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The same cannot be said for the law. Many 
laws passed in the early days of the pandemic 
are based on faulty science and actually do 
more harm than good, advocates say.

That is why the first-ever HIV is Not a 
Crime conference was held from June 2 
to 5 at Grinnell College in Grinnell, Iowa. 
Organizers from a coalition of HIV, LGBT 
and social justice groups want to train advo-
cates and organizations in how to confront 
HIV criminalization. 

Sean Strub, executive director of Sero 
Project, a network of people with HIV and 
allies fighting stigma and injustice, said the 
time is right for reform.

“In recent years awareness has grown  
dramatically, largely due to those who have 
been prosecuted speaking out,” Strub said. 
“We also now have public health leadership 
and the pharmaceutical industry caring 
about the issue.”

Ronda B. Goldfein, Esq., executive director 
of the AIDS Law Project, participated in the 
conference, along with AIDS Law Project 
Managing Attorney Yolanda French 
Lollis, Esq., and Staff Attorney Adrian 
M. Lowe, Esq.

environment combined with the legal 
knowledge he needed.

He initially came for a last will and tes-
tament, but returned numerous times 
during the years for other documents, 
including a living will, a financial power of 
attorney and to update his will.

The AIDS Law Project provides the docu-
ments free of charge at special legal 

clinics or by appointment in our offices. We also produced a 25-page 
document, Your Life, Your Decisions, which we provide for free.

These days Michael is a Zen Buddhist priest and the Zen Buddhist 
chaplain at the Federal Detention Center in Philadelphia. He recently 
moved into the John C. Anderson Apartments, Philadelphia’s LGBT-
friendly senior housing complex.

He said he has sent many friends to the AIDS Law Project to get the 
same kind of help he found so valuable. A gentle man with a serene 
presence, he still gets emotional when he talks about his relationship 
with the AIDS Law Project’s managing attorney, Yolanda French Lollis, 
who advised him on his documents.

“Yolanda treated me as if I was her son,” Michael said. “She really 
helped to make my life calmer.”
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The two young men may have thought they 
were on to something worth pursuing when 
they got together for the first time on an 
Iowa summer evening in 2008.

That feeling didn’t last long.

Within days, one of the men was being ques-
tioned by police. They searched his home. 
They required he have a 
blood test. Eventually he was 
arrested and charged with 
multiple felonies.

His crime? He had not dis-
closed he had HIV.

He had used a condom.  
He was being treated for 
HIV and his viral load was 
virtually undetectable. In 
fact, a national group of AIDS public health  
officials later estimated that the odds of  
his partner becoming infected were “likely 
zero or near zero,” according to a award-

From Anxiety to a Calmer Life
After Michael Palumbaro was diagnosed with HIV in 1987, a thought 
sometimes crept into his mind that he tried to ignore. What about a will 
and other legal issues?

The impulse to sidestep the question was strong in the early days of 
AIDS. Michael, now 71, used to keep a “memorial list” of friends who 
had died. He gave up at 104 names.

In the midst of such a crisis, delving into the unknown world of end-of-
life legal decisions was intimidating.

“It was kind of overwhelming,” Michael said. “A lot of these things can 
be a little scary.”

As the nature of HIV and AIDS has changed, helping clients obtain 
the documents they need has become an increasingly important  
initiative for the AIDS Law Project of Pennsylvania. In our more than 
25 years, we have helped 4,000 clients get the peace of mind that 
comes with knowing their end-of-life documents will make sure their 
wishes are respected.

Michael’s story is similar to what we hear from many of our clients.

In the 1990s, he overcame his anxiety and contacted the AIDS Law 
Project for help. What he found was an “extremely supportive”  

winning story by Sergio Hernandez pub-
lished in 2013 by ProPublica, an indepen-
dent, non-profit newsroom.

His partner had not intended to contact 
police, but answered their questions after a  
hospital health care worker called them. 
He had gone to the hospital after learning 

the man may have been 
HIV positive. 

Finally, tests later showed 
HIV was not transmitted.

None of that mattered. The 
accused man was sentenced 
to 25 years in prison and 
required to register as a 
sex offender under an Iowa 
law that criminalized HIV. 

