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Every senior citizen deserves a decent place to live, access to quality
healthcare, and income adequate to
preserve his or her dignity and autonomy. In a society built on a legal
Cathy McConnell, Esq.
framework, lawyers are necessary to
ensure these rights for seniors.
Providing these essential services is our mission, and we are
proud of how we fulfilled that mission in FY05. We delivered
2065 hours of high-quality legal services to 760 needy seniors
across all 55 counties of West Virginia (please see page 6).
We helped seniors remain in their homes, get access to healthcare, get consumer refunds, get relief from creditor harassment, secure rights to pensions, preserve their autonomy
through end-of-life and long-term care planning, and empowered them to exercise their legal rights (please see page 7).
We continued to produce valuable elderlaw publications, both
in print and on the web, including our FAQ Manual, the WV
Elder Advocacy Quarterly, and the WV Law and Aging Blawg
(please see page 11).
We presented preventive elderlaw
workshops to 770 seniors and senior service providers.

Message from
the Executive
Director

West Virginia Senior Legal Aid is a
non-profit organization dedicated to
providing free civil legal services and
counsel to senior West Virginians age
60 and older. We focus on economically or socially disadvantaged, disabled, and rural seniors. We strive to secure justice for, and
to protect the legal rights of, these needy people; to employ
attorneys to assist in furthering the purposes of the organization; to engage the private bar in assisting us to further these
purposes; and to be a significant elderlaw resource for all of
West Virginia.

Our
Mission
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9/30/05
Legal Advocacy
Preserves A
Senior’s
Autonomy

A 91-year-old
Marshall County
man had recently
moved to WV
from
Florida,
where he had a
drivers
license
for decades. He
was denied a
drivers license in
WV because of
inadequate documentation of his
birth. The USA
PATRIOT Act is
causing seniors
like this client
significant injustice
because
they were born
before
digitization of records
and vital statistics.
After months of
legal advocacy we
finally got the
DMV to issue
him his drivers
license, an important piece of his
personal autonomy.
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Overview of our Services
West Virginia Senior Legal Aid, Inc.
(WVSLA) provides free legal services to
needy seniors age 60 and older in all 55
counties of West Virginia. We target needy
seniors, those who are disabled, homebound, living in rural areas, low-income, or
otherwise are unable to hire private attorneys to serve their important legal needs.
We are a small (but tenacious) organization, with only three full-time employees, one part-time receptionist,
and student volunteers. Our service delivery system can be divided
into four major pieces, each of which are described in detail in this
report: the Senior Legal Hotline, our publications, our website, and
elderlaw presentations we deliver.

WVSLA
provides
free legal services
to needy seniors
age 60 and older
in all 55 counties
of West Virginia.

Our program is not about numbers, and never will be. We
have learned that quality elderlaw information, advice, and advocacy
are particularly valuable to needy senior West Virginians, and we are
uniquely able to deliver that. We continually make improvements to
our operation in response to
the legal needs of our
clients, paying particular
attention to making it
as easy as possible
for needy seniors to
access our services.

Elderlaw
Publications

Statewide
Toll-free
Senior
Legal Hotline
Elderlaw
Presentations

www.seniorlegalaid.org
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What’s New
Personnel
We added two WVU student interns to our intake and reception staff, law student Cassandra Means, who was our
Public Interest Advocates summer fellow, and undergraduate students Jared Jones, Dani Wilson, Dylan Jones. We
said goodbye to Shirley Jones who retired this year.

Moving our offices
We moved our offices from the old
cozy Sabraton neighborhood to
the 5th floor of the Monongahela
building in downtown Morgantown. Now we have a conference
room and a lovely view.

Technology

“It’s wonderful that WV
is doing something like
this for the people.
Keep up the good
work.” Loretta in
Elkview

In Memorium
We were very sad to lose Regina Charon this year. Regina had been on our Board
of Directors for many years.
She was a great champion of
justice for all people, both in
her personal and professional
life as an attorney. Regina
won important victories for
nee d y
We st
Virg in ia ns
through her practice, and was
a genuinely kind and caring
person. We continue to miss
her, and were very fortunate
to have had the opportunity
to benefit from her leadership
at West Virginia Senior Legal
Aid. This year we rededicate
ourselves to serving our seniors and working for justice in
her memory.

