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Helping in Hurricane’s Aftermath Brings Home Value of Lawyers
By Blake F. Megdal

There is a view that the prac-
tice of law has little to offer 
society and that lawyers of-

ten hinder the practical resolution 
of human problems. As a fi rst-year 
attorney, I have learned that this 
is simply not the case: Through 
power, infl uence and knowledge of 
procedure and process, lawyers are 
often in the best position to change 
lives positively. Still, I did not fully 
understand the impact attorneys 
can have until I traveled recently 
to Biloxi, Miss., to participate in 
pro bono legal clinics that provide 
assistance to victims of Hurricane 
Katrina. The three-day experience 
dramatically changed my perspec-
tive on my life as a lawyer, citizen 
and human being.

Working at a fi rm that views com-
munity involvement and contribu-
tion as a core responsibility of good 
lawyering, I received encourage-
ment and support in making the trip 
to Biloxi. The Lawyer’s Committee 
for Civil Rights Under Law and 
the Mississippi Volunteer Lawyers 
Project organized the effort. Dur-
ing my stint, nine attorneys visited 
the Gulf Coast region, including a 
fellow fi rst-year associate at Latham 
& Watkins and representatives of 
other national and local Southeast 
fi rms. Our mission was to provide 
a range of legal advice to local 
residents, including assistance with 
insurance issues, landlord-tenant 
disputes and Federal Emergency 
Management Agency appeals.

As we fl ew into Gulfport Air-
port, we could see the devastation 
wrought by Katrina, which almost a 
year after the hurricane is still wide-
spread and largely unaddressed. 
The entire coastline is devastated, 

and many parts of Biloxi are still 
uninhabitable. A bird’s-eye view, 
however, could not prepare us for 
the reality on the ground, where 
the situation was even more dire. 
As with all disasters, nothing is or-
derly, and needs outstrip resources. 
Yet we forged ahead and addressed 
various issues, most involving at-
tempts to evict tenants from FEMA 
trailers that have been set up to pro-
vide shelter to hurricane victims. 
One disabled woman was due for 
eviction the next day, with nowhere 
else to turn for shelter. After gath-
ering and organizing the necessary 
documentation, we persuaded 
FEMA to approve a handicap trailer 
for her — an accomplishment for 
which she was immensely grateful.

Merely identifying ourselves as 
lawyers often allowed for progress 
in dealing with FEMA and various 
insurance companies. In one in-
stance, we convinced an insurance 
company to reassess a victim’s 
home, even though our client had 
made the same request to the same 
insurance agent six months prior. 
In many instances, the hurricane 
victims were simply unaware that 
they qualifi ed for a particular grant 
or, even worse, didn’t know how to 
apply. Where clients had exhausted 
all federal or state aid, the fact that 
we were there and listening seemed 
at least to boost morale. One client 
remarked, “A year after and all the 
way from California, there is still 
hope for us.”

We were less successful in ad-
dressing other cases, in part due to 
signifi cant bureaucratic challenges 
and the lack of a foundation on which 
to start over. For example, we met 
with city offi cials who could not 
secure federal relief grants because 
they did not have the necessary 

paperwork to prove property owner-
ship as required by FEMA and other 
agencies. The papers had been lost 
or destroyed in the hurricane, and 
local governments had never stored 
the documents electronically.

I learned that, in the face of such 
complex circumstances, there is no 
such thing as a small victory. We 
made progress wherever possible 
and provided comfort as an alterna-
tive, but I could not help wondering 
how much more we could have ac-
complished had we stayed longer 
or come with more than nine at-
torneys. For a country of unrivaled 
wealth and compassion, we cannot 
forget that the hurricane victims 
continue to face daily struggles to 
survive bleak economic realities. 

Lawyers can be of extraordinary 
help in navigating complex bu-
reaucratic procedures and keeping 
insurance companies and property 
owners honest. As a profession, 
there is more we can do.

Ultimately, I left Mississippi with 
confl icting feelings of hope and 
helplessness. I wish I could have 
done more for the people I met, but 
I was encouraged by their character 
and resiliency. Beyond any measure 
of help I provided, I also left with a 
greater sense of my obligations as a 
lawyer and a citizen.

Blake F. Megdal is an associate in 
the Los Angeles offi ce of Latham & 
Watkins.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /Arial-Black
    /Arial-BlackItalic
    /Arial-BoldItalicMT
    /Arial-BoldMT
    /Arial-ItalicMT
    /ArialMT
    /ArialNarrow
    /ArialNarrow-Bold
    /ArialNarrow-BoldItalic
    /ArialNarrow-Italic
    /ArialUnicodeMS
    /Berkeley-Book
    /BerkeleyStd-Black
    /BerkeleyStd-BlackItalic
    /BerkeleyStd-Bold
    /BerkeleyStd-BoldItalic
    /BerkeleyStd-Book
    /BerkeleyStd-BookItalic
    /BerkeleyStd-Italic
    /BerkeleyStd-Medium
    /CenturyOldStyleStd-Bold
    /CenturyOldStyleStd-Italic
    /CenturyOldStyleStd-Regular
    /FranklinGothic-Book
    /FranklinGothic-BookItalic
    /FranklinGothic-Demi
    /FranklinGothic-DemiItalic
    /FranklinGothic-Medium
    /FranklinGothic-MediumCond
    /FranklinGothic-MediumItalic
    /ITCFranklinGothicStd-Book
    /ITCFranklinGothicStd-BookIt
    /ITCFranklinGothicStd-Demi
    /ITCFranklinGothicStd-DemiIt
    /ITCFranklinGothicStd-Hvy
    /ITCFranklinGothicStd-HvyIt
    /ITCFranklinGothicStd-Med
    /ITCFranklinGothicStd-MedIt
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPSMT
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 600
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 600
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [936.000 1584.000]
>> setpagedevice


