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As we emerge from pandemic era operations and come to terms with the "new normal", we are moving
forward with lessons learned about our resilience as an organization, but more importantly, a new level
of admiration and respect for the resilience of the people we serve. The pandemic pulled back the
curtain on the glaring disparities in our communities and systems to care for and include the most
vulnerable amongst us. And while temporary measures were put into place to avoid catastrophic
consequences resulting from job loss, education disruptions, food insecurity, and housing instability,
many of the stop-gap measures have ended or will be ending soon. 

The impact on SMRLS has been both measurable and anecdotal. First, the numbers. SMRLS opened
11,325 new cases last year which is a 14% increase over the previous year, and the number of cases
closed in 2022 was up 16%. Our housing cases saw the largest increase, 28%, over the previous year
and the Education Legal Advocacy Project saw an increase in cases of 25%. Both are directly related to
the longer-term impacts of Covid. Time after time our clients tell us how our advocacy has changed
their lives, how they felt heard for the first time, and that they felt respected and valued. 

Along with this growth, we have identified opportunities to increase capacity, accessibility, and
outreach. Projects slated for 2023 include an overhaul of our website to improve the user experience
and create a destination for information and access to services, increasing our use of social media to
reach more people and build SMRLS public profile, and utilizing technology to provide a user-friendly
way for clients to provide feedback about their experiences with SMRLS. 

As always, our dedicated staff and volunteers continue to do more than ever. Legal aid remains a
frontline service, required for many low-income Minnesotans to keep food on the table and a roof over
their heads. We still work each day to keep survivors free from their abusers, to make services and
therapies accessible to children, and to make services and therapies accessible to children, and to make
benefits accessible to those who need them.

We are meeting the increased demand head-on, thanks to the support of our community partners,
donors, volunteers, and staff. We could not continually pivot, recreate, and grow without the support of
each one of you. I humbly thank you for your support in 2022 and beyond. 

SMRLS CEO RECOGNIZED FOR
15 YEARS OF SERVICE IN ROLE
In September of 2022, SMRLS CEO Jessie Nicholson attended

LSC's Executive Director Conference in Washington, DC. At their
awards dinner, Jessie was recognized for her 15 years of service

as SMRLS' CEO. We are grateful to have a leader who is so
dedicated to SMRLS and the clients we serve.

 A NOTE FROM SMRLS CEO JESSIE NICHOLSON



INTRODUCTION
Southern Minnesota Regional Legal Services provides free, high-quality legal help to low-
income people in critical civil matters. For 113 years, we've helped individuals and families
secure and protect their basic needs, maintaining freedom from hunger, homelessness,
sickness, and abuse. Because, justice matters.

MISSION STATEMENT
To provide a full range of high quality legal services to low-income persons and eligible
client groups in civil matters, in a respectful manner which enables clients to (1) enforce
their legal rights; (2) obtain effective access to the courts, administrative agencies and
forums which constitute our system of justice; (3) maintain freedom from hunger,
homelessness, sickness and abuse; (4) empower persons and assure equal opportunity,
thus, helping people to help themselves and become economically self-reliant, to the
extent their individual abilities and circumstances permit.

SMRLS, through a diverse, respectful and fair working environment, and legal assistance
and community education activities, promotes and respects the dignity of low-income
persons and seeks new and effective solutions to the critical and common legal problems
of low-income persons which arise in a broad community context.

The 16th annual Social Justice: Uncorked was held on Thursday,
August 4th at The Depot in downtown Minneapolis. Guests enjoyed
wine tasting, live music, silent and live auctions, and connecting with
friends and supporters of SMRLS. This event was a record breaking
success! We raised a total of $214,765!
Pictured here is Steve Yoch, who has been volunteering with SMRLS
since 1989. He shared a few of the cases he's worked on over the
years that have had a lasting impact on him. 

We held our annual Fall Appreciation Luncheon on Tuesday,
November 22nd at the InterContinental in downtown Saint Paul.
Our keynote speaker for the event was Emily Baxter, executive
director of the nonprofit We Are All Criminals. She gave an
enlightening address regarding the consequences of
incarceration and a criminal record in the United States

The 19th Annual Lawyers on Ice hockey fundraiser was held on
Monday, January 31st at the Xcel Energy Center. 60 attorneys and
professionals from the Twin Cities came together to play a friendly
hockey tournament once again to raise money for SMRLS. Together,
we raised over $10,000 for legal aid in Minnesota.
A special thank you to CLA member, Mike O'Neill (Martin
& Squires) for organizing this event year after year!

