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2024 SUMMARY OF ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
 

The Public Interest Law Center uses high-impact legal strategies to advance the civil, social, and 

economic rights of communities in the Philadelphia region facing discrimination, inequality, and 

poverty. We use litigation, community education, advocacy, and organizing to secure access to 

fundamental resources and services. 

 

PUBLIC EDUCATION 

School Funding Adequacy 

In our 2023 landmark school funding victory, the Court delivered a command: that the 

“Executive and Legislative branches of government and administrative agencies with expertise 

in the field of education, […] in conjunction with Petitioners . . . devise a plan to address” the 

inadequacies the Court found. In early 2024, based in large part on our work, the 

Commonwealth’s Basic Education Funding Commission – made up of designees from the 

executive and legislative branches – authored a comprehensive, if non-binding report, 

acknowledging the Commonwealth was annually underfunding its schools by billions of dollars.  

Over the spring and summer of 2024, the Law Center moved to turn the Commission’s report 

into law, working closely with staff and elected officials in the General Assembly, providing 

guidance to various partners engaged in a statewide legislative advocacy campaign while also 

participating in that campaign ourselves, regularly assisting the media with important narratives, 

and sounding alarms when legislation looked like it was going to stall.  

In July 2024, these efforts began to pay off, with a landmark piece of legislation that provides the 

outlines of a constitutionally compliant system. Closely based on the formula we shepherded 

through the Commission, the General Assembly amended state law to calculate an “adequacy 

gap” for each district in the Commonwealth, largely in the way we proposed they calculate it. 

While overly conservative in multiple ways, the formula embedded in that law calculates that as 

of 2024, Pennsylvania’s schools were underfunded by $4.8 billion, $4.5 billion of which was the 

state’s responsibility, not counting costs for school facilities.   

In large part due to our efforts (along with our allies), the Commonwealth started the process of 

closing that gap, with a $494 million downpayment. Though it represents only a fraction of what 
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is needed, this investment has already made a measurable difference for many school districts. 

With the new funds, districts have extended kindergarten to full days, reopened libraries, added 

after-school tutoring programs, reduced class sizes in early grades, and more. 

Transparency in Cyber Charter Spending 

In 2022, the Public Interest Law Center represented Education Voters of Pennsylvania in a legal 

effort to obtain financial records from Commonwealth Charter Academy (CCA), the largest 

cyber charter school in Pennsylvania. The records, requested under the state’s Right to Know 

Law, concerned reimbursements made to families for extracurricular activities outside of regular 

instructional hours.  

Pennsylvania is home to nearly 60,000 students enrolled in cyber charter schools, the highest 

number in the country. These schools are publicly funded by over $1 billion in taxpayers’ dollars 

each year. However, unlike traditional public school districts, cyber charters often operate with 

limited transparency, making it difficult to see how public funds are being spent. 

After CCA refused to disclose the documents, we filed suit in the Dauphin County Court of 

Common Pleas, which ruled in our client’s favor in February 2024. CCA appealed, and in March 

2025, the Commonwealth Court upheld the decision, affirming that CCA must release the 

requested records with appropriate redactions. This case established an important precedent 

supporting transparency and public access to information about the use of over $1 billion in 

annual taxpayer funding for cyber charter schools. 

Lift Every Voice Legal Clinic 

Families of students with disabilities often face overwhelming barriers when trying to secure the 

services and support their children need in school. While federal law guarantees every child a 

free and appropriate public education, many families struggle to navigate outdated information, 

unclear procedures, and a lack of access to legal guidance. 

To help address this gap, the Public Interest Law Center partnered with Lift Every Voice Philly, a 

Black-led, parent-centered organization that advocates for racial, economic, and education justice 

in schools. On October 1, 2024, the Law Center and Lift Every Voice led a training on special 

education law for 33 families. Parents learned how to request services, collaborate with schools 

to create individualized education plans, and what steps to take if their child’s rights were being 

violated. 

