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available to District residents. The Commission is extremely grateful to the Council for its long-

standing support of the Initiative and to this Committee, which has championed it from the beginning 

– especially during the past two years when, like this year, the program faced significant proposed 

reductions. The Initiative is under the purview of the Office of Victim Services and Justice Grants 

(“OVSJG”) and administered by the D.C. Bar Foundation (“DCBF”) per statute.  

We urge the Council to make the Initiative a Council-wide budget priority and reverse a 

$21.211M or 67% reduction in the Mayor’s proposed FY26 budget to restore Initiative funding to 

$31.668M (consistent with FY23, FY24, and FY25 funding). In doing so, we recognize that reduced 

Initiative funding will impact other OVSJG-funded organizations that you will hear from today that 

serve a similar client base. We stand with the Victim Assistance Network (“VAN”)2 in asking the 

Council to prioritize other related victims services programs and protect the true baseline to ensure 

equal access to justice. We appreciate the VAN’s support for the restoration of Initiative funding and 

its partnership in ensuring legal assistance is provided to those in need. 

The Council has consistently deemed the Initiative a worthy investment because it is a 

program that works, with a return on investment that is felt across the community. The Legal 

Services Corporation recently released a report after reviewing more than 50 studies that explored 

the economic return on investment generated by civil legal aid, finding an average of $7 saved for 

every $1 invested.3 Benefits included income and other financial support recovered for clients, 

relieving costs associated with public programs, and the positive ripple effects throughout the 

community experienced when individuals and families are more stable. Here in D.C., we have seen 

the economic benefits that arise when lawyers who work through medical-legal partnerships resolve 

health-harming legal issues like housing code violations that exacerbate chronic conditions like 

childhood asthma. Over a three-year period, one grantee saved more than $3 in Medicaid costs for 

every $1 spent on the legal services like these, to the tune of $14-$15M in total Medicaid costs – an 

average of $10,000 per child over 18 months. 

The Council’s investment in the Initiative is a force multiplier. Grantee organizations magnify 

the impact of every public dollar invested through the recruitment, training, and support of private 

lawyers performing pro bono service on behalf of District residents. Pro bono contributions are only 

possible when there is a stable legal services network to identify cases, develop resources, and 

https://ovsjg.dc.gov/service/victim-assistance-network
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provide training and supervision.4 Without these public funds and the stable legal services 

infrastructure they assure, these important law firm resources might go untapped and thousands 

more clients denied the assistance of counsel. Volunteer lawyers handled 862 cases in FY24 as a direct 

result of the Initiative. Indirectly and directly, Initiative grantee organizations report they secured the 

equivalent value of $60 million in pro bono legal services for clients from private firms. The District’s 

public funding also incentivizes private law firms to support legal services organization financially 

through efforts like the Commission’s Raising the Bar in D.C. campaign.5  

This return on investment is also felt in other ways. It makes our community stronger. It 

keeps families safely and stably housed. It makes our neighborhoods more secure by helping people 

through personal crisis. It promotes economic opportunity. The Initiative is critical because unlike our 

criminal justice system, there is no right to a lawyer in civil cases where as many as 97% of litigants 

don’t have a lawyer, even when their family, home, safety, or health is at risk. Today’s testimony will 

show that giving District residents access to legal help leads to better individual and community 

outcomes.  

The proposed funding reduction undermines community priorities we all share. It would be 

devastating for District residents in crisis and the non-profit organizations that serve them if Initiative 

funding is not restored. Twenty-nine projects across 12 providers rely on the Initiative for 75% or 

more of the project’s funding. If applied equally, a 67% reduction has a potential impact on staff, 

clients, and projects at risk – examples available HERE. A reduction will also disadvantage the more 

than 200 District agencies, community groups, and health systems – listed HERE – that rely on 

partnerships with legal services organizations to serve their clients. This is particularly significant for 

communities east of the Anacostia River, where the number of available attorneys has doubled since 

the Initiative’s inception and have become known and trusted parts of the community. The funds 

promote creative community alliances such as medical-legal partnerships, which place attorneys 

alongside medical staff at some of the District’s most high-volume providers of primary medical care.  

It is imperative that the Council prioritize restoring Initiative funding at $31.668M. Its three 

components, as detailed below, offer a comprehensive strategy to serve District residents with civil 

legal needs: 

https://dcaccesstojustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Impact-of-Funding-Cuts-Final.pdf
https://dcaccesstojustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/FY-26-Partners-Initiatives-Impact.pdf
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o $20.318 million for the Access to Justice Grants Program to support: (1) access to justice 

grants to maintain current support for civil legal services in communities of highly 

concentrated poverty; expand representation in housing matters; and maintain a legal 

interpreter bank; (2) efforts targeted at preventing eviction filings; (3) maintenance of a 

coordinated intake and referral system to improve District residents’ access to legal services 

that could include consolidated and streamlined community access to legal self-help 

information. Funds may also support investments in data and evaluation to better measure 

the benefits, impact, and effectiveness of funded projects in meeting community needs. 

o $11 million for the Civil Legal Counsel Projects Program to fund legal services to individuals 

and families to help them resolve disputes with landlords or other housing issues that may 

put them at risk of eviction and housing instability, plus continued program evaluation and 

assessment. 

o $350,000 for the D.C. Poverty Lawyers Loan Repayment Program to assist lawyers who have 

committed to serving low-income District residents with student loan debt. This funding helps 

nonprofit organizations recruit and retain a highly qualified, diverse, and experienced pool of 

legal aid attorneys to deliver needed services to D.C. residents. 

Today’s testimony will demonstrate the breadth of the Initiative. In 2024 alone, funded 

providers served 35,000 District residents in areas like housing, family law, education, disability, 

consumer protection, domestic violence, employment, public benefits, discrimination, health, 

immigration, and more – and across all eight wards, as detailed in our Ward snapshots available 

HERE.6 

Initiative grantees are proactive and preventative – this isn’t only about appearing in court 

(although it was for many). It is also about knocks on doors offering help instead of waiting for 

individuals to appear at the courthouse alone, and sometimes allowing them to stay out of court 

altogether; addressing legal issues early to prevent them from escalating and recurring; clinics and 

know your rights sessions being offered in the community; courthouse-based programs that promote 

fairness and procedural justice in our courts; safety planning and protection; cutting through 

obstacles to secure needed public benefits; and helping families resolve conflict.  

Below are some highlights of these essential programs.  

https://dcaccesstojustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/All-Wards.pdf
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Promoting Neighborhood and Community Stability 

The Initiative helps maintain the District’s unique character through a continuum of strategies 

that keep District neighbors safely and stably housed in their community; over 50% of funding 

supports housing-related work. Efforts include those targeted at preserving inter-generational 

homes, preventing foreclosure and eviction, and providing legal help that keeps District residents 

housed in affordable, healthy, safe, and discrimination-free environments. Our Appendix A details 

the context and quality of this work, as will other testimony you’ll hear today, but here are a few 

highlights:  

• Providing tenants with legal support helps resolve issues with landlords and avoid the need 
for further court intervention: last year, 67% of cases where outcome data was available were 
settled (28%) or voluntarily dismissed by the landlord (39%) because the tenant paid the rent 
owed, moved, or addressed other cited violations.7 

• 87% of tenants facing eviction represented by Civil Legal Counsel Projects Program grantees 
who wanted to stay in their homes retained possession of their unit (and 77% overall); those 
that did not retain possession still largely had favorable outcomes.8 76% of those facing 
voucher termination saw those terminations rescinded. A coordinated phone line launched 
by CLCPP grantees in June 2020 has served over 12,500 residents since its inception – with 
5,255 intakes in 2024 alone.9 

• Across all parts of the Initiative, grantee programs pursue eviction prevention strategies 
aimed at curtailing evictions and preventing eviction filings from occurring, including 3,878 
knocks on doors to offer help to those on the brink of eviction, 9,088 outreach letters sent, 
and 351 community education sessions attended by 4,407 people in FY24. 