In our continuing efforts to enable our staff
to work from remote
locations, we shifted
more of our information to the web this year by creating an
office wiki. Wiki is a web-based collaborative document
builder that encourages evolution of collected information.
We use our passworded wiki to store and update everything
from substantive legal outlines and office guidelines to
schedules and parking information. Creating, editing, and
updating pages on the wiki requires no special software,
just a web browser. Our staff can access the information stored on the wiki from home or any
place there’s a web connection, so when winter weather makes driving impossible, we can still
operate normally.
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What Good Are
Rights If You
Don’t Know
About Them?

A
67-year-old
woman with disabilities
from
Nicholas County
started
getting
harassed by a collection agency for
an $800 debt
that she did not
think she owed.
Her monthly income was only
$579. After investigating
the
original source of
the
debt,
we
found that most
of the debt was
more than 10
years old, and
therefore beyond
the statute of
limitations
for
collection.
We
were able to negotiate a settlement of the debt
for
less
than
$50.
The law
was on her side,
but without legal
advocacy,
she
never would have
known.
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Organization
Human Resources
This is the heart of West Virginia Senior Legal Aid. Because we are
such a small organization, every person on our staff and our board
really makes a difference.

Board of Directors
President
Professor Robert Bastress, Esq.
West Virginia University College of
Law
Treasurer
Michael Sharley, Esq.
Law Offices of Michael Sharley
Secretary
Beverly Kerr, Esq.
West Virginia University Associate
General Counsel

Eric Rankin, Ph. D.
West Virginia University Department of Behavioral Medicine
Debra Scudiere, Esq.
Kay Casto & Chaney, PLLC
Shirley Mock
Consumer
Samuel Leizear, MSW
West Virginia University
Division of Social Work

Staff

Full-time
Cathy McConnell, Esq.
Executive Director

Part-time Students
Dylan Jones
Work Study Student

Jeannie Underwood, Esq.
Staff Attorney

Jared Jones
Student Volunteer

Jolene Liston
Legal Assistant/
Bookkeeper

Cassie Means
Public Interest Law Intern
Greta Sullivan
Work Study Student
Danillya Wilson
Work Study Student
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Program Priorities
& Target Populations
We have been a statewide elderlaw program since 1995. Our outreach efforts have been
steadily building awareness among the communities we seek to serve, and we are now stretching our capacity to keep up with the volume of clients.

Case Priorities
Instead of using a traditional approach of setting
out priorities by restricting our services to certain
casetypes, we prioritize cases by what is “at stake”
for the needy senior. No matter what legal casetype
a needy senior presents to us, if housing, healthcare, economic security, or autonomy in jeopardy because of the legal issue, that case is a priority for us.

Situations where a needy senior’s
•
•
•
•

Housing
Healthcare
Economic security or
Autonomy

are at stake are priority cases for
West Virginia Senior Legal Aid.

Client Targetting
The Older Americans Act, through which we receive the majority of our funding, requires that
our legal assistance be targeted to those older West Virginians in the greatest economic and
social need, especially low-income minorities and those living in rural areas. At the
same time the Older Americans Act prohibits “means-testing”, so we cannot deny or limit our
services based on a client’s income or reClient Incomes Compared
sources. This challenges us to target lowincome clients, yet keep our services equally
To Poverty Line
available to all needy senior West Virginians
without regard to income.
We know that income is only part of
the story when it comes to neediness.
A senior who has very high medical expenses because of a disability, or who
lives in an extremely rural county with
very few private lawyers, may be needy
even if her income is above the poverty
line. We include these factors and others,
such as minority status, in our definition of needy.
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Clients
Effectively distributing our serves to seniors in all 55 counties of our
state continues to be a challenge We made progress toward our goal of
serving each county proportionately, considering age, poverty, disability,
minority, and rurality. But we still have work to do toward distributing
more of our services to the neediest clients across the state.
The table below shows both the number of hours of specific legal services we have provided in each county, and the number of clients we
served in each county.

