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Introduction
A legal desert is a socio-geographic area where access to legal services is severely limited or nonexistent, often due to a scarcity of attorneys or legal aid resources.  The American Bar Association defines a legal desert as a county with fewer than one lawyer per 1000 people—significantly below the national average of four lawyers per 1000 residents.  In Vermont, a rural state, this phenomenon poses significant barriers to justice, particularly for low-income individuals, seniors, and other vulnerable populations. 
The root causes of legal deserts in Vermont are multifaceted.  Contributing factors include rural communities, limited financial incentives for attorneys to practice in underserved areas, inadequate public transportation, and the centralization of courts and legal services in urban centers.  Additionally, challenges in recruiting and retaining legal professionals in rural areas exacerbate the issue, creating systemic inequities in access to justice.​
Recent assessments underscore the severity of the issue.  The 2024 Vermont Statewide Legal Needs Assessment revealed a substantial increase in unmet civil legal needs over the past five years, with housing-related issues, such as evictions, reaching crisis levels.  Furthermore, Vermont Legal Aid has identified Southern Vermont and the Northeast Kingdom as regions with acute shortages of legal services. 
This report aims to examine the current landscape of legal deserts in Vermont.  It will highlight existing programs and initiatives that seek to bridge the justice gap, assess where the greatest areas of need persist, and offer recommendations for strategic, sustainable solutions.  By identifying both successful models and ongoing challenges, the goal is to inform policy and community-based efforts to ensure that all Vermonters—regardless of where they live—can access the legal support they need.

Vermont Legal Trends[footnoteRef:2] [2:   See Appendix for referenced reports.] 

Vermont is facing significant and growing challenges related to access to justice, with an increasing number of residents unable to meet their legal needs. 
The Vermont Bar Association Workforce Development Committee issued a report in October 2021 communicating findings of the working group that was created to propose recommendations to recruit and retain lawyers in Vermont, particularly in underserved rural communities.
Legal Services Vermont, in partnership with Vermont Legal Aid, published a Statewide Legal Needs Assessment in December 2024 that reveals systemic gaps and rising demand for assistance across various legal areas.
1. Rising Demand for Legal Help
The need for legal assistance has sharply increased compared to five years ago.  Although the COVID-19 pandemic catalyzed a surge in requests, the heightened demand has remained steady, reflecting a sustained strain on the system.
2. Eviction Crisis
Eviction remains the most urgent legal issue for low-income Vermonters.  The crisis has escalated, with some metrics indicating a nearly 45% increase in eviction-related cases—making this area an acute point of legal vulnerability.
3. Healthcare and Insurance Navigation
Navigating the healthcare system and retaining insurance coverage continues to be a consistent and high-demand area for legal services, highlighting ongoing complexity and systemic gaps in healthcare access.
4. Unmet Needs in Family Law
Family law remains a persistently underserved legal domain.  The current system does not offer sufficient support, leaving many without the representation or guidance needed in critical personal matters.
5. Call for More Accessible and In-Person Legal Services
Vermonters, particularly those in rural and marginalized communities, emphasize the need for more accessible, embedded legal assistance.  In-person help, culturally competent advocates, and services tailored to local contexts are seen as essential improvements.
6. Prevalence of Pro Se Litigants
A high rate of individuals navigating the legal system without representation—especially in areas like eviction and consumer debt—underscores the severe resource gaps impacting low-income residents.
7. Community-Driven Solutions
Insights from Community Listening Meetings suggest the need for:
· Greater public awareness of available legal services.
· Local legal information sessions and community resource centers.
· Mobile legal aid solutions (e.g., justice buses, pop-up clinics).
· Trained Community Navigators with cultural competence and trust within the community.
8. An Aging Vermont Bar and Lack of Attorneys Choosing to Practice in Vermont
The VBA Workforce Development Committee identified two primary factors for attorneys leaving Vermont and practicing law elsewhere were job opportunities and higher compensation available outside Vermont.  Fewer than 10% of Vermont Law School students are from Vermont and fewer than 10% of Vermont Law School graduates remain in Vermont.  Additionally, the Vermont Bar is aging, with at least fifty percent of attorneys aged 56 or older, and as many lawyers over 80 as there are lawyers under the age of 30.
9. Need for Expanded Resources
While re-aligning case priorities may offer some relief, stakeholders agree that only a substantial expansion of resources will meaningfully address Vermont’s widespread and persistent legal needs.

