
{315}
CAUGHT DOING

SOMETHING GOOD
•

D E N N I S B A L D W I N

Pro bono work
earns lawyer

national honor

TEXT BY JIM O'HARA
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V eteran lawyer Dennis R. Baldwin's
legal practice had never really tak-
en him into the courtroom. He'd

made his mark counseling clients on mu-
nicipal law and handling "right to build"
issues for numerous residential and com-
mercial construction projects.

So when it came to rolling up his sleeves
and actively participating in some of the
pro bono work he was pitching to his le-
gal colleagues, where did Baldwin find
himself?

Right in a Syracuse City Court court-
room, helping some of the community's
impoverished residents facing eviction from
their homes to get legal services and help
negotiating with their landlords.

"I'm not a courtroom lawyer. It was
nerve-racking," Baldwin admits.

But he soon became much more com-

fortable in the courtroom setting, and his
nearly two-decade commitment to the
Eviction Defense Clinic and the Onon-
daga County Bar Association's Volunteer
Lawyer Project recently earned Baldwin
national recognition as the recipient of the
American Bar Association Senior Lawyers

Division Pro Bono Award.
Baldwin says he was honored by the

attention, but quickly pointed out there
are hundreds of other lawyers in the com-
munity doing the same kind of volunteer
work for people unable to afford to pay
for counsel.

"I was doing nothing more than many
caring lawyers do," he says. Baldwin be-
lieves the honor bestowed on him was
even more a recognition of the positive
work done by the Volunteer Lawyers
Project since it was the second time in
five years a local lawyer received the na-
tional honor.

Baldwin, 67, is semiretired from the
Mackenzie Hughes law firm, where he's
worked since 1965. He helped create the
VLP in the early 1990s as local bar of-
ficials already were looking into the pro
bono issue even as state court officials
raised the possibility of making such vol-
unteer work mandatory for lawyers. Bald-
win has been instrumental in recruiting
volunteer lawyers for the different pro-
grams the VLP implemented, such as the
Eviction Defense Clinic, the Tel-Law ser-
vice to assist callers with legal questions,
the Neighborhood Talk to a Lawyer Pro-
gram and an Unemployment Insurance
Benefits Project.

He enlisted members of his own law firm
to work in the Eviction Defense Clinic ev-
ery Thursday and went in to do some of
the work himself. Baldwin estimates he's
put in "hundreds" of hours of work over
the years and says he enjoyed all of it.

"So often we are judged by how well
we treat the poor in our community," he
says in explaining his commitment to pro
bono service.

Baldwin also is active in the Frank H.
Hiscock Legal Aid Society, the Rotary Club
of Syracuse, the ESF College Foundation,
the Everson Museum of Art, the Fayette-
ville-Manlius Foundation, the InterReli-
gious Council of Central New York and
the United Church of Fayetteville. •••


