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People living with HIV/AIDS wrestle with many legal problems.  Almost everyone is concerned about discrimination and stigma, and has questions about privacy.  Many have questions about their health insurance, or how to obtain medical care if they lack health insurance.  Those who are working need help understanding and pursuing their rights in the work place, including time off from work for medical appointments and illness, and other accommodations.  Those who are too sick to work need help with disability-related public benefit programs and with private disability insurance.  More individuals are benefiting from advances in HIV treatments, yet also suffer from substantial side effects of medications and uncertainties about their longer-term prognosis.  They need help navigating Social Security’s complex return-to-work rules and the terms of their private disability insurance policies.  Individuals in same-sex or other non-traditional relationships need to safeguard their own and their families’ futures with appropriate wills, advance healthcare directives and powers of attorney.  Foreign nationals with HIV/AIDS face particular challenges obtaining relief under U.S. immigration law.    

Since 1986, Whitman-Walker Clinic Legal Services has provided pro bono legal advice and representation to many thousands of persons living with HIV/AIDS throughout the Washington metropolitan area.  Recently, we have expanded our services to HIV-negative medical clients of Whitman-Walker Clinic, and to gay, lesbian and transgender persons encountering discrimination or needing assistance with health or disability insurance, public benefits or wills and advance healthcare directives.  Over the most recent 12 months, our staff and volunteers, working out of our offices in Northwest DC and in Anacostia, assisted more than 2,000 new clients on almost 4,000 new legal matters.  Our efforts make a difference in many lives.  For instance:

· A Whitman-Walker lawyer obtained a substantial settlement for “Joe”, a federal employee living with AIDS whose medical privacy had been violated by agency officials and who had been denied a promotion for several years after disclosing his HIV status to his superiors.  The agency agreed to promote Joe and to enhance privacy safeguards. 
· A Whitman-Walker volunteer attorney obtained a grant of asylum for “Martha”, an HIV-positive national of Ethiopia.  Martha had fled to the U.S. after having been imprisoned, interrogated and beaten because she was the founder of an HIV-positive women’s support group and a member of an opposition party.  Ethiopian police had arrested Martha at her place of work and accused her of disseminating anti-government propaganda.  Over the past year, volunteer and staff lawyers have successfully represented asylum clients like Maria from 12 countries.
· Over the past year volunteer and staff attorneys provided other immigration assistance to clients from more than 40 countries in Latin America, Africa, the Caribbean and Asia.  Most of these clients needed help to obtain waivers of the HIV ban under U.S. immigration law.  Thanks to these lawyers, many families have been reunited and scores of individuals living with HIV/AIDS have obtained life-saving medical care.
· Advocacy by Whitman-Walker Legal Services kept approximately 180 HIV-positive DC residents enrolled in the DC Healthcare Alliance from having their benefits summarily terminated without proper notice.  These individuals had been transferred Medicaid to the Alliance in 2008.  In late February 2009, we learned that the Income Maintenance Administration was planning to terminate all of them at the end of the month if they had not submitted new applications to re-enroll in the Alliance – even though no termination notices had been sent and they previously had received conflicting information about whether they needed to take any action to maintain their eligibility.  Legal Services staff convinced IMA to stop the termination process.  
· In late 2008 we assisted 118 separate individuals with the year-end “open enrollment” process for the Medicare prescription drug (Part D) program – primarily through walk-in clinics staffed by volunteers from Washington law firms.  One of the many individuals we helped was “Russell”, a man living with AIDS who had signed up for a Part D plan on his own.  The plan he had chosen was charging him $430/month for just one of the anti-HIV drugs he was taking.  We enrolled him in a different plan and signed him up for other assistance that will reduce his monthly out of pocket costs to just $6.  Another client, “Justin”, will save more than $13,000 this year in out-of-pocket costs.    

· “Frank” came to us after he was laid off from his restaurant job.  He could not afford to continue his health insurance under COBRA, which cost almost $500 a month.  Frank did not know that DC has a program that pays the COBRA premiums of people with HIV/AIDS.  With our help, Frank was able to keep his insurance, which he has been using for much-needed health care and mental health counseling.  Over the 12 months we saved the health insurance of 38 individuals and families in similar circumstances.

· Volunteer lawyers rushed to the hospital bedside of “Rea”, a mother of four children who was scheduled for surgery.  They helped her execute a standby guardianship for her children, an advance healthcare directive and other planning documents, and also worked with her to submit an application for SSI disability benefits.  Rea had been raising her children in a home without heat, phone or even a stove because she was too sick to work and had no other income.  Rea received SSI and she and her children are now living in much-improved conditions.  In the most recent 12 months, volunteer lawyers have helped 58 people like Rea execute wills, powers of attorney and advance medical directives, sometimes meeting with clients at their homes or in their hospital rooms.  
Our work is only possible because of the generous financial support of the Washington legal community.  If you would like any additional information about our program or how you might become more involved, please contact Dan Bruner, Legal Services Director, at (202) 939-7628 or dbruner@wwc.org.
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