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Public Justice Announces Finalists for the 2015 ‘Trial Lawyer of the Year’ Award
Cases Highlight the Significant Social Impact of Trial Attorneys’ Work on Behalf of the Greater Good

Washington, DC –The Public Justice Foundation announced the five finalists today for its 2015 Trial
Lawyer of the Year Award. The award, which celebrates and recognizes the work of an attorney or team
of attorneys working on behalf of individuals and groups that have suffered injustice and harmful abuse,
will be presented at the organization’s annual gala and awards dinner on July 13 in Montreal. This year’s
nominees include landmark cases dealing with immigrants’, workers’ and civil rights as well as
government misconduct and wrongful conviction.
“Every day, trial lawyers across the country help countless people obtain justice while also creating
positive change through the legal system,” said Paul Bland, executive director of Public Justice. “Far too
often, the immense skills, time and commitment necessary to foster such impact and change is
overlooked or underappreciated. Many trial lawyers take great risk and overcome incredible odds to
advance the development of the law, to make new law, and to win justice for their clients and for the
public. Our Trial Lawyer of the Year Award was founded to bring some particularly important pathbreaking cases, and the remarkable legal teams behind them, to the attention of the public and the legal
profession.”
This year’s five finalists, in alphabetical order, are:

David v. Signal International, a case on behalf of blue-collar workers from India who were recruited
to help rebuild the Gulf Coast following hurricanes Rita and Katrina. Close to 500 workers were lured
with the false promise of long-term jobs and the opportunity to pursue permanent residency in the
United States, for which they went deep into debt to pay exorbitant recruiting fees. Instead, the workers
were brought to the U.S. on temporary guest worker visas, and forced to live in overcrowded and
unsanitary labor camps, for which they were each charged over $1,000 per month by their employer,
Signal International. When the workers began organizing to file suit, Signal terminated the leaders of the
organizing effort and attempted to forcibly deport them. In what became the largest labor trafficking
case ever brought in the U.S., the Southern Poverty Law Center, along with a legal team headed by Alan
Bruce Howard of Crowell & Moring in New York, secured a $14 million verdict for forced labor, civil
racketeering, discrimination and other claims for the first five workers to go to trial.

Disability Rights Network of Pennsylvania v. Wetzell, a landmark case that resulted in sweeping
changes for prisoners with mental health issues being held in solitary confinement. Disability Rights
Network conducted a comprehensive monitoring of Pennsylvania state prisons’ solitary confinement
units over a six-year period. Monitoring revealed that approximately one-third of 2,400 prisoners in
solitary confinement had serious mental illness which represented a significantly disproportionate share
compared to the general prison population. DRN attempted to work with officials at the Department of
Corrections but when DOC failed to take any remedial action, DRN pursued litigation. After nearly two
years of negotiations, DRN and DOC reached a comprehensive settlement agreement reforming the
mental health treatment for all 52,000 state prisoners in Pennsylvania and ending solitary confinement

for those with serious mental illness. Leading the team of attorneys were Robert W. Meek, Kelly L. Darr
and Jeffrey M. Skakalski of DRN. Also integral to this undertaking were David Kornblau and Mari
Bonthuis of Covington & Burling, and David Rudovsky of Kairys Rudovsky.

Elwin v. NS Home for Colored Children & Province of Nova Scotia, a class action on behalf of
orphans who were abused, over a period of nearly 70 years, took nearly 14 years to complete. Former
residents of the home reported horrific treatment, including verbal abuse and sexual misconduct. The
plaintiffs’ legal team, headed by Raymond F. Wagner, Q.C. and Michael Dull of Wagners, secured two
settlements totaling $34 million. To date, over 300 former residents have come forward to submit claims
in the settlement and Nova Scotia’s premier issued an apology to the former residents, calling on the
citizens of the province to “do better” in their care for the less fortunate. Restorative justice principles
were important in the process of compensation and in the inquiry that accompanied the settlement. The
inquiry will examine the historical causes of the abuse and racism. In this inquiry, the aim is to provide
healing and reconciliation to all parties.

In re McCray, Richardson, Santana, Wise and Salaam, concerning five young men who were
wrongfully convicted in New York’s notorious “Central Park Jogger” case, and received a record $41
million settlement after serving years in prison and later being exonerated of the crime. The boys, all of
whom were black or Hispanic and between the ages of 14 and 16, served from 7 to 13 years behind bars
and, upon their release, were required to register as sex offenders. When a convicted serial rapist came
forward in 2002 and claimed responsibility for the attack, DNA analysis revealed that he, and not the
young men originally arrested, was responsible for the crime. The plaintiffs’ legal teams, led by attorneys
from the firms of Beldock, Levine & Hoffman and Fisher & Byrialsen & Kreizerin, obtained a
settlement awarding each young man more than $1 million for each year served in prison. In 2013,
award-winning filmmaker Ken Burns featured the five in his acclaimed documentary, “The Central Park
Five.”

Navajo Nation v. U.S. sought and secured justice for the Navajo Nation after clear evidence was
uncovered showing the U.S. government had mismanaged the 14 million acres of the Nation’s land that
it holds in trust. For nearly 70 years, the government leased parcels of land for farming, housing, timber
operations and oil and coal exploration while failing to keep an accurate accounting of the funds due to
the Nation. The government failed to get fair market value for what they leased, costing the Nation
hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue. In 2014, in what then-Attorney General Eric Holder called a
“landmark resolution,” the United States agreed to pay $554 million in what remains the largest
settlement ever obtained by a Native American tribe from the federal government. The legal team, led by
the late Samuel J. Buffone of BuckleySandler and Alan R. Taradash of the Nordhaus Law Firm, worked
on the case for eight years, assembling compelling evidence of the government’s startling misconduct
over a 50-year period.
“These five cases underscore the very real impact trial attorneys have on real people’s lives,” said Bland.
“Because of the tenacity and talent of the impressive legal teams in each case, wrongdoers were held
accountable, lives were made better and future generations are assured of dignity and care. Each shows
the legal profession and its best and most impactful and we are proud to honor them as part of this
year’s awards gala.”

A short documentary film about each case will premiere at the July 13 gala. For more information on the
cases, and the legal teams involved, visit Public Justice Foundation online at www.PublicJustice.net.
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