2009-2010 STATE BUDGET REQUEST
FOR LEGAL AID
This submission requests increased state funding on behalf of the Pennsylvania Legal Aid Network (PLAN) for civil legal aid.  PLAN, Inc. is the statewide affiliation of legal aid programs, annually representing about 100,000 low income clients.
PROGRAM HISTORY AND COMPARISON TO OTHER STATES
Every county in the state is served by legal aid, and six specialized programs target special needs such as healthcare and housing.  Considering the size of a typical family, the representation of these 100,000 clients benefits over 300,000 people, many of them children.  Pro bono lawyers represent thousands of additional clients, through organized programs of their local bar associations.
Clients are victims of domestic violence; they are involved in disputes over the best interests of children; and they face mortgage foreclosures, evictions, inadequate living conditions, denials of healthcare, and concerns over necessities of life.  Others need basic benefits to live from day to day, including medical benefits, unemployment compensation, and Social Security or SSI.

Legal aid programs receive funding and support from the federal Legal Services Corporation, the Supreme Court (through the Pa. IOLTA Board), and the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, as well as from a host of other sources, including foundations, United Ways, local governments, private attorneys, Bar Associations, law schools and law school clinics, and the pro bono services of individual lawyers.  

We very much appreciate the increased state funding by $526,000 in the current budget (now at $3.172 M, plus $5.049 M in SSBG funds), and the Governor’s proposed $1 M increase for FY 2008-2009.  State general fund support for legal aid remains very close to the amount of funding allocated in 1976.  Even including all the various sources of state funding to PLAN, FY 2008-2009 funding is about $10 M below the inflation-adjusted purchasing power of 1975-6.  (The attached graph portrays historic and current state funding.)  Twenty years ago, PLAN’s funding supported a total of 358 legal aid lawyers.  Today, PLAN can support only 264 lawyers.  This limit on resources causes severe and damaging constraints upon client services, particularly in areas such as the number of lawyers, technology to support the work, and adequacy of office space for client services.  The current fiscal year also presents major challenges, due to a $7 M decline in IOLTA revenues, resulting from reduced interest rates.

In a recent national study, we learned that of approximately 17,600 Pennsylvanians eligible for legal aid and in need of representation, who presented themselves at legal aid offices during the survey sampling, 50% were turned away due to lack of resources.  Many had major needs, such as foreclosure, child support and consumer problems.

Another way to analyze funding to legal aid is to compare to other states.  For example, this year New Jersey increased its legal services appropriation by $4 M, to $20.4 M and Gov. Corzine just announced a supplemental appropriation of $9 M this year, to help make up for the IOLTA revenue cuts which are also hitting Pennsylvania.  In Virginia, a change in filing fee surcharges increased funding by $4.2 M annually.  Massachusetts increased its appropriation from $9.7 M to $11.0 M.
REQUEST

Recognizing the compelling challenges the state faces in the upcoming budget, our request in the general appropriation for legal services is for a modest cost of living adjustment.  Secondly, as detailed in a separate proposal, we request $2 M in special project funding through the Pennsylvania Housing Finance Agency, to represent families facing the hemorrhaging problem of mortgage foreclosures, and related consumer problems.  This request has a parallel to FY 2003-4, when legal aid received a $1.5 M appropriation through PHFA to address housing, and specifically mortgage foreclosure problems.  
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