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A N N U A L  R E P O R T
C e n t r a l  J e r s e y  L e g a l  S e r v i c e s



At CJLS we strengthened our commitment to expand
access to justice to low-income, vulnerable communities. We
worked quickly to move our operations online, allowing
staff to answer our phones, process intake, schedule
appointments, and provide much needed legal assistance
while remaining safe in their own homes. We set up spaces
in our offices where clients who lacked the technology to
attend remote hearings or trials could safely engage in
those proceedings. We advocated for the rights of clients to
postpone virtual hearings when that forum presented
barriers to a just outcome.We identified areas of greatest
need: housing, unemployment, nutrition and cash
benefits, domestic violence, and debt collection, and
allocated resources to provide our client community with
accurate information and accessible services to address
those issues. We engaged with our partners in the
judiciary, government, and the private sector to ensure that
new administrative and court procedures developed to
address the pandemic safeguarded the rights of low-income
people. We’ve streamlined our operations and are now
opening more cases each month than we were before
the pandemic, while continuing to work remotely.

–  i n  2 0 2 1 ,  w e ’ r e  a d d i n g  s t a f f  i n  p r e p a r a t i o n
f o r  t h e  l o o m i n g  e v i c t i o n  c r i s i s .  B y  o n e
e s t i m a t e ,  b e t w e e n  6 4 0 , 0 0 0  a n d  1 , 1 8 0 , 0 0 0
N e w  J e r s e y  h o u s e h o l d s  a r e  c u r r e n t l y  a t
r i s k  o f  e v i c t i o n .  K e e p i n g  p e o p l e  h o u s e d  i s
n o w  m o r e  t h a n  e v e r  a  m a t t e r  o f  l i f e  o r  d e a t h .
C J L S  i s  r e a d y  f o r  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  a h e a d .

2 0 2 0  A T  A  G L A N C E
I t  g o e s  w i t h o u t  s a y i n g  t h a t  2 0 2 0  w a s  a  y e a r
l i k e  n o  o t h e r .  T h e  C O V I D - 1 9  p a n d e m i c
s t r a i n e d  o u r  c i v i l  j u s t i c e  s y s t e m  a n d  b r o u g h t
i n e q u i t i e s  i n  t h e  s y s t e m  i n t o  s h a r p  f o c u s .

W e ’ r e  n o t  d o n e  y e t
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C l i e n t s  b y
R a c e / E t h n i c i t y

O U R  C L I E N T S

7 3 % o f  c l i e n t s  w e r e  w o m e n

2 4 % o f  c l i e n t s  w e r e  a g e  6 0  o r  o v e r

C l i e n t s '  a v e r a g e  a n n u a l  i n c o m e  i n  2 0 2 0  

$18,662.40

1,2458 people l ived in households we assisted in 2020

3 7 % o f  c l i e n t s  w e r e  l i v i n g  w i t h  a
p h y s i c a l  o r  m e n t a l  d i s a b i l i t y

4,642 w e r e  c h i l d r e n  u n d e r  1 8

1 8 % o f  c l i e n t s  s p o k e  a  l a n g u a g e  o t h e r  t h a n  E n g l i s h .
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A caseworker from a food delivery program was talking to
several clients who were staying at a local motel. They told
him there was a group of people who had been placed at the
motel by the Board of Social Services and had just received
termination notices. He told them to call CJLS.  We heard
from fourteen different clients who had been placed at the
motel after calling the homeless hotline for a safe place to
shelter during the pandemic. They’d been given notices that
their time at the hotel was up and they needed to vacate.
Most of them had no place else to go. We advised them to
stay put – the Governor’s Executive Order prevented
them from being evicted during the pandemic. Our
attorney contacted Social Services to see if we could assist
with other placements for these clients. Then the motel
started locking people out of their rooms and removing
their belongings. Some residents called the police, but the
officers refused to enforce the EO and require the motel to
let the clients back into their rooms. The police officers told
everyone they would be there the next morning to remove
anyone who remained.
A CJLS housing attorney filed an emergency order on
behalf of one of the already locked out clients – a young
woman with a newborn. Once served with the complaint, the
police department helped the tenants regain access to
their rooms. We requested and received assurance from the
police department that no one else would be removed. The
department notified the motel that they would have to
produce a court order if they requested assistance removing
any tenant. Our attorney was then able to negotiate an
extension at the motel, and social services began looking
for alternative placements for the tenants they’d placed there. 

CJLS was  ab le  to  prevent  severa l  peop le  f rom i l lega l ly  los ing
the i r  hous ing  dur ing  the  pandemic ,  and  he lped to  c lar i fy  the
r ights  of  tenants  in  mote ls  under  the  ev ict ion  morator ium.

O U R  S T O R I E S



Elena is  a disabled single mother of  three.

