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or just a moment, I wondered
if readers would not bother

F

But then I remembered that so many law-

to read yet another President’s
Page about access to justice.

yers and bar groups I have encountered dur-
ing my now 10 months as president of the
State Bar already focus daily on this topic,
often through pro bono service or dona-
tions for legal aid. Perhaps they are proud,
as I am, of the organized bar’s long history
of prioritizing access to justice or, also like
me, maybe that is among the reasons they
became lawyers. So I know that this topic
is one that matters not just to me but to so
many of you. For that reason, I hope that
you take time to read this article about why
our support for adequate funding for the
Legal Services Corporation (LSC) matters
more than ever.

LSC has been funded by Congress for
the past 30 years to provide direct grants to
nonprofit civil legal aid offices. LSC provides
just over $10 million annually in Michigan
(about 39 percent of all grants for civil legal
aid in our state), supporting services in all of
Michigan’s 83 counties.! Congress reduced
these grants by almost 4 percent? during this
current fiscal year, and additional greater
cuts are threatened for the coming fiscal
year. To be sure, this is a challenging eco-
nomic time when many cuts will be made
to a range of very important services. Fund-
ing legal aid is particularly essential in such
times, not only because it is the right thing
to do in a society where equal access to
justice is a fundamental value, but because
funding LSC is an investment that especially
pays off for our communities in hard times.

LSC Funding Helps

Our Communities

Property values and neighborhoods are
stronger if foreclosures are minimized and

homelessness is prevented. Economic stabil-
ity is increased when employment issues are
resolved, child support is obtained, benefits
are sustained for veterans, and seniors are
protected from scams. Families are stronger
when they are safe from domestic violence,
have appropriate custody arrangements, and
can maintain parent-child relationships in
guardianship cases. LSC funds that go to our
local legal aid programs actually serve to
strengthen our communities in a time of re-
building, maximize limited resources through
innovations and collaborations, sustain ef-
fective public-private partnerships, and pro-
mote the constitutional ideal of due process.

That LSC funding is a wise investment is
one of the reasons I am proud of the State
Bar’s position supporting adequate funding
for LSC. Of course, just helping those in need
is compelling in itself. According to a 2005
SBM study,® even with current funding lev-
els, legal aid programs must turn away nearly
half of those seeking help because of lack of
resources to assist them. Despite thousands
of lawyers providing pro bono service or
donating to the Access to Justice Fund, the
need far outpaces available resources.

LSC Funding Helps Meet
the Growing “Justice Gaps”

The number of persons who qualify for
free legal aid because their annual income
is below 125 percent of the federal poverty
limit (or $23,163 for a family of three?) has
increased 50 percent in Michigan from 2000
to 2009—from 1.35 million to more than 2
million’ Legal aid clients now include many
newly poor who have lost employment in
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today’s difficult economy as well as the work-
ing poor, veterans and military personnel,
family farmers, people with disabilities, the
elderly, and victims of natural disasters.

Michigan continues to be very hard hit by
foreclosures, with the fourth-highest number
of foreclosures in the country as of the end
of 2010.° Several Michigan legal aid programs
(including five LSC-funded programs) col-
laborated on the statewide Michigan Foreclo-
sure Prevention Project, which has assisted
thousands of at-risk homeowners. The proj-
ect saved more than 1,500 homes from fore-
closure during 2010-2011 and obtained ad-
ditional positive outcomes for others, such
as selling the home to prevent foreclosure.”

LSC-funded programs are the nation’s pri-
mary source of legal assistance for women
who are victims of domestic violence. While
domestic violence occurs at all income levels,
U.S. Bureau of Justice statistics indicate low-
income women are significantly more likely
to experience violence than other women.
Recent studies also show that the only pub-
lic service that reduces domestic abuse in
the long term is women’s access to legal aid.?

Legal aid programs closed more than
58,000 cases’ for their Michigan clients in
2009. Some 88 percent of these cases were
addressed out of court; these clients bene-
fitted from legal advice given through le-
gal aid telephone hotlines for problems that
could be addressed simply by informing cli-
ents of their legal rights and responsibilities,
or through additional brief services.