Overview of Recommendations
1. Amend Admission Rules to Allow for Provisional Licenses in Limited Circumstances
2. Continue Supporting Law Office Study Program
3. Support Expansion of VLGS/VBA Incubator Program
4. Support Rural Legal Clinics and Outreach Programs
5. Develop Targeted Outreach for Vulnerable Populations
6. Implement Rural Attorney Incentive Programs

Recommendations
1. Amend Admission Rules to Allow for Provisional Licenses in Limited Circumstances
Attorneys seeking to move to Vermont from other states face a waiting period during which an extensive Character and Fitness application is processed.  This occurs for all attorneys, most of whom are in good standing and have practiced for years in other states.  However, despite their good standing and experience, they must wait months, sometimes in excess of six months, before they can fully practice law in Vermont.
Vermont can address this issue by creating a category of admission that offers attorneys moving to Vermont, who are in good standing in other jurisdictions, a “provisional license” to work with a Vermont-based legal organization pending completion of the full character and fitness application review. 
Attracting lateral transfers to the State is an important source of new and experienced attorneys that can help fill the gap caused by the retirement of seasoned lawyers and grow the stock of lawyers available to serve Vermont communities.

How other states are addressing this:
Rhode Island – “Temporary Practice Pending Attorney Admission”
· Article II, Rule 2(f) of RI Rules of Admission
Ohio – Practice Pending Admission
· Gov. Bar R. I, Sec. 19(A)
Colorado – Practice Pending Admission              
· Rule 205.6
Tennessee – Practice Pending Admission
· Rule 7, Sec. 10.07
Utah – Practice Pending Admission
· Rule 14-809

2. Continue Supporting Law Office Study Program
Attorneys that pursue legal study by attending law school often are burdened with large amounts of student loan debt.  This then influences attorney decisions about where to practice, what practice areas to work in, and other career choices. Vermont’s Law Office Study (LOS) program is one of the most established alternative legal preparation programs in the country.  
Individuals hoping to pursue legal education must find a supervising attorney and must develop a course of study that will prepare them to take and pass the Bar Exam.  The Judiciary can pursue multiple strategies to reduce barriers to LOS participation related to identifying supervising attorneys and developing an appropriate course of study.  The Supreme Court, in coordination with the Vermont Bar Association, can develop incentives, such as CLE credits, for practicing attorneys to serve as supervising attorneys to LOS participants.  This can be modeled after the mentorship program but with a particular focus on the Law Office Study Program.  Additionally, the VBA and Vermont legal institutions can promote LOS participation by employees of community-based legal organizations, which can result in a greater number of attorneys who are connected to, and have affinity with, underserved communities. 

How Vermont is addressing this:
Vermont Judiciary – Forms and Resources for LOS Participants
	The Vermont Bar Association offers a program of CLE courses focused on the basics of law, designed specifically for LOS participants: “The Brown Bag Law Study Program.”  The NCBE offers study aids (many at no cost) for the Uniform Bar Examination and the Multistate Professional Responsibility Exam.  The Office of Attorney Licensing administers an email forum for past and present participants in the LOS Program to share thoughts and questions about the Program.

How other states are addressing this:
Virginia – Law Reader Program
· The Supervising Attorney plays a critical role, including preparing, administering, and grading a written examination at the conclusion of each course.  The “law reader,” accompanied by their Supervising Attorney, must also appear before the Board of Bar Examiners annually.
· The Supervising Attorney must submit certificates stating the number of hours the reader studied each week
Washington – Law Clerk Program
· A four-year program designed to provide educational and practical experience through a combination of work and study with an experienced lawyer or judge
· Requires a regular paid full-time employment in Washington with a lawyer or judge with at least 10 years active experience.  This attorney will serve as the applicant’s primary tutor
· The Washington State Bar Association affirmed that the program “offers an increased opportunity for non-traditional law school students, working parents, and other members of the public that are interested in becoming an attorney to serve the public”
· The Law Clerk Program can have a significant impact on underserved rural parts of Washington State by allowing “a solo practitioner in a rural area who is thinking of retiring in a few years to take on a law clerk, teach them the law, and then ultimately transition the law practice to them when they become licensed to practice law.”  See Daniel D. Clark, President’s Corner – The Law Clerk Program (April 2023)