Sixteen families also received one-on-one consultations with a special education attorney 

recruited by the Law Center. These private meetings gave parents the opportunity to ask specific 

questions about their child’s needs and learn how to advocate more effectively. 

This collaboration with Lift Every Voice demonstrated how targeted, community-based legal 

support can make a difference. By bringing legal expertise directly to families and pairing it with 

trusted community leadership, we helped equip parents with the tools they need to advocate for 

their children. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

Garden Justice Legal Initiative 

Since 2020, the City of Philadelphia had attached 30-year mortgages and notes to land conveyed 

at nominal cost to nonprofit community gardens. These terms were not required by the city 

disposition policy and created serious risks. The loans were often “recourse,” meaning nonprofits 

could be held liable. The conditions for default were unclear, leaving the land vulnerable to 

foreclosure and nonprofits exposed to legal and financial harm. For example, a garden could be 

foreclosed upon if it was not “clean and free of debris.” Debris, a possible issue in productive 

green spaces in the middle of an urban environment, was not defined. 

In 2024, the Law Center facilitated a coalition of more than 30 garden and green space 

organizations to push for change. After sustained advocacy, we successfully negotiated reforms 

to make the mortgages non-recourse and to include defined default terms and a notice-and-cure 

provision, allowing gardens to address potential issues before facing legal action or land loss. 

The Law Center also achieved a major statewide policy victory in 2024. Previously, 

Pennsylvania law required gardeners to show 21 years of continuous use to claim land through 

adverse possession—a nearly impossible standard for many informal green spaces. After years of 

advocacy, the state adopted a new law that reduces the threshold to ten years of use in 

Philadelphia, provided the lot is privately owned, lacks permanent structures, and has been 

gardened for at least five of those ten years. The Law Center played a central role in drafting this 

legislation and working with lawmakers to get it passed. 

Nuisance Auto Body Businesses 

In 2024, we continued to support community members in Southwest Philadelphia facing illegally 

operating auto body shops in their neighborhood. In Southwest Philadelphia, residents have long 

dealt with the consequences of unregulated auto body shops operating in residential areas. These 

shops often bring hazardous waste, noise pollution, and abandoned vehicles—directly impacting 

health, safety, and quality of life for nearby families. In 2023, alongside pro bono co-counsel, we 

helped neighbors successfully shut down one illegal auto body shop through litigation.  

In 2024, a second shop tried to open nearby. We organized residents and a local day care center, 

preparing them to testify at a zoning board hearing. After the hearing, the owner withdrew the 

application. Four months later, the business closed entirely. 

The Law Center continues to monitor the area and continues to monitor to ensure no new 

nuisance businesses take root. Every neighborhood deserves clean air, safe streets, and 

enforcement of the laws that protect them 

Securing a Community Benefits Commitment 

For more than a century, the Philadelphia Energy Solutions refinery polluted Southwest 

Philadelphia, endangering residents’ health and environment. After the refinery’s 2019 explosion 

and closure, the site was sold to Hilco Redevelopment Partners for redevelopment into the 

Bellwether District, a major industrial hub. When Hilco released a benefits proposal without 
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community input, the Law Center, together with Earthjustice, partnered with local organizations 

to form and represent the United South/Southwest Coalition for Healthy Communities. 

The Law Center led legal and policy strategy to secure the Coalition’s seat at the negotiating 

table and to press for a binding, community-driven agreement. After months of sustained 

advocacy, negotiation, and public pressure, these efforts culminated in October 2024 with Hilco’s 

release of a revised Community Benefits Commitment. The new agreement incorporates key 

community priorities—limiting truck traffic, increasing transparency, committing financial 

investments in local neighborhoods, and establishing mechanisms for accountability. Through its 

legal representation and advocacy, the Law Center ensured that Southwest Philadelphia residents 

were not excluded from redevelopment decisions and that community voices now play a defining 

role in shaping the future of the Bellwether District. 

