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 Call Bet Tzedek 

By Sandor Samuels, BT Board President 2006-2007 

Whom do you call if you are elderly and someone is trying 

to evict you from your apartment or your house?  Whom 

do you call if you are a holocaust survivor and are being 

denied your rightful reparations?  Whom do you call if you 

need to care for an abandoned grandchild or niece or 

nephew?  Whom do you call if you live in a nursing home 

and are being denied appropriate care or treatment?   

And whom do you call if you are being denied your rightful 

wages or are being forced to work in substandard 

conditions?   

The answer to these and other legal problems afflicting the 

poor and the elderly in our community is a resounding BET 

TZEDEK.  I’m proud to be the President of the Board of Directors of such an organization.  

I’m especially proud of Bet Tzedek Shabbat, a new outreach campaign that we conducted 

on March 17th and 18th.   

On March 17th and 18th, Bet Tzedek’s 

message was delivered in congregations all 

across the southland.  Rabbis and members of 

Bet Tzedek’s Board of Directors delivered a 

drash – a sermon – for Parshat Ki Tisa, the 

portion containing the thirteen attributes of 

God.  These attributes include compassion, 

kindness and mercy.  The message is simple 

yet powerful:  All who are in need, come and 

we will try to help.   

This is what we do at Bet Tzedek: try to help 

all who come to us.  On Bet Tzedek Shabbat, 

nearly 10,000 congregants heard our call for 

more volunteers.  And you, too, can be part 

of Bet Tzedek.   

Please display the same attributes of 

compassion, kindness and mercy by 

volunteering your time to help further Bet 

Tzedek’s mission.  Read more about our work 

in this e-newsletter and on our website.  Then 

call Bet Tzedek’s Volunteer Coordinator, Robin 

Sommerstein, at 323-549-5814 or email her at 

rsommerstein@bettzedek.org to get involved.   

Thanks to the following synagogues and churches for participating in Bet Tzedek 

Shabbat:   

Adat Ari El 

Beth Hillel 

Beth Jacob Congregation 

Beth Shir Shalom 

B'nai Benet (Simi Valley) 

B'nai David 

B'nai Horim 

Leo Baeck Temple 

St. Peter's Italian Church  

Sinai Temple 

Stephen S. Wise 

Temple Adat Elohim 

Temple Aliyah 

Temple Beth Am 

Temple Isaiah 

Temple Israel of Hollywood 

Temple Judea 

University Synagogue 

 UPCOMING EVENTS 

Bet Tzedek staff are speaking at the 

following community events:  

Working Parents' Project 2006  

April 8, 2006 >>  

Becoming a Leader In Your 

Organization and Community 

April 19, 2006 >> 

Alzheimer's Association's 5th 

Annual Caregiver Wellness Day 

April 22, 2006 >> 

See ALL Upcoming 
Events  

 

 JOB OPENINGS  

Executive Assistant/Administration 

SOVA/Family Services Advocate 

Volunteer Holocaust Services 

Assistant  

German Volunteer Translator 

 WELCOME NEW BOARD MEMBER 

Bruce A. Wessel, Partner 
Irell & Manella LLP 

 

Bruce A. Wessel is a litigation 

partner at Irell & Manella LLP. He 

graduated from Yale Law School in 

1984. He holds an M.A. in Urban 

Studies from Occidental College in 
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UCLA Law School to discuss our innovative “Receivership Project.”  More than 40 

participants spent an entire day focused on ways to use the legal mechanism of health 

and safety receiverships to achieve three goals: 

1. Improve living conditions for tenants  

2. Deter slumlord business practices  

3. Preserve affordable housing  

The mechanics of receivership are relatively complicated, but the process results in 

desperately needed housing for working families in Los Angeles.  Affordable housing is in 

short supply in L.A.:  One in four families spend over 50% of their income on rent.  

Without significant efforts to repair older buildings, the stock of affordable housing will 

drop further.  