3. Support Expansion of VLGS/VBA Incubator Program
The Vermont Bar Association and Vermont Law and Graduate School have partnered on a Lawyer Incubator Program to help new and new-to-Vermont lawyers establish law practices in underserved areas and for underserved populations of our state.  The Incubator provides full mentorship and support, access to cases and clients, and a group of colleagues with whom to share ideas, legal strategies and experiences.  The Program is designed to help develop each new lawyer’s practice skills through assignment of low bono cases, CLE trainings and mentorship opportunities.  
The expectation of Incubator participants is that each lawyer will set up a functioning solo law office in an underserved area of Vermont or covering an underserved legal need.  Two to four candidates are selected to participate in the eighteen-month program.  The incoming group overlaps with the preceding class.  The Program has been successful in launching the solo practices of attorneys in underserved areas.  Some graduates of the Program continue to operate solo practices in underserved areas of Vermont, including Manchester, Bethel, and Rutland. 
The Program is currently limited in its impact due to available funding and the capacity of the VBA and Vermont Law and Graduate School to provide mentorship.    

How Vermont is addressing this:
Vermont Law and Graduate School and Vermont Bar Association
· Lawyer Incubator Program 
· The Lawyer Incubator Program supports new lawyers who want to pursue solo or small firm practice in Vermont and in the process help provide legal services in underserved populations and geographic areas of the state.  The program helps new lawyers by building their competence and confidence through trainings and mentorship.

How other states are addressing this:
New York – City University of New York School of Law
· Toolbox for Solo & Small Firm Practice
· Provides information and resources in Business & Professional Guidance, Professional Choices, Professional Narratives
See also:
· P. Salkin, et al., Law School Based Incubators and Access to Justice – Perspectives from Deans, 1 J. of Experiential Learning 202 (2015).
· American Bar Association, Legal Incubators
· ABA Standing Committee on Delivery of Legal Services, Legal Incubator Lawyers’ Survey (Apr. 2021)


4. Expand Support for Rural Legal Clinics and Outreach Programs
One of the most immediate ways to address legal deserts is through the expansion of mobile or pop-up legal clinics.  These clinics can provide direct, face-to-face legal services in areas where permanent offices may not be viable.  Such clinics can reduce travel and technology barriers, especially for older residents or those without internet access, while building trust within rural communities.
Implementation strategies could include:
· Partnering with local libraries, community centers, or municipal buildings to host monthly or quarterly legal clinics.  
· Coordinating with Legal Clinics at Vermont Law and Graduate School to engage students in supervised pro bono work in rural areas.
· Creating specialized clinics for issues identified in the Vermont Legal Needs Assessment—especially housing, domestic violence, and elder law.

How Vermont is addressing this:
Vermont Judiciary
· Access and Resource Center - https://www.vermontjudiciary.org/self-help/ARC
· Self-help resources
Vermont Law and Graduate School – South Royalton, VT
· South Royalton Legal Clinic - https://www.vermontlaw.edu/academics/clinics-and-externships/south-royalton-legal-clinic 
· Legal Food Hub, Center for Agriculture and Food Systems + Conservation Law Foundation - https://www.legalfoodhub.org/
· Community Legal Information Center (CLIC) - https://library.vermontlaw.edu/clic/
· Provides access to legal research tools for people representing themselves in court or working on personal legal matters.
Community Restorative Justice Center – St. Johnsbury, VT
· Free Legal Clinic - https://www.communityrjc.org/legal-program
Have Justice Will Travel - https://www.havejusticewilltravel.org/
· Have Justice Will Travel is “an innovative, mobile, multi-service program that assists victims of domestic abuse through the legal process”
· Newsletter that publishes stories that communicates the work of the organization to the community and helps others to “understand our clientele”

