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EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S LETTER 

 

 

Dear Foundation Volunteers and Supporters: 

 

What a challenging, yet rewarding, year this has been.  In the midst of much social and political 

turmoil, our clients have been detrimentally impacted.  Those of meager means have been directly 

affected by funding cuts to programs that have for years have kept them safe, healthy and with 

hope for access to legal representation.  Despite both the actual and proposed cuts, we and our 

partners are seeking ways to ensure that we can meet the needs of our beloved community. 

 

While our mission is to ensure that those who both have the greatest need and are at the greatest 

risk have equal access to the justice system, our most valuable resource is our volunteers.  I would 

like to thank the nearly 400 of you for your dedication to this important effort.  For decades you 

have lead the charge to give back through generous donations of your time and expertise, thus 

changing lives by the thousands.  I am truly inspired by your commitment and hope that you will 

continue to support our efforts to protect and strengthen families in our community. 

 

Our special programs - the Guardian Ad Litem Project, the Temporary Protective Order Project, 

the Probate Information Center and the Consumer Education Clinic on Debt Collection – are 

examples of ways that you have helped us to respond to the growing needs of our DeKalb 

County’s most vulnerable population.  Your ongoing engagement will be critical as we explore 

avenues to expand our reach. 

 

I am excited about our continued work as a collective and look forward to welcoming new 

volunteers and supporters to join the ranks.  The success of our partnerships to date clearly reflects 

that, together, we have the potential to make a tremendous difference.  I and the Board of Directors 

are committed to the growth of the Foundation in serving the community, the volunteers and the 

judicial system. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Toni Roberts 

Executive Director 



-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SERVICE DELIVERY 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

  

DeKalb Volunteer Lawyers Foundation exists solely for the purpose of providing legal services to 

those in need.  Our commitment to our clients is to ensure that they receive the highest quality 

representation, in spite of their lack of resources to retain attorneys.  DVLF assisted 411 clients 

total in all its programs in the 2017-18 fiscal year.  Our report is as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Created in 1982, DVLF has assisted more than 12,300 low income citizens with their civil legal 

needs through its various programs.  Of those assisted, more than 8460 were referred to private 

attorneys for assistance with divorce, child support, child custody, wills, bankruptcies, consumer 

law issues, social security, employment problems, tax problems, real estate issues and other 

problems.  The remaining clients have been assisted by our various special projects or were given 

advice or assistance by our in-house staff.  

 

 

 

 

 

Referrals to Private Bar:  101 

 

Special Projects 

TPO Project 149 

Probate Information Center 55 

 

In-House Cases  

Advise and Counsel 0 

Advocacy 0 

 

Debt Collection Clinic 106 

 

Total Clients Assisted in FY17-18 411 



REFERRAL TO PRIVATE BAR 

  

Clients of the Foundation must first qualify for services.  All clients are screened to determine their 

eligibility.  The Executive Director oversees all screening and personally conducts most of the in-

house interviews.  Clients must be no more than 75% over Federal Poverty guidelines and must 

have a non fee-generating civil legal problem.  In the 2006 fiscal year, the income guidelines were 

increased from 45% over the Federal Poverty Guidelines to 75% over the federal guidelines in an 

effort to serve more clients.  Types of cases accepted have been prioritized by the Board of 

Directors.  During FY 2017-18, the Foundation screened 462 clients for eligibility.  Of the 462 

clients who called for assistance, 411 were assisted in some manner.  A total of 101 of these clients 

completed the process and were referred to private attorneys.  In addition, clients were assisted by 

staff advice or advocacy.  The report for FY2017-18 of clients referred to the private bar is as 

follows:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Referrals to Private Bar 
 
Bankruptcy      23 
Guardian Ad Litem    21 
Domestic Relations    30 
Wills and Estates      9 
Social Security      4 
Mentor       4 
Debtor/Creditor      0 
Miscellaneous      2 
Real Estate          1 
General Litigation      0 
Landlord/Tenant      7 
Employment      0 
Tax Problems      0 
Total             101 

 



  

SPECIAL PROJECTS OF THE FOUNDATION 

   
 

TEMPORARY PROTECTIVE ORDER PROJECT 

 

Beginning in March 2004, the Magistrate Court of DeKalb County, under the leadership of the 

Honorable Winston Bethel, began handling most of the stalking and family violence cases for eight 

of the Superior Court judges.  Now, all ten of the Superior Court judges participate in the program.  

The magistrate judges meet with the petitioners and issue the ex parte orders.  The cases are then 

set down for a second hearing on Tuesday or Wednesday of each week before a Magistrate Court 

judge who is sitting by designation for the Superior Court judge to whom the case is assigned. 

