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Chicago Team Secures Asylum for Mexican 
Refugees Fleeing Cartel Violence
Chicago Intellectual Property associates Matthew Holub, Patrick Abbott and Thomas 
Maas secured a victory on behalf of a family of Mexican refugees in a case that had been 
pending for three years. The family was seeking asylum because three members of their 
immediate family were killed by a drug cartel when one of them refused to work for the 
cartel. Threats of the same were made against remaining family members. 

The veteran Immigration Court judge praised the Katten team’s strong briefing, but still 
raised initial concerns about the refugees’ claims based on factual, legal and policy issues. 
After oral argument and direct examination of just the first of four planned witnesses, 
however, the judge halted presentation of the evidence, saying he didn’t see any credibility 
issues, and entered a ruling for Katten’s clients. The court held that the Katten team had 
met its burden to show that the refugees had a reasonable, well-found fear of persecution on 
account of a protected classification. The Department of Homeland Security waived appeal 
at the urging of the court, bringing a permanent halt to deportation proceedings and ensuring 
asylum for the family. 

Paralegal Nellie Stoeckel played a key role in witness preparation and Brian Sodikoff, 
co-head of the Patent Litigation practice, and IP legal executive assistant Michele Moravec 
also assisted with the case.

Katten Team Obtains Victory for Client 
Pursuing Habeas Relief 
A multi-office Katten team, led by Chicago Litigation and Dispute Resolution associate 
Yelena Shagall, obtained a victory in the United States Court of Appeals for the Seventh 
Circuit on behalf of its client, who was pursuing habeas relief based on ineffective assistance 
of counsel. The client had been incorrectly sentenced as a career offender––a classification 
that added approximately a decade to his guidelines sentencing range––because trial counsel 
failed to object to this classification. Although counsel had assured the client habeas counsel 
and that counsel would attach the documentation necessary to prove the prejudice that the 
client suffered, counsel failed (1) to attach the documents; (2) to provide the client with a 
copy of the habeas motion; (3) to provide the client with the government’s response, which 
urged the court to deny the habeas motion because the documents were not attached.; and (4) 
to provide the client with the district court’s order denying the habeas motion, based solely 
on the fact that the documents were not attached.

Nonetheless, the district court concluded that the client’s sentence was beyond review, 
because, as a categorical matter, a habeas counsel’s error never warrants reopening a habeas 
proceeding.  

The Katten team took the case and, in a precedent-setting ruling, the Seventh Circuit vacated 
the lower court’s dismissal, announcing a new rule that habeas counsel’s errors can warrant 
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reopening a habeas proceeding. The Seventh Circuit further held that in this case, habeas counsel’s errors did warrant reopening the 
habeas proceeding.  

Yelena received the case through a court appointment and was supported by Gil Soffer, managing partner of Katten’s Chicago office 
and national co-chair of the Litigation and Dispute Resolution practice, and Washington, DC Litigation and Dispute Resolution 
partner Robert Smith.

Bill McGonigle and 16 Katten Attorneys 
Take On Cases for Clemency Project 2014
Led by Washington, DC Litigation and Dispute Resolution associate William McGonigle, Katten currently has 16 attorneys from 
various offices actively working on cases for Clemency Project 2014, some handling two cases at once. The program launched in 
2014 when Deputy US Attorney General James Cole asked the legal profession to provide pro bono assistance to federal prisoners 
who likely would have received a shorter sentence had they been sentenced today. Since approximately 30,000 inmates have applied 
for consideration under the program’s strict criteria, volunteer attorneys first must complete an initial review to identify if the inmate 
qualifies for consideration before submitting an executive summary to the Clemency Project Screening Committee. The Committee 
then determines which eligible applicants should have petitions submitted to the DOJ’s Office of the Pardon Attorney.

A case submitted by Los Angeles – Downtown Litigation and Dispute Resolution staff attorney Paul Grammatico has been selected 
by the Committee to have a petition drafted and submitted to the DOJ. This is great news considering the sheer volume of submissions 
being reviewed by the Committee.

Additionally, the White House has communicated that it wants more petitions, asking attorneys to sift through thousands of 
submissions to find eligible applicants. Partly thanks to the efforts of Clemency Project 2014, President Obama now has commuted 
more sentences than the last four presidents combined, most recently commuting the sentences of 46 non-violent drug offenders in 
July 2015.