Legal aid programs also handle non-case
matters that help thousands of additional per-
sons avoid legal problems or prevent prob-
lems from getting worse, such as providing

Adequate funding for the Legal Services
Corporation matters more than ever.




information on websites, conducting com-
munity educational sessions on legal topics,
offering self-help clinics, and training staff
in other nonprofits to spot legal issues and
direct their clients to assistance.

Legal aid programs also provide the in-
frastructure for pro bono systems to help
private lawyers give volunteer legal services
to low-income clients, so reduced LSC fund-
ing would impede private attorneys from
providing pro bono services. Private attor-
neys who take cases on a pro bono basis
provide these services mainly through organ-
ized local legal services programs. These at-
torneys need guidance and support because
the practice of poverty law is somewhat spe-
cialized. In 2009, private lawyers obtaining
pro bono cases through Michigan legal aid
programs provided nearly 36,000 hours™ of
free legal help for indigent clients.

The chorus of increased need and dimin-
ishing resources is a familiar one. We all need
to make more out of less. Funding for LSC
does just that. LSC funding is a significant
factor in attracting other federal, state, and
local funding because it provides a stable
base and infrastructure that other funders
can build on. Legal aid programs are impor-
tant community resources for other part-
nerships with local agencies who together
plan coordinated service delivery and solve
community problems. The State Bar, Michi-
gan State Bar Foundation, and Michigan’s
legal aid programs continue their coopera-
tive private fundraising efforts to grow the
Access to Justice Fund and encourage pri-
vate lawyers to continue to provide volun-
teer legal help to the poor."

In 2009, LSC funding was 39 percent of
Michigan’s civil legal aid funding. The rest
of the resources come from state and local
funders and private donors that contribute
to the funding mix in part because a reli-
able LSC funding base gives programs the
stability to use additional funds efficiently.
Not only would a reduction in LSC funding
mean reduced services on its own, it could
jeopardize other funding that LSC grants help
to attract. Lack of stable funding wastes re-
sources; one study found that vacillating
funding levels that cause staff layoffs in
down times, followed by hiring and gear-
ing up again when funding increases, can
cost up to $39,000 per staff position—money
that is unrecoverable.?
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Michigan’s LSC-Funded Programs

e legal Services of Northern Michigan
® legal Services of South Central Michigan
* Michigan Indian Legal Services

¢ Legal Aid and Defender Association
® legal Aid of Western Michigan

® legal Services of Eastern Michigan

Other nonprofit programs also provide civil legal aid for the poor in Michigan;

for a complete list, visit www.atjfund.org.

Private fundraising and assistance from
pro bono lawyers allow more indigent per-
sons to be helped, but cannot make up for
lack of funding or fill the “justice gap” in
Michigan. Resources for the self-represented

tact your representative in Congress. Michi-
gan’s U.S. senators signed a letter in June
2011 supporting the recommendation.

Thank you for paying attention, one more

time, to a timeless message about access

and community legal education are invalu-  to justice. m
able, but they cannot help others who need
full representation to resolve critical legal  FOOTNOTES

issues. Without adequate LSC funding as the
base for our combined innovations, collab-
orations, and resources, the constitutional
imperative of due process goes unmet for
many in Michigan.

How You Can Help

LSC is currently funded with less than
one half of the inflation-adjusted dollars that
Congress appropriated in FY 1980. A 2009
national report® indicated that the federal
minimum access funding level of $321.3 mil-
lion provided by LSC in 1981, if adjusted for
inflation in 2005 dollars, would be $687.63
million—more than 50 percent higher than
the current appropriation level.

A 2000 national opinion survey' showed
broad public support for the concept of le-
gal aid, with close to nine in ten Americans
agreeing that legal help for civil matters
should be provided for low-income people.
Eight in ten support the idea even when it is
described as a government-funded program.

LSC is an investment in making the prin-
ciple of equal justice for all a reality for those
in need, promoting respect for the rule of
law, and sustaining the quality of life for or-
dinary people and our neighborhoods across
the country. It is also an investment in the
strength of our communities, particularly in
hard times. Please help us convey the State
Bar’s position of support for the president’s
recommendation to fund the LSC at the level
of $450 million for FY 2012 by adding your
own voice. Here is an easy way to send your
message: visit http://www.house.gov/ to con-
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