 

In January 2005, the Foundation began a pilot project using six carefully selected attorneys to cover 

the calendar calls and represent petitioners if the respondent was represented by an attorney. The 

pilot TPO Project was to determine if assisting victims of domestic violence on short notice would 

be feasible and effective. The project attorneys would meet briefly with the client and then either 

negotiate a consent order or conduct a hearing. The goal of the project is to level the playing field 

for victims of domestic violence.  Often, the abuser has financial control of the family unit and is 

more able to hire representation.  The pilot project was so successful that the Foundation has 

continued the TPO Project for 13 years.  During FY 2017-18, 149 clients were assisted by TPO 

Project attorneys.  In its 14-year history, the project has assisted 1253 individuals and covered 

approximately 1470 court calendars. 

 

GUARDIAN AD LITEM PROJECT 

 

After 24 years in operation, it is clear that the Guardian Ad Litem (GAL) Project provides a valuable 

service to the DeKalb County community.  Contested custody cases are, without a doubt, one of 

the toughest kinds of cases that a lawyer can handle whether as an adversary or a guardian. These 

dedicated volunteers often spend over 100 hours working on these complicated cases interviewing 

family members, witnesses, school teachers, therapists, and most importantly, the children. Since 

the project began, guardians ad litem have been placed by the Foundation in over 746 cases. This 

year, 21 were handled. 

 

PROBATE INFORMATION CENTER 

 

The Probate Information Center (“PIC”) began in February of 2007.  The Probate Information 

Center assists individuals who meet eligibility requirements with cases in the following areas: Years 

Support Petitions, No Administration Necessary Petitions, Probate of Simple Wills, and 

Administration of Estates (including duties of personal representative, debt issues, and title to real 

estate.)  DVLF recruited attorneys with experience with wills and estates to provide 45-minute 

consultations, free of charge, regarding a probate of the estate of a person who died while a resident 

of DeKalb County.  This service is only available to individuals who do not currently have an 

attorney representing them. The clients, who are generally referred by the probate court, meet with 

the volunteer attorneys, by appointment only, in a space provided by the court. The program was 

slow to start; however, 55 clients were assisted in the 2017-18 fiscal year. 

  



 

BANKRUPTCY INITIATIVE 

 

In recent years, it has become increasingly difficult to find volunteers willing to represent pro bono 

clients in bankruptcy court due to changes to the United States Bankruptcy Code.  These changes 

increased the personal liabilities and responsibilities for attorneys representing clients under 

Chapter 7 or Chapter 13 causing many attorneys to withdraw from the panel. In fiscal year 2009, 

DVLF was only able to place three cases with the few attorneys that remained.  At the same time 

this resource was shrinking, the demand from clients for assistance with a personal bankruptcy 

greatly increased.  The Foundation forged a partnership with the bankruptcy firm of Clark & 

Washington, and an agreement was reached in which it would handle Chapter 7 bankruptcies 

referred by the Foundation under two conditions: that the client is seeking a Chapter 7 bankruptcy 

and he/she is able to pay the court filing fees. 

 

In FY 2017-18, the Foundation has been able to assist 23 clients who needed to file bankruptcy.  

Case priorities have been adjusted to allow more clients to qualify for services; and, the number of 

clients assisted has doubled over prior fiscal years.  Clark and Washington has even begun to refer 

clients to the Foundation to determine if they are eligible for assistance.  The Foundation is grateful 

for the assistance of Clark and Washington and hopes to begin collaborations with other law firms 

in the near future. 

 

 

 

CONSUMER EDUCATION CLINIC ON DEBT COLLECTION 

 

The Debt Collection Defense Clinic began in February 2012 and has been extremely successful.  

During FY 2017-18, 106 clients were served, for a total of 624 clients served since the clinic began.   

The clinic is staffed by volunteer consumer law attorneys who start by giving the group of attendees 

a brief explanation of rights, procedures and best practices when they have been sued in connection 

with a debt.  Then the attorneys meet, one on one, for about fifteen minutes and give individual 

advice on how to answer and what to expect.  Several of the volunteers continue to represent some 

of the clients on a pro bono basis.  Volunteer attorneys Griffin Bell, III and his law partner Daniel 

Seelos have spearheaded the effort and coordinate the volunteers, flyers, and schedule. 

 

 

.



---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

RECRUITMENT AND FINANCES          
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Recruitment 

 

The heart of the Foundation is, clearly, the volunteers.   Recruiting and maintaining volunteers is 

one of our top priorities.   

 

The Executive Director attends many DeKalb Bar Association functions in order to recruit from its 

membership and maintain contact with the members who are already on the panel.   These functions 

provide many opportunities for the Foundation to meet informally with its volunteer attorneys and 

to make appropriate presentations. The opportunities provided by the DeKalb Bar Association are 

invaluable to the Foundation.  

