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Let me introduce you to an-
other of MILS’ hardworking 
employees, staff  att orney Aaron 
Allen.  Aaron is the son of an 
Army Chaplain, who was born 
on Fort Ord near Monterey Bay, 
California. As an “Army brat,” 
he moved frequently while he 
was growing up, living in several 
diff erent states and countries, 
including for two years in Jeru-
salem.

Aaron att ended Michigan State 
University and its College of 

Law. He received a Bachelor of Arts in Political Th eory 
and Constitutional Democracy in 2001 and in 2005, he 
received his Juris Doctor, cum laude [with honors]. While 
in undergraduate school, Aaron was active in the Ameri-
can Civil Liberties Union and the Associated Students of 
MSU Student Defender Program.

While in law school, Aaron received the Jurisprudence 
Award for excellence in the study of Advanced Topics in 
Indian law and participated in the national moot court 
competition for the National Native American Law 
Students Association. He also received the Grand Prize 
Fellowship Award from the Public Interest Law Society. 
Aaron completed three separate concentrations while in 
law school–Indian law, criminal law and trial practice–and 
he served at the Indigenous Law and Policy Center, a
clinic that provides legal services free-of-charge to tribal
governments and organizations across the United States.

One of Aaron’s internships while in law school was work-

ing for the Litt le Traverse 
Bay Bands of Odawa 
Indians. Th ere he worked 
with former MILS staff  
att orney, Jim Bransky, who 
recommended that he 
contact MILS. Aaron began 
working for MILS as a staff  
att orney on July 10, 2006.

Aaron estimates that he 
has worked on almost 400 
cases since he came to work 
for MILS nearly four years 
ago. Although many of these 
cases involve quick phone advice or brief service, others 
have required protracted involvement in family/child 
welfare issues, evictions, and criminal defense. Aaron also 
handles most of the cases that come to MILS from Michi-
gan’s Upper Peninsula, requiring that he spend a great deal 
of time on the road.

When I told Aaron that I was going to be writing about 
him in this issue of MILS Review and needed some back-
ground information, he sent me an e-mail in which he said 
the following:

I would like the article to refl ect how much I love working 
for MILS. I strongly believe that the availability of quality 
legal representation should never be limited by a person’s 
ability to pay. I am honored to be invited into the  per-
sonal lives of clients, oft en at moments of extreme stress 
for them. I am grateful for the trust they place in our team, 
and I take that responsibility very seriously. I am continu-
ally touched by the opportunity to help make a tangible                                                                             
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Goodbye Tom!

 We are sorry to announce that one of 
valued staff  att orneys has recently left  MILS. 
Tom Myers decided to return to Montana aft er 
11 years with MILS. Tom graduated from the 
University of Montana School of Law and prac-
ticed as a tribal prosecutor there for a number of 
years.  Good luck Tom!  You will be missed.

CRIMINAL REPRESENTATION IN LTBB TRIBAL COURT

While Michigan Indian Legal Services has always 
provided civil legal services to low income Indian 
individuals to 
further self-
suffi  ciency, 
preserve 
Indian fami-
lies, and has 
even helped 
several Michi-
gan tribes with 
their federal 
recognition 
cases, the 
agency has 
only recently 
begun to rep-
resent criminal 
defen-
dants 
in tribal 
court.  
Starting 
in No-
vember 
2009, 

pursuant to a one-year Criminal Defense Pilot Proj-
ect, Michigan Indian Legal Services (MILS) now 

off ers free legal 
representation to 
people charged 
with a criminal 
off ense in the 
Litt le Traverse 
Bay Band (LTBB) 
Tribal Court.  Th e 
Criminal Defense 
Pilot Project at 
LTBB follows a 
highly success-
fully Criminal De-
fense Pilot Project 
at Grand Traverse 
Band, where 

MILS staff  
att orneys 
repre-
sented 36 
indigent 
defen-

CONT PG 3

Thomas R. Myers

Photo taken by Annette VanDecar.  Pictured, from left to right, in the front row are Associ-
ate Judge Jenny Lee Kronk, MILS Executive Director James A. Keedy and Chief Judge 
JoAnne Gasco.  Pictured, from left to right, in the back row are Tribal Prosecutor Matt 
Lesky, MILS Staff Attorney Aaron B. Allen, MILS Staff Attorney Cameron A. Fraser, 
Probation/Community Justice Offi ce Heather Boening and Court Administrator Bernadece 
Kiogima.
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CRIMINAL REP IN LTBB (Cont.)

dants in GTB Tribal Court. 
  
Th e MILS Criminal Defense Pilot 
Program is signifi cant because the 
Indian Civil Rights Act of 1968 
provides that tribal government shall 
not deny any persons in a criminal 
proceeding the right to counsel “at 
his own expense.”  As a result, tribes 
are not required under federal law to 
provide court appointed att orneys in 
tribal courts.  Th at being said, a large 
number of tribes across the country 
do nevertheless provide public de-
fenders within their criminal justice 
system and some have created their 
own right to counsel under tribal law.  
For example, the LTBB Court Rules 

state that in “all criminal proceedings, 
the defendant shall have the right to 
self-representation unless the court 
deems the defendant unfi t and ap-
points counsel the represent or assist 
the defendant.  Defendant may hire, 
at his or her own expense, counsel 
admitt ed to practice before the Tribal 
Court.”  
Signifi cantly, the MILS Pilot Pro-
gram, provides free criminal repre-
sentation for those defendants who 
qualify for MILS services.  Chief 
Judge Gasco highlighted the impor-
tance of this program for LTBB, stat-
ing that “we’re honored to be selected 
for the pilot project.” 
 Th us far, MILS staff  att orneys have 
successfully provided criminal rep-
resentation for indigent criminal de-

fendants in the LTBB Tribal Courts.  
When the Pilot Project draws to a 
close in November 2010, MILS staff  
hope to have a representative popula-
tion from which the Criminal De-
fense Pilot Program can be properly 
evaluated. 
   
MILS has conducted an on-going self 
evaluation and study of the program, 
in order to make an informed deci-
sion about the possibility of expand-
ing the Criminal Defense Pilot Proj-
ect to other Michigan Tribes.  At the 
end of the pilot project MILS hopes 
to be able to make an informed deci-
sion as to whether it will be able to 
help fi ll the need for tribal 
public defenders across the 
state. 

COVER STORY (Cont.)

diff erence in their lives. I have learned 
so much from the Native individu-
als, families, and communities with 
whom I have had to privilege to have 
worked. Whatever service I have 
provided our clients, I know I have 
received infi nitely more from them in 

return.
Th ese few words show how lucky 
MILS is to have a guy like Aaron 
Allen working for us. When he is not 
driving from one end of the UP to the 
other, Aaron’s hobbies include acting, 
camping, travel and song writing 
[or maybe he composes songs as he 
is driving across the state]. He has 

contributed lyrics to some nation-
ally touring artists and bands and for 
songs that have appeared on numer-
ous recordings. Aaron is married to 
Dr. Joanna Nigrelli, D.O., a family 
practice physician with a specialty in 
Obstetrics, who is currently complet-
ing a fellowship in high risk pregnan-
cy in Seatt le, Washington.

PLEASE HELP US SAVE MONEY AND TREES
MILS  off ers our newslett er by email.  By saving material, labor and postage costs on our 
newslett er, we can devote more space to news and useful information about Indian law.  
Not only that, but the electronic version permits us to include internet links, which are 
instantly accessible when you read the newslett er online.    

Please email Tammy Turner at tt urner@mils.org and tell her if you can receive our newslet-
ter by email.  While you’re at it, please let us know the email addresses of anybody else that 
would like to receive our newslett er.  

We are always looking for article ideas.  Please tell us if you would like to see an article about a particular 
topic.  “Lett ers to the Editor” are also welcome.    
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MILS oft en gets calls from individu-
als with questions about their rental 
situation.  Sadly, they sometimes call 
when it is too late to avoid serious 
problems including loss of money, 
eviction, or even criminal charges. 
Th is article will provide readers the 
information they need to avoid these 
problems before they happen, or 
at least become bett er prepared to 
handle them if they do occur. Here’s 
what you need to know:

THE LEASE:
A lease is a contract between the 
renter(s), also called tenants, and 
the landlord. It states the terms of 
the rental agreement including who 
is allowed to stay in the home, the 
amount of rent due, the length of 
the rental period, and the rights and 
responsibilities of all parties.  Th e 
lease is there to protect you in the 
event of a dispute, so KEEP A COPY. 
You should have a lease even (and 
especially) if you are renting from a 
private landlord. If a landlord tells 
you that you don’t need a lease, or 
refuses to sign one, this is a red fl ag 
that something is not right. Sample 
leases are widely available, and MILS 
is happy to provide you with one. 

JOINT & SEVERA L LIABILITY:
Many leases include this language 
when there is more than one renter. 
Th is means that each roommate may 
be held legally responsible for the 
ENTIRE rent amount and damages. 
If one roommate fails to pay rent, the 
landlord can sue the other roommate 
for the total. Choose your roommates 
carefully. 

INVENTORY CHECKLIST:
When you move in, your landlord 
should give you a checklist. Th e 
checklist should describe the con-
dition of each room in the home, 
including windows, doors, carpets, 
counters, etc. If there are any pre-
existing damages, such as a cracks in 
the mirrors or stains on the carpet, 
they should be listed. Why? Because 
if damages are noted at the start of 
the tenancy, you shouldn’t be blamed 
for the damages later on. All parties 
should sign and KEEP A COPY. 
Again, MILS can provide  sample 
checklists as needed.

MAINTENANCE  AND REPAIRS:
If you notice a problem that requires 
repair, you may not simply stop pay-
ing rent. Instead you must inform the 
landlord, in writing, of the problem. 
Date the lett er and KEEP A COPY. 
Under very limited and specifi c 
circumstances, you MAY be able to 
make the repair yourself and deduct 
the cost from the rent, or withhold 
the rent amount and place it in an 
escrow account.  Before you do, 
consult an att orney and /or call MILS 
at (877) 968-6877. Th ere are legal 
details you need to know fi rst.

GUESTS:
Having a guest for too long can be 
a violation of your lease that could 
get you evicted. Also, tenants may 
be held legally responsible for the 
actions of their guests. Public housing 
programs, including tribal housing, 
oft en take a zero-tolerance stance 
on drugs, violence, or other criminal 
activity in the unit.  Other public 
benefi ts may be aff ected as well.   

GET A  RECEIPT!!:
Occasionally, MILS gets a call from 
someone who paid the landlord the 
ENTIRE rent amount, in cash, at the 
start of the tenancy. Before long there 
is some problem with the unit, and 
the renter wants her/his money back. 
Th e landlord says, “what money?”.
With no proof, you have only your 
word against the landlord’s.  It is best 
to pay by check if you can, or at least 
by money order. You should always 
insist on a receipt, and KEEP A 
COPY in case there is a dispute later.

EVICTIONS:
Only a court can order an eviction. 
A landlord must follow the appropri-
ate procedures to have you removed. 
Remember that you have right to be 
there. You also have a Due Process 
right to legal notice of an eviction 
hearing. You have a right to argue 
your side to the court. If you don’t ap-
pear at the hearing, you risk a default 
judgement in your absence. If you 
have been served with eviction papers 
consult an att orney and /or call MILS 
at (877) 968-6877.

OTHER ISSUES:
Th ere is no way to cover every detail 
of landlord/tenant law in one brief ar-
ticle. If you have legal questions about 
pets, security deposits, subleases, or 
other rental issues, please call MILS, 
while there is still time to 
protect your rights.

DON’T YOU DARE MOVE IN!!!!!!! (Until you read this.)



Page 5

NEWS FROM MICHIGAN INDIAN 
COUNTRY

 
• Th e Grand Traverse Band of Ott awa and Chip-
pewa Indians celebrate their 30th Anniversary of Federal 
Recognition.  Michigan Indian Legal Services played an 
integral role in the Tribe’s 1978 petition for federal rec-
ognition, which was ultimately granted on May 27, 1980.  
Since that time, GTB has developed successful business 
ventures, social services, economic developments, cultural 
preservation projects, among other social, cultural, and 
economic enrichment enterprises.       

• Th e Michigan Indian Day Event “Strengthening 
Health, Strengthening Families: Empowering Indigenous 
Communities” will be held on Friday, September 24, 
2010.  Mark your calendars!  Th is year’s event will be held 

in East Lansing, Michigan at the Hannah Community 
Center.  

• Chairman Derek J. Bailey to get White House 
nomination.  According to a press release from the White 
house dated May 13, 2010, President Obama announced 
his intention to appoint Chairman Bailey, from the Grand 
Traverse Band, to the National Advisory Council on In-
dian Education.   

• Two Keweenaw Bay Indian Community Mem-
bers Arrested at Eagle Rock.  Th ey were protesting in 
hopes of protecting Eagle Rock from the Eagle 
Project nickel and copper mine.  

MICHIGAN INDIAN LEGAL SERVICES MAKES A DIFFERENCE

A tribal mother’s children were 
removed by tribal social services and 
placed in foster care.  MILS att orney 
Cami Fraser represented the mother 
in tribal court.  Th e client successfully 
got her children returned to her with 
the help of MILS aft er they had spent 
over a year in foster care.  In addi-
tion to court hearings, a case like this 
typically involves numerous meetings 
with parties, including prosecutors, 
social workers and guardians ad litem 
(att orneys for the children).  In this 
particular case, Cami put in over 150 
hours of att orney work.  

November 17-21, 2009 - MILS att or-
ney Aaron Allen att ended the annual 
conference of the National Legal Aid 
and Defender Association in Denver.  
Drawing on his extensive experience 
in Michigan tribal courts, Aaron 
helped present a class on Indian law, 
with a focus on representing clients in 
tribal court. 

As part of MILS pilot program to 
represent low income criminal de-
fendants in Litt le Traverse Bay Bands 
tribal court,  MILS att orney Aaron 
Allen represented a tribal member 
facing several charges, including theft  
and public intoxication. Aft er nego-
tiations with the tribal prosecutor and 
court appearances, Aaron was able 
to signifi cantly lower the charges and 
obtain a sentence that  focused on 
substance abuse treatment instead of 
jail time. 

MILS att orney Tom Myers helped 
a tribal member expunge her name 
from the DHS central abuse registry, 
so she could become a foster parent 
for children involved in her tribe’s 
social services system.  

MILS att orney Cami Fraser repre-
sented a tribal mother whose son was 
the subject of a state court juvenile 
delinquency case involving substance 
abuse issues.  Th rough ICWA advo-

cacy and negotiation with the parties, 
the county was convinced to place 
the client’s son in a live-in tribal facil-
ity which emphasizes healing through 
family style living, counseling, and 
learning skills.    

MILS att orney Aaron Allen repre-
sented a juvenile accused of abscond-
ing from his foster placement. Th e 
prosecutor agreed not to charge the 
youth as an adult, and the matt er was 
instead handled through the tribe’s 
“Healing to Wellness” court.

MILS att orney Tom Myers helped a 
mother regain custody of her child 
from the paternal grandmother.  Th e 
child’s father had died and the mother 
had voluntarily shared custody with 
the grandmother.  However the 
grandmother tried to gain full cus-
tody, making unsubstantiated accusa-
tions that the mother was unfi t.
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A tribe petitioned to transfer a state 
court child protection case to tribal 
court, on ICWA grounds. Aft er the 
case was transferred to tribal court in 
August 2009, MILS att orney Cami 
Fraser represented the father, who 
had previously been represented in 

state court by a court appointed att or-
ney.  Th e client successfully obtained 
return of the children in December 
2009 with the assistance of MILS.     

MILS att orney Aaron Allen repre-
sented a tribal member facing the 

garnishment of her tribal per capita 
payment, aft er the tribal court en-
forced a state court judgment against 
her. Aaron appealed the garnishment 
in the tribal court of appeals, and 
eventually negotiated a 
favorable sett lement.

Michigan Indian Legal Services is proud to announce 
we have updated our logo 
into several new looks!  
Eric Van, from Inkpyramid 
in New York City, donated 
his talented services to 
MILS and provided us 
with this outstanding 
graphic.  Eric is a Pratt  
Institute graduate with a 
degree in Communica-
tions Design - Graphic 
Design, specializing in 

branding and signage.  Along with a BFA in Commu-
nications Design, Eric is currently pursuing an MS in 
Nonprofi t Management. Aft er graduation, he hopes to 
design, and help with marketing for Nonprofi t organi-
zations.  Inkpyramid is a multimedia design company 
established with the sole goal of helping small organi-
zations build a familiar and loyal brand. Th ey have ex-
perience working in most graphic design applications, 
and well versed in several web, animation and time-
motion applications. Inkpyramid yields the abilities 
of three well-educated designers from Pratt  Institute, 
a distinguished art school in New York.  Inkpyramid 
thrives to bett er themselves and establish a 
positive relationship with their clients.

  Please join us in welcoming our summer law 
clerk, Erin Lane, to Michigan Indian Legal Services.  
Erin comes to us from Michigan State University 
College of Law, where she is a member of the 
Journal of International Law, the secretary of the 

Native American Law 
Students Association, 
and plans on completing 
the Indigenous Law and 
Policy Center certifi cation 
program.  Originally from 
Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
Erin worked for fi ve years 
in Chicago with the elite 
Chicago Police Cold Case 
and Gang Intelligence 
Units, where she conduct-

ed violent crime and narcotic investigations.  In ad-
dition, Erin dedicated several years to working with 
at-risk youth in her hometown of Grand Rapids.  
Erin has traveled to Central America to work with 
violent youth gangs, has worked as a Spanish trans-
lator for medical mission groups in South America, 
and has studied abroad in Europe and Northern 
Africa.  With her passion for human rights, criminal 
justice and practical fi eld experience, Erin is 
a great summer addition to our offi  ce!    

SUMMER LAW CLERK AT MILS

Former MILS summer intern made partner at Fredericks Peebles & Morgan LLP

Att orney John Petoskey, of Peshawbestown, has been named a partner in the law fi rm of Fredericks Peebles &Mor-
gan LLP that represents Indian tribes and Native American organizations throughout the U.S. Petoskey is a 
former general counsel for the Grand Traverse Band of Ott awa and Chippewa Indians.
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 I wish to assist MILS’ important work and include a tax deductible contribution of:  $_____________.                       

 Name:  ________________________________________________________
 
 Address: ________________________________________________________

   ________________________________________________________
 
   _______     Please indicate if you are an attorney. (optional)
 

 Michigan Indian Legal Services is a nonprofi t organization that provides free legal services to 
those who qualify. Therefore, we do not collect any money for services provided to our income eligible 
clients. MILS relies solely on grants and various funding sources, including individual donations to con-
tinue to provide our legal services.

 Your support of MILS is critical to our ability to provide legal services that would otherwise be 
unavailable to Michigan’s Native American community. While some tribal governments have benefi ted 
from gaming, many native individuals still struggle in poverty. Native Americans remain some of the 
most disadvantaged citizens. This disadvantage is compounded by unique legal needs. Your continued 
support will assure MILS’ ability to provide free legal services to those that need it most.

 You can help! Please consider making a tax-deductible contribution this year by sending any 
amount to:

Michigan Indian Legal Services
                   814 S. Garfi eld Ave. Suite A
                   Traverse City, MI 49686

 MILS is recognized by the Internal Revenue Service as a 501(c)(3) charitable organization, and 
your gift may qualify for tax deductible status on your federal income tax return. When making a contri-
bution please use the form below or a regular piece of paper to provide us with your name and address. 
This information will be used to provide you with a letter of receipt for tax purposes.



Michigan Indian Legal Services, Inc.
 814 S. Garfi eld Avenue    Suite A
Traverse City, Michigan 49686-2401
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