(Pennsylvania does not have such a law.)

Science has made huge strides in treating 
HIV and AIDS, transforming what was once 
a death sentence into a manageable disease.

Advocates call for reform  
of HIV criminalization

Continued on Page 6

Michael Palumbaro
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M E S S A G E  F R O M  T H E 
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R

Dear Friends, 

	 DOMA has finally come to its long overdue, never-
should-have-been-enacted end and the sounds of wedding 
planning can be heard throughout Pennsylvania. 

	 No one is more romantic than the AIDS Law Project, 
and we are thrilled all Pennsylvanians may now legally marry whomever they wish. 

	 But people who receive public benefits need to look before they leap. This is 
particularly important for those who married out of state and are now legally married 
in Pennsylvania. Marriage, regardless of the orientation or gender of the participants, 
comes with benefits and burdens. According to our friends at the ACLU-PA, married 
couples in Pennsylvania can take advantage of approximately 1,200 benefits. On the 
burden side, people may find their existing benefits at risk, because each spouse’s income 
and assets is considered in determining eligibility.

	 For instance, if you are low-
income and disabled and receive 
$721 a month in SSI (a Social 
Security disability program), and 
you marry a person also receiving 
SSI, your new combined benefit 
will be $1,082 – a $360 reduction. Marriage may reduce the amount you receive in food 
stamps or rent subsidy.  Also, your new spouse’s income will be considered in determining 
your financial eligibility for means-based benefits such as SPBP (Pennsylvania’s AIDS drug 
program) or Medicaid. 

	 Counting a family’s income to determine eligibility for public benefits is nothing 
new. At the AIDS Law Project, we have advised clients for more than 25 years on how 
to access benefits to which they are entitled. As each public benefits program has its own 
eligibility guidelines, couples need to have their income and assets reviewed. 

	 Starting June 13, we will offer “Marriage and Public Benefits: A Buyer’s Guide” 
consultations every Friday, from 9:30 a.m. to 1 p.m. Appointments are appreciated, but 
not required. Sessions will be in person or over the phone. 

	 Please spread the word.  And if you’re planning a wedding, don’t forget to invite 
us. We love a good party. 

 

Remember us at workplace giving time. 
When you donor-designate in your workplace giving campaign, remember your 

neighbors served by the AIDS Law Project of Pennsylvania.
United Way of SE PA Specific Care Option #09067
Combined Federal Campaign Donor Option #36027

Good Counsel, by e-mail
Want to receive Good Counsel electronically? 

Send your e-mail address to goldfein@aidslawpa.org.
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	 Like us on Facebook at AIDS  
	 Law Project of Pennsylvania  

	 Follow us on Twitter  
	 @AIDSLawPa

Good Counsel is published semiannually by 
the AIDS Law Project of Pennsylvania for our 
friends, volunteers and colleagues committed to 
protecting the rights of people with HIV/AIDS. 
Last year, we worked on more than 2,055 legal 
matters, nearly all from people with HIV/AIDS. 
We help people navigate the legal system, the  
welfare system, the housing system and the worlds 
of public and private insurance. We provide edu-
cation and training to thousands of professionals 
who work with people with HIV/AIDS. 
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A YOUNG IMMIGRANT HAS HIS HOPE RESTORED

	 The 14-year-old boy thought he was on his way  
to a new life when he moved to Philadelphia from a  
Caribbean country. 

	 His father, a permanent resident, had sent for him 
and the boy was able to get a conditional permanent 
resident visa that allowed him to live here legally.

	 He did well in high school and life seemed good. 
Then the boy learned how quickly everything could 
fall apart. It all changed in an instant when the teen’s  
father found out he was gay.

	 “His father beat him up and threw him out of the 
house,” said Yolanda French Lollis, Esq., managing  
attorney at the AIDS Law Project. “He was homeless.”

	 Despite his deplorable situation, the teenager was 
determined to survive. He got help from the Children’s  
Hospital of Philadelphia. He found work. He graduated 
from high school and set his sights on college.

	 That’s when he hit yet another obstacle. In order 
to get financial aid for college, he needed to show he 
was in the country legally. He assumed his estranged 
father had the required documents and went to ask 
for them.