 

HOUSING 

Brith Sholom House 

By 2024, residents of the 12-story, 360-unit Brith Sholom House, a predominantly low-income 

senior housing complex, were living in dangerous conditions. Despite years of chronic leaks, 

infestations, and fire safety violations, the building’s owners refused to make repairs and 

continued to collect rent illegally. The Public Interest Law Center, representing tenants since 

2020 alongside pro bono co-counsel, expanded its advocacy in 2024 as the situation reached 

crisis levels. That year, after the Department of Licenses and Inspections issued more than 100 

violations, tenants faced potential mass eviction, utility shutoffs, and condemnation of their 

homes. 

The Law Center provided intensive legal and strategic support to residents--helping tenants 

reconvene the Brith Sholom Tenants’ Council, organize public protests, and engage city officials. 

This advocacy extended beyond the courtroom: uniting legal representation, organizing support, 

and public messaging to strengthen tenants’ leverage and leadership. 

In August 2024, following months of sustained advocacy and organizing, the Philadelphia 

Housing Authority agreed to purchase Brith Sholom House, ensuring a path to safe and 

affordable housing for all residents. PHA paused rent collection, provided housing vouchers, and 

guaranteed tenants the right to return following full renovations.  

Source of Income Discrimination  

In 2024, the Law Center advanced key efforts to combat source-of-income discrimination against 

renters using Housing Choice Vouchers. On May 29, 2024, Legal Director Mimi McKenzie 

testified before Philadelphia City Council in support of enabling direct court access and stronger 

enforcement of anti-discrimination protections. The Law Center also continued to represent 

clients in ongoing litigation against one of the city’s largest real estate companies, alleging 
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systemic refusal to rent to voucher holders in violation of the Fair Practices Ordinance. 

Columbus Property Management  

In 2024, the Law Center achieved a major victory for low-income tenants. On June 7, 2024, the 

Law Center represented nine tenants in three Columbus Property Management apartment 

complexes as they sued their landlord in the Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas over unsafe 

and unsanitary housing conditions. On November 1, 2024, the Law Center secured a 

comprehensive settlement requiring Columbus to inspect all units in its Philadelphia-area 

portfolio, complete necessary repairs, overhaul its maintenance and customer service systems, 

and submit to independent monitoring for two years. The agreement allows tenants to return to 

court if Columbus fails to meet its obligations. The Law Center remains in close contact with the 

clients and will continue to monitor conditions in Columbus properties. 

The case was covered by the Philadelphia Inquirer, where one of our clients, Marie Reese, said, 

“When you use your voice and speak up, you learn there are a lot more people out there going 

through the same thing. This agreement is going to help everyone.” Law Center senior attorney 

Dan Urevick-Ackelsberg added, “Philadelphia renters have the right to safe, healthy, and decent 

housing, period. Columbus is doing what is right — making serious, enforceable commitments to 

comply with the letter and spirit of federal, state, and local housing laws, so that right is made 

real for their tenants.” 

 

VOTING 

Genser v. Butler County Board of Elections 

After Faith Genser and Frank Matis were notified that their mail ballots would be rejected 

because they accidentally omitted the inner secrecy envelope, they went to the polls on Election 

Day in 2024 to cast a provisional ballot—but the county board of elections refused to count their 

votes. We and co-counsel challenged that decision. The Commonwealth Court, and later the 

Pennsylvania Supreme Court, ruled in our favor, establishing that a voter must be allowed to cast 

and have counted a provisional ballot when the voter’s mail ballot is disqualified. In June 2025, 

the United States Supreme Court declined to hear an appeal in the case, and this precedent now 

protects voters in all of Pennsylvania’s 67 counties. 

Baxter v. Philadelphia Board of Elections 

The Philadelphia Board of Elections rejected 69 mail-in ballots in a September 17, 2024 special 

election because of meaningless paperwork errors on the outer envelopes. On September 23, 

2024, the Law Center and co-counsel filed a complaint on behalf of the voters, arguing that the 

practice violates the Free and Equal Elections clause of the Pennsylvania Constitution. 