• The Access to Justice Grants Program also supports other housing-related projects focused 
on keeping District residents stably housed in affordable, healthy, safe, and discrimination-
free environments, such as foreclosure-related work and work done in partnership with 
District medical providers that addresses environmental hazards and negative housing 
conditions that exacerbate childhood asthma and other chronic health conditions.  

Promoting Public Safety and Community Wellbeing 

The Initiative is a critical component of a holistic approach to public safety. Left unaddressed, 

civil legal needs make our community vulnerable to crisis and less safe. Through Initiative 

interventions funded through the Access to Justice Grants Program, communities are stronger. 

Initiative programs nourish the District’s safety net and promote community wellbeing by addressing 

family instability, supporting youth, giving voice to survivors of crime, serving returning citizens, and 

addressing core areas individuals need to thrive.  
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Our Appendix B details the context and quality of this work, as will other testimony you’ll hear 

today, but here are a few highlights:  

• Keeping individuals and families safe through legal services and crisis safety planning 
for survivors of domestic violence, gender-based violence, and sex trafficking and 
exploitation – where represented survivors are 2.5 times more likely to secure a 
protection order. 

• Re-entry support for returning citizens to help them transition back to the community 
after incarceration and navigate legal challenges like expungement services, both of 
which prevent recidivism.  

• Promoting education opportunities for youth including legal support to students and 
parents to keep students invested in their education, prevent school exclusion, and 
ensure access to a free and appropriate education, including court-involved youth. 

• Promoting family stability through early intervention legal services for children and 
families at risk of entering foster care and other court-involved families. 

• Managing health crises by helping District residents secure public benefits, gain access 
to housing, food, and medications, identify legal remedies to health problems like 
asthma, and by providing specialized services through medical-legal partnerships with 
District health systems.   

• Specialized support for individuals with disabilities, including ensuring safe and healthy 
environments and combatting discrimination.  

● Assisting seniors aging in place with estate planning, public benefits support, 
combatting fraud and abuse, and safekeeping intergenerational transfer of property.  

Promoting Economic Security for Individuals and the Community 

Initiative programs funded through the Access to Justice Grants Program also lessen 

economic risk and inopportunity for District residents, promote economic security and community 

well-being, and lessen government burdens that would occur if these issues remained unaddressed.  

Our Appendix C details the context and quality of this work, as will other testimony you’ll hear 

today, but here are a few highlights:  

● Stabilizing credit for low-income residents and protecting critically needed funds by 
fighting predatory lending and illegal debt collection schemes. 

● Protecting wages and jobs by helping District residents recover stolen wages, fight 
discrimination and harassment, and seek assistance from employment-related 
programs – one grantee provides 81 employment clinics annually.  
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● Promoting economic security and lessening government burdens by ensuring D.C.  
residents secure benefits to which they are entitled. 

● Preserving intergenerational homes though heirs property and other probate-related 
work.  

● Offering services to individuals experiencing homelessness to gain access to housing, 
employment, and other benefits. 

● Reducing health-related costs by addressing health-harming problems that can be 
resolved through legal solutions.  

Supporting Language Access 

The Access to Justice Grants Program also funds the Community Legal Interpreter Bank, a 

one-of-a-kind, nationally recognized model operated by Ayuda that enables low-income residents 

who are limited English proficient or Deaf to access services from dozens of District nonprofit legal 

services providers. This is imperative to promote equity and procedural justice where significant 

percentages of Initiative clients have limited or no English proficiency.10 Providers describe the Bank 

as an “indispensable” partner in their outreach and community engagement efforts, allowing them 

to conduct “Know Your Rights” trainings over Zoom using simultaneous interpretation. Ensuring that 

these virtual meetings and presentations go smoothly requires training of the interpreters and the 

legal services providers. The Community Legal Interpreter Bank11 offers: 

• Dedicated support to funded organizations to ensure legal services are provided in the 
client’s native language, with the most common languages being Spanish, Amharic, and 
French. 36 organizations were served in FY24.  

• Interpretation services offered by professionals specially trained in legal language 
interpretation, with 7,316 telephone interpretations offered in FY24.  

• Community education and other documents offered in multiple languages to promote 
client use and understanding, with 317 documents translated in FY24.  

Meeting the Growing Community Need for Legal Help 

Despite the District’s significant investment in the Initiative over time, the community need 

for these critical, free legal services continues to outpace available resources. Our Appendix D details 

pressing community needs, including:  

● The need for representation in civil cases in our courts and tribunals is great, where the 
percentages of those appearing in court without a lawyer are as high as 75-97%.  
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● Eviction remains at crisis level, with a 40% increase in calls for assistance in FY24.  

● Domestic violence remains a chronic, growing area of need, with case filings rising and 
grantee organizations and their partners seeing record number requests for legal help.  

● Economic stressors persist, with consumer defaults at their highest levels since the 2009 
economic depression. Calls for help and debt pressures are increasing among District 
residents who lack a financial safety net to withstand the crisis, as costs outpace wage 
and benefit increases for many, with a 15% increase in requests for legal help with 
consumer debt cases. 

● Family conflict often requires legal intervention, with an increasing number of District 
families, in the thousands, seeking legal help – a 16% increase in FY24 from the prior 
year.  

● Protecting intergenerational wealth in D.C.  families is a priority where we see more and 
more District families at risk and ill-equipped to navigate related legal processes alone.   

Retaining Highly Qualified, Experienced Lawyers to Serve District Residents 

The D.C. Poverty Lawyer Loan Repayment Assistance Program is a critical tool for maintaining 

a talented, passionate, and diverse corps of legal services lawyers. These professionals support 

residents facing a wide range of civil legal problems, yet their salaries lag below market and far behind 

their government and private sector peers. Currently, 98 legal services attorneys who live in the 

District and work at 26 legal services organizations receive loan repayment support. This is critical 

when legal services salaries in D.C. are currently significantly below market (an average of $73,378 

among enrolled participants at all experience levels) compared with their government or private 

sector peers (with a median entry-level salary for first-year associates of $225,000 at private law firms 

in Washington, D.C.12).  

Making the Civil Justice System More Accessible 

The unifying nature of the Initiative and DCBF’s role in administering it also provides 

opportunities to leverage resources to maximize impact. You’ll hear today about DCBF’s efforts to 

make our system more accessible through coordinated intake and referral – promoting the vision 

that for District residents, there will be ‘no wrong door’ to accessing legal help. The Commission 

recently issued a report13 urging this developing coordinated intake and referral system to also serve 

as a clearinghouse for self-help legal information, another potentially transformative improvement 
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to our civil justice system that only the Initiative could foster. Our Appendix E discusses this in more 

detail.  

Through DCBF’s leadership, the Initiative also promotes formal and informal network building 

among grantees. Organizations have launched networks where they come together to collaborate, 

learn, and improve.14 Resources are used more efficiently when organizations are well-positioned to 

partner, and networks promote collective learning, the adoption of consistent and effective best 

practices, and economy of scale. Together with program evaluation, DCBF is promoting continuous 

improvement towards matching community need with impact. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. The services offered through the Initiative help 

build stronger, more stable District neighborhoods where its residents can thrive. The District 

government’s vision in creating the Initiative recognizes its obligation to ensure its residents have 

access to civil justice and the role of such support in a comprehensive, public safety strategy. Thank 

you for your support, and I’m so pleased that you’ll be able to learn more today about the Initiative 

and its community impact.  
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APPENDIX A: PROMOTING NEIGHBORHOOD AND COMMUNITY STABILITY 

Initiative funds support a continuum of strategies that promote neighborhood and community 
stability by keeping District families safely housed. The Civil Legal Counsel Projects Program provides 
legal help to individuals and families facing eviction matters in D.C. Courts and in other eviction-
related proceedings; the Access to Justice Grants Program supports additional prevention-based 
strategies aimed at stopping eviction filings and supports other housing-related projects aimed at 
keeping District families in affordable, healthy, safe, discrimination-free environments.  

