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Executive Summary

The Legal Services Corporation (LSC) is the single largest
funder of civil legal aid in the United States. With LSC's
support, legal aid providers offer free legal services

to low-income persons in every state and territory.

Each Congressional district in the nation is served

by a nonprofit legal aid organization that provides
life-changing (and in many cases life-saving) services

to Americans in need, including survivors of natural
disasters and domestic violence, families and individuals
facing loss of their homes, seniors struggling with
crushing debt, veterans unable to access the supportive
benefits they've earned through service, and more.

Since 2005, LSC has periodically measured the need and extent of Americans’ civil
legal issues relative to the resources available to meet these needs.! The difference

is known as the justice gap.22 As one result of this research, LSC identified a need

to examine the unique challenges rural Americans face in finding assistance to resolve
their civil legal problems. In December 2021, LSC convened the Rural Justice Task
Force (Task Force) to examine this issue.* This report details the Task Force’s findings.

This report summarizes the Task Force’s key learning and the unique contours

of the justice gap in rural communities. This report also highlights model practices
and innovations in rural America to narrow the justice gap. Lastly, this report offers
recommendations for federal and state legislators, state and tribal courts, civil legal
services providers and private practitioners, law schools and other stakeholders

to ensure that more low-income rural residents can get the legal assistance they
urgently need.
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Executive Summary

Assessing the Rural Justice Gap

LSC’s 2022 Justice Gap Report found that low-income households in the U.S. did not
receive any or enough legal assistance to resolve 92% of their legal problems.® In rural
communities, the situation was even more severe, rising to 94%. Closing the justice gap
is an immense challenge throughout the nation, but addressing the problem in rural
America requires an understanding of the unique characteristics that exacerbate
challenges and leave people underserved.

I
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Glimpses of rural America.

This report delves deeper into some of the For more information about this report,
conditions that contribute to the justice gap LSC or the Task Force’s work,
like poverty, housing insecurity and substance visit www.Isc.gov/rural.

dependency. It also identifies difficulties
encountered by distinct rural communities —
including low-income agricultural workers,
Native Americans, veterans and senior
citizens — and how these challenges may
contribute to their specific legal needs.
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Executive Summary

Addressing Key
Barriers to Justice
in Rural Areas

In the course of its work, the Task Force
focused on four barriers to justice in the
nation’s rural and remote areas. This report
explains each of these barriers, highlights
ways communities address them and

Clients meet with a Legal Aid of Arkansas attorney
during the organization’s 2024 Spring Break on the Road

offers recommendations for further action to Justice Clinics, which brought free estate planning

services to Augusta, Wynne and Marked Tree, AR.

The barriers in this report are as follows.
+ The shortage of attorneys in rural areas. There is a severe shortage

of legal professionals in rural areas throughout the U.S. This leaves many

rural Americans unsure of where to go when they need a lawyer. Without clear
places to turn for help, people may struggle to recognize when their everyday
challenges — whether financial, housing or health-related — are actually legal
in nature.® This lack of access not only hides legal issues in plain sight, it also

contributes to a sense that the legal system is out of reach, eroding trust in the
justice system itself.

The digital divide. The rise of online technologies holds enormous promise

for reducing barriers to justice for residents of the nation’s rural communities.
However, too many Americans, including a disproportionate number of rural
Americans, still do not have reliable internet access at home. Many also lack
the skills and equipment needed to utilize online legal services.

Distance and transportation obstacles to accessing legal help. While people
living in urban and suburban areas tend to have public transportation options,
people in rural areas often need to own or have access to a vehicle to travel
anywhere for services. The combination of travel distances and transportation
obstacles inhibits rural residents’ access to the courts and legal and other forms
of assistance.

Community trust and local needs. Rural communities across the country

are far from a monolith. Each has its own traditions, values and circumstances.
These unique qualities sometimes make it harder for residents to seek

or access legal help. In some communities, challenges are further shaped

by factors like local laws, language differences or the kinds of work people

to do, all of which influence how, when and where residents seek help.
Expanding access to justice in rural America depends on building trust —
trust that begins with listening, understanding and respecting what matters
most to local residents — and tailoring services to meet the specific needs

of each community.
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Executive Summary

Solutions and Recommendations

Rural communities and practitioners have met many of these challenges head on.

The recommendations and solution spotlights in this report highlight practical solutions
and show how lawmakers, courts, legal aid providers, academia, the organized bar
and other stakeholders have and can take concerted action to expand legal services
and support in the nation’s rural communities. The Task Force’s purpose is exploring,
understanding and elevating the tremendous work that is happening to close the rural
justice gap so that others in rural communities and beyond can learn about and shape

solutions that address their communities’ needs.

Federal Lawmakers

STAKEHOLDERS

Funders of Civil Legal Services

Who has a role in closing the rural justice gap?

State and Local Lawmakers

Civil Legal Services Providers

Government and
Community Agencies

State and Tribal Courts
and Access to Justice
Commissions

Law Schools and
Academic Institutions

Private Law Firms
and Practitioners

State Bars and
Bar Associations

The Task Force offers the following recommendations to bridge the rural justice gap.
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Executive Summary

Recommendations to address the shortage of attorneys in rural areas.

o Elevate the rural justice gap via research, communications, task forces and convenings.

0600

9 Invest in programs to increase the number of lawyers in rural and remote communities.

6000

9 Expand opportunities for professionals beyond lawyers to help close the rural justice gap.

90600060

9 Provide current and prospective rural practitioners with support to manage student loan debt.

60000

6 Offer practical courses on starting and running small law practices and fund programs encouraging
rural practice.

=]= el

@ Expand benefits and programs for rural practitioners, such as reduced dues and fees and targeted
training on succession planning.

Recommendations to bridge the digital divide.

o Apply a human-centered approach to deployment of technology.

06O

@ Prioritize broadband expansion.

60

9 Use online platforms and face-to-face support to expand the availability of legal assistance to rural
clients, including virtual consultations and support from attorneys in urban and suburban areas.

QO
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Executive Summary

Recommendations to ease distance and transportation obstacles.

@ Scale proven models for easing local access to federal infrastructure funding and resources
for transportation.

©0

9 Expand court modernization to increase remote access.

&0

@ Bring legal help closer to people.

060000

9 Experiment with and support various types of access to physical and virtual services to see what works
best in reaching targeted client groups.

0B0®0

6 Establish rural legal clinics in collaboration with law schools.

e0®

Recommendations to build community trust and meet local needs.

0 Expand partnerships with community-based organizations serving low-income rural populations
to connect residents to critical legal aid services.

06006

@ Train community members, staff and volunteers without formal legal credentials to serve as first
responders and navigators for rural clients in need.

0600

9 Train judges, lawyers, client-facing staff and volunteers on cultural factors impacting distinct
rural populations.

06000

@ Widen pathways to pursue legal education for rural residents and members of underrepresented
communities to encourage more rural practitioners..

9 Use high- and low-tech community outreach tactics to raise awareness about
the availability of free legal help

©000060
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Introduction

About the Legal Services Corporation

Congress created LSC in 1974 to ensure that low-income individuals and families
have access to assistance to resolve civil legal problems.” Funding for LSC provides
access to justice and due process of law for millions of low-income Americans

every year. LSC is the largest single funder of civil legal services in the country.

As a grantmaking organization, LSC distributes almost 95% of its annual federal
appropriation to eligible nonprofits delivering civil legal services. LSC awards grants
to 130 independent legal aid organizations (grantees) with more than 900 offices
serving every state, territory and the District of Columbia.®

LSC’s grantees help low-income families, youth and adults, including seniors

and veterans. People served live in households with annual incomes at or below
125% of the federal poverty guidelines.® LSC grantees handle the basic civil

legal needs of low-income people, addressing matters involving safety, economic
subsistence and family stability. Two of the most common legal aid practice areas
are family law (including domestic violence, child support and custody) and housing
matters (including evictions, housing conditions and foreclosures). Resolving legal
problems early, before they spiral out of control, reduces the need for public
assistance. Legal aid promotes individual empowerment and self-reliance by giving
people the tools, help and knowledge they need to access the civil court system

to protect and exercise their rights. It also helps the local economy by reducing
disruption to people’s work, housing and education. Studies show that every

$1 invested in civil legal support returns an average of $7 back to local economies.™

Federal Poverty Level Guidelines

(] o o LSC-funded legal aid organizations serve individuals
Im M and families who meet income eligibility requirements —
generally, 125% or below the federal poverty guidelines.
$15,650  $32,150 In 2025, the federal poverty level was $15,650 for an

individual living in the 48 contiguous states, and $32,150
for a family of four.
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About the Rural Justice Gap

In 2022, LSC released its fourth Justice Gap
Report,™ measuring the difference between
the civil legal needs of low-income Americans
and the resources available to meet those
needs. Based on a nationally representative
survey of more than 5,000 adults, the report

found that a vast majority of low-income iz i qu:

) The Unmet Civil Legal
households in the U.S. — more than Needs of Low-income
90% — did not receive any or enough Americans
legal assistance to resolve their legal APRIL 2022

problems, an overwhelming divide known
as the justice gap.

Closing the justice gap is an immense
challenge throughout the entire U.S.,
but addressing the problem in rural America The Justice Gap Report 2022.
requires an understanding of the unique

characteristics of and challenges facing these communities. These can include
higher rates of poverty, geographic and social isolation, frequent lack of internet
service, spotty mobile phone coverage and a low density of attorneys and other
human services providers.

A compounding problem is that the provision of civil legal services in many rural
places is highly dependent on federal funding in the form of grants awarded

by LSC. Even at current levels — grantees received $612.8 million in revenue
from LSC in 2024 — the funding LSC receives from Congress to regrant is not
sufficient to address the unmet legal needs of all low-income Americans.'

In 2021, a census of client applicants performed by LSC grantees nationwide
revealed that organizations in the largely rural American West (Alaska, Oregon,
Washington, Idaho, California, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, Montana, Colorado, New
Mexico and Wyoming) were unable to provide any or enough legal help for 78%
of the problems low-income people brought to them.™ The federal government
provides about 19% of funding for civil legal services nationally — including
LSC-funded and non-LSC funded legal aid organizations — leaving state and local
governments to cover the rest, although not all do.™ Without significant additional
public investment in civil legal services, the justice gap will only continue to grow.
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Geographic Breakdown of the Justice Gap

This map shares results from LSC’s 2021 Intake Census for each of the four

U.S. Census regions. It provides a snapshot of how often LSC-funded organizations
are unable to help applicants with their civil legal problems, due to a whole host

of reasons — namely, lack of resources. The Intake Census supplements LSC’s
nationwide Justice Gap study, which looks beyond applicants coming to LSC

grantees and surveys the general public.

@ Midwest

Approximately 417,000 eligible
problems brought to LSC-funded
organizations annually.

They are unable to provide any
or enough legal help for 73%
of these problems.

g &
L e

® West

Approximately 407,000 eligible
problems brought to LSC-funded
organizations annually.

They are unable to provide any
or enough legal help for 78%
of these problems.

Source: 2021 Intake Census of LSC-funded organizations.

@ Northeast

Approximately 387,000 eligible
problems brought to LSC-funded
organizations annually.

They are unable to provide any
or enough legal help for 72%
of these problems.

South

Approximately 655,000 eligible
problems brought to LSC-funded
organizations annually.

They are unable to provide any
or enough legal help for 69%
of these problems.
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About the Task Force

In response to the challenges facing
rural communities, and in recognition
of the tremendous innovations put
forward by rural-serving practitioners
to broaden access to justice, LSC’s
Board of Directors established the
Rural Justice Task Force in 2021.
Its charge was to help the civil legal 4!
services community — and the Staff from Quarles & Brady LLP and Ascendium,
broader legal community — better whose partnership and support helped advance

. . the Task Force’s work, at the Rural Justice Task
understand access-to-justice obstacles Force field hearing in Oklahoma in October 2022.
facing the nation’s rural communities,
as well as identify and share creative solutions and best practices to overcome
them.™ Many of these solutions are featured later in this report. They provide
a blueprint for serving rural clients and increasing access to justice for low-income
people across the country, including in urban areas.

Ascendium

o

Y ' " "
5 | - i B

Members of the Task Force include legal aid and human services providers,
business and philanthropic leaders, educators, social scientists, the faith
community, court professionals and members of the judiciary. A complete list
of members is in Appendix C.

TFaskForce Goals

- Raise awareness about the rural justice gap and the civil legal needs
of rural residents.

- Profile model legal services programs developed in rural communities.

- Share best practices for building trust and providing effective legal
assistance to people living in rural or remote communities.

- Recommend strategies for engaging private attorneys and supporting
rural attorneys to meet the legal needs of rural residents.

- Encourage the exchange of ideas and offer rural communities and
rural-serving practitioners with opportunities to tap into the wisdom
and experiences of those on the same journey to learn and improve.
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About this Report

This report shares the results of the Task Force’s work. It begins by introducing

the justice gap and explaining the term “rural,” then provides a brief review

of rural demographics. It then offers an overview of some of the unique

challenges facing rural Americans and the innovations that rural communities

and rural-serving practitioners have developed to address them. It concludes with
specific recommendations for key stakeholders, such as lawmakers, state and tribal
courts, legal aid and private practice attorneys, law schools and bar associations,
about how to address the civil legal challenges in America’s rural areas so that
low-income rural residents can get the assistance they urgently need.

This report is based on a range of activities led by the Task Force. These activities
(detailed further in Appendix C) include the following.

e Exploratory conversations with more than 50 subject matter experts,
many of whom joined the Task Force.

e Discussions among three Task Force thematic working groups.

e Two fact-finding field hearings, one held via Zoom in September 2022,
and one held in-person in Oklahoma City in October 2022, focused on
challenges and solutions.®

In support of the Task Force’s work, LSC received pro bono project assistance
from a team from the national law firm Quarles (Quarles & Brady LLP), along

with generous financial and in-kind communications support from Ascendium,

a nonprofit committed to making education and training after high school a reality
for learners from low-income backgrounds.

The Rural Justice Task Force

met in Oklahoma City in October
2022, to hear directly from rural
community members and experts
from a variety of fields, including
law, education, tribal nations and
the nonprofit sector.

P
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Understanding the

Rural Justice Gap

The U.S. Constitution guarantees the right to an attorney when someone is accused
of a crime, but that same constitutional right does not extend to someone facing

a civil action. Unless they can afford legal assistance, individuals are on their own
to prevent an eviction, obtain a protective court order against an abusive partner,
fight for custody of their children or appeal the denial of veterans’ benefits earned
from military service. Legal support is critical to protecting the values of liberty

and justice on which the U.S. was founded.

The need for civil legal assistance is immense. LSC’s 2022 Justice Gap Report
revealed that nearly 75% of low-income households had at least one significant
civil legal problem in the previous year, and that low-income households did not
receive any or enough legal assistance to resolve 92% of their legal problems.

This means that low-income individuals and families who are facing some of the
most devastating circumstances are going it alone, often with dire consequences."’

The same report affirmed that the justice gap for low-income Americans
is especially pronounced in the nation’s rural areas.'® For example:

e More than three-fourths (77%) of low-income rural households experienced
at least one civil legal problem in the past year, and 40% experienced
at least five.

e | ow-income Americans in rural households did not receive any or enough
legal help to address 94% of their civil legal problems in the prior year.

e The most common types of legal problems for low-income rural
households were related to consumer (financial) issues, health care
and income maintenance.

e |ndividuals from low-income rural households sought legal help for just
21% of the problems that substantially affected them.

The combination of high demand for services and insufficient funding for those
services exacerbates the justice gap in the nation’s rural areas. In many rural
regions across the country, LSC’s grantees are the only local providers of civil
legal services, and they are often a considerable distance from the clients

and communities they are serving.
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Rural Stories: Real People, Real Impact

The following stories show the impact of civil legal help on everyday
rural Americans.

Farmer gets help after losing everything in hurricane.

After Hurricane Helene devastated his North Carolina farm, farmer Dave Roland
lost his fall crop, his roadside stand and most of his essential farming tools and
equipment. The farm was his family’s sole source of income, and Dave didn'’t
know how they would survive. Dave visited a pop-up Disaster Relief Center,
where he met an attorney from Legal Aid of North Carolina who helped him

on the spot. Together, they prepared the necessary legal paperwork to recover
his losses. Dave left with the documentation he needed to get his farm back

to working order, with a renewed sense of hope and with an eagerness to share
what he had learned with others.

Photo represents a farmer from North
Carolina, like Dave Roland.

Woman overcomes eviction while battling cancer.

Following a cancer diagnosis, Jocelyn* was forced to quit her job
as a store manager in Texas to tend to her rapidly changing health
needs. At the time, she lived in subsidized rental housing. Unable to
pay her rent, she received a letter in the mail titled “Notice to Vacate.”

Her landlord had filed an eviction lawsuit against her. Without legal assistance,
she was at risk of becoming unhoused while battling cancer. Lawyers from
Texas RioGrande | egal Aid negotiated a settlement that allowed her to keep
her housing and pay reduced rent based on her income, rather than market
rates, allowing her peace of mind and stability while she focused on her health.

*Name has been changed to protect client anonymity.
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Rural Stories: Real People, Real Impact (cont)

Legal services helps senior recover wrongfully
terminated benefits.

Nancy*, a 68-year-old Kentucky woman, relies on regular dialysis treatment,
which she pays for using her Medicaid benefits. That is, until she received
a notice saying that she was no longer eligible for coverage and, in fact,
owed repayments. As a senior on a fixed income, Nancy knew her income
hadn’t changed in years. She sought help from Legal Aid of the Bluegrass.
Nancy’s legal aid advocate filed an appeal on her behalf and did some
digging, determining that the government incorrectly calculated her income,
which caused her benefits to be wrongfully terminated. An appeal was
granted, and Nancy’s benefits and critical health care were restored.

Photo represents a senior woman like
Nancy* working with a legal aid advocate.

*Name has been changed to protect client anonymity.

Hospitalized woman fights foreclosure.

In Maine, homeowner Patricia* fell behind on her mortgage payments
after a month-long hospitalization, which led the bank to initiate
foreclosure proceedings on her home. Afraid and unable to afford

an attorney, Patricia contacted Pine Tree Legal Assistance (PTLA).
Her attorneys filed an appeal, and the bank indicated they were interested

in settling Patricia’s case — but it was a lengthy process. After months of
negotiations, the bank agreed to modify Patricia’s loan so that she could afford
to remain in her home. As part of the agreement, her monthly payment was re-
duced to only 22% of her gross monthly income, and she received an extended
repayment term of 40 years. Patricia now has peace of mind and stability while
she heals.

*Name has been changed to protect client anonymity.
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Rural Stories: Real People, Real Impact (cont)

Mother expunges record to open doors to better future.

