
Brad Karp: The Legal Community Must Protect Workers 
and Small Businesses From Coronavirus Fallout

As the leader of a law firm employing more than 1,000 
attorneys, and as someone who has helped lead national 
pro bono initiatives to reunite separated immigrant fami-
lies, promote gun control, safeguard LGBTQ rights, protect 
reproductive freedom and secure voter enfranchisement, 
I am daunted by the carnage our nation is about to con-
front involving the tens of millions of American workers 
devastated medically, emotionally and economically by 
the fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic. While we fear 
that the loss of life resulting from this pandemic may be 
catastrophic, we know for certain that our most vulnerable 
citizens will be ravaged economically as a result.

In this time of fear and isolation, it is imperative that 
we in the legal profession not lose sight of our professional 
obligation to help others in need. While this pandemic will 
continue to impact all Americans, its devastating economic 
consequences will not be equally shared. The impacts will 
be felt most acutely by those in our society who are least 
able to endure loss. To slow the spread of the virus, states 
and localities across the country are closing schools, restau-
rants, bars, retail shops, museums, theaters, libraries, parks, 
stadiums and other public venues and directing people to 
stay home—actions that will be catastrophic both to the 
tens of millions of hourly workers in our country who live 
paycheck to paycheck, and to small business owners deal-
ing with lost revenue and mounting costs.

The need for help is staggering. The numbers here speak 
for themselves. More than 50 million Americans earn “low 
wages,” defined as median hourly earnings of $10.22 or less. 
More than half of all U.S. adults live paycheck to paycheck 
and do not have an emergency fund covering three months 
of expenses. And most American businesses do not extend 
severance pay to employees. Add to these sobering realities 

the fact that these low-wage employees work predominantly 
in industries that are among the most catastrophically hurt by 
the pandemic, including 16 million Americans in the leisure 
and hospitality industries, 5 million food service workers, and 
4.5 million retail clerks. The American Hotel & Lodging 
Association estimates that 1 million hotel jobs, or nearly one 
half of the total jobs in the industry nationwide, have already 
been or will be eliminated in the next few weeks. Every day, 
the headlines become increasingly dire.

In recent days, our federal, state and local governments, 
along with the nonprofit sector, have responded to this 
crisis by making emergency resources available to those 
in need of assistance. In reality, however, significant barri-
ers prevent those most desperately in need from accessing 
these critical resources. Even in ordinary times, most of 
the affected individuals would find it daunting to identify 
the programs for which they are eligible, let alone under-
stand the intricacies and sort out the complex claims and 
application processes. Many programs have overlapping 
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subject matter and confusing eligibility requirements. 
Many programs are funded at one level and administered 
at another, adding further complexity. Agency phone lines 
and websites are overwhelmed and crashing under the 
avalanche of inquiries. Community services organizations, 
already underfunded and stretched thin in helping the most 
vulnerable, are under tremendous strain to keep up with 
the daily rollout of new relief programs.

Lawyers can play a vital role in breaking down these bar-
riers. As the crisis deepened, I asked my colleagues at Paul, 
Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison for volunteers will-
ing to collect, digest, organize and synthesize the flood of 
information about emergency relief available to the tens of 
millions of Americans most impacted by the pandemic and 
to build an infrastructure to make this information acces-
sible to and actionable by the most vulnerable. My col-
leagues answered the call in unprecedented numbers. More 
than 400 attorneys volunteered in the first two hours; since 
then, many have been working around the clock, pro bono, 
to identify and analyze the hundreds of potentially appli-
cable federal, state, local and nonprofit relief programs. 
They have prepared indices of available relief, summarized 
the key programs and eligibility requirements, and provided 
a roadmap for how to apply for and secure relief.

On March 24, our firm’s online Coronavirus Relief Center 
went live. The relief center is an easily navigable repository of 
the most up-to-date information on hundreds of local, state, 
federal and nonprofit relief programs available to the millions 
of Americans economically impacted by the coronavirus 
pandemic. The programs provide a broad range of emergency 
relief: opportunities for out-of-work employees to receive 
enhanced unemployment benefits; provisions enabling cer-
tain employees to take sick leave, family leave and avail them-
selves of other forms of relief for missing work; opportunities 
for qualifying families to receive emergency cash assistance; 
opportunities for small businesses to secure grants to cover 
payroll costs; opportunities for small businesses to apply for 
zero-interest loans to mitigate lost profits; loan programs avail-
able to qualifying small businesses to fund working capital 
costs; plus many additional forms of relief.

The website demystifies what otherwise would be a daunt-
ing process. It offers a menu of jurisdictions to choose from. 
After selecting a jurisdiction—their state of residence, for 
example—users are offered a menu of available programs for 
individuals and small businesses in that jurisdiction. They can 
click on any relief program to view a short summary of the 
program, in simple terms, including eligibility requirements 

and the types of relief available, in a format that is easily 
understood by nonlawyers. They may also view contact infor-
mation for those responsible for administering the program’s 
relief and links to additional information about the program 
and application forms, if available.

Of course, my law firm is not alone in caring for those 
whose lives have been hardest hit by the pandemic. Bar 
associations, public interest lawyers, legal aid organizations, 
private practitioners and corporate law departments are 
mobilizing resources to bring relief to the vulnerable and 
powerless. As news of our project has spread in the legal 
community, we have been contacted by dozens of law firms 
and in-house legal departments eager to make a difference. 
I have been deeply moved by this outpouring of unity and 
this commitment to the public good. Our firm is com-
mitted to contributing whatever institutional and human 
resources we have at our disposal to help those in need.

But the crisis we are now confronting is too daunting, 
too sprawling and too complex to be addressed by a single 
law firm or even a group of law firms—no matter how well-
intentioned and no matter how well-resourced. We intend 
to form partnerships across the bar, our clients and the pub-
lic interest community to support these efforts to help those 
desperately in need. And while our online Coronavirus 
Resource Center is focused on the needs of Americans, we 
will be working internationally with organizations like The 
Cyrus R. Vance Center for International Justice to enable 
law firms outside of the United States to provide pro bono 
legal support for those affected in their countries.

To deal with the economic dislocation of tens of mil-
lions of Americans and hundreds of millions of individuals 
around the globe, the private bar, writ large and in historic 
numbers, will need to join forces with leading public inter-
est organizations to confront the challenges we now face as 
a society. This is a call to action across our legal commu-
nity. Our work is only beginning.

As many of us spend our days shuttered at home, our rou-
tines, our work and our lives interrupted by this invisible 
virus, it is critical that those of us with the resources and 
skills to help not lose sight of those among us who are most 
vulnerable, and who will not have jobs to return to after 
this pandemic eventually subsides. What all of us do right 
now will make all the difference to these individuals—and 
will ensure that we, as lawyers, are part of the solution.

Brad S. Karp has been the chairman of Paul, Weiss, Rif-
kind, Wharton & Garrison since 2008.
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