Bet Tzedek used health and safety receiverships in the 

late 1990s to preserve over 30 affordable units in a 

125-unit building on the edge of downtown’s Garment 

District.  With hundreds of slums as possible candidates 

for receivership, the Project has the potential to 

dramatically increase the supply of safe, affordable 

housing in the City.   

It was that exciting possibility that drew such a 

distinguished group of participants (list of participants 

>>) to the symposium.  Bet Tzedek’s Elissa Barrett, the 

Sydney M. Irmas Housing Conditions Project Director, 

said, “The day’s greatest success was that Bet Tzedek 

gathered together a wide variety of community 

stakeholders to coordinate efforts to solve the problem 

of slum housing in Los Angeles.  We all heard a clear 

message:  To combat the housing crisis, cooperation 

and collaboration between City agencies and 

community-based organizations is essential.  Based on 

that issue alone, the Symposium was a huge step in the 

right direction.” 

Symposium participants included a number of noted academics and city attorneys from 

around the country.  “All of us in the Los Angeles community benefited from hearing of 

other cities’ experiences.  While Los Angeles is a unique city in many ways, our project 

will build upon successful models from places like Baltimore and Cleveland,” said Michelle 

Williams Court, Bet Tzedek’s Director of Litigation.   

As with all of Bet Tzedek’s projects, volunteers are a key 

part of our service.  The pro bono support of the law firm 

of Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher LLP (including Bet Tzedek 

Board member Scott Edelman) is vital to the project, as 

are the contributions of Bet Tzedek Board members 

David Pasternak and Sandor E. Samuels.  The Los 

Angeles Housing Department and UCLA Public Interest 

Law Program co-sponsored the Symposium.  In addition, 

the L.A. Housing Department has provided a grant to Bet 

Tzedek to support the pilot stages of the Receivership 

Project. 

You can get involved in this innovative effort to improve L.A.’s housing supply.  Bet 

Tzedek is recruiting volunteer attorneys, real estate professionals, construction specialists 

and financial institutions to participate in the Receivership Project.  For more information, 

contact Elissa Barrett at 323-549-5810 or ebarrett@bettzedek.org. 

The Receivership Project is possible because of donors like you.  

Please consider making a donation to help Bet Tzedek continue its fight for 

justice. 

 German Law Graduate Helps Holocaust Survivors 

For 32 years, Bet Tzedek has gone anywhere for its 

clients.  Thanks to our website, Bet Tzedek now goes 

everywhere to find its volunteers. 

"As with all of 
Bet Tzedek's 
projects, 

volunteers are 
a key part of 
our service." 

Sandor E. Samuels is Senior 

Managing Director and Chief Legal 

Officer for Countrywide Financial 

Corporation (NYSE: CFC), a 

diversified financial services 

provider and member of the S&P 

500. He also serves on the 

Executive Committee of 

Countrywide Financial Corporation. 

As the organization’s Chief Legal 

Officer, he oversees the 

transactional, regulatory and 

litigation affairs of Countrywide and 

advises senior management on 

legal issues. Samuels’ previous 

executive positions at Countrywide 

include Managing Director, General 

Counsel and Secretary. He joined 

Countrywide in 1990.  

A 1974 graduate of Princeton 

University, Samuels received his 

law degree in 1977 from the School 

of Law at the University of 

California, Los Angeles. After 

graduating from law school, he 

served as Law Clerk for U.S. District 

Judge Irving Hill. 

Samuels is a member of the Board 

of Directors of the University of 

Judaism, Ziegler School of Rabbinic 

Studies, Bet Tzedek Legal Services 

and Adat Ari El synagogue. He also 

has served as Chair of the Legal 

Issues Committee of the Mortgage 

Bankers Association of America. 
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Interested in helping, but don't have the time?  

Please consider making a donation to help Bet Tzedek continue its fight for 

justice. 

 Justice for Guillermo  

It reads like a scene from a Dickens 

novel:  A 17-year-old sews labels on 

clothes for 70 hours a week, 

without lunch or rest breaks, 

earning three cents for each piece 

he completes.  The year?  2006.  