 

The Executive Director is also a member of the DeKalb Lawyers Association (DLA).  Recognizing 

that DeKalb County is the state’s most diverse county, Ms. Roberts is keenly aware of the 

importance of engaging members of the legal community of cultures and ethnicities represented by 

our clients.  The President of DLA has been very receptive to the idea of collaborating with the 

Foundation and has allowed Ms. Roberts to make presentations at several of its general body 

meetings as a means of recruiting new volunteers. 

 

This year, the Foundation forged a new partnership with the Georgia Association of Black Women 

Attorneys (GABWA).  Understanding the breadth and width of GABWA’s reach in the community, 

the Executive Director was very intentional about joining forces with GABWA to create new 

opportunities for both its members to participate, as well as for citizens to receive much-needed 

services.  A member of GABWA’s executive team now has a standing director position on the 

Foundation’s board. 

 

Through each of these partnerships come new volunteers. In addition, the Foundation’s website 

offers an opportunity for prospective volunteers to submit an application of interest.   

  

Finances 

 

Since its creation in 1982, the Foundation has been receiving filing fees from the State Court of 

DeKalb County which funded the majority of the Foundation's operations.  In 2001, the Foundation 

began to receive $2.00 per civil filing instead of $1.50 per filing from the State Court of DeKalb 

County and, for the first time, $3.00 per civil filing in the Magistrate Court of DeKalb County. 

Increases in the filing fees for the State Court of DeKalb County has caused fewer cases to be filed 

in State Court and more to be filed in Magistrate Court.  Unfortunately, due to a legislative change, 

the Foundation no longer receives fees from cases involving abandoned motor vehicles, which has 

caused a more than $10,000 decrease in filing fees received.   In addition to the filing fees received 

in FY 2017-18, approximately $2,075.00 was received in administrative fees from the Guardian Ad 

Litem Program.  These administrative fees are used to offset the postage, copy and form printing 

costs of that program. 



--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

STAFF 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Executive Director 

 

Toni Roberts became Executive Director of the Foundation in June of 2015.  Ms. Roberts is 

responsible for day to day operations as well as all executive administration functions of the 

Foundation.  In addition to her other responsibilities and duties as Executive Director, Ms. Roberts 

oversees the Guardian ad Litem Project and the TPO project, as well as the Foundation’s 

involvement in the Probate Information Center Project and the Consumer Education Clinic on 

Debt Collection.  Ms. Roberts has focused an extensive amount of her time on the issues 

surrounding of victims of domestic violence.  She has coordinated legal representation for 

hundreds of survivors seeking civil protective orders and provided one-on-one advocacy and safety 

planning to help survivors with danger assessments.  Ms. Roberts has served on the Fulton County 

Domestic Violence Task Force and currently serves on the Executive Committee of the DeKalb 

County Domestic Violence Task Force.  Her prior experience of assisting with the creation of an 

office dedicated to providing wrap-around services to victims of domestic violence – from safety 

planning to legal representation – is a tremendous resource as we explore opportunities to expand 

the Foundation’s services to victims here in DeKalb County.  

 

Glenith Williams is a native of St. Vincent, USVI, who spent the last 11 years in London.  There 

she received her law degree, with honors, from University of East London.  In 2015, she moved to 

Atlanta and immediately embarked upon service to the community.  She began her work as a 

volunteer with Georgia Innocence Project and, shortly thereafter, became an intern at Keith Adams 

& Associates, LLC.  She was sworn into the New York Bar in June, 2016, and in August, the 

Foundation was lucky enough to bring her onboard.  She has not yet taken the Bar here in Georgia, 

however, she brings tremendous energy, enthusiasm, passion and perspective to the office by 

conducting client interviews and managing the placement of all domestic, bankruptcy, 

wills/estates, and general litigation cases.   

 

Cherita Jackson works part-time and provides client screening in addition to overseeing case 

placement, and all related administrative tasks, associated with the TPO Project, the Guardian Ad 

Litem Project and the Probate Information Clinic.  Ms. Jackson has a background in finance, 

having been an accounting manager, then CFO, of an architectural design firm for over 20 years.  

Ms. Jackson, therefore, is able to provide invaluable knowledge and input in that area.  The 

Foundation is fortunate to have found an employee with her background and qualifications. 

 

DVLF has had the pleasure of working with Georgia State University’s Federal Work Study 

Program for three years now.  Deja Rozier, a senior majoring in English has been working at the 

Foundation for two years and has just taken the LSAT.  We are proud of this partnership and the 

ongoing opportunities it will create for the students and for DVLF. 

 

The Foundation’s small size and budget considerations have made it difficult, if not impossible, to 

offer health benefits to its employees in the past.  As a result, finding qualified permanent full-

time employees has been difficult.  Thankfully, the Foundation has been able to provide health and 

dental insurance coverage for both of the administrative assistants since the 2013-14 fiscal year. 


