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UW Law alumnus funds position In
CONSUMER CLINIC
from proceeds of class-action case.

inners
It was a great year for the

Consumer Law Litigation Clinic. A
generous donation by a Law School
alumnus who had funds to distrib-
ute from a consumer class-action
case provided a two-year position
for an attorney to assist Clinic
Director Steve Meili.

Meili could not be more
delighted, both with the financial
gift and with the excellent work
of his new associate, attorney
Sarah Mervine, a graduate of
Northwestern Law School with
experience in public interest law.
The donor, a California attorney
who wishes to remain anonymous,
is equally pleased with what might
be called a win-win-win situation
for all three attorneys involved.

"Sarah has been phenomenal
in the job, in two major ways,"
Meili says. "She is an extremely
talented attorney, which didn't sur-
prise me, given her academic record
and her previous work experience.
The extra bonus is how naturally
she's taken to the role of clinical
supervisor. She has an intuitive
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That's a delicate balance,
something most clinicians
take years to master; and
she's achieved it right off
the bat.

sense for the balance between
giving students enough direction
so that they're not floundering, and
yet allowing them enough freedom
so that they feel ownership of their
case. That's a delicate balance,
something most clinicians take
years to master, and she's achieved
it right off the bat."

Mervine, who earned her
undergraduate degree in political
science from Duke University, was
doing public-policy work at a small
nonprofit agency in Chicago when
she realized how helpful a law
degree would be. As a Northwest-
ern law student, she worked on
wrongful conviction cases and at
the Cabrini Green Legal Aid
Clinic. Atter graduating in 2000
and passing the Illinois bar exam,
she clerked for Federal Judge

Rebecca R. Pallmeyer of the
Northern District of Illinois, and
then received a highly esteemed
Skadden Fellowship for a two-year
project in public interest law.

For her Skadden project, based
at the Legal Assistance Foundation
of Metropolitan Chicago, she
worked to enforce the rights of
public-housing residents throughout
a major relocation project, and
after her fellowship years, rhe foun-
dation hired her as a staff attorney.
"I did a project there with senior
citizens," Mervine says. "That's
where I got my first experience
with consumer scams."

The beauty of it is the
direct link between this
donor's generosity and
an expansion of the
clinic's mission.

Bringing Mervine on board
has had a measurable effect on the
clinic's ability to serve its students
and clients. "This is the first
position in the Consumer Law
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Consumer Law Litigation Clinic Director Steve Meili and Supervising Attorney Sarah Mervine have been delighted
at the number of students they can teach and clients they can serve with funding for Mervine's two-year
position, a surprise donation by an alumnus who had funds to distribute after he won a large class-action suit.

Litigation Clinic that has been fully
funded by a direct alumni contri-
bution," Meili says. "The beaury of
it is the direct link between this
donor's generosiry and an expansion
of the clinic's mission: because we
were able to hire Sarah, we've been
able to train and supervise more
students and, in turn, to serve
more low-income clients in
Dane Counry and throughout
Wisconsin. "

Meili emphasizes that another
important alumni contribution was
responsible for the very existence of
the clinic. When the clinic was
founded in 1991, it was part of the
Center for Public Representation.
William Shernoff '62 made a five-
year donation, part of which was
designated to create a consumer

When I had this money
come in, I thought I
would really like to do
something good for
Wisconsin. I wouldn't
have been able to do
this if I hadn't received
a great legal education.

clinic. "There wouldn't be a
Consumer Clinic here if it hadn't
been for Bill Shernoff's starting it
off," Meili says.

The source of the funds that
created Mervine's position is a story
in itself The Law School alumnus
who contacted Meili with the
unexpected news that a check was

in the mail was glad to talk with
the Gargoyle but asked that his
name not be used.

The donor was working in
California as an in-house consult-
ant for a computer company when
one of its employees approached
him and asked for help. She had
cosigned on a loan for her daugh-
ter's boyfriend to buy a truck, and
when the couple broke up, the
boyfriend left town, abandoned the
truck in her driveway, and stopped
repaying the loan. She was worried
that she would lose her house if she
had to take over the payments.

