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Keep the Focus on Client Needs

The needs of clients must be paramount in the development and delivery of services to low income people.  Client needs are varied and complex, and do not remain static.  While priority setting is an appropriate response to limited resources, the Commission strongly supports treating the needs of clients as the most important criteria for the allocation of resources, and doing so in a way that can capture and address shifting or emerging needs.   There are three parts to addressing client needs:  1/ Education so that persons know when legal services would help them; 2/ Information about how to access legal services; and 3/ Services that are available and accessible.  Hand in hand with meeting the needs of clients is the commitment to assure that there is equal access for all, regardless of age, race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, language, disability, national origin, or place of residence.  This principle is incorporated into the Commission’s Recommendation to the Legal Services Corporation and is ratified here. 

Assessing Client Need

The Committee has reviewed several approaches to assessing client needs.  The Committee is aware that the statewide planning body will have few resources to commit to making its own determinations of client need, or assessing barriers that may prevent clients from gaining access to available legal resources.  Some states have commissioned client needs surveys, and review of those surveys provides some useful, general information.  Yet such surveys are very expensive and provide a snapshot at the time of the survey rather than an on-going assessment of changing needs.  A statewide survey may mask regional differences, while a survey that attempts to identify regional differences may be more expensive.   Programs funded by the LSC are required to follow a needs assessment process, but that process may be more elaborate than small organizations can reasonably conduct.  While acknowledging the limitations of a statewide survey and the LSC guidelines, the Committee reasserts that an examination of client needs is an essential part of planning and delivering services.  It is understood that the legal needs of low income people exceed the total available resources to serve them, and that niche services may play an important role if that niche attracts professional and financial support.  Yet funders need information to evaluate the relative merits of the proposals that they receive and to make the best use of their limited funds.

Many organizations already have a process in place to assess client need.  Rather than dictate one method for assessing client need, the Committee recommends that the statewide planning body set a few, simple guidelines to assure that each organization that seeks LSAC or LTAB funding has assessed client needs and barriers, and has focused services on identified needs.  The same information could be used by other funders and to track trends or gaps in services.  Such guidelines may include:

1. The organization is able to describe the process it followed to assess client need and barriers to service in the region it serves, and can describe how it implemented its assessment process.

2. The organization is able to document the actual involvement of clients and community groups in its needs assessment process, and that those clients and groups were representative of the region that it serves.

3. The organization has summarized the results of its process, including new or shifting needs, the barriers the clients identified in obtaining necessary services, and its plans to address the results.

4. The organization is able to document that it has consulted with other organizations providing service to low income people in its region to coordinate service delivery, to clarify its role, and to minimize unnecessary duplication.

5. The organization is able to explain how the client needs information informs its allocation of staff and the type of assistance offered.

The Commission recommends that the statewide planning body periodically review the information reported by the service providers, summarize it, and distribute information about identified need, effective delivery methods and barriers to client service to the legal service providers, funders, the Legislature, and others with an interest in assuring adequate legal services to low income people.  For example, a cursory review of the LTAB and LSAC applications filed in 2004 revealed some recurring themes.  Responses identified the challenges for pro se clients who need assistance with paperwork to participate in court proceedings, and the burden that places on court staff.  Providing services to people who may not have transportation, the impact of charging a fee for service, the large unmet need for family law assistance, the specific needs of migrants and immigrants, and the associated cultural and language barriers, the shortage of resources to assist children, and the barriers created by telephone intake were all identified in the applications.  This is useful information that can inform the planning, development and funding of legal services.

It would be useful for the statewide planning body to maintain contact with social service providers.  In a brief survey of community organizations, this Committee not only received feedback on identified barriers, but received some very specific feedback about the drawbacks of a telephone intake system, and the lack of bilingual assistance to get simple information about driving directions, courtroom locations, requests for a continuance, and to complete government or court forms.
  In addition, the community organizations emphasized that co-locating legal services with social services helps overcome some of the barriers faced by low income people.  Many legal service providers are trying this approach with good results.  Publicizing these ideas and successes may help legal service providers improve service, and give the funders some context for measuring the applications they receive.  

Uniform Data Collection

During the course of the Commission’s deliberations, and in response to the lack of consistent data about the clients currently served by legal service providers, a joint committee of LAD and LTAB designed a joint application for their grant processes.  As part of the redesign, applicants were asked to report certain demographic information about the clients served by their programs.  Having a uniform set of data will assure that the planning body can compare services delivered with the census data for the state to identify where groups of individuals may be proportionally underserved.  The Commission recommends that the statewide planning body encourage the collection and distribution of this aggregate information to assure that services are equitably distributed among eligible clients. 

Barriers to Access

In the course of its deliberations the Client Needs Committee discussed the barriers that prevent or inhibit low income people from receiving legal services.  If client needs are going to set the direction for service delivery, these barriers must be considered to assure that low income people recognize when they have a problem that could benefit from legal services, that they can contact an appropriate service provider and that they will receive timely information and assistance at the level necessary to address the problem presented.   

The statewide planning body should also take into account the barriers that low income people may face, beyond the lack of financial resources, such as: 

1. remote location, isolation; 

2. lack of transportation;

3. lack of telephone;

4. illiteracy;

5. mental/physical health/disability;

6. homelessness/lack of stable housing;

7. language barriers;

8. cultural differences;

9. housing and/or transportation controlled by employer;

10. work hours;

11. family problems, including caregiver responsibilities;

12. lack of access to computers (none at home, no access to school or library, no training);

13. lack of knowledge about available services

14. weather;

15. fear of lawyers or the legal system. 

