Executive Summary

This study was conducted by The Michigan Poverty Law Program (MPLP) to gather information from legal aid attorneys and local community organizations about the top-priority areas of civil legal need in Michigan.  A second goal of this survey was to assist MPLP in supporting local legal aid programs in their work with community and grassroots organizations.  

MPLP is a cooperative effort between Legal Services of South Central Michigan and the University of Michigan Law School. MPLP works to: support the legal advocacy of local legal aid programs; coordinate advocacy for the poor among local programs; and to assure that a full range of advocacy continues on behalf of the poor in Michigan. 

During March, April and May of 2004, legal aid attorneys and community group representatives were surveyed for their perspectives on the climate of unmet civil legal need in Michigan. The survey was conducted in two waves. Wave one consisted of an on-line survey of managing attorneys and executive directors of the thirty-one local legal aid program offices in Michigan that receive funding from the Michigan State Bar Foundation. Wave two comprised of a mail survey to over 80 community and grassroots organizations identified by the local legal aid programs as important providers of services to the poor.

Because a number of the local legal aid programs surveyed in wave one did not respond, the sample of community organizations included in wave two of the assessment was somewhat limited.  It is also important to note that the sample of community groups surveyed consists only of those organizations currently known to local legal aid programs. For these reasons, the sample of community organizations surveyed is not representative of the entire range of organizations actually working in any given community. The results of our survey, summarized below, should be read with these limitations in mind.

The following summary is divided into three sections: 1) Community group perceptions of available legal services 2) Areas of civil legal need experienced by clients; and 3) Supporting the working relationship between local legal aid programs and community organizations.

1). Community Group Perceptions of Sufficiency and Variety of Available Civil Legal Services

Most community organizations (85%) said that they are familiar with the existing range of services offered by the local legal aid programs in their communities. A full eighty-three percent (83%) of respondent organizations claimed to regularly refer clients to their local legal aid programs.

Eighty-seven percent (87%) of community organizations expressed the belief that the existing level of civil legal services for the poor is not sufficient to meet all the civil legal needs presented by their clients. This response indicates a strong perception among community organizations that the legal needs of the low-income individuals are not being fully met by existing programs.

Community organization responses were mixed about whether clients referred to legal aid organizations are able to obtain the kind of legal assistance they need; fifty one percent (51%) said their clients were not and forty five percent (45%) said their clients were. This response could be interpreted in several ways, for example, community organizations might be repeating the call for more of the same services or they might be indicating the need for additional or different services. It also may be that community organizations are not fully aware of the range of legal service programs available in their local communities and across the state.

2). Areas of Civil Legal Need Experienced by Clients

Ranking Unmet / Urgent Need

Both community group and attorney respondents were asked to rank the urgency of legal needs commonly presented by their clients. While there were some differences in ranking, the overall responses of legal and community advocates were very similar. Both attorney and community groups regularly identified concentrations of civil legal need in the areas of Family, Consumer, Housing, Health, Public Benefits, Employment and Immigration as among their top five / most urgent concerns.

Statistical Analysis of Community Group Responses

For purposes of the statistical analysis, community group responses were grouped regionally along the same lines used by the Legal Services Corporation and Michigan State Bar Foundation in defining their regional service areas: Northern, Eastern, Metro Detroit, South Central, and Western Michigan. The results of the statistical analysis are generally very similar across regions with two exceptions—there were regional differences reported by community organizations in the categorical areas of Employment and Migrant or Farmworker law. 

When asked about Employment Law concerns, community group respondents in Northern Michigan tended to report serving fewer clients with Employment related legal needs than organizations in other regions of the state.  

In the Migrant / Farmworker area, a higher proportion of community organizations in Western Michigan report seeing clients with Migrant or Farmworker related legal needs than organizations in either Northern or Eastern Michigan. The statistical analysis did not indicate significant differences between Western Michigan and South Central Michigan or Western Michigan and Metro Detroit in this area. 

Analysis of the survey data also revealed that a large number of the community organizations surveyed see clients with legal needs in the areas of Family Law, Public Benefits, Housing Law, Consumer Law and Health Law:

· Over eighty-percent (80%) of organizations across all regions of the state reported serving clients with Family Law related needs; 

· At least three-quarters (75%) of respondent organizations reported serving clients with Public Benefits problems, and finally;

· A minimum of two-thirds (67%) of the organizations surveyed reported seeing clients with legal concerns over Housing, Consumer and Health Law issues.  

3. Supporting the Working Relationship Between Local Legal Aid Programs and Community Organizations

All survey recipients, both attorney and organizational, were asked to comment on how MPLP could better support their working relationship. While a number of survey respondents chose to leave this question blank, over half did reply. The most common response among community organizations was that legal aid programs need more attorneys to meet client demands. The most common suggestion made by the legal aid attorneys surveyed was that MPLP continue to offer existing services, including legislative information and advocacy, assistance with complex litigation, and research support.

Other major areas of concern for both groups were: 

· Increasing the available amount of legal services;

· Continuing existing services; 

· Building connections between community organizations and legal advocates; 

· Helping families; 

· Improving immigration / immigrant’s rights services and; 

· Expanding community outreach and legal resources.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The most notable conclusions of the study are (1) that community organizations and legal services programs have very similar views of the most pressing unmet legal needs of clients; (2) that the areas of urgent or most pressing need identified by community organizations are consistent with MPLP’s current priority service areas; and (3) that both community organizations and legal services programs acknowledge a significant unmet need for civil legal services for the poor. 

The comments of community organizations demonstrate that they place a high value on the work currently being done by local legal aid program offices. Similarly, legal aid attorneys are appreciative of the support, training, and advocacy services provided by MPLP. The responses of both legal aid attorneys and community group representatives also indicate mutual awareness of existing unmet / urgent civil legal need in low-income communities. 

Taken as a whole, the survey responses may also indicate a need for continued educational outreach and information exchange among and between the legal and social justice communities. For example, when asked how MPLP could better support their working relationship with local legal aid programs, some community organizations identified the need for services that are currently being offered by legal aid programs. Similarly, some attorney respondents identified the need for support resources that are currently available from statewide boutique programs—like Community Legal Resources, a Detroit-based program that works closely with MPLP through the Michigan Litigation Assistance Partnership Program (MI-LAPP) to provide free support services in corporate and transactional matters. 

Local legal aid programs and MPLP should continue to work within their service areas to make community and legal advocates aware of the resources available to them both locally and statewide. Local program offices are also encouraged to consider, when reviewing priorities for the upcoming year, the variety and level of urgency placed on clients’ Family Law and other needs by community organizations.

