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was a shareholder with Felhaber Larson and 
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an Assistant Attorney General. 

Michael is a single father. He and his eight-
year-old daughter live in an apartment in 
north Minneapolis, and Michael’s job is 
to drive developmentally disabled children 
to school. His work hours dropped during 
spring break, leaving him unable to pay 
his April rent on time. Facing eviction, he 
called Mid-Minnesota Legal Aid (MMLA 
or Legal Aid).

By the time of the court hearing, Michael 
had the funds to pay the back rent but he 
couldn’t afford the court fees. The landlord 
refused to compromise. Legal Aid brought 
a motion to dismiss based on improper 
service. The court agreed that the service was 

defective and granted the motion to dismiss 
the eviction. Legal Aid then negotiated 
with the landlord to accept payment of the 
claimed rent. Legal Aid’s representation 
saw Michael and his daughter through the 
crisis, preserved their housing and stabilized 
a situation that could have turned into a 
cascade of financial and other problems.

What might be an annoying but solvable 
problem for some can be a true crisis for 
people with low incomes like Michael who 
do not have savings readily available for legal 
help or for an unplanned move. A sudden 
shift in housing can ripple to employment, 
health, and children’s education, quickly 
moving a family to unemployment or home-
lessness. The core function of Minnesota’s 
civil legal services network is to judiciously 
leverage scarce resources to help people like 
Michael remain independent, housed, and 
safe, with the opportunity to fully participate 
in the community.

The JusTice Gap

The Minnesota Constitution declares that 
every person has a right to a “remedy in 
the laws for all injuries or wrongs” and 
to “obtain justice freely and without 
purchase.”1 However, justice rarely comes 
free, especially when people are not aware 
of their rights or how to defend them.  
The law is often complex, and even simple 
civil legal situations require time, effort, 

and careful paperwork. There are many 
excellent attorneys in Minnesota; in fact, 
there’s one practicing attorney for every 
446 Minnesotans. But most attorneys 
charge fees for their work, and most of 
those fees are beyond the reach of someone 
in Michael’s position. In contrast, there is 
one civil legal services attorney for every 
4,453 eligible clients—for Minnesotans who 
have low incomes, have disabilities, or are 
elderly. These groups in our community are 
particularly vulnerable not only to financial 
scams and unscrupulous landlords, but 
also to misunderstanding the significance 
of clerical errors and complex paperwork.  
Also, their financial situation may make it 
impossible to miss a day of work, arrange 
child care, or travel to take care of the legal 
matter facing them, thus jeopardizing their 
access to justice and their ability to meet 
their basic human needs for safety, shelter, 
food, health care, and economic stability.

Here in Minnesota, approximately 600,000 
people live below the poverty line,2 with 
about 44 percent of those experiencing 
extreme poverty.3 Income eligibility for civil 
legal services is generally established at 125 
percent of the Federal Poverty Guidelines. 
This means a family of four will have a 
household income of less than $29,000 to 
qualify for many civil legal aid programs. 
During the Great Recession, the number 
of Minnesotans living in poverty grew 
substantially, which resulted in the number 
of Minnesotans qualifying for civil legal 
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aid increasing by 20.6 percent. In the same  
period, the financial resources for civil 
legal aid programs shrank dramatically, 
and available legal services decreased by 16 
percent. Legal Aid attorneys are only able 
to fully serve one in three eligible clients 
seeking help. This is “the justice gap”—the 
growing divide between the need of vulner-
able people for critical legal help in civil 
matters and the resources available to meet 
those needs. 

The MinnesoTa civil leGal 
services neTwork

When people with little or no income have 
critical legal needs involving safety, shelter, 
health, sustenance, and family matters, 
they turn to Minnesota’s civil legal services 
community. Minnesota has a long tradition 
of providing legal services to low-income 
residents. In 1909, the Legal Aid Bureau 
was founded in St. Paul, and the Legal Aid 
Society of Minneapolis opened its doors in 
1913. The modern network of statewide legal 
services non-profit organizations evolved 
from these beginnings.4 The network now 
includes regional programs providing 
comprehensive services in all 87 Minnesota 
counties, plus approximately two dozen 
targeted programs meeting specific popula-
tion or geographic needs. Together, the 
network gave advice and representation to 
more than 48,000 families and individuals 
in 2013 throughout the state, and changed 
many more lives through policy advocacy 
to achieve systems change, and through 
technological innovations to increase the 
availability of self-help tools for those the 
network can not directly assist.