Coupled with the barriers faced by individuals are the barriers associated with the legal service providers’ limited resources.  These include the limited hours that offices are open, the distance to services in rural areas, long waiting lists to get services, legal needs that fall outside the priorities of the provider, a conflict because the legal service provider represents another party to the controversy, and failure to meet the low income guidelines.  A sampling of social service agencies interviewed by members of the Client Needs Committee affirmed the problems created by these barriers and the benefits of social service agencies and legal service providers working together to develop and maintain communication with clients, and to distribute educational materials.  The statewide planning body may wish to encourage greater cooperation between legal service and social service organizations.  

Using Available Data 

In addition to the information collected by legal service providers about client needs, the Committee recommends that the statewide planning body serve as a “clearinghouse” to identify information already collected by other governmental and non-governmental entities that would complement and provide context for the client needs information collected by legal services providers.  For example, there is a great deal of census data about low income people and where they live throughout the state that can be matched with the availability of lawyers in private practice, LSC-funded programs and pro bono programs.  Also, organizations such as the Wilder Foundation collect information about homelessness that may reveal unmet need for service.  The Center for Urban and Regional Affairs at the University of Minnesota studies relevant topics and publishes its results.  Community organizations, including United Ways and CAP agencies, conduct needs assessments.  Since the resources of the statewide planning body are likely to be limited, it would be important to identify existing information sources such as these, facilitate the spread of the information to the legal service providers, and summarize some of the trends for the funding decisionmakers.
 

Examining Rejected Cases


At several points in the Commission deliberations, the participants have expressed an interest in collecting information about the number and type of requests for legal assistance that are turned down by legal service providers.  It would be helpful to know the characteristics of the persons who are denied service, and the reasons for denial.  The data is not consistently tracked by service providers.  The Committee has no specific recommendation at this time.  Although some analysis could be made of the persons who call and are denied assistance, that analysis would not take into account the persons who do not seek assistance, or who are under the impression that there are no resources available to them.  Also, it is important to separate those instances where the caller is provided with basic information, but no assistance, from those instances where no help is offered.  The statewide planning body should continue to consider methods for measuring unmet need.

Coordination of Statewide Support


The Coalition programs work together in many ways.  It may be beneficial to evaluate how other low income legal service providers could benefit from the Coalition’s efforts, and identify new ways to work together that would help reduce administrative costs and increase support to the staff and pro bono attorneys, legal assistants and law students who work with low income clients.  Some of the current efforts are summarized here and may serve as a springboard for additional discussion and cooperation.


Training.  The Coalition coordinates training for its staff attorneys, volunteer attorneys, paralegals, and support staff.  Some staff beyond the Coalition programs participates.  The Coalition provides training on 15 to 20 topics each year, and focuses both on the substantive law and professional skills development.  Its efforts include a state-wide conference every two years, and community education materials.


Websites and Use of Technology.  The Coalition has developed LawHelpMn.org for clients, and ProJusticeMn.org for staff and volunteers.  The Coalition staff coordinate the material on the websites with help from other legal service providers.  Coalition staff are also developing more resources for clients, and making those available statewide.  For example, Coalition staff are developing a domestic violence internet pro se project.  When implemented, a domestic abuse advocate or survivor with internet access could complete and print out the forms necessary to seek an Order for Protection.  The Coalition is also partnering with the Hennepin County District Court to develop an interactive system (I-CAN) using webcam, video, and touch-screen kiosks to enable a client to complete a divorce petition in his or her own language and produce an English version for filing.


Advocacy.  The Legal Services Advocacy Project (LSAP) does policy research and develops positions to advocate on behalf of low-income people at the Legislature and other policy-making bodies.  The purpose is to identify how policy changes may benefit or harm low-income people.  LSAP also provides some community legal education around the state.  This function could be expanded to invite more ideas for policy advocacy and to speak for a broader range of legal service providers.  Participants in the discussion do not support a strict separation between policy and legal representation, because many good policy ideas come from those involved in direct client representation. 


The Coalition programs also coordinate grant writing and requests for state funding.  

The statewide planning body, and legal services providers, are encouraged to consider whether further cooperation and coordination could either reduce administrative or overhead costs or use existing resources to reach a broader range of clients.  Some possible areas for exploration are:  

1. Improve referrals by creating an accessible list of all providers’ service priorities and client eligibility criteria;

2. Coordinate technology planning and development so that appropriate information could be shared;

3. Coordinate client tracking information so that reasonable comparisons and compilations can be made;

4. Consider whether administrative services and human resources could be centralized for several organizations;

5. Investigate the possible benefits of a statewide intake and/or advice line, and possible coordination or links with social service providers;

6. Shared grant-writing assistance.

Minnesota has many good programs throughout the state that share the goal of providing legal services to low-income people.  Overall, the programs devote little time, energy or resources competing with each other for scarce resources.  Thus, there is the opportunity to build on a foundation of good will and shared purpose to increase cooperation and coordination.  This is a great strength that the statewide planning body should nurture and encourage.

� Include Client Needs Barriers Survey in Appendix (should be in Bridget’s materials, dated about 3/12/04)





