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The Civil Rights and Racial Justice Initiative is a new effort of the Project for the Future of Equal Justice to promote effective collaborations among legal services organizations and civil rights and racial justice organizations.  

Civil rights, racial justice and legal services organizations often serve the same communities.  The Initiative is exploring how successful partnerships can lead to innovative strategies, increased resources and better coordination to address the substantive needs of the diverse low-income communities we serve.  

Identifying Barriers

As the Initiative has engaged these issues, we have begun to identify many perceived barriers to collaboration with civil rights and racial justice organizations and engagement around issues that specifically impact marginalized low-income communities.  These include LSC restrictions, absent or inadequate civil rights training, lack of staff diversity, the impact of staff diversity on the direction of advocacy programs, changes in the legal landscape and judiciary, insufficient information about the work of civil rights and racial justice organizations, inadequate training on effective community outreach strategies, intake procedures and many more.  

Engaging the Field

The upcoming NLADA Annual Conference has taken on the challenge of engaging some of these issues in its substantive law training track on “Serving the Needs of Racial Ethnic and Language Minority Communities.”  This track will present an important opportunity to begin to focus as a legal services community on the specific needs of racial, ethnic and language minorities in low-income communities.  The Initiative has participated in the planning of this track and will look for other opportunities to engage this work in other NLADA events.

In addition, on May 31 and June 1, LSC and NLADA cosponsored a conference on diversity in the legal services community.  The conference highlighted, among other diversity issues, the perception that legal services programs were doing less discrimination-based advocacy – and less race-based advocacy in particular – than they could do and that they had done in past years.  Some of the conference attendees’ recommendations for increasing discrimination-based advocacy included strengthening relationships with anti-discrimination organizations; state planning to build capacity that will support discrimination-based advocacy; and incorporating training around discrimination-based advocacy into the core curriculum of all NLADA trainings.  

Developing Solutions

An effective pursuit of equal justice must include the development of specific strategies to overcome racial, ethnic, and language barriers, including barriers to collaborations among minority groups.  Civil rights and racial justice organizations can serve as resources to the legal services community as can legal services organizations that are already working on civil rights and racial justice issues.

For example, legal services programs currently bring successful environmental justice litigation, serve immigrant populations in partnership with national civil rights organizations, and use testers to uncover discrimination in employment and housing.  Often this type of work is accomplished within the boundaries of LSC-restrictions and in cooperation with community groups and civil rights organizations.   

The Initiative will highlight the success stories of legal services organizations leading the way in holistic, systemic, race-based, collaborative, multiculturally competent and other advocacy that addresses civil rights and racial justice issues.  The Initiative will also provide a forum for exchanging information around successful strategies for this work.  

Identifying appropriate areas of collaboration with civil rights and racial justice organizations and increasing advocacy that directly addresses issues of race and discrimination are particularly important to valuing diversity.  As legal services makes a community-wide commitment to embrace the diversity of its staff and clients, an examination of the substantive legal needs of people of color demonstrates a real commitment to clients and staff who are racial, ethnic and language minorities.  Developing collaborative efforts with civil rights and racial justice communities raises diversity issues and provides opportunities for leadership and growth.

These are not easy issues.  They are, however, essential to advancing a credible commitment to diversity and serving the totality of client need.  The Initiative will examine and promote best practices for advancing effective advocacy and collaborations.

If you would like to learn more about the Initiative, provide examples of effective civil rights and racial justice collaborations from your practice, or share resources and suggestions with the Initiative, please contact Camille Holmes at the Center for Law and Social Policy, cholmes@clasp.org.  

The Project for the Future of Equal Justice is a joint project of NLADA and CLASP.