On September 26, 2024, the Court of Common Pleas ordered the rejected ballots counted, and on 

October 30, 2024, the Commonwealth Court affirmed the trial court’s decision.  

An appeal to the Pennsylvania Supreme Court is pending and was argued in 2025. 
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Center for Coalfield Justice v. Washington County Board of Elections 

In the April 2024 primary election, the Washington County Board of Elections failed to notify 

259 voters of errors on their ballot envelopes, depriving them of any opportunity to fix the 

problems. Alongside co-counsel, we argued this violated the voters’ due process rights. The 

Court of Common Pleas and the Commonwealth Court both agreed with our claims. As a result, 

voters in Washington County received advance notice of mail ballot errors in the November 2024 

election.  

On September 25, 2025, we obtained a decisive victory: the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania 

upheld the lower-court ruling that the Board must provide timely notice of ballot envelope errors, 

finding that the county violated due-process rights under the Pennsylvania Constitution by 

refusing to inform voters of disqualifying mistakes on their outer envelopes. This ruling ensures 

that voters whose mail ballots contain errors will be alerted and have a meaningful opportunity to 

preserve their vote. 

Hahn v. Lawrence County Board of Elections 

In the days leading up to the 2024 general election, at least nine Pennsylvania counties received 

more than 3,000 mass-produced challenges--backed by election-denier groups--to the eligibility 

of qualified overseas voters who had applied for and been approved for absentee ballots. These 

mass challenges asserted that the challenged voters, who are U.S. citizens living abroad whose 

last U.S. residence was in Pennsylvania, should not be allowed to vote because they are outside 

the United States and are not registered to vote in Pennsylvania. However, federal law 

indisputably protected their right to vote for federal offices. Accordingly, each of the county 

Boards of Elections held hearings on these challenges and summarily dismissed them as both 

substantively and procedurally deficient.  

While the challengers in the other counties opted not to appeal the decisions by the Boards of 

Elections, in Lawrence County, the challenger, Carrie Hahn, appealed that decision to the 

Lawrence County Court of Common Pleas. The Law Center along with co-counsel intervened on 

behalf of five of these overseas voters to protect their right to vote and stop the attempted 

disenfranchisement The Court ultimately dismissed the challenges and counted our clients’ votes 

along with the votes of the other 47 voters in Lawrence County whose votes were challenged.   

 

HONORS AND AWARDS 

Law Center attorney Michael Churchill received the 2024 Edward Donley-Ronald Cowell 

Education Policy Leadership Award in September 2024. 
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STATEMENT OF LITIGATION – 20241 

 

Housing  

 

1. Claxton v. JG Real Estate (Philadelphia Commission on Human Relations)  

Description of case: Source of income discrimination complaint under the Philadelphia 

Fair Practices Ordinance 

Benefit to public generally: Prevent discrimination against individuals seeking to pay rent 

with Housing Choice Vouchers in order to create more rental opportunities for tenants  

 

Fees sought and recovered: $1,000 received in 2023; $600 in 2024 

 

2. Lane v. AJH Management (Philadelphia Commission on Human Relations)  

 

Description of case: Source of income discrimination complaint under the Philadelphia 

Fair Practices Ordinance 

 

Benefit to public generally: Prevent discrimination against individuals seeking to pay rent 

with Housing Choice Vouchers in order to create more rental opportunities for tenants 

 

Fees sought and recovered: None  

 

3. Housing Equality Center v. OCF Realty LLC (Philadelphia Commission on Human 

Relations; Court of Common Pleas of Philadelphia County - Complaint filed on 

2/4/2025)  

 

Description of case: Source of income discrimination lawsuit under the Philadelphia Fair 

Practices Ordinance 

 

Benefit to public generally: Prevent discrimination against individuals seeking to pay rent 

with Housing Choice Vouchers in order to create more rental opportunities for tenants 

 

Fees sought and recovered: Case ongoing 

 

  