2022 EVENTS RECAP



IN THEIR OWN WORDS
We asked our staff in each unit to share trends, challenges, and successes they experienced in 2022. 

Immigration
In 2022, we saw an increase in our naturalization clients' medical waivers getting denied for various reasons, some
for very technical reasons but some for very subjective reasons. This impacted our disabled non-English clients who
were receiving SSI and/or were at risk of getting cutoff from SSI. It also took more resources for an attorney to file a
motion to appeal the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services' (USCIS) decision to deny a client's
naturalization application because of the officer's incorrect medical waiver rejections. The pandemic exacerbated
this, because some of our disabled clients were high-risk, so having to leave their homes to see their psychologists
for unnecessary additional evaluations puts them at greater risk of getting sick.

Healthcare-Legal Partnership
We created a partnership with Catholic Charities to assist a client in receiving some rental assistance. Anyone who lives
in southern Minnesota and has a child under 12 months is eligible to receive one-time financial assistance through this
program. Our staff also created a partnership with Phalen Village and our attorneys conducted a training there for staff
and providers about how HLP works. 

Agricultural Worker Project
The AWP has been collaborating with community partners to address labor trafficking. Our relationship with the North
Dakota Human Trafficking Task Force (NDHTTF) has been strengthening for the past couple of years. A joint outreach
trip to Western North Dakota occured in June.  A joint outreach trip occurred in Eastern North Dakota in September
2022, too. The AWP has also worked with the Southwest Crisis Center (SWCC) - based in Worthington, MN - to provide
legal information to communities through targeted outreach to areas with suspected labor trafficking issues. Overall,
the AWP had a another impactful year of outreac and case work. Sixty-three cases were opened. 599 agricultural
workers were informed about their legal rights through visits to worker housing, our regular presence at a healthcare
legal partnership clinic, and participation at other community events. Additionally, 518 community partners and
community members learned about the AWP's services and legal rights of and issues facing agricultural workers. 

Economic Justice
In 2022, we had a good year in US District Court. We won two cases in federal court. We won $10,000 in attorneys’ (Equal Access
to Justice Act, or EAJA) fees on one case and has the 2nd fee petition pending. One of our attorney's won their first Social Security
appeal to district court and won $12,000 in attorneys’ fees. Another attorney filed a motion for order to show cause (contempt) on
a case previously remanded by federal court (for which we also got attorneys’ fees); after the ALJ relented and issued a fully
favorable decision, the attorney withdrew the motion.

Distance learning during the pandemic lockdowns had long-lasting effects on children’s learning. Many students are
still struggling to recover learning lost and to catch up to their grade level, as evidenced by the historic drop in the 2022
reading and math standardized test scores. ELAP’s outreach efforts last year were very well received by local
organizations and agencies who work with youth and families. ELAP partnered with approximately 40 organizations
throughout SMRLS service area to do presentations for their staff, for youth and parent groups on education rights and
advocacy topics, and to share brochures through tabling. ELAP also started a newsletter, and established a solid social
media presence, with weekly informative posts on Facebook, Twitter, TikTok, YouTube, Instagram, and LinkedIn.

Education Law Advocacy Project



Family law cases are challenging. The client usually comes to SMRLS during one of the most stressful period of their
lives. Many people consider their children and their safety to be the most important things in their lives, and this
often leaves clients in mentally, emotionally and financially challenging situations where they are not at their best
and are trying to make decisions that will greatly impact their future. Custody matters often require victims to
interact and co-parent with abusive former partners and try to make decisions with that individual. Custody matters
can limit a person's time with their child, where the person can/cannot live and with whom, and whether they can
relocate. Trends continue to move parents towards forced co-parenting even when those situations are harming a
child. There is a dire lack of qualified professionals available to assist children and families, and other professionals
who assist them, in these areas of communication, co-parenting and minimizing conflict. SMRLS' family law staff
strive to provide high quality legal representation to all clients through the framework of simultaneously protecting
children and families from harmful practices and procedures. 

