
“Everybody is unique in their own, very special 
light,” John-Raphael Pichardo II tells DyNAMC. A 
Latin-American native of New York, he says he did 
not realize how different his skin tone made him until 
he moved from Westchester, a diverse community, 
to Duchess County where the population was more 
homogenous. He explained that it was not until then 
that he realized what “color” meant, and the struggle to 
understand it has been a lifelong, humbling experience.

With a very interesting undergraduate combination 
-- he majors in political science with a minor in music 
-- Pichardo tells of his love of music from a young age. 
He has been classically trained in voice and opera, 
but decided against that career path, mostly due to 
the influence of his aunt in his life. He describes his 
experience as a youngster in accompanying his aunt to 
the probation offices, where she worked as a probation 
officer. It was there he developed an interest in how the 
law worked, and how certain policies that significantly 
affected lives became law.

While attending the University at Albany, Pichardo 
served in a number of leadership positions such 
as Treasurer of Fuerza Latina, Resident Assistant, 
and Committee member for the Division of Student 
Success, among others. He explains to DyNAMC that 
it is through these responsibilities that he learned the 
importance of proper time management and 
developed a level of empathy which will 
support his role as a lawyer.
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“When we send people to jail, we set 
them up to fail, Pichardo says. An 
education system in prison gives an 
opportunity for many people to turn their
lives around, a fact the Black and Latino 
communities, who make up the majority 
of the prison systems, could really
benefit from.” Pichardo
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Pichardo worked as an intern for the Honorable Susan 
M. Capeci of the Westchester County Supreme Court 
during his sophomore year in college, an experience he 
says was “engaging.” His time was spent assisting with 
domestic violence and drug related cases, which came in 
after Governor David Patterson instituted new reforms 
for the Rockefeller Drug Laws. The case that had a 
profound impact on him was one where a young man, 
about his age, kept getting arrested on drug charges. He 
remembers it was eye-opening to see how the difference 
in upbringing led them down two different paths in life. 
However, with a bit of joy, he says that it was amazing 
to see how, after some time, the young man was able 
to turn his life around through sheer perseverance. The 
lesson he learned by observation was that, no matter 
how hard life is, “as long as you persevere you can 
change.”

Pichardo went on to work as a Session Assistant for 
Senator Liz Krueger, where he received a lot of hands 
on training, ensuring he learned the intricacies of the 
legislative process. Two of the issues he worked on 

were hydraulic fracking (a.k.a. hydrofracking) and 
pension reform. Of his experience with hydrofracking 
he tells DyNAMC he was clueless, until Senator 
Krueger’s office got involved in the fight against it. He 
explains that hydrofracking has a myriad of negative 
effects on the environment, and being a big opponent 
to the process, Senator Krueger was able to highlight 
the issue, garner support, and eventually made the 
construction of new wells illegal in the state 
of New York.

Working on pension reform opened his eyes to how 
devastating it can be, to the lives of many, when 
laws are put in place to cut pension benefits. He tells 
DyNAMC that the cuts the state had been about to make 
to pension benefits would be hard for pensioners who 
depended on their pension benefits to live.

His experiences with the Honorable Susan Capeci and 
Senator Liz Krueger led him to his decision to get 
involved in public service. He points out that, while 
Judge Capeci worked with mostly minority groups and 
Senator Liz Krueger’s work was with the more affluent 
of the state, he was able to see how the law affected 
both groups and how he could use it to bring about 
change as a public servant. He later followed this up by 
teaching Political Science at a women’s prison, and says 
that the drive and depth of knowledge these women had 
was something he never expected. 

“When we send people to jail, we set them up to fail, 
Pichardo says. An education system in prison gives an 
opportunity for many people to turn their lives around, 
a fact the Black and Latino communities, who make up 
the majority of the prison systems, could really benefit 
from.”

Speaking on the Freddie Gray riots that plagued 
Baltimore, Pichardo was adamant in stating that 
rioting is not solution, as it only brings more hurt to 
the community. Nevertheless, he stands in solidarity 
with Baltimore, firmly believing that “there is no 

place for discrimination” in today’s society. Pichardo 
tells DyNAMC that there has always been tension in 
Baltimore, and the Freddie Gray case was what pushed 
the community over the edge.

He indicates that these continued incidents are clear 
signs that the U.S. is on a steady regression path 
with regards to racial equality, a situation that must 
be rectified. For this, he suggests the use of body 
cameras by law enforcement to increase accountability 
and transparency, community policing to foster 
integration between law enforcement and members 
of the community, as well as training police officers 
out of the “shoot to kill mentality.” If situations do 
not warrant the use of deadly force, they need to 
be trained to use other methods. Another thing that 
baffles Pichardo is that a police officer is only required 
to go through training for six months before he is 
given a gun and a license to kill. While, as a lawyer 
seeking to defend life and the equality of it, he must 
study for years and be subjected to rigorous exams and 
years of continued learning. That disparity, he tells 
DyNAMC, sums up one of the major issues with the 
justice system.

Pichardo tells members of minority groups, African-
Americans and Latinos in particular, to be very 
careful as they go about their day-to-day activities. 
He affirms that police officers will not hesitate to use 
deadly force if they warrant it necessary and, once 
approached, they should be very cautious of how they 
handle police questioning. 

As a member of the Black and Latino community 
himself, Pichardo informs DyNAMC of his intent to 
start a law firm with other members of the National 
Black Law Students Association (NBLSA) which 
he now serves as Regional Chair. The NBLSA is 
an organization that has been the stepping stone 
for lawyers like President Barrack Obama and First 
Lady Michelle Obama, State Attorney for Baltimore 
Marilyn Mosby, as well as the past and present 
Attorney Generals of the U.S. This association has 
fostered a sense of community among black lawyers 
for decades, and has taught the importance of 
mentoring as a strong moral. Pichardo explains that 
it is a mutually beneficial learning experience that 
serves to foster a deeper understanding of what it is 
to be a lawyer. Having been mentored himself, as 
well as serving as a mentor, he hopes that starting his 
own law firm with members of the community will 
continue this culture, while clarifying to prospective 
lawyers that being a member of a minority group is an 
asset and not a limitation. 

“It was amazing to see how, after some 
time, the young man was able to turn his 
life around through sheer perseverance. The 
lesson he learned by observation was that, 
no matter how hard life is, as long as you 
persevere you can change.” Pichardo

For growth and success of any society, a sense of community 
must be nurtured. In the case of members of the Black and 
Latino communities, this sense of community is vital for 
instituting change geared at uplifting the community. DyNAMC 
speaks with John-Raphael Pichardo II, on how empathic 
leadership helps to empower young lawyers, and how this 
translates into a stronger and more progressive community.
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