The need for continued support to preserve 
housing stability is as critical as ever. More than 
81,000 District rental households are considered 
housing-cost burdened because they spend thirty 
percent or more of income on rent; 40,000 District 
rental households are “severely” housing-cost 
burdened because they spend half or more of 
their income on rent.15 Twelve percent of District 
residents (or 82,452) are experiencing housing 
insecurity, meaning housing unaffordability, 
inadequate housing, or frequent and unwanted 
moves – with that burden largely falling on 
families, children, and youth; Black and Hispanic 
residents; and Ward 7 and 8 residents.16 One in 
five District children face housing insecurity.17 In 
its 2024 publication of the annual Out of Reach 
report, the National Low Income Housing 
Coalition ranked the District as the sixth most 
expensive jurisdiction in the nation regarding 
rental housing, with the fair market rent for a 2-
bedoom apartment in D.C. at $2,045 and monthly 
income necessary to afford it without 
experiencing rental cost burden at $6,816.18 In 
contrast, the median household income among 
CLCPP clients served is $1,515 per month.19 

Our FY26 budget request seeks funding for the 
Civil Legal Counsel Projects Program (“CLCPP”) to 
ensure District tenants facing eviction have the  

legal help they need to ideally resolve issues 
outside of court but if needed – protect their rights 

in court, assert legitimate defenses, and negotiate agreements that allow them to maintain their 
housing with achievable terms. The critical nature of this support is demonstrated by the work 
accomplished through CLCPP, as outlined in greater depth in DCBF’s comprehensive evaluation 
reports.20 

CLCPP-funded organizations jointly maintain the Landlord Tenant Legal Assistance Network 
(“LTLAN”), a coordinated and accessible telephone-based intake and referral system for low-income 
litigants to connect with an attorney from a CLCPP-funded organization. Funded organizations 

NPC Research, Biannual Progress Report to the Council of the 
District of Columbia and the Office of Victim Services and Justice 

Grants, Civil Legal Counsel Projects Program (October 2024) 
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ensure LTLAN information is widely available through partnerships with community organizations, 
in mailed court documents about upcoming hearings, and through announcements during court 
hearings. LTLAN has fielded over 12,500 calls from tenants and small landlords seeking help in the 
since the program was launched.21 

CLCPP-funded organizations have a regular 
presence in court hearings to connect with 
unrepresented tenants to offer services, 
including remote hearings. Judicial officers 
and landlords often refer cases to LTLAN.  

CLCPP-funded organizations participate in 
D.C. Superior Court’s Landlord Tenant 
Working Group, its Landlord Tenant Rules 
Committee, and its Eviction Diversion 
Stakeholders Group to provide 
recommendations to the Court on process 
improvements, working in partnership with 
affordable housing providers.  

Robust data collection for the CLCPP 
program began in August 2019. Since that 
time and through September 2024, CLCPP-
funded organizations have closed over 
14,000 eviction, voucher termination, and 
other eviction-related cases, providing legal 
assistance to over 11,000 low-income D.C. 
residents.22 

To leverage funds effectively, CLCPP 
organizations collaborate to train and refer 
cases for representation to pro bono 
attorneys and offer a series of courthouse 
tours.23  

 
The Access to Justice Grants Program’s additional investment in eviction prevention allows DCBF 
and Initiative-funded organizations to also pursue prevention-based strategies to halt evictions, 
including more directly involving non-legal, community-based organizations as partners. Our FY26 
request includes funding to support eviction prevention efforts that will allow Initiative-funded 
organizations to continue work with canvassers to knock on doors and offer other support to ensure 
tenants at risk of eviction are aware of the availability of services to help. 

Initiative-funded organizations work to identify those tenants at risk of eviction by requesting and 
tracking data on pre-court notices served on tenants, new case filings, upcoming hearings, new 
judgments, and new writs, and then using this data to inform coordinated outreach with tenant 
canvassers, housing counselors, and relevant government agencies, including the Office of the 
Tenant Advocate.  

NPC Research, Annual Progress Report to the Council of the District of Columbia 
and the Office of Victim Services and Justice Grants, Civil Legal Counsel Projects 

Program (May 2025) 
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Initiative-funded organizations ensure 
tenants are aware of their rights that may 
allow them to avoid eviction, critical when 
tenants often misunderstand applicable 
rules and renter protections. This includes 
sending postcards with tenants’ rights 
information to buildings where tenants may 
be facing eviction; holding sessions with 
tenant associations, organizers, and other 
community organizations; holding pop up 
events on-site at buildings; and using social 
media, mail, and community partners to 
educate the public. They also educate 
organizations about LTLAN so the 
information is shared with tenants. 
Initiative-funded organizations participate 
in training events held by other community 
organizations like Housing Counseling 
Services, the Latino Economic Development 
Center, D.C. Public Libraries, D.C. Public 
Schools Early Childhood program, local 
hospitals, and various school groups. 

Initiative-funded organizations approach this work holistically, also working to connect District 
residents with related supports that could help them become stably housed, such as disability, 
unemployment, and financial planning if facing long-term financial issues; and help with issues that 
may affect housing stability, such as deep cleaning and hoarding therapy intervention. Initiative-
funded organizations have been able to hire staff whose duties include connecting tenants to 
services that will help them remain stably housed.  

Initiative-funded organizations also participate in strategic partnering between lawyers, housing 
providers and landlords, the District government, housing counselors and organizers, and the Court 
to reach tenants in the community with a goal of avoiding eviction. They developed a multi-faceted 
collaborative framework that calls for increased community outreach and education, more 
partnering between legal organizations and community-based canvassers, and more engagement 
with housing providers and tenants alike before landlords file eviction actions.  

Finally, securing affordable housing goes beyond eviction prevention. FY26 support for the Access 
to Justice Grants Program would support numerous other housing strategies Initiative-funded 
organizations employ to keep District residents in safe, healthy housing, such as:  

DC Bar Foundation, CLCPP Grantee Activity FY2024 
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• helping tenants facing environmental 
health hazards and unsafe housing conditions 
secure health-saving improvements from 
landlords and property owners through 
individual and building-wide advocacy;  

• keeping families in their historic 
communities through work in foreclosure and 
estate administration to foster continued, 
intergenerational communities; 

• promoting housing preservation by 
safeguarding low-equity housing 
cooperatives, tenant organizations, and other 
groups that keep District residents in their 
homes; 

• supporting fair housing and combatting 
housing-based discrimination;  

• keeping tenants in their housing by 
combatting illegal rent increases and unlawful 
voucher terminations; and  

• working with individuals experiencing 
homelessness to provide holistic, legal 
support to address issues like access to public 
benefits, estate planning and probate, 
housing, and record sealing. 

 

 

Children’s Law Center 
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APPENDIX B: PROMOTING PUBLIC SAFETY AND COMMUNITY WELL-BEING 

The Initiative supports a wide range of funded projects at legal organizations that are specifically 
targeted to promote public safety, address family instability, and improve community well-being 
through the Access to Justice Grants Program. Left unaddressed, these issues make our community 
vulnerable to crisis. Instead, successful intervention promotes community resiliency and stability. 
Some examples of the ways the program promotes public safety and community well-being 
include:  

• Keeping individuals and families safe. Initiative-funded organizations offer trauma-
informed services to survivors of domestic and gender-based violence in all eight Wards. 
Initiative-funded organizations have mobilized to offer support in the form of emergency 
legal services and crisis safety planning and launched new and expanded virtual and in-
person clinics to meet the growing need. Court-based services are essential when the most 
recently available data24 show that 88% of petitioners in domestic violence matters seeking 
civil protection orders lack counsel. Specialized services support survivors of sex trafficking, 
sexual exploitation, and victims of crime.  

• Specialized support for individuals with disabilities. The Initiative supports a wide range of 
projects aimed at serving individuals with disabilities, including ensuring the least-
restrictive options for those facing undue adult guardianship, assisting those facing 
housing challenges due to mental illness or behavioral challenges, and combatting 
discrimination based on disability or medical status.  