“I want to extend my
sincere thanks to you
for helping to get my
money back from a
questionable company.”
Leslie in Jane Lew

Barbour
Berkeley
Boone
Braxton
Brooke
Cabell
Calhoun
Clay
Doddridge
Fayette
Gilmer
Grant
Greenbrier
Hampshire
Hancock
Hardy
Harrison
Jackson
Jefferson
Kanawha
Lewis
Lincoln
Logan
Marion
Marshall
Mason
McDowell
Mercer
Mineral
Mingo

27.00
68.00
5.50
29.50
22.25
45.75
1.50
19.25
18.25
28.50
30.75
13.00
11.75
11.50
24.25
4.75
97.00
29.00
23.50
90.25
6.75
7.25
1.25
80.75
59.00
24.50
15.50
24.50
40.75
24.00

15
21
6
7
15
22
1
7
7
9
8
6
7
7
16
5
64
13
22
48
5
4
1
42
16
14
8
11
13
8

Monongalia
Monroe
Morgan
Nicholas
Ohio
Pendleton
Pleasants
Pocahontas
Preston
Putnam
Raliegh
Randolph
Ritchie
Roane
Summers
Taylor
Tucker
Tyler
Upshur
Wayne
Webster
Wetzel
Wirt
Wood
Wyoming
Group Service
Newsletter
Manual
TOTALS

194.25
1.00
20.50
24.25
64.50
0.75
2.50
5.50
62.75
10.25
61.00
68.00
7.00
20.25
4.00
20.50
21.50
12.25
26.25
16.75
7.50
33.75
5.50
46.50
5.00
62.00
144.75
231.00
2297.75

89
1
9
5
29
1
4
6
29
8
18
31
5
1
3
10
4
11
15
10
6
7
2
26
2

797
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Cases
The legal needs of senior West Virginians include many of the same issues younger people experience, plus many end-of-life legal issues. This requires our staff to maintain expertise in a
very broad range of legal topics. The graphic below shows the percentages of different
casetypes we handled this year.
The Levels of Service We Provide to Our Clients: How We
Close Cases
Legal information and specific
legal advice are very valuable
commodities to needy senior West
Virginians.
Understanding your
legal rights can make the difference between effective planning
and disaster. We pride ourselves
on constantly improving both our levels of elderlaw expertise and our system of delivering
legal services, especially advice and information.
We can resolve over half our clients’ cases with legal advice, information, or referral. Another 6% either resolve themselves or are closed before resolution because a conflict has
arisen, client withdraws, or other. The remaining 33% of our cases take the bulk of our time,
those where we provide advocacy or brief services for the client. This can mean reviewing or
drafting documents for the client, contacting the adverse party to resolve the problem, assisting the client to complete and file a complaint with an administrative agency, or partnering with other organizations to put together a solution for our
client. Advocating for our clients requires
out staff to have broad legal expertise as
well as creativity. Some cases require complicated solutions to satisfy our seniors.
Pro Bono
We are very fortunate in West Virginia to have such a generous and helpful bar. Pro
bono services from private attorneys are an essential piece of our service delivery, and it
might surprise most citizens to know how many lawyers gladly offer to handle cases for
needy seniors for free all over the state.
The generosity of pro bono attorneys across the state lets us deliver more services with
higher expertise, and in more local communities than we could ever afford to do with inhouse staff attorneys.
This year 60 of our clients in 27 counties received a total of 164.25 hours of free legal
services from private attorneys through our pro bono program.
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The Same
Demand For
Proper Refund
Gets Action
When It Comes
From An
Attorney