	 His father beat him up again, but this time 
the teen called the police.

	 “His dad told the police he’d thrown  
everything away – everything,” Yolanda said.

	 In the world of official documentation, 
the teen did not exist.

	 With the help of a social worker at the 
Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, he made his 
way to the AIDS Law Project. He was not in good 
shape when he arrived at our office in October 2009.

	 “When he came here he was so sad, so depressed, 
so despondent,” Yolanda recalled.

	 Yolanda, whose specialties include immigration 
law, began the long, often frustrating journey to reclaim 
the teen’s identity.

	 She started by tracking down every scrap of doc-
umentation she could find: School transcripts, pay 
stubs, hospital records, even the police report from 
when he was assaulted by his father. Then Yolanda 
applied and eventually received a birth certificate 
and passport from her client’s home country.

	 Next, she had to tackle the complexities of 
straightening out his immigration status. Unbeknownst 
to her client, his conditional permanent resident visa 
had lapsed two years after he arrived, leaving him with 
no legal authorization to be in this country. 

	 Yolanda then applied to reinstate the lapsed visa 
based on the circumstances of his case.

	 After more than five years of work, this February 
Yolanda sat at her desk, beaming as she looked at 
the letter confirming that her client, now a young man, 
was a permanent resident of the United States. She 
called him and he came right over to the office.

	 “He just smiled,” Yolanda said. “He was elated to 
be in control of his own future.” 

UNDER SIEGE IN HIS HOME, A CLIENT FIGHTS BACK 	
	 It was a huge step when the physically and mentally disabled 
man moved into his own apartment, a more independent life finally 
within reach.

	 Tragically, not much else after that went well.

	 He moved to his new apartment in January 2013 and his rela-
tionship with his landlord quickly became tense. During the summer, 
the man took a short trip out of town. When he got home he learned 
his landlord and gone through his trash and found empty containers 
of his HIV medication. 

	 “The landlord reached his own conclusions about who gets 
HIV and started to throw gay slurs at him, telling him he didn’t want 
someone with HIV living in his property,” Jennifer Collins, Esq., the 
AIDS Law Project’s housing attorney, said.

    The landlord also threatened to spread it around the 
neighborhood that he had HIV, so he turned 

to the AIDS Law Project for help.

“He didn’t know what to do,” Jennifer 
said. “He’d call in tears.                                                  

The landlord escalated the 
confrontation and in September, 

without warning, had his tenant’s 
electricity cut off, leaving him with 

the prospect of a winter with no heat.

       “This was a big blow to a guy who 
had been working hard 
to get some kind of inde-
pendence,” Jennifer said.

She advised him to stop 
paying rent and call Phil-

adelphia’s Licenses and Inspections Department, which handles 
code violations. Jennifer advised her client to get money orders 
made out to his landlord, as proof he intended to pay rent.

	 The city cited the landlord for a code violation, which prompted 
the landlord to send his tenant a lease termination notice. That was 
the opening Jennifer needed to file a complaint with the city’s Fair 
Housing Commission in October.

	 By the time the hearing rolled around on Dec. 10, the client 
had no desire to stay in the apartment. But he was sick, didn’t have 
much money, and needed time to find a new place.

	 It only took the Fair Housing Commission a day to rule the  
client did not have to pay rent, including the money he had set aside 
in money orders, and that he could remain in his apartment for 45 
days while looking for a new home. 

	 But the fight wasn’t over yet. The man was so sick he was  
admitted to the hospital and not released until a week before he had  
to move. To make matters worse, when he returned to his apartment 
he found his landlord had splattered orange paint on his possessions, 
including clothes, furniture and a laptop computer.

	 Jennifer returned to housing court and got her client more time 
to move, then helped him file a small claims complaint against his 
landlord. That claim is still pending, but he is now in a new apart-
ment and ready to move forward with his life.

	 “Here was a guy who needed help and clearly couldn’t get it on 
his own,” said Jennifer, who typifies the young, dedicated staffers 
at the AIDS Law Project. “I took out all those student loans to make 
sure guys like him get help.”
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