• Assisting seniors aging in place. Low-income seniors get support in drafting wills and 
advance directives, renewing public benefits, fighting scams, and dealing with housing-
related issues. Probate is a long-standing gap in our civil legal services network. While for 
years there was only one legal services provider offering services in probate matters, 
expanded Initiative funds have allowed more legal services providers to develop a practice 
in this area. Low-income, Black, and Latino populations are less likely to have wills and 
estate plans, leading to complex probate proceedings after a death in the family and 
threatening intergenerational transfer of property. Legal help to navigate these 
complicated systems is essential.  

• Promoting family stability. The Initiative supports a wide range of projects at funded 
organizations that promote family stability. At least three projects aim to prevent children 
from entering the foster care system through early intervention legal services at key points 
of instability, legal support for relative caregivers seeking to step in to care for children 
whose parents are unable to care for them, and support to parents whose families are at 
risk of entering the foster care system. Initiative-funded organizations partner with the 
D.C. Child & Family Services Agency (CFSA) in their effort to establish a new 211 Warmline 
prevention program, which is intended to increase families’ early access to health and 
human services to build stability, well-being, and resilience, therefore preventing child 
abuse and neglect.  

• Minimizing family conflict. Initiative-funded organizations provide representation to 
District residents trying to resolve family conflict in the D.C. Superior Court. For example, 
one project is aimed at providing specialized, trauma-informed support to children 
involved in custody disputes identified as being in critical need of representation. 
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Representation of parents and primary caregivers with child support issues is also 
provided, notable where 80-97% of litigants traditionally pursue these cases without legal 
help.25 In addition to operating a Hotline and email referral system four days per week, the 
Family Law Assistance Network (FLAN) now operates an in-person walk-in center within 
D.C. Superior Court.  

• Managing health crises. Funds support medical-legal partnerships that place lawyers 
alongside medical staff at some of the District’s highest-volume primary care providers, 
including projects that offer specialized services to children, pregnant and postpartum 
individuals, cancer patients, and other special populations. Legal services providers 
continue to help low-income D.C. residents stay stable and healthy by pursuing and 
maintaining local and federal benefits and gaining access to housing, food, and 
medications, as they continue to identify legal remedies for health problems, such as 
uncontrolled asthma due to mold-infested homes.  

• Promoting education opportunities for youth. Initiative funds support legal services to 
parents and students to ensure that they are free from school exclusion and have access 
to a free and appropriate education, including special education and related services, 
language access, and other required supports to promote successful educational and life 
outcomes. Other services specifically target court-involved youth or youth at risk of court 
involvement.  

• Re-entry support for returning citizens. Several projects provide support to individuals 
transitioning back to the community after being detained in local or federal juvenile, 
residential, or adult facilities through legal support in education, custody, employment, 
consumer, and post-incarceration issues. This is especially important because 
approximately 1 in 7 D.C. residents has a criminal record.26 Specialized support for women 
returning from incarceration in issues like expungement, probation issues, child support, 
child custody, and consumer issues is also offered. Projects at funded organizations also 
offer support in expungement and record sealing. A 2020 study found that there is a 
significantly lower recidivism rate among those who have their criminal records expunged. 
The study also found “sharp upturns” in wage and employment trajectories for those who 
obtained expungement relief, finding that “on average, within one year of expungement 
wages go up by over 22% versus the pre-expungement trajectory.”27   
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APPENDIX C: PROMOTING ECONOMIC SECURITY FOR INDIVIDUALS AND THE COMMUNITY  
Projects at Initiative-funded organizations also lessen economic risk and inopportunity and 
promote community well-being and stability through the Access to Justice Grants Program: 

● Stabilizing credit for low-income residents and helping protect critically needed funds. 
Projects at funded organizations help residents fight predatory lending and illegal debt 
collection schemes and avert negative court judgments and credit reports, which can affect 
housing and employment opportunities – including focused community efforts in Wards 
1, 4, 5, 7, and 8. They also seek to avert or minimize the extraction of wealth from D.C. 
residents by debt collectors, which occurs disproportionately against Black and Latino D.C. 
residents. The District saw an alarming number of these consumer problems before the 
pandemic, and District residents have since faced more consumer and debt-related legal 
issues as billing cycles and wage loss create a toxic personal financial environment for 
thousands of already vulnerable D.C. residents. Scams have also become more 
sophisticated with the rise of AI, putting D.C. residents at risk. Six Initiative-funded 
organizations partnered to establish the D.C. Debt Collection Hotline, which has already 
served thousands of residents, and, as cases continue to spike, is the phone number 
provided by D.C. Superior Court to litigants facing debt collection lawsuits. One funded 
organization kept a total of nearly $1 million in the pockets of over 1,000 District families 
facing debt and consumer issues last year. 

● Protecting wages and jobs. These 
funds help teach low-income workers 
their rights, ensure they receive earned 
wages and help them recover stolen 
wages, and fight discrimination and 
harassment. Requests for legal 
assistance have clustered around 
unemployment, terminations, and 
employers’ failures to pay wages or 
other benefits. Litigants in 
unemployment-related matters at the 
D.C. Office of Administrative Hearings 
were unrepresented by counsel 91% of 
the time.28 Specialized employment 
projects at funded organizations 
support working mothers and those 
seeking assistance in applying for paid 
family leave and address discriminatory 
practices in the workplace to reduce 
income inequality.  

● Preserving intergenerational homes though heirs property and other probate-related work. 
The District has prioritized maintaining and growing homeownership among longtime 
District residents. The ability to navigate the probate system can mean the difference 
between keeping a multigenerational home in D.C. or losing it and being forced to leave 
the community. A lack of legal support in probate matters (as high as 97% in some cases) 
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has been a long-standing civil justice gap, but a growing number of Initiative projects offer 
support in this area.  

● Promoting economic security. Helping District residents secure benefits for which they are 
entitled has always been an important part of the Initiative. Providers play a critical role in 
working with government agencies like DHS and the DHCF to ensure that public benefit 
programs are accessible to the client community. There is a large gap in services for District 
residents navigating issues at the D.C. OAH, which hears cases relevant to vital public 
benefits such as unemployment insurance, TANF, SNAP, rental subsidies, shelter services, 
and health benefits – a gap that providers struggle to fill.29 The equivalent of just under 2.5 
lawyers at one funded organization secured more than $850,000 in vital public benefits for 
their clients. The Initiative also supports services to those experiencing homelessness to 
provide holistic, legal support to address issues ranging from public benefits, estate 
planning, probate, housing, and record sealing. 

● Reducing health-related costs by addressing health-harming problems that can be resolved 
through legal solutions. For example, projects at funded organizations help District families 
address housing code violations or other environmental health hazards that often 
exacerbate medical conditions like asthma. One Initiative-funded organization tracked its 
impact and found that community savings include $14 million in Medicaid costs avoided 
over three years by keeping children out of hospitals and emergency rooms. 

● Identifying financial support for health-beneficial investments where one Initiative-funded 
organization helped secure $20 million in federal funds in 2024 to upgrade more than 700 
units across six properties in the District to reduce asthma triggers and improve air quality 
– both securing direct and immediate benefits for residents will also likely further reducing 
health-related costs for the District.30  

  



Budget Oversight Hearing on the Office of Victim Services and Justice Grants  
D.C. Council on the Judiciary & Public Safety – June 12, 2025 
Written Testimony of Nancy E. Drane, Executive Director, D.C. Access to Justice Commission  Page 18 
 

APPENDIX D: THE INITIATIVE’S ROLE IN ADDRESSING COMMUNITY NEED 

Despite the District’s significant investment in the Initiative over time, the community need for 
these critical, free legal services continues to outpace available resources. The District’s 
investments have allowed DCBF to expand necessary interventions to get closer to meeting the 
demand for legal help and address persistent gaps in legal services delivery. There is no doubt that 
even an appropriation at funding level to FY25 will leave thousands of District residents needing 
help unserved.  

