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Legal lifeline for
needy cut short

Guest column

When more people
than ever are losing
their jobs, their
homes and their
benefits, the need
for civil legal aid is
skyrocketing.

BY EDWARD W. MCINTYRE
KATHY B. WEINMAN
AND SUSAN L. JACOBS

he Damon family of
T Uxbridge thought
they had exhausted

all of their options in try-
ing to save their home.
Then they called legal aid.

Spe. Michael Damon,
his wife Lisa and their
two young children were
close to being evicted af-
ter the mortgage company
foreclosed on their home.
Damon had returned in-
jured after an 18-month
tour of duty in Iraq and
was unable to
work, just as
the couple’s
adjustable
rate mortgage
jumped to al-
most 11 per-
cent.

The Da-
mons were
unable to af-
ford the in-
flated pay-
ments, and the mortgage
company was unwilling to
negotiate. Then, their le-
gal aid attorney stepped
in and got the mortgage
company to dismiss the
eviction. Now, more than

© 2009 SUN CHRONICLE
All Rights Reserved.

a year later, the Damons
are working with their at-
torney to renegotiate the
terms of their loan, with
the goal of buying back
their home. Spc. Damon is
healthy again and prepar-
ing to leave for his second
tour of duty in Iraq.

The Damons’ sto-
ry ends well; most Mas-
sachusetts residents are
not so fortunate. Even in
strong economic times,
civil legal aid programs
routinely turn away al-
most half of eligible low-
income and elderly indi-
viduals seeking assistance
with civil legal problems
threatening their safety,
housing, health care and
employment. Today, calls
to some legal aid pro-
grams are up 30 percent.

Grants slashed

Unlike in criminal cas-
es, you do not have the
right to an attorney for a
civil legal problem — such
as tenant evictions due to
landlord foreclosure, de-
nial of health care bene-
fits and custody disputes
in cases of domestic vio-
lence.

Those whom legal aid
programs cannot help
must navigate the com-
plex court system alone.

The Massachusetts Le-
gal Assistance Corpora-
tion, the largest fund-
ing source for civil legal
aid in the commonwealth,
has slashed grants to lo-
cal legal aid programs by
40 percent, foreing them
to lay off attorneys and
paralegals, institute fur-
loughs and leave positions
unfilled. In Bristol Coun-
ty, South Coastal Counties
Legal Services is losing 22
percent of its budget.

These drastic cuts re-
sult from a 54 percent de-
crease this fiscal year
in the income MLAC re-
ceives from one of its two
funding sources, interest-
generating accounts set
up by attorneys to hold
short-term or modest cli-
ent funds. As a result of
the federal interest rate
drop and slow real estate
market, the revenue from
these accounts has plum-
meted.

This funding short-
fall is causing devastating
consequences for families
and communities in these
challenging times. MLAC
anticipates an additional

20,000 low-income individ-
uals and family members
will be without the legal
help they need this year.
And it now appears
that further cuts may be
on the horizon. MLAC al-
so relies on an appropria-
tion from the Legislature
for support, currently in
the amount of $11 million.
However, the governor has
recommended a 6.3 per-
cent reduction of MLAC
funding in the FY10 bud-
get. If
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the Leg- senting low-income indi-
islature viduals on a volunteer ba-
adopts sis, this service cannot re-
this re- place the need for public-
duction in  ly funded legal aid. Law
its bud- firms and corporate law
get,even  departments, tradition-
more al supporters of local le-
families  gal aid programs, are fac-
will be ing their own econom-
denied ic challenges. Other fund-
the legal  ing sources, such as local

help they need.

The irony is that any
reduction to the legislative
appropriation for legal aid
would be fiscally counter-
productive. Research has
shown that providing low-

foundations, are cutting
back their support as well.
In this bleak economy,
when more people than
ever are losing their jobs,
their homes and their ben-
efits, the need for civil le-

income individuals with gal aid is skyrocketing.
civil legal aid ultimately Maintaining level funding
saves the commonwealth for the MLAC appropria-

money by, for example,
keeping them out of ex-
pensive homeless shelters
and reducing their need
for state-funded social
services.

The advocacy efforts
of legal aid programs also
unlock federal funds. As
one example, in FY08 the
Legislature allocated $1.2
million to MLAC’s Dis-
ability Benefits Project,
which yielded $8.6 million
in new federal revenue for
the commonwealth.

While private attor-
neys donate innumerable
hours advising and repre-

tion in the state budget is
a critical investment for
the commonwealth in the
best of times. In the worst
of times, it is an essential
life-line for families like
the Damons who have no-
where else to turn.

EDWARD W. McINTYRE
is president of the
Massachusetts Bar
Association. Kathy B.
Weinman is president of
the Boston Bar Association,
and Susan L. Jacobs, who
practices in Attleboro, is
president of the Bristol
County Bar Association.
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