In California’s Mojave Desert, a past criminal record kept a mother from im-
proving her family’s financial situation. Although Ana* was qualified to work

as a certified nursing assistant, no one would hire her because of her record.
She was eligible for record expungement that would reclassify her felony as a
misdemeanor, but the legal process was complex, and she couldn’t navigate it
on her own. Lawyers from Neighborhood Legal Services of Los Angeles Coun-
ty stepped in to assist Ana through the process. They reviewed her criminal
history to determine what part of her record could be expunged, prepared legal
paperwork, navigated lost documents and an initial denial and facilitated the ex-
pungement of two nonviolent convictions, as well as an additional arrest record
where she had not been convicted. These and other legal interventions helped
Ana overcome barriers to employment, reenter the workforce and significantly
increase her family’s stability.

L

Photo represents a working mom like Ana*.

*Name has been changed to protect client anonymity.
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Defining Rural America

There is no uniform definition of what makes a place rural. In fact, the federal
government’s definitions of “rural” vary across agencies and departments based

on population numbers, population density and other factors.'® As defined by the
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Economic Research Service, rural America
is 74% of the United States’ land mass.?® Approximately one out of every five
Americans call a rural community home.?!

This report includes information about rural America that is critical to understanding
the rural justice gap.

Population. Data from the most recent (2020) U.S. Census showed approximately
67 million people, or 20% of the U.S. population, lived in rural areas (under the
census designations of “rural,” addressed in endnote 18).22 An analysis of 2024
census data by The Daily Yonder shows four years of continual population growth

in rural areas, with nonmetropolitan, or rural, counties growing by 134,000 residents
between 2023 and 2024.2° The primary driver behind this population growth

is in-migration. About two-thirds of the national rural population growth happened

in the South, but the largest percentage of growth occurred in the Interior Northwest,
which grew 0.68%.2* The Mid-Atlantic region was the only region to see a decline

in rural population, and that decline was a minimal drop of 0.07%.%°

Data from the most recent (2020) U.S. Census showed approximately
67 million people, or 20% of the U.S. population, lived in rural areas.

The following graphic shows population shifts in rural regions from 2023 to 2024.

Rural Population Change in 2024

Rural Region 2023 2024 Raw Change % Change
Coastal West 2,329,192 2,332,255 3,063 0.13%
Interior Northeast 1,786,192 1,798,336 12,144 0.68%
Mid Atlantic 4,540,180 4,637,078 -3,102 -0.07%
Midwest 15,022,908 15,039,805 17,297 0.12%
New England 1,817,981 1,820,753 2,772 0.15%
AK and HI 510,234 512,445 2,211 0.43%
South 17,816,461 17,904,695 88,234 0.50%
Southwest 2,407,732 2,419,345 11,513 0.48%

Table: Daily Yonder/Sarah Melotte - Source: Census Bureau - Created with Datawrapper
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Demographics. There are significant regional variations in the demographics
of rural populations. The U.S. population is getting older, and rural America
is aging faster than urban areas, with the number of working age Americans
declining in rural areas.?® Rural America is also home to most of the nation’s
agricultural workers, including large numbers of immigrants,?” and more than
1.3 million Native Americans.?®

Educational Attainment. The overall educational attainment of people living in rural
areas has increased significantly over time, with 87% of rural residents aged 25 and
over having a high school degree and 21% having a bachelor’s degree or higher.
Both indicators have more than doubled since 1960.2° Four out of five counties

in the U.S. with “low educational attainment” (defined as areas where 20% or more
of adults ages 25 to 64 lack a high school diploma or equivalent) are in rural areas,
mostly in the South.*°

Jobs and Industries. There has
been a tremendous shift in rural jobs
in recent decades. Technological
advancements and automation have
led to a movement away from small
family farms to large industrial
operations, reducing jobs in rural
industries like mining, forestry and

) 51 Forestry is one rural industry impacted by
manufacturing.®' Local banks, small technological advancements and automation.

businesses and community hospitals
also have shuttered.® In light of these changes, many rural communities are
pursuing new opportunities for economic growth and sustainability — from tourism

to clean energy development —
aimed at tapping into their economic
potential.* And, after near-record

high unemployment rates during the
COVID-19 pandemic, as of early 2023,
total nonmetropolitan employment
returned to 99% of the pre-pandemic
level.3

Rural communities are pursuing new opportunities
for economic growth and sustainability.
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Income. There has been a higher incidence of poverty in rural areas than in urban
areas since the 1960s. Twenty percent of households living in rural areas have
incomes at or below 125% of the federal poverty level — four percentage points
higher than in urban/suburban areas.* Poverty rates for African American,

Native American, and Latino or Hispanic residents of rural areas are significantly
higher than those of their urban counterparts.s¢

There has been a higher incidence of poverty in rural areas
than in urban areas since the 1960s.

Housing and Homelessness. The prevalence of poverty in the nation’s rural areas,
combined with rising housing costs, contributes to a high level of housing instability
and homelessness. Homelessness across the country rose by 18% between 2023
and 2024.5” The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’'s (HUD's)
most recent reporting in 2024 disclosed 771,480 people experienced homelessness
during a single night count — more than 16% of these unhoused people were

in rural areas.® This data also showed
a 36% increase in the number of rural
families that were unsheltered in
comparison to a 7% increase
nationally.®® Many low-income rural
residents struggle with housing issues
other than supply and affordability.

In a recent poll of rural Americans,
more than one in 10 respondents said
they had experienced problems in their
current residence such as the safety

of their drinking water (17%) and mold or similar problems (16%).4° Additionally,
manufactured homeowners who rent the land where their house sits face a higher
risk of eviction and often confront serious habitability issues that put their health
at risk, including problems with power or temperature control, septic systems,
water issues and heightened risks from natural disasters.*’

A manufactured (or mobile) home community.

Health and Health Care. Many rural residents live in health care deserts.
According to the USDA’s Economic Research Service, 146 rural hospitals closed
or stopped providing inpatient services from 2005 to 2023.42 Pandemic-related
assistance programs brought temporary resources to many rural hospitals,

but financial pressures persist. From 2017 through 2024, 62 rural hospitals closed
compared to just 10 that opened — a net reduction of 52 facilities. Some hospitals
that remain open eliminated key service lines, such as obstetrics, leaving rural
communities without essential care options. These closures and service reductions
ripple through communities, forcing patients to travel farther for care or, in some
cases, go without it. The impact is especially difficult for people with urgent
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health needs or limited transportation, and hospital losses also impact jobs.*
Mobile health clinics, freestanding emergency centers, or micro-hospitals,
and telehealth are some of the ways some rural residents are accessing care

when their nearest hospital shutters.*

Substance Use Disorders. Rural communities have not been spared from the
effects of the opioid epidemic. At the same time, rural communities are home

to fewer treatment facilities, supports for affected families and law enforcement
personnel to mitigate the illegal drug trade.*® A 2017 survey conducted by Morning
Consult on behalf of the American Farm Bureau Federation and National Farmers

Union found that nearly half
(45%) of rural adults said
they had been impacted by
the opioid epidemic.
However, only one out of
every three respondents
said it would be easy to
access addiction treatment
in their local community.“®
In recent years, fentanyl has
become increasingly
problematic for rural
communities given its
potency, low cost,
accessibility and high
mortality rate associated
with misuse. In one study
investigating fatal overdose

The Role of Civil Legal Services

in Response to the Opioid Epidemic

In response to growing awareness of the
opioid epidemic, LSC's Board of Directors
created the Opioid Task Force in 2019.

The Task Force was charged with exploring
civil legal issues associated with the epidemic
and identifying best practices for addressing
them. In its report, the group identifies several
consequences of the epidemic that legal aid
organizations are well positioned to address,
including kinship or other caregiving needs,
domestic violence and protective orders,
housing issues, elder abuse and expungement
or sealing of criminal records.*

toxicology trends in rural Michigan, fentanyl was detected in 70% of all overdose
deaths in 2020.#” The legal aid community has responded by working with
community partners to integrate civil legal help into a client’s treatment, recovery
and prevention journey and help support families impacted by addiction.*

Unique Legal Needs Across Rural Communities

Although residents in metropolitan and rural areas confront many of the same

civil legal problems — including eviction, debt collection, family and caregiving
disputes, and income maintenance issues — low-income rural residents’ needs
and circumstances can pose distinct challenges for their safety and well-being.

Specific population groups within rural areas may face additional or compounding
legal issues, including the following highlighted groups.
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Legal Issues in Agricultural Work. In 2022, there were approximately 2.2 million
agricultural workers in the U.S.,%° accounting for 7% of total employment in rural
areas.® Many agricultural workers earn low wages because they are often

excluded from state minimum wage laws or are subjected to a lower minimum wage
than most other workers.? They are also often dependent on their employers for
housing, transportation and future work
opportunities. Additionally, many female
agricultural workers face sexual
harassment by supervisors and
co-workers.®® These factors can result
in reluctance to pursue claims against
employers, even when housing
conditions are poor or wages

are unfair.%

Agricultural work accounts for 7% of total Lawyers and other professionals
smployment n fural areas. serving agricultural workers see
a variety of violations by employers

that affect worker health, wellness and basic safety. Issues like overcrowded
housing, overloaded wiring, inoperable windows, disabled smoke detectors,
kitchen appliances that don’t function and insufficient bathroom and laundry
facilities are common living conditions faced by agricultural workers that often
require legal intervention to resolve.>

Indian Law and Tribal Courts. Over 1.3 million Native Americans live in rural
communities.%® With at least one in four Native Americans living in poverty,

it is the population with the highest poverty.5” Native Americans living in rural
communities often face substantial
problems with financial insecurity,
health care access, housing, water
access, transportation, the digital
divide and safety.%® The challenges
facing Native American communities
in the U.S. were magnified during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

While Native American communities
face many of the same civil legal

DNA-People’s Legal Services branch office in
Chinle, AZ, located within the Navajo Reservation.
challenges as rural communities Since 1967, DNA has provided free legal aid

in remote portions of three states (AZ, NM

at large’ their experiences are Shaped and UT) and seven Native American nations.

by distinctive factors, including tribal

laws, treaties, sovereignty and limited

infrastructure. The federal government recognizes the sovereign status of Native
American tribes as “domestic dependent nations,”®® with their own jurisdictions,
tribal laws and courts.®°
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Key factors include the following:

1. Not every attorney can practice in tribal courts. Attorneys must apply and
be admitted to practice. This impacts the overall number of attorneys, and the
number of pro bono volunteers, who work in Native American communities.

2. Differing practices in state courts versus tribal courts, such as who is allowed
in the courtroom. At the Task Force’s September 2022 Virtual Field Hearing,
Kace Rodwell, a staff attorney Oklahoma Indian Legal Services, noted that
tribal courts often allow extended family members to be present in cases
involving the well-being of a child. In state courts, such cases may be limited
to only the parties directly involved.®

3. The Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) governs child custody cases involving
Native families, establishing special rights and legal protections for Native
American children, parents and tribes.®?

4. Familial patterns, issues of inheritance and other rights can look different
in Native American communities and can impact the outcome of court cases.®

5. The tremendous variety of tribal size and geography, ties to land, cultural
traditions and practices and language. Outsiders’ insensitivity to these
differences and customs can erode trust, which already is weakened
by a complex and often challenging U.S. history in its relationships with
and treatment of Native American people.®

The Honorable Gwendolyn Topping, a former judge in the Red Cliff Tribal Court,
emphasized to the Task Force that the importance of understanding cultural
and language nuances across different tribes can benefit practitioners working
with Native American communities.®® Using a culturally incorrect term when working
with clients from different tribes can impact the level of trust in the legal services
provider and serve as a flag to Native American people that the provider may
not be fully competent or immersed in the issues of their particular community.
In addition, Native American cultures often value being able to see and

observe the body language of the person they are talking to or working with,
rendering telephonic legal services challenging, a complicating factor due

to the lack of broadband and technology access that exists in many Native
American communities.®®

Veterans’ Legal Needs. According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs,

4.7 million veterans live in rural communities.®” Veterans are more likely than

the broader U.S. population to live in rural settings, and more than half of rural
veterans are older than 65.% Veterans may face unique cultural, lifestyle and
physical and mental health-related challenges that service providers must
understand. These include a higher risk of disability, homelessness and suicide
than the non-veteran U.S. adult population.®® Thirty-one percent (31%) of all veterans
have some level of service-connected disability rating, which can range from minor
joint pain or mild hearing loss to more significant life-limiting health issues.”
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Such challenges can be obstacles

to overall stability, gainful employment,
mobility and the pursuit of benefits
related to military service.

The 2022 Justice Gap Report found
that three out of four (76%) veteran
households (households where at least
one individual is a veteran) faced ; e
at least one civil legal challenge that Thirty-one percent (31%) of all veterans have
year.”" Of those, more than a quarter some level of service-connected disability rating.
(27%) faced 10 or more challenges.”

Equipped with national and state data, PTLA pioneered an innovative statewide
approach in Maine to integrating legal services with the veteran health care
system.” Maine has the highest per-capita population of veterans in New England
and the fourth-highest in the U.S.” Additionally, three of the four most rural counties
in Maine are home to the highest percentage of veterans.” PTLA also developed
Stateside Legal, a national website providing legal information and resources for
veterans and, their families, aiming to enhance their understanding and protection
of their rights.” Successful legal assistance programs for veterans, like in Maine,
share key traits: they build trust by understanding military culture and the distinct
challenges veterans face, actively engage veterans to assess and meet needs,

and collaborate with peer organizations serving veterans. Through these
partnerships and coordinated networks, they work to reduce barriers and connect
veterans to legal and other supportive services.””

FurtheringAccess to Justice for Veterans

Military service members dedicate their lives to defending America's
people, freedoms and way of life. Once they return home and leave

active duty, they often face legal issues that create barriers to a successful
transition to civilian life. LSC's Veterans Task Force examined the civil legal
problems — from threatened evictions to other-than-honorable

discharges from the military — that are often the greatest obstacles

to a veteran's stability and ability to thrive upon reintegrating into civilian
life. The report identifies ways to strengthen the relationship between
legal services providers and other veteran-serving organizations.”

Property and Financial Security. Rural Americans, especially those with lower
incomes and fewer financial options, are often targeted for financial scams.
Kara Wilkins, who directs BankOn Arkansas+ and serves as the Louisiana
program officer for the Asset Funders Network, described the extent of the
devastation wrought by certain lending practices on rural communities in
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Louisiana at a Task Force field hearing in September 2022. “Predatory lending

in Louisiana is still a huge problem,” she said, citing loans with annual percentage
interest rates of up to 400%, as well as “extractive fees” of about $145 million

in Louisiana alone.”™ Access to legal assistance is critical in the prevention and
recovery of these assets.

Another issue impacting rural Americans’ wealth is property ownership. A key
example of this is the loss of property passed between generations of family
members without a will or formal estate plan (known as heirs property).® Loss of
land caused by heirs property can happen to anyone, although research suggests
the problem is especially pronounced in rural Black communities across the
American South.®!

At the same Task Force field hearing, Dania Davy, director of land retention and
advocacy for the Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund,
emphasized the need for accessible estate planning and family law services

to reverse the trend of land loss in the rural South. She said, “In 13 of the 15
Southern states, there’s about 15 billion [dollars] worth of land wealth that is not able
to be adequately accessed by families because of tangled title issues,” which can
occur when someone inherits a property without the title being transferred into their
name through a formal legal process, like probate court.®?

Further complicating matters, natural disasters can destroy or scatter vital records,
leaving heirs without paperwork to prove property ownership.® Then, civil legal help
becomes even more critical as families need help with title clearing and document
recovery before they can obtain disaster recovery benefits, file insurance claims
and access financial and direct services to make home repairs.

Elder Abuse, Neglect and Financial Exploitation. Legal issues are prevalent
among older Americans. LSC’s 2022 Justice Gap Report found that seven
in 10 (70%) senior households faced at
least one civil legal challenge that year.
Of those, almost one-third (31%) faced
five or more challenges.® The types
of challenges vary. Many seniors are
subjected to elder abuse and higher
levels of consumer fraud and financial
exploitation.® However, when these
problems happen in rural areas, |
seniors and their families often have Many seniors are subjected to elder abuse
fewer resources when it comes and higher levels of consumer fraud and
o financial exploitation.
to finding help and support.®”
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Addressing Key Barriers to Justice in the Nation's Rural Areas

Many of the same factors that fuel the justice gap in urban areas also apply to rural
areas: poverty, a lack of awareness that many of the stress points in people’s lives
revolve around legal issues, a complex legal system made for lawyers rather than
everyday Americans, and a general distrust of courts, lawyers and public
institutions. In rural areas, however, these factors are compounded by a mix

of demographic, economic, technological, geographic and cultural factors.

The Task Force focused on four key barriers to justice in the nation’s rural areas.
1. A shortage of attorneys in rural areas.

2. The digital divide and people’s inability to take advantage of online court
or legal services.

3. Distance and transportation obstacles to accessing legal help.
4. Building community trust and meeting local needs.

Rural communities and rural-serving practitioners have met some of these
challenges head on, developing impactful partnerships and approaches

to serving local people more effectively. The heart of the Task Force’s work
is focused on exploring, understanding and elevating this work, so others

in rural communities and beyond can learn from it to shape solutions in their
own communities. With that goal in mind, this section of the report digs into
the four barriers identified in rural communities and highlights best practices
for addressing them.

/ v ;\\‘\_‘ft‘j
Nationwide, there were roughly four lawyers for
every 1,000 residents in 2020; however, 40% of
counties/county equivalents had less than one
lawyer per 1,000 residents.

As many as 42 million Americans living in rural
communities lack access to technology needed
to access remote legal services.

In Kentucky, a Legal Aid of the Bluegrass
attorney offers one-on-one counsel to a client.
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A SHORTAGE OF ATTORNEYS IN RURAL AREAS

24
=
o
o
<
)

There is a severe shortage of legal professionals in rural areas throughout the U.S.
One consequence is that legal problems often hide in plain sight. People may live with
legal difficulties without recognizing them as such or are unsure of where to go when
they need a lawyer.®8 These compounding factors can result in rural Americans
believing the legal system is not for them.

Data from states that have studied the access-to-justice landscape and spatial
distribution of lawyers relative to the population illustrate the pervasiveness
of the problem.

In Alabama, 24 of the state’s 67 counties (36%) are experiencing

a severe justice gap that has created legal deserts.® In October 2024,
the Alabama State Bar issued an updated “Purpose and Scope”
document for its Harvesting Hope Task Force, which reframes legal
deserts as “legal opportunity zones” for both lawyers and the
communities they serve.®® The project envisions building support
systems, such as mentorships and an incubator for lawyers who
move to or start practices in underserved areas, along with

a recruiting component.

In Colorado, 23 counties with a total of 261,000 residents (or 4.5%

of the state’s population) are characterized as legal deserts.

Four counties have no active attorneys.®" At an LSC forum focused

on legal services in rural America, Jon Asher, former executive

director of Colorado Legal Services, noted the “disjunction between
where clients are and where a lot of people want to live and practice.”

