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Justice For All

A
lison Brown of the law firm of Holland &

Knight and Denise Mutamba of The Legal
Aid Society of Palm Beach County recently won

more than $40,000 for a group oflow-income ten-

ants who were forced out of their extended-stay

motel rooms by unethical landlords. The monies

awarded are intended to compensate each victim

fairly for the violations oftheir rights, and, in some

cases, emotional distress.

The tenants, some ofwhom are disabled, had been

living in squalor for many years at the Breezeway
Inn in Lake Worth, FL. Their rooms were roach

and bed bug infested. In fact, one of the tenant's

children had to go to the hospital as a result of ex-

tensive bed bug bites. While utilities were included

in the rent, they were regularly disconnected be-

I

cause the landlords, Michael and Jennifer Diaz,
failed to use the rent money to pay them. In Sep-

tember, 2014, the situation turned dire when the

landlord collected rent for the next month and,

days later, forced them to leave. The tenants had

to find emergency housing and many were not able

to take their belongings with thern, Some had to

place their pets in a shelter.

Alison and Denise represented eight ofthe tenants

pro bono in a jury trial before Judge Cheryl
Caracuzzo of Florida's 15th Judicial Circuit on

September 12th. They successfully proved that the

landlords had violated Florida's Landlord-Tenant

Act, the Fair Housing Act and had committed a

breach of rental agreement. The plaintiffs plan to

file a motion for attorney's fees and costs.
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Typically, staffattorneys in the Domestic Violence Project ofthe Legal Aid Society assist victims ofviolence

and stalking by obtaining Final Judgments ofInjunctionfor Protection (restraining orders) against abusers

in Circuit Court. However recently, the Project attorneys working together with pro bono attorneys from

The Law Offices ofRobin Bresky and the Law Office ofKreusler- Walsh, Compiani & Vargas, PA., have ob-

tainedpositive resultsfor victimsfrom the Florida 4th District Court ofAppeals. In doing so, they were able

to not only provide spec/lc legal relieffor their clients, but also to help shape important case law which

affects all victims ofabuse.

1 in 3 women and 1 in 4 me11

have experienced some form of physical
violence by an intimate partner

I
n the first case, the client, a 39 year old Russian immi-

grant, had requested an Injunction for Protection From

Domestic Violence against her husband ofthree years, which

had been denied outright by the court without a hearing,

even though her initial petition specially described repeated
acts of violence by her spouse. With the help of Attorney

John Mann from the Law Offices of Robin Bresky, an Ap-

peal was filed arguing that the initial petition contained

enough specific acts ofviolence to require the judge to hold
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a hearing. The 4th District Court ofAppeals agreed
and remanded the case back to the Circuit Court for

a hearing on the victim's allegations.

In the second case, Domestic Violence Project At-

torney Megan McDonough, had represented Jen-

nifer, the victim, in an extensive hearing on her

petition for a Final Judgment of Injunction for Pro-

tection Against Repeat Violence. Jennifer, the vic-

tim, had ended the relationship with her abusive

boyfriend. However he would not leave her alone

and stalked her by repeatedly calling, leaving

threatening messages, showing up at her work and

threatening to kill her. He choked her on two sepa-

rate occasions , one time so badly she was sent

home from work because of the bruises on her

neck. Legal Aid Attorney, Megan McDonough,

presented this evidence to the court. After the hear-

ing, the Judge denied to enter a Final Judgment of

Injunction because they stated that the victim had

only presented evidence as to one incident of violence, not

satisf'ing the "repeat" requirement. With the help ofAttor-

ney Rebecca Mercier Vargas, ofthe Law Office ofKreusler-

Walsh Compiani & Vargas, P.A. and Legal Aid Board

member, an appeal was filed and the 4th District Court of

Appeals agreed with Megan's position that stalking behavior

is included in the definition of "violence" and required the

District Court to enter the injunction indefinitely.
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