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ANN Berger Lesk, who was scheduled 
to take the helm of the New York County 
Lawyers’ Association last evening, intends to 
examine how the 100-year-old organization 
can expand its long-standing pro bono mission 
to tackle a relatively new problem—the rising 
tide of foreclosures in the wake of the subprime 
mortgage crisis. 

Noting the success of the association’s 
Project CLArO, an initiative launched last 
year to assist those saddled with judgments 
on “old and cold debts,” Ms. Lesk said in an 
interview that one item on her agenda as 
NYCLA’s 56th president would be to examine 
what the bar group “can or should” do for 
foreclosure victims.

A graduate of radcliffe College and rutgers 
Law school who was admitted to the bar in 
1979, Ms. Lesk joined Fried, Frank, Harris, 
shriver & Jacobson as a summer associate 
during her second year of law school. Head 
of the firm’s trusts and estates department 
since 1994, she focuses on estate and 
gift tax and charitable planning for high  
net-worth individuals. 

Ms. Lesk joined NYCLA in the mid-1990s 
as the co-chair of the committee on trusts 
and estates legislation and governmental 
affairs. she subsequently served for several 
years as the co-chair of the group’s trusts and 
estates section, and became its vice president 
in 2006. she is the third woman to serve as  
NYCLA’s president.

Ms. Lesk said her long-standing NYCLA 
participation has exposed her to a wide range 
of policy initiatives outside her “normal tier 
of expertise.”

she added that the organization’s efforts 
to solicit input on public policy from a “wide 
section of the community,” its “commitment 
to pro bono,” and “inclusiveness” set NYCLA 
apart from other bar associations. Unlike groups 
that require the appointment of committee 
members, “our committees and sections are 
open to all members,” she noted.

Ms. Lesk said she plans to carry on NYCLA’s 
tradition of inclusiveness by working on an 
initiative designed to shed light on the 

complicated convention system used by 
political parties to nominate state supreme 
Court judges.

In the wake of the U.s. supreme Court’s 
decision in New York Board of Elections v. López 
Torres, 128 s.Ct. 791(2008), which upheld the 
state’s system of choosing trial judges, Ms. Lesk 
said the time is ripe to revisit proposals on 
improving the selection system. 

A 2006 report by the association’s Task 
Force on Judicial selection entitled “Judicial 
selection in New York state: A roadmap to 
reform” suggested several amendments to 
the process, including requiring that judicial 
candidates undergo a mandatory screening 
by an independent panel with diverse  
community representation. 

As a task force member, Ms. Lesk hopes 
to engage members of other bar groups and 
political leaders to explore whether such 
“largely nuts-and-bolts proposals” could 
“bring a little more transparency” to the  
selection process. 

she said she will also devote time to a new 
task force on the Family Courts, and a project, 
spearheaded by the task force on Judicial 
Independence, that focuses on providing the 
media with the “legal context” of “unpopular” 
judicial decisions. 

Judges often face public criticism when 
they issue unfavorable decisions that “are 
nonetheless legally well founded,” Ms.  
Lesk said. 

NYCLA hopes to fill an information 
gap created when judges who face “ethical 
limitations on their ability to explain or 
defend decisions” by acting as a “resource for 
reporters who would like to know what’s the 
story behind whatever the case of the day is,” 
Ms. Lesk explained.

“It’s a very tough problem, especially as the 
news media has speeded up,” she added.

But Ms. Lesk cited a more concrete 
undertaking as her biggest “challenge” as 
president—reaching the $5 million fundraising 
goal set by the association’s centennial  
capital campaign.

Ms. Lesk said that money from the centennial 
campaign will largely be used to make “long-
overdue repairs” to the association’s 78-year-old 

landmarked building, which was designed by 
architect Cass gilbert. 

“Indirectly,” any of the money that the 
association raises for the building goes toward 
NYCLA’s operations, Ms. Lesk said. “Without 
the building, we don’t have any place to carry 
out our programs.”

Ms. Lesk said that during the fund-raising 
campaign, which began in May 2005 and is 
slated to conclude at the end of this year, 
NYCLA and the NYCLA foundation have 
raised more than $2.5 million.

In addition to the campaign, a number of 
events are scheduled in the coming months 
to celebrate NYCLA’s 100th anniversary, 
including the association’s annual dinner on 
Dec. 18.

— Noeleen G. Walder can be reached  
at nwalder@alm.com.
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