The Commission’s Delivering Justice report31 described the civil justice crisis facing the District. 
Initiative-funded organizations report that requests for help continue to increase, with vulnerable 
populations like District elders and those living with disabilities particularly susceptible to legal 
risk. Even cases that have not grown in number have demanded greater capacity to service them, 
with hearing preparation and participation taking longer and matters becoming more complex due 
to the number of statutory and practice-based changes. Our post-pandemic world has created a 
new ‘normal’ whereby legal services providers are serving clients simultaneously in both remote 
and in-person environments.  

Here are some snapshots of needs identified by Initiative-funded organizations:  

• The need for representation in our courts and tribunals is great. The most recently available 
data shows that rates of litigants in civil proceedings appearing in court without a lawyer 
are as high as 75-97% in D.C. Courts and at the D.C.  Office of Administrative Hearings.32  

• Eviction remains at crisis level.  

o More than 81,000 District rental households are “housing-cost burdened” because 
they spend thirty percent or more of income on rent; 40,000 are “severely” 
housing-cost burdened because they spend half or more of their income on rent. 
(The number of all household types that are housing-cost burdened is more than 
105,000, with 50,000 considered “severely” housing-cost burdened.)33   

o Twelve percent of District residents (or 82,452) are experiencing housing insecurity, 
meaning housing unaffordability, inadequate housing, or frequent and unwanted 
moves – with that burden largely falling on families, children, and youth; Black and 
Latino residents, and Ward 7 and 8 residents.34  

o In its 2024 publication of the annual Out of Reach report, the National Low Income 
Housing Coalition ranked the District of Columbia as the sixth most expensive 
jurisdiction in the nation regarding rental housing wages, with the fair market rent 
for a 2-bedoom apartment in D.C. at $2,045, and monthly income necessary to 
afford this rent without experiencing rental cost burden at $6,816.35 In contrast, 
the median household income among CLCPP clients served is $1,515 per month.36 

o There have been over 12,500 calls to the Landlord Tenant Legal Assistance 
Network in since it launched in 2020. 

● Domestic violence remains a chronic, growing area of need.  

o One in four women in the District have experienced domestic violence, and cases 
continued to rise in 2023 and 2024, not letting up on the surge providers saw during 
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the height of the COVID-19 pandemic as households faced increased economic 
strain and stay-at-home orders.  

o One domestic violence provider handled 25% more clients in 2023 than the same 
period in 2022, with 2024 seeing similar increases in need.  

o D.C. SAFE – the source of a majority of referrals for civil protection orders received 
by Initiative-funded organizations – experienced 35,464 calls to their Crisis 
Response Line and made 16,635 unique referrals in fiscal year 2024.37  

o Emerging needs among domestic violence survivors include enforcement of gun 
relinquishment requirements for respondents in civil protection orders and anti-
stalking protections. 

o One organization co-counseled with 600+ volunteer attorneys (for an equivalent of 
over 48,000 donated hours of legal services worth $18 million) to better meet client 
needs.  

● Economic stressors persist. 

o An Initiative-funded organization reported that half of its clients fully or partially 
lost employment because of the pandemic, exacerbating their already existing 
economic vulnerability.  

o For those who are employed, Initiative-funded organizations ensure that employer 
legal requirements like wage protection and provisions related to domestic workers 
are met.  

o One organization reported a 15% increase in requests for consumer debt legal help 
over the previous year. More District residents were also seeking help with 
bankruptcy. In Wards 7 and 8, 50% of people have some form of delinquent debt.38 

o Credit defaults, which are typically a predictor of debt collection volume, are at a 
14-year high,39 and filed cases now have more complex litigation needs to ensure 
current protections are honored. 

o Projects at funded organizations offer financial literacy programs to District 
residents to protect income and asset security, particularly District youth. This is 
critical, as the most recent Nation’s Report Card on Financial Literacy gave D.C. an 
“F,” placing it in the lowest 20 percent of the country (primarily because financial 
literacy is not readily available in traditional educational settings).40  

o A January 2025 report found that 167 foreclosures were filed in the District in 
March 2024, a 17% increase from the prior month, with the District having a 
foreclosure rate higher than all 50 states.41  

● Family conflict often requires legal intervention.  

o In D.C.’s Family Court, 83-93% of litigants lack counsel.  

o The Initiative-funded Family Law Assistance Network has fielded close to 5,000 calls from 
District residents seeking this type of assistance since its inception in March 2020, with a 
trend of year-over-year increases. For example, with just one month to go in 2024, FLAN 
had served 152% more people than the prior year (from 951 to 1,433).   
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● Probate-related needs continue.  

o A report issued jointly by the Council for Court Excellence and the D.C. Access to Justice 
Commission calls on the legal and philanthropic community to expand support for legal 
services in probate and estate administration among other reforms.42 This includes end-
of-life planning to ensure the economic viability of intergenerational families.  

o Access to Justice funding – in concert with investments by the District government – has 
promoted the growth of probate-related legal work. One significant development is the 
creation of a new coordinated effort, the Probate Legal Assistance Network, which has 
streamlined access to these critical services. 

o One organization’s ‘Legal Information Help Line’ received 1,619 calls regarding probate 
or life planning issues over a two-year period. In 2022, four of every ten resources 
accessed on LawHelp.org/DC were related to probate.  

● District residents require help navigating critical government programs and benefits.  

o More clients with disabilities are seeking help with supported decision-making and 
recovering stolen benefits.  

o There is a consistent and growing need for legal help in securing appropriate special 
education services and education access for students at-risk and with disabilities, 
especially older youth – and ensuring that these students have access to the District’s 
range of school choice options.  

o With Medicaid recertification and Medicaid-funded services under renewed scrutiny, 
District residents with health needs require help addressing errors and litigating factual 
disputes on the necessity of services. Litigants appealing public benefits decisions at the 
D.C. Office of Administrative Hearings are unrepresented 86% of the time.  

o District residents are facing increasing challenges in securing and maintaining access to 
Social Security benefits.  
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APPENDIX E: MAKING OUR LEGAL SYSTEM MORE ACCESSIBLE 
The Access to Justice Grants Program also supports strategies to make civil justice more accessible 
to District residents, a vital constituent service. The Initiative’s interest in this work reflects a 
recognition that it is critical that District residents have access to a continuum of services that fit 
their scope of need, spanning from access to high quality legal information to full legal 
representation. 

This includes coordinated intake and referral. No system works if it is not connected to the people 
who need it. For twenty years, our legal community has talked about developing a system that 
would make it easier for District residents to access help, without success. From a user perspective, 
solutions to problems – even if they are recognized as legal problems (and often they are not) – are 
not easy to find. There are countless phone calls, online or in-person intakes, shuffling from 
organization to organization to get help. Often those efforts are ultimately unsuccessful. For District 
residents to have a justice experience that meets them where they are and provides them with the 
help they need, when and where they need it, we need a more coordinated, strategic approach.  

DCBF is leading an effort to ensure that for District residents, there will be ‘no wrong door’ to 
accessing legal help with a single point of entry – known as “D.C. Resource Bridge,” a single phone 
number and website initially – where they’ll be connected with someone who will listen to their 
problems and connect them with a legal services provider.  In August and September 2022, DCBF 
released two critical reports that are informing the development of our community's long-awaited 
system. The first report is based on client and community member focus groups, and the second 
report captures input on the system design from legal services providers, allied organizations, and 
individuals.43 Another related report was released in November 2023.44 A successful pilot of the 
system is currently in place and Legal Aid DC was named as the host for the full system earlier this 
year. 

This effort to develop a coordinated intake and referral system is deeply connected to DCBF’s efforts 
to transform our civil legal aid network to involve other community partners who serve District 
residents. Having a coordinated intake and referral system will also benefit social services, 
government, and other professionals who are often in the position of trying to connect individuals 
with legal help.  

