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Equal justice is achievable when lawyers and communities work as partners in the struggle for change.  Louder than Words: Lawyers, Communities and the Struggle for Justice, a new report to the Rockefeller Foundation by Penda D. Hair, co-director of the Advancement Project, highlights innovative community-based approaches to achieving justice in the face of discrimination and structural exclusion. 

The report finds that:

• Race and ethnicity remain central to social justice advocacy;

• Racial-justice advocates face up to the complexities of race and class;

• Racial-justice lawyers expand an approach to race to include efforts that deepen democratic participation and values;

• Racial-justice lawyers are adopting a problem-solving, community-based approach;

• The venues for racial-justice lawyering extend beyond the courtroom;

• It is possible to galvanize public opinion to support racial justice; and

• Racial-justice lawyering requires a national, regional and local infrastructure. (Louder than Words, p. 4-6.)

The 166-page report also includes six case studies of successful racial justice efforts that highlight the importance of community-oriented and problem-solving lawyering. Effective community advocacy strategies were pursued in the areas of education, redistricting, garment worker rights, community access to public space, transportation, and unfair labor practices. In addition to several civil rights organizations, two legal services programs – Greater Boston Legal Services (GBLS) and Mississippi Legal Services – were mentioned in the report for their community-led collaborative approaches. The lawyers described in this groundbreaking work developed innovative legal and non-legal strategies to address the core issues identified by the communities involved; stepped outside of their traditional legal training to engage existing community structures; and developed ways to share power with communities in determining the direction of the case. Civil rights and legal services lawyers also focused on getting existing institutions to be more responsive to community needs and developed strategies that squarely addressed the race and class realities of each case. 

Community-Oriented and Problem-Solving Lawyering is Emerging Throughout the Legal and Courts Systems 

Neighborhood public defender programs are restructuring their programs to include civil attorneys, social workers or drug treatment options to meet the needs of their clients. Community-based prosecutors have begun to focus on crime prevention plans to address “hot spots” or high crime locations in communities without necessarily resorting to jail time for offenders. Law school clinical programs, community courts and holistic advocates have restructured their practices to address root causes and effect lasting change in the lives of their community partners. There are lots of opportunities to get involved with community-oriented and problem solving lawyering. The Open Society Institute has developed a working group including representatives from all these sectors to promote the concept of community-oriented and problem–solving lawyering and advance this kind of work broadly in the equal justice community. At the Equal Justice Conference on April 18-20 in Cleveland, lawyers using community-oriented and problem-solving approaches will convene to share effective strategies and explore new directions for their work. 

The Community-Oriented and Problem-Solving Affinity Group will meet from

8:30 a.m. to noon on April 18. Community-oriented and problem-solving attorneys will also present a highly-interactive session at the Equal Justice Conference that will explain how these approaches can help advocates work more effectively to achieve social and racial justice for all communities. If you would like to learn more about community-oriented and problem-solving approaches to lawyering, contact the Advancement Project at www.advancementproject.org. For more information on the OSI Working Group, contact Raquiba Labrie at RLabrie@sorosny.org. 

If you would like a copy of Louder than Words, it is available at the Rockefeller Foundation Web site www.rockfound.org under “Publications.” Or, write to: Rockefeller Foundation Job #3185 “Louder Than Words” P.O. Box 545, Mahwah, NJ 07430 