Founded in 1981, the Minnesota Legal 
Services Coalition (the Coalition) consists 
of the regional programs covering the 
state: Anishinabe Legal Services, Central 
Minnesota Legal Services, Judicare of Anoka 
County, Legal Aid Service of Northeastern 
Minnesota, Legal Services of Northwest 
Minnesota, Inc., Mid-Minnesota Legal Aid, 
and Southern Minnesota Regional Legal 
Services, Inc. Together, these seven programs 
provide free legal representation and advice 
to people with low incomes or disabilities, 
and to seniors in every Minnesota county 

on a wide range of legal issues essential to 
meeting basic human needs. Their substan-
tive practices include many areas of law: 
housing, family, government benefits (food, 
health care, income supports), consumer, 
immigration, youth, elder, disability, and 
tax. There are local differences to meet local 
client needs, but the programs have common 
goals, eligibility criteria, and structures. They 
coordinate closely with each other to achieve 
statewide efficiency and effectiveness. In 
addition, the Coalition’s partnerships with 
the specialized legal services programs,5 
the court system, the state, district, and 
specialty bar associations are critical for the 
entire network to leverage scarce resources. 
The Coalition also founded and funds two 
programs that are housed in MMLA, but 
serve the state as a whole: the Legal Services 
Advocacy Project (Advocacy Project) and 
Legal Services State Support (State Support).

The Advocacy Project carries out one of 
legal services’ most cost-effective functions: 
policy advocacy at the legislature on laws 
affecting low-income Minnesotans statewide. 
It focuses on the basic needs of housing, 
economic stability, family safety, and health.  
It collaborates with other advocacy groups 
to achieve systemic change for legal aid 
clients. For example, earlier this year the 
Advocacy Project and its partners succeeded 
in obtaining legislation that significantly 
expands protections for victims of violence 
living in rental property. The new legislation 
(1) expands protections to include victims of 
sexual assault and stalking; (2) makes it easier 
for victims to end their leases if necessary 
for their safety; (3) prohibits eviction based 
solely on the fact that a renter was a victim 
of violence; and (4) expedites the eviction 
of perpetrators. 

This year, the Advocacy Project also suc-
ceeded in an effort it began six years ago—to 
make sure every child can have a nutritious 
lunch at school regardless of his or her par-
ent’s ability to pay. This effort began in 2008 
when the Advocacy Project, working with 
MAZON, A Jewish Response to Hunger, 
learned that Minnesota children sometimes 
had their lunches dumped in the garbage if 
their parents fell behind on the lunch bill.  
Advocacy to stop punitive practices began 
immediately, and it was bolstered in 2011 
by a statewide study conducted pro bono 

by several Twin Cities law firms.6 Legislative 
success remained elusive, but the Advocacy 
Project persisted and updated the statewide 
study in 2013. This second study lit up a 
firestorm, and resulted in the legislature 
expanding free lunch to 61,000 more low-
income children, and prohibiting practices 
that stigmatize students.  

State Support collaborates the statewide 
legal aid network with other justice system 
partners on innovations in technology to 
extend the network’s reach. Many years ago 
it launched the website www.lawhelpmn.org 
which has dozens of legal information fact 
sheets and do-it-yourself forms on housing, 
family law, government benefits, and many 
other legal issues critical to the legal aid 
client community. These fact sheets are all 
written for low-literacy readers, and many are 
translated into multiple languages. LawHelp 
averages almost 1,300 unique visits per day. 
One of its innovative features is a document 
assembly tool using a Turbo Tax-type model 
that walks users step-by-step through the 
process of creating legal documents. Over 
8,000 documents have been created with the 
tool since 2012. In the first quarter of 2014, 
users created 820 Harassment Restraining 
Orders alone.  

State Support’s training and support for 
pro bono attorneys is also increasingly 
using the internet as a tool. The website 
www.ProJusticeMN.org combines volunteer 
recruitment, training and other support, 
and features a law library with resources in 
each poverty law area. State Support provides 
more than 40 poverty law CLEs per year, and 
currently over half of these trainings are via 
webinar. State Support’s most recent website 
innovation, Minnesota Legal Advice Online, 
is a groundbreaking online pro bono op-
portunity. Potential clients submit questions 
online, and volunteer attorneys review and 
answer the questions at their convenience.  
Since the site opened on May 14, 2014, it has 
received 346 questions and 35 volunteer at-
torneys have signed up to answer them. This 
program offers attorneys an opportunity to 
provide invaluable assistance to low-income 
Minnesotans with limited time and no travel 
needed. We welcome new volunteers to join 
the team of approved attorneys.

