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Backgrounder

History of the National Legal Aid & Defender Association (NLADA)


One of the precepts of the U.S. Constitution is the fundamental principle of "equal justice under the law."   Beginning in the late 1800s and throughout the early years of the 20th century, the American legal profession expressed its commitment to the concept of free legal assistance for poor people in the form of legal aid societies and bar association legal aid committees.


The first legal aid society, The German Society of New York, was founded in 1876 to protect German immigrants from exploitation.  Subsequently, the agency's protection was extended to others and in 1890 it became the Legal Aid Society of New York.  In 1888, the Ethical Culture Society of Chicago established by the Bureau of Justice was the first agency to offer legal assistance to individuals regardless of nationality, race or gender.  Other municipalities followed suit, and in the first decades of the 20th century most major cities had opened legal aid societies.


In 1911, 15 legal aid societies joined together to form the National Alliance of Legal Aid Societies. Arthur von Briesen of the Legal Aid Society of New York was the first president of the organization that became the National Legal Aid & Defender Association (NLADA).

The concept of free legal assistance for the poor was promoted by the publication of Reginald Heber Smith's Justice and the Poor in 1919.  Smith challenged the legal profession to consider it an obligation to see that access to justice was available to all, without regard to ability to pay.  "Without equal access to the law," he wrote, "the system not only robs the poor of their only protection, but places in the hands of their oppressors the most powerful and ruthless weapon every invented.


As a result of Smith's book, the American Bar Association created the Special Committee on Legal Aid Work.  By the middle of the 20th century, virtually every major metropolitan area had some kind of legal aid program.  However, the system established was not suffice in meeting the needs of the poor and in the early 1960s a new model for legal services programs emerged.  This new model was based on the philosophy that legal services should be a component of an overall anti-poverty effort.  The Ford Foundation was one of the original supporters of this model.  


Subsequently, in 1964 came the passage of the Economic Opportunity Act, which launched the war on poverty and mandated federal funds to be allocated for the first time to fund legal services to the poor.  However, this law did not specifically provide for legal services and it took many years and attempts to finally devise a federal construct to support legal aid for the 
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low-income community.  After years of research and advocacy, the Legal Services Corporation 

Act was enacted in 1974 by President Nixon. This program flourished and has evolved over the years to become the organization nationally recognized as the Legal Services Corporation.


Over the years legal aid has evolved into a comprehensive program that provides legal assistance to low-income people regardless of race, ethnicity or gender.  NLADA is the only national membership organization devoted exclusively to ensuring high quality legal representation for individuals who cannot afford an attorney.


NLADA is the nation's leading advocate for front-line attorneys and other equal justice professionals ― those who make a difference in the lives of low-income clients and their families and communities. Representing legal aid and defender programs, as well as individual advocates, NLADA is proud to be the oldest and largest national, nonprofit membership association devoting 100 percent of its resources to serving the broad equal justice community. 


NLADA serves the equal justice community in two major ways: providing first-rate products and services and as a leading national voice in public policy and legislative debates on the many issues affecting the equal justice community. NLADA also serves as a resource for those seeking more information on equal justice in the United States. 

(For more information on the history of civil legal aid and NLADA, see www.nlada.org/About/.)