Family

Racial Justice Committee

RentHelpMN is no longer accepting applications. As a result, there is a decrease in availability of financial assistance for
low-income tenants who are behind on rent and need financial help to prevent eviction. The combination of the
decrease in funds and the lifting of the moratorium on evictions means that many low-income individuals and families
are losing their homes. Beginning in November of 2022, Ramsey County set about 50 to 100 eviction first appearances
for two Fridays each month. These appearances are referred to as eviction clearance events. Clinic services are not
available on these Fridays. SMRLS, however, advocated with judicial branch staff to allow automatic continuances for
tenants who wish to meet with legal or financial services. We were able to craft the script that was read to tenants at
these events and allow for continuances. While the backlog needs to be addressed, we are fearful that clearance
events will negatively impact tenants. Our office is beginning to see more requests for help re-opening cases because
of missed court appearances. We meet with the court monthly to report on problems and try to find solutions. 

Housing

SMRLS Racial Justice team, active since 2008, focuses on ensuring we are identifying and addressing
racism in community lawyering, starting at home. While equity, diversity, and inclusion practices and
policies are commonplace in professional settings now, SMRLS has been working for over 15 years
to ensure that racial equity is information all our decision making, policies, and procedures, as well
as our strategic partnerships. 

The team is made up of staff from across the organization who are leading the way by participating
in racial equity training, collaborations with other legal aid providers across the state and examining
what racial justice looks like in our everyday work. An emphasis is placed on proactively creating a
welcoming and secure environment for both our clients and staff of diverse backgrounds and
ethnicities to thrive and seek justice. 

The team is participating in yearlong training with the Shriver Center for Poverty Law to learn best
practices for racial equity in community lawyering. Over 50% of the people served by SMRLS on an
annual basis are people of color, black, indigenous, and/or immigrants living at the intersection of
race and poverty. We must not only be sensitive to this dynamic but actively working to build trust
with the communities we serve. 

We look forward to sharing more with you about the work of the Racial Justice Team as they wrap
up their training in 2023 and begin a firm-wide engagement and training plan.



VAP by the numbers
The SMRLS volunteer attorney program (VAP) utilizes volunteers to take additional cases in

areas staff attorneys practice in (housing, family) and finds volunteers to take cases that
staff attorneys do not have expertise in (Probate, Guardianship, Real Estate). The program
also interacts with law students, undergraduate, corporate, and paralegal volunteers. VAP

holds clinics for pro se and unbundled service, administers service and filing on
complicated pro se cases such as criminal expungement, and supports volunteers who

work on full representation cases.

 

99 volunteer attorneys & more

than 1500 hours assisting clients

Over 30 criminal records
expunged, the majority in rural

counties

In-person clinics in all 3 service

regions

Case numbers doubled
2 metro area walk-in clinics & 2

housing clinics 

VAP partnered with:
RCBA Young Lawyers section,

Allianz, Minnesota Justice

Foundation, Mitchell

Hamline, Erase the Stigma,

and Winona State University 

A YEAR IN REVIEW

25,043
11,325 

people in households served

cases opened

Housing
47.3%

Family
20.8%

Benefits
7.8%

Consumer/Finance
6.7%Individual Rights

5%

Health
1.8%

Type of
Case



Female
72.7%

Male
27.1%

Unknown
0.2%

White 
47.4%

Black
31%

Hispanic
8%Other

5%

Asian, Pacific Islander
4.3%

18-59
77.1%

60 & over
21.5%

Under 18
1.4%

CLIENT DEMOGRAPHICS

GENDER
RACE

AGE

2019 2020 2021 2022

Number of Cases Closed by Year
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Increasing Need
After a drop in closed cases in

2020 due to the pandemic, cases
closed increased significantly in

2021 and even more significantly
in 2022. Closed cases increased

by 16.5% from 2021 to 2022. 
This demonstrates the increasing
need in our communities for legal

aid AND the dedication and
commitment of our staff. 

No
59.7%

Yes
40.3%

Clients served
spoke over 30

languages. 

