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Once upon a time | was on the outsde looking in. From this view legd services
programs in America appeared to be keepers of the socid judtice agenda. Imagine my
surprise when | came in and found a system in shock.

For background consider this poem by Langston Hughes as he gives voice to the

disenfranchised people of America:

I, TOO

|, Too Sng America.

| Am The Darker Brother.

They Send Me To Eat In The Kitchen
When Company Comes,

But | Laugh,

And Eat Well,

And Grow Strong.

Tomorrow,

I’ll Be At The Table
When Company Comes.
Nobody’ll Dare

Sy To Me.

“ Eat In The Kitchen,”

Besides,
They' Il See How Beautiful | Am
And Be Ashamed—

|, Too, Am America.



| came to legd services in 1997 after experiences as a private attorney, a law clerk
for a federd magidrate and a government atorney. While | plowed this legd career, |
aways cast a glance at lega services and consgdered the type of advocacy for people the

attorneys there engaged.

Having been a product of Howard Universty Law School, civil rights advocacy,
if not the bedrock, was surely the foundation of my legd education. It was there that |
fird heard of the Reggie program while walking Houston hal and teking classes from
Herbert O. Reid, Sr. At Howard we were trained to return to ar communities as more
than lawyers but as socid judtice advocates, that was the true principle of Houstonian

Law.

S0, | came to Legd Services Agency of Western Carolina. What | found was a
program in shdlshock and dasis following the Gingrich congress's attempt to cadaver
programs throughout the country. That was my firs introduction to the concept of
redrictions and the enigmatic question of “what is a case? At that very point, visons of
grand cdass action work and sociad engineering vanished from my head just as Chrigmas

rounded the bend.

And while | hed firm to the belief that the best these programs could do was

“one-onron€’ advocacy, the issues of poverty and racid judice presented itsef to our



dients in grand fashion. Sure, we can argue that these issues were not as evident during
the Clinton era and the boom economy of the 90's, nonethdess, a gossamer film was

layering itself over the hopes of poor people.

While this was going on, we were commanded to boardrooms and community
centers to begin an activity affectionatdy cdled “date planning” We dl groused and
grumbled and taked about how sate planning deterred us from doing the red work of
saving our cients. Pesondly | lamented the fact that someone who once lived in
courtrooms, now lived behind a desk and became incensed when someone kindly referred

to me as (an) efficient bureaucrat.

But out of dsate planning came a decison in our date to incorporate strategic advocacy
gysems into the basc dedgn of the program. Also, nationa discussons were emerging
identifying how programs can provide 100 percent advocacy and how to do that. At that
point the film that had clouded my eyes and mind dated lifting as the nationd

conversaion began the subtle shift from whether we should do it to how we do it.

At that point, the training agendas moved away from CSRs and how to count
cases. We darted seeing topics ranging from education issues, land loss, menta hedlth,

predatory lending, welfare, consumer and others.

As a director, | have stopped pretending that these issues do not exist, or that they

will be addressed by legidative action. Instead | pay close dtention to the problems of



ggder agencies and the cries of our communities. As a watchdog these are some of the

issues | discovered are out there:

In South Carolina, probate court orders of commitment for mentdly ill citizens
ae beng wholly ignored. Mentd hedth clients ae being sent to emergency rooms
where patients have sat for as long as 12 days due to adminigtrative decisons of the

department of menta hedth and funding cuts by the legidature.

Through a dtate adminigrative action, school based counsdors can now treat
dudent petients for psychological conditions for a period of nine months before they
must seek guidance from a psychiarit. These counsdors are not required to have

advanced degrees in psychology or related fields.

Due to a lack of school nurses and a no-needle policy, diabetic Sudents in rurd
schools mugt have a parent come to the school to give them daly injections of insulin.

This policy adversdy affects poor families because afluent families can afford a digbetic

pump.

Nationdly, there are more black men in jal than in college. In 2000, 791,600
AfricanrAmerican men are incarcerated, while 603,000 are in higher education. After
completing these sentences some dates have permanently sripped them of their

fundamentd right to vote.



Black girls ages 12-18 are two times as likdy to be victims of violence than any
group of young people. The disproportionate number of black girls living in poverty

compounds this problem.

Blacks are more likely than whites to live near aress polluted by power plats. 71
percent of blacks live in counties that do not meet federa ar pollution Standards
compared to 58 percent of whites. This pollution explans why asthma hospitdizations
for blacks is 35.6 percent per 100,000 admissons, which is three times the admisson

rates of whites at 10.6 percent.

At one time in America blacks owned a large amount of land in south.  This
ownership conssted of farmland and coasta property. The loss of this land is one of the

largest transfers of wedlth presently occurring in the country.

Minorities, blacks, Hispanics and Asans, make-up 30 percent of the nation's
population but represent only 12 percent of newsroom employment. Thus, they do not
play arolein shaping the nationd discusson.

These ae some of the emeging issues facding our dients dong with the
continuing issues of predaory lending, homeessness, housng, far lending practices,

welfare, unfair employment practices and farm worker issues.

South Carolina is developing drategies to address socid judtice issues facing in

our communities. In the coadd areas, we received funding from the ford foundation to



collaboratively address the issue of land loss among AfricanAmerican coastd

landholders.

In the western region of the date a lawyer is funded 100 percent by the United
Way to concentrate her practice on school issues for children. It is our plan to develop an

education specidty statewide.

We have dso deveoped a drategic litigation protocol to identify and address

issues that need to be addressed systemically.

In light of the recent politicd changes, and the culture sure to deveop, it is
imperdive that we move back to the center in this fight. In depressng economic times,
legd services programs must become reenergized and activee.  We must return to our

roots in developing advocacy strategies.

We are the ones to focus on issues of race and poverty in an era where politicians
in the south and other regions ignore these issues and where in most southern and rurd

dates we are the only game in town.

In doing this we cannot dlow issues of funding or the present climate affect these
decisons. At one time the climate was tha you would be hung. When consdering
whether to engage in mgor litigation let lady justice decide. Place the number of people

affected by a pogtive judiciad out come on an issue affecting thousands be placed on the



right sde of judices scdes and let the single issue of one client be placed on the Ieft,

then let the scales make the argument.

In closing, last week we stood witness to the possible re-emergence of a socid
agenda which again threatens a war on poverty. We aso watched the development of a
dangerous phenomenon of drive-by politicking where the interests of minorities, the poor
and urbanites were wholly ignored to pay specid attention to the issues of suburbanites,
until, when it was too late, the politicians stopped, looked back and asked the forgotten to
vote for them, just because. Many of us did, folding our noses, even when none of our
issues were addressed — but perhagps this failure of vison introduced a new era where the
lesson learned is that the twins, democracy and jugtice, must themsdves be addressed
haligically, induding the issues of adl Americans as we fashion a quilt of true equdity.
In this pursuit, legd services programs must become the standard bearer. We should lead
the charge in identifying and defining the issues of race and the conditions of poverty.
And we mugt do this aggressvdy and sysemicdly.  I'll leave you with this thought

from another Harlem renai ssance poet, Arna Bontemps.

MIRACLES

Doubt No Longer Miracles,
This Soring Day Makes It Plain
A Man May Crumble Into Dust
And Straightway Live Again

A Jug Of Water In The Sun

Will Easy Turn To Wine

If Love Is Stopping At The Well
And Love' s Brown Arms Entwine.



And You Who Think Him Only Man,

| Tell You Faithfully

That | Have Seen Christ Clothed In Rain
Walking On The Sea.



