Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles – Discrimination Taskforce

The Discrimination Taskforce of the Legal Aid Foundation of Los Angeles held a workshop on Civil Rights and Legal Services Advocacy on April 4, 2002.  Speakers included Professor Erwin Chemerinsky, University of Southern California Law School, Camille Holmes, Senior Counsel, Project for the Future of Equal Justice, Center for Law and Social Policy, and Bill Lann Lee, former U.S. Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights. 

Ms. Holmes emphasized the importance of pursuing anti-discrimination as an integral part of legal aid advocacy as an important redress for clients.  She gave examples of legal aid programs pursuing employment discrimination, establishing Fair Housing Projects, filing complaints with the Office of Civil Rights of various federal agencies, and training public housing employees on anti-discrimination issues.   She also outlined steps that programs can take to move toward doing more anti-discrimination work.

Prof. Chemerinsky gave a detailed review of the Supreme Court cases relevant to pursuing anti-discrimination and anti-poverty litigation.  Unfortunately, most of the news from the Supreme Court has not been good.  After a short discussion of victories in the areas of state action and legal aid funding (Legal Services Corp. v. Velasquez), Prof. Chemerinsky discussed the rollback of civil rights taking place in the courts starting with Title VI (Alexander v. Sandoval) and continuing with decisions in arbitration, attorney’s fees, Section 1983, public housing, labor law and immigration, and federalism.

Mr. Lee spoke about the importance of pursuing anti-discrimination advocacy in spite of the challenges posed by Supreme Court jurisprudence.  He noted that in California, state statutes provide a private right of action similar to the private right under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act recently invalidated in Alexander v. Sandoval.  He also suggested that legal aid programs focus on strategies to equalize resources provided to poor communities of color in the area of transportation (bus access and mitigation of highway noise), health (location of hospitals constructed with Medicaid funds), education (school construction) and policing (equalizing police caseloads across communities).  He also urged legal aid advocates to communicate regularly with civil rights organizations to identify areas of shared interest.