How other states are addressing this: 
Maine – University of Maine School of Law, Rural Practice Clinic
· In 2023, Maine Law launched its Rural Practice Clinic as a pilot project, placing Maine Law students in an historically underserved rural region.  Under the supervision of a licensed Maine lawyer, the students provide free legal services to residents of the region.
South Carolina
· University of South Carolina - Palmetto LEADER
· A “mobile” law office where law students assist pro bono attorneys providing free legal services to rural and underserved communities.
· The mobile bus visits locations based on factors such as poverty data and access to legal services.  The custom-built bus includes two private offices, a waiting area, and the technology to allow for volunteer lawyers assisted by law students to provide on-site delivery of services such as drafting wills, reviewing legal documents, and providing legal counsel to those who are otherwise unable to afford legal help.
· “LEADER” is an acronym for “legal advocacy and education resources” and also references an African American newspaper that covered news in a South Carolinan county during the first half of the twentieth century and which was an early champion of “equal justice under the law.”
· Funded by a charitable donation from the Konduros Fisherman Fund.
Colorado
· Virtual Pro Se Clinics
· The Colorado Lawyers Committee partnered with the Access to Justice Commission and the Colorado Judicial Branch to create the clinic, delivering free monthly virtual legal clinics at public libraries
· Volunteer attorneys spend 15-20 minutes meeting virtually with clinic patrons to answer questions and explain court procedures and processes.  Participating lawyers receive CLE credits for their time.
Georgia 
· Georgia Legal Services Program
· Operates 10 regional offices that offer free legal services to Georgians with low incomes who reside outside metro Atlanta
· Specialize in areas of family law, housing, access to public benefits, eviction prevention, farmworkers rights, and access to education.
New Mexico
· “Justice stations” 
· Justice stations in at least two counties, with more to open at public libraries, allow individuals to travel less distance to reach access to remotely attend hearings.  Each station consists of a computer that is set up to allow people to appear remotely for a hearing with minimal training or technological expertise.


5. Develop Targeted Outreach for Vulnerable Populations
Marginalized groups in rural areas often face compounding barriers to legal access due to language, disability, literacy, or isolation.  Tailored outreach ensures that legal services reach those most in need, regardless of language, mobility, or socioeconomic status.
Vermont can address this through:
· Bilingual outreach materials and interpreters, particularly in regions with growing immigrant or refugee populations.
· Accessibility improvements, such as transportation vouchers or mobile intake teams for home visits.
· Partnerships with local service providers (e.g., libraries, food banks, healthcare clinics, churches) to offer “legal check-ups” as part of holistic community services.

How Vermont is addressing this:
Vermont Judiciary
· Language Access Plan
· “It is the policy of the Judiciary to provide meaningful language access for all individuals who are Limited English Proficient (LEP) to ensure that all persons have due process and equal access to all court proceedings, court services, and court-manage functions.”
· Working to create a certification system for language services providers who work with the Judiciary 
Vermont Bar Association
· “Serve the Community”
· Pro Bono opportunities; has ideas about “some ways you can build pro bono into a busy practice”
· Modest Means Program
· A reduced-fee attorney panel designed to make legal services accessible to lower and moderate-income people who make too much to qualify for free legal help, but still can’t afford full attorney’s fees
· Low Bono projects
· Grant-funded programs which pay lawyers a reduced fee to represent disadvantaged clients
Vermont Asylum Assistance Project - https://www.vaapvt.org/
· Direct representation: Represent “unaccompanied children” in removal proceedings; represent Afghans to regularize their status and defend against removal; provide limited assistance to individuals to file their initial humanitarian immigration applications; and advise unrepresented humanitarian status immigration applicants on how to help themselves.
· Education: Help Vermont immigrants and community members access reliable legal information self-help resources.
· Technical assistance: Advise attorneys and advocates who offer free humanitarian immigration legal services.
· Coordination: Connect service providers, policymakers, status-seekers, and pro bono legal workers across Vermont.
· Advocacy: Advocate across all branches of government for policies at the local, state, and national levels that protect and promote immigrants’ rights.