 
1 Notes: Cases in which amicus briefs are filed are included on the list until a decision is made by the court. 



2 

 

 

4. Reese v. Columbus Property Management (Court of Common Pleas of Philadelphia 

County)  

 

Description of case: Multi-tenant lawsuit against property management company and 

owners for breach of contract, violation of consumer protection law, unjust enrichment, 

and negligence based on unsafe and poor housing conditions 

 

Benefit to public generally: Hold property managers and owners accountable for failure 

to provide safe, quality housing in compliance with Pennsylvania law 

 

Fees sought and recovered: Fees recovered in an amount that the settlement agreement 

entered into by the Law Center’s clients requires to be kept confidential. 

 

Healthcare 

 

5.  Florida Pediatric Society v. Marstiller (United States District Court for the Southern 

District of Florida)  

 

Description of case: Class action lawsuit and ongoing monitoring on behalf of low-

income children and families who have faced gross inadequacies in access to healthcare 

as a result of low fees paid to doctors and dentists who participate in Florida’s Medicaid 

program 

 

Benefit to public generally: Increasing access to medical and dental care throughout the 

state of Florida for children enrolled in Medicaid 

 

Fees sought and recovered: Fees received in prior years; additional fees possible from 

monitoring of the settlement 

 

6.  City of Philadelphia v. Armstrong (Court of Common Pleas of Philadelphia County;  

Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania; Supreme Court of Pennsylvania) 

 

Description of case: Lawsuit to enforce the City of Philadelphia’s requirement that gun 

owners file police reports after their firearms are lost or stolen 

 

Benefit to public generally: Promote public safety and public health by seeking to uphold 

the Philadelphia Ordinance that would help stem the flow of guns into the illegal market 

 

Fees sought and recovered: Case ongoing 
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7.  Crawford v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania; 

Supreme Court of Pennsylvania) 

 

Description of case: Challenge to Pennsylvania’s firearm preemption laws as a violation 

of the Pennsylvania Constitution  

 

Benefit to public generally: Promote public safety and public health by challenging state 

firearm preemption laws that ban local municipalities from enacting ordinances that 

public health research and data demonstrate would save lives  

 

Fees sought and recovered: None 

 

Employment 

 

8. Patterson v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania; 

Court of  Common Pleas of Philadelphia County) 

 

Description of case: Challenge to constitutionality of Pennsylvania statute barring 

employment as a security guard for anyone who has ever been convicted of a felony or 

any of a list of misdemeanors 

 

Benefit to public generally: Eliminate barrier to economic self-sufficiency for people 

with old, non-job-related criminal records 

 

Fees sought and recovered: Case ongoing 

 

Public Education 

 

9.  Chester Upland School District Receivership (Court of Common Pleas of Delaware 

County) 

 

Description of case: Participating in ongoing legal proceedings alongside parent 

representatives and Delaware County Advocacy organization about financial recovery 

plan for the Chester Upland School District   

 

Benefit to public generally: Ensure that the school district has sufficient financial 

resources so students can access a quality public education  

 

Fees sought and recovered: Case ongoing 
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10. Commonwealth Charter Academy v. Spicka (Court of Common Pleas of Dauphin County;  

Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania) 

 

Description of case: Defended appeal from Pennsylvania Office of Open Records in a 

matter under the Right to Know Law where the underlying public records request sought 

information pertaining to expenditures by a cyber charter school  

 

Benefit to public generally: Ensure that cyber charter schools do not make wasteful or 

illegal use of public funds, and that public has access to records about cyber charter 

school finances 

 

Fees sought and recovered: None 

 

Voting 

 

11. Genser v. Butler County Board of Elections (Court of Common Pleas of Butler County; 

Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania; Supreme Court of Pennsylvania; Supreme Court 

of the United States)  

 

Description of case: Appeal from the decision of the Butler County Board of Elections to 

disenfranchise voters who voted a provisional ballot at their polling place after the Board 

had canceled the mail-in ballots they had previously submitted because of a missing inner 

secrecy envelope 

 