We also recognize the importance of efforts to ensure District residents have access to high quality 
and accurate legal information. The Commission hopes that FY26 funding might support efforts to 
consolidate and streamline community access to legal information, building on the Commission’s 
September 2024 report, Justice for All: Report on Self-Help in the District of Columbia and 
Recommendations for a More Efficient and Coordinated Future.45  The Commission’s report detailed 
its three-year effort to inventory and assess existing legal information in the District, finding that it 
was often outdated, inaccurate, too complicated for the average District resident to understand, 
and hard to find. The Commission recommended that the District invest in improving our 
community approach to maintaining legal information by pursuing a model, based on successes in 
other jurisdictions,46 that will increase efficiency and accessibility of legal information to individuals 
and non-legal professionals in the District. The Commission’s report contains a roadmap for 
nonprofit, government, court, and other stakeholders to use to launch this model in the District, 
ideally though the D.C. Resource Bridge. The roadmap details the practical elements of its 
recommended model, including the importance of dedicated resources and staff devoted to 
ensuring legal information is accurate and readily accessible.  
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 Initiative-funded civil legal services organizations further their reach through countless collaborations,
trainings, workshops, consultations, and partnerships with each other, D.C. government agencies, D.C.
Courts, D.C. Office of Administrative Hearings, and more than 150 other community partners in social

services, health, education, public safety, employment services, and other fields, including: 
 

District of Columbia Public Schools
Carlos Rosario International PCS

CentroNia
Community College Preparatory

Academy

Education

ACCESSING JUSTICE IN D.C.
Community Partnerships

District Agencies
A Wider Circle

America Works of DC
Anchor Fund

Asian/Pacific Islander Domestic
Violence Resource Center

Beloved Community Incubator
Capital Youth Empowerment

Program
Center for Responsible Lending
Community Family Life Services

Courtney’s House
Crime Victims Compensation

Program 
DC Central Kitchen

DC Coalition Against Domestic
Violence

DC Jobs with Justice
DC SAFE

East of the River Family
Strenghtening Collaborative
Edgewood/Brookland Family

Support Collaborative
Far Southeast Family

Strengthening Collaborative
Hill East Civic Association

Jubilee Jobs
Latino Economic Development

Center
LIFT

Martha’s Table
So Others Might Eat (SOME)
Washington Literacy Center

Washington Seniors Wellness
Center

D.C. Housing Authority
Community of Hope

District Alliance for Safe Housing
Housing Counseling Services
Latin American Youth Center

Interagency Council 
on Homelessness 

Mary’s House
N Street Village

Pathways to Housing
Sinai House

United Planning Organization

AmeriHealth Caritas
Cancer Support Community DC

Children’s National Hospital
GWU Hospital Cancer Center

Health Services for Children with
Special Needs (HSCSN)

La Clinica del Pueblo
Mamatoto Village

Mary’s Center for Maternal and
Child Care

Medical Society of DC
Medstar Health

MedState Family Choice DC
Ralph Lauren Center for Cancer

Prevention
Unity Health Care

Washington Health Institute

Housing

American University, Washington
College of Law

Catholic University, Columbus School of
Law

Georgetown University Law Center

Safety & StabilityHealth

George Washington University Law
School

Howard University School of Law
St. Colletta of Greater Washington
UDC David A. Clarke School of Law 



























 

ATJ grants have allowed Bread for the City and other legal aid groups to collaborate in the creation 
and maintenance of innovative service delivery systems: 
 

 Citywide legal helplines: the Landlord-Tenant Legal Assistance Network, the Child Support 
Resource Center Hotline, and the Office of Administrative Hearings Legal Assistance Network 
and 
 

 “Attorney of the Day”: same-day legal help, including representation, in D.C. Superior Court’s 
Landlord-Tenant Court, Parentage and Support Branch, and Domestic Violence Division. 

 
Bread for the City and our colleague organizations meet regularly to monitor, evaluate, and improve 
the operation of these hotlines and same-day legal services. Bread for the City cannot alone staff these 
phone hotlines and in-person court-based offices. We can only provide such services in partnership 
with other legal aid attorneys who are also funded by the ATJ Initiative. 
 
In addition to meeting community members seeking an attorney through centralized hotlines and 
court-based offices, Bread for the City’s ATJ-funded legal staff is uniquely positioned to connect with 
District residents in need of free legal help thanks to the breadth of legal and non-legal services Bread 
for the City provides under one roof. Bread for the City clients are served in a holistic manner: a food 
program client getting referred to a public benefits attorney to resolve an improper termination of her 
family’s Food Stamps or a family law client receiving behavioral health and medical services that, in 
turn, enable the client to fully and meaningfully participate in his legal case. 
 
For one domestic violence survivor whose ATJ-funded attorney represented her in custody, child 
support, and divorce matters that took over two years to resolve, the free legal assistance she received 
“shows … what society is supposed to be – helping each other. It was the hardest time of my life but 
I’m here with the help of Bread for the City.” 
 
Any cuts to ATJ public funding will have a detrimental impact on District residents liv ing with low 
income – they will no longer have attorneys and organizations who have their backs. They will no 
longer have attorneys who serve as advocates inside and outside the courtroom, reminding all who will 
listen that all District residents matter, not just those who can afford an attorney.  
 
Bread for the City thanks the D.C. Council for its support of the Access to Justice Initiative and urges 
the Council to continue its sustained commitment to fund civil legal services, which is vital to ensuring 
the existence of an effective legal safety net for the city’s most marginalized residents. 

 



Access to Justice Funding
Improves DC Children’s Health & Education

Unsafe housing, inadequate education, exposure to violence, lack of good health care and
other problems related to poverty, trauma and racism can harm children’s physical and
behavioral health. Through our Healthy Together Medical-Legal Partnership, Children’s
Law Center partners with pediatricians in eight community health centers and clinics to find
and fix the root causes of a child’s health problem. Last year, we received over 1,850
referrals from our partners. 

We have relied on funding for our Healthy Together program through the Access to
Justice program since its inception. Together with funding from private sources, this
funding has allowed us to expand and then consistently maintain our presence in Wards 5,
7 and 8 as well as other neighborhoods across the District where families need support in
addressing health-harming legal needs.

With funding from both the Access to Justice and Civil Legal Counsel Project Program
grants last year, we were able to provide legal services to District children and families who
were referred to us by our health clinic partners and:

Reach nearly 2,000 children and families each year;

Resolve problems that impact children’s health related to housing conditions, housing
security, special education, school choice, developmental issues for infants and
toddlers, bullying, health care access, public benefits, guardianship and custody;

In partnership with Children’s National, Mary’s Center and Unity Healthcare, we meet
families in their own neighborhoods by integrating lawyers into the medical teams at
eight clinics and health care centers across the District;

Give hundreds of parents and caregivers the information they need to advocate for
their own children;

Trained nearly 1,500 pediatricians, medical staff and other partners to solve problems
related to housing, school and public benefits that are impacting a child’s health – and
prevent the need for a lawyer; and

Avoid $14.1M in Medicaid costs over a three-year period (for entire Healthy Together
program).



Kamari and Ms. Harrington: Kamari’s mother, Ms. Harrington, advocated for him to get
an IEP with specialized support following his ADHD diagnosis in kindergarten. But after
several years, the old plan was no longer working. When he still struggled with paying
attention and staying on task, the school called Ms. Harrington multiple times a week
complaining of Kamari's behavior – but wouldn't discuss her concerns about his
behavioral health supports. She brought on a lawyer from Children's Law Center to help
advocate for the right support for his current needs. Together, we secured new
evaluations and assessments that led to an updated IEP and a dedicated aide who is
helping Kamari thrive in school.

Although the funding is for direct legal services provided by Children’s Law Center, the
expertise, experience and relationships developed have had important ripple effects:

Hundreds of additional children and families are now helped each year by volunteer
lawyers working in the District’s major law firms; and

Children’s Law Center now provides its expertise to the District government, the DC
Council and the DC Courts through participation on the Medical Care Advisory
Committee and the Citizen’s Review Panel, and at DC Council hearings, Court
committees and other similar forums.

Tala: We helped Tala* find family stability during a difficult time.
She reached back out to her Children’s Law Center lawyer a few
years later when she was in college and had trouble with
financial aid. We stepped in to support her with an appeal and
ensure she secured the aid she needed to continue attending
college.