There are 159 counties in Georgia, but approximately 70% of the
attorneys in the state live and work in the five counties in and around
Atlanta.®® In fall 2024, the Georgia Supreme Court established

a committee to study how changes in the regulation of law practice
could help close the state’s civil justice gap affecting many rural and
low-income residents.®* The committee submitted its report in summer
2025. Among its recommendations is a pilot program that would let
non-lawyers assist qualifying people with issues like housing and
consumer-debt, giving more people access to the justice system.®
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In Indiana, the Commission on Indiana’s Legal Future reported

in July 2025 that — using the American Bar Association’s (ABA’s)
data from the prior year — the state ranked 43 in the nation for
lawyer-to-population ratio, with just 2.26 attorneys per 1,000
residents. While roughly 16,000 attorneys practice in-state,

their distribution is uneven, leaving many rural areas without
adequate legal representation.®®

In lowa, half of the state’s 99 counties have 10 or fewer lawyers.

In 17 counties, there are fewer than five. A proposed bill that would
have created a rural attorney recruitment assistance program failed
to advance for a second time in the 2025 lowa legislative session.

In Kansas, the Judicial Branch’s Rural Justice Initiative
Committee reported in late 2024 that more than three-fourths
(~79%) of all active attorneys live in five urban counties.

Those counties are also home to nearly half the state’s residents.
This leaves about 1,400 active attorneys to serve 1.3 million

rural Kansans in 100 counties. The state has two counties with
no attorneys at all. If attorneys aged 60 and older were excluded,
87 of 100 rural counties would have one or fewer attorneys per
1,000 residents, and nine of those counties would have

no attorneys at all.®®

In North Carolina, the State Bar reported that as of July 2023,
nearly half of counties in the state qualified as legal deserts,
with fewer than one attorney per 1,000 residents.®®

In Ohio, attorney distribution is heavily concentrated.
Roughly three-fourths of lawyers practice in the state’s seven
largest counties, leaving the remaining counties with just a quarter

of the bar. Of Ohio’s 88 counties, 82 exceed 700 residents per
private attorney.'® In response, a new state law encouraging
lawyers to practice in rural areas took effect in 2023, with the
support of the Ohio State Bar Association and the Ohio Access
to Justice Foundation.

In Wisconsin, bar membership records indicate that more

than three in four attorneys in the state live in just three largely
metropolitan counties. An article in Wisconsin Lawyer concluded:
“There are very few private attorneys — if any — to handle the
remaining criminal, family, business and other legal issues that
residents in every community in our state face. These numbers
are most stark in the truly rural swaths of the state.”'%
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The statistics from these and other states underscore that America’s approximately
1.3 million lawyers'® are far from equally distributed across the country (see side-
bar on following page). In 2020, the ABA performed a detailed evaluation of legal
deserts in the U.S. and affirmed that many are rural areas.*

Even when there are lawyers in rural areas, the ABA survey found that many

of those lawyers work for the government (e.g., as a county prosecutor or judge),
are in-house counsel with businesses or otherwise don’t focus their practices

on legal issues most prevalent in rural communities or most needed by legal aid
clients, like family law and real estate.'® A 2023 evaluation by the ABA found that
non-metropolitan areas have 14% of the nation’s population, but only 7% of the paid
legal aid lawyers.' The ABA survey found that in people living in rural areas are
served by approximately 1.6 legal aid lawyers for every 100,000 residents — half
the national average.’” As a result, rural lawyers do not necessarily have the
capacity, support or expertise to address the civil legal needs of low-income
rural residents.

There's so much I'd like to do for people, but as one person without staff,
| can't take on every client or handle every last-minute call for help.

Even where there are private practitioners in rural communities, their representation
fees may be out of reach for low-income clients, so residents are left wondering
how to find legal help when they can’t afford a lawyer. As Bruce Cameron, a solo
practitioner in rural Minnesota and Task Force member, told the group in spring
2022, “There’s so much I'd like to do for people, but as one person without staff,

| can't take on every client or handle every last-minute call for help.”'® He noted that
he would like to offer services in areas such as real estate closings and bankruptcy
but lacks the capacity, including specialized expertise and staff to help with the due
diligence paperwork. Without a reliable lawyer backup on staff, Cameron added,

if he is sick, out of town or busy tending to his own farm, his practice is effectively
on hold. Still, Cameron said one of the real joys of rural practice is getting out to see
clients where they are, making “house calls, barn calls, even pig barns. | see more
of the five counties | serve than | would any other way.”
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ABA Studyon Legal Deserts Spotlights Lack

of Rural Services

Regular research by the ABA paints a picture of Americans’ unequal
access to legal help, based on geography. Findings from 2020 include
the following.'?

Of the more than 3,100 counties and county equivalents in the US.,
54 had no lawyers as of Jan. 1, 2020. Another 182 had only one
or two lawyers.

- Nationwide, there were roughly four lawyers for every 1,000
residents; however, 40% of counties/county equivalents had less
than one lawyer per 1,000 residents.

- Lawyer shortages also are prevalent in highly populated states
with many large urban centers.

- New York State, home to some of the largest urban centers
in the country, had the most lawyers in the country (185,000);
however, Orleans County, New York, located between
Buffalo and Rochester, had 31 lawyers for 40,000 residents,
which equates to less than one lawyer per 1,000 residents.

- California had the second most lawyers in the country
(168,000), but there were seven California counties with less
than one attorney per 1,000 residents.

The ABA also found that non-
metropolitan areas have 14%

of the nation’s population, but only
7% of the paid legal aid lawyer
workforce.'? As it stands, LSC's
grantees must turn away roughly

half (49%) of eligible clients who WEST TENNESSEFE
seek civil legal services due to 1EGAL®SERVICES

a lack of resources.'"
An updated study in 2024 did not

West Tennessee Legal Services staff
} conduct community outreach. The ABA
address rural-urban differences found that non-metropolitan areas have

but noted that almost half of the 14% of the nation’s population, but only

states (24) saw declines in the 7% of the paid legal aid lawyer workforce.

overall number of lawyers over

the last decade.’? The map on the next page depicts the number
of attorneys per 1,000 residents from the 2024 ABA National Lawyer
Population Survey.'®

L S ( : America’s Partner
for Equal Justice JUSTICE WHERE WE LIVE: PROMISING PRACTICES FROM RURAL COMMUNITIES

LEGAL SERVICES CORPORATION A Report from the Rural Justice Task Force 32



Lawyers per 1,000 Residents in Each State

®510 @449 @ 3-39 2-29

Source: ABA National Lawyer Population Survey, 2024,

Key Factors Driving Lack of Rural Attorneys

The Task Force identified several factors that contribute to the lack of attorneys
in rural communities.

An aging bar. Reports and anecdotal
evidence from throughout the U.S. paint
a picture of an aging legal bar in rural
communities, with many private
practitioners approaching retirement
and with too few attorneys stepping
forward to replace them."* For example,
in 2019, there were five attorneys
practicing in Garner, lowa; four of them Task Force member Taier Perlman authored
were over 60 years old."® Only one of a report documenting trends in law practice
the attorneys had found someone to i rural New York State.

take over their practice when
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they retired. In the same year, in a survey of rural attorneys in New York state, 74%
of respondents were 45 or older, and more than half (54%) were either at retirement
age or approaching it.""® When asked about succession planning, only 33% of the
respondents answered the question; of these respondents, more than half (55%)
said that they did not have a viable successor for their practice.'"”

Furonda Brasfield, a member of the Task Force and graduate of the University of
Arkansas at Little Rock William H. Bowen School of Law’s Rural Practice Incubator,
runs a solo law practice in her hometown of Stuttgart, Arkansas, a community

of about 9,000 residents. Speaking at the Task Force’s October 2022 field hearing
in Oklahoma City, Brasfield recalled that a chance meeting with a respected,
retiring attorney from Stuttgart
catapulted her career.'® He offered
her an office for nominal rent, and later
she purchased the fully furnished
building — complete with desks,

a copier and everything needed

to step directly into practice.
“Connecting with older attorneys

and people who want to retire can

Task Force member Furonda Brasfield,

help you transition into the business. a graduate of the Bowen School of Law’s Rural
It is a fantastic way to get a good start.” Practice Incubator, now runs a law practice
’ in Arkansas.

Brasfield said.

High costs of a law degree. Attending law school is expensive and has gotten
much more so over the last several decades. According to ABA data, the average
annual cost of tuition at a public law school in 2024 was $31,542 (resident)

to $44,859 (non-resident), which makes the average cost of a law degree at public
university $96,000 to 135,000. To compare, the average public law school tuition
in 1985 was just over $2,000 annually, which would be just under $4,000 in today’s
dollars — a more than 10-fold increase. Meanwhile, average private law school
tuition was $58,000 per year in 2024.'" This does not include the cost of living
during school, which, on average, can be around $20,000 to $25,000 per year.'®
As a consequence, many new lawyers are leaving school with significant student
debt, and it may not seem feasible for them to take a job or start a practice in a rural
community that may not have the same guaranteed starting salary (or salary
trajectory) as larger law firms in cities. The problem is compounded by the fact
that recent graduates may have a limited sense of the economics of managing

a rural legal practice, cost of living differentials between rural and urban areas and
adequate support navigating student loan relief and repayment options available.

The allure of big law. Many young lawyers join big law practices, which typically
are based in urban areas. In law school culture, global private law firms often are
viewed as more prestigious, and most law school career recruiting focuses on these
larger urban firms. As noted previously, bigger urban practices also offer high
salaries, offsetting educational debt. For example, it is not uncommon for starting
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salaries for first-year law firm associates in major metropolitan areas to be above
$200,000."™" Urban firms also can be attractive to recent graduates because they
provide more structured training and ongoing professional development. In this
landscape, it is difficult for small rural practices to compete for talent.

Limited exposure to rural practice. Most law schools do not offer law students
opportunities to learn about rural law practice or to gain the practical and
entrepreneurial skills that a lawyer would need to establish their own practice

in a rural community. Even a law student from a rural area who would like to return
home to work after graduation may be hesitant to do so because of concerns about
opening their own practice, renting space, hiring staff, maintaining malpractice
insurance and paying for software and legal research licenses, as well as additional
overhead costs.

(Perceived) lack of amenities in rural communities. Many lawyers might

be attracted to rural practice by the benefits of rural life — a tight-knit community,
beautiful natural surroundings and the prospect of operating a go-to generalist legal
practice recognized throughout the community. Others might be attracted by the
opportunity to specialize in topics unique to rural areas, including tribal law and
agricultural and natural resource issues. However, there also can be personal

and practical downsides to relocating to more rural areas. These can include
concerns about the proximity to and quality of schools and childcare, health care
and other basic needs. A lawyer’s partner or spouse may also need to find a job

in the area, and the locality may not provide opportunities in the partner’s field.
These and other considerations can be seen as drawbacks to new lawyers looking
to establish practices.'??

Following law school graduation, Furonda Brasfield returned to Stuttgart,

Arkansas, to live and practice law. However, the lack of amenities, particularly
access to specialty health care, made it impossible for her to stay. At the October
2022 field hearing, Brasfield described caregiving responsibilities for a family
member with disabilities who required specialized aquatic therapy, a service
unavailable in the small town. “So now | commute a little over an hour to my office
to practice in a rural area, and | can also have a quality of life that | wouldn’t be able
to enjoy living in Stuttgart,” she said.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Addressing the Rural Attorney Shortage

The Task Force recommends that policymakers, bar associations, legal services
providers, universities, funders and other stakeholders take far-reaching action
to reverse current trends and address the dearth of rural lawyers.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Elevate the rural justice gap via research,
communications, task forces and convenings.

e @ Srmii.. @ i
e, @ e
To address the shortage of rural attorneys nationwide, the Task Force recommends
action at all levels to research the problem and expand understanding and
awareness among key audiences. State bars, for example, frequently set the
tone when it comes to identifying key access-to-justice issues in their states and
exploring and recommending potential solutions. Capitalizing on their direct access
to diverse membership, the state bar and bar associations can play an important
role in organizing convenings, sponsoring research and appointing special task
forces to evaluate the rural justice gap and plant the seeds for innovation in rural
legal services.

One initial strategy could be to form a committee tasked specifically with surveying
rural association members about the legal needs in their areas and how best

to meet them. Several state bar associations, including Alabama, Kentucky,

Ohio, Illinois, lowa, New York, South Dakota, Washington and Wisconsin, have
established task forces for rural justice, and each has provided key data to their
members, courts and state legislatures.'? Special committees like these can help
identify the most urgent issues and suggest ways to bring more legal services

to low-income rural residents while supporting rural-serving bar members.

The Task Force recommends that bar associations use their platforms to educate
members, policymakers and the media about how barriers to practice limit access
to legal representation, particularly in rural areas. Such education should be aimed
at encouraging members to champion programming and interventions that attract
and support rural practitioners. In one example, the lllinois State Bar Association
has created a rural practice section, which offers a significant discount on job
postings for positions in rural areas.?
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State Access to Justice Commissions also can play a role in this work.

Some commissions, such as those in Alabama, Arizona, California, Georgia,
Indiana, lowa and Kansas, have held hearings on the rural justice gap or engaged
in fact-finding efforts to understand the scope and scale of the problem.2®

For example, in 2016, the Alabama Access to Justice Commission, in a detailed
letter to the state’s Acting Chief Justice, outlined the critical state of affairs
regarding lack of access to justice in the state and provided vital data on the
number of rural attorneys and legal challenges faced by Alabama’s largely rural
population.'?” Similarly, the Colorado Access to Justice Commission announced
a strategic vision for 2023 and 2024 that included expanding legal services

in underserved rural areas. The priorities were informed by findings from

a statewide tour that included 41 listening sessions and meetings with more
than 500 constituents in diverse communities.'? In December 2024, the same
commission issued a strategic plan for 2025 and 2026, which builds

on previous work.2°

Commissions can engage in regular collection and monitoring of data about

legal deserts and identify trends in the provision of legal services in rural
communities, ideally in partnership with universities and other entities. When made
publicly accessible, this data can then be used to inform the judiciary on a range

of policies and decisions, from prospective new courthouse locations to the efficacy
of expanded virtual services. Data can also support the courts’ advocacy to state
and federal legislative bodies to educate on the importance of improving access

to rural justice, with suggestions for improvements and funding needs.

At the federal level, the Task Force encourages Congress to commission the
collection and monitoring of national longitudinal data on the scarcity of lawyers
and allied professionals, as well as where people with civil legal issues reside.
This allows lawmakers at all levels to know if their constituents live in a legal desert
(i.e., a county with fewer than one attorney per 1,000 residents), where they may
not be able to find legal representation. Although the ABA publishes an annual
“Profile of the Legal Profession”*® and individual state access to justice
commissions can assess data on the rural attorney shortage at the state level,

a comprehensive national approach would go further by providing a standardized,
holistic view of the problem and promoting interstate comparison and,

in turn, collaboration.
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RECOMMENDATION 2: Invest in programs to increase the number
of lawyers in rural and remote communities.

. A State and Local Law Schools and
?
WhO can dO thIS : Lawmakers @ Academic Institutions
State Bars and ® Funders of Civil
Bar Associations =4 LegalServices

The Task Force recommends that state bar associations, law schools and other
partners adopt new strategies to entice lawyers to move to and practice law in rural
communities, with a focus on meeting the unmet legal needs of underserved
populations in those communities.

State bar associations, for example, have the power and ability to promote rural
practice as a viable and appealing career and to connect students and young
lawyers to job opportunities in rural communities. One strategy for promoting rural
practice is to use regular publications, convenings and other activities to feature
rural members and highlight benefits of working in a rural area. Following on the
heels of a successful initiative of the Nebraska State Bar Association, for example,
the Wisconsin Bar launched its Greater Wisconsin Initiative Bus Tour in 2016

to provide tours of rural communities for law students and new lawyers within three
years of graduation from law school.™! Although the bus tours were temporary,
they demonstrated the power of rural representation by bringing participants
together with local judges, lawyers and community leaders, exposing new
audiences to the benefits of rural practice.'®

State bar associations can lead the way in connecting students
and new lawyers with job opportunities in rural communities.

Building on that foundation, the Wisconsin Bar now offers two complementary
initiatives: the Rural Clerkship Program, which places 1L and 2L students from
Wisconsin and Minnesota law schools in full-time, paid summer positions,

and the Rural Practice Development Program, which provides financial support
to up to three attorneys annually who commit to relocating and practicing

in designated rural communities. 3

State bar associations also can lead the way in connecting students and new
lawyers with job opportunities in rural communities. For example, the Georgia State
Bar Association’s Young Lawyers Division partnered with in-state law schools

to establish a program matching beginning or entry-level attorneys with experienced
rural practitioners.’* Other state bars have implemented similar initiatives.'®

The Task Force recommends that all state bar and bar associations follow these
examples and work to connect their members to prospective talent while building
interest in rural practice.
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Another strategy for increasing the number of rural practitioners is to expose
students to pressing access-to-justice issues in rural regions along with rural legal
practice while they are in law school. In spring 2025, the New York State Permanent
Commission on Access to Justice, in partnership with Cornell Law School,
convened its 13th annual Law School Conference. Sessions explored opportunities
and models for expanding access in under-resourced communities, with a focus
on rural legal deserts.® Held online to maximize participation, the conference
brought together more than 600 representatives from New York’s law schools,

civil legal services organizations, courts and community groups. Immediately after
the conference, students joined a networking event to learn about different practice
areas and post-graduate opportunities. The Commission will release a conference
report soon, summarizing each session and key takeaways and offering
recommendations and next steps.

Beyond hosting convenings, the Task Force recommends that law schools
establish rural practice incubators and other clinical offerings to enable students
to gain valuable experience and insights. These programs can focus on serving
specific rural populations, such as agricultural workers, veterans or Native
Americans, or more generally be oriented to provide an immersive experience
in rural practice. The University of Nebraska College of Law and three partner
universities implemented a program to recruit and financially incentivize
undergraduate students to attend law school and work in rural counties after
graduation. The Rural Law Opportunities Program (RLOP) includes a full-tuition
scholarship for participants, presumptive admission into the Nebraska College
of Law, internship placements and one-on-one mentoring. (For more examples
of law schools that have established rural specialties, see Appendix A.)

The Task Force also recommends that admissions, career and alumni departments
at law schools feature graduates who are in rural practice in recruitment, career
and alumni relations materials. Doing so can help raise the profile and perceived
prestige of rural practice to current and prospective students and alumni, while
facilitating networking between students and alumni working in rural communities.

