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Message from the Executive Director, Silvia
McLain
I have had the honor to serve as Executive Director for our legal aid
program for the last 32 years. I have great appreciation and admiration
for the generosity and devotion of Seminole County community.
Where can you find a neighborhood legal aid doing work that is deeply
rooted in our local community, supported by an excellent board of directors, amazing funding partners, exceptional pro bono attorneys,
dedicated college and law student volunteers and exemplary staff
working together to help vulnerable residents obtain needed legal support to produce significant and positive outcomes for individuals and
families. We help victims of domestic violence, the disabled, the elderly and other vulnerable residents of Seminole County with free legal
services. Our clients are able to gain financial stability, secure safe
housing, escape domestic violence and improve their quality of life.
It has been a particular challenging year with many members of our
community experiencing very difficult times. We appreciate all your
support to our legal aid program. Thank you.
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MISSION
Seminole County Bar Association Legal Aid Society opened our doors in 1975.
We provide high quality civil legal services and education free of charge to disadvantaged
and low income residents of Seminole county so as to protect their personal safety, promote
their self-sufficiency, and improve their quality of life.

For many, we provide their only access to the judicial system to resolve critical legal problems.
We assist:


Survivors of domestic violence



Veterans, who need to resolve a civil legal matter



Relatives seeking custody of minor children when parents are addicted to opioids



Families of disabled children requesting appointment as guardian advocate
when their child turns 18 years of age



Elderly people seeking legal help to preserve their housing



Disabled foster youths needing to obtain Medicaid waivers



Unemployed persons seeking the sealing and expungement of an eligible crime
to obtain a job



Economically disadvantaged parents wanting to obtain a safe timesharing plan
for their child and support to financially care for the child

In addition, we also administer the pro bono attorney project in Seminole County which expands our ability to help additional Seminole County residents with their legal needs. We
also participate in several special legal projects, members of domestic violence and child
abuse prevention taskforces, and on the Seminole County Affordable Housing Advisory
Board.
All legal services are provided in Seminole County to benefit our clients, their children and
our community
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ACCOMPLISHMENTS
This past fiscal year, our volunteers and staff attorneys served 956 families, which includes 1,036 children with their legal needs. We obtained court
orders establishing child support in the amount of $272,740.14 to sustain vulnerable families. Volunteer attorneys donated pro bono legal services valued
at an estimated $207,060 and contributed $30,110 in lieu of service donations.
Please read more about our accomplishments and special projects on the following pages.
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SUCCESS
Studies have found that availability of civil legal aid can be effective in
reducing rates of violence, and even more effective than alternative interventions such as the provision of shelters or counseling services.
Increased funding to enhance the availability of civil legal services to
low-income families can lower the societal costs of domestic violence,
generating substantial economic benefits. Our free civil legal projects
are designed to build economic self-sufficiency.

Ms. Kim, retired school teacher, requested our assistance to obtain temporary custody of her two grandchildren. She explained that her daughter
and her husband were addicted to fentanyl and were unable to properly
take care of their two young children. The oldest child had been absent
34 days from his elementary school class and was struggling academically. The younger child was not enrolled in the voluntary prekindergarten. Both children were present when the father of the children
overdosed, and first respondents arrived at the house to revive him. The
house was in disrepair and there was limited food in the refrigerator. The
grandmother picked up the children and requested our free legal assistance to secure the safety of the children. We immediately accepted the
case and filed the necessary paperwork in court to secure the grandmother custody of her two grandchildren. Now the children are regularly
attending school and live in a safe and loving home.
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Upon receiving a referral from
our local domestic violence shelter, our office made contact with
Carolyn, a mother of five who recently become estranged from
her Husband after he physically
abused their eldest daughter. Upon witnessing the abuse, Carolyn
contacted law enforcement and
her Husband was arrested. She
also pursued and received a Final
Judgment of Injunction for Protection Against Domestic Violence on behalf
of her victim daughter. Our office provided representation to Carolyn in obtaining a dissolution of marriage from her abusive Husband. With our assistance, Carolyn filed for and obtained a Final Judgment of Dissolution of Marriage which provided for a determination of parental responsibility and
timesharing consistent with the best interests of the children and which
served to protect Carolyn’s eldest daughter from future abuse.