*Children’s Law Center works hard to protect our clients’ confidentiality. A pseudonym and stock photo are being used
based on the client’s request. All other details are true.

The Impact on DC Children and Families



501 3rd Street, NW 8th Floor - Washington, DC 20001
www.childrenslawcenter.org

Ms. J and DJ: For more than two years, a reoccurring leak brought sewage water from
the unit above Ms. J and her daughter DJ down into their bathroom – causing mold and
mushrooms to grow across the ceiling – and holes in the floor and windows led to mice
and insect infestations. DJ has asthma, and she’d startle awake when mice darted
across her bed at night and get worked up until she was wheezing uncontrollably. The
property manager ignored Ms. J’s reports, delayed responding, and attempted fixes so
poorly the mice and sewage water quickly returned.

•  Each red dot = multi-family buildings that
display both high rates of asthma-related

pediatric emergency department visits and
unhealthy housing conditions that have been

reported to DC government for violations. 

DJ's pediatrician connected Ms. J with Children's
Law Center. We were able to leverage a recent
settlement agreement between the landlord and
the DC Office of the Attorney General over
property-wide housing code violations to get
lasting repairs made for Ms. J's apartment. 

We meet hundreds of families like Ms. J’s every
year – and know that thousands of children live in
apartment complexes with the same unhealthy
conditions. Every month that goes without healthy
housing is a month where children are facing health
issues – and added emotional trauma on the family. 

We use the data we get from our cases to better
understand how to serve our clients. We worked
with Children’s National Hospital over a two-year
period to create an interactive map of the DC
apartment buildings with the highest rates of
pediatric asthma and worst asthma hazard
conditions based on our housing conditions cases
and where other housing conditions complaints are
in DC. This map is driving important housing
conditions work in DC, including work within our
CLCPP grant. 
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DC Affordable Law Firm (DCALF) plays a unique role in our city’s legal services ecosystem – we deliver accessible 
justice to modest- and low-income DC residents living paycheck-to-paycheck, many whom do not qualify for 
traditional sources of civil legal services yet cannot afford market-based legal services.  Through innovative 
programming, DCALF expands representation options in critical areas of need, dismantling deep-rooted inequities in 
the legal system by closing justice gaps and creating pathways to economic security for DC residents through our 
direct representation in family law, probate, estate planning, and other civil areas of critical need—where a lawyer 
can make all the difference in helping an aggrieved spouse secure vital child support and alimony that makes it 
possible to make ends meet, protect an intergenerational home from foreclosure, or help a survivor escape an 
unsafe marriage.  Each year, DCALF serves nearly 500 individuals, breaking down barriers to legal representation 
and using the power of the law to advance justice and uplift those we are privileged to serve. 
 

Access to Justice Funding is a Lifeline to DC Residents 
 
The Access to Justice Grants Program continues to deliver economic security, neighborhood stability, and safe, 
healthy childhoods across all eight wards.  It is, dollar for dollar, one of the best returns on investment in District 
government.  And the name is fitting.  It is hard to imagine how District residents would access justice without ATJ.   
 

Access to Justice Funds supported 68% of the direct representation cases DCALF handled in 2024, supporting 
DCALF’s direct representation and community engagement work in all areas of practice. 

A prime example of the unique and creative ways ATJ funding meets community need is exemplified through Family 
Law Assistance Network (“FLAN”).  DCALF is proud to be a member of the Family Law Assistance Network (“FLAN”), 
a joint project of DCALF, the DC Bar Pro Bono Center, and Legal Aid DC funded by ATJ.   Through FLAN, we offer free, 
confidential legal advice and representation in custody, child support, parentage, and divorce cases heard in DC 
Family Court.  FLAN’s three sister organizations collaborate to serve FLAN clients five days a week, operating a 
single-stream easily accessible intake point, a central referral hotline and email address 
(FLANReferrals@dcaffordablelaw.org), and a walk-in office located at DC Superior Court. 

Since FLAN’s launch in March 2020, FLAN has been a lifeline to more than 4,800 low-income DC residents who 
have turned to FLAN for the rapid-response family law assistance we are uniquely situated to deliver.  Year after 
year, from 2020 to 2024, FLAN has seen a steady increase in the number of individuals referred to FLAN for legal 
services. To date, FLAN has received a total of 4,900 eligible referrals, with 1,502 in 2024 alone.  This marks a 
notable increase compared to previous years: a 162% percent increase in referrals from 2020, and a 58% increase 
in the volume of clients served by the network between 2023 and 2024.   This growth reflects FLAN’s dedication to 
ensuring that everyone has access to the legal help they need. It's also a testament to the trust the community 
places in our services.  FLAN has been an indispensable resource for families living in poverty within the 
District of Columbia.   
 
FLAN reaches the most vulnerable District residents, those most likely to have to face losing their children and their 
economic security without an attorney.  Serving residents whose household income is below 200% of the Federal  

http://www/
mailto:FLANReferrals@dcaffordablelaw.org
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Poverty Level, we work in a Family Court context where 83% of plaintiffs and 93% of respondents appear without a 
lawyer. These are cases where the entire shared life of a family is at stake, where the most intimate, important 
questions of a child’s development are resolved.  Do I need to hand my child off to the partner who hurt me?  How can 
I reconnect with my young son who wants to see me?  Can I get my child the medical care they need?  Who pays for 
diapers?  For housing?  How can I take custody of my granddaughter to prevent her from harm?  How can I safely obtain 
a divorce from my abuser?  Because of FLAN, these are questions that District residents no longer must litigate or 
navigate through a complex court system on their own.  FLAN has the go-to linchpin for unrepresented individuals 
confronting a system and legal issues too complex to navigate without a lawyer.  Five years into its operation, FLAN is 
now an institutionalized entity and a household name within the District of Columbia.  

Without Access to Justice Funding, FLAN would cease to operate as it has so successfully done for the past five 
years. The Access to Justice Grant program is the single dedicated source of funding for DCALF’s involvement in 
FLAN, and our sister FLAN organizations each receive Access to Justice Funding to sustain their involvement in 
FLAN.  FLAN is a true three-way partnership in which each organization plays crucial roles to sustain FLAN’s 
existence and operation – if one entity in this the tripod were no longer a part of the network, FLAN would collapse.  
If FLAN was unable to function as it does today, the 1,502 individuals who sought FLAN’s assistance last year 
would have nowhere to turn for assistance, creating a slippery slope of costly societal challenges for 
individual families with much broader societal implications. 

But the work Access to Justice Funding supports encompasses much more. 

Access to justice funding enables DCALF to be able to serve more than 99% of our family law clients for free, as 
well as expanding our reach to deliver free estate planning and probate services, reaching and serving clients 
across a multitude of languages.  With ATJ funding, we are able to better center the humanity and lived 
experiences of our clients, delivering the same high-quality legal services DCALF once offered on a low-cost basis, 
but for free.  Free legal services put our clients on stronger economic footing – as does the work we perform, 
whether securing financial awards in family court exceeding hundreds of thousands of dollars in the aggregate for 
clients or helping families protect their hard-fought assets and pass down transformative legacies to next 
generations through proactive estate planning.   
 
Access to Justice funding serves the most economically vulnerable in our community, and it is important to 
remember who these clients are.  The clients we serve at DC Affordable Law Firm have full-time jobs, contribute to 
our city’s tax revenue, and frequent DC businesses.  They are also families that are struggling simply to get by – their 
legal needs being just one of the many stressors compounding challenges of living in an extraordinarily expensive 
jurisdiction they are otherwise proud to call home.   

