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Good morning, Chairman Mendelson and members of the Committee.  My name is Imoni Washington and I am the Director of Programs for the D.C. Bar Foundation.    The Bar Foundation is the largest private funder of civil legal services for the District.  Since 1977, we have helped lawyers and private firms provide financial support to organizations that assist residents who cannot afford to pay for legal help.  
As one of its functions, the Foundation administers the District’s Access to Justice grant funds, awarding them competitively to non-profit legal services organizations.  We are honored to have these responsibilities.  I am here today to express the Foundation’s deepest appreciation for the Mayor’s budget request that maintains the Access to Justice Program’s current level of funding and for the Council’s continued support of the program at a time when the District is facing unprecedented challenges. 

The Access to Justice funding helps thousands of our most vulnerable District residents avoid legal disaster each year.  Level funding in FY 2012 will allow DC’s network of legal service providers to maintain these critical services to the District’s most at-risk communities.  This fiscal year, the Foundation awarded fifteen grants through the Access to Justice Program to D.C.-based service providers to increase the number of lawyers working on housing issues and in underserved areas and to fund the legal services Community Legal Interpreter Bank.  Poverty lawyers help build a bridge between the most vulnerable in our community and the services and the assistance available to them.  Lawyers funded through the Access to Justice Program have done this in the most remarkable way.  A full list of projects is attached.  These grants include:

●
Neighborhood expansion projects which place attorneys in neighborhood offices east of the Anacostia River, where unemployment and need in the highest but, until these grants, few service providers were located;

· Project HELP, through which an attorney makes house calls to homebound elders to help them with urgent legal problems; and
●
The Health Access Project, which puts attorneys in National Children’s Medical Center clinics to take referrals directly from doctors and help families whose legal problems are jeopardizing their children’s health.  

The Bar Foundation also encourages grantees to leverage resources from the private bar by establishing or expanding pro bono programs that would accompany the Access to Justice-funded lawyers into underserved communities.  Under the FY 2010 Access to Justice grants, over 400 cases have been placed from the publicly-funded projects with pro bono private attorneys.  This foothold from which pro bono services are being brought into the most vulnerable areas of the city would not exist without the Access to Justice funds.  

The Foundation also runs the District’s poverty lawyer loan repayment assistance program (LRAP) for legal services attorneys who are living and working in the District to pay back law school loans.  LRAP enables D.C. organizations to hire and retain passionate and talented staff lawyers —lawyers who are facing tremendous educational debt and could be making many times their public service salary in the private sector.  Through this year’s funding, the Foundation is able to support 28 attorneys in the District’s LRAP.  The FY 2011 pool of DC LRAP applicants had an average law school debt of $92,000, including one DC LRAP applicant with a law school debt load of more than $170,000.  We know that many of our LRAP recipients can only stay in their current nonprofit jobs because of the support from this program.  The Mayor’s FY 2012 budget proposes a 10 percent cut to the DC LRAP program.  Cutting these funds will likely mean losing at least three average-sized LRAP awards totaling approximately $23,000 to public interest attorneys working and living in the District.    
Thank you for the opportunity to testify about the Access to Justice grants program, which was established 5 years ago to help strengthen and expand the network of the District’s civil legal services for the poor.  Again, we express our deepest appreciation for the Mayor’s budget request to preserve the funding at its current level of over $3.1 million for FY 2012 and the Council’s continued support of this vital program. 
 


I will be pleased to answer any questions you may have.  
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