October 14, 2019

Dan Ruben
Executive Director
Equal Justice America

Re: Equal Justice America Fellow—Summer Experience
Dear Dan Ruben:

The Equal Justice America (EJA) Fellowship made it possible to work in the Veterans
Legal Services Project at Charlotte Center for Legal Advocacy (Advocacy Center).
Through my work in the project, | helped low-income veterans in Mecklenburg,
Cabarrus, and Union counties access significant benefits including disability
compensation, Veteran Administration (VA) Pension benefits, discharge upgrades,
and address other civil legal matters.

| interviewed clients, requested medical and veterans records, prepared affidavits,
researched complex legal issues, drafted several memoranda advocating for veterans
seeking disability upgrades and access to VA benefits, and assisted with outreach
events at the VA Outpatient Clinic under the supervision of the projects managing
attorney.

| prepared evidence to support two VA claims requiring a character of discharge
determination upgrade. The first claim involved a veteran discharged shortly after
returning from combat. He suffered from stressors related to his combat experiences,
which included killing enemy combatants and seeing fellow soldiers killed from
enemy fire. The result of his experience led to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD). The PTSD, although diagnosed, was not promptly treated, and resulted in an
Under Other than Honorable Discharge, shortly after returning to stateside. Such a
discharge is a bar to VA benefits.

The second claim involved a veteran who was an exemplary soldier. Within his first
three years of enlistment, he reached the rank of Sergeant (E5). He also earned his
airborne wings and received a security clearance. On all accounts, this was a model
soldier. Well respected by his peers and subordinates, he also received many awards
from his unit command. Unfortunately, within days after reenlisting, he was struck by
an automobile and severely injured. This soldier became depressed, was not treated
for his depression. Not able to handle the depression, it led to misconduct and later
discharged Under Other than Honorable Condition, within months of the accident—
again a bar to VA benefits.



In both instances, these soldiers needed medical help to treat their stressors and
depression. A negative discharge rating is a bar to VA healthcare benefits. Gainful
employment became a challenge because of PTSD in one case, and depression in the
other. The times when they found a job, keeping it also was a challenge. Without
work, these soldiers lack healthcare, and their struggles carried over into their civilian
life. Sadly, their circumstances resulted from ailments

due to partially treated or never addressed service-connected illnesses. Their illnesses
were due to honorable and meritorious service.

As an advocate, my goal was to tell the complete story. The task required detailing
how these soldier’s military service was honorable and meritorious before their
misconduct, that service-related stressors caused the misconduct, and present their
case to a VA decision board for consideration or reconsideration.

There are other areas within the Advocacy Center, where | provided research
assistance on several cases related to a minor child, and a widowed veteran dependent,
client. Through my efforts, in helping one of the attorney’s research and exhibit
evidence, an award of Social Security Disability benefits was granted to a minor child.
The widowed dependent’s case was still in progress when my internship ended, but
before that time, I helped the attorney assigned to the case by researching case law.

I held client meetings to gather information and prepare affidavits and memos to
support those cases and the claims discussed above. Lastly, | observed the attorneys at
the legal clinics as they advised veterans seeking general legal advice.

I genuinely enjoyed the work | did at the Advocacy Center, but | am very thankful to
EJA for making the financial burden of having to work an unpaid internship a little
less burdensome. My desire to counsel, protect, and defend the rights of those without
access to proper legal services drove my decision to go to law school, and my
conviction still is steadfast that | made the right decision. EJA fellowship award was a
tremendous financial help; it enabled me to focus on the Advocacy Center opportunity
with my full attention as opposed to worrying about the burdens associated with
unpaid internships. Thank you EJA.

Sincerely,
Almeric Thomas

Elon University School of Law
Class of 2020