English - 9484
Spanish - 228
Karen - 118
Somali - 140
Hmong - 55
Oromo - 8
Amharic - 10
Arabic - 22
Vietnamese - 11
American Sign
Language - 3

Burmese - 6
Cambodian - 8
French - 2
Chinese - 3
Albanian - 5
Other African
languages - 16
Other Asian
languages - 16
Other - 33
Unknown - 947

Did the client represented
have a physical or mental

disability? 







Thank you to our Gold
Sponsors of Social

Justice: Uncorked and the
Fall Appreciation

Luncheon

2022 Funding Partners
Ain Dah-Yung Center
Blue Cross Blue Shield of MN Foundation
Children's Healthcare Legal Partnership
City of St. Paul
Equal Justice Works
Family Housing Fund
Greater Mankato Area United Way
Greater Twin Cities United Way
Intercultural Mutual Assistance Association

Funder Spotlight - 3M
For more than 40 years, 3M has been committed to supporting SMRLS' mission to provide legal services to our
most vulnerable Minnesotans. This support has come in many forms. Most notably in the early 1980's when 3M
General Counsel were instrumental in lobbying alongside the Minnesota State Bar Association to secure the first
budget appropriation from the State Legislature (1982) for legal services, making Minnesota one of the first states
to ensure access to civil legal aid in the country. 

Over the years we have benefitted from the presence of 3M legal staff on our Board of Directors, including
current board member Brett Strand, Esq., Vice President, and Associate General Counsel. 3M's gifts of advocacy
and guidance are matched only by their financial commitment, which now exceeds 1.2 million dollars and
counting. In countless ways 3M has directly impacted the lives of people who rely on free legal services to address
and resolve issues relating to housing, benefits, education, health, and family. We are made better by their
support, and we are so very grateful. 

Legal Services Corporation
Medica Foundation
MN Dept. of Human Services
MN Dept. of Public Safety
Minnesota Justice Foundation 
Minnesota River Area Agency on Aging
Otto Bremer Trust
Proof Alliance
Ramsey County Housing and Redev.
Authority

Southeastern Minnesota Area Agency on
Aging
State of MN Legal Services Advisory
Committee
Trellis Area Agency on Aging
U.S. Dept. of Housing and Urban Dev.
United Way of Mower County
United Way of Steele County
United Way of Washington County East



Board Members
Brett W. Olander 
President 
Olander Law Group

Brenda Devlin 
Vice-President
Harris Companies

Thomas B. Hatch 
Treasurer
Office of the Ramsey
County Attorney

Kari Valley
Secretary
Miso Energy

Tashonda Williamson 
Community Member 
Andrew M. Baese
Taft Stettinius & Hollister
LLP
Samantha Sutton 
Securian Financial

Pam James
Community Member 

Jan Marie Lundgren
Community Member 

Joshua Murphy
Mayo Clinic

Terrance C.S. Newby
Maslon

Brett Strand 
3M

Abdi Sabrie
Community Member

Jim Suk
Suk Law Firm

Elizabeth Webster 
Community Member

Campaign for Legal Aid
Peter Schmit  Chair
Robins Kaplan, LLP

Stuart Alger 
Malkerson Gunn Martin 

Angela Brandt 
Larson • King

John N. Bisanz, Jr.
Henson Efron

Stacy Broman 
Meagher & Geer 

Andrew W. Davis
Stinson LLP

John Degnan
Taft Stettinius & Hollister LLP

Richard Duncan 
Faegre Drinker Biddle & Reath LLP

Yvonne Flaherty 
Lockridge Grindal Nauen P.L.L.P.

Kevin P. Goodno
Fredrikson & Byron, PA

Timothy Hughes 
Alliance Bank

Thomas J. Hanson
Winthrop & Weinstinee

Ryan Heck
Ballard Spahr

Ann Huntrods 
Taft Stettinius & Hollister LLP

Steven J. Kirsch 
Larson • King

Jim Long 
Maslon LLP

Thomas G. Lovett
Ballard Spahr
Robert W. Mairs 
Mairs & Power

Michael O'Neill
Martin & Squires

Michael Reif
Robins Kaplan

Eric Rucker
3M

Val Schmitz

Christopher M. Scotti
Fox Rothschild

William Tilton
Tilton Dunn Gross

A special thank you to Steve Kirsch (left) who, after serving as chair of
the CLA for over a decade, stepped down as Chair in 2022.

