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I. Objectives

The order establishing the Task Force on Civil Equal Justice Funding directs that a study be undertaken “of the unmet civil legal needs of poor and vulnerable people in Washington State, including the unmet needs of those who suffer from disparate access barriers.”  Design and oversight of the study have been assigned to the Legal Needs Study Work Group.  

At its meeting on February 6th, the Legal Needs Study Work Group achieved consensus on the areas of inquiry for the study and the need for the study to provide reliable answers to the following questions:  

· Who are the low-income people who need civil legal assistance;

· How low-income people identify legal problems;

· Where low-income people go to get legal help;

· What practical consequences do low-income people experience when they are unable to meaningfully or timely secure legal advice assistance, or representation on important civil legal matters;

· What populations of low-income people are more effective at securing access and what populations suffer from unique or disproportionately experienced access barriers;

· To what degree do low-income people have the ability to access technology-based civil equal justice services (and what barriers limit such access);

· The substance and intensity of civil legal needs experienced by identifiable groups of low income people;

· The degree to which civil legal needs are being addressed, and inequities that may operate to disproportionately deny access to low income people;

· The relative priority of legal needs as viewed by distinct low-income populations; and 

· The service delivery implications that arise from the client needs assessment. 

II. The Approach

At its meeting on February 6, 2002, the Legal Needs Study Work Group, received a briefing from Dr. Grant Farr and Mr. D. Michael Dale, the researches associated with the Oregon Legal Needs Study, and Dr. John Tarnai, Director of the Social and Economic Sciences Research Center at Washington State University.  On the basis of the conversations, it was determined that the Task Force undertake a two-level assessment.  The components of this assessment would include:

A. RDD Survey.  A random, statistically valid assessment of the legal needs of low income people within the state of Washington, and their capacity to access, perceptions relating to availability of, and consequences resulting from the inability to access limited civil equal justice resources.  This will be undertaken through a Random Digit Dialing survey of a statistically significant number of low income people in geographic locations throughout the state.  The assessment will be broad in scope (i.e., the types and areas of legal problems, access to counsel, implications, etc.), but appropriately limited in depth of inquiry so that it can be carried out during a telephone interview of 25 minutes or less.  The objective is to secure maximum levels of responsiveness from the population of individuals who identify themselves as having household incomes at or below 125% of poverty, and a selected number who have incomes at or below 200% of poverty (moderate income).  The assessment instrument will be derived from a more detailed questionnaire developed for the Field Assessment component of the survey (see B below).  This will allow the capacity to correlate and compare data developed from the two discrete survey components.  Such comparison will allow for the identification of commonalties and differences between the needs experienced by the population of low income residents as a whole, and those experienced by the cluster populations whose needs will be the subject of the more intensive field assessment.  This component of the study will be carried out under contract with the Social and Economic Research Center at Washington State University.

B.
Field Assessment.  A detailed, deep, field-based assessment of the unmet legal needs of specific identified groups of low-income people throughout the state.  This assessment will be modeled on the ABA and Oregon State studies and would specifically focus on the legal needs of distinct communities/sub-populations of low-income people who can be expected to experience unique legal access obstacles or legal problems (or intensity of legal problems) based on their status or identity.  As conceived, this component of the study will not be employed to derive broad statewide generalities regarding the nature or substance of legal needs of the low income population in general, but would be designed to obtain reliable information relating to the legal needs and responses of distinct communities of low-income people.  The field assessment component of the study will employ substantially the same methodology used in the Oregon study, to wit:

1. A thorough and detailed questionnaire developed on the basis of the ABA/Oregon document (though augmented to ensure that information is responsive to the areas of focus in this study);

2. Identification of discrete target populations and sub-populations for clustered group data gathering and analysis; and 

3. In-person interviews of a sufficient number of low-income people within each cluster group to ensure reasonable levels of reliability of the data obtained and the capability to make reasonably defensible aggregations of data with respect to those cluster groups.

This component of the study will be carried out under contract with Dr. Grant Farr and Mr. D. Michael Dale.

C.
Stakeholder Survey.  A survey of representatives of stakeholder groups and organizations (bench, bar, courthouse facilitators, social and human services providers, legal aid organizations, etc. regarding their perceptions of the unmet legal needs of low income people in Washington State, populations perceived to have special legal needs, consequences perceived to result when legal assistance is not available, and other observations relevant to obtaining an understanding of the breadth, scope and depth of the problem.  This survey will be modeled on the survey employed in the Oregon study and be included in the scope of contracted functions with Mr. Dale.