In addition, LSC should continue
to invest in and expand its Rural

WHERE LEGAL ADVOCACY
MEETS OUTDOOR SPLENDOR:

Summer Legal Corps (RSLC) Tioin Fuddicare inie
fellowship to provide more law It can be Colorads of Ve

students with awareness of the rural LI . 3 Midbvest
justice gap and hands-on learning ke
opportunities benefiting people living ,
in rural areas (see page 82). _ Jwdlenn

Many LSC grantees, especially A slide from a recruitment presentation by LSC
those covering rural and remote grantee Judicare Legal Aid in Wisconsin.

service areas, name recruitment as

one of their biggest and ongoing challenges, with positions remaining unfilled for
months. Dori Rapaport, Executive Director of Justice North in Northeast Minnesota,
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also described retention challenges in a July 2024 presentation to the LSC Board
of Directors.’® Rapaport shared that the Minnesota Legal Services Coalition,
which comprises seven legal services organizations in the state, reported a staff
turnover rate of 37% in 2021. One of the reasons cited for the turnover was their low
salaries relative to other public interest roles, like local state government attorneys
and public defenders.™® The Coalition, with help from law firm partners, advocated
for increased state funding, securing an historic 84% budget increase in the 2023
legislative session. The result: the average starting annual salary for a staff
attorney working for any Minnesota LSC-funded organization increased to $80,000
in 2024."*° With higher compensation, the employee turnover rate decreased

to 14.6% in 20240

The Task Force recommends that LSC explore creating a multi-year, full-time,

paid fellowship for recent law school graduates or early-career lawyers

interested in working in legal services in rural communities. Long-established
programs, such as Equal Justice Works and the Skadden Foundation fellowships,
as well as newer ones, like the New Mexico Judiciary’s Rural Justice Initiative
Clerkship Program, can serve as models for identifying and preparing professionals
who will go on to address the rural justice gap in communities across the nation.™"
(For more fellowship examples, see Appendix A.)

000000 cccooe {20l M[cIglilll ccecccceccocccc000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Paying Lawyers to Practice in Rural Areas

South Dakota launched Project Rural e
Practice, a public-private partnership,
more than a decade ago to meet the
vast need for attorneys in its more rural
counties. The project pays an annual
incentive of $12,500 (roughly the cost
of annual in-state tuition) to attorneys
who commit to practicing for five years
in a rural community. North Dakota
replicated the model, launching its own

Rural Attorney Recruitment Program The former courthouse in Slope County, ND.

in 2021. (Read more on page 80.) A new building was constructed in 2014.
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RECOMMENDATION 3: Expand opportunities for professionals beyond
lawyers to help close the rural justice gap.

State and Tribal Courts
. State and Local Government and .
Who can dO th |S? Lawmakers @ Community Agencies @ and A(%ce.ss fo Justice
Commissions
Law Schools and State Bars and 7 Civil Legal [0 Funders of Civil
Academic Institutions Bar Associations 1° Services Providers Q.54 LegalServices

Many rural areas lack attorneys to help individuals with some of the most common
legal issues faced by underserved communities — such as filing for a divorce

or child custody, stopping an eviction or clearing a title to a home — so people
often go it alone, without representation. In Wyoming, a statewide Court Navigator
Program helps people representing themselves in court understand legal
procedures, complete forms and access resources.'*? Services are available

to people who need protection orders,
a divorce or custody or child support.
Volunteer navigators meet with people
in person at select courthouses and
online, making them accessible even
in the most remote parts of the state.
Other states have developed navigator
models.™ For example, in Montana,
AmeriCorps members work directly - - :
in courthouse self—help centers, AmeriCorps service members are sworn

. . in during a ceremony with Justice for
certain local government offices, Montanans, September 2025.

and other community settings to help

with intake and outreach and provide legal information and referral services for
low-to moderate-income residents seeking civil legal help.™* In mid- August 2025,
the Governor’s Office of Community Service announced that the Justice for
Montanans Project, administered by Montana Legal Services Association (MLSA),
received $596,126 for 24 AmeriCorps members in the 2025-2026 cohort.'®

Some legal services providers have also begun embedding social workers (as staff
or volunteers) or social work student interns to help in this capacity, as well.*®

Another trend gaining momentum is the authorization of alternative types of le-

gal helpers. Known collectively as “allied legal professionals,” this growing list of
providers includes community justice workers (CJWs) or advocates, licensed (or
certified) paralegals, limited license legal technicians, licensed legal paraprofes-
sionals, and tribal lay advocates. They provide limited services and representation
in specific practice areas, significantly increasing access to justice in rural areas.
A growing number of states, including Arizona, Colorado, Connecticut, Georgia,
Indiana, lowa, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, New Hampshire, New Mexico, New
York, North Carolina, North Dakota, Oregon, South Carolina, Texas, Utah, Vermont,
Virginia, Washington and the District of Columbia, have tried or are considering this
approach.'” Although it varies by state, common responsibilities include advising
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clients on their rights, communicating T
with opposing party counsel, preparing - y

legal documents for clients and 1
advocating on clients’ behalf for
purposes of settlement.’® In addition
to expanding access to justice, these
models can provide an alternative
career pathway for individuals who are
well-suited to provide valuable legal

At an LSC event in Washington, D.C., March 2023,

help, but who are unlikely to go to law Chief Justices from Indiana, Minnesota, Oregon
school (due to a whole host of reasons, 2l 198 CISEUES new CREgeiEs of Iga]

) ) helpers that are changing what access to justice
including expense, geography, lack of looks like at the state level.

interest or other commitments).

The Task Force recommends that state courts and lawmakers consider
programming and reforms to broaden the population of legal helpers, and calls

on the organized bar to actively support these changes. For example, in fall 2022,
the Alaska Supreme Court authorized a waiver that allows community justice workers
that are trained and supervised by Alaska L egal Services Corporation (ALSC),

an LSC grantee, to provide legal advice and representation without a law license.
Within a year, ALSC recruited over 400 community justice workers who have since
provided effective help on discrete legal topics, like resolving public benefit delay
or denial. More than 30% of these community justice workers were Alaskan Natives,
nearly triple the percentage of ALSC'’s staff. (Learn more about ALSC’s program

on page 72.)

The Task Force recommends that state courts and lawmakers consider
programming and reforms to broaden the population of legal helpers,
and calls on the organized bar to actively support these changes.

In recognition of the success in Alaska and nationwide momentum, the ABA
adopted a resolution at its summer 2025 annual meeting, urging states and
courts to study community justice worker programs that have been effectively
implemented in several jurisdictions, and to consider adopting similar models
where appropriate.’® By endorsing these approaches, the ABA signaled national
support for allied legal professionals as a means to expand the accessibility and
affordability of civil legal services.
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In another example, the Supreme Court of Texas, in 2022, requested that the state’s
Access to Justice Commission examine existing rules and propose modifications
that would allow qualified non-attorney paraprofessionals to provide limited legal
services directly to low-income Texans. An Access to Legal Services Working
Group issued its recommendations in December 2023,"%" and in 2024, the court
issued preliminary rules allowing licensed paraprofessionals and court-access
assistants to provide limited legal services.'*? Once implemented, this change will
help bridge the gap between the civil legal needs of low-income Texans and the
resources currently available to fill those needs.

In lowa, where nearly half of the state’s 99 counties are designated legal deserts, 3
the state bar association is actively evaluating proposals to license paralegals

to perform limited legal tasks, such as assisting in family law cases under

attorney supervision, seeing this as a sustainable, long-term solution to lowa'’s

rural access-to-justice challenges.™

States exploring how to use requirements for allied legal professionals or other
non-attorney legal service providers should consider what can be done within
current unauthorized practice and legal ethics rules and how to eliminate
burdensome requirements that have little to do with the ability to provide
competent legal services. One path forward for courts is to clarify what can

be done within existing unauthorized practice rules and to establish a task force
charged with looking for ways non-attorney service providers can help shrink
the justice gap.
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Bringing Help to Rural Alaskans

Alaska Legal Services Corporation (ALSC)
launched a program in 2019 aimed at meeting
the legal needs of Alaskan residents in rural
and remote parts of the state. The Community
Justice Worker (CJW) program trains non-
attorney legal advocates to help in public
benefits, will drafting, child welfare, debt
collection and domestic violence matters.

The successful pilot led the Alaska Supreme
Court in 2022 to approve a waiver permitting

CJWs trained and supervised by ALSC Alaska Legal Services Corporation
leads a site visit to Bethel, Alaska’s
to provide limited-scope legal help. As of largest rural city off the road network.
December 2024. ALSC had recruited more Bethel serves as the civic and economic
’ center for more than 50 native villages
than 400 CJWs in 42 different communities, in western Alaska and is a hub for the
exponentially increasing the organization’s community justice worker program.

reach and impact. (Read more on page 72.)

RECOMMENDATION 4: Provide current and prospective rural
practitioners with support to manage student loan debt.

ic? Federal 7B State and Local Law Schools and
Who can do thlS . Lawmakers Lawmakers Academic Institutions
Private Law Firms ﬂ Civil Legal Funders of Civil
and Practitioners J.. Services Providers Legal Services

As noted previously, the mounting expense of higher education, combined with
lower earning potential for legal aid and other lawyers in rural and remote areas,
creates a huge barrier for promising attorneys who might be interested in providing
services in rural communities. A 2024 survey of more than 700 attorneys younger
than age 36 by the ABA’s Young Lawyers Division and AccesslLex Institute found
graduates leave law school with a median school loan debt of $112,500, rising

to $137,500 with undergraduate student loans included. The ABA also noted that
this level of debt contributes to high rates of anxiety among young lawyers and
significantly influences major life decisions.%®

Law school debt begins with law school tuition. Law schools should consider
a range of career trajectories — and the legal needs of their state — when setting
tuition rates and developing financial aid and student loan forgiveness options
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to address alumni pay differentials. Law schools also can make it easier for
students to choose rural practice in the face of student loan debt by: connecting
them with alumni mentors, rural fellowships and job opportunities; providing
education and training on the economics of rural practice and the skills needed
to develop a successful rural practice; and offering stipends to take lower-paying
roles. Three-fourths of the young lawyers that responded to the ABA survey said
they changed their initial career plans because of their student debt, while
approximately one-third (31%) took jobs less focused on public service than
they previously planned.®

Often with bar associations in the lead, states are exploring ways to encourage

law students and new attorneys to practice in rural areas. The Kentucky Bar
Association, for example, is considering a loan forgiveness program to attract new
lawyers.™” Other efforts, however, have faced resistance. In 2015, the Georgia State
Bar endorsed a proposal modeled on the state’s Physicians for Rural Areas
Assistance Program.'8 |t would have offered state-funded repayment of law school
loans — up to the cost of attending a Georgia law school — to attorneys who
relocated to one of six rural counties without a single lawyer, committed to stay

at least five years, and met minimum pro bono requirements. Despite its promise,
the Georgia General Assembly did not adopt the plan.'®®

Federal policymakers have a role to play as well. The National Health Service Corps
(NHSC) Loan Repayment Program provides a potential model. Administered by the
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, NHSC offers a competitive salary
and loan repayment to medical, dental and behavioral health providers who commit
to two years of service in medically underserved areas. '

Law students and practicing attorneys should also have clear, accessible
guidance to navigate existing income-driven debt repayment and forgiveness
options. In addition, legal services organizations and law firms could develop
employer-based loan repayment assistance programs to help recruit and retain
lawyers in rural areas.®

Loan Forgiveness Program Helps Legal Services

Lawyers-Stay the Course

Loan Forgiveness Program Helps Legal Services Lawyers Stay the Course]
Since 2006, LSC's Herbert S. Garten Loan Repayment Assistance Program
(LRAP) has eased the burden of student debt for attorneys at LSC grantee
organizations. Unlike many financial assistance programs, LRAP has

no geographic restrictions — attorneys in any LSC-funded program
nationwide can apply. By providing up to three years of forgivable loans,
LRAP enables legal services organizations to keep talented lawyers

who might otherwise be forced to leave because of debt.6?
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RECOMMENDATION 5: Offer practical courses on starting and running
small law practices and fund programs encouraging rural practice.

H) Law Schools and Private La_\x_/ Firms
Who can dO thlS * @ Academic Institutions and Practitioners
State Bars and ® Funders of Civil
Bar Associations A~ 4 LegalServices

Many attorneys working in rural communities will be sole practitioners. Yet there
is a persistent lack of knowledge and understanding among law students and
young lawyers about how to start and run a successful small or solo practice,
mostly because the subject is not a focus in their legal education. This lack

of knowledge can be a significant barrier to enter rural practice. Therefore,

the Task Force recommends that law schools work with partners — including
other professional schools on campus, such as business schools, alumni and the
private bar — to offer practical courses and training for students on launching

a small or solo practice. In one example, the University of Arkansas Little Rock’s
William H. Bowen School of Law created the Rural Practice Incubator program
for current students and recent alumni. The program was designed to equip
participants with the tools, skills and professional network needed to grow rural
law practices.'®® (Learn more about the program on page 73.)

In addition to academic programs, the Task Force recommends that law schools,
legal services organizations and funders explore other types of programming that
encourage and support students engaging in rural practice while in law school.
This includes fellowships and support for public interest internships, with law
schools providing participating students with direct financial support and/or
post-graduation loan forgiveness. For example, in lllinois, the Rural Practice
Fellowship program connects law students with rural firms to give them a taste

of this career pathway before they leave law school. The program includes

a $5,000 fellowship grant and mentoring.® Investment in these programs helps
connect more students to the opportunities and rewards that come with practicing
law in underserved rural areas across the nation.
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Placing Students in Rural Practice

The Rural Summer Legal Corps (RSLC) program places second- and third-year law
students in paid summer fellowships with legal aid organizations that serve rural

communities. Fellows spend about
two months providing direct legal
services to clients and contributing
to community outreach and public
education activities. The program
annually draws more than 250
applications, and in 2025, placed 50
students from 37 law schools with 44
LSC grantee organizations across
32 different states. (Read more

on page 82.)

Rural Summer Legal Corps fellows at pre-service
orientation in May 2025. Student fellows spend
eight to ten weeks at LSC-funded legal services
organizations that serve rural communities.

RECOMMENDATION 6: Expand benefits and programs for rural
practitioners, such as reduced dues and fees and targeted training
on succession planning.

. State Bars and
Who can dO thlS? Bar Associations

State bars and bar associations can
do more to support rural members
through a range of potential programs
and benefits. For example, they play
a significant role in attorney training,
often leading the development of
continuing legal education (CLE)
requirements and programs for local
lawyers. The Task Force recommends

. A topic highlighted in various studies and Task
that the organized bar expand Force discussions, succession planning has

training and support for rural Iawyers become an urgent issue as many rural attorneys

. approach retirement without a clear successor.
to address the most practical and

America’s Partner

LSC for Equal Justice JUSTICE WHERE WE LIVE: PROMISING PRACTICES FROM RURAL COMMUNITIES
LEGAL SERVICES CORPORATION A Report from the Rural Justice Task Force 47



https://www.lsc.gov/initiatives/rural-summer-legal-corps

urgent problems they face, including succession planning. Bar associations
in Maryland, Pennsylvania and Texas, for example, have created resources
relevant to small firms or solo practitioners to help with succession planning,
office management and other practice skills that often are needed in rural areas.'®

In addition, state and local bar associations should consider that admission and
membership dues and continuing education courses can be a significant cost for
practitioners in rural areas. Reducing fees — even by a small amount — can help
alleviate the burden on these frontline attorneys and their practices. Therefore, the
Task Force recommends sliding fee scales for dues and course registration as

a way of mitigating one of the financial challenges of rural practice.
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THE DIGITAL DIVIDE
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In the 21st century, having affordable and dependable access to high- speed
broadband service has emerged as an essential infrastructure need, comparable
to other basic utilities. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the internet became
Americans’ primary means to access news and information, education, job
opportunities, health care, banking services and courts. However, too many
Americans, including a disproportionate number of rural Americans and people
living on tribal lands, still do not have reliable internet access at home. %

Consequences of the Digital Divide

Inability to access the judicial system online or legal services. The digital divide
can impede rural Americans’ ability to get legal help.'®” A 2022 study of broadband
deployment by the U.S. Federal Communications Commission (FCC) found that

at least 14.5 million Americans lacked reliable internet access.'®® A private sector
report the prior year put the number much higher at 42 million.'®® A significant
portion of people without broadband access live in rural areas, with four of the five
counties with the lowest levels of broadband access in the U.S. (measured as less
than 40% of the population with access) being in the country’s most rural areas.'
While smartphones with internet access can be an alternative to at-home
broadband, rural adults also are less likely to own a smartphone.'”" This lack

of access, coupled with inconsistent cellphone coverage in rural communities,
contributes to the rural justice gap.

A significant portion of people without broadband access live in rural areas.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many courts across America expanded use

of digital tools in their operations. For example, by holding virtual hearings and
pivoting from paper filings to digital records systems. This modernized court
technology can improve access to and outcomes for many users of the justice
system, especially for individuals who must travel long distances, have disabilities
or face financial or logistical barriers, like rearranging work or childcare, to attending
court in person.'’2 Survey data collected by courts during the pandemic suggests
that the public benefited from reduced travel time, less time off work and reduced
costs. For example, the Maricopa County (Arizona) Justice Courts saw a significant
difference in eviction hearings when adding a remote option. Pre-pandemic,
tenants frequently failed to appear for in-person hearings about 40% of the time.
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With remote hearings as an option, failure-to-appear rates dropped to 25% in 2022.173
Lawyers appreciate remote hearings, too, because it’s easier for them to appear at
multiple or distant courts when appearing online versus in-person.’”*

The possibility of seeing clients and attending
hearings virtually creates opportunities for urban
and suburban attorneys to support rural residents.

A variety of rural-serving virtual legal aid clinics have
been established since the pandemic, like the

Pro Bono on Demand program run by Florida Rural
Legal Services (FRLS)." Family law attorneys
licensed in the state of Florida can volunteer remotely,
helping clients residing in 13 different counties
navigate custody and child support issues, divorce
and protective orders. Pro Bono on Demand was
conceived with busy attorneys in mind. “There’s no

travel, no ongoing case management, and full An Instagram post advertising
malpractice coverage. It's as simple as choosing New Mexico Legal Aid's

. . " ) . Ask-A-Lawyer Legal Fair
a time slot and showing up ready to help,” said Britt in Portales, NM.

Berg, pro bono manager at FRLS."7®

Internet access and digital literacy are key for clients to access — or even know
about — legal help. This is true for virtual hearings and clinics but also for
in-person events that are primarily publicized through digital channels like

social media. Rural Americans without internet access cannot take advantage

of these opportunities. Instead, many rural residents must travel long distances at
significant time and expense to appear at a court hearing or to file legal documents.

Courts differ widely in their online
systems and services. The availability
and quality of online court filing,
services and proceedings are
consistent. Websites vary in quality

or may not be optimized for mobile

devices. Moreover, different courts —

; and even different judges within the
The Task Force recommends that legal services same court — differ in their willingness
providers offer rural residents a variety of avenues ¢ l . d hold virtual
for accessing legal support, including through 0 use online services an old virtua
videoconference platforms and phone-based hearings. In some jurisdictions, the lack
consultations, in addition to more traditional f tralized ¢ d
face-to-face services. of centralized court procedures

(or a larger budget and staff with which
to spread workload and provide training) can make developing online services and
virtual hearing procedures particularly difficult for smaller courts.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Bridging the Digital Divide

Rural areas need access to reliable, high-speed internet. While strides have been
made to close the digital divide, a large percentage of America’s population —
particularly in rural areas — remain underserved. The Task Force recommends
that lawmakers, government agencies, courts, legal services providers

and others take the following actions to bridge the digital divide, strengthen
digital literacy and ensure broader access to the technologies and support

that will enable more rural Americans to get the legal help they need.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Apply a human-centered approach
to deployment of technology.