Campaign for
Legal Aid
Supporters
Platinum ($30,000+)
Robins Kaplan, LLP
Taft Stettinius & Hollister LLP
Winthrop & Weinstine, P.A.

Gold ($15,000-$29,999)
3M
Fredrikson & Byron Foundation 
Hardenbergh Foundation
Ramsey County Bar Foundation
The Dorsey & Whitney Foundation

Silver ($5,000-$14,999)
8th District Bar Association 
Alliance Bank
Ballard Spahr LLP
Ciresi Conlin LLP
Faegre Drinker Biddle & Reath LLP
Fox Rothschild LLP
Fredrikson & Byron, P.A.
Gustafson Gluek PLLC
Janet Stellpflug
Joslin & Moore Law Offices
Mairs and Power, Inc. 
Maslon LLP
Minnesota CLE
Minnesota Lawyers Mutual Insurance
Company
Mr. Jon A. Theobald Esq. 
Ms. Janet C. Werness Esq. 
Stinson LLP
Thomson Reuters
Ward Law Group

Bronze ($2,500-$4,999)
American Immigration Lawyers Association
Colleen King
Faegre Drinker Foundation
Greene Espel PLLP
Henson & Efron, P.A.
Larson King, L.L.P. 
Melchert Hubert & Sjodin, P.L.L.P.
Minnesota Corporate Pro Bono Council
Mr. Charlton Dietz
Mr. Terry L. Wade
Ms. Teresa Farris McClain Esq. 
Nilan Johnson Lewis, PA
Sieben Carey P.A. 
Steve & Andrea Yoch
TSR Injury Law

Diamond ($1,000-$2,499)
Bernadette Senyana
Brandon Schwartz
Casey Matthiesen
Forsgren Fisher McCalmont Demarea Tysver
LLP
Jardine, Logan & O'Brien, P.L.L.P.
John Scott Kreighbaum
Kathleen Becher
Kennedy & Ruhsam Law Offices, P.A. 
Meagher & Geer, P.L.L.P.
Mr. and Mrs. Gary and Linda Dooner
Mr. Andrew M. Baese Esq. 
Mr. Eric S. Janus Esq. 
Mr. Joshua Murphy Esq. 
Mr. Michael D. O'Neill Esq. 
Mr. Michael Reif
Mr. Steven J. Kirsch Esq. 
Mr. Theodore Stern 
Ms. Angela Garrett
Ms. Brenda Devlin 
Ms. Kathryn A. Graves Esq. 
Ms. Katie C. Pfeifer Esq. 

Ms. Mary E. Miller Esq. 
Ms. Tonja Orr
Ogletree Deakins
Olander Law Group
Paul and Kelly Koziol
Phil Alden
Saint Paul & Minnesota Foundation
Securian Financial
Steve and Jenni Bruess
The Minneapolis Foundation
Tilton Dunn Gross, P.L.L.P.
United Health Group
Western National Insurance Co.

Diamond ($1,000-$2,499)

13th District Bar Association
6th District Bar Association
Allianz Life Insurance
Andrew and Jennifer Erickson
Charles James Suk
Cousineau, Van Bergen, McNee & Malone, P.A. 
Dan Nordin
Dr. Kathryn Freeman
Elizabeth Fors
John Joachim
Karen Donohoo
Kyle Thomas
Larkin Hoffman
Laura Jelinek
Law Office of J. Scott Braden, P.A.
Lind, Jensen, Sullivan & Peterson, P.A
Marcia Seebart
Medica
Mitchell Hamline School of Law
Mr. and Mrs. Carolyn and Mark Wolski
Mr. Brett W. Olander Esq. 
Mr. Eric J. Rucker Esq.
Mr. Frank V. Harris Esq.

