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CIVIL LEGAL SERVICES DESERVES YOUR SUPPORT

Federal funding makes up roughly one half of all funding for civil legal services for the poor in the United States.  The federal appropriation for the Legal Services Corporation (LSC) is the largest and the most critical component in the effort to ensure that low-income Americans have access to civil legal services.

· A benchmark 1994 study conducted by the American Bar Association documented that at least 80% of the civil legal needs of low-income Americans were unmet, and several recent studies documenting the civil legal needs of poor people in various states have produced similar findings.

· Despite the overwhelming need for legal services, in 1996 Congress slashed the LSC appropriation by more than 30%.  In the decade since, LSC’s appropriations have failed to keep pace with inflation.  In the past three years alone, federal funding for LSC has actually been reduced by almost $6 million.

· The real federal dollars available to support civil legal services have been reduced year after year, and LSC is currently funded with less than one half the inflation adjusted dollars that Congress appropriated in FY 1980. It would take a FY 2006 appropriation of $638 million—nearly double the current LSC budget—to equal LSC’s FY 1980 appropriation of $300 million, when adjusted for inflation.

· Many other funding resources have also decreased, including Interest on Lawyers’ Trust Accounts (IOLTA)—the second largest source of funding, which has shrunk dramatically in recent years because of significantly lower interest rates and increased banking fees.

· Budget cuts and other funding reductions have lead to a decline in the number of cases brought by LSC grantees.  From 2002 to 2004 alone, there was an 8% decrease in case numbers from 978,000 to 901,000.

At the same time that LSC’s appropriation is shrinking, LSC-funded programs must provide services to an increasing number of poor people.

· A recent Census report showed that 35.9 million people had incomes below the official federal poverty line in 2003, or about one of every eight Americans.

· In 2003, 1.3 million more people were living below the poverty line than in 2002.

· In the decade from 1990 to 2000, the number of people living below the poverty line increased 5.74%. 

· The number of people living in extreme poverty—making less than one half of the poverty line—is currently 15.3 million. This figure is the highest it has been in the 28 years the Census has been collecting this information.

· Worse still is the fact that 17.6% of America’s children—almost 13 million—live in poverty.

· In total, 43 million Americans—those with income below 125% of the poverty line—are eligible for LSC-funded legal services.

In recognition of the budgetary constraints faced by Congress, LSC is asking for a very modest increase in its 2006 appropriation: a total appropriation of $363.8 million.

· From the beginning of 2002 to the end of 2004, the inflation rate grew by 7.4%. During that same period of time the LSC appropriation increased by $1,503,705.  Had the Corporation kept up with the inflation rate, the agency would have received an additional $24,368,200.

· The increase requested by LSC will help LSC-funded programs meet the ever-increasing need for their services because of the rise in the poverty population.

· The President’s budget request of $318 million for LSC, a 5% decrease from the current appropriation, would significantly reduce the purchasing power of legal services grantees and restrict their ability to provide crucial legal services to the increasing number of low-income persons eligible for LSC-funded services. 
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