State and Tribal Courts .
) Government and . Civil Legal
Who can dO thIS. @ Community Agencies ‘é:f'inﬁ:i:is:ntso Justice Services Providers

As courts adopt online platforms, judges and
administrators should consider ways to mitigate

the digital divide and the effect that limited access to
the internet or technology devices may have on the
ability of some rural residents to take advantage of
online services or proceedings.'” Courts considering
mandatory e-filing, for example, must recognize that
individuals without reliable and secure internet
access may be shut out of the system. The same
considerations apply to members of the civil legal
services community exploring how Al-driven
technologies can enhance their services and client
tools. To help grantees explore how to responsibly

Courts should prioritize mobile-
compatible websites and ) ) ) o
user-friendly designs that integrate generative Al, LSC is facilitating an Al Peer

address digital and

cemEally Sa i, Learning Lab designed to help legal aid programs

share insights, analyze risks, discuss ethical
considerations and develop best practices.'”® Following a human-centered
approach — as advocated by Dr. Michele Statz and Dr. Margaret Hagan — courts
should design systems that account for all users’ needs and limitations. Strategies
could include:

e Prioritizing mobile-compatible websites'® and user-friendly designs that
address digital and accessibility barriers.

® |ncreasing investments in more court navigators, simplified online user
interfaces for forms and additional equipment needed to conduct hearings.®°

e Retaining residents’ access to forms in paper format.
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Meeting Clients’ Technological Needs

Staff at Legal Services of North Florida (LSNF), which serves a large population
of seniors, observed that many clients lacked the access and digital literacy
needed to fully participate in online court proceedings. When the Florida Court
System started exploring mandatory e-filing, LSNF partnered with the Self-
Represented Litigant Network to build a Digital Divide Dashboard to show

how such a change would impact their clients and other low-income Floridians.
The data provided important context to the state’s conversations about online-
only access. (Read more on page 83.)

RECOMMENDATION 2: Prioritize broadband expansion.

eD Federal State and Local Government and
Who can do thlS * Lawmakers @ Lawmakers Community Agencies

The Task Force recommends that federal, state, local and tribal policymakers and agencies
prioritize expanding broadband availability and reach, with a focus on rural and remote
areas that lack infrastructure or coverage. This includes continuing to support increased
access for tribal communities that are disproportionately underserved through initiatives
such as the Rural Development Broadband ReConnect Loan and Grant program
administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.®

At the national and state levels, lawmakers should prioritize investments in technology
adoption, so rural residents have the tools and skills to get online. The Affordable
Connectivity Program (ACP), administered by the FCC from 2021 to 2024, helped low-
income households better afford the broadband they needed for work, school, health care
and more. '™ Households with incomes at or below 200% of the federal poverty guidelines
could receive a discount of up to $30 per month toward internet service. The discount
increased to $75 per month for households on qualifying tribal lands. More than 23 million
people — or one in six U.S. households — received benefits. The program was funded with
a one-time congressional appropriation. Due to finite resources, the FCC stopped enrolling
new subscribers in early February 2024, and the program ended on June 1, 2024,
impacting approximately 3.4 million rural households and more than 300,000 households in
tribal areas.'® Another federal program providing rural broadband access and connectivity,
the Universal Service Fund, was also vulnerable. However, the U.S. Supreme Court’s June
2025 decision in FCC v. Consumers’ Research upheld a fee that is added to consumers’
phone bills to provide billions of dollars a year in subsidized phone and internet services

in schools, libraries and rural areas.'®
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Expanding Access Through Legal Kiosks

During the Covid-19 pandemic, Texas became
a leader in allowing virtual court proceedings.
Yet, large swaths of rural Texan households

do not have computers, and many more do not
have high-speed internet. In response,

the Texas Legal Services Center installed virtual
court kiosks in community centers, shelters and
public libraries. These kiosks, which include

a computer, printer and scanner and technical A user explores a legal kiosk, one of
many across Texas that connect

support, enable people to access court community mermbers with courts

proceedings and participate in the civil justice and legal help in English, Spanish

system close to home without their own device and Vietnamese.

and/or internet access. (Read more on page 86.)

RECOMMENDATION 3: Use online platforms and face-to-face
support to expand the availability of legal assistance to rural clients,
including virtual consultations and support from attorneys in urban
and suburban areas.

H) Private Law Firms Q'"é Civil Legal
Who can do thlS. e and Practitioners J.. Services Providers

The rise of video conferencing and other technologies has created an opportunity
for rural clients to have unprecedented access to support from legal services
providers, as well as urban and suburban pro bono practitioners in their states.
To the extent that rural residents have available broadband and the training and
equipment to make the most of virtual legal support, it can significantly improve
access in communities facing longstanding justice gaps.

The Task Force recommends that legal services providers offer rural residents

a variety of avenues for accessing legal support, including through videoconference
platforms and phone-based consultations, in addition to more traditional face-
to-face services. Legal aid groups also can partner with human services
organizations — including libraries, medical clinics and schools — to create

spaces with the needed technology and staffing where rural residents can
participate in virtual clinics or hearings. Virtual services can be effective

in addressing challenges of time and distance, but only if the intended clients

know what’s available, have access to the necessary technologies and are
comfortable using them.
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DISTANCE AND TRANSPORTATION OBSTACLES
TO ACCESSING LEGAL HELP
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Another significant barrier inhibiting rural residents from accessing the legal
support they need is long travel distances and a lack of public transportation

in their communities. While people living in urban and suburban areas tend

to have public transit options, as well as some services within walking distance,
people in rural areas often need to own or have access to a vehicle to travel
anywhere. Rideshare services like Uber and Lyft, shuttles and carpools and
transportation discount programs may not be widely available to rural residents.
Where these types of transportation services are available, they serve as lifelines
for those living in rural communities to access grocery stores, pharmacies and
other vital services.'® In 2021, the percentage of rural residents without access
to intercity transportation exceeded 15% in 25 states. '8¢

Even where public transportation is available, operating hours or the location

of stops on the route may be limited. If a person works full time, they may need
to take an entire day off work to meet with an attorney or go to court. The amount
of time spent in transit may be even longer when the court or law office is several
towns away.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Overcoming Distance and Transportation Obstacles

Providing legal services via technology alone is not enough to meet rural
residents’ needs. To overcome travel distances and expand access to legal
services in rural communities, it is also important to bring in-person services
to people where they are, while also leveraging resources to broaden access
to various forms of transportation.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Scale proven methods for easing
local access to federal infrastructure funding and resources
for transportation.

) Federal A State and Local Government and
Who can do thlS. Lawmakers Lawmakers Community Agencies

Tapping into federal funding for transportation, infrastructure development
and other community improvements is no easy task, but it can be especially
difficult for small, under-resourced rural municipalities where population
and tax revenues have declined. Rural leaders may also encounter
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challenges navigating the wide range
of grant programs that span across
many federal government agencies,
all with their own eligibility criteria and
application requirements.

To alleviate some of these barriers,

the Rural Partners Network (RPN),

a federal initiative housed at the U.S.

Department of Agriculture, launched A rural bus stop connecting residents

in 2022.¢7 RPN initially placed federal Ll AN o

field staff, known as community

liaisons, in 14 rural regions across Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, New Mexico and
Native American Nations

in Arizona to help local elected officials and community leaders identify federal
resources that will best meet their unique needs.

Community liaisons help rural communities navigate federal programs,

build relationships, identify community-driven solutions and develop successful
applications for funding. They also form a feedback loop by reporting back to the
20 federal agencies and regional commissions that are part of RPN about on-the-
ground community needs and barriers to accessing federal resources. Community
liaison placements have expanded to Alaska, North Carolina, Nevada, Puerto Rico,
Wisconsin and West Virginia.

The Task Force recommends that Congress and key agencies scale this model
to all U.S. states and territories and federally recognized tribes, boosting the
capacity of more rural communities to access beneficial government resources.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Expand court modernization to increase
remote access.

State and Tribal Courts
. Federal State and Local .
Who can do this? =/ e and Access to Justice
_ Lawmakers Lawmakers commiSSions

During the pandemic, when many public buildings closed, a number of courts
adopted standards for remote proceedings and moved certain services online,
creating lasting benefits for people unable to attend court in person due to distance,
work schedules, childcare needs or other barriers.'® While many courts have made
pandemic-era innovations permanent, some judges remain reluctant to continue

to allow videoconferencing even when the parties appearing in their courtroom have
internet access and proper devices. Allowing remote participation would enable
legal services providers and pro bono attorneys to represent clients in more
locations simultaneously. The Task Force recommends that courts further expand
the option to use online proceedings in rural communities where legal help is scarce
and both lawyers and clients often travel long distances to reach the courthouse.
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RECOMMENDATION 3: Bring legal help closer to people.

State and Tribal Courts
) Government and N Law Schools and
Who can do thlS. @ Community Agencies and Ac_ce_ss fo Justice Academic Institutions
Commissions
Private Law Firms  @ico ) Civil Legal [OJ\ Funders of Civil
and Practitioners ’ ﬂ > Services Providers A = LegalServices

The Task Force recommends a flexible approach: combining openness to online
proceedings with in-person legal services, where feasible, to build trust and
strengthen communication with rural clients. Across the country, many groups are
pursuing creative means to bring legal support to rural residents closer to where
they live via mobile (traveling) clinics and recurring hours or a permanent presence
(e.q., staffed help desk) inside libraries, schools, departments of Veteran Services
and community centers,

This emphasis on bringing services directly to people is reflected in the U.S.
Department of Justice’s (DOJ) Access to Justice Prize, a nationwide competition
designed to spark innovative solutions to address the justice gap and promote equal
access to justice for all. The theme for the 2025 prize is “Closing the Rural Justice
Gap,” and DOJ invited applicants to submit innovative ideas to expand legal access,
simplify processes, leverage technology and build community-based partnerships.
Five winners announced in July 2025 received $15,000 to advance their project.

A notable winner is the 12th Judicial District, in Southern Colorado’s rural San Luis
Valley, where there is no public transportation, and many residents live far from the
courthouse. To address these challenges, the District’s Access to Justice Committee
is creating a Lawmobile, a traveling legal resource center equipped with internet and
printing services that will bring self-help tools and assistance directly to rural people
who face transportation, childcare and digital access barriers. Volunteers will drive
the vehicle to remote locations to assist residents with their legal and administrative
concerns in domestic relations, housing, probate, guardianship, small claims and
other civil cases.'®

By meeting people where they are, the clinics remove a key barrier to reentry.

In Michigan, DTE Energy employees, along with legal and government partners,
hosted in-person Road to Restoration license clinics at two Department

of Corrections facilities, directly supporting returning citizens who lack the means
or knowledge to restore their driving privileges on their own.' By meeting people
where they are, the clinics remove a key barrier to reentry and complement one
of DTE Energy’s workforce development programs. The company trains people
returning from incarceration to trim trees that threaten power lines. This approach
makes critical legal services accessible at the point of need while connecting
participants to future employment opportunities. ™"
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Folding Laundry, Finding Justice in a Florida Laundromat

The Bay Area Rural Justice Collaborative in

California, for example, brought

regularly scheduled free legal clinics to isolated communities. Volunteer attorneys
from law firms staffed the clinics.’ The collaborative was an initiative of a broader
effort coordinated by the nonprofit organization One Justice, which also has a Justice
Bus Project that brings pro bono legal help to rural residents across the region.'®
The Task Force recommends that law firms and in-house legal departments partner

with legal services groups on efforts like the
assistance to more rural communities.

After Hurricane lan, Florida Rural Legal
Services (FRLS) began meeting disaster

survivors at laundromats, places where
residents without power or personal laundry
facilities gathered, and where legal aid staff
found a captive audience waiting loads

to finish. The approach continues today,
bringing legal help to people where they
are and showing that justice can start

in unexpected yet familiar places.

(See more on page 87.)

se that extend hands-on, in-person

Florida Rural Legal Services found
creative ways to reach disaster
survivors, including outreach

at laundromats.
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Access to Justice on the Move

A mobile legal clinic on wheels, referred to colloquially as a ‘justice bus,’ is one way
that legal aid organizations are bringing lawyers and services directly to rural and

remote communities. Three examples pictured here are from Minnesota Legal
Services Coalition’s Reach Justice initiative, Legal Aid of North Carolina and
Oklahoma Indian Legal Services.

'9al Sefices Mobile office }

These images capture self-contained mobile legal clinics, or justice buses, in action.
Attorneys meet with clients on board, and the vehicles are equipped with satellite
internet access, printing capabilities and other supplies to serve residents in

rural communities.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Experiment with and support various types
of access to physical and virtual services to see what works best
in reaching targeted client groups.

State and Tribal Courts . .
oD Government and ! Private Law Firms
Who can do this? @ Community Agencies and Access o Justice D s
Civil Legal (O] Funders of Civil
Services Providers Qo=@ LegalServices

There is no one-size-fits-all solution to expanding access to legal services.
Determining the best form of access in a rural area is highly dependent on the

specific community. Providers should consider the needs and cultural backgrounds

of their clients when designing solutions. The Task Force recommends that legal
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services groups and partners experiment with different models based on their

clients’ circumstances and needs. Meanwhile, funders need to provide flexible
financial support for piloting and evaluating these approaches, so practitioners
can learn and improve. Some considerations include the following.

e Consider staggered operating hours, including before and after business
hours, or after-hours phone and online chat support, to accommodate
working clients who find it hard to connect to services during traditional
business hours.

e Use in-person services to strengthen trust with clients and communities
where personal connection matters most.

e Establish accessible spaces — like private workstations with internet —
or court appearances and virtual meetings, so clients can get timely
help when they need it most.

e Remove geographic barriers by leveraging technology to connect
urban- based attorneys with rural clients, such as through virtual
pro bono clinic models.™*

Legal services providers observe that merely holding clinics that target rural
communities is not enough. They've had to think practically about getting the
word out about available legal services and how to combine digital marketing
with other forms of publicity and outreach. Across the country, LSC grantees
serving rural and remote areas are effectively using both online and offline
marketing in effective ways and relying on partners with local knowledge to help
spread the word. A report prepared for
the Access to Justice Commission of
the Montana Supreme Court suggested
creating simple posters for placement g
in public places, such as on community 7 ' e S
bulletin boards, grocery stores, )

laundromats and shopping centers.®

o2 Night of Gldies
The report also emphasized the value : -
of sharing information on the radio, A flyer on a grocery store bulletin board
since many rural residents spend a lot advertises Community Legal Aid’s free re-entry
. . . . services, helping people throughout Western
of time in their cars. These tactics can Massachusetts expunge or seal criminal
complement posts on online events records and overcome barriers to housing

. . and employment.
calendars and social media.
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Partnership Between the Law and Libraries

To support low-income residents of Colorado’s rural and frontier counties,
Colorado Legal Services (CLS) has utilized both telephone clinics as well as Zoom
(videoconference) clinics in partnership with rural public libraries. Both clinic models
enable pro bono volunteer attorneys from
across the state to advise people living in
areas that are hard to reach. Clients either
call in from their own phone or visit a library
to utilize Zoom on computers in dedicated,
private spaces. Library staff greet clients
and help them troubleshoot any technical
In Denver, volunteer attorneys staff a call-in TEEUS: The IeHRErgRe EREreEsn —ene
clinic, speaking on the phone with clients model using the telephone and the other
unable to visit a CLS office. relying on a bricks-and-mortar library —
meant continued services even when county
library sites shuttered during the COVID-19
pandemic. CLS continues to utilize an
expanded call-in model because it provides
the public with easy access to free legal
clinics using the most readily available
technology. The phone works well even in the
most sparsely populated and geographically
At rural libraries, staff welcome clients and isolated parts of the state, for the senior
assist with technology so they can meet demographic as well as for callers with
virtually with a pro bono attorney. . . )
mobility challenges. Library staff continue
to be great partners and a valuable clinic referral source. In many rural areas across
Colorado, the local library remains one of the best gateways for community members
to learn about or access legal services. (See more on page 92.)

RECOMMENDATION 5: Establish rural legal clinics in collaboration
with law schools.

. State and Local Law Schools and ﬁ Civil Legal
Who can dO thIS? Lawmakers @ Academic Institutions Services Providers

Law schools across the country have created rural legal clinics to expose their
students to rural practice while also expanding the availability of in-person legal
support in underserved areas. The Task Force recommends that law schools
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establish rural clinic sites and experiential learning offerings, bringing assistance
closer to where the people that need it most live.

In Maine, state lawmakers in 2022 approved legislation authorizing pilot funding
for the University of Maine School of Law to open a satellite legal clinic in rural
Aroostook County near the Canadian border.' Students working in the clinic offer
legal services to local residents and learn the fundamentals of rural practice.’’
Experiential learning like this provide students with professional development and,
hopefully, persuades some to pursue post-graduate work in a rural community.

Other examples of law school programs exposing students to rural populations and
practice include: the University of Minnesota Law School’s Rural Immigrant Access
Clinic; Cornell Law School’s Farmworker Legal Assistance Clinic; University of New
Mexico School of Law’s Southwest Indian Law Clinic; the Rural Entrepreneurship
Program within the University of Wisconsin Law School’'s Law & Entrepreneurship
Clinic; and Lewis & Clark Law School’s Rural Entrepreneur Program, a program

of the school's Small Business Legal Clinic.'%®

Asset Mapping and Community Needs Assessments

As part of the broader effort to tackle the justice gap, LSC grantees
undertake periodic community needs assessments, which may
include an asset mapping component, to ensure ongoing awareness
of specific legal issues common in the service area, potential local
collaborators, and how to build on regional strengths to address the
most pressing needs.'®®

A comprehensive needs assessment is a pillar of LSC's
Performance Criteria for grantees.?®® No two communities are the
same, and understanding a community’s specific needs will help

a provider better address problems its clients may have with safety,
stability and access to legal assistance.

For example, if the community is facing specific and disproportionate
problems with housing issues or domestic violence, an LSC grantee will
likely want to have an attorney on staff who specializes in those topics.
Likewise, if a rural community has a large population of veterans with
service-connected disabilities that affect their ability to get to a legal aid
office, the provider might want to consider how to use traveling or online
offerings to better serve that group. Better understanding of community
needs helps providers earn trust and foster long-term client relationships.

Additionally, asset mapping is the process of inventorying a community's
strengths. It provides a systematic way to identify important local
institutions and potential partners, so services build on rather than

duplicate existing resources. Legal aid groups use asset maps to inform
new collaborations and enlist local champions who are effective and trusted
messengers about available legal assistance.?®!
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COMMUNITY TRUST AND LOCAL NEEDS
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Task Force discussions regularly surfaced a multi-faceted set of relational and
cultural factors that can stand as a barrier between rural residents and the legal
help they need. In working group convenings, legal services providers described
their communities as holding strong beliefs about self-reliance, which can make
people hesitant to ask for outside help. Guest speakers and Task Force members
shared anecdotes about the unique cultural identity of their home regions,
observing that some rural areas may be more close-knit than urban ones.