Johnathan lived in an apartment in Altamonte
Springs. He was laid off from his construction job in
March due to COVID. He quickly obtained another job
and was able to work for several months at his new
job when again he was laid off. He did not have sufficient funds to renew his driver licenses and had difficulty obtaining another job due to his inability to
drive. He would walk and catch busses and rides
from friends to try to find another job. He then received an eviction notice. He was in despair when he contacted our legal aid office. No matter what he did he could not get out of his situation. Our staff paralegal
forwarded him a flyer for the new CARES money available in Seminole County for
tenants affected by COVID and scheduled him an appointment to speak with a staff
attorney. Johnathan was approved for the CARES rental and utility assistance and
the attorney was able to negotiate with his landlord’s attorney to accept the CARES
rental assistance and dismiss the case. Johnathan was so happy and grateful. He
now has a new job, a renewed driver license and a place to call home. The staff attorney involved in this case forwarded the information to the county to show how
the CARES program and our free legal assistance was able to make a significant
positive impact in the life of a Seminole County Resident. It was a happy result just
before Thanksgiving holiday.
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Javier is a combat wounded and disabled veteran
who needed assistance with a divorce. His wife was
living in his home in Puerto Rico and he had no idea
how to start a divorce case in Florida or what he
needed to do. He was concerned about his home in
Puerto Rico which he purchased before the marriage, and he was paying the mortgage and expenses with the home. He wanted to make sure his divorce papers said that the house was his because
he was concerned his wife could continue to live
there. The staff attorney agreed to represent him in
his divorce and filed the necessary papers. Then the
staff attorney was able to locate a process server in
Puerto Rico to get the wife served with the divorce
documents. When the case was ready to be heard in
court, the staff attorney notified the court and a trial
was held. The veteran appeared in court for the trial
with the staff attorney and the judge granted the divorce. The judge also ordered that the home in
Puerto Rico is exclusively the husband’s property. The Veteran was very grateful and appreciative
of all the staff attorney did for him, as he said he
could not have done it by himself.
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PRO BONO AWARDS

President Award
Nancy Sue Freeman. Esq.
Attorney Freeman has been a member of the Florida Bar since 1992.
She attended the Levin College of Law at the University of Florida and
is board certified in Tax Law and Wills, Trusts and Estates. She is a
dedicated member of the Seminole County legal community and has
been a marvelous President during this incredibly challenging year.
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Pro Bono Service Award - Michael Adam Sasso, Esq.

Attorney Sasso is presented with this award because of his outstanding Pro Bono service. He represented a senior citizen that
was being taken advantage of by an unlicensed contractor who
was suing her for her nonpayment of shoddy repairs. Attorney
Sasso won the case for the client and obtained monetary compensation for the client. The client was very grateful, she says
“Attorney Sasso and his staff are very nice people who took me in
when I needed it most and helped me resolve my issue.”
Attorney Sasso is a member of the Florida Bar since 2011. He
attended Barry University's Dwayne O. Andreas School of Law.
Pro Bono Service Award—Thomas R. Peppler, Esq.
This year we present Attorney Peppler with this award due to
his continued assistance to multiple vulnerable Seminole County residents through our Family Law Legal Advice Clinic. Attorney Peppler also provided full representation to assist a senior
member of our community in obtaining a divorce from his abusive wife.
Attorney Peppler has been a member of the Florida Bar since
1979. He attended Florida State University's College of Law.
Attorney Peppler is a trial lawyer with more than 35 years of experience. He is AV Preeminent peer-review rated through Martindale Hubble, a national lawyer reference service -- it is the
highest peer rating available.

Pro Bono Service Award—Richard Louis Mamele, Esq.
Attorney Mamele receives this award for his continued service to
the underprivileged residents of our community. Attorney Mamele
provided free legal service to numerous victims of violence including a 78-year-old man. He also provided critical help to a
young father so he could enforce his parental and time-sharing
rights. His clients speak highly of his dedication to his work and
the meticulous manner in which he approaches every case.
Attorney Mamele has been a member of the Florida Bar since
1975. He attended the University of Florida's Fredric G. Levin
College of Law and has been board certified in Marital and Family Law since 1992.
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Pro Bono Service Award -Denisse Carolina Ilabaca, Esq.
Attorney Ilabaca receives this award for assisting Domestic Violence victims with Immigration Cases. Attorney Ilabaca has provided free legal full representation to a 37-year-old Domestic
Violence victim from Seminole County for the past two years –
she is consistently generous with her time and her talents.
Attorney Ilabaca attended Florida State University's College of
Law in 2014 and after that she has dedicated her professional career to the practice of Immigration Law and regularly defends clients who are compelled to face the immigration court.
Denisse has served as a board member of Hispanic Bar Association of Central Florida, as well as an intern at the Orlando
Immigration Court, where she had the privilege of working
closely with Judicial Law Clerks and Immigration Judges. She
takes great joy in helping the community and contributes her
spare hours to pro bono service.

Young Lawyer Pro Bono Service Award
Michael Anthony Mendoza, Esq.
Attorney Mendoza is the 9th Young Lawyer to receive this
award for his dedication to helping the most vulnerable residents of our community. Attorney Mendoza has helped multiple residents including a 24-year-old mother who was
seeking a safe time-sharing schedule for her 3-year-old
daughter as the father was neglectful and dangerous.
As a solo practitioner and owner of Mendoza Law, P.A., Attorney Mendoza devotes his passion and legal training to
help families find their footing in times of crisis. Michael
graduated from Barry University School of Law and was admitted into the Florida Bar in 2019. While at law school, he
served as chief justice of the Moot Court Honors Board and
competed in several national competitions. Off campus, he
clerked at a local family firm where he gained experience
working hands-on in all aspects of family law.
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2020 BOARD OF

Nancy Freeman J.D.

President

J. Marc Jones, J.D.

Vice President

Thomas G. Freeman, J.D.

Treasurer

Deborah Warner, J.D.

Secretary

Scott Ballou

Director

Maria Espinosa, J.D.

Director

Julianna E. Groot J.D.

Director

Steven Kramer, J.D.

Director

Robert McIntosh, J.D.

Director

Michael Adam Sasso, J.D.

Director

Christopher Sprysenski, J.D. Director

Leadership is the capacity to translate vision into reality.
~Warren G. Bennis
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STAFF ATTORNEYS
Sue Selsky, Esq.

Yvonne Alonso, Esq.

JoAnne Desile, Esq.
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STAFF
Charity Steinbach — Paralegal / IT Specialist
Denice Garza — Florida Registered Paralegal
Christopher Giard — Paralegal
Crystal Leonard — Paralegal
Maria Andreina Machado — Pro Bono Coordinator
Darreth Wheeler—Intake Coordinator
Filip Georgievski — Intake / IT Assistant
Daniel Woodruff — Intake
Tunala Connell — Bookkeeper
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We gratefully acknowledge the exceptional dedication of our legal community. The
unwavering support has led to an 11% increase in pro bono donations when compared to last year. Generous and continued assistance ensures that the most inneed residents of Seminole County have access to justice and can continue on to
a path of self-sufficiency, escape domestic violence and avoid homelessness.
To put it in perspective:
956 Seminole County residents received free legal advice or legal representation this year
• 1036 children in households assisted this year
• 244 Seminole County residents this year that were assisted with housing issues
to prevent homelessness
• $272,740.14 in total court ordered financial support this year
•

It is not lost on us that this pandemic has brought economic hardships to everyone
which is why we want to say a profound thank you to every Pro Bono Attorney.

"“The practice of law is a privilege that carries with it certain
responsibilities and obligations to our society. We thank you
for giving freely and unselfishly.”
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