Summary of D.C. Access to Justice Commission’s

 FY 2008 Public Funding Proposal


The District of Columbia Access to Justice Commission
 requests that the District government appropriate $3.4 million for civil legal services in FY 2008.    

(1) There is a Large Unmet Need for Civil Legal Services


People living in poverty need civil legal services for a wide range of issues that have a significant impact on their daily lives.  These issues include seeking custody of their children; recovering money from a fraudulent merchant; resolving a landlord/tenant dispute; or getting a public benefit to which they are legally entitled.  Although the problems are different, the result is often the same – low-income residents lose because lawyers frequently are not available to represent them.


The scarcity of civil legal services is even more critical now because of the growing number of District residents living in poverty.  The poverty rate is nearly 20%, the highest level since 1998-99.



(2) The District Government Should Address This Need

The District government has recognized how integral civil legal services are in our social safety net by providing $3.2 million in FY 2007.  The requested increase to $3.4 million in FY 2008 keeps pace with inflation and allows for modest program enhancement.  The funding will support the same areas as in FY 2007 so that legal services providers can continue developing new services.  These areas and allocations are:


(a)
Underserved Neighborhoods and Groups - $1,400,000:  To place lawyers into neighborhoods that currently have little or no services, provide legal aid to underserved groups, and foster innovative collaborations with social service providers. 


(b)
Housing-related Legal Services - $1,375,000:  To provide a range of legal services to help low-income tenants remain in their homes and preserve affordable housing.


(c) 
Legal Interpreter Bank - $375,000:  To train interpreters and centralize the process for requesting interpreter services, which will give limited English proficient residents access to the legal system and other institutions of government.


(d)
Loan Repayment Program for Legal Services Lawyers- $250,000:  To fund recently enacted loan repayment legislation that will aid in recruiting and retaining legal services lawyers.    

District of Columbia Access to Justice Commission’s

 Fiscal Year 2008 Public Funding Proposal
Introduction


Civil legal services play a critical role in the lives of the most vulnerable District residents.  The District government has recognized this and allocated $3.2 million for these services in fiscal year 2007.
  This funding will make significant inroads in addressing gaping holes in the legal services network.  The District of Columbia Access to Justice Commission commends the government for taking this step.  To be truly meaningful, however, the government must continue this funding next year and beyond.  We are therefore requesting an appropriation of $3.4 million for fiscal year 2008 so that the funding keeps pace with inflation and includes a modest increase for the second stage of the shared legal interpreter bank that is described below.   

Need for Civil Legal Services


Although many people in the District live in unprecedented economic prosperity, nearly 20% of the District’s residents still are in poverty and tens of thousands more survive just above this level.
  The number of people in poverty rose by over 11,000 between 2003-04 and 2004-05, and the poverty rate is at its highest level since 1998-99.
  These residents are just one legal problem away from having their lives fall apart.  The problem could come from a variety of sources, such as a landlord seeking to evict a family from their home, a bureaucratic mistake that incorrectly cuts them off from public benefits, or a child custody fight that drains them financially and emotionally.  Low-income residents have very few legal options because the supply of legal services lawyers available to help is far less than the need.  The FY 2007 public funding will allow legal services providers to hire more lawyers, leverage the pro bono services of the private bar, and develop innovative collaborations to serve these residents.  These efforts will flourish with sustained funding, which will keep more people from being evicted unfairly and keep families from falling through the cracks.

A number of organizations and individuals have requested that the District fund civil legal services.  For example, last year, the Commission submitted letters to the Mayor and the City Council that were signed by the Chief Judge of the D.C. Court of Appeals, 25 former Presidents of the D.C. Bar, an array of social and legal services organizations, and the D.C. Catholic Conference that supported the Commission’s FY 2007 public funding proposal.  The Washington Post also endorsed the Commission’s request.

Public Funding Areas 

The Commission requests that the FY 2008 funding support the same areas identified for the FY 2007 funds:

1. Underserved neighborhoods and groups- $1,400,000. The Commission had numerous meetings with legal and social services providers over the past year.  Virtually all highlighted the need to have poverty lawyers working in underserved neighborhoods and in collaboration with social service providers.  The need is particularly acute in neighborhoods east of the Anacostia River, where only about ten legal services lawyers work full-time.  Similarly, other demographic groups, such as certain immigrant communities, do not have lawyers readily available to meet their needs.  Public funding will help rectify this situation, and provide the necessary technological support for poverty lawyers to provide services regardless of where they are located. 
2. Housing-related matters - $1,375,000. People living in poverty desperately need lawyers to help them with a variety of housing-related issues, such as preserving affordable housing, obtaining subsidized apartments, supporting tenant ownership, and preventing eviction.  Very few lawyers are available to do this work.  The scarcity of these services is seen every day in D.C. Superior Court, where over 48,000 people in the past year had to defend against an eviction proceeding without a lawyer by their side.  It is critical that the District government work to keep low-income residents in stable housing because these residents have few options if they lose their home.  More than 50,000 residents are on waiting lists for public or subsidized housing, and the wait for emergency shelter is at least six months.
  The number of homeless families seeking shelter has more than doubled in the last ten years, creating a crisis that has led City officials to ask landlords to delay evicting tenants who are unable to pay their rent.
  Funding legal services, along with new government support for rent supplements and emergency assistance, will stem the tide of unnecessary evictions, help maintain affordable housing, and preserve family stability.    
3. Shared legal interpreter bank - $375,000.  The District government has demonstrated its commitment to limited English proficient residents in recent years by passing the Language Access Act of 2004 and providing funds to begin planning for a shared legal interpreter bank.  This bank, which will train interpreters and centralize the process for obtaining their services, will be developed in FY 2007 and launched in FY 2008.  It will serve as a national model for providing language services.  We are seeking an additional $75,000 in FY 2008 to distribute among legal services providers so that they can use the bank’s services.  Assuming the interpreters are paid $50/hour, this funding would allow providers to pay for 1,500 hours of interpreter time.
  Entities using these funds would be required to fill out a detailed evaluation so that new interpreters receive comprehensive feedback. 
4. Loan repayment for poverty lawyers -- $250,000. The D.C. Council recently passed the District of Columbia Poverty Lawyer Loan Assistance Repayment Program Act of 2006, which provides law school loan repayment assistance to poverty lawyers working in the District.  This Act will be of tremendous assistance to legal services organizations as these organizations recruit and seek to retain a diverse and talented legal staff.  The 2007 Budget Support Act of 2006 permits up to $250,000 of the civil legal services funding to be used for this Act.  The Commission recommends using the same ceiling for FY 2008.  
Distribution of the Funding  

The District of Columbia Bar Foundation will be receiving the FY 2007 public funds from the Office of the Attorney General, and will grant these funds to legal services organizations.  We request that the same process be used for FY 2008.  The Bar Foundation has over 25 years of experience in funding these organizations.  The Commission and the Bar Foundation held a series of listening sessions in the summer of 2006 from all segments of the community to get input on how these public funds could be used most effectively within the program areas identified above.  These listening sessions led to detailed planning by the legal services organizations about coordinating service delivery to meet the growing needs of the District’s low-income residents.  To maximize the effectiveness of the Bar Foundation’s grant making, we request that it be given the flexibility to grant a portion of the funds dedicated to the loan repayment program after the end of FY 2008, if needed.  
Conclusion

The District of Columbia’s motto is Justitia omnibus, or Justice to All.  For too long, this phrase has had little meaning to tens of thousands of District residents who live at or just above the poverty level.  The District government has taken an important step to remedy this problem by funding civil legal services.  We ask that the government continue its commitment by providing $3.4 million in FY 2008.    
�The D.C. Court of Appeals created the Commission in 2005.  The Commissioners include D.C. Court of Appeals and Superior Court judges, former D.C. Bar Presidents, Executive Directors of legal services providers, and other community leaders.  For additional information about the Commission, please contact its Executive Director, Sunil Mansukhani, (202) 344-4441 or Sunil.Mansukhani@dcaccesstojustice.org, or visit the Commission’s website at www.dcaccesstojustice.org.   


 


�The Commission includes D.C. Court of Appeals and Superior Court Judges, former D.C. Bar Presidents, Executive Directors of leading legal services providers, and other community leaders.  The Commission is chaired by Georgetown University Law Center Professor Peter Edelman.  The Court of Appeals created the Commission in response to a request from the D.C. Bar, D.C. Bar Foundation, and the D.C. Consortium of Legal Service Providers.  The Commission represents the first time that all segments of the community – judges, bar members, community leaders, and legal aid providers – have come together to develop a comprehensive solution to the crisis in civil legal services in the District.   Twenty-six states have formed or will soon form similar commissions.


       


� With this funding, the District joined 45 states that provide public funds for civil legal services.





� D.C. Fiscal Policy Institute, “New Census Figures Show Poverty is on the Rise in the District of Columbia,” Aug. 29, 2006 at 1.
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� Program administrative costs are included in the allocation for each area listed below.  





�  Elissa Silverman, “Families in District Struggling for Shelter,” Wash. Post., Oct. 22, 2006, at C1.


 


�  Id.


  


� The District government often pays between $80 - $140/hour.  The bank will be made available to District agencies as capacity permits, so it may help the District cut interpreter costs.  
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