They also described encounters with clients who distrusted outsiders or authority
figures, whom they saw as not understanding the local way of life. In small rural
towns, less privacy or the fear of judgment by others may also prevent individuals
from reaching out for support. A report on the justice gap in Montana affirmed these
confidentiality concerns: older rural Montanans, specifically, are often reluctant

to ask for help or embarrassed to take anything for free and don’t want to share
what they view as their “personal issues” with a stranger — even if the stranger

is there to help.2

A compounding issue seen in rural,
urban and suburban areas alike is that
many Americans do not understand that
some of the problems they are facing,
whether related to medical debt, family
relationships or employment, are legal
issues at all.2% In 2024, LSC commis-
sioned a national Harris Poll to explore
how public perceptions differ from

the realities of legal aid access and

Expanding access to justice in rural America

depends on building trust — trust that begins effectiveness. More than 2,000

with listening, understanding and respecting Americans participated in this national
what matters most to residents — and tailoring o
services to meet the specific needs of each survey. Poll results showed that 59% of
community. people who experienced a civil legal

matter within the past three years did
not seek out legal help from an attorney who could have been pivotal in getting
their issues resolved. One in three Americans who didn’t seek help for civil legal
matters believed they could handle the problem themselves or didn’t think it was
serious enough for legal help.2%4
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Building Trust and Meeting Local Needs

Any effort to tackle the rural justice gap in a comprehensive way must address the
trust and cultural barriers that keep so many rural residents from seeking the help
they need. The Task Force recommends that government and community agencies,
the organized bar, legal services providers and others take the following actions

to build trust with rural communities and to broaden services and support to specific
populations that face unique barriers to justice.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Expand partnerships with community-
based organizations serving low-income rural populations
to connect residents to critical legal services.

. State and Tribal Courts
Who can do thIS? @ ggvme:ur:ﬁm;\alicies e and Access to Justice
Y A9 Commissions

State Bars and TNV, Civil Legal
Bar Associations JE Services Providers

In many rural communities, residents turn to schools, social clubs, clergy and
places of worship, libraries and tribal governments for information, guidance and
resources when they need help. The Task Force recommends that courts, legal aid
organizations and the organized bar partner with local groups that play a vital and
stabilizing role in a community’s economic and social fabric. Collaboration brings
validity and trust to the provision of urgently needed legal services. It also expands
reach to potential clients and can be a potent strategy for overcoming the logistical,
demographic and cultural barriers — from transportation and language obstacles
to an aversion to outside assistance — that prevent rural residents from getting the
legal help they need. Finally, partnerships also help bridge the information gap,
where many residents may not be aware that a problem they are facing has a legal
remedy, let alone that there might be affordable or free legal help available.?%
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Malik Hines, a staff attorney for Georgia Legal ~ W SNy |
Services Program’s (GLSP) medical-legal : ‘ " ‘
partnership with McKinney Medical Center, ' _E

a Federally Qualified Health Center in rural, "

. . . Mickinmey Medieal Canter
southeastern Georgia, explained that in the Siding Scalt Department
communities he serves, access to lawyers is  —
rare, and residents’ past encounters with the !
justice system have eroded trust. Meeting a b voan
legal aid attorney in a familiar care setting —
introduced by a trusted doctor — can overcome
fear, open the door to help, and lead to life-
changing assistance. “It requires a lot of bravery Signage at McKinney Medical
f h Ik N Center guides patients to
or them to even come talk to an attorney, Georgla Legal Services
Hines said, “because every legal thing they’ve Program’s on-site attorneys.
ever done has been negative in their view.”2%
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Placing Lawyers in Schools

Legal Aid of West Virginia (LAWV) provides parents and caregivers the opportunity
to receive free, brief legal information or advice from an attorney at legal clinics held

at public schools. LAWYV prioritizes
schools where other onsite social
services are offered, such as a food
pantry or school-based health clinic,
because families will be accustomed
to coming to the building for support
and resources. When the school

is already the hub of its neighborhood
or town, families feel more comfortable
seeking out legal help there.?” (Read
more on page 91.)

A Lawyer in the School program offers free legal
help to families with school-age children.
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RECOMMENDATION 2: Train community members, staff and volunteers
without formal legal credentials to serve as first responders and
navigators for rural people in need.

State and Tribal Courts
Who can do th|s? ggvmeg‘lnuraﬁgt/\z‘e:cies and Access to Justice
Commissions
Law Schools and 7\ Civil Legal
Academic Institutions i N Services Providers

As discussed under Barrier 1, the size of the justice gap and a consistent shortage
of attorneys in rural areas has inspired looking beyond lawyers. The Task Force
recommends that legal aid providers and other stakeholders embrace opportunities
for helpers that lack formal legal credentials to assist rural clients in need.

Nationally, there is a growing movement to train, supervise and mentor
non-attorneys — such as paid nonprofit staff, domestic violence advocates,

court navigators, eviction diversion facilitators, public health workers and
community volunteers — to perform discrete tasks that help people understand
and resolve civil legal matters in areas like family law, housing and public
benefits.2%® The National Tribal Trial College (NTTC) Certificate in Tribal Court Legal
Advocacy is one such program aimed at enhancing the skills of non-attorney legal
advocates, specifically those practicing in tribal courts across the U.S.2%°

NTTC Dean Hallie Bongar White, speaking during the Task Force’s October 2022 field
hearing, said the free, six-month intensive course was guided by Indigenous traditions
and adult learning principles.?'® The curriculum is focused on meeting the real-world
justice needs of Native American communities, such as divorce, child custody,
visitation and support arrangements and domestic violence protection orders.
Students gain legal research and writing skills, in addition to trial skills. The program

is in its 11th year, and more than 300 advocates representing 108 tribes from 26 states
have served thousands of American Indian and Alaska Native peoples who otherwise
would have had no access to foundational legal services.?'

The previously mentioned community justice worker model is another powerful,
scalable example. (Read more on page 72.) As of December 2024, nearly 500 CJWs
were located in 42 communities around the state of Alaska, a much deeper penetration
of Alaska’s vast rural landscape than the 24 staff attorneys working out of ALSC’s

13 offices. Further, justice workers often come from, reside in and reflect the
communities they serve — something that increases trust and accessibility by bridging
geographic and cultural divides between clients and legal providers. About one-third
of CJWs identify as Alaska Native (compared to 12% of ALSC staff), making them far
more familiar with the needs and challenges of ALSC’s Indigenous client population.?'2

Research from the Advancement of the American Legal System (IAALS) and Hague
Institute for Innovation of Law (HiiL) suggests that in rural areas, insurance agents may
also play an important role as early identifiers of potential legal issues. Because they
are often trusted, long-time community members, agents may be among the first to
hear about disputes, claims problems or other situations where a legal referral or basic
navigation assistance could help prevent matters from escalating.2'®
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RECOMMENDATION 3: Train judges, lawyers, client-facing staff
and volunteers on cultural factors impacting distinct rural populations.

State and Tribal Courts
. Government and . Law Schools and
Who can do this? @ Community Agencies @ (a::ﬁq/::i‘:is:nt: Justice @ Academic Institutions

Private Law Firms /o)~ Civil Legal
and Practitioners E ) N Services Providers

Depending on a legal provider’s priorities, expertise and location, the organization

may assist large numbers of clients with distinct backgrounds and needs. For example,
some programs may serve disproportionately large number of clients who speak

a language other than English at home, agricultural workers who work seasonally

or members of tribal nations. Other legal aid providers may have a significant number
of clients who have experienced trauma from exposure to the child welfare system,
domestic violence, natural disasters or relatives with substance use disorders.
Effectively serving clients with unique needs can require special training for staff.

The Task Force recommends that legal services organizations train their attorneys,
frontline staff and volunteers on trauma-informed practice and relevant cultural
competencies so they can communicate with and assist frequently served populations
with the utmost trust and respect. For instance, legal services providers who work with
Native American clients, or who specialize in legal matters subject to the jurisdiction
of tribal courts, should provide educational opportunities for non-Native staff to learn
about Indigenous history, culture and traditions that could impact the cases they see.

The same applies to members of the judiciary and court personnel. Recently, the Na-
tional Association of Women Judges launched a free, online, self-guided course de-
signed to “enhance judges’ and other court staff’'s awareness of the issues

affecting rural civil courts and the Americans seeking justice within them.”2™

The course addresses cultural roots and sensitivities in rural areas, as well

as building trust and the power of listening.
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Training Interpreters, Strengthening Cultural Competence

California is the most linguistically diverse state in the U.S., with more than 200
languages used across the state. Yet there is a significant shortage of qualified
interpreters for Indigenous languages and languages with limited prevalence.
California Rural Legal Assistance, Inc. (CRLA), which provides free legal services
to low-income residents of California’s rural counties, responded by creating

a multilingual interpreter training program. Each year, CRLA trains 50 to 60
residents within its service area, equipping them with the skills to become
CRLA-contracted interpreters, expanding language access and improving
service to rural clients. (Read more on page 93.)

RECOMMENDATION 4: Widen pathways to pursue legal education for rural
residents and members of underrepresented communities to encourage
more rural practitioners.

State and Tribal Courts
is? - Law Schools and State Bars and
Who can do this? Zg::;‘;:is:n? Justice Academic Institutions Bar Associations

Helping more rural residents and representatives of underserved rural populations
find their way to a legal education and careers in the field can be a key strategy
for increasing a local community’s trust in the justice system.

Law schools should consider alternative curriculum models that make it more
practical and affordable for students from rural areas to earn a law degree.
Possibilities include night or part-time programs for working professionals,
hybrid or virtual learning models or legal apprenticeships that allow rural
students to earn a law degree from home while working with an experienced
legal professional, such as a practicing lawyer or judge, in their community.

The Arizona Supreme Court launched an innovative apprenticeship for law school
graduates who narrowly miss passing the Uniform Bar Exam (UBE), scoring 260

to 269.2' Instead of having to retake the exam and delay entry to the workforce,
participants in the Arizona Lawyer Apprentice Program (ALAP) complete a two-year,
full-time, supervised apprenticeship — working in rural communities and public
sector law offices — before earning full admission to the bar. The program

is designed to retain promising legal talent in underserved areas, particularly
individuals who might otherwise be drawn to jobs in neighboring New Mexico
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and Utah, which both have a lower UBE passing score of 260. In a summer 2024
press release announcing the program, Chief Justice Ann A. Scott Timmer
commented, “Arizona is not only a real desert, but also a legal desert. Arizona ranks
49 among the states in the number of lawyers per capita. This will be one of several
steps we are taking to provide more legal services for Arizonans, particularly those
living in rural communities.”2'®

Given that rural communities across the country are home to significant numbers of
Native Americans, supporting more Indigenous students to enter the field is critical.
According to a 2024 analysis of ABA data by the Law School Admission Council,
fewer than 2% of first-year law students nationwide were Native American.2"

Only 1% of all lawyers identified as Native American in 2024 — the same proportion
as a decade earlier.?'® In contrast, Native Americans accounted for 3% of the U.S.
population in the 2020 Census. 2'° The Task Force recommends that law schools
actively recruit and support Native American students by engaging in strategic
outreach to their communities, offering financial incentives and partnering with
organizations already helping Indigenous people navigate the law school
application and matriculation processes. An example of such a program comes
from the University of California Berkeley School of Law, which sought to increase
its Native American student enroliment by launching a new financial aid program.
The program covers annual tuition and fees for California students who are also
enrolled in federally recognized tribes.22°

Partnering with Faith Leaders to Broaden Access to Justice

Recognizing the trusted role clergy and faith leaders play in their
communities, LSC developed a Faith Community Outreach Toolkit

to help grantees share practical legal resources with local congregations.
When people face difficult times, they often turn first to their faith
community. By equipping faith leaders to recognize and make referrals
when there are legal problems, the toolkit helps them connect
individuals — especially those who might not otherwise seek help —

to local civil legal providers. Through this effort, LSC aims to strengthen
partnerships between legal aid organizations and faith communities,
ensuring that people can access legal support where and when they
need it.
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Building a Pipeline for Native American Lawyers

Around the country, law schools are working with partners to ensure that American
Indian and Alaska Native students can succeed in their legal education and careers.
The American Indian Law Center now
hosts the Pre-Law Summer Institute,
. L which prepares students for law
. . school through a two-month intensive
N on research, analysis and writing.
Ny f Similarly, the Sandra Day O’Connor
=  College of Law at Arizona State
4__.-— University started the Pathway to | aw
Aspiring law students take part in the Native initiative to help students prepare
American Pathway to Law Initiative workshop, - . .
competitive law school applications.

designed to guide them through the
application process. (Read more on page 95.)
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RECOMMENDATION 5: Use high- and low-tech community outreach
tactics to raise awareness about the availability of free legal help.

State and Tribal Courts
) Federal State and Local Government and .
Who can do thlS. Lawmakers @ Lawmakers Community Agencies and Ac'ce_s s to Justice
Commissions
State Bars and 6.3 Civil Legal ® Funders of Civil
Bar Associations J.. Services Providers Qo=@ LegalServices

Lack of access to legal assistance does not arise solely because a client

is unable to meet with a provider by physical or virtual means. Lack of access

also can happen simply because a prospective client does not know their problem
is a legal one or that a legal services organization can help them. The Task Force
recommends that legal services providers, along with their funders and community
partners, consider how to strengthen and expand public outreach to raise
awareness about the nature and availability of civil legal assistance and other
relevant resources.

One strategy is to direct outreach to specific community locations where
providers could find many potential clients. For example, Judicare Legal Aid

in Northern Wisconsin conducts on-site community outreach at county job

and workforce development centers. Meanwhile, GLSP conducts circuit rides
in all 33 predominantly rural counties within its service area, with staff working
in different locations in each county on a rotating schedule to increase visibility
and accessibility.?*!
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Oklahoma, a state rich in Native American history and culture, is home to 39
federally recognized tribal nations, each with its own distinct traditions, languages
and ties to the land. Since the early 1980s, Oklahoma Indian Legal Services (OILS)
has provided legal aid to low-income members in each of the 39 tribes while
respecting each community’s sovereignty and cultural traditions. OILS Executive
Director Stephanie Hudson shared that staff have built trust with tribal nations

over time by maintaining a consistent physical presence in Native American
communities.??? Due to its small staff and limited capacity, OILS cannot establish
standalone offices on every reservation in Oklahoma. Instead, OILS opts for

a traveling legal clinic approach, sending staff attorneys and intake workers to their
respective tribal communities weekly or quarterly. Hudson shares that it often takes
several visits for tribal members to feel comfortable approaching the OILS attorneys
after consistently seeing the same person. Potential clients may only ask questions
about their legal issues or pick up brochures. They may not immediately agree

to participate in a formal intake. It may take another week or two of OILS’s presence
at the same location to demonstrate that staff are trustworthy enough to ask for help.

Providers also should consider other forms of community outreach, from posting
information on community bulletin boards hanging in the town post office to placing
ads on the radio or in the local paper. MLSA Executive Director Alison Paul told the
Task Force that her organization had success producing custom drink coasters with
contact details and info about common
civil legal problems that threaten basic

needs.?® The coasters were distributed e
to bars and taverns around Montana. oty o 1+ e ) ) e
These deliberate communications

tactics, among others, play a critical

Yes. Find out
what you can do.

role in bridging the rural justice gap. oatacet sohia aee
N\ %
Constituent services staff in ) 2 Q:
i i I'm di
congressional offices and state and 35-‘1"s;§:v‘;"-°£'.:’«"=';7&2“é s;"p?;%'g{;ef;;;
local lawmakers’ offices can play o talk Do v e

follow the order
and stay away?

a dependent?

a pivotal educational role, too.
Because these offices routinely
hear from concerned voters seeking

help with a wide range of problems Drink coasters produced by Montana Legal
L o Services Association proved to be an effective
it is important that staff know which outreach tool when distributed to local bars and
legal services programs operate in their taverns in rural Montana.

district. Equipped with this knowledge,

staff can make timely and appropriate referrals to civil legal services organizations,
ensuring that residents who reach out for assistance are connected to relevant and
proximate resources.
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Conclusion

“Justice is indiscriminately due to all, without regard
to numbers, wealth, or rank.”

— Hon. John Jay, first Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of the United States

The ideal of equal access to is a core American value and yet, it remains
aspirational. With more than 90% of civil legal problems going unsolved

each year, the justice gap is not unique to rural America. However, there are
unique characteristics of rural communities that can make problem-solving more
challenging. Members of the Task Force are inspired by the dedication and
creativity that rural communities are bringing to the challenge of narrowing the
rural justice gap in the U.S. This report is a first step in highlighting the wide array
of strategies and solutions that the Task Force believes hold enormous promise
for expanding legal services not just to rural residents, but to all Americans who
fall through the cracks in the nation’s civil justice system.

Given LSC’s national reach and influence, Task Force members believe it has
an important role to play in increasing awareness of rural people’s lived
experiences and legal needs by aggregating and sharing information and
resources about rural access-to-justice barriers and effective, community-based
solutions. The group is eager to see how LSC and the larger access-to-justice
community build on this report and complementary initiatives by convening rural
practitioners to share information, troubleshoot common challenges and strategize
on how best to meet Americans’ civil legal needs. The Task Force also is looking
forward to how the other stakeholders mentioned throughout the report —
lawmakers, courts, law schools, legal aid organizations, the private bar,
philanthropy, and more — respond to the recommendations, pilot new
approaches and evaluate their effectiveness.

Narrowing the rural justice gap is both a challenge and an opportunity that requires
a concerted and multifaceted response. The Task Force strongly believes that
solutions are possible — indeed, they already are happening in rural and remote
regions across the country. Now is the time to learn from this good work and bring
more Americans the civil legal help they critically need.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Solution Spotlights

Overcoming Barrier 1:
Addressing the Rural Attorney Shortage

P\ Alaska Legal Services Corporation trains, places
g~ community justice workers

As the largest state in the U.S. in terms of land mass, Alaska faces

a significant justice gap, with only 1.13 lawyers available for every
10,000 low-income Alaskans. Alaska also is the most rural state

and home to the largest Indigenous population in the country.224
Alaska Legal Services Corporation (ALSC) saw that the need for
legal help outstripped its capacity. In response, ALSC developed

its Community Justice Worker (CJW) program in 2019, in partnership
with the Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium and Alaska

Pacific University.??® Participating
(non-attorney) legal advocates
located throughout rural Alaska
are provided with training and
are empowered to provide
certain legal services under

ALSC’s su pe rvision. ﬂ SENATE JUDICIARY COMMITTEE HOLDS A HEARING ON
@ ‘CLOSING THE JUSTICE GAP’

ALSC provides free, self-paced,
online training for CJWs who

Nikole Nelson, former executive director
of Alaska Legal Services Corporation

commit to assisting at least one and founding CEO of Frontline Justice,
. . " testifies before the Senate Judiciary
ALSC client with a specific legal Committee in July 2024 about Alaska’s
issue. Alaska Pacific University successful Community Justice Worker
. . program, which combines legal aid
and Alaska Native Tribal Health expertise with local knowledge and
Consortium participate in the community assets.

design and implementation of the
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Appendix A

community advocacy classes, which cover several topics,

including Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and
unemployment benefits, will drafting, enforcement of the Indian Child
Welfare Act, debt collection defense and domestic violence protective
order advocacy.??® After completing the online trainings, CJWs work
directly with clients to address their legal issues with the full support
of ALSC.