Major Impact ($500-$999)



Community Builders ($200-$499)
Alison Archer
Allan and Margaret Moore
Anna Barton
Anne Becker
Barren Brandin
BJ Daquila
Brenda Natala
Bruce Finzen
Carrie J Devall
Chris Stewart
Daniel Lilly
Elizabeth Webster
Flakne Law Office
Jill and Peter Sajevic
Judges and Magistrate Judges United
State District Court of the District of
Minnesota
Kathleen Curtis
Kelly Morrison
Kennedy & Associates, Ltd.
Kevin and Michelle Zhao
Kevin Goodno
Kristi Brownson
Mark Fellman

Medtronic Foundation Volunteer
Grant Program
Meghan Scully
Michael Baker
Michele Vaillancourt
Morgan Carlson
Mr. and Ms. Joseph and Eugenia
Dixon
Mr. Andrew M. Carlson Esq.
Mr. Charles Schwartz
Mr. Chris Messerly Esq.
Mr. Christopher M. Scotti Esq.
Mr. Daniel Cole, Jr. Esq.
Mr. Eric Larson Esq.
Mr. Jeffrey P. Diebel
Mr. John M. Degnan Esq.
Mr. Mark M. Leahy
Mr. Neil W. Hamilton Esq.
Mr. Phil Schenkenberg Esq.
Mr. William Tilton
Ms. and Mr. Cynthia & Bob
Gilbertson
Ms. Ann Huntrods Esq.

Ms. Carol Bros
Ms. Denise Scharlemann
Ms. Keiko L. Sugisaka Esq.
Ms. Kristin Olson
Ms. Laura Melnick Esq.
Ms. Lilian N. Ejebe Esq.
Ms. Margaret Erickson
Ms. Matthew Tillotson and Deborah Liang
Ms. Sara Shaler
Ms. Valerie Snyder Esq.
Ms. Vivian Orey
Phengta Phetsarath
Phyllis Schmit
Professor Richard S. Frase
Robert Christensen
Smith, Tollefson & Rahrick
Steven & Cynthia Grindy
Susan Lawrenz-Smith
The Honorable Gail and Richard Bohr
Trina Vu
United States District Court
Veena Iyer

Ms. Kellye Rose
Ms. Sally Scoggin
Noel Haugh
Rebecca Ditsch
Rochlin Law Firm LTD
Samantha Sutton
Samuel Hanson
Schwab Charitable
Schwebel, Goetz & Sieben, P.A.

Mr. Kent Gernander Esq.
Mr. Matthew Lasley
Mr. Michael Black Esq.
Mr. Richard A. Duncan Esq.
Mr. Steven R. Kennedy Esq.
Mr. William Fisher Esq.
Ms. Angela Brandt Esq.
Ms. Beverly Jones Heydinger Esq.
Ms. Carolyn Chalmers Esq. 

Major Impact ($500-$999)
Terrence Eugene Huntrods
The Honorable Esther M. Tomljanovich
The Honorable Joy D. Bartscher
Thomas Boyd Esq.
Tim and Regan Palmer
Timothy Wong & Jodi Pope
Tuft, Lach, Jerabek & O'Connell, PLLC
Val Schmitz

Follow us on social media:

Southern Minnesota Regional
Legal Services, Inc.

smrlsmn Southern Minnesota Regional
Legal Services

smrls.mn smrlsmn

smrlsvideo

Unfortunately, we don't have room to list everyone who supported our
mission in 2022, but we are grateful for every gift. Thank you.

Administrative Office 
800 Alliance Bank Center

55 East 5th Street
St. Paul, MN 55101

Agricultural Worker Project - 
St. Paul 

400 Alliance Bank Center
55 East 5th Street

St. Paul, MN 55101

Agricultural Worker Project -
Moorhead

1015 7th Avenue North
Moorhead, MN 56560

Albert Lea Office
146 College St. W 

Albert Lea, MN 56007

Education Law Project 
450 North Syndicate Street, Suite 250

St. Paul, MN 55104

Mankato Office 
12 Civic Center Plaza, Suite 3000

Mankato, MN 56001

Immigration and Education Services -
St. Paul

450 North Syndicate Street, Suite 285
St. Paul, MN 55104

Immigration and Education Services -
Rochester

903 West Center Street, Suite 230
Rochester, MN 55902

Rochester Office
903 West Center Street, Suite 230

Rochester, MN 55902

St. Paul Central Office 
400 Alliance Bank Center 

55 East 5th Street
St. Paul, MN 55101

Winona Office
66 East 3rd Street, Suite 204

Winona, MN 55987

Worthington Office
1567 North McMillan Street, Suite 6 

Worthington, MN 56187

Our office locations:


