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ecently, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution

published the story of a young Marine cor-

poral who suffered a traumatic brain injury
in an October 2006 roadside bomb explosion in Iraq.

Two years down the road to recovery, his external
scars are minimal, but the internal trauma remains: sig-
nificant memory loss, breathing problems, bronchitis,
and discomfort from glass and shrapnel still in his
arms. According to the article, the corporal takes med-
ication for seizures, insomnia and depression.

Now 23 years old, he has retired from the Marines at
40 percent disability. He is one of thousands of injured
U.S. veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan who returned
home as heroes but are a far cry from being made
whole again. Sometimes they don’t know where to
turn for help; sometimes help is not available.

It has come to the attention of the State Bar of Georgia
that a growing problem throughout the U.S. military
involves active servicemembers, reservists and veterans
who need legal services outside what is available to
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them from the government. At the Annual Meeting in
June, the Board of Governors voted to establish a spe-
cial committee, charged with the task of identifying and
addressing unmet legal needs of the state’s military ser-
vicemembers, reservists, veterans and their families.

The panel—chaired by Charles L. Ruffin and com-
prised largely of lawyers with military experience
and/or an abiding interest in military and veterans’
law —went to work immediately, assigning tasks to
various members and meeting on a biweekly basis.

“The Pro Bono for Military Veterans &
Servicemembers Committee is working hard on the
design of a comprehensive program that encourages
Georgia lawyers to stand in the gap between legal
services available to on-duty military personnel and
unmet needs,” State Bar President Jeffrey O.
Bramlett said. “Georgia lawyers are grateful for the
military service of our troops and returning veter-
ans. This committee is looking for ways lawyers can
personally and voluntarily give of themselves where
servicemembers and veterans are not getting the
legal help they need.”

Military lawyers at a number of Georgia installations
strongly agree the need for such a program exists.
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(Left to right) Committee members Bryan Cavan, president-elect; Linton Johnson, State Bar communications consultant; Antony B. Kolenc, Major,
USAF; and Charles L. “Buck” Ruffin, chair, review the State Bar of Georgia Veterans and Servicemembers Law Survey.

Maj. Antony B. Kolenc, staff
judge advocate at Dobbins Air
Reserve Base in Marietta, related
the following scenario: an active
duty service member comes in
with divorce paperwork recently
served on him by his estranged
wife. He has three children and the
wife wants custody of them. His
wife’s attorney has drawn up a set-
tlement, with a detailed break-
down of how child support will be
paid, for him to sign.

The service member wants to
know how he can fight for custody
and whether the child support plan
is a “good deal” for him. He also
wants to know what he will need
to file with the court so that he does
not lose any of his rights.

“That would be beyond the
scope of what can be competently
handled in military legal assis-
tance,” Kolenc said. “After giving
him general advice on the divorce
process in Georgia and identifying
potential issues in the proposed set-
tlement agreement, I would have to
refer him to the local bar associa-
tion so he can find a good family
law attorney, if he can afford it.”

This is but one example of sol-
diers” and veterans’ needs for legal
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assistance exceeding what is avail-
able to them at their installations.
In addition to family law issues,
servicemembers are increasingly
finding themselves in legal limbo
on matters ranging from disability
claims to employment problems to
landlord/tenant disputes.

“These are the types of cases
where an individual might not hire
an outside lawyer but will simply
surrender the issue or go it alone,”
Kolenc said. “But our attorneys
will do everything within our
power to ensure the member
receives the help they need.”

“We frequently see soldiers
who have a good consumer
law case, involving predatory
automobile sales or unautho-
rized/overpriced repairs, for
example, but we cannot represent
them in court due to our resource
constraints,” said Col. Tracy A.
Barnes, staff judge advocate at
Fort Benning in Columbus. “The
State Bar could assist by provid-
ing pro bono representation in
court in appropriate cases.
Another possible way to help us
advise clients would be a list of
Georgia attorneys willing to lend
their subject matter expertise and

guidance to our legal assistance
attorneys on a particular case.”

Anthony Tempesta, chief of the
legal assistance staff at Fort
Benning, said there is also a “sig-
nificant” volume of active duty
personnel who could benefit from
a pro bono program. “We have
four Bar members on staff, and our
office is overwhelmed, mostly with
family law cases,” Tempesta said.
“We are presently not accepting
any new in-court representation
cases, and when we do so again it
will be limited to adoption and
legitimation cases. Any assistance
from the Bar on divorce, child cus-
tody and child support matters
would be a tremendous help.”

The Legal Assistance Division at
Fort McPherson served 7,015 mem-
bers of the military community in
2007, according to staff attorney
Marcia Parker, who attended the
Bar committee’s July 22 meeting.
Parker and her colleagues consult-
ed with 4,640 clients and prepared
1,094 wills. The front office staff
prepared 1,839 powers of attorney
and notarized approximately 5,344
documents. In addition, the divi-
sion prepared 2,044 federal tax
returns and 1,773 state tax returns.
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“Georgia lawyers are grateful for the military service of our troops

and returning veterans. This committee is looking for ways lawyers

can personally and voluntarily give of themselves where servicemem-

bers and veterans are not getting the legal help they need.”

Parker said her office is mandated
to write wills and powers of attor-
ney and handle Servicemember’s
Group Life Insurance claims on
behalf of soldiers stationed at Fort
McPherson. In addition, the division
handles a significant number of fam-
ily law issues and provides limited
assistance on real property and
landlord/tenant issues, consumer
protection, civilian and military
administrative matters. The office is
restricted from handling criminal
matters, employment issues (includ-
ing but not limited to those under
the jurisdiction of Department of
Justice) or income-generating cases.
Servicemembers’ eligibility for assis-
tance is dictated under Army
Regulation 27-3.

For matters beyond the scope of
the division, Parker said, “Our
office maintains an attorney refer-
ral list. If we are unable to provide
a service, we can make initial con-
tacts to local attorneys who spe-
cialize in that subject area for a
free consultation.”

Soldiers who return from war
often have special needs resulting
from physical injuries as well as the
effects of Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD).

“When they come home, they
are often not the same person,”
Parker said, “which can lead to
deterioration of the family and
other problems.”

Committee members have been
in contact with other state bars
where similar programs have been
launched. Donna G. Barwick spoke
with the coordinator of the
Operation Legal Eagle project of the
North Carolina Bar Association,
which has produced mixed results
and is undergoing a revamping,.
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— President Jeffrey O. Bramlett

“The program hasn’t been used
very much,” Barwick reported.
“Many of the servicemembers with
unmet needs reside in rural areas,
while many of the volunteers
reside and work in urban centers.
Therefore, it was sometimes diffi-
cult to match volunteers with
potential clients.”

Also, the Department of Defense
was already taking care of wills,
powers of attorney and similar
needs for which volunteers were
easier to find, she said. For family
law, consumer law and criminal
matters, the rural/urban discon-
nect made things more difficult.

“Their key words of advice
include making sure we have an
open line of communications with
the Judge Advocate General (JAG)
officers at the military installations in
order to keep up with frequent per-
sonnel changes in that position,”
Barwick said, “and to make sure vol-
unteers are familiar with the unique
nature of military benefits claims.”

Eric A. Ballinger, reporting on
his research on behalf of the com-
mittee, said the Oregon project is
operating with 120 lawyer volun-
teers on its Military Assistance
Panel (MAP).

In Oregon, the JAG officers pre-
qualify soldiers in need of assis-
tance based on program criteria
and guidelines. Once qualified, the
soldier makes contact with the
Oregon State Bar’s Lawyer Referral
Service. The bar’s call center then
refers the case to a MAP lawyer,
who provides the first hour with
the client on a pro bono basis. Any
following services are provided
under a fee arrangement, but most
of the cases are handled pro bono
to the conclusion of the matter.

There are no major military
installations in Oregon, but the
program serves National Guard
members mobilized and de-
ployed overseas. In 2009, the
number of Oregon Guard mem-
bers deployed to the Middle East
is expected to increase to 3,500.
By comparison, Ballinger pointed
out, Fort Benning has more than
10,000 active duty solders at that
post alone.

The committee is continuing to
proactively solicit input from key
personnel at Georgia military
installations on the legal services
that are and are not already avail-
able to servicemembers.

Committee member E. Marcus
Davis is also board chair of the
Brain Injury Association of
Georgia. He said approximately
300,000 veterans of the Iraq and
Afghanistan wars suffer from
either Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI)
from exposure primarily to impro-
vised explosive devices or PTSD
from exposure to the constant life-
threatening stresses of combat. The
effects of TBI and PTSD include
cognitive disabilities, attention and
concentration difficulties, emotion-
al disability, memory and word
search problems, the effects of
which may include chronic anxi-
ety, panic attacks, relationship
problems, problems holding a job,
substance abuse and, sadly, even
domestic violence.

“I hope through our military
assistance project, lawyers will
help steer veterans toward exist-
ing programs that can help,”
Davis said. “For example, the
Brain and Spinal Cord Injury
Trust Fund established by the
state of Georgia exists to provide
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financial assistance to those who are injured. The
Brain Injury Association of Georgia and the Brain
Injury Resource Foundation provide information,
resource listings, support groups and peer visitor
programs for traumatic brain injury survivors. The
Shepherd Center, through a grant by the Bernard
Marcus Foundation, administers a brain injury reha-
bilitation program for returning veterans. Raising
awareness of resources like this could be an impor-
tant function of our program.”

The committee is addressing a host of issues during
the program’s developmental stages, including how
cases will be prioritized and assigned. Under discus-
sion is a plan to develop two lists of attorneys, those
who would provide fee-based services and those who
would offer pro bono representation. Cases would
first be directed to the fee list, based on the lawyer’s
geographic location and area of expertise.
Servicemembers who are unable to pay any legal fees
would be referred to the pro bono list.

Regarding case priority, committee members are con-
sidering a system of handling deployed servicemem-
bers” needs first, followed in order by pre- and post-
deployment issues, general active duty, veterans with
pending disability benefit claims, reservists and retirees.

The committee is also investigating ways to sup-
port referral and volunteer attorneys with training
and resources, to help make any pro bono or referral
relationship cost effective and attractive for Bar mem-
bers, especially so for rural and small-firm lawyers.

“We are informing ourselves about the complexi-
ties of working across the lines of the various branch-
es of the military service and the differing needs of
National Guard, reservists, and active duty person-
nel,” says Bramlett. “We are focused on making the
Georgia lawyers who decide to participate in this
effort the best-trained and best-prepared attorneys in
the United States to meet these needs. The committee
is mindful that we have before us an opportunity for
Georgia lawyers to say thanks to our servicemembers
and veterans for all they do, often at significant per-
sonal sacrifice, to protect our country.”

Accompanying this article is a survey form for all
Bar members to complete in an effort for the commit-
tee to determine interest and willingness among
Georgia lawyers to participate in helping meet the
legal needs of our servicemembers, reservists and vet-
erans, either on a pro bono or fee basis. Please com-
plete the survey found on page 34 and return it no
later than Oct. 31. You may also complete the survey
online at www.gabar.org.

Linton Johnson is a media consultant
to the State Bar of Georgia.
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