Based on the early success of the program, the Alaska Supreme

Court approved a waiver in 2022 that permits CJWs trained and
supervised by ALSC to provide limited-scope legal help in certain
situations.??” To date, ALSC has recruited more than 400 justice
workers in 42 different communities, enabling the organization

to dramatically increase its reach and impact. Aside from the CJW
cohort, ALSC employs 45 staff members in just 12 offices. The justice
workers are reflective of the people and communities that ALSC serves;
44% of CJWs are Alaska Natives.

“Community justice workers are an integral part of ALSC’s efforts

to reach clients in the most remote areas of Alaska. Whereas most legal
aid and pro bono attorneys operate in urban areas, CJWs often live and
work in rural and tribal Alaska,” said Nikole Nelson, former executive
director of ALSC, and the founding CEQ, Frontline Justice.??®

The program continues to make a difference in the lives of low-income
Alaskans. Faced with a 2022 backlog in processing SNAP applications
that exacerbated hunger in the state, CJWs efficiently handled over 400
cases by July 2023, securing approximately $5.5 million in benefits

for ALSC clients. These data from a state in which the geographic
barriers to accessing legal assistance are perhaps greater than
anywhere else, suggest that the CJW model should be replicated

in other jurisdictions.??® With the help of an American Bar Foundation-
affiliated research team, ALSC is working to expand the CJW program
to address more legal problems and provide aid to more Alaskans,
while developing training programs that other communities can
implement as well.

< University of Arkansas Little Rock’s William H.
AL / Bowen School of Law creates incubator program
— for rural practitioners

Arkansas faces a severe shortage of attorneys, with only 0.64
attorneys per 1,000 residents in its 25 most rural counties. The ratio
is a little better statewide, with 2.04 attorneys per 1,000 residents.?®
Adding to the problem, the state’s existing population of attorneys
is aging out of practice, with few replacements available to meet
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the legal needs of people and communities facing legal barriers.!

In response, the University of Arkansas Little Rock’s William H. Bowen
School of Law (Bowen) established the Rural Practice Incubator to help
Bowen alumni launch viable small or solo practices in rural,
underserved Arkansas communities.?*?

Beginning in 2018, the program opened to Bowen alumni and
graduating students who wanted to start a solo legal practice

in the state.?®® During an 18-month program, participants receive
training and mentoring in the fundamentals of managing a rural
legal practice, including recruiting staff, running an office and other
practical aspects of the practice of law.

Furonda Brasfield, a member of the Task Force and a graduate of the
Rural Practice Incubator, benefited enormously from the connections
she made through the program.2* During the Task Force’s October
2022 field hearing, she observed that new attorneys are worried about
asking too many questions, saying, “You don’t want to bother people.”
Through the incubator program, she said young attorneys have
resources available to consistently assist with questions that arise

in rural practice, where frequently “one day you're doing family law,
probate the next.”?%

Online university encourages more students
IN to pursue legal careers in rural practice

Like many states, Indiana has a lawyer shortage — less than 20,000

in a state home to 6.8 million people. To address the problem, the state
relaxed its rules in 2024, allowing graduates of non-ABA accredited,
Indiana-based online law schools to sit for the Indiana bar exam.%
Shortly thereafter, in spring 2025, five graduates of Purdue Global Law
School, the Purdue University System’s online school for working adults,
passed the Indiana bar exam on their first attempt.?%”

The unanimous passage rate
validates Purdue’s attempt to
“solve the problem of ‘legal
deserts’ across the U.S.”2%
The university also launched

a course, Rural Law Practice, B e s eetween urban-adjacent :
to educate and empower Purdue Global Law School students
students who are considering engage in an online class.

legal careers in rural communities.

Another goal is to demonstrate the unique legal needs of various
agribusinesses and family farms while highlighting the shortage of civil
and family legal services in rural areas.

* Rural:
- Census Bureau:
- Definition tied to population density
- What is not "urban” or “urban cluster” is

rural
- Office of Management and Budget (OMB):
- County-level determination
* Peer perspectives:
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Improving access to justice in rural areas is a priority for Purdue Global
Law School and aligns with its renewed mission to develop partnerships
with rural legal communities, according to Shaun Jamison, associate
dean of academics. “Some lawyers in rural areas are working into their
70s and 80s, with no one to take over their practice,” he said in a news
release.?® “This could be an opportunity for more people who work

in rural areas to go into the legal profession and work in the areas

they live in.”

Kansas law school supports students

S l to pursue rural careers

Washburn University School of Law in Topeka, Kansas, offers a Rural
Law Program designed to prepare students for rural employment
opportunities and careers.?*® The program combines focused
educational content on rural legal issues with opportunities for
students to work alongside practicing attorneys and judges in summer
externship placements. Through support from the Dane G. Hansen
Foundation, Washburn Law offers an immersive externship experience,
allowing students to work in one of 26 Kansas counties. The externship
includes tuition credits and a stipend for living expenses while students
are working in their placement communities.?*' Washburn Law also
partners with several other state colleges to provide 3+3 programs,
enabling pre-law students to complete three years of undergraduate
study at their home institution and count their first year of law school

at Washburn Law toward their bachelor’s degree.?*? Students who
follow this path can earn both their undergraduate and law degrees,
take the bar exam, and begin practicing law all within six years.

In addition, Washburn Law’s Third Year Anywhere program allows
students to finish their final year of law school remotely, while taking
online classes and gaining practical experience through an externship
in the geographic area where they intend to practice.?*

Minnesota Supreme Court creates Legal
MN f/ Paraprofessional Project

B Two-thirds of Minnesota’s attorneys work in only one county.?#
Faced with a severe imbalance in attorney representation,
the Minnesota Supreme Court in 2020 authorized the Legal
Paraprofessional Pilot Project, allowing approved Minnesota
legal paraprofessionals to represent and advise clients in select
housing and family matters, areas where one or both parties typically
don’t have counsel.?*s The program rolled out in March 2021
with 13 certified legal paraprofessionals®# and grew to 37
by August 2025.24" The initial cohort of paraprofessionals worked
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in a variety of environments, including law firms, legal aid offices and
as freelance paralegals, all under the supervision of Minnesota licensed
attorneys. Through demonstrated success, the program has since been
made permanent.?4

Speaking at an LSC event

in Minneapolis in July 2024,
James J. Long, an attorney with
Maslon LLP and a member of the
court-appointed Standing
Committee for the Legal
Paraprofessional Pilot Project,

James J. Long, of the Minnesota

observed that the strongest Supreme Court's Standing Committee for
the Legal Paraprofessional Pilot Project,
success of the_ program to d.ate joins legal aid practitioners from Justice
had been achieved through its North and Anishinabe Legal Services
use by |ega| aid organizations to discuss expanding access to justice

through nonlawyer models.
across Minnesota.?*
For its final report and recommendations to the Minnesota Supreme
Court, the Standing Committee sought feedback from program
participants about how the pilot impacted their practice and internal
capacity. LSC grantees Southern Minnesota Regional L egal Services
and Justice North reported 1,267 and 781 closed cases, respectively.
Representatives shared:

e “My office utilized the legal paraprofessional program, and my
understanding is that it allowed us to serve more people and
operate more efficiently with regard to housing matters.”

e “We are at an all-time high in the judicial district with eviction/
housing cases...Legal Services was able to assist more clients
at eviction hearings with my assistance.”2%

The pilot became a permanent in program in 2025. In the order
amending the rules governing legal paraprofessionals, the Minnesota
Supreme Court expanded the types of cases that paraprofessionals can
handle, including appearing in court and giving legal advice regarding
criminal record expungements.?’

Montana creates Tribal Advocacy Incubator Program
MT
+~_ | The COVID-19 pandemic underscored a startling lack of available

legal representation for Montana’s Native American communities.

Much of Montana was already a legal desert, with only 3,500 attorneys
to service the entire state population. As the pandemic shut things down,
the Montana Legal Services Association (MLSA) discovered that the
problem was especially acute on Native American reservations,

where residents had almost no one to turn to for representation

in the state’s tribal courts.?%?
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To help fill this critical gap,

MLSA partnered with tribal courts
across Montana, the Alexander
Blewett Il School of Law at the
University of Montana in Missoula
and the Indian Law Section of the
Montana State Bar, to implement

Trainees in the Montana Tribal Advocacy

the Montana Tribal Advocacy Incubator Project (TAIP) practice

courtroom representation through role-
play exercises.

Incubator Project (TAIP).

The project recruits, trains, mentors
and supports residents to become tribal lay advocates, who can
represent the state’s Native American population living in rural
reservation communities on a variety of legal issues, including divorce
and custody, landlord-tenant disputes, wills and probate, real estate
and land issues. TAIP participants take a free 12-week course that
includes training in legal advocacy, court representation and business
management. Prior to practice, they must pass a Tribal Bar test.?3

Task Force Member Alison Paul, MLSA’s executive director, discussed
TAIP at the Task Force’s October 2022 field hearing. “This program

is more than simply legal training,” she said. It is a business incubator
that breaks down barriers to preventing people from becoming
advocates for tribal members.”?

In addition to the tailored curriculum, participants receive a stipend for
in-person training and business start-up costs, like office equipment and
registration for a Tribal Bar test. They also receive ongoing mentorship
and free enroliment in the Modest Means Program and the Montana
Lawyer Referral and Information Service. These programs connect
prospective rural and other vulnerable clients to attorneys based upon

a sliding scale fee system.%® By training lay advocates in the tribal court
system, MLSA can successfully “train local people in each tribe

to represent [clients] in their own community,” Paul said.

NE University of Nebraska College of Law program
™ \ incentivizes pre-law undergraduates to pursue
rural practice

The University of Nebraska College of Law’s Rural Law Opportunities
Program (RLOP) represents an innovative and unique strategy

to encourage pre-law undergraduate students to consider career
opportunities that address the rural justice gap in the state.

During the Task Force’s field hearing in Oklahoma City in October
2022, Professor Anthony Schutz, associate dean for faculty, professor
of law and director of RLOP, explained that it was created in recognition
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of Nebraska'’s critical dearth of rural practitioners. According to Schutz,
12 of the state’s 93 counties do not have any lawyers, and the majority
of the state’s counties have fewer
than 20 total practitioners, with
22 counties having no more than
three legal practitioners.25®

Four undergraduate institutions in
the state (Chadron State College,
the University of Nebraska at

Kearney, Peru State College and

Professor Anthony Schutz, director
Wayne State College), identify of the Rural Law Opportunities Program

d lect d duat (RLOP), speaks to Task Force members
and select unaergraduate at the convening in Oklahoma City,

students using criteria developed October 2022.

in conjunction with the College of

Law. These students must demonstrate a past or current connection
to a rural place and exhibit strong academic potential. Those under-
graduate students who matriculate into the RLOP receive an array
of educational and financial benefits to incentivize transition to rural
practice. At the top of the list of enticements is a full-tuition
undergraduate scholarship.?’

Throughout their undergraduate experience, RLOP participants
visit the University of Nebraska College of Law to observe classes,
meet faculty and staff, rural attorneys and judges, see special
court sessions and gain a critical understanding of the law school
experience. Participants receive mentorship from both law school
professors and RLOP-focused undergraduate professors, and the
Nebraska State Bar Association works with the undergraduate
institutions to secure internships for students in public or private
rural placements. Program participants are entitled to presumptive
admission to the Nebraska College of Law.?#

Since the program’s inception in 2016, 11 students have graduated
from the law school, and as of spring 2025, there were 22 RLOP
students in law school, along with approximately 70 RLOP
undergraduates. As these students progress, Professor Schutz
believes that a large percentage will enter practice in rural areas,

if not directly out of law school, at some point in their careers.

Early indications are promising. Seven of the 11 who have
graduated law school since the program’s inception are employed
in rural places.

Building on these efforts, the University of Nebraska Lincoln
recently announced a new center to improve the training

of attorneys that serve children and families in juvenile court,
especially in rural areas.?°
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: Oregon State Bar champions licensed
OR/ paraprofessional program

\\
In June 2017, the Oregon State Bar Futures Task Force released

a report on the future of legal services in Oregon.?®® The report
outlined three recommendations for new models for the delivery
of legal services to Oregon residents — 84% of whom arrive

in court with no legal assistance.?®' One recommendation was the
implementation of a legal paraprofessional licensure program.
The proposed program would establish

a license for paralegals to provide limited
legal services in family law and housing law,
two areas where a significant number of
litigants were self- represented and would
otherwise have no legal representation.?®?
The Oregon Supreme Court approved the
program in 2022, and the state legislature

i Ideas for broadening who
amended the bar’s governing statute the can provide legal help,

: : : : generated by the Task Force,
following spring to align with the new legal hang on the wall during an

license. The new type of license was exercise where members
officially implemented in 2023.263 fgﬁ%dhltigehi{ L(liatiér;tqoegroups
The inspiration for a licensed paralegal (LP) el SIS,

was nurse practitioners in the medical

profession. LPs are authorized to perform some limited-scope legal
tasks, previously available only from attorneys, to help address
Oregonians’ greatest unmet civil legal needs. They may assist clients
in filling out forms and paperwork, prepare them for court hearings,
and represent them in settlements and mediations. While similar
programs struggled to gain traction in other jurisdictions due to
resistance from attorneys and the organized bar, the Oregon program
was widely supported by the state bar and its members, which led

to its successful enactment.

The Hon. Kirsten Thompson, senior judge on the Washington County
(Oregon) Circuit Court and chair of the Paraprofessional Licensing
Implementation Committee for the Oregon State Bar, appeared at the
Task Force’s October 2022 field hearing to describe the program.

“The vast swath of Oregon is very rural, and there are very few
lawyers,” she said. Judge Thompson noted that the focus on certifying
paraprofessionals to work in family law and landlord-tenant law
addresses enduring representation issues she has seen throughout her
career on the bench, in legal services and in private practice. “It's been
a chronic issue,” she said, “and | think the lack of attorneys has been
exacerbated over the years.”?64
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- The Dakotas offer programs to draw lawyers
S to rural practice

(  Recruitment and retention of attorneys serving rural populations in North
ND | Dakota and South Dakota are significant challenges. Several counties
in each state (including more than 40 counties in North Dakota alone)
have no practicing attorneys to serve residents. “We don’t have
a problem with the number of lawyers; we have a distribution problem,”
said Patrick Goetzinger, former president of the State Bar of South
Dakota and a member of the Task Force.?® In response, Goetzinger
helped his state launch Project Rural Practice and a Rural Attorney
Recruitment Program (RARP), a public-private partnership, in 2013.
RARP provides annual incentive payments ($12,500) to attorneys who
commit to practicing for five years in a rural community that meets the
state’s requirements.?® If a lawyer leaves the program early, they forfeit
the funds.

Goetzinger explained that the yearly payment, equivalent to 90%

of annual tuition at the University of South Dakota School of Law

at the time RARP launched, was the magic number to recruit new
attorneys to serve in rural South Dakota. “It's what we could afford,
but it also had a logical tie to the in-state student experience,”
Goetzinger said during a Task Force working group meeting

in May 2022.25" However, in the 12 years since the program’s
inception, in-state tuition has increased to around $17,000 while

the annual incentive payment for RARP participants is unchanged.?®®
The program is sustained with funds allocated by the state legislature,
a contribution from the state bar and investment from local governments
in communities that receive attorney placements.

Sally Holewa, administrator of the North Dakota Supreme Court,
appeared at the Task Force’s October 2022 field hearing to describe
how her state adapted South Dakota’s model, launching its own
Rural Attorney Recruitment Program in 2021.2%° North Dakota’s
program costs are shared by the state judiciary, local government
and bar associations, reducing the overall financial burden on any
stakeholder.?”® Attorneys sign agreements to participate in the
program and receive periodic payments to remain in the county

or community they serve.?”!

Though rural law incentive programs are promising, more work remains
to evaluate what is working and how to expand their reach even more.
As of 2025, there have been 36 participants in South Dakota’s program,
19 of which have graduated from the program, and 14 of those have
remained in their communities.?? In a reflection of the broader
challenges related to strengthening rural practice, the ratio of urban
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to rural attorneys in the state has not improved over the years since the
program’s launch.?”® Even so, Goetzinger notes that these numbers
represent direct impacts on the rural justice gap in South Dakota;

in a small state such as this, each additional attorney makes a significant
impact, well beyond just theory.?”* Goetzinger also commented that he
was not aware of any other program producing similar tangible results.
He added that the South Dakota experience shows that even

successful models leave room for improvement, especially when

it comes to attracting lawyers to tribal nations and encouraging rural
practitioners nearing retirement to develop succession plans.2’®

In 2025, South Dakota’s trailblazing work was recognized with a $15,000
award from the U.S. Department of Justice’s Access to Justice Prize
Competition.?”® The funding, granted to the South Dakota Bar Foundation,
will support implementation of the Project Rural Practice Hub, a virtual
platform designed to facilitate peer-to-peer mentoring and boost rural
lawyer retention. The online resource center will offer on-demand training,
technical assistance and community building features. Partners in this
effort include the South Dakota Bar Foundation, State Bar of South
Dakota, USD Knudson School of Law, South Dakota Unified Judicial
System and Destination Dakota Legal Careers.?””

