D.C. ACCESS TO JUSTICE COMMISSION’S FY 2009 PUBLIC FUNDING REQUEST FOR CIVIL LEGAL SERVICES


The D.C. Access to Justice Commission
 requests that the District allocate $4,031,578 for civil legal services for low-income District residents in its FY 2009 budget.  It allocated $3.2 million in both fiscal years 2007 and 2008 for this purpose.

The Need For Civil Legal Services Is Significant.

  Legal services lawyers are part of a crucial safety net for lower-income residents.  They battle discrimination, exploitation, and abuse, cut through red tape, stand up to unscrupulous lenders, merchants and other scam artists, and prevent residents from being unfairly evicted from their homes.  The government’s investment in legal services over the past two years has given many more low-income residents an opportunity to have an advocate.  But far too many still are forced to face their legal troubles alone. 
Public Funding For Civil Legal Services Is Meeting Critical Needs.

The public funding led to the hiring of more than 30 legal services lawyers, paid for the District of Columbia Poverty Lawyer Loan Assistance Repayment Program Act of 2006, and will create a shared legal interpreter bank to assist residents who do not speak English well.  This funding advances important priorities of the Fenty administration:
●
Serving Communities In Need.  As Mayor Fenty stated in his inaugural address, “[T]his government intends to be measured most for how much we do for the least.” The lawyers hired with these funds are working in underserved parts of the District and with groups that previously lacked legal help.  The number of poverty lawyers working east of the Anacostia River has more than doubled.


●
Ending Homelessness and Maintaining Affordable Housing.  The increase in home prices has resulted in some landlords seeking to push tenants out of their homes, especially people living in affordable housing.  The public funding has given residents facing eviction greater access to representation in Landlord/Tenant Court.  Keeping them in their homes preserves affordable housing and saves the District social service costs.
●
Assisting Senior Citizens And Residents Living With HIV/AIDS.


●
Homebound senior citizens now have an attorney whose sole job is to provide legal services to them in their home. A large District law firm volunteered to have two attorneys take some of the cases arising from the home visits.



●
For the first time, the Whitman-Walker Clinic’s Max Robinson Center in Southeast can provide on-site legal services in addition to the medical and social services that the Center offers. 


●
Providing Language Assistance To Residents Who Do Not Speak English. 




The shared legal interpreter bank will help ensure that limited English proficient (LEP) residents have equal access to lawyers.  It will also serve as a model for how District agencies can meet growing language assistance needs.  And it complements Mayor Fenty’s recent initiative to educate LEP residents about their rights under the D.C. Language Access Act and improve the government’s provision of language assistance. 


These examples just scratch the surface of the exciting new programs.  Our discussions with legal services providers have made clear that these programs are attracting clients who otherwise would not have had access to a lawyer.  
A Funding Increase Is Needed For These Services.

These new programs are making a difference in the lives of low-income District residents and therefore must be sustained.  It will take an additional $800,000 to keep these programs operating at full strength in FY 2009.  The increase is needed to fund the programs for a full year (rather than the 11 months of funding that was given in the initial year of implementation), respond to rising program costs, pay for increases in the loan repayment program caused by more legal services lawyers seeking assistance from it, and support the next stage of the shared legal interpreter bank.  A comparison between the FY 2008 budget and our FY 2009 request follows.     








FY 2008   
FY 2009      

Grants for civil legal services



$2,495,000
$3,085,000

Interpreter bank




$295,000
$395,000

Loan repayment program



$250,000
$350,000

Administrative allocation (5%)



$160,000
$201,578
Total






$3,200,000
$4,031,578

�The Commission was created by the D.C. Court of Appeals in 2005 to address low and moderate income residents’ unmet need for civil legal services.  The Commissioners include D.C. Court of Appeals and Superior Court judges, past Presidents of the D.C. Bar, Executive Directors of leading legal services providers, and other community leaders.  For additional information, please contact the Commission’s Executive Director, Sunil Mansukhani, at (202) 344-4441 or sunil.mansukhani@dcaccesstojustice.org.   


 


� The administrative allocation, which can be no more than 5% of the total grant pursuant to the FY 2008 Budget Support Act, accounts for the D.C. Bar Foundation’s expenses due to administering, monitoring, and supporting the grant program.  The allocation includes expenses incurred in providing technical assistance to grantees.  The Foundation also uses its private funds to supplement areas that the public funding does not cover.  For instance, it uses private funds to provide loan repayment assistance to attorneys living in Maryland and Virginia who work in the District for legal services organizations.  





� The Commission’s request is a modest one in comparison to the need.  For example, the D.C. Bar Foundation received over $4,800,000 in meritorious grant applications for civil legal services when it issued its FY 2007 request for proposals, but was only able to fund $2,595,000.  