Bill serves as Katten’s coordinator for Clemency Project 2014 and has worked with the project’s administrators to streamline training 
for attorneys, collect documents and refine the resources available to attorneys. This has allowed for increased productivity, which is 
important considering the large number of applicants that need to be screened. Bill continues to review clemency cases and recruit 
Katten attorneys to help handle thousands of cases left to screen and review. Interested attorneys should contact Bill.

Charlotte Team Obtains Custody Orders for Mothers 
of Three Unaccompanied Minors Fleeing Violence in 
Central America
Attorneys in the Charlotte office formed a partnership with the Safe Child Immigrant Project in 2014 
and have now successfully obtained custody orders for the mothers of three unaccompanied minors. These 
minors fled violent conditions in Central American countries involving gang violence, sex trafficking and 
direct threats to their lives. Under certain circumstances, if the local custodian obtains a state court order granting him or her custody 
of the minor, the minor can apply for special immigrant juvenile status, which allows the minor to avoid being returned to a dangerous 
situation with no one to care for him or her. Litigation and Dispute Resolution special counsel Christopher Hicks and Real Estate 
staff attorney Gary Redwine successfully obtained these custody orders with assistance from paralegal Sara Brown. Based on the 
success of the first few trials, there is growing interest among attorneys in the Charlotte office to get involved.
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https://www.clemencyproject2014.org/
http://www.lssp.org/services/immigrant-justice/safe-child-immigrant-project/


Washington, DC Attorneys Reclaim Couple’s Seized Life Savings 
Washington, DC associates Jennifer Baker Loeb (White Collar, Investigations and Compliance) and Daniel Lipton (Litigation 
and Dispute Resolution) helped a couple reclaim their life savings after they were erroneously seized at Houston’s George Bush 
Intercontinental Airport by agents with the US Customs and Border Protection. CBP officials rarely return seized funds and when they 
do they often impose a penalty of 10–15 percent. In this case, Jennifer and Daniel were able to retrieve more than 95 percent of their 
clients’ money and did so within only two weeks of filing their petition––the government typically responds after several months. 

Sanctions Claim Against Domestic Violence Attorney Defeated
Director of Pro Bono Services Jonathan Baum won dismissal with prejudice of a motion for sanctions 
filed against a staff attorney with the Domestic Violence Legal Clinic (DVLC). The alleged abuser 
against whom a civil order of protection was won and then later withdrawn by a DVLC client filed a 
motion alleging that the petition in support of the order for protection contained false statements and 
that the DVLC staff attorney had failed to engage in a reasonable inquiry to determine if the statements 
were true. After briefing and oral argument, a Cook County, Illinois circuit court judge dismissed 
the sanctions motion on its face, holding that the alleged abuser (in two attempts) failed to identify 
specifically what the staff attorney failed to do that rendered her inquiry into the truth of the disputed 
allegations unreasonable.

DVLC’s interim executive director expressed her thanks: “We appreciate [Katten’s] excellent counsel. I cannot tell you how relieved 
[the staff attorney] and the rest of the office are to have that case resolved!”

Janet Goelz Hoffman and Three Summer 
Associates Assist Nonprofits in Revising 
Governance Documents
Commencing last summer and continuing this year, Chicago Government and Public Finance partner Janet Goelz Hoffman 
supervised summer associates Mitchell Garnett and George Stowe in assisting the Illinois affiliate of the National Alliance on 
Mental Illness (NAMI) and a number of its Illinois chapters in revising the chapters’ governance documents. NAMI is a nationwide, 
grassroots nonprofit dedicated to advocacy, research, support and education to improve the lives of people with mental illness. The 
national office of NAMI is requiring all chapters to re-charter and re-affiliate with the national office, which has developed sample 
bylaws. However, legal counsel is needed to ensure that the chapters’ governance documents are in compliance with the Illinois 
General Not for Profit Corporation Act and in compliance with best practices for federal and state conflict-of-interest policies. The 
Katten team revised the model bylaws for NAMI Illinois to provide to other chapters that wish to adopt the new form of bylaws 
or for newly formed chapters to adopt in the future. Mitch and George worked directly with the head of NAMI Illinois as well as 
representatives of NAMI Illinois and NAMI’s national organization to address each party’s concerns. Janet also supervised George in 
the preparation of a detailed analysis of the existing bylaws and created amended and restated bylaws for NAMI North Iowa.

