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Dear Alumni,

Following a year-plus of extraordinary challenges, we chose 
to dedicate this edition to a few of the many Skadden alums 
demonstrating a sustained commitment to exceptional public 
service, social justice or COVID-19 relief efforts.

A senior adviser on President Biden’s domestic climate team, 
Jahi Wise seeks to bring the benefits of a clean energy 
economy to all Americans. Girmay Zahilay has returned 
home to Seattle, where as a member of the King County 
Council he is tackling systemic inequality. Amanda Guzmán 
supports the Sheryl Sandberg & Dave Goldberg Family 
Foundation’s efforts to advance opportunities for women and 
help people overcome adversity. Retired partner Jeff Tindell 
serves as co-chairman of Refugees International’s board.

Alums playing active roles in the response to the pandemic 
include Kapil Longani, chief counsel to New York City 
Mayor Bill de Blasio. Three former antitrust associates 
helped professional sports leagues safely restart in 2020 — 
Julie Grand (the NHL), David Weiss (the NBA) and Molly 
Delaney (the NFL). And Alex Cohen launched a startup that 
has provided nearly 100,000 free meals to charities and front-
line health care workers. We also spoke with Nisha Kashyap 
and Charlotte Tsui, two of the 28 former Skadden Fellows 
who received grants from the Skadden Foundation to support 
pandemic-related initiatives.

As always, if you have any questions or suggestions 
regarding our alumni publications or events, please reach 
out to me or either of the co-heads of our alumni program, 
partners Jeff Brill and Lea Haber Kuck. We hope to see or 
speak with you soon.

Warm regards,

 

Eric Friedman
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After four years at Skadden, Kapil Longani (NY/Lit./’08) left the firm in 2012 to join the U.S. 
Attorney’s Office for the District of Columbia. “My parents were immigrants, and they instilled 
in me a strong commitment to public service,” Kapil says. “I wanted to be a prosecutor because 
I believed it would allow me to fight for justice, equity and fairness on an everyday basis.” As an 
assistant U.S. attorney, Kapil took approximately 50 sex crimes and violent felonies to trial. In 
2016, he left to serve as senior counsel to U.S. Rep. Elijah Cummings, the longtime civil rights 
leader and ranking member of the Committee on Oversight and Government Reform. Kapil was 
the lead Democratic investigator on major inquiries, including into the Flint water crisis and the 
federal government’s response to Hurricane Maria.

In 2018, Kapil took an unusual path to his next high-profile position, chief counsel to New York 
City Mayor Bill de Blasio: He responded to an online job listing. His time at City Hall can be 
divided into two distinct chapters — before and after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
We recently spoke to Kapil about his contributions to the city’s efforts to respond to the crisis.

What does the role of chief counsel  
to the mayor entail?

In many ways, my office is analogous to the 
White House counsel’s office, providing legal 
counsel and advice directly to the chief exec-
utive. Any sensitive legal issue that goes to 
the mayor comes to me first, including police 
reform, economic development, affordable 
housing, schools, immigration and homeless-
ness. But unlike most lawyers, I view each 
problem through two prisms — political 
and legal. My job is to identify and solve 
problems, and to do that, understanding the 
political context and policy goal is critical.

How has the pandemic impacted  
your work?

Once COVID-19 hit, it became COVID 24/7. 
During a crisis, the executive branch is at the 
zenith of its powers, and, on a daily basis, the 
mayor had to unilaterally make decisions 
to keep our city safe. As counsel, I played 
a central role in determining how executive 
power could and should be used. We did 
everything possible to protect the public 
health of New Yorkers while also respecting 
New Yorkers’ rights, as the Constitution does 
not die during a crisis. My team drafted every 
emergency executive order — over 100 and 
counting — that governed how the city func-
tioned through its shutdown and reopening.

One of the early questions was how to bring 
cruise ships into port while ensuring the 
safety of both those on board and the broader 
public. We worked under enormous time 
pressure to figure out how to legally compel 
the passengers to get tested for COVID and, 
if they tested positive, receive treatment and 
quarantine. Other challenging legal issues 
included determining how to transition 
the largest school system in the country 
to remote learning, and then how to bring 
students back; setting up the largest testing 
and tracing operation in the country; and 
establishing travel checkpoints across the 
city. When the vaccine became available, we 
weighed in to ensure fair and equitable distri-
bution to the city’s 8.6 million residents.

Resolving these legal issues meant consult-
ing many parts of city government, including 
public health experts, senior policymakers, 
various city agencies and, most importantly, 
the mayor. I also have been the primary legal 
conduit to the state, and during the pandemic 
I have spoken to the governor’s counsel regu-
larly to discuss pressing issues.

The Open Restaurants program, which 
greatly expanded outdoor dining, proved a 
big success. What did setting it up involve?

Our efforts included drafting several complex 
executive orders and having many discussions 
with agencies and senior policymakers on 

a range of issues, including safety, security 
and fees. For example, we consulted with 
the Department of Transportation about road 
closures and traffic near dining areas in streets, 
the Department of Buildings about structure 
integrity and safety, and the NYPD about 
security. Getting FDNY on board was critical 
to our executive order permitting outdoor 
heaters, which allowed dining to safely 
continue through the winter.

More recently, the mayor established 
the Vaccine Command Center, an 
interagency effort to coordinate vaccine 
distribution throughout the city. What 
role did your office play?

Distributing the vaccine fairly and equita-
bly was one of the greatest challenges the 
city faced during this crisis. To that end, 
delineating eligibility for the vaccine was a 
significant concern for my office. We helped 
agencies interpret the vaccine eligibility 
criteria created by the state. For example, 
does a “public-facing government employee” 

— a category that received priority very early 
on — include police officers with office jobs 
or only those on patrol? (We interpreted it 
to mean all police officers.) We also drafted 
the affirmations of eligibility that early 
recipients of the vaccine signed before 
receiving their shots.

You also spearheaded a new role for your 
office — updating the public about the 
city’s rapidly evolving laws.

Our office had traditionally stayed out of 
the limelight, but that changed during the 
pandemic, when it became clear that we could 
provide a real service to the public in the form 
of accurate and digestible information about 
the ever-changing rules and restrictions. We 
became, I believe, a trusted channel for inter-
preting and disseminating information to the 
public, through a variety of media, including 
FAQ documents outlining new guidance, our 
podcast City Hall Pass, our Twitter feed and a 
monthly newsletter — all aggregated on our 
website to give people a simple resource. This 
became a personal mission for me, because 
my mom is a small-business owner, and early 
on she said to me, “Kapil, I wish there was an 
easy place for a layperson to learn all of the 
rules and regulations.” As a result, over the 
past year, New Yorkers began to hear from us 
on a regular basis.
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