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Colleen Cotter's parents raised their six children in an Irish-American, Roman Catholic home in South Bend,
Ind., where they valued working for social justice.

Her late father, Dale, was a reporter and editor for the South Bend Tribune for 35 years. He and her mother,
Elizabeth, spoke of ensuring people's human and civil rights.

While an undergraduate at the University of Notre Dame, she volunteered at a legal services program and
decided to become a lawyer so she could work with poor communities.

At 40, Cotter has devoted her 15-year career to working mostly for, or advising, legal aid groups. Late this
summer, she became the new executive director of the Legal Aid Society of Cleveland, at a time when the
century-old agency is building its finances and expanding services to Greater Cleveland's poor.

"My goal is to help the Legal Aid Society of Cleveland grow, and I mean that in terms of grow in budget,
grow in numbers of people, grow in support in the community and grow in its ability to impact on the
community," Cotter said in a recent interview. "We have this very rich history and excellent staff, but there's
always more to do."

The society's fund-raising campaign has raised more than half of its goal of $1.8 million in the first of three
years.

Cotter wants to mentor young attorneys so they can take over as older attorneys move on or retire. Money
is the main issue for these agencies, which for decades have relied on federal money, gifts and
foundations.

At Legal Aid, starting attorneys earn $33,000. Cotter makes $95,000.

Other concerns are the issues affecting clients and the need to guarantee poor people access to the justice
system. Legal Aid expanded services with its Volunteer Lawyers program.

A 1990 magna cum laude graduate of the Indiana University School of Law, the diehard Hoosier has done
all kinds of legal aid work, from public benefits to housing, consumer issues and special education.

"I love that feeling of [when] a client comes with a problem and you're so appalled at what has happened to
them and then you can find the legal hook to help them," she said.

After clerking for a federal court judge in Detroit, she started at Pine Tree Legal Assistance in rural Machias,
Maine, focusing on domestic violence issues. The New York-based international law firm of Skadden Arps
Slate Meagher & Flom LLP & Affiliates paid her salary. She was an early recipient of its Skadden
Fellowship, a two-year award to young lawyers seeking to work for firms specializing in social justice.
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Then she joined Indiana Legal Services Inc., where she rose from staff attorney to director of its Indiana
Justice Center and director of programs and organizational development.

In 2003, she became a consultant to legal services, state justice communities and their financial backers.
She worked with the Legal Services Corp., which Congress created to provide support to legal aid
societies.

She has evaluated programs in Alabama, East Tennessee, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, Maine, Central
Minnesota, Washington, D.C., and Akron.

Cotter said she would have remained a consultant based in Bloomington, Ind., if she hadn't heard about the
Cleveland job.

The society's board of trustees cast a wide net in its national search for someone to replace C. Lyonel
Jones, 71, who is retiring after 37 years as executive director.

Pat Poole, a partner at Baker & Hostetler, said Cotter had the qualities the search committee wanted.

"She has a tremendous amount of legal aid experience. She also is well educated and well published and
she is very smart and savvy," said Poole, a board member. "She also has good interpersonal skills. She is
very warm and caring. . . . And she seemed to have a good sense of humor, which helps."

Cotter fell in love with the job and with Cleveland during the society's 100th anniversary gala in April.

Her opinion hasn't changed, even though Cleveland police towed her Honda Civic from its parking space at
the Bradley Building while she was being feted and introduced to Cleveland last week.

She said her parking tag was visible and that she was reimbursed only the remainder of her fees for
September. But she said the Legal Aid Society is so much more important than her car.

"It took a really special job and a really special place to make me want to take a job, leave consulting and to
relocate," she said.

She and husband Mark Buckley have settled in Lakewood. She has little time for hobbies now, but she
loves movies and music - from blues to jazz and rock - and likes bicycle riding and hiking.

The couple have no children but plan to adopt a black Labrador mutt from a shelter - stepping up for the
downtrodden once again.

To reach this Plain Dealer reporter:

achatman@plaind.com, 216-999-4115
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