6. Implement Rural Attorney Incentive Programs
To address the uneven distribution of legal professionals, Vermont can establish targeted incentive programs to encourage attorneys to practice in underserved rural areas.  Incentive programs would make rural practice more financially sustainable, particularly for new graduates, while increasing legal capacity where it's needed most.
Components might include:
· Student loan repayment assistance for attorneys who commit to practicing in rural counties for a defined period (e.g., 3–5 years).
· Stipends or relocation bonuses for setting up practices in areas with few or no attorneys.

How other states are addressing this:
Nebraska
· Rural Practice Initiative
· The Nebraska State Bar Association established the Rural Practice Initiative in 2013.  The program connects rural legal employers with law students and lawyers looking for employment opportunities in rural areas of the state.
· Rural Law Opportunities Program
· Students receive scholarships to fund their undergraduate education and will begin to develop their relationship with the University of Nebraska College of Law as early as their freshman year in college.
· Rural Practice Loan Repayment Assistance
· The program offers student loan repayment assistance.  A participant must be either: 1) a full-time salaried attorney working for a tax-exempt charitable nonprofit organization in Nebraska whose primary duties are public legal service or 2) a full-time attorney primarily serving in a designated legal profession shortage area (currently defined as a rural area located within any county in Nebraska having a population of less than 15,000 inhabitants).
Illinois
· Illinois State Bar Association’s Rural Practice Fellowship Program
· Program seeks to connect rural and small town law firms looking for law clerks and associates with law students and attorneys interested in practicing law in rural communities in Illinois.
South Dakota
· Rural Attorney Recruitment Program
· Places attorneys in small communities and rural areas of SD
· Financial incentive (House Bill 1096)
· Collaboration between state government, city/county government, and the State Bar
· Streamlined pathway for public interest
Ohio
· Ohio Rural Practice Incentive Program
· State-funded initiative administered by the Ohio Dep. of Higher Education 
· Lawyers who commit to a minimum of three years (up to five years) in an underserved community can receive up to $10,000 per year toward student loan repayment
New Mexico: 
· Rural Clerkship Program
· The New Mexico Judiciary’s Rural Justice Initiative Clerkship Program is a 2-year program designed for law school graduates to gain valuable experience working in rural communities under the guidance of state judicial district Chief Judges.
· The Rural Clerkship Program fosters deep community connections for new lawyers and encourages practicing law in areas of New Mexico that have few attorneys to meet the legal needs of local residents.
Kansas
· Rural Justice Initiative Committee
· Kansas faces a lack of attorneys in rural areas.  Although more than half the population resides in rural Kansas, only about 20% of Kansas attorneys working in the state practice there.  Those who do practice in rural Kansas are typically older and closer to retirement: the median age of rural Kansas attorneys is 55 years, compared to 51 years for urban attorneys.
· Committee recommendations include: 1) creating tuition-reimbursement incentives to encourage prospective attorneys to attend law school; 2) establishing a student loan repayment program for attorneys living and practicing in rural Kansas; 3) supporting the development of a professional organization for rural attorneys; 4) supporting opportunities for outreach in rural Kansas communities during law school.
Arizona
· Legal Access Fellowship
· Provides stipends to students from Arizona law schools who commit to serving in rural and underserved areas where access to legal representation is critically limited.
· “The fellowship will open doors for students to do meaningful, hands-on work where it’s needed most.”  Jason Kreag, Interim Dean of University of Arizona Law. 