Additionally, under Janet’s supervision, summer associate Tim Cross assisted the Leslie Shankman 
School Corporation (LSSC) and the Foundation for Emotionally Disturbed Children (FEDC) in revising 
LSSC’s and FEDC’s governance documents. LSSC sponsors two specialty schools: Hyde Park Day 
School, an elementary school for bright children with severe learning disabilities at campuses in Woodlawn 
and Northfield, and the Sonia Shankman Orthogenic School in Woodlawn, a day and residential school 
for bright students ages 8–22 years old with severe emotional illnesses. Tim revised the Articles of 
Incorporation and the bylaws for both LSSC and FEDC, working directly with senior management of LSSC 
and board members of FEDC and LSSC to successfully complete this important project.
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http://www.dvlcchicago.org/
http://www.nami.org/
http://www.nami.org/
http://hydeparkday.org/leslie-shankman-school-corporation/
http://hydeparkday.org/leslie-shankman-school-corporation/
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Washington, DC Attorneys Provide Legal Advice 
to the Local Community at the D.C. Bar Pro Bono 
Program’s Advice and Referral Clinic
Five Washington, DC attorneys volunteered their services at the D.C. Bar Pro Bono Program’s 
Advice and Referral Clinic at Bread for the City’s Northwest Center. The Katten team, along 
with other volunteers, addressed a wide range of legal matters for 59 clients. Matters included 
issues such as bankruptcy/debt collection, consumer law, employment law, family law, health law, 
housing law, personal injury, probate, public benefits and tax law. Partners Lisa-Marie Monsanto 
(Corporate) and Seth Messner (Structured Finance and Securitization), associates William 
McGonigle (Litigation and Dispute Resolution) and Sarah Ma (Tax Planning), and accounting 
manager Marcia Williamson participated in the clinic. 

PILI Spotlights Katten’s Jump in The 
American Lawyer’s Pro Bono Rankings 
The Public Interest Law Initiative (PILI) featured Katten in a spotlight about the firm’s 
recent jump in pro bono rankings in The American Lawyer. From 2013 to 2014, Katten 
moved from 91st to 70th place, in large part due to a 30 percent increase in average pro bono 
hours. Director of Pro Bono Services Jonathan Baum explained to PILI that this increase is thanks to the firm’s 40/40 Goal. Seven 
years ago, Katten set out to achieve an average of 40 pro bono hours per attorney with 40 percent of attorneys performing pro bono. 
“You have to have goals. It doesn’t happen by itself,” Jonathan explained in the article. In 2014, Katten achieved its 40/40 Goal, 
reaching 49.3 average pro bono hours with a 41.7 percent participation rate. Jonathan also credited the firm’s overall culture and firm 
leadership. “The support of firm management is as strong as it has ever been,” Jonathan said. “There is no substitute for leadership 
from the top.” 

16th Annual Pro Bono Service Awards
Katten recently honored eight attorneys for their outstanding pro bono service through the firm’s 16th Annual Pro Bono Service 
Awards program. The ceremonies recognized partners and associates, transactional lawyers and litigators for their consistent 
commitment to using their legal skills on behalf of those in need. Each recipient, highlighted below, also received a $1,000 
honorarium to donate to the charity of his or her choice.

Austin

The Honorable Amy Clark Meachum presented the award to Environmental associate Catherine Bennett Hobson. Katie was 
recognized for her work in winning a sentence reduction for an indigent defendant in a court-appointed federal tax fraud and identity 
theft case and for her work representing a father and his nine-year-old son in applying for asylum after fleeing threats from the MS-13 
gang in Honduras. Katie donated her honorarium to SafePlace in Austin.