Benefits to the public generally: Protecting the right to vote and free and equal elections 

 

Fees sought and recovered: None 

 

12. Baxter v. Philadelphia Board of Elections (Court of Common Pleas of Philadelphia 

County; Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania; Supreme Court of Pennsylvania)  

 

Description of case: Appeal from the decision of the Philadelphia Board of Elections to 

refuse to count mail-in ballots with an incorrect or missing date on the outer envelope 

 

Benefits to the public generally: Protecting the right to vote and free and equal elections 

 

Fees sought and recovered: Case ongoing  
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13. Center for Coalfield Justice v. Washington County Board of Elections (Washington 

County Court of Common Pleas; Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania; Supreme Court 

of Pennsylvania)  

 

Description of case: Challenging the conduct of the Washington County Board of 

Elections to refuse to give notice to voters who made a disqualifying error on their mail- 

in ballot outer envelope   

 

 Benefits to the public generally: Protecting the right to vote and free and equal elections 

 

 Fees sought and recovered: None 

 

14. Black Political Empowerment Project v. Secretary of the Commonwealth  

(Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania; Supreme Court of Pennsylvania)  

 

Description of case: Challenging the refusal by county boards of elections to count mail-

in ballots that have an incorrect or missing date on the outer envelope    

 

 Benefits to the public generally: Protecting the right to vote and free and equal elections 

 

 Fees sought and recovered: None 

 

15. New PA Project Education Fund v. Secretary of the Commonwealth (Supreme Court of 

Pennsylvania)  

 

Description of case: Challenging the refusal by county boards of elections to count mail-

in ballots that have an incorrect or missing date on the outer envelope       

 

 Benefits to the public generally: Protecting the right to vote and free and equal elections 

 

 Fees sought and recovered: None 

 

16. Republican National Committee v. Secretary of the Commonwealth (Supreme Court of 

Pennsylvania)   

 

Description of case: Intervening on behalf of voters in lawsuit concerning the right to 

vote by provisional ballot and the right to receive notice of a disqualifying mistake on a 

mail-in ballot’s outer envelope  

 

 Benefits to the public generally: Protecting the right to vote and free and equal elections 

 

 Fees sought and recovered: None 
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17. Pennsylvania State Conference of the NAACP v. Secretary of the Commonwealth (United 

States District Court for the Western District of Pennsylvania; United States Court of 

Appeals for the Third Circuit)  

 

Description of case: Amicus brief on behalf of organizations supporting Seniors in 

lawsuit challenging the refusal to count mail-in ballots that have an incorrect or missing 

date on the outer envelope 

 

 Benefits to the public generally: Protecting the right to vote and free and equal elections  

 

 Fees sought and recovered: None 

 

18. Hahn v. Lawrence County Board of Elections (Lawrence County Court of Common 

Pleas)  

 

Description of case: Intervening on behalf of voters whose right to vote was challenged      

 

 Benefits to the public generally: Protecting the right to vote of U.S. citizens living abroad  

 

 Fees sought and recovered: None 

 

19. Krasner v. Henry (Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania; Supreme Court of 

Pennsylvania)   

 

Description of case: Amicus brief on behalf of organizations dedicated to safeguarding 

the right to vote in lawsuit challenging legislation that strips the Philadelphia District 

Attorney of prosecutorial authority and assigns it to an unelected official  

 

Benefits to the public generally: Protecting the right to vote and ensuring civic 

engagement and democratic participation  

 

 Fees sought and recovered: Case ongoing  
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Environmental Justice 

 

20. Bell et al. v. White’s Autobody and Mechanic et al. 

 

Description of case: Lawsuit on behalf of neighbors to shut down a sprawling nuisance 

auto body shop that creates environmental hazards in the middle of a residential 

neighborhood in Philadelphia 

 

Benefits to the public generally: Support a low income, historically disinvested 

community of color in ensuring a healthy, clean environment 

 

Fees sought and recovered: None 

 

 

 

 




