clean Slate Project Managing Attorney, 
testified before the Nebraska Advisory 
Committee to the U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights about the adequacy of mental 
health care in Nebraska for incarcerated 
individuals. She spoke about barriers 
ex-offenders face upon leaving prison 
with respect to employment, housing, and 
access to their families 
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Legal Aid of Nebraska co-hosted 
its first Lawyers on the Prairie event 
April 27 with the Nebraska State Bar 
Association’s Volunteer Lawyers Project 
(VLP). Legal Aid and VLP employees 
joined local attorneys, law students from 
Creighton Law School and the University 
Nebraska-Lincoln, and staff from the De-
partment of Justice to provide each client 
with prompt legal services regarding legal 
issues such as housing, family law, and 
immigration. Translation services were 
also offered, which was greatly appreci-
ated by those in attendance. One of the 

Lawyers on the Prairie a success

guests said, “Never have I felt so under-
stood and heard.” 

The response for Lawyers on the 
Prairie was so overwhelming that guests 
were already asking when the next event 
would be. Check Legal Aid’s website for 
upcoming clinics. 

Thank you to all of the pro bono at-
torneys who helped with this event!

YES! I/We want to support the mission of Legal Aid of Nebraska. Please count on 
my/our help in furthering the ideal of equal justice for all by providing quality 
free civil legal services to Nebraska’s low-income individuals and families.
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209 S. 19th St.
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are tax deductible 
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from Paradise Lakes. Fortunately, Mullin 
saw a Facebook post from another 
Paradise Lakes resident about Legal Aid 
of Nebraska’s Disaster Relief Project. 
Mullin called the hotline and is working 
with a Legal Aid attorney to get back the 
money she is owed. She said Paradise 
Lakes is also continuing to charge her 
for a storage unit she can no longer use. 

The security deposit is important to 
Mullin because it cost her family almost 
$4,000 to move and she lost a lot of 
hours at work – her office was adjacent 
to Paradise Lakes and also flooded.

“It would help a lot to get the money 
back because we have so many people 
to take care of,” Mullin said. “There’s stuff 
we still need.”

Mullin is one of many displaced 
Paradise Lakes residents who have 
become Legal Aid clients because of 
issues regarding deposits, prepaid rent, 
and property removal costs. The Disas-
ter Relief Project and Housing Justice 

Project are teaming up to manage these 
flooding cases. 

“Natural disasters are difficult to 
predict, but even when disaster strikes, 
landlords still have an obligation to their 
tenants,” said Scott Mertz, Housing 
Justice Project managing attorney. “It is 
essential that even in the worst circum-
stances, tenants like Brigitte have their 
rights recognized by their landlords and 
protected in a court of law.”

Mullin says the most frustrating 
aspect of the ordeal has been the lack 
of communication from Paradise Lakes. 
Due to the inadequate response, Legal 
Aid has stepped up to help tenants like 
Mullin enforce their rights. 
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Donate!
You can help Brigitte and others like 
her by making a gift to Legal Aid of 
Nebraska at: legalaidofnebraska.
thankyou4caring.org

Paradise Lakes Continued from page 1

Legal Aid of Nebraska held Set Aside 
and Record Sealing clinics April 6 in both 
Omaha and Lincoln. Volunteer attorneys, 
Legal Aid attorneys, and volunteer paralegals 
provided guidance to individuals with old 
criminal charges or convictions that have 
stopped them from gaining access to hous-
ing, jobs, public benefits, and education. 

“Generally, these are minor offenses that 
were committed when the clients were on 
the cusp of adulthood, and so were charged 
as adults, but they were kids,” said Clean 
Slate Project Managing Attorney Muirne 
Heaney. “Then the conviction interferes with 
their abilities to find entry level work at a nurs-
ing facility, the schools, hospitals…It haunts 
them for the rest of their lives.” 

While one may assume a dismissed 
charge is not as harmful as a conviction, that 
is not always the case. When people learn 
how to get their records sealed, the likelihood 
of gaining employment is increased. 

“This opportunity for a second chance is 
our main goal,” Heaney said. “For Legal Aid to 
succeed in its mission of providing equal jus-
tice to all, this is just one of many examples 
of how we cater to that goal.”

These efforts represent a collaboration 
between Legal Aid, the law firm of Husch 
Blackwell, Creighton University Law School 
Clinic, the University of Nebraska Civil 
Clinic, the Nebraska State Bar Association’s 
Volunteer Lawyers Project and others. Legal 
Aid staff and volunteers provided legal as-
sistance in 154 different sealing and/or set 
aside cases.

Omaha, Lincoln offer  
second chance through set 
asides, record sealings 

In May, Legal Aid 
of Nebraska and Film 
Streams collaborated on 
a free screening of the 
film “Highway of Tears,” 
which focuses on Native 
American women who have gone miss-
ing along a remote stretch of highway in 
British Colombia, Canada. Unfortunately, 
many of these cases also occur in the 
United States, and like Canada, many 
have gone unsolved. Even with some 
cases closed, many of the tribes still find 
it hard to heal from the wounds of their 
young women disappearing. 

Following the screening was a 
panel discussion which included Judi 
gaiashkibos (Ponca Tribe of Nebraska), 
Executive Director of the Nebraska 
Commission on Indian Affairs, and 
Lorene Thomas (Santee Sioux Tribe 
of Nebraska), who has well over a 
decade’s worth of experience working 

in domestic violence 
and sexual assault 
prevention. The panel 
was moderated by Kirby 
Williams, Legal Aid’s Na-
tive American Program 

outreach coordinator. 
During the panel, gaiashkibos 

noted that 71 percent of the Native 
population lives in urban areas.

“This is not just a reservation 
problem, but rather a societal problem,” 
she said. 

According to Williams, more than 
four in five Natives, both women and 
men, will experience violence in their 
lifetime.  56 percent of Native women 
will experience violence in a given year 
and 55 percent of Native women will 
experience sexual assault or violence 
by an intimate partner.  This is more 
than any other race or ethnicity group 
in the U.S.

Film Streams, Legal Aid collaborate
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WE 
MAKE 
EQUAL 
JUSTICE 
HAPPEN

Check out Legal Aid employees engaged with their communities across Nebraska 
to spread the word of equal justice.

Legal Aid of Nebraska raised $20,062 
during four Nebraska giving days in May: 
North Platte Giving Day, Go Big Give 
(Grand Island), Omaha Gives!, and Give 
to Lincoln Day. Those donations will be 
matched by an anonymous donor for over 
$40,000 in funds for Legal Aid! Thank you 
to everyone who donated or participated 
in giving day activities. We could not have 
done it without YOU! 

Throughout May, Legal Aid’s social 
media accounts featured employees’ 
pets sporting a Legal Aid bandana. From 
cats to dogs to chickens, there are plenty 
of contenders for the 
next Equal Justice 
Hero mascot. You can 
vote for your favorite 
on Legal Aid’s Face-
book page before 
July 31. 

Thank  you!
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Legal Aid of Nebraska is partially funded with federal monies appropriated to the Legal Services Corporation 
and distributed throughout the United States to programs based upon the state’s poverty population.  As 
a condition of receiving these funds, Legal Aid is precluded, by federal regulation, from participating in any 
activity prohibited by either the LSC Act or by P.L. 104-304.  
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