 
Access to justice funding means an intergenerational family of native Washingtonians can preserve a third-generation 
home against foreclosure and tax sale, because probate was a concept that no one explained to surviving children 
when their beloved parents died.  Access to justice means a mother who survived atrocious abuse could exercise her 
rights under a new DC law and remain safe and secure with exclusive use of the marital home with her children while 
awaiting divorce from her abuser.  Access to justice means that, twelve years after obtaining a divorce, an 
impoverished traumatic brain injury survivor could finally gain the portion of her ex-spouse’s retirement funds to which 

http://www/
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she had been entitled for more than a decade.  Access to justice means that a parent can grieve the death of her young 
adult child while her lawyer navigates the tedious, arcane curvatures of probate laws to secure her son’s medical 
records and settle his estate.  Access to justice means a father living in limbo for years could finally secure a court 
order affirming his custodial rights and his ownership of the family home, protecting his parental rights, relationship 
with his children, and the children’s long-time home.  Access to justice means that, after suffering in an abusive 
marriage for more than eight years, a domestic violence survivor could have a lawyer stand beside her in court to 
defend her rights, secure the financial settlement to which she was entitled, and restore her former last name, 
affording her renewed dignity and the economic security to life safely and securely in her next chapter of life. 
  

And DCALF Could Not Do the Work We Do Without Access to Justice Funding 

Access to Justice funding comprises 25% of our organization’s direct revenue and funds the equivalent to one-
third of our organization’s FTEs.  A precipitous drop in Access to Justice funding will absolutely result in fewer 
hardworking, low-income clients served, more families who can’t keep their homes or their family’s hard-earned 
possessions, or parents who cannot navigate the court system to protect their children, their finances, or their 
physical and emotional safety, and more longtime residents who can’t afford to continue living and raising a family 
in the city they call home.  
 
Reductions Access to Justice will most force organizations to scale back on staff and decrease the number of 
clients served in a year.  Our organization – like many of our sister organizations – will inevitably need to reduce 
headcount and lose the talented lawyers and colleagues who give so much of themselves to be able to work in DC 
on behalf of DC residents, over half of whom are, themselves, DC residents.  
 
DCALF not only serves clients who live across all eight wards, but DCALF also boasts a DC-centric staff of 
colleagues who live in six of our city’s eight wards.  Drastic cuts to the Access to Justice grant program will send 
shockwaves that will be felt hardest among our clients across Wards 1, 4, 5, 7, and 8 – but will also have drastic 
implications for the legal services employees who live in communities across the District. 

Access to Justice is an essential program with a proven record of accomplishment; the Council knows this, as 
evidenced by the Council’s impressive commitment to Access to Justice year after year. Access to Justice funding 
helps to cure critical legal issues and prevent exacerbation of others, strengthens our social safety net and 
families’ economic security, enables people to remain as DC residents, and makes accessible justice a reality for 
the approximately 43% of our city’s residents living in households below 400% of the Federal Poverty Level.  This is 
a difficult financial year for the District.  In a year in which cuts may be contemplated in many places, we 
appreciate the Council’s support in restoring the Access to Justice grants program as a preventative measure that 
results in greater savings to the District, helps DC’s strained local court system run more effectively, and ensures 
that the organizations who make civil justice possible for DC residents have what they need to meet public 
demand.   

On behalf of the hundreds of clients we are privileged to serve at DC Affordable Law Firm each year, we appreciate 
the Council’s support in restoring Access to Justice funding to the greatest extent possible to ensure our city’s 
residents can advance the legal rights to which they are entitled.  

http://www/
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Access to Justice Initiative  

Stabilizes and Empowers Families, Prevents Eviction,  
Preserves Affordable Housing, and Advances Racial Justice  

 

The D.C. Bar Pro Bono Center is the District’s largest provider of pro bono legal services. The Pro Bono Center 
leverages a small, expert staff with over 1,500 volunteer lawyers annually to assist our neighbors who are least 

able to afford legal help to preserve their homes; ensure their housing is safe and secure; protect and stabilize their 
families; and access disability benefits to meet their most basic needs.

The Access to Justice Initiative has been critical to the Pro Bono Center's ability to meet the 
crucial legal needs of low-income D.C. residents. Without this funding, the Pro Bono Center would be 
forced to reduce services to low-income residents amid record-high increases in requests for assistance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

In 2024, Access to Justice Initiative funding enabled the Pro Bono Center to: 
 
Provide Legal Information, Counseling, and Representation to 1,123 Low-Income Residents in their 
Family Law Matters 
 

• The Family Law Assistance Network (FLAN), a partnership with DC Affordable Law Firm and Legal Aid 
DC, provides a single point of entry for unrepresented, low-income DC residents to receive rapid-
response legal assistance and representation in divorce, child custody, child support, and parentage 
cases. Partners serve clients remotely every weekday and in-person 4 days a week at D.C. Superior 
Court. Since inception in 2020, this partnership has served over 4,400 residents. 
 

• FLAN collaborates with the Mayor’s Office of Returning Citizen Affairs (MORCA) to empower returning 
citizens to preserve and protect their families. 
 

• Several examples of FLAN’s many successful outcomes include helping a father secure custody of his 
children to provide them medical care and stability 
after experiencing an unsafe living situation with their 
mother; assisting a Spanish-speaking mother with 
language access barriers to gain sole custody of her 
children who had experienced abuse from their other 
parent; and fighting for a father to regain visitation 
rights after the mother barred him from seeing his 
minor child who had recently become paralyzed. 

Without Access to Justice Initiative funding, parents and caregivers who cannot afford legal assistance risk 
losing the opportunity to advocate effectively for their children and families, or inadvertently waiving their 

rights, which can result in outcomes that separate and destabilize families. These situations can lead to 
devastating consequences for caregivers and children and send people deeper into poverty.  
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Provide Legal Information, Counseling, and Representation that Helped 2,191 Residents 
Defend against Eviction, Divert them from Court, and Preserve Affordable Housing 
 
• The Pro Bono Center coordinated housing legal assistance through the Landlord Tenant Legal 

Assistance Network (LTLAN), a partnership with 5 other organizations that provides central intake on 
the phone and online to connect tenants with legal help. The network has assisted more than 12,520 
residents since 2020.  
 

• LTLAN also provided holistic, non-legal services to divert tenants from court before an eviction case 
is filed. Specialists help tenants search for housing, complete rental assistance applications, recertify 
housing subsidies, and access social services. 
 

• Access to Justice funding is essential to improving some 
of the District’s worst problems, such as lack of 
affordable housing and deplorable housing conditions 
that push predominantly Black, longtime residents out 
of D.C.  

Without Access to Justice funding for legal assistance, tenants are overwhelmingly more likely to be 
evicted. Evictions can lead to homelessness and spiral families further into poverty. Funding housing 

legal assistance reduces costs associated with evictions, such as emergency medical care and 
maintenance of homeless shelters. 

 
 

In 2024, Access to Justice Initiative Funding Supported New Legal Services  
 

In 2024, Initiative Funding allowed the Pro Bono Center to expand with several new 
initiatives to meet the needs of low-income residents, including: 
 

• A Future Planning & Probate Program that helped 123 residents complete probate petitions and 
execute vital estate planning documents. This program aims to assist D.C. residents living on low 
incomes to maintain possession of family homes, property, and other assets and build 
intergenerational wealth.  
 

• Contract social workers that provide non-legal support for issues that are often tied to and may 
impact the outcome of residents’ legal cases, such as mental health, health care, childcare, 
financial support, and social services. 

 

• A new D.C. Public Libraries & Pro Bono Center partnership that enabled us to provide critical 
Know Your Rights information sessions for residents in all 8 wards.  

 

Access to Justice Initiative funding empowers residents and promotes racial justice by 
providing critical legal assistance to people historically marginalized due to systemic racism 
and economic inequality. This support enables members of our community to assert their 

rights, fosters empowerment, and addresses structural barriers to equality. 















https://dcaccesstojustice.org/files/Delivering_Justice_2019.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fo/1hi2zhrh20rvqy9trtes1/h/Budget%20Oversight%20%282023%29/JPS%20Committee%20Budget%20Report?dl=0&lst=&preview=FY+2024+JPS+Budget+Report+%28DRAFT%29.pdf&rlkey=2pcjocal335ppvio46wzoqwbk
https://policyintegrity.org/publications/detail/supporting-survivors
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/249879.pdf


https://bostonbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/rtc-report-for-web-or-email.pdf
https://bostonbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/rtc-report-for-web-or-email.pdf
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