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TEXAS EQUAL ACCESS TO JUSTICE FOUNDATION-FUNDED LEGAL AID GROUPS AUTHORIZED TO CERTIFY DOMESTIC VIOLENCE VICTIMS

Certification requires utility deposits be waived for domestic violence victims.
AUSTIN, Texas – The Public Utility Commission yesterday gave legal aid organizations funded by the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation the ability to certify victims of domestic violence in Texas. Domestic violence victims who are certified may obtain utility deposit waivers from the dominant providers of telephone and electricity service in their areas. 
For many abuse victims, utility deposits may cause a financial hardship or worse—prohibit them from leaving their abusers. The PUC authorization expands significantly the number and types of organizations that victims can turn to, to alleviate their financial concerns during a critical point in their lives. It also expands the services legal aid provides to domestic violence victims to put them on the road to violence-free lives. Other organizations currently able to certify domestic violence victims include family violence centers, law enforcement agencies and the Texas Office of the Attorney General.
Randy Chapman, executive director of the Texas Legal Services Center, praised the Public Utility Commission for its decision. 
“Victims of abuse should not be chained to their abuser because high utility deposits prevent them from setting up their own homes,” Chapman said.  “Yesterday’s action by the Texas PUC guarantees that when women meet with legal aid attorneys for protective orders, those same attorneys can also provide practical help in securing affordable shelter.”
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In 2003, there were more than 185,000 incidents of domestic violence in Texas. Legal aid assists low-income victims of domestic violence with legal issues such as obtaining protective orders, child custody and child support. Legal aid has been identified as one of the primary factors contributing to a decline in domestic violence nationwide. 
The Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation, the largest Texas-based funding source for civil legal aid in Texas, grants more than $11 million per year to 38 organizations across the state. These organizations provide direct legal services, such as advice or representation, to the poor in matters such as landlord/tenant issues, public benefits and protection from domestic violence. Texas legal aid organizations closed more than 100,000 cases in 2003.
“Legal aid providers help more than 11,000 victims of domestic violence each year with their critical legal needs,” Betty Balli Torres, executive director of the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation, said. “The Public Utility Commission’s decision, which ensures a significant cost savings, will allow more victims to leave their abusers.”
For a list of legal aid providers, visit www.teajf.org. 
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