The place?  Downtown Los 

Angeles.   

Guillermo Martinez (name changed to 

protect client privacy) thought his job 

meant a chance to improve the lives of 

his mother and sisters in Guatemala.  

He didn’t realize that he would be 

physically abused and financially 

exploited.   

Fortunately for Guillermo, Bet Tzedek’s Employment Rights Project (ERP) exists.  Becky 

Monroe, ERP Attorney, and Matthew DeCarolis, a Social Justice Fellow in our Valley office, 

took Guillermo’s case and recently won a $44,000 judgment for him.   

Guillermo is a slight young man of 5’5”.  When he was hired, he was promised between 

two and six cents per clothing piece he completed.  After a year on the job, Guillermo 

mustered the courage to question whether he was being credited with all of the pieces on 

which he labored.  The floor manager’s response?  To physically assault Guillermo and 

push him to the floor.  Guillermo had to go to the hospital, and one year later, still 

receives treatments for his injury.   

Guillermo then came to Bet Tzedek for help in getting his 

owed wages.  Each week, he earned an average of $230, 

averaging out to less than $3.50 per hour.  Based upon 

the California minimum wage and overtime rules, 

Guillermo’s work week should have earned him nearly 

$600 per week.   

The Hearing Officer at the Labor Commissioner's office 

conducted a hearing and reviewed all the evidence we 

presented.  On cross-examination, the factory owner 

presented her defense:  "If I paid minimum wage, then I 

could not make a profit."  

In mid-March, Guillermo received the Hearing Officer's decision:  Guillermo is entitled to 

receive $44,000, covering all wages and breaks claimed plus applicable penalties.  The 

owner has been put on notice that she must comply with minimum wage laws or face 

exposure to other wage claims like Guillermo's.  

Bet Tzedek helps people like Guillermo every day, because of contributions from 

donors like YOU.  

Please consider making a donation to help Bet Tzedek continue its fight for 

justice. 

 Bet Tzedek Fights Slum Housing 

Symposium First Step in 

Receivership Project Campaign 

On Saturday, March 4, 2006, Bet 

Tzedek convened advocates, academics 

and policy makers for a symposium at 

San Conrado Mission  Valley Beth Shalom

"Each week, 

he earned an 
average of 
$230, 

averaging out 
to less than 
$3.50 per 
hour."

Los Angeles, California and a B.A. in 

Political Science from Trinity College 

in Hartford, Connecticut, where he 

graduated with honors and was a 

member of Phi Beta Kappa. He was 

a Coro Foundation Fellow in Los 

Angeles, California in 1997 

Immediately prior to joining Irell & 

Manella LLP, Mr. Wessel was a law 

clerk for the Honorable Edward 

Rafeedie, United State District Court 

Judge for the Central District of 

California. 

In 2001, Cyber Esquire magazine 

named Mr. Wessel one of the top 

sixteen lawyers on the West Coast 

involved in new media law. The 

article stated: "Wessel adeptly 

handles complex litigation on 

Internet and other technology 

related matters." 

Mr. Wessel was an Adjunct 

Professor at Pepperdine Law School 

in 1999 and 2000 where he taught 

a seminar on entertainment law. 

The course addressed legal issues 

related to patent, copyright, 

trademark, unfair competition, libel, 

and right of publicity. 

Mr. Wessel is the author of "Libel 

Claims Against Lawyers for 

Statements Made to the Press," 

Communications Lawyer, Vol. 16, 

No. 3 (Fall 1998). 

Mr. Wessel is a member of the 

Litigation Section and the Antitrust 

and Unfair Competition Section of 

the California Bar Association and 

the Entertainment and Intellectual 

Property Law Section of the Los 

Angeles County Bar Association.  

 WELCOME NEW BOARD PRESIDENT  

We would like to congratulate and 

welcome new Bet Tzedek Board 

President Sandor E. Samuels.  

 
Sandor E. Samuels  
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