Charlotte

The Honorable Louis A. Trosch Jr. presented the award to Litigation and Dispute 
Resolution associate Meghan Engle for her efforts representing victims of domestic 
violence, truant juveniles in the disciplinary system and parents seeking lawful custody 
of refugee children so they can obtain Special Immigrant Juvenile Status in the United 
States. Meghan donated her honorarium to the Council For Children’s Rights.

http://www.dcbar.org/for-the-public/help-for-individuals/advice.cfm
http://www.dcbar.org/for-the-public/help-for-individuals/advice.cfm
http://www.breadforthecity.org/
http://pili.org/
http://pili.org/pro-bono-spotlights/pili-pro-bono-spotlight-katten
http://www.americanlawyer.com/id%3D1202730765376/Pro-Bono-Report-2015-The-Charts%3Fslreturn%3D20150810133625


Chicago

The Honorable John J. Tharp Jr. presented awards to Real Estate partner Mark Simon and 
Employment Law and Litigation staff attorney Laura Waller. Mark was honored for his 
representation of a range of nonprofit clients in buying, developing, leasing and financing 
real estate projects. Laura was honored for averaging 130 hours per year serving clients 
ranging from nonprofit entities and public schools to a victim of elder abuse, a juvenile 
facing criminal charges and an employee terminated from her job while waiting to learn 
if her cancer had relapsed. Mark donated his honorarium to The Law Project and Laura 
donated her honorarium to Project Medishare for Haiti.

Los Angeles 

The Honorable Harry Pregerson presented awards to Litigation and Dispute Resolution associates Nicholas Gross and Tami Sims. 
Together, Nick and Tami represented an 88-year-old widow with Alzheimer’s whose neighbors defrauded her once her health declined. 
Nick and Tami won back their client’s house for her and secured a large punitive damages award from a jury. Nick donated his 
honorarium to Homeboy Industries and Tami donated her honorarium to Bet Tzedek.

New York

Adam Heintz, director of Pro Bono Services for Legal Services NYC, presented the 
award to Real Estate partner Christine Murphy. Christine was recognized for supporting 
charities with leasing matters and critical real estate needs, such as helping Housing 
Works, a nonprofit organization whose mission is to end the dual crises of homelessness 
and AIDS, with negotiating leases for the agency’s thrift stores. Christine donated her 
honorarium to Good Shepherd Services.

Washington, DC

Nancy J. Anderson, Legal Mobilization and Pro Bono director for the Lawyers’ 
Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, presented the award to Bill McGonigle for his 
role as Katten’s coordinator for Clemency Project 2014, an initiative to evaluate the 
eligibility of federal inmates for potential clemency under criteria set by the Department of 
Justice in January 2014. Bill donated his honorarium to the  Lawyers’ Committee for Civil 
Rights Under Law.

Amanda Schackart Organizes Inaugural Gala Event for Nephcure 
Kidney International
Chicago Conflicts attorney Amanda Schackart is working with Nephcure Kidney 
International to organize its inaugural fundraising gala, themed “Crusade for a Cure,” on 
Friday, November 6 in Chicago. NephCure Kidney International is the only organization 
committed exclusively to supporting research to find a cure and seek the cause of the potentially 
debilitating kidney disease focal segmental glomerulosclerosis (FSGS) and the diseases that 
cause nephrotic syndrome. 
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http://nephcure.org/
http://nephcure.org/
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Elizabeth Hermann Smith Supports Newly Opened Dog Rescue
One Tail at a Time (OTAT), a no-kill all-breed Chicago dog shelter, opened its first adoption center 
on August 1 in the Bucktown neighborhood of Chicago. OTAT has been operating as a foster-
based rescue for seven years so the opening of the shelter will allow OTAT to house more dogs and 
increase adoptions. Chicago Corporate Finance associate Elizabeth Hermann Smith serves on the 
organization’s associates board and volunteers at the new adoption center. Last summer, Elizabeth 
organized a charity jeans day at the Chicago office to raise funds for the adoption center. Currently, 
she is working with OTAT to organize the second annual Dog Restaurant Week and year-end 
Houndstooth Ball fundraiser. 

From a Grateful Client 
The executive director of Lenox Hill Neighborhood House recently wrote the following 
to Ronni Davidowitz, head of the firm’s New York Trusts and Estates practice:

On behalf of our clients and the entire Lenox Hill Neighborhood House community, I 
want to thank you and your colleagues for the wonderful pro bono legal representation 
you provided to us in FY 2015. Your advice and counsel helps to enable us to provide 
essential services––social, educational, legal, health, housing, mental health, 
nutritional and fitness––to more than 20,000 individuals and families on the East Side 
of Manhattan every year.

Please send comments, suggestions and news about interesting pro bono cases and matters you’ve been involved with, as well as any non-legal 
community service work you’re doing, to jonathan.baum@kattenlaw.com.

http://www.onetail.org/
mailto:jonathan.baum%40kattenlaw.com?subject=