Highlighting Success Stories in Vermont
VLGS/VBA Incubator Program
The Legal Incubator Program, a collaboration between the Vermont Law and Graduate School (VLGS) and the Vermont Bar Association (VBA), is more than just a support system for new lawyers—it’s a powerful vehicle for advancing access to justice across Vermont.
Launched with a dual mission, the program is designed to both empower newly admitted or Vermont-based attorneys in building sustainable solo practices, and to strategically address the legal deserts that exist throughout the state—areas where residents face significant barriers to legal representation due to geography, income, or limited provider availability.
Structured as an 18-month commitment, the incubator invites a small, dedicated cohort of 2–4 attorneys to participate. These lawyers aren’t just developing law practices; they’re embedding themselves within communities that need them most. Whether it’s a rural county with no full-time attorneys or a town where residents routinely forgo legal counsel due to cost, the program positions its participants to fill those gaps.
Applicants must already be licensed to practice in Vermont and come prepared to launch their own practice in an underserved area or in a field of high unmet legal need. They’re required to draft a business plan, obtain professional liability insurance, and, crucially, commit to handling a minimum of four pro bono and four low bono (reduced-fee) cases during their tenure. These requirements ensure that residents who might otherwise be left behind by the legal system are able to access competent, compassionate representation.
In return, the incubator offers a $2,000 stipend to help with start-up costs, free VBA membership (including access to events and MCLE training), the ability to audit VLGS courses, and full access to the school’s law library. Weekly virtual meetings foster collaboration, mentorship, and case guidance, creating a supportive environment for professional growth.
Mentorship from VLGS faculty, VBA staff, and incubator alumni helps participants navigate both the business and ethical challenges of solo practice, while staying rooted in the program’s central aim: using the law to serve the public good.
At its core, the Legal Incubator Program embodies a commitment to justice, equity, and community service. It represents an investment in the future of Vermont’s legal landscape—one where all residents, regardless of location or income, have meaningful access to legal representation.

Legal Aid Poverty Law Fellowship
Access to justice is a cornerstone of a fair and equitable legal system, yet for many low-income individuals and marginalized communities, this access remains elusive. In Vermont, the Vermont Bar Foundation and Vermont Legal Aid have long worked to close this gap. One of their most impactful collaborative efforts is the Poverty Law Fellowship, a program that not only delivers crucial legal services to underserved populations but also cultivates a new generation of public interest attorneys committed to systemic change.
Launched by the Vermont Bar Foundation in partnership with Vermont Legal Aid, the Poverty Law Fellowship places recent law school graduates in full-time positions at Vermont Legal Aid. The Fellowship typically spans two years and provides new attorneys with a structured yet dynamic environment to build their skills while making a real difference in the lives of vulnerable Vermonters.
Fellows engage in direct client representation and work on issues such as:
· Preventing wrongful evictions and foreclosures
· Ensuring access to vital public benefits like Medicaid and SNAP
· Advocating for disability rights and access to healthcare
· Addressing domestic violence and securing protective orders
· Navigating complex family law disputes involving custody or child support
In addition to individual advocacy, Fellows often contribute to larger policy and outreach efforts, helping shape more equitable laws and systems. Their work is supervised and supported by seasoned VLA attorneys, ensuring both high-quality legal service for clients and robust mentorship for the Fellows.




Additional Resources
· Vermont House Judiciary Committee – Access to Justice Initiatives: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Wbf7EY1xE8
· Hannah King, The Growing Justice Gap in Vermont, VT Digger (March 11, 2025), https://vtdigger.org/2025/03/11/hannah-king-the-growing-justice-gap-in-vermont/ 
· Teri Corsones, Securing Access to Justice for all Vermonters, VT Digger (Nov. 6, 2019), https://vtdigger.org/2019/11/06/teri-corsones-securing-access-to-justice-for-all-vermonters/ 
· Mark Palmer, The Disappearing Rural Lawyer, 2civility.org (Aug. 27, 2019), https://www.2civility.org/the-disappearing-rural-lawyer/
· Legal Services Corporation, The Justice Gap: Measuring the Unmet Civil Legal Needs of Low-Income Americans (Jun. 2017), https://www.lsc.gov/sites/default/files/images/TheJusticeGap-FullReport.pdf
· April Simpson, Wanted: Lawyers for Rural America, Pew (June 26, 2019), https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2019/06/26/wanted-lawyers-for-rural-america
· Wendy Davis, No Country for Rural Lawyers: Small-town attorneys still find it hard to thrive, ABA J. (Feb. 1, 2020), http://www.abajournal.com/magazine/article/no-country-for-rural-lawyers
· Jessica Pishko, The Shocking Lack of Lawyers in Rural America, The Atlantic (July 18, 2019), https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2019/07/man-who-had-no-lawyer/593470/
· L.R. Pruitt et al., Legal Deserts: A Multi-State Perspective on Rural Access to Justice, 13 Havard L & Pol. Rev. 16 (2018), https://journals.law.harvard.edu/lpr/wp-content/uploads/sites/89/2019/04/4.-Legal-Deserts.pdf
· Dimarie Alicea-Lozada, Paving the Road to Rural Justice: Legal Deserts, Nat’l Center for State Courts (June 27, 2024), https://www.ncsc.org/information-and-resources/trending-topics/trending-topics-landing-pg/paving-the-road-to-rural-justice-legal-deserts
· Michelle Paxton, Preventing Legal Deserts in Our Rural Communities, ABA (Nov. 14, 2023), https://www.americanbar.org/groups/litigation/resources/newsletters/childrens-rights/fall2023-preventing-legal-deserts-in-our-rural-communities/