The statewide network organizations, 
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like non-profits everywhere, seek fund-
ing from as many sources as possible. 
About one-third of the network’s funding 
comes from an appropriation by the 
Minnesota Legislature to the Minnesota 
Supreme Court. These funds (about $12 
million for 2014) are then distributed as 
grants to network programs through the 
Supreme Court’s Legal Services Advisory 
Committee (LSAC). LSAC’s grants also 
include distribution of certain funds that 
come into the Supreme Court for legal 
services from Interest on Lawyers Trust 
Accounts (IOLTA) and attorney registra-
tion fees. IOLTA funds used to contribute 
about $3 million a year to the network, 
but have declined to less than $400,000 
for 2014, due to decreased interest rates 
and overall law firm revenues, and an 
increase is not anticipated anytime soon.7 
Additional government sources comprise 
about another third of the network’s 
funding. These sources include a wide 
variety of federal, state, and local grants 
ranging from the federal Legal Services 
Corporation for comprehensive services 
by some of the regional programs, to much 
more targeted grants from agencies such 
as the Department of Housing & Urban 
Development, the Department of Justice, 
Area Agencies on Aging, and others. 
The rest of the network’s funding comes 
from a combination of multiple private 
foundations, the United Way, law firms, 
corporations, and individuals.

The support of Minnesota’s private bar has 
always been critical to the network’s efforts 
both in terms of financial contributions 
and pro bono work. Donations from law 
firms, corporate legal departments, and 
individual lawyers consistently provide at 
least 10 percent of the network’s funding. 
The additional generosity of Minnesota’s 
private attorneys in volunteering allows the 
network to leverage its work in a way that 
would otherwise be impossible. Of the more 
than 48,000 clients served by the network 
in 2013, almost one-third were served by 
private attorneys working pro bono or as 
judicare attorneys with network programs.8 
This additional service through advice 
clinics, referral panels, special projects, and 
other efforts make a real difference in the 
lives of people who would not otherwise 
have access to a lawyer.

servinG clienTs in hennepin 
counTy

MMLA and Central Minnesota Legal 
Services (CMLS) are the two regional pro-
grams providing comprehensive legal help 
to clients in 20 central Minnesota counties, 
including Hennepin County. While having 
two comprehensive programs in this region 
may seem redundant, it actually maximizes 
the financial resources available. MMLA 
does not receive federal Legal Services 
Corporation (LSC) funding (CMLS receives 
the LSC funds for the central region) so it 
can do the class actions and policy advocacy 
prohibited for LSC-supported programs. 
Across the country, several “twin” programs 
like MMLA and CMLS exist, maximizing 
resources and flexibility in addressing client 
needs. MMLA and CMLS are separate 
organizations, but they are seamless for 
clients because they have shared intake, 
coordinated priorities for case selection, 
and they co-locate in Minneapolis, St. 
Cloud, and Willmar. In addition to provid-
ing a full range of “poverty law” services, 
MMLA includes the Minnesota Disability 
Law Center, the designated Protection & 
Advocacy program for Minnesota, which 
represents and advises people statewide on 
legal issues related to their disabilities. The 
Center also engages in policy advocacy on 
disability issues and extensive community 
education.  

As with the statewide network, so also 
in Hennepin County, the  private bar’s 
partnership and support is key to extending 
the reach of legal help to those in need. Law 
firms, corporate legal departments, and 
individual lawyers all contribute generously 
to The Fund for Legal Aid, which translates 
directly into MMLA’s ability to serve 
more clients. The Hennepin County Bar 
Association has co-sponsored The Fund’s 
annual Law Day Dinner since 1984. The 
bar also gives selflessly of its time through 
pro bono work. MMLA, CMLS, and 
Volunteer Lawyers Network (VLN) work 
closely together on volunteer programs that 
maximize service to the many clients needing 
help. MMLA’s long-standing Housing Court 
Project is an example. 

