LEGAL SERVICES OF SOUTH CENTRAL MICHIGAN

STATEMENT OF PRIORITIES
I.  Purpose

         The purpose of this Statement of Priorities is:  (1) to set forth the types of cases and matters that may be handled by Legal Services of South Central Michigan’s (LSSCM) staff;  (2) to set forth the methods of delivery of services that may be utilized to provide services in these cases and matters; and  (3) to establish procedures to assure that these priorities are followed in the delivery of services.

       It is the intent of LSSCM in adopting these priorities that they be liberally construed to permit LSSCM to meet the most critical legal needs of its client communities in the identified work areas.  It is the intent that LSSCM be permitted to utilize the full range of legal remedies available to benefit its clients, consistent with the rules of ethics and the specific restrictions of its funders.

       In adopting these priorities, LSSCM recognizes that the type of case or matter alone cannot control the case acceptance decision.  In addition to the type of case or matter, staff should always consider the merits of the particular case or matter, the special vulnerability of the population to be served, the availability of other advocacy or assistance in the community, the resources required to provide service in the particular case or matter, and the capacity of the program to provide services before accepting a case or matter.

II.  TYPES OF CASES AND MATTERS
       The following are substantive priorities ascertained from the community perspective of our service area; however, this list is not necessarily exclusive.

       a)  LSSCM shall assist clients in housing matters.  Resources shall be concentrated on individuals facing an imminent loss of shelter.  As examples, permissible activities under this priority include the defense of individual eviction, land contract forfeiture, foreclosure and tax foreclosure cases.  Permissible activities include advocacy activities that establish legal precedent protecting or expanding the rights of tenants and homeowners.  Permissible activities include advocacy activities that increase the supply, availability, eligibility, safety, security or repair of low income housing.

       b)  LSSCM shall assist clients in family matters focusing on securing safety from domestic violence.  Resources shall be concentrated on those persons, including children and individuals with special needs, in immediate peril of injury or loss.  As examples, permissible activities under this priority include cases and matters meant to secure Personal Protection Orders for clients.  Permissible activities also include advocacy in family law cases including, for example, divorce, child support, parenting time, property distribution and education.  Permissible activities include advocacy activities that establish legal precedent protecting or expanding the rights of victims of domestic violence.

       c)  LSSCM shall assist clients in maintaining stable homes for children.  As examples, permissible activities under this priority include cases and matters meant to stabilize living environments for children including the establishment of custody when children are at risk, cases preventing the transfer of custody from an established custodial environment with a natural parent, guardianship, adoption and the drafting of powers of attorney.

       d)  LSSCM shall assist clients in obtaining and maintaining basic income and other necessities for household stability.  As examples , permissible activities under this priority include cases and matters meant to protect a household from the loss of essential income or possessions due to garnishment or attachment.  Permissible activities include cases or matters intended to prevent the termination of needed utilities.  Permissible activities include cases or matters which seek to obtain subsistence income or benefits or defend the termination/reduction of income or benefits through State Family Assistance, State Emergency Relief, Social Security, SSI, SSD, MUA, unemployment compensation and employment issues, AFDC, FIA, food stamps and drivers license restoration.  With regard to Social Security, SSI, or SSD cases deference should be given to private counsel if possible.

       e)  LSSCM shall assist clients in consumer matters to protect their economic stability.   As examples permissible activities under this priority include cases and matters that protect against unfair trade practices, credit reporting, contracts and warranties, debt collection, bankruptcy.  Permissible activities also include advocacy on cases and matters where the business practice may have a significant impact on many low income clients.

       f)  LSSCM shall assist clients in securing needed health care.  As examples, permissible activities under this priority include cases or matters which seek to secure medical services or coverage for low income persons, such as MA, Medicare, SMA, RCHP, private insurance, etc..  Permissible activities include medical Power of Attorneys for senior citizen clients.  Permissible activities include cases or matters which seek payment for services already provided or which seek relief from medical debt.

       g)  LSSCM shall advocate for low income persons within the legal system so that low income persons have full and fair access to that system.

       h)  LSSCM shall make as full use as possible of the resources of the private bar.  LSSCM has had a very active pro bono program for many years.  This program has expanded LSSCM priorities in three ways:  1)  in order to fully utilize pro bono resources, we have referred cases to pro bono attorneys that we would not handle in house;  2)  there are case areas which are tremendously important to low income persons where LSSCM has not had the resources to develop in house expertise ( e.g., Title VII, wrongful discharge, bankruptcy)--  LSSCM has referred these cases to specialty sub-panels of the pro bono panels.  3)  LSSCM has taken the lead in developing a court based Access To Justice program which utilizes pro bono attorneys to provide advice and brief service at the courthouse.  This allows attorneys who otherwise may be unable to provide extended pro bono case representation to become involved in pro bono efforts.  Cases or matters referred pro bono are priority matters.

       i)  LSSCM shall attempt, through its legal work, to strengthen its local communities.  In each of its communities, LSSCM is part of a network of agencies providing services to the community’s poorest citizens.  Moreover, in many instances, the quality of life for the community’s poorest citizens is affected by more general community initiatives.  LSSCM should engage in work intended to improve services to the low income community and in work which strengthens the overall community.

       j)  LSSCM shall attempt, through its legal work, to strengthen the families within its communities.  Many of LSSCM’s case specific priorities are in areas that support the integrity, safety, and well-being of the family.  Because of the importance of the family to our society and to our communities, cases and matters which have the goal of strengthening families are permissible cases and matters under this statement.

       k)  LSSCM shall attempt to provide legal advice or other brief services to individual clients as comprehensively as possible.  It is a goal of LSSCM to provide services to as many client-eligible persons as possible.  Often brief advice or a referral is all a client needs to resolve a legal problem.  Because these services are part of LSSCM’s overall intake system and because these services can be provided very efficiently, these services may be provided in service areas beyond those in the other “case and matter” areas listed above.

III.  LSC-FUNDED FARMWORKER PROGRAM PRIORITIES

       The general statements of priorities set forth in Section II are program-wide priorities--

although they were originally developed to provide guidance to LSSCM’s use of LSC Basic Field funds they apply to the entire program.  However, LSSCM also recognizes that Farmworker clients face unique barriers and have unique needs.  In addition to the general priorities  (Section II) the following Farmworker Priorities also apply to Farmworker Legal Services (“FWLS”) cases.

       LSSCM recognizes the critical importance of the agricultural employment relationship to migrant and seasonal agricultural workers (“farmworkers”).  To that extent, activities to protect the employment rights of farmworkers are recognized as priorities under the LSSCM’s LSC-Migrant grant.  As examples, permissible activities include wage claims, tax questions relating to income from farm employment, employment-related health and safety claims, claims regarding working conditions, and discrimination claims relating to a farmworkers’ status as a migrant employee or member of a racial, ethnic, or language minority.

       LSSCM also recognizes the importance of immigration status to many FWLS clients, since that status may affect the client’s (and the client’s family members’) rights to continue to reside in this country, to employment, to public benefits, to health care, etc..  To that end, immigration law work (consistent with the LSC restrictions on services to non-citizens) is a FWLS priority.

IV.  LOCAL COMMUNITY NEEDS

       The general statements of priorities set forth in Section II are program-wide priorities and relate specifically to LSSCM’s use of LSC funds.  LSSCM has long recognized that these general priorities may be tailored by each office to meet the unique needs of that office’s local community.

       Each office should discuss and state its local priorities in light of this general statement of program-wide priorities and in light of local community resources (that may, for example, permit us to refer certain types of cases to a private lawyer or another agency or that may include local funding that would permit us to expand services in certain case areas).

       In addition, LSSCM recognizes that local funders frequently provide grants to assure that additional services are provided in specific types of cases or matters.  It is LSSCM’s intent to seek such grants and to the greatest extent possible respond to the requests of local funders.

       Activities undertaken in response to specific grants by non-LSC funders are priority activities.  In general, LSSCM’s local grants fund activities are entirely consistent with the priorities set out in Section II.  However, where a local grant expands client eligibility or requests additional service in certain types of cases or matters, LSSCM will attempt to provide the services requested by the funder.

V.  METHODS OF SERVICE DELIVERY

       LSSCM recognizes that there are many effective ways to provide services to clients.  LSSCM expects its staff to utilize all permissible and appropriate methods to deliver service to clients.  The following represent the ascertained community perspective of our service area as to the methods in which services are to be provided:

       a)  Direct representation of individual clients in negotiations, in litigation, in document preparation matters, in transaction matters, etc.

       b)  Providing legal advice or other brief services to individual clients through telephone intake (including “hot line”) systems.  Because these services are part of LSSCM’s overall intake system and because these services can be provided very efficiently, these services may be provided in service areas beyond those listed in Section II, above.  The telephone intake or hot line system should permit a client to access all of LSSCM’s program services.

       c)  Providing referral services to other community resources.  Because these services are part of LSSCM’s overall intake system and because these services can be provided very efficiently, these services may be provided in service areas beyond those listed in Section II, above.

       d)  Community legal education presentations and intake.

       e)  Development of pro se materials, pro se assistance and other client information and educational materials.

       f)  Tracking statutory, administrative, and legislative developments affecting clients and explaining to clients how these developments would impact their rights.

       g)  Participating in community advisory groups, work groups, and task forces.  Frequently low income persons are not involved in the discussion of legal changes or service delivery issues that significantly effect their interests.  LSSCM can play an important role as a spokesperson for low income persons in forums from which they might otherwise be excluded.

       h)  Activities intended to fully involve the private bar in the delivery of civil legal services to the poor.  This work includes the referral of cases or matters to private lawyers, support for lawyer or law student staffed clinics, solicitation of financial support from lawyers, and participation in bar committees and activities.  Because private lawyers may wish to provide services in areas that go beyond the case areas listed in Section II and because private lawyers  may have special expertise in case areas that significantly impact low income persons, these services may be provided in service areas beyond those listed in Section II, above.

       i)  Support for community organizations.  LSSCM should work with organizations whose membership consists of or that provides services to low income persons.  The services that may be provided to individual clients may also be provided to client eligible organizations.

VI.  PROCEDURES

       1  Emergencies.  LSSCM recognizes that cases and matters that are clearly permissible under this statement are often emergency cases.  LSSCM recognizes that case acceptance decisions in emergency cases must frequently be made by individual casehandlers without prior approval of a Management Attorney or the Director.  LSSCM staff are authorized to accept emergency cases in the service areas  described in this statement.

       In addition there may be circumstances, including non-priority cases and matters, where:  (a) there is a need for immediate legal action to secure or preserve a clients’ rights;  (b) there is a significant threat to the health or safety of an applicant or immediate family member for which no legal help is available;  (c) issues arise because of new and unforeseen circumstances, (such as natural disasters), changes in the law affecting large numbers of clients or other emerging legal issues not anticipated when priorities were set;  (d) where because of a clients’ physical or mental impairments or emergency circumstances, client interviews may need  to be conducted off site of LSSCM offices.  These cases and matters may be accepted as cases by LSSCM.  Whenever possible, a Management Attorney or the Director should approve the acceptance of an emergency case as defined in this section before the case or matter is accepted by LSSCM.

       2.  Reporting.  It maybe permissible in some circumstances for LSSCM to undertake representation in a non-priority case or matter.  In this event, the staff person handling the case or matter should prepare a short description of the case or matter (including the LSSCM case number, a description of the services to be provided, and a short explanation of why representation was undertaken).

       A summary of any cases or matters accepted outside of priorities will be reported to the LSSCM Board of Directors on a quarterly basis and to LSC as required by LSC.

       3.  Signed Agreement By Staff.  Public Law 104-134 requires that casehandling staff employed by LSC-funded organizations state that only priority cases and matters will be undertaken.  LSSCM casehandling staff will be required to sign the attached “Agreement Regarding Priorities”.

VII.  CONCLUSION

       Services are contingent upon the availability of staff resources, the location of the client, other agency resources, and the guidelines set forth above.  Services may be provided to any eligible applicant whose health, welfare, safety, shelter or income is threatened, and there is the likelihood that LSSCM’s intervention will rectify or improve the situation that the client presents.
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