Utah Supreme Court endorses advocate
i / program for domestic violence survivors

In 2020, Arizona and Utah launched unprecedented experiments in
legal services delivery.?”® The following year, the Utah Supreme Court
approved a pilot program developed by legal aid provider Timpanogos
Legal Center, which has a special focus on abuse, family law and
housing support for self-represented people in rural areas of Utah,

to train non-attorney victim advocates to assist survivors of domestic
violence.?”® Through the Certified Advocate Partners Program (CAPP),
advocates offer legal advice and services related to civil protective
orders and stalking injunctions.?® Susan Griffith, executive director

of Timpanogos Legal Center, said that their advocates are now officially
permitted to sit at the counsel table during protective order hearings.?®

As of April 2025, Timpanogos had trained 34 advocates, the majority

of whom are actively providing services through the oversight

of partner organization, Community Justice Advocates of Utah.?
Advocates help survivors make informed decisions and pursue legal
pathways to increased safety and stability. More than three-fourths (77%)
of clients served through CAPP lived in rural areas of Utah. From June
2021 through December 2024, CAPP advocates assisted 358 clients and
helped 225 seek protective orders.?®® Of those requests, a court order
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was issued in 205 cases. Based on information provided by the Utah
State Courts, clients who use a CAPP advocate are approximately twice
as likely to have an order entered than the statewide average.?®*

“With our certification program, the Victim Advocate has the authority
to give legal advice on which type of protective order the victim should
seek, to assist in drafting the petition correctly and to advise on how
to present the evidence to the judge or commissioner at the hearing,
all of which are critical to the victim’s success,” Griffith said, in a Daily
Yonder article on the CAPP initiative.2®®

New dual degree program supports Alaskan

WA . .
. / students to study and practice law in state
‘ \ Alaska is the only state without its own law school, but a new
« AK partnership between Alaska Pacific University (APU) and Seattle
\ fr University (SU) is changing that.?®® The colleges launched

an MBA/JD dual degree, with business instruction provided
by APU and law by SU. The program began in the 2025-2026
academic year, with classes
delivered in a hybrid-online
format.?®” While some travel

to Seattle is required —
approximately five weekends
each academic year — students
do not needto relocate. The dual -
program was created to increase Sullivan Hall on the Seattle University
educational opportunities for gf‘?apvt‘ls’ which houses the School
Alaskan students living in legal

deserts. The curriculum offers courses in tribal law and tribal court
practice as well as exposure to the state’s diverse tribes and cultures.?®

...+ Legal Services Corporation summer fellowship
»u ,._/’ places students in rural practice

Created in 2016 by LSC, and administered in partnership with Equal
Justice Works, the Rural Summer Legal Corps (RSLC) program places
second and third-year law students in paid summer fellowships with
LSC grantees with rural service areas, where they spend eight to

10 weeks providing direct legal services, engaging in community
outreach and education and adding capacity at host organizations.?®®
Fellows receive a modest stipend ($7,000), funded by private donations
to LSC.
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In summer 2025, 50 students from 37 law schools (selected from more
than 250 applicants) participated in fellowships with 44 LSC-funded civil
legal services organizations.?® Past RSLC placements have included:

e Assisting migrant farm workers with issues including wage theft,
sexual harassment and human trafficking during Colorado’s peak

summer growing season.®!

e Staffing a drug treatment clinic in Arkansas so people trying
to overcome opioid use disorder can be screened for civil legal
needs and supported on their recovery and re-entry journeys.?2

e Engaging in outreach, community legal education and the full
spectrum of legal assistance with members of the Navajo and Hopi
communities in Arizona, New Mexico and Utah.?%

Upon completing the program,
some RSLC participants pursue
employment with the legal aid
organization that hosted their
fellowship. Others move on to
private practice, either with firms
or starting their own practice.
While not all RSLC Fellows
ultimately choose permanent,
full-time roles in rural communities
or legal aid organizations, their
participation often fosters a lasting
dedication to addressing gaps

in the justice system and orientation
toward public interest and pro
bono work.

Overcoming Barrier 2:
Bridging the Digital Divide

FL-

Fellowship programs, like Rural Summer
Legal Corps, help connect students

to the opportunities and rewards that
come from a career in legal aid and
practicing in underserved rural areas
across the nation.

Legal Services of North Florida educates courts
on clients’ needs for technology and internet access

Seniors living in rural areas make up a large portion of the client
population of Legal Services of North Florida (LSNF), headquartered

in Tallahassee, Florida. During an LSC webinar in March 2022,

Leslie Powell-Boudreaux, LSNF’s executive director, shared that she and
her staff have observed that many clients lack the access and digital
literacy needed to fully participate in online court proceedings.%*
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“During the pandemic, what we found was people didn’t know how
to send a picture or how to view or scan a PDF on their phone,”
she said. “They didn’t know
how to use WhatsApp.

They didn’t know a lot of the
tools we were using, and so
we've had to teach them.”2%
Unfamiliarity with technical
tools utilized by courts can
have serious consequences o . - . P
on the material outcomes  LESeniees LNt P St i
of people’s cases and their availability, speed and cost of broadband
lives in general, she noted. n s service area.

Pl 5om o~ ¢@. o0

“We did hear stories of people during the pandemic who logged onto
virtual hearings and thought they were in the right place, but didn’t
stay on long enough, didn’t know that their case was called, or didn’t
understand Zoom breakout rooms, and so they ended up missing their
hearings,” Powell-Boudreaux explained. “For some of them, they ran
out of prepaid phone minutes or data, missed a hearing and were ruled
against,”2%

Where clients were unable to access the necessary technology

on their own, LSNF attorneys had to shoulder the work of making
accommodations that allowed clients to participate — for example,
by setting up broadband-connected conference rooms and offices
where clients could access hearings.

When the Florida Court System started to explore mandatory e-filing,
Powell-Boudreaux wanted to quantify who would lose out.?®”

LSNF approached the Self-Represented Litigant Network (SRLN)

to build a Digital Divide Dashboard, which put a data visualization of the
availability, speed and cost of broadband throughout the state in the
hands of decisionmakers.?®® The data provided much-needed context
to the state’s conversation around online-only access.

Powell-Boudreaux advised that if virtual proceedings and e-filings are
going to be the norm going forward, it should be the responsibility

of the courts to recognize and remedy the disparity in access caused
by the digital divide. “The court system needs to take on some of that
burden,” she said. “Because there are people for whom this is all
completely unfamiliar...We need to make sure we are not opening
doors for some but closing them to others.”2®

In a 2022 Bloomberg article, Nathan Hecht, then-Chief Justice of the
Texas Supreme Court, expressed a similar sentiment, acknowledging
that providing access to the courts may require different approaches
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depending on individual needs or circumstances. “Courts are ‘keenly
aware’ of the bandwidth problem,” said Hecht. “Expanding the capacity
for virtual court proceedings is the goal, but it shouldn’t prevent people
from accessing justice. We'll either give it to them, make it available

or let them come into the courthouse like they always have, because
that's the best we can do. But they’re not going to be shut out.”3®

Minnesota Legal Services Coalition installs kiosks,
MN {/ drives justice buses to expand reach

e When the Minnesota Legal Services
Coalition, comprising seven
Minnesota regional legal services
programs, received federal CARES
Act funding to invest in technological
infrastructure for the delivery of civil
legal services, members developed
the Reach Justice initiative to better
serve clients in their own Justice buses gather outside the

— D o

ities 31 T . i Minnesota State Capitol before
communities. WO signature being deployed to provide legal

components of Reach Justice are support to rural residents.
its legal kiosks and justice buses.3%

The legal kiosks are a network of more than 250 stations across the
state in a variety of court, government agency, nonprofit and other
community locations.®® There are two types of kiosks. Model A kiosks
are placed in community partner sites, public spaces like malls

or lobbies of government services buildings or homeless shelters.

As Dori Rapaport, executive director of Justice North told the Task
Force, “[These are] places where you can’t have a confidential
conversation, but you can apply for legal services, and you can

get legal information.”®%

Model B kiosks, on the other hand, provide a more private setting
where clients can have Zoom conversations with legal aid intake staff
and attorneys, as well as attend virtual court hearings. These kiosks,
which also provide users with a printer and scanner, are hosted

in a variety of locations, including community action centers, public
libraries, tribal courts and domestic violence shelters. Having the two
types of kiosks enhances client access, with the Model B units offering
expanded confidentiality, Rapaport said.3%®

Minnesota’s justice buses function as legal aid offices on wheels

that traverse the state.®® In addition to serving as mobile billboards
advertising legal aid services (“We see people Googling when they
see us while we're riding in the bus!” Rapaport said), the buses are
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fully remote, traveling offices, equipped with a computer, printer and
consistently strong satellite internet connection. The justice buses take
attorneys and staff to special events, like community festivals and
parades, as well as standing locations to meet clients on a regular
schedule. Better yet, all buses operate in the Minnesota winter.

x Texas courts support legal kiosks to expand access
TX | to proceedings

-

/ Texas was one of the first states to
allow remote court proceedings
on a permanent basis.®” Yet, more
than 8% of Texas households lack
internet and another 14% only
have access via smartphone %

To narrow this gap in access,
the Texas Legal Services Center An Indiana resident explores a court
is using funding from the state’s kiosk, a computer station that connects

) ) users to online resources, virtual support
Access to Justice Foundation and real-time chats with a legal provider.

to establish public legal kiosks,
strategically located computer stations that help community members
connect with courts, find legal help and participate in proceedings.3%

The kiosks, accessible in English, Spanish and Vietnamese, consist of
a computer, a printer/scanner and technical support. They have

so far been installed in community centers, shelters and libraries.3'
People who use the kiosks also have support from a navigator, who can
help them sign into a virtual court hearing or video meeting, find and
complete legal forms online, print and upload documents and lookup
information on legal problems.®!" Staci Maloney, communications
manager for the Texas Legal Services Center, shared via email that
kiosk users can now also obtain legal advice via real-time chat.®2

Similar initiatives have been launched in several other states,
including Minnesota (see example above), Nevada, Arizona, Georgia,
Massachusetts and Indiana, often with a focus on strategic access
points in rural regions. Kiosk placement helps people access
information at safe and convenient locations that are geographically
distant from existing legal aid offices, and where assistance from
private attorneys is often limited.®'®
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Overcoming Barrier 3:
Easing Distance and Transportation Challenges

o Florida Rural Legal Services brings legal assistance
FL' to the laundromat

SO

Following Hurricane lan in 2022,
Florida Rural Legal Services (FRLS
realized the organization needed
to be creative in reaching disaster
survivors, prompting outreach

at laundromats, where residents
without electricity or laundry
facilities gathered, giving legal aid

staff a Captive audience and Florida Rural Legal Services staff conduct
. . . outreach at laundromats — natural

a familiar accessible setting to start gathering places for local people without

conversations. Laundromats serve power after a hurricane.

many people who are traditionally

legal aid clients — those without their own personal washers and

dryers — making them natural gathering places after a hurricane.

“After a disaster, everybody has dirty clothes...and one thing everybody
in a laundromat has besides quarters is time,” said Peter Dennis,
managing attorney of the FRLS Fort Myers, Florida, office, at an LSC event
in Tampa, Florida, in January 2025.3* As people waited for loads to finish,
they were more willing to approach the FRLS table, share their challenges
and discover that a local legal aid organization could help with problems
they hadn’t thought a lawyer would be able to address. This creative
outreach has continued long after the storm, as FRLS keeps meeting
people where they are, including at laundromats, to ensure access

to justice for all.

Georgia Legal Services Program partners with rural
GA medical center to narrow the justice gap

— To ensure continued access to civil legal services in Waycross, Georgia,
where it no longer had an office, Georgia Legal Services Program (GLSP)
established a medical-legal partnership in 2022 with McKinney Medical
Center, a federally qualified health center.?'® Waycross is a rural city,
home to just under 14,000 people and located about 125 miles south
of Savannah, Georgia. GLSP and McKinney had been longtime referral
partners, but the opportunity to collaborate more formally arose following
a pattern of rural hospital closures throughout Georgia. The closures made
McKinney an even more critical access point for comprehensive health
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care and other services for the rural population of South Georgia.
Medical-legal partnerships make it easier and more convenient for
people to access legal help in the same trusted, convenient location
in which they are already receiving care for their physical, mental and

social health needs.
E il (|
RATIVE QEFICE .

Malik Hines, staff attorney for the
collaboration, is based in GLSP’s
Brunswick, Georgia, office but
drives 60 miles each way to work
from McKinney in Waycross twice
a week. Speaking about the
medical-legal partnership at an an |
LSC forum in Atlanta in October Staff from Georgia Legal Services

LK

. B Program at the launch of the
2024, Hines noted that “access organization’s medical-legal partnership
to attorneys is so scarce” in the with McKinney Medical Center.

communities he serves, where

most clients live at least an hour — and often two hours — from GLSP’s
Brunswick office. “[At McKinney] a patient can have their medical
situation checked out and then walk 10 feet to talk to me, and | help
them with their eviction — that makes a world of difference to the
clients,” he said.”®'® Through its partnership, GLSP legal staff are
available onsite at McKinney medical facilities in Ware and Charlton
counties. GLSP staff trained medical personnel in identifying common
legal issues that impact patient health so that when care providers
recognize a problem, they can refer the patient to GLSP right then

and there.®'” Patients receive assistance with various legal issues,

from Supplemental Security Income determinations and food
assistance to Medicaid applications and veterans’ benefits. While some
GLSP clients also are McKinney patients, others are members of the
community who visit the medical facility strictly to access legal support
there because of its proximity to their homes.

GLSP and McKinney share patient outcomes and data with each

other and have seen an increase in the number of clients served since
launching. Both organizations are committed to continuing the
partnerships and seeking additional funding for long-term sustainability.
If efforts to secure federal public health funds succeeds, GLSP aims

to use this model to expand its reach into other underserved rural parts
of the state through partnerships with other community health clinics.
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Virtual proceedings expand access to legal
MN[/ support on housing issues in Minnesota

Dori Rapaport, executive director of Justice North in Minnesota, leads

a staff of 40 people across five offices responsible for a 10-county service
area. Rapaport joined a Task Force working group meeting in 2022

to share how the court’s transition to
exclusively online proceedings during
the pandemic facilitated an increase
in efficiency and legal representation
for individuals in housing court,
resulting in a significant decrease

in default judgments.2™®

During this time, one judicial district

in Minnesota coordinated a statewide I LISl TV el S1ie) SR
) proceedings launched during the
housing court calendar so that all pandemic expanded access to legal

assistance and reduced default

proceedlngs were heard Vlrtua”y by judgments for tenants facing eviction.

the same judicial official(s). Before

the pandemic, Rapaport noted that

Justice North staff attorneys would frequently have to drive two-and-a-half
hours to an eviction hearing. By moving these proceedings online, legal
aid lawyers were able to seamlessly transition from one hearing to the next,
without losing time traveling between physical courthouses.

Not only did the increase in virtual proceedings help legal aid

practitioners in Minnesota appear at more hearings across wide areas

of rural land in less time, but it also allowed more qualifying individuals

to take advantage of these services. This was because attorneys were
accessible to potential clients at the click of a button on a computer

or mobile device. Rapaport shared, “Before the pandemic, potential clients
had to come to our organizations to get help. But virtually, we are there.
Intake is there. Legal aid staff are there.”

Justice North conducted an internal study and found that the organization
was able to speak with 50% more people with housing problems after the
transition to virtual proceedings. Notably, one-half of the additional people
served had never sought help from a legal aid organization before.

“But for our ability to be there (virtually), we never would have been able
to help those individuals in those housing proceedings,” Rapaport said.
“Virtual has been a total game changer when it comes to representing
more individuals.”

Speaking to Minnesota Public Radio News, a court appointed referee
who oversees housing court proceedings for the state’s Seventh
Judicial District said, “If you think about how our courts are, where we
as a society resolve our disputes in a civilized manner, according to our
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system of rules and laws, greater access to the courts is really greater
access to justice. And that benefits all the court users across the board,
and as a result, that really benefits our communities as a whole.”®'°

Law for Learners brings legal help to students
Wi ,( across Wisconsin

— Law for Learners (LFL) connects

students attending postsecondary
schools throughout Wisconsin with
free help to address legal barriers
to education and employment,
such as criminal record
expungement, family law issues, :
dri 's i t ti d Law for Learners team members table
rivers ficense restoration an at Northwood Technical College to raise
housing issues.30 LFL partners visibility and connect directly
. . with students.
with several legal aid
organizations, including Wisconsin’s two LSC grantees, Judicare Legal
Aid and Legal Action of Wisconsin, as well as Wisconsin’s two law
schools.®" LFL also runs an internship program to provide meaningful
training opportunities to paralegal and other students, including those
studying on rural campuses.

Students can get help through LFL from both in-person and virtual
clinics. In addition to hosting legal clinics, partner colleges also help
students identify legal issues and seek assistance and holistic services
when appropriate. Partner colleges provide spaces on campus where
students have access to computers and technology that allows them
to hold a confidential videoconference with a lawyer.

Task Force member Holly Clendenen, chief student services officer

at Southwest Wisconsin Technical College (a partner college of LFL),
in the rural community of Fennimore, Wisconsin, shared the story

of an instructor who noticed that a student was regularly missing class.
After inquiring, the instructor learned the student was the only family
member with a driver’s license; when others in the family needed

to be driven to appointments, the student had to miss class.

The instructor connected the student and their mother, whose driver’s
license had been revoked, with the LFL program, and LFL volunteers
were able to help the mother reinstate her driver’s license. “We were
able to keep that student on track,” Clendenen said.®?? Clendenen
noted that the impact of LFL’s services reverberated throughout that
family; now that the mother could take family members to appointments,
“the student could be in class, focus on academics, and graduate

on time, and the mother was able to take over the caregiver role from
the student.”
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, Legal Aid of West Virginia removes an access
Wj/ barrier by placing lawyers in schools

Legal Aid of West Virginia’s (LAWV) Lawyer in the School program
provides legal services to families at schools in seven counties
throughout the state. The program began at one school in Charleston,
West Virgina, and has since expanded to serve families with

a variety of legal issues, most frequently relating to substance use
disorder, custody and eviction.?® The program offers both in-person
clinics as well as referral services for families dealing with civil

legal issues.®*

During the October 2022 Task Force field hearing in Oklahoma City,
Kate White, executive director of Legal Aid of West Virginia, said the
idea for the program developed when legal aid staff realized that many
teachers, counselors and nurses
spotted issues but did not know
how to connect families to
available legal aid services.

To remedy this, LAWYV decided to
meet parents and other caregivers
where they already were and make
legal services available in schools, !

not just a traditional legal office. CQ;EET;YJQO? cllfs%erl(ljﬁrir? |2fs\s/\(/)ensgs part
This removed physical, financial of the Lawyer in School program, which
and emotional barriers that may Zfef'ep; iﬁg}yisﬁnrgfeor:f’seelgﬁi!fgﬁgf that
have otherwise prevented people success and well-being.

from seeking help.®?®

LAWYV targets schools where health and wellness support,

such as medical and dental care or adult education programs,

are also available on site to students and families. This creates

strong partnerships between service providers, educators and

families. According to White, the key to the success and expansion

of the program is LAWYV staff’'s constant presence in the schools and
their participation in community events, such as back-to-school night
and school celebrations. Through these activities, staff built meaningful,
lasting relationships with teachers and school leadership, which, in turn,
fostered a sense of trust and reliability in the legal services provided.3?
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Partnerships between legal aid groups and public
libraries support rural communities in Colorado,
ILlinois, Oregon and beyond

Colorado Legal Services (CLS) recognized that two large, sparsely
populated frontier counties in its service area did not have enough
attorneys to serve local clients. Saguache and Costilla counties were
each home to just one attorney. The justice gap in these counties was
exacerbated by Colorado’s mountainous terrain, which creates
geographic barriers and long distances between clients and attorneys.

While Saguache and Costilla counties lacked lawyