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By Lisa V. Gillespie

In a sleek, high-ceilinged room stocked
with shrimp cocktail and an open bar, 100 peo-
ple, including high-profile members of every
branch of the District government gathered
one recent evening. The topic of discussion
was a ground-breaking and long-awaited re-
port examining the unmet legal needs of one
third of the city’s residents, its poor.

In criminal courts, defendants are entitled
to lawyers, but the same right does not extend
to civil cases. Within the civil court system low
income District residents may face devastating
consequences without a lawyer. Yet often, in

spite of the high stakes, they attempt to repre-
sent themselves.

“Many people sign their rights away with-

out knowing that doing so is a critical move in
their futures,” said Su Sie Ju, member of the
District of Columbia Access to Justice Commis-

sion and NW Legal Clinic Supervisor at Bread
for the City.

“Everyone should have a right to represen- 3|
tation, especially if the decisions that are made £

will directly impact their life,” Ju added.
Low-income residents are likely to be un-

aware of their legal rights and lack trust in the &
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legal systern. They have become used to ac-
cepting adversity and unfairness, according
to the report.

The report, three and a half years in
the making, was drawn up to help define
the legal problems of the poor and define
ways they might be addressed, according
to Jonathan M. Sinith, executive director of

volved in the communiry, but to make big
changed we needed a beavy hitter to come
on board to sttack systematic problems,” said
Patricia Mullshy Pugere, executive director of
the Washington Legal Clinic for the Home-
less.

“Getting & representative is the most com-
mon way (0 address problems, whather legal-
Iy or otherwise. Some of these institutions are
created In the way to shut the lower income

the Legal Ald Society of the District of Co-  community out.”
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2008, according to the District of Columbia
Department of Employment Services.

“The difference that representadon makes
is whether or not someone would lose their
home,” said commission chairman Peter B.
Edeiman. “There are toc many poor people
in our city.”

And they often go to court without a law-
yer. Within the domestic violence unit of the
D.C. Superior Court, 98% of both petitioners
and respondents represented themselves.
In landlord-tenant cases, 98% of defendants
represented themselves, the study found. in
child support cases, 98% of respondents rep-
resented themselves, the study found.

the commission.

“We needed to get the stake holders to-
gether and take the effort up two or three
notches and take a hard look at the mecha-
nisms that provide justice and also deny jus-
tice."

The commission encountered some re-
sistance ta their findings from the business
community, according to Smith.

“The fear is that we will take the initda-
tive too far, and they want to be able to give
organizations the power to make their own
decisions and not have to go by a hand-
book.” Smith said.
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