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FLAP takes on scales of justice

B The legal system can be a scary
proposition, if you've never
had contact with it. But attor-
neys from throughout the met-
ropolitan area are making it
user friendly for the victims of
domestic violence through a
new program offered by First
Step, western Wayne's domes-
tic violence program.

By Sue Masox
STAFF WRITER

Judy Ellis doesn’t
mind creating a
FLAP. Neither dues
Gerard Mantese. In
fact, they've found a
number of attorneys
in the metropolitan arca that are of the
same apinion.

FLAP, according to Noah Webster, is
to become excited or confused. Ellis,
Mantese and company are excited, but
forget the confusion. There's none of
that when it comes to the First Step Le-
gal Advocacy Program, better known as
FLAP.

Ellis is executive director of First
Step, First Step, western Wayne Coun-
ty’s  project on domestic violence;
Mantese is an attorney with the firm of
Honigman, Miller, Schwarz and Cohn.
Together with Kelly Machado, an attor-
ney and president of First Step's board
of directors, and advecate Kisa Kunitz,
they came up with a three-phase pro-
gram to provide legal assistance for
battered women.

The program addresses an issue that
surfaced in study by the Michigan Su-
preme Court two years ago. Women
don’t have equal representation in the
courtroom.

“We've known lor years that the vic-
tims coming to us need care and sup-
port in the legal system,” Ellis said. “A
lot of women don't know their rights; o
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Planning Session: Attorneys Rosanne Less (from left) and Gerard Mantese, First Step executive
director Judy Ellis and attorney David C. Brown prepare for Saturduy’s training session for
volunteers attorneys involved in the First Step Legul Advocacy Program.

lot only know what they hear from oth-
ers.

“And let's face it, the criminal justice
system is frightening in and of itsell.”

By placing ads in several legal jour-
nals, including the Michigan Bar Juur-
nal, Mantese, as the FLAP voordinator,
lined up 53 aworneys from 33 law {irms
throughout Wayne and Oakland coun-
ties to provide pro bono {free) services
to clients of First Step.

Overwhelming response

“The response wus ovverwhelming,”
Mantese said. “Attorneys from small
and large firms signed up. Most don't
practice in the area, bul wanted w
help.”

An expertise in family law wasn’t a
requirement to join the programn; in fact,
the attorneys’ buckgrounds are as var-
ied as the areas they come [rom.
Mantese, tor example, specializes on
commercial litigation, Machado in im-
migration and labor law.

Working with attorneys Rosanne
Less and David Brown who are experts
in fumily law, Mantese developed a
training seminar for the volunteer attor-
neys to prepare them for the work.
There also are 3-4 family law pract-
tioners available to serve as mentors for
the volunteer:

“The attorneys are sensitive Lo issue
of domestic violence and their training
is to help them understand what survi-
vors have been through and what they
face,” Mantese said.

“We want the attorneys 1o identify
with First Step; we want them to know
our goals and believe what we doing and
whiat the sttt is doing,” Ellis added.

Volunteers are asked to work a mini-
mum of 10 hours a year. Cases are as-
signed on a rotating basis and vulun-
teers work one case at a time.

In phases

la anticipation of a flood of requests
from First Step clients lor legal assist-
unce, FLAP is being phased in. The
first phase involved the set-up of walk-
in clinics the first and third Thursdays
of the mounth at the Chureh of the Holy
Spirit in Livenia and First Step's office
in Southgate.

Currently, the attorney provide legal
counseling and belp clients obtain re-
straining orders, injunetivns and simple
divorees — no children. Saturday they
will be meet to discuss the start of the
second phase — handling more compli-
cated divorees, custody cases and relut-
ed matters, Mantese would like t be in
the position to assign more complex
cases beginning in July.

The third phase is to work on chang-
ing the institutions and systems which
deal with batterings and rape to in-
crease the effectiveness of the eriminal
justice system'’s response to  those
crimes,

Anywhere from 5-10 women show up
at the clinics on a given evening and the
questions they field are “extremely var-
ied,” Mantese said.

“They point out the basic lack ol in-
formation women have about their
rights,” he said. “They come in feeling
powerless, but with the clinies they can
ask questions without fear. They get
solid infurmation, feel they've been
heard and empowered.

“And the legal knowledge they pet
from the dlinic carries over into their
tives:They feel more in control of their

destiny.”

Ellis and Mantese agree that busi
ness will boom with the start of the sec-
ond phase and ure hoping tu attract
more attorneys and financial support
tur FLAP. Currently, the program is ab-
sorbing the costs ol such things and
court {ilings and depositions.

Support needed

First Step has written some grant re-
quests and the amount of money FLAP
attracts will “detennine how quickly
and heavily we jump into the more eoin-
plex cases,” LEllis said. Ideally, she
would like to have enough money (o
hire o staffer to schedule the clinies,
truck cases and reeruit even mure attor-
neys.

A step in that direetion is coming
{rom the State Bur, which has provided
plenty of advice and guidance. The Bar
is lovking at FLAP us a model for simi-
lar programs in the state and is about 1o
vertify it as a pro hono association, EHis
said.

»This can be exciting fur an attorney
because you can help chunge a person’s
lite and broaden your knowledge,”
Mantese said, “It's a way of having an
impact, especially if you're Jooking fur
important litigation where you can get
invalved.

“] handle my first restraining order
for the program and for me, it was very
rewarding.”

Attorneys interested in helping the
First Step Legal Advocacy Program can
call Ellis at 525-2230 or Mantese at
256-7705. And they'll get sumething in
return,

“We can promise them a rewareding
experienee;” Eilis said.