An
83-year-old
man from Mingo
County had recurring charges appearing on his
credit card bill
that he never authorized.
When
he had contacted
the credit card
company they didn’t solve the problem.
We contacted the company to demand
they stop charging
him and refund
the
previous
charges which he
had already paid,
and they did exactly that.
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Finances
In FY05 we spent over $36,000 of our $70,000+ “rainy day” fund.
We need to find new renewable sources of funding to keep our staffing
levels and service levels the same.
We had the great honor of receiving the proceeds from the 5th Annual “Ambulance Chase” race. A wonderful group of WVU law students
worked incredibly hard to produce this fun and well-organized event,
and we deeply appreciate all their efforts.
IOLTA (Interest on Lawyer Trust Accounts) continues to be a critical
piece of our budget, because all federal grants require matching funds,
which IOLTA provides for us. IOLTA is also one of the only sources of
income we have that is flexible enough to allow us to use it for nearly
any aspect of our service delivery.

Income

FY03

FY05

FY04

Title IV Older Americans Act

39,873

0

0

Title III Older Americans Act federal & state

98,451

104,964

104,964

IOLTA Foundation

24,984

16,302

13,050

WV Fund for Law in the Public Interest

3,100

3,200

3,200

Donations

1,575

1,212

590

Ambulance Chase 5k Run fundraiser

6,000

4,100

4,350

26,050

31,640

29,967

194,033

161,418

153,121

132,293

124,432

126,339

Travel

4,822

3,190

3,792

Supplies

5,599

7,060

3,730

Contractual Services

14,340

16,945

23,109

Communications

13,500

9,373

6,590

Office Space

14,400

14,329

16,506

8,003

8,230

9,457

192,957

183,559

189,523

Other income

TOTAL INCOME
Expenses
Personnel

Other

TOTAL EXPENSES
Net Carryover or Loss

1,076

(22,141) (36,402)
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Statewide Outreach Success
Getting the word out that we are available to help the neediest seniors is vital to fulfilling
our mission. It is particularly hard to do that without also attracting so many clients that our
small staff is overwhelmed. Since FY2001 we have been actively working toward distributing
our services more proportionately across the state geographically. We made great progress
in FY2004, we served clients in 54 of the 55 counties of the state within this fiscal year. We
developed goals for numbers of clients in
each county
based on 60+ population and
poverty, and compared our case numbers
to these goals monthly. We also analyzed our data on how clients found out
about us, and adjusted our outreach
efforts every month to try to meet our
goals.
The map below shows how
close we came to reaching our goal
number of clients in each county.
We still have work to do, especially
in the southern part of the state.
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Service Delivery System

1. Statewide Senior Legal Hotline
“I’m really glad to know
you’re available for this
kind of help. Seems like
people start trying to
take advantage of you
as you get older.”
Sondra in Wheeling

The heart of our delivery system is our Hotline. Through the hotline,
we are available to any senior in the state who has access to a
telephone. Nearly 100% of our intake is done by telephone.
Callers who qualify for our services (age 60 or over, WV residents,
needy) are asked basic demographic and contact information, and then
given the opportunity to explain the basics of their legal problems or questions to our intake worker. The client is then given an appointment time
that afternoon for our staff attorney
or our director to call back and hanMany needy rural seniors are
dle the case.
proud people. They can call us
The call-back system has many
advantages over a hotline in the from the privacy and comfort of
more traditional sense, where the their own homes and get the imcaller is immediately served by at- portant legal information, advice,
torneys who answer the phones.
and advocacy they need.
Calling back at scheduled times allows us to do thorough conflict
checks, and to do preliminary research regarding the issue before talking
to the client. It also helps us manage our time more efficiently, enabling
our attorney to schedule blocks of time to work on open cases.
Providing client access through the telephone enables
us to reach so many needy seniors who either could not
or would not come in to a local legal aid office. Senior
West Virginians have a very high rate of disability,
though many do not consider themselves disabled
people. Even non-disabled people in rural West Virginia have a hard time getting around during the
long winter months, and poor West Virginians are
especially unlikely to have adequate transportation.
You might assume we are not able to develop
the same closeness of a face-to-face meeting with
our clients. But we find that a surprising level of intimacy can develop in our telephone conversations with
clients. Many of our seniors are actually more comfortable
talking on the phone, feeling protected by a kind of relative anonymity.
Many needy rural seniors are proud people who do not want to be seen
publicly asking for help. They can call us from the privacy and comfort of
their own homes and get the important legal information, advice, and advocacy they need.
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Service Delivery System