Interviews:
· Justice Karen Carroll
· Discussed Justice Carroll’s leadership on the Access to Justice Coalition
· Overlap of the work of Coalition organizations and the “legal deserts” report project
· Perhaps report can be a way to highlight efforts of these organizations and determine where there are areas that can support collaboration or where specialization is more effective
· Provided a “testing” report prepared for the Coalition by the National Center for State Courts
· Suggestions included: adjusting the structure of meeting agendas to include a more robust opportunity for organizations to provide updates in critical areas where information sharing is important, such as fundraising, new and changing services
· Funding from the Legislature is always needed, and always a challenge as there are so many other important priorities in the State

· Chief Judge Thomas Zonay
· Well aware of the issues faced by the Defender General’s Office and their challenge in hiring attorneys where those attorney’s ability to practice is delayed by the Character and Fitness assessment process
· Does not have concerns with provisional licensing for practicing attorneys, in good standing, seeking to practice in Vermont
· Thinks it is a good idea for provisional licensees to be required to associate with an existing Vermont legal organization or practice

· Sam Abel-Palmer, Exec. Director - Vermont Legal Services Corp.; Examiner – Board of Bar Examiners
· Sam is a product of Law Office Study
· He believes strongly in the value of alternative pathways to Bar admission
· Mentorship and supervision can be a bottleneck, with many attorneys not having capacity to take on work of assisting a LOS participant
· Admission rule changes could help with enabling more attorneys to want to practice in Vermont, but there needs to be a balance struck between expanding capacity while maintaining quality of legal service
· Suggested contacting Paralegal Association in regards to “limited legal services” 
· There are a bunch of projects going on around the country
· Nikole Nelson, Frontline Justice

· Scott Griffith, Chief of Planning and Court Services, Vermont Judiciary
· Scott described some of his participation with the Judiciary’s Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Commission and we discussed substantive overlap between the work of the DEI and Access to Justice (A2J) Coalition and this “legal deserts” report
· Scott discussed various court services, including the Self-Help Center, language access program, and the A2J Coalition

· Matt Valerio, Defender General
· The DG’s Office faces challenges with hiring, and retaining, attorneys to work in criminal defense in Vermont
· DG’s Office has worked hard to create a balanced pay rate versus need of legal services
· There is an approaching “bursting bubble” in the Vermont Bar, with a large number of aging attorneys and not enough young attorneys choosing to practice in Vermont
· Vermont has a challenge to compete with salaries and opportunities available in other localities
· Another significant challenge the DG’s Office faces is attracting attorneys from other jurisdictions due to a lengthy Character and Fitness assessment process
· Streamlining the Character and Fitness process to enable attorneys that are in good standing in another jurisdiction to practice on a provisional basis pending full licensure
· There are systemic issues—such as childcare, housing, cost of medical care, and others—that also need to be addressed to improve long term sustainability of practicing law in Vermont

