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LEGISLATURE INCREASES CIVIL LEGAL AID FUNDING

SERVICES FOR RURAL COMMUNITIES TO EXPAND 

NEW EFFICIENCIES TO BE REALIZED IN KING COUNTY

The final operating budget approved by the Washington Legislature includes an additional $5.27 million for FY 2007-09 to expand critically needed civil legal aid services to low income and vulnerable people in Washington State.  The civil legal aid appropriation will allow for expanded civil legal aid services to low income clients living in the most rural and isolated communities of the state, and includes funding to unify client intake, advice and referral services in King County through a unique partnership between the state-funded Northwest Justice Project and the King County 211 system.  

The $5.27 million biennial increase represents another step in a multi-year strategy designed to respond to a civil legal aid crisis chronicled in the landmark 2003 Civil Legal Needs Study published by the Supreme Court’s Task Force on Civil Equal Justice Funding.  That study found that more than three quarters of all low income households experienced an important civil legal problem each year, and that of these, nearly 9 in 10 did not receive necessary civil legal help.  The Supreme Court’s Task Force determined that an additional $28 million per year was needed to address the needs identified in the Civil Legal Needs Study.

 “Throughout the session, there was strong bipartisan support for addressing the civil legal aid crisis documented in the 2003 Civil Legal Needs Study,” said Jim Bamberger, Director of Washington State’s Office of Civil Legal Aid, an independent judicial branch agency created by the Legislature to administer and oversee the state’s investment in civil legal aid services.  “For decades the legal aid community has struggled to effectively serve low income people in isolated parts of the state which are disproportionately marked by high rates of poverty and few alternative legal resources.  The Legislature’s increased investment will allow the state funded legal aid system to better serve low income clients living in high-poverty regions located on the Olympic Peninsula and Western Washington as well as those living in rural and remote areas of Central and Eastern Washington,” Bamberger continued.

The success in securing increased funding for civil legal aid services was part of a coordinated judicial branch effort to address critical problems facing Washington State’s justice system.  Operating under the “Justice in Jeopardy” banner, representatives of judicial branch agencies worked together to secure increased funding for trial court interpreter services, representation of parents and children in dependency cases, and criminal indigent defense services.  “We very much appreciate the Legislature’s commitment of increased funding for each of these critically needed judicial services.  Such action is a testament to the Legislature’s understanding that fair and impartial justice for all is a fundamental attribute of a democratic society committed to the rule of law,” said Chief Justice Gerry Alexander.  

“While we have a long way to go, the increase in funding comes as welcome news for the more than one million low income people who live in our state,” observed Scott A. Smith, Chair of Washington’s Equal Justice Coalition, an organization that educates members of the public and the Legislature on matters relating to the civil justice needs of low income people.  “Civil legal aid promotes fairness and justice. It helps families return to safe, productive lives and saves dollars for taxpayers by preempting a spiral of costly social problems and ensuring a well-ordered society.”

The effort to secure increased legal aid funding had strong bipartisan support, including that of Attorney General Rob McKenna.  “I was pleased to support the Office of Civil Legal Aid’s budget request and the work done by our state-funded legal aid agencies," McKenna said. "The provision of basic civil legal aid services helps balance the scales of justice." 

The Office of Civil Legal Aid contracts with the Northwest Justice Project (NJP), a statewide non-profit organization to provide state-funded civil legal aid services.  NJP operates a statewide intake, advice and referral system called CLEAR, currently maintains offices in offices in 12 locations throughout Washington State and helps support the operation of local volunteer attorney programs throughout the state.  “The increase in funding will enable us to expand the number of offices and services we provide to better address the needs of underserved rural clients and client communities,” explained César Torres, NJP’s Executive Director.   "We are grateful for the confidence that the Legislature expressed in NJP and our state-funded partners, and are committed to continuing to deliver high quality, effective legal services that are responsive to the most critical needs of our client communities.”

More information about civil legal aid in Washington State is available at the following websites:

Civil Legal Needs Study:
http://www.courts.wa.gov/newsinfo/content/taskforce/CivilLegalNeeds.pdf 

Office of Civil Legal Aid:  
www.ocla.wa.gov
Northwest Justice Project:  
www.nwjustice.org
Equal Justice Coalition:  
www.ejc.org
Alliance For Equal Justice:
www.allianceforequaljustice.org
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