MMLA founded the project about 15 years 

ago with the help of a Hennepin County 
grant that enabled a housing attorney to 
work part-time on site at the Hennepin 
County Housing Court to help people facing 
an immediate eviction hearing. VLN joined 
MMLA as a partner early on, recruiting 
volunteer attorneys to work side-by-side 
with the MMLA attorney at the court. 
MMLA provides training and consultation, 
and the presence of volunteers made it 
possible to serve more clients. In 2013, the 
project extended its hours of availability even 
further, and served 2,509 clients—1,333 by 
the MMLA attorneys and 1,176 by the VLN 
volunteers.

With the recent addition of a Pro Bono 
Coordinator position in Minneapolis, Legal 
Aid has begun to cultivate new private bar 
relationships in a concerted effort to expand 
the number and type of pro bono cases 
placed for full representation in areas of 
unmet critical need. In the first six months 
of 2014, 25 local attorneys devoted over 
300 hours to provide full representation 
to people who otherwise would not have 
received this help. Full representation with 
training, guidance, and support gives pro 
bono attorneys a chance to develop relation-
ships with the clients while learning a new 
area of law. Legal Aid hopes to encourage 
more attorneys to use their skills, sometimes 
even stepping outside of their comfort zone, 
to represent someone with no other legal 
recourse. Collaboration of civil legal services 
with the private legal sector in as many ways 
as possible is absolutely crucial to narrowing 
the justice gap.

The iMpacT of civil leGal 
services

The free representation and advice provided 
by civil legal services and pro bono attorneys 
literally changes lives. All of the more than 
10,000 cases Legal Aid closes each year 
involve real people with real problems.  
Legal Aid’s clients are truly the heart and 
soul behind the legal arguments, the policy 
changes, the technological innovations, the 
fundraising, and the networking within and 
beyond the legal community.

For example, Betsy was born in China and 
abandoned in a train station. At age four, 
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she was adopted by a single mother and came 
to Minnesota. Her adoptive mother was 
abusive and at the age of 16, Betsy’s grades 
were dropping and her options narrowing.  
She began staying at friends’ houses. The 
county filed a Child in Need of Protection 
or Services petition, and a Legal Aid attorney 
represented Betsy in juvenile court. The 
adoptive mother’s rights were terminated, 
and Betsy was placed with a cousin who 
provided a stable foster home. Betsy finished 
high school and went on to college.

That seemed to be the positive ending 
to the story, but when Betsy wanted to 
study abroad her junior year, her adoptive 
mother wouldn’t produce any of her legal 
documents. Initially, Betsy was not too wor-
ried. She thought it was a simple matter of 
applying for proof of citizenship. But she was 
told that she was not a U.S. citizen because 
her mother had never filed the required 
paperwork. Betsy came back to Legal Aid, 
and this time was helped by an immigration 
attorney on staff who successfully argued 
that Betsy had derived citizenship by law 
through her former adoptive mother. Betsy 

finally received a certificate of citizenship.   
When she looks back to the day when she 
first walked into Legal Aid’s office, she sees 
herself with no home, no hope, and no 
future. “Thanks to Legal Aid,” said Betsy, “I 
got out of that mess, finished high school, 
and now have a college degree and can travel 
anywhere as a U.S. citizen.”

Like Betsy, many clients have more than one 
legal problem. They come with an immediate 
and pressing crisis and aren’t even able to 
think about other looming difficulties. Legal 
Aid investigates thoroughly with an eye on 
getting the client to solid footing so he or 
she can move ahead with work or education, 
and live independently.

Civil legal services programs also change 
systems. A few courageous individuals, work-
ing with a legal services attorney, can shed 
light on an entire system needing reform.  
The Legal Services Advocacy Project’s work 
achieving policy changes in the Minnesota 
Legislature offers one example of identifying 
a pattern of problems affecting vulnerable 
people—like children from low-income fami-

lies who need a good lunch—and levelling the 
playing field statewide. Legal Aid also has a 
history of class action successes ranging from 
desegregation of the City of Minneapolis 
Fire Department in the 1970s to holding 
the “Rent to Own” industry accountable 
in the 1990s, to restoring more than $50 
million in essential benefits for people with 
developmental disabilities more recently.

However, legal aid organizations work hard 
to develop solutions before the point of 
crisis, sidestepping litigation and saving 
time, money, and grief for clients and the 
courts. For example, a public housing 
authority recently sent notices to households 
it decided were renting apartments that were 
too big, even though rent was less than al-
lowable limits. Some tenants with disabilities 
needed the extra room to deal with their 
impairments. Others with children found 
more space made life less stressed and 
hectic. Federal law specifically allowed all 
these tenants to rent these affordable larger 
units. Legal Aid intervened, challenging the 
notices and educated the housing authority 
on the need for a reasonable accommoda-
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tion. The public housing authority agreed 
to rescind the notices. The individual clients 
didn’t have to disrupt their lives, move from 
their homes, and search for new housing.  
Court involvement was not required. Legal 
Aid’s expertise with the intricacies of public 
housing law, and long-time experience hold-
ing the public housing authority accountable 
made this result possible in less than 30 
hours of attorney time. 

Another example of a systems and life-
changing initiative is the Stearns County 
Domestic Violence Court Project, a unique 
collaboration started by Stearns County 
Attorney Janelle Kendall in partnership 
with Legal Aid’s St. Cloud office, the local 
court, and local law enforcement, probation 
officers, the public defender, and Anna 
Marie’s Shelter. This award-winning project9 
keeps victims of domestic violence and their 
children safe by with holistic and tailored 
services. A significantly increased number 
of victims have successfully separated from 
their abusers because they have the support 
of comprehensive legal representation to do 
so. The project also holds accountable repeat 
felony-level domestic offenders—some of the 
most dangerous offenders who are a drain 
on justice system resources and a serious 
public safety threat. In the first three full 
years of the project’s operation, only five 
new domestic assaults were committed by 
the 136 offenders in the program. Prior to 
the project, defendants of this type averaged 
three felony arrests apiece per year, which 
would have been over 400 arrests in the 
same time period.  

why Does This MaTTer?

Justice is important to lawyers: it’s why 
most of us were attracted to law as a career.  
Most lawyers, and the general public as well, 
believe justice should belong to everyone, 
not just to those who can afford to hire a 
private attorney.

But access to justice is critical beyond its 
appeal as an ideal. Enforcement of civil 
legal rights is often the only way for a family 
or an individual to step onto the pathway 
out of poverty. Having a robust civil legal 
services infrastructure, with the capacity to 
provide comprehensive legal representation 

and achieve systemic change, enables many 
of the most vulnerable Minnesotans to 
meet the basic human needs for safety, 
shelter, food, health care, income, and 
independence. Like their public defender 
colleagues in the criminal justice arena, 
legal services lawyers give their clients a 
voice in systems that otherwise would not 
hear or see them.  

David, a former Legal Aid client, is a good 
example. He was living on $203 a month in 
General Assistance. In the past, he’d had a 
tree trimming and landscaping business. He 
loved the work, and it supported him, but 
he had to stop due to physical disabilities 
resulting from the work. This made him 
very depressed. He applied for disability 
benefits and was rejected. David came to 
MMLA, and with the help of a lawyer, 
David won after a hearing. By the time 
the judge’s decision came out, David had 
waited over two years for benefits. As a 
result, he received $15,000 in back benefits, 
and is now getting a check for $721 every 
month. He wrote to MMLA, “The lawyer 
saved me. Getting that monthly check is like 
an angel has come to my home.”

This is civil legal services helping real people, 
whose unresolved problems have real—and 
sometimes dire—consequences for them.  
Often, as with David, the only meaningful 
solution is a legal one. The help of an 
attorney makes all the difference. Solving 
each person’s problem, using the unique 
tools and knowledge lawyers have, alleviates 
suffering. This makes our entire community 
a better place to live.

U. S. Supreme Court Justice Lewis Powell 
once said: 

“Equal justice under law is not 
merely a caption on the facade of 
the Supreme Court building, it is 
perhaps the most inspiring ideal of 
our society. It is one of the ends for 
which our entire legal system exists...
it is fundamental that justice should 
be the same, in substance and avail-
ability, without regard to economic 
status.”10

I believe we can achieve this ideal by working 
together towards justice for all. 
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Foundation to feature in Beyond the Bottom Line (2013); 
Selected presenter for BWJP National Conference on Ac-
countability with Domestic Violence Offenders (2014). 
10 Lewis Powell, prior to his tenure on the Supreme Court, 
speaking in his capacity as the president of the American 
Bar Association, as quoted in Michael A. Mogill, Professing 
Pro Bono: To Walk the Talk, 15 Notre Dame J.L. Ethics & 
Pub. Pol’y 5, 7 (2001).