· Yasmine Dwedar, Executive Director - Vermont Legal Aid
· Vermont needs more lawyers, and in particular, more lawyers that have affinity with underserved communities.  Those individuals would also have a greater likelihood of staying in those communities.
· Vermont could draw inspiration from the Access to Justice Program in NYC courts
· Believes strongly in the Law Office Study program; wants to figure out ways of making this more accessible to people and improving the likelihood of success; believes the NextGen Bar will be a better fit with the more practical and immersed training that comes from LOS
· Mediation training could be another way to expand legal services adjacent to the litigation context.  Has seen distrust and skepticism on the part of underrepresented communities when having to deal with mediators who are not of their cultural heritage, and a perpetuated feeling of power-imbalance 

· Jessica Van Buren, VT Judiciary – Access and Resource Center
· Jessica provided an overview of the Access and Resource Center, describing that its goal is to support Vermonters and their legal needs outside of metropolitan areas, such as Chittenden County.  They offer services by phone and email, with an in-person option that has seen less traffic since COVID
· It is extremely important to meet people where they are at: helpful to talk through informational forms, working with people who may not be able to read or write, and offering information while not providing legal advice
· Vermont does not have enough attorneys for the demand
· There are not enough attorneys participating in the VBA attorney referral service
· Then there is the separate problem of people in need of legal services who do not have money to pay 
· Other states, such as Alaska and Utah, were early innovators addressing the problem of “legal deserts” 
· 80% of cases in civil division involve pro se litigants; 79% in family division
· Jessica believes strongly in leveraging existing resources and developing place-based solutions
· To address these issues, we need a “willingness to think expansively and creatively”

· VBF Justice Roundtable
· An informative and inspiring conversation between on-the-ground programs offering direct legal and other support in areas of high need, in particular domestic violence, homelessness, and eviction
· Legal Aid
· Legal Services Vermont
· New Story Center (Rutland)
· Stepside domestic violence support – Chittenden County
· Hopeworks
· Atria Collective
· Poverty Law Fellow – working in emergency homelessness
· VLGS Immigration Clinic
· David from Rep. Becca Ballint’s office attended to provide information from Washington, D.C. on the current state of federal funding for many of these organizations and efforts (not good)
· Programs from Rutland described how Rutland is losing attorneys (either because they are going elsewhere or are retiring)
· One issue is compensation versus the cost of living in Vermont: attorneys are going elsewhere
· Houselessness is a crisis: Vermont is fourth worst in the nation
· Legal clinics, such as Stepside, are booked up every week; capacity issue
· Increasing numbers of pro se litigants would stress an already overburdened court system in Vermont
· Systemic issues: short term = funding and capacity; long term = addressing cost of living, lack of housing, compensation for attorneys
· Clients with highest need have myriad issues that makes representation difficult
· No phone, no internet, no car; need caseworkers to engage with; insecurity of clients being able to effectively connect and communicate with
· Justice Mobile to bring legal services, even in a limited way, to people, but the project is faced with perennial lack of funding
· Vermont Law and Graduate School is seeing federal funding disappearing: operating day to day

· Nicole Killoran, VLGS – Incubator Program
· Discussed the VLGS/VBA Incubator program
· Program as a way to provide a foothold for attorneys wanting to start their own practice or to become more well established in Vermont

· Josh Diamond, VBA
· VBA perceives legal desert issue as a truly significant problem.
· The problem is trending in the wrong direction, too.
· The aging bar is exacerbating this problem, and “Main Street” lawyers are becoming a thing of the past.  As such, people in smaller towns who may need work on a will, divorce, or small business advice, inter alia, are not getting the counsel they need.
· VBA about 4-5 years ago established a “Work Force Development Committee” to promote the profession and get people to stay in VT. 


Appendix
1) Vermont Bar Association Workforce Development Committee – Report and Recommendations (October 2021)

2) Legal Services Vermont and Vermont Legal Aid – Statewide Legal Needs Assessment (December 2024)

3) Conference of Chief Justices, Committee on Legal Education and Admissions Reform (CLEAR) – Report and Recommendations (July 27, 2025), https://www.ncsc.org/sites/default/files/media/document/CLEAR_Report.pdf. 