"I agreed to negotiate some-
thing with the bank," the donor
recalls, "but when 1 called them,
they wouldn't budge. So 1 thought
1would do a little research."
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When he discovered that the
bank was not complying with the
law on repossessing vehicles, the
donor says, "I decided we would
fight." He took the case through
trial and appeal, and eventually
won a large settlement. "We recov-
ered millions for consumers who had
paid the deficiency claim," he says.

The idea of contributing
to the consumer clinic
made sense, the donor
says, because the funds
were the result of a
consumer case.

When it came time to distrib-
ute the settlement money, many of
the would-be recipients could not
be located. "It was a ten-year-old
case," the donor says. "People had
disappeared, died, or gone back
home. So I ended up with a pot of
unclaimed money."

In addition to distributing the
money to legal-aid societies in
California, the donor thought of
the UW Law School. "When I had
this money come in, I thought I
would really like to do something
good for Wisconsin," he says. "I
wouldn't have been able to do this
if I hadn't received a great legal
education."

Because Wisconsin was not his
home state, he felt he had a special
debt to repay. "I realized that as an
out-of-state student, I was still sub-
sidized by the state of Wisconsin,"
he says. "I wanted to balance the
account."

His decision was clinched
when he contacted a professor of
consumer law in California, men-
tioning his interest in contributing
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to Wisconsin's Consumer Clinic.
The response: the "UW's got a
great program going."

The idea of contributing to
the consumer clinic made sense,
the donor says, because the funds
were the result of a consumer case.
"If I can help the UW Law School
create consumer-sensitive attor-
neys," he says, "this will be a very
appropriate use of the money."

************************

Although the donor was not
acquainted previously with Meili
and Mervine, their joint project has
brought them into contact, result-
ing in a mutual respect. In separate
conversations, Mervine and Meili
referred to the donor as "a great
guy," while the donor comments,
"I've been impressed with Steve. He
and Wisconsin are high on my list.
And Sarah is a wonderful choice. I
think she's had a great year."

Mervine echoes his assessment.
"It's a great job," she says. "I love
consumer law, and I love working
with the students. It's the best of
both worlds: you get re-energized
every day by working with stu-
dents, teaching them things about
compassion, ethics, and good
lawyering skills, and you send this
network into the world with a
sense of right and wrong, and a
knowledge of how to treat a client,
and how to treat opposing counsel."

In the fall semester, Mervine
joined Meili to teach the
Consumer Law Seminar held in
conjunction with the clinic, which
they both supervise. "The first
semester, you teach," Mervine says.
"Then by the second semester, you
are sitting back and listening to the
brilliance that comes out of your

students, watching them explain
things to clients they've been work-
ing with. It's fun to watch students
become the lawyer in a case that
wouldn't have a lawyer if we weren't
there."

Mervine is now midway
through the two-year fellowship
created by the donation. "I am
hoping that we can keep her on,"
Meili says, "because she has
become a tremendous asset to the
Consumer Clinic. Unfortunately,
that will be impossible without
additional outside funding."

Meili adds, "The gift from this
donor has helped us in so many
ways. It has enabled us to take on
some cases that we simply would
not have been able to accept other-
wise. This has had an impact on
the individuals involved and also
on consumer law in Wisconsin
generally."

The first semester, you
teach. Then by the
second semester, you
are sitting back and lis-
tening to the brilliance
that comes out of your
students.

Cases that Mervine worked on
with students involved predatory
loans, unfair debt-collection prac-
tices, mandatory arbitration clauses
in credit-card contracts, telecom-
munications law pertaining to
harassing phone calls, and bad-faith
insurance-claim denials.

"It's a great learning experience
for the students," Mervine says,
"and at the same time, we're doing
significant work on behalf of
Wisconsin consumers."