2. Publications
MANUAL OF LEGAL QUESTIONS
FREQUENTLY ASKED BY
WEST VIRGINIA SENIORS

This valuable resource is updated annually by a summer law fellow
provided through the West Virginia Fund for Law in the Public Interest.
The manual contains over 100 elderlaw questions answered in plain English. Though the manual’s targeted audience is the senior population, we have
found many senior service providers, friends and families of seniors, and elderlaw attorneys use this book, as well. The appendices include a compilation
of the state’s licensing authorities, their contact information, and complaint
procedures, forms and instructions for medical advance directives and consumer complaints through the West Virginia Attorney General’s Office, and a
flowchart of the new Bankruptcy law. The manual is published in its entirety on our website (please see below).
In FY2002 we partnered with the Regional Longterm Care Ombudsman Program to create THE WEST VIRGINIA ELDER
ADVOCACY QUARTERLY. WVSLA had published The West Virginia Elderlaw Newsletter since 1996, it made sense to combine with their
newsletter, which targeted a similar audience. The partnership has been a great success, and
we are proud to say that the new publication is better than either of its predecessors.
Subscriptions are free, and we had over 700 paper subscribers in FY2005.
Newsletter subscriptions are also available by email and on our website,
expanding free access to the contents of the newsletter at no additional
cost to our program. We significant increased our email subscribership to
over 300 in FY2005.
Whereas the Manual is intended for seniors themselves, the newsletter is
geared more toward professionals who provide services to seniors, such as
attorneys, social workers, healthcare professionals, and others. The newsletter is typically 8 pages long, and contains articles about current legal issues affecting West Virginia seniors.

THE WEST VIRGINIA
ELDER ADVOCACY QUARTERLY

THE ELDERBLAWG
Last but not least, we publish timely elderlaw news items
and Jeannie’s Case of the Week on our blawg, an elderlaw
web log we maintain at www.seniorlegalaid.blogspot.com.
The blawg gives us the opportunity to quickly publish information for seniors and elder advocates on emerging issues.

West Virginia Senior Legal Aid, Inc.
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3. www.seniorlegalaid.org

The response to our website has continued to be very positive. Our
goals for the website are: to make our legal information and educational
materials even more widely available by using the internet, to publish
our Manual and our Newsletter in an alternative format that is accessible
to many people with disabilities, and to create another point of access
for our services via the world wide
web. Our website has succeeded in
all those areas.
This year we had 22 cases referred to us through our website
presence. We anticipate more and
more seniors and their family and
“I am so happy there is
friends will search the internet for
a program to help
services. We will continue to imsenior in need. . .I got
prove this important access point
a favorable hearing
to our program.
decision.” Velma in
Arborvale

4. Legal Information Workshops
and Presentations
We taught legal workshops and presentations this year to 770 participants. The varied audiences included seniors, their family members,
senior service providers, lawyers, healthcare professionals, and social
workers, among others. Topics covered include capacity issues and legal decision making, long-term care Medicaid and Medicare, estate recovery, dealing with debt, proactive legal planning, due process, domestic violence in later life, and financial exploitation of seniors.
Arming seniors with relevant legal information not only empowers our potential clients to make better choices, but can even prevent
legal problems from arising. Helping seniors maintain their autonomy
will always be a central part of our mission, and understanding relevant
legal issues and concepts is essential to being an autonomous senior.
For some kinds of legal problems, prevention is really the only way to
get a good outcome. Teaching seniors to spot potential legal problems
before they start may be the best service we can provide them.
Presentations give us excellent opportunities to do outreach and raise
awareness about our services. Making personal connections with local service providers also builds important bridges, giving us the opportunity to clarify our roles and hear the concerns of people who work
face-to-face with seniors everyday.