She manages to keep her  fami ly  going with

SSI/SSD benef i ts  and inconsistent  chi ld

support .  She received a letter  f rom the

Mercer  County  Board of  Socia l  Serv ices .  The

agency hadn ’ t  proper ly  accounted for  her

SSI/SSD income and overpaid her benefits .

Now they wanted her  to repay them $13,900 -

more than hal f  what  the fami ly  made in  a  year .

E lena ca l led CJLS for  help.  Af ter  looking

through E lena ’s  records ,  a  CJLS attorney

real ized that  the Board of  Socia l  Serv ices had

been collecting Elena’s  child support  dur ing

the overpayment per iod,  and had fa i led to

of fset  the amount col lected –  an amount near ly

ident ica l  to  the amount of  her  overpayment .

Once they looked at  our  records the agency agreed

that  the chi ld  support  col lected should have been

offset .  The amount of  E lena ’s  overpayment was

adjusted down to $171.  E lena agreed to a  payment

plan with a  delayed start  date that  allowed her to

save enough to make payments .  She avoided

paying back an overwhelming debt  that  she d idn ’ t

owe and can af ford to cover  her  rent  and other

necessary  expenses for  hersel f  and her  chi ldren.

O U R  S T O R I E S



Marilyn is  an 85 year-old woman who suffers from
dementia .  She was hospita l ized and upon her  re lease

went to l ive  wi th a  re lat ive ,  where she pays room and
board.  Her daughter  ca l led CJLS when she received a

letter  f rom Socia l  Secur i ty  that  Mar i lyn ’s  d irect  deposi t
had changed.   Mar i lyn ’s  daughter  has power of  at torney

and had made no such change.  She contacted her
mother ’s  bank and was to ld that  someone contacted

them and changed the d irect  deposi t  for  Mar i lyn ’s  Socia l
Secur i ty ,  and the payments were going to a  d i f ferent

inst i tut ion.  They d id not  prov ide any opt ion to stop
payment ,  f i le  a  compla int ,  or  invest igate .  Two months of

Mar i lyn ’s  Socia l  Secur i ty  and her  st imulus check were
miss ing.   Mar i lyn tr ied to get  in  touch with SSA ’s  Fraud

Unit ,  but  s ince the pandemic had closed al l  off ices  she
could not  get  through over  the phone.  Mar i lyn ’s  daughter
could not  af ford to cont inue pay ing her  rent  and the cost

of  her  prescr ipt ions ,  so she ca l led her  local  of f ice on
aging,  and they referred her  to CJLS.   A  CJLS consumer

attorney helped Mar i lyn to f i le  a  pol ice report ,  an appeal
of  the d irect  deposi t  change,  and a fraud report  wi th the

Off ice of  the Inspector  General .  Everyth ing was more
di f f icu l t  to  do with of f ices shuttered due to the

pandemic ,  but  wi th our help Mar i lyn ’s  daughter  was able
to  undo the fraudulent changes  to  her  mother ’s

account .  The SSA returned Mar i lyn ’s  miss ing funds and
f ixed her  d irect  deposi t .  C JLS a lso helped Mar i lyn apply

for  prescr ipt ion ass istance,  which reduced her monthly
expenses .  With our help ,  Mar i lyn was able to recover  her

miss ing funds and is  better  able to cover  her  monthly
expenses.

O U R  S T O R I E S



Valerie is a 55 year-old woman caring for her 7 year-old
granddaughter. She was laid off from her job because there

wasn’t enough work. She was able to support the family with her
unemployment benefits, and was optimistic she would find a

new job soon. Then the COVID-19 pandemic shut down most of
New Jersey’s economy, and there were no jobs to be had. In mid-

April Valerie’s unemployment benefits ran out, and she found
herself with no income at all.  She was told there would be an

extension of unemployment benefits, but her checks stopped
coming, even as she completed her weekly certification. She tried

to apply for SNAP benefits online, but the system kept telling her
she had an application pending. She spoke to someone at social
services who told her that there was no pending application for
her, and she had to continue trying to apply online. She called
CJLS in May, after a month without any income. A CJLS attorney
reached out to her contacts at several human services agencies
and was able to get Valerie a voucher so she could buy food.

The attorney contacted social services and got Valerie an
appointment to complete her SNAP application over the phone,

since the online system wasn’t working for her. CJLS also reached
out to unemployment and was told that extended UI benefits

would be issued in late May. There was also a problem identified
in the system that was preventing Valerie from recertifying, and
we were able to get that resolved at the same time. Valerie was
approved for SNAP benefits so she was able to buy food for

her small family. Her unemployment also restarted, but then
stopped again. We went back to unemployment a second time
and resolved the issue. While we were working through the UI

and SNAP issues, Valerie was approved for subsidized housing,
but didn’t have any money to buy furniture. Our attorney helped

her secure some donated furniture, and she and her
granddaughter moved into a new home. Valerie is confident she
will eventually get back to work. In the meantime, the family has

income and nutrition benefits to keep them afloat.

O U R  S T O R I E S


