More Lessons and Models from State Planning Processes


State planning efforts in individual states were the focus of several sessions at the Equal Justice Conference, sponsored jointly by NLADA and the ABA in early May 1999. Some of the ideas, themes, and examples expressed by participants in these sessions are set out below.

This follows up on an earlier report on similar sessions at the 1998 NLADA Annual Conference, which is posted on the Equal Justice Network website and was published in the spring 1999 issue of the NLADA Cornerstone.

As was true of that report, not all of the statements will be relevant to all states, but all of the ideas are worthy of consideration by anyone seeking to improve access to justice and enhance service delivery within a state. 

Some articulations of the goal
· “Developing the capacity to be aware of the full range of client needs and to respond to it, engaging others in the development of collective responses.”

· “A shift in mission, from a focus on poverty to a focus on access to justice.” (This approach resonates more with the younger generation of advocates than with long-time legal services advocates.)

· “Developing a ‘seamless web’ for clients, so that a client ends up with the appropriate provider without being bounced around.” “Always ask yourself, ‘If you can’t do it, who can?’”

Lessons learned in planning and implementation processes
· Some lessons from a partially unsuccessful effort to coordinate services among providers: All participants must understand what they must put into the process and what they will get out of it. All participants must buy into the process publicly or be excluded. Planners need to sell the vision, to ensure buy-in at all levels, not just by those directly involved in the process, but by staff and Boards as well. Participants need to be ready to modify their personal vision in the interests of consensus. Building mutual trust is key. 

· Lessons from a process that created a coordination structure that worked on paper but not in practice: Just putting a structure in place isn’t enough. You can have all the elements of an integrated system in place, but still not function in an integrated and coordinated way. Long-time habits of working and relating to one another are difficult to overcome. The lack of a full-time staff position can be a major weakness. Coordination/ integration is always a work in progress. (Project Directors recently conducted a retreat to address their failure to coordinate services effectively. A full-time staff person is being hired.)

· It can be very helpful to bring people in from outside the state to contribute to the process. Sometimes it takes someone from the outside to say something, and it can be more effective for someone from outside to say exactly the same thing that someone from within the state might have said.

· One model: institutionalization of the planning process and its implementation within the bar. This requires a real leap of faith on the part of legal services programs. It can be very effective in really bringing the private bar into the delivery system. The bar, bar foundation, and legal services providers function as a kind of triumvirate. The bar has its own values and systems, so the process is changing. Planning and implementation is an ongoing process; it is never done.

· Keeping the energy level up is a challenge. As the threat to federal legal services lessened, the energy behind the planning process lessened as well.

· A full time coordinator position is the linchpin of implementing a coordinated, integrated system. Be creative about where the position is located. Coming up with the money to fund the position – e.g. from legal services programs and the bar itself, rather than relying on the bar foundation or some external source – can foster a real commitment to making the system work.

· The number of entities involved in implementing a comprehensive, integrated system will lead to a very complex set of relationships. It is essential that there be coordination among them in terms of resource development, service delivery, planning initiatives. Building bridges, removing walls, maintaining good relationships takes tremendous energy, but is key.

Difficulties faced by Executive Directors in the process

· These issues can be personally challenging for Executive Directors – facing the pressures of new funding sources, new planning requirements, moving into new substantive areas of law in which they may not feel comfortable – ceding control, letting go of something that is personally important. Every director, every program has to give up something if there is to be a truly collaborative effort. Sometimes you have to give up something that you know you do better than others in order to make the collaboration work. You need to develop skills that you haven’t used in the past, and to develop the capacity to counter the qualities that made you a good director in the first place. (This doesn’t mean that you should not continue to be an advocate for what you believe in.)

· A dissenting view: “Don’t characterize efforts to protect program integrity as being about turf. My program’s  work is client-centered. We are dedicated to it and take pride in it. If we do something well, I should not give that up or compromise it in order to go along with others. This is not about being ‘big enough’ to give something up for the common good. This is about clients’ interests.”

Problems among legal services providers

· Diversification of funding by its very nature leads to conflict of interest among programs.

· Funders should insist that programs engage these issues. Sometimes this is the only way that programs can be brought to grapple with these relationships and make tough decisions.

· Sometimes problems among programs lie at the Executive Director level, while staffs work well together. In other situations, the Directors, bar leaders, and others may share a vision, but program staffs cannot be integrated successfully.

· In one state, the failure of legal services programs to speak with one voice undermined an effort to obtain state funding. Legislators saw that programs were divided about how to divide up the pie and used that to block the legislation.

· “Boutique” programs have their own constituencies. Why should they want to get involved in a planning process? What is the incentive for them? Possible responses: Put pressure on them through shared funders. Board-to-Board contact. Explore funding possibilities for collaborative efforts. Just do the best you can to reach out them; if they don’t want to participate, then proceed without them.

· Where major problems exist in relationships among programs, just getting providers together in one place – e.g. a partnership conference –  can be productive.

Partnerships

· Bring social services providers into the planning process. They can serve as spotters of legal issues; also, as a practical matter, they often provide legal services. Make inclusion as broad as possible – e.g. domestic violence programs, churches, senior centers.

· The bar can partner in a resource development campaign for legal services, involving both time (e.g. litigation assistance program) and money (including promotion of planned giving, endowments).

· As you develop your state-wide focus, it is important to maintain local ties as well – many key sources of funding, partnerships, and providers of services operate at the local level.

· In some states, tensions between state bar and local bars can make coordination with the private bar difficult.

· Some examples of creative partnerships: In Florida, the courts established a system for reporting pro bono efforts annually. This serves as an incentive and provides examples of creative projects. In Michigan, a new state support center was developed in conjunction with U. Mich. Law School; a poverty law brief bank is housed within the state appellate defenders office, which already had the structure in place to maintain briefs.

