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Cutting to the· bone 
Legal aid programs are facing even·steeper budget cuts. 

BY DAVID INGRAM 

Legal programs for the poor are bradng 
for a new round of potential budget curs, 
three months after Congress took its shears 
to the largest source of their funding. .. 
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cases a year. 
In central Florida, where unemployment 

and foreclosure rates are above the national 
average, the legal services organizarjon faces 
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Check out exclusive 
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blogs, videos and more 
at our Web site. 

Jn Cal iforni a, where migrant work­
ers re i y on fre e services ro handle hous­
ing and employment disputes, the head of 
California Rural l.egal Assistan ce Inc. said SEE LSC, PAGE 9 IN CONGRESS: Rep. Chaka Fattah, leh, is fighting big cuts for LSC proposed in Rep. Frank Wolf's subcommittee. 
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NATIONAL NEWS I 

Legal aid programs face more budget woes 
LSC, FROM PAGE I 

the possibility of losing staff, in addition 
to the recent clir11ination of four allorney 
positions. And in 'New Jersey, federal cuts 
wou ld cornpnumltlre loss of stale money 
altrHJUnced just two weeks ago, forcing 
lllilllagement 10 reconsider the kinds of 
cases 1 hey accept. 

Pressure on the budgets of lcgn l servic­
es progrnms has been building fur three 
yeMs, since th e recession l1egan to en£ 
awuy il l tlreir vill'iOIIS sources uf fund ing. 
It begnn with tire drop in interest ra tes, 
rutting into the lllOIIe}' from lawyer trust 
accounts known as IOLTA fun ds, and it 
co11tinued with state reductions. 

The la test fed eral proposal by U.S. 
llouse Republicans is a 26% cut in con­
gressiona l funding fur the Legal Services 
Corp. (LSC), whi ch with $404 million 
in funding 111akes gra nts to 136 groups 
across the country. The proposal follows 
a 4% miuyear cut approved by Congress 
in April. 

Di rectors of legal services said they're 
faci11 g pain fu l choices, as they're forced 
Lo rnnke pla ns for scali ng back'their orga­
nizn tions 10 levels !hat existed in the 
l lJl)Os. 

"llow do you choose between, for 
exnm plc, somebody who's being evicretl 
and StHlleone who's the vit:lirn of domes­
lie violence? Ami ye1 1lwse are tire kinds 
of droices ,..,..e have," said Melville "De" 
Miller Jr.. presidem of Legal Services of 

. 
New Jcrse}'· "No11e of them are satisfacto­
ry. Tl tey all deny equal access to juslice." 

Miller said his stnte had 720 legal ser­
vices workers at the begi11ni ng of 2008, 
bnt the number has si11ce dropped 10 4')0 
and will likely continue to fall. An array 
of oth er cuts a re under cousideraliun, 
Ire said: closing offi ces, res tricting the 
types of cases handled and lowering the 
income ceiling lo he eligible for services. 

William i\hbuehl, execulive director 
of Communi! y Lega l Se rvices of Mid­
f- lorida Inc., S<lid Ire's already eliminalcd 
four auomey pusilions th is year through 
lnyoffs <l nd a11ri 1ion and is plan ning to 
dose an unslaffed oulreach office nex r 
1110111h. If Ctlllgress follows through wilh 
ils thre:J tt o cut additional funding, he said 
Ire would be forced to make addil ional 
layoffs and consider dosing more offices. 

Resources are fall ing as the economy's 
stagna lion has i11 rreascd dema ml in cer­
tain areas, Abbuehl said. "We're fi11d ing a 
lot of people are being incorrectly denied 
unemployment compcnsa lion," he said, 
"a nd we're l1aving tu cui back on those, 
simply because of cu1uacks in s1aff." 

CORE FUNCTIONS 
The lnlest threa t tu f11nding is hap­

pening I·Vi thoul IIl llCh p11bl ic d<::bale over 
tl1e mcri ls of kgal services programs. 
Cril icisnrs th at have heen lobbed for 
decades-fur exa nrple, that tlrcy pu rsue 
polilically nwlivated cases or eCtHl.umi-

WILLIAM ABBUEHL: The executive director of Community Legal Services of Mid-Florida Inc. said he's already cut 
four attorney positions and may cut deeper if Congress trims funding again for legal aid programs. 



cally damaging class actions-arc mostJy 
absent this year. in part because Congress 
in 1996 imposed restrictions on the kinds 
of work they can do. 

Rep. Frank Wolf (R-Va.), the chairman 
of the Ilou se Appropriations subcom­
mittee with jurisdiction over Ute LSC, 
describes himself as a supporter of its 
work. At a July 13 hearing. Wolf didn't 
directly address the LSC, instead speak­
ing generally about the need to reduce 
the kderal budget deficit. "ln tltis austere 
budget climate, we have had to make 
some tough chokes in order to preserve 
at a freeze level tJ1e fuuding for core fed­
eral law enforcement functions," Wolf 
said. 

Still, the proposed 26% cut to LSC 
is nllKh deeper than the 6% cut to all 
programs that fall within Wolf's sub­
C01111Uittee. Those programs include 
such popular i11itiatives as the National 
Scie nce Foundation, the National 
Ae ronautics and Space Administratiol1 
and Comm erce Departlllent trade pro­
motion. Wolf and his office did not 
respoud to four .i.mervicw requests about 
Lbc budget piau . 

Supporters of legal services hope to 
fare better in the Democrat-controlled 
Sena te, which has yet to act. "Where 
we begin is uot where we're going to 
end up," said Rep. Chaka Fallah (0-Pa.), 
the ra nkiug Democrat on the House 

Appropriations subcommittee with 
Wolf. Fallah called the House plan "very 
severe" while still an "opening salvo." 

Sidley Auslin Chicago partner John 
Levi, d1airman of tl1e LSC board o f direc­
tors. urged lawmakers in a Ju ly 12 letter 
to cousidcr the saviJJgs from legal servic­
es. "Funds provided to LSC programs are 
a smart investment and help conununi­
ties avert more costJy interventions," he 
wrote. "When a family escapes domestic 
violence, we save on the cost of medkal 
care for injured victims and follow-up 
counseling for children. " 

Some members of the House, especial­
ly RepubUcans, would like deeper cuts. 
In February. 171 of them voted for a 
proposal to eliminate LSC funding entire­
ly. Ln April, Wolf urged finn lawyers to 
volunteer mo re time and money to the 
poor, an idea that strikes many who 
work ou the issue as umealislic because 
of the scope of the work. 

"In a city tlkc BaJti111ore or a city like 
Washington, you 're talking about tJwu­
samls o f people. You can't expect that 
enli te burden to fall on the private l.Ja r," 
said llenjamin Rosenuerg. a partucr at 
Uallimorc's Hoseuberg Marlin Grecuberg 
and co-chairman of tltc fundraising arm 
of Maryland Legal Aid Bureau J.nc. 

David Inyram can be contacted at din­
gran!@ablt.C0/11. 


