
eport��aily�aily
eport�

ALM a smart read for smart readers  

Reprinted with permission from the 5/17/12 edition of the DAILY REPORT 
© 2012 ALM Media Properties, LLC. All rights reserved. Further duplication 
without permission is prohibited. Contact: 877-257-3382 reprints@alm.com 
or visit www.almreprints.com. # 451-05-12-06

Lee A. Peifer | special to the daily report

When I ansWered the telephone, I 
realized that the man on the other end of 
the line was the landlord who may have been 
responsible for my client’s problems. 

I paused, thanked him for returning my call, 
and began to tell Ms. B’s story.

Two months earlier, on the night before 
Father’s day, Ms. B hosted family at her 
apartment. That night, while she and her 
grandchildren slept upstairs, an electrical fire 
erupted in the kitchen. The smoke detector 
turned out to be broken, and tragedy was only 
narrowly averted by Ms. B’s daughter-in-law, 
who happened to see the flames.

The daughter-in-law woke Ms. B, who rushed 
to the fire extinguisher—and found it empty. 
Working together, they managed to put out the 
fire with a wet towel, but not before the flames had 
destroyed the kitchen stove and caused extensive 
smoke damage throughout the home.

More than a month later, Ms. B was still 
stuck in the same apartment. her personal 
belongings had survived the fire, but none of 
the damage to the kitchen had been repaired. 
and now the property manager was telling her 
that she would have to move out, at her own 
expense, by the end of the week.

That was when Ms. B reached out to the 
atlanta Volunteer Lawyers Foundation. 

In conjunction with the atlanta Legal aid 
society, aVLF works to provide civil legal 
representation to low-income residents of 
Fulton County. What makes aVLF special is 
its reliance primarily on volunteer lawyers in 
private practice to represent clients in need, 
with the foundation’s staff providing the 
backup and support.

Because of its longstanding relationship with 
my law firm, sutherland asbill & Brennan, 
aVLF asked me to take Ms. B’s case. I agreed, 
and after a series of conversations with Ms. B 
about the damage caused by the fire and the 
additional expenses she was incurring to feed 

her family, I prepared for a call to discuss the 
situation with her landlord.

I expected the worst: surely a landlord who 
had let one of his tenants languish in a charred 
apartment would be gruff and unreasonable. 
But the man on the telephone was pleasant, 
and he seemed surprised to hear that the fire 
might have been caused by faulty wiring, as 
opposed to a careless cook. he wasn’t ready 
to admit fault (and suggested that Ms. B might 
be liable for his insurance deductible), but he 
was willing to talk.

Within a week, we had negotiated a 
favorable settlement. Ms. B moved into a new 
apartment, and the landlord agreed to forgive 
an entire month’s rent.

In the year since I started practicing at 
sutherland, I’ve handled a variety of pro 
bono matters, including two appeals before 
the eleventh Circuit. But the cases for clients 
like Ms. B are consistently among the most 
rewarding. Without aVLF’s help, Ms. B’s 
landlord might never have spoken to her, much 
less forgiven any rent. and for my part, although 
I gained valuable negotiation experience, the 
real reward is knowing that I helped make a 
difference for a client truly in need.  DR
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