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The Inspired CJG
How the RBG documentary moved CJ Griffin to build 
a first-of-its-kind public-interest center BY JESSICA GLYNN

When CJ Griffin first saw the Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg documentary RBG,  
something clicked.

Griffin, who hails from a rural Kansas 
town with no stoplights, wasn’t looking 
to the law. She moved to New York to do 
social justice work, with nonprofits like the 
Astraea Lesbian Foundation for Justice. It 
wasn’t until she decided on law that she 
realized she’d better finish her bachelor’s.

In 2013, her first year at Pashman Stein 
Walder Hayden, Griffin agreed to take 
a public records case and found herself 
before the New Jersey Supreme Court. 
She lost that one, and hundreds of billable 
hours along with it, but headline-making 
wins soon followed—like her first police 
transparency case, North Jersey Media 
Group Inc. v. Township of Lyndhurst, which 
made dash camera footage of deadly force 
incidents public. Next came the appellate 
decision that non-New Jersey residents can 
request and obtain state records, which 
she won through a campaign of lawsuits 
convincing judges to reverse denials. 

While she was building her open records 
practice, she also made a point of taking 
on amicus cases for the ACLU. The idea 
of expanding that work and starting a 
pro bono program at Pashman had been 
percolating the day she saw RBG.

Griffin was particularly inspired by the 
legal strategies Ginsburg borrowed from 
Thurgood Marshall, using litigation to win 
historic victories for women’s rights like he 
had for civil rights. “I felt very connected 
to it because it was the way I was viewing 
impact litigation,” Griffin says. “I stayed up 
all night after the documentary and wrote 
a business plan.” Her dream? Build an in-
house public-interest entity.

A year later, the Justice Gary S. Stein 
Public Interest Center was born, so named 
for the state Supreme Court justice who 

“It’s a huge decision in the sense that the 
Batson test, which looks at jury selection 
and use of peremptory challenges in a 
discriminatory manner, focuses so much on 
explicit bias,” she says. “Very rarely is that 
type of discrimination explicit.”

Griffin also helped roll back the police’s 
power to stop motorists without just 
cause in State v. Roman-Rosado, in which 
a defendant stopped on a license plate 
violation was subsequently convicted 
of a crime based on evidence found in 
a vehicle search. The violation? A tiny 
portion of the words “Garden State” on 
his plate was covered. 

“The trial court found the plate was not 
fully obstructed, but the way the statute 
was written, if any part of the license plate 
is covered, then the stop is valid—even 
though the officer testified he was looking 
for a reason to pull the car over,”  
Griffin says.

She argued on behalf of the Latino 
Leadership Alliance of New Jersey, 
presenting data showing significant racial 
disparities in who is pulled over on plate-
frame violations, noting that the statute as 
applied meant the police could essentially 
pull over anyone at any time, since most 
cars in New Jersey have a frame covering a 
small portion of the plate.

“The court refused to apply the statute 
in that way because it would give police far 

joined the firm in 2002. Helmed by 
Griffin, the Stein Public Interest Center is 
dedicated to advancing social, racial and 
economic justice; protecting civil liberties 
and constitutional rights; and promoting 
an open and transparent government. 

In October 2021 alone, the center had 
seven attorneys argue before the New 
Jersey Supreme Court. 

“I believe there’s not any New Jersey firm 
appearing before the Supreme Court more 
than we are,” says Griffin. “It’s an honor to 
have clients that are trusting us to make 
these arguments and to play a role in so 
many decisions that are really going to 
make a difference and be very protective 
of constitutional rights, even above what 
is provided under the U.S. Constitution. I 
think we’re having a tremendous impact.” 

That impact is best illustrated through 
landmark Supreme Court cases, but 
landmark dismissals work, too.

In the summer of 2020, while the 
country reeled from the murder of George 
Floyd, the New Jersey Supreme Court was 
set to review a suit Griffin filed on behalf of 
Libertarians for Transparent Government 
to obtain the name of a cop who was 
terminated for “racially offensive behavior.”

Then-Attorney General Gurbir Grewal 
had long disagreed with Griffin’s position 
that the public was entitled to that 
information, but in June, had a change of 
heart. The AG’s office not only gave Griffin’s 
client the name and paid her client’s 
legal fees, but also issued new directives 
requiring all police agencies to annually 
disclose the names of officers who received 
major discipline.

“I don’t know that the directive would 
have happened but for this case of mine 
pending, because it really put public 
pressure on the attorney general,” Griffin 
says. “The oral argument would have been 

that September, when people were in the 
streets marching in Black Lives Matter 
protests, including the attorney general. 
The press is calling and saying, ‘Hey, you 
just filed a brief saying the public is not 
entitled to the name of this trooper?’”

The suit was dismissed, but a new one 
rose quickly after the police unions sued 
over the directive. Griffin then filed an 
amicus brief on behalf of the National 
Coalition of Latino Officers and Law 
Enforcement Action Partnership, arguing 
that transparency benefits the police 
and especially minority officers. Both the 
Appellate Division and Supreme Court 
upheld the directive; in 2021, the first 
annual Major Discipline Reporting findings 
were published.

In another change-making New Jersey 
Supreme Court decision in 2021, this time 
involving bias in jury selection, Griffin 
represented The Association of Criminal 
Defense Lawyers of New Jersey.

At issue was the prosecution’s move in 
a criminal case to run a secret background 
check on a prospective juror, who was 
Black, after the judge refused to remove 
him for cause. 

“We argued the state shouldn’t be 
allowed to do a criminal background check 
unless they obtain some kind of lead from 
the court—and there would be such limited 
circumstances we can’t even identify what 
that would be—but they can’t just do it on 
their own.”

The court agreed, reversing the 
defendant’s murder conviction due to lack 
of a fair trial. While Griffin thinks it’s “a 
little kind” to call what the prosecution 
did implicit rather than explicit bias, the 
unanimous decision held that even implicit 
bias could hinder a defendant’s rights, and 
called for a two-day Judicial Conference on 
Jury Selection focused on implicit bias.

Griffin with Justice Gary S. Stein (left) and 
managing partner Michael Stein (middle). 
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An experienced litigator turning challenging cases into successful verdicts

Selected to  
Super Lawyers

ROY D. CURNOW
PERSONAL INJURY GENERAL: PLAINTIFF

Roy D. Curnow focuses his practice on personal 
injury claims, medical malpractice matters 
and nursing home negligence. An experienced 
litigator with more than 40 years representing 
injured clients, Curnow has conducted 
approximately 200 personal injury jury trials. 
He is admitted to practice before all state courts 
in New Jersey and has been board certified as a 
civil trial attorney for over 25 years.

Curnow has established a solid reputation 
as a determined, hard-working attorney who 
deftly overcomes obstacles to turn challenging 
cases into successful verdicts and settlements 
for his clients.

Curnow is a member of the prestigious 
Million Dollar Advocates Forum® and has 

been selected to The National Trial Lawyers 
Top 100 and New Jersey Super Lawyers for 
14 consecutive years. His successes include 
numerous jury verdicts, a $1.9 million 
settlement for a pedestrian struck by a motor 
vehicle, $1.5 million awarded to a client in 
an automobile accident case, $1 million in 
a wrongful death fire case, $950,000 in 
a product liability matter, $825,000 in a 
workplace accident, $775,000 fall down 
accident, $725,000 in a medical malpractice 
dispute, and $600,000 in a liquor liability  
case. He also served as a program instructor  
at the 2021 New Jersey Association for  
Justice Boardwalk Seminar on the topic  
of attorney ethics.
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too much discretion to stop anyone if 
they were looking for a reason to, which 
would often be racially discriminatory,” 
Griffin says. Now, the only way police 
can continue to stop drivers for a plate-
frame violation is if the entire words 
“Garden State” or “New Jersey” are 
covered—a holding more protective 
than its federal law counterpart, 
established in Heien v. North Carolina. 
In that case, the U.S. Supreme Court 
held that if a law enforcement officer’s 
misinterpretation of law is “reasonable,” 
then a stop, and any subsequent 
evidence seized, is valid. 

“There’s been tons of legal debate 
as to how bad Heien is, how ambiguous 
‘reasonable’ is,” Griffin says. “New 
Jersey is an ideal place to litigate 
because our Supreme Court is often 
more protective, so even if there is bad 
federal precedent, we can still win here.”

Reflecting on the center’s first two 
years, Griffin says it’s been especially 
gratifying to share her enthusiasm  
with colleagues.

“It’s wonderful to see it come to 
fruition, and it’s because so many 
people are coming together to volunteer 
their pro bono hours,” she says. “It’s 
not always true you encounter lawyers 
that love being lawyers or who love the 
law, but this firm is full of people who 
find this super rewarding, challenging, 
exciting and valuable.” s

“It’s not always true you 
encounter lawyers that 
love being lawyers or who 
love the law, but this firm 
is full of people who find 
this super rewarding, 
challenging, 
exciting and 
valuable.”

CJ Griffin 
Pashman Stein Walder 
Hayden; Media and Advertising, 
Appellate, Communications, Civil 
Rights; Hackensack
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Farm System
Mark Berman chases his passion for  
environmentalism through his pro bono work
After spending a few years in Israel on 
business and personal matters, Mark A. 
Berman learned a thing or two about 
farm-to-table environmentalism. “In 
Israel, you’re a lot closer to your food than 
you are here,” says the Hartmann Doherty 
Rosa Berman & Bulbulia litigation 
and criminal defense chair. “When we 
returned, my wife wanted chickens so she 
could have her own eggs.”

Berman agreed, feeling passionate 
not only about farm-to table, but also 
about eschewing industrial farming and 
its environmental impacts. Soon, the 
backyard farm grew. “We drove our first 
two sheep home in our Suburban, and 
as we were trying to get them into the 
backyard, we blew it,” he says, laughing 
at the memory of he and his wife chasing 
two sheep through the streets of Upper 
Saddle River. 

Eventually they had 30 chickens, 
20 ducks, 15 geese, nine sheep and six 
turkeys. But it’s not all funny anecdotes.

“There’s a lot of death on a farm,” 
Berman says, like attacks from predators 
and slaughtering roosters for food. 
Despite the hardships and physical labor, 
Berman loved the structure farming 
provided. “It creates bookends for your 
day,” he says. “The barn needs to be 
opened in the morning and the animals 
need to be fed, then they need to be fed 
again at night and closed up in the barn 
to protect them.”

But after 13 years, Berman and his 
family decided to sell their property. They 
purchased a fixer-upper in Vermont with 
more than enough space for their animals, 
but moving them turned into a much 
larger project than anticipated. Berman 

and his family decided to clear their farm 
for now and get the gang back together 
when the Vermont property is ready.

Most of the animals went up to Veritas 
Farms in New York, for whom Berman 
acts as pro bono counsel. The sheep 
were adopted by Pony Power Therapies, 
a nonprofit organization that uses horses 
and other farm animals to support children 
and adults with disabilities and special 
needs. Berman serves as a board member 
and as its pro bono GC, work he enjoys 
because of its variety. “Pony Power often 
has questions relating to employment, 
nonprofit taxation issues, and of course, 
questions of how best to handle COVID-
related matters while dealing with an 
at-risk population,” he says.

Pony Power, founded by close friend 
Dana Spett, is special to Berman. “It 
offers a remarkable experience and 
benefit to children and young adults 
with unique challenges, and to their 
parents, who are often searching for 
meaningful social and physical activities,” 
he says. “It’s truly become an important 
organization that helps a lot of people.”

While Berman never considered 
environmental law, he’s happy to report 
one of his children is applying to law 
school and considering the area.

“Many laws in New Jersey now prevent 
people from raising chickens in their 
backyard, which is unfortunate,” he says, 
noting that not only would chickens and 
other farm animals provide food security, 
but it’s a green way to control pests and 
garbage in local communities. “It would 
make the world a much better place if 
everyone had four or five hens in their 
backyard.” —REAGAN WINTER

Berman, wife Tamara, 
and some of their 
maverick sheep.

Mark A. Berman 
Hartmann Doherty 
Rosa Berman & 
Bulbulia; Criminal 
Defense: White Collar, 
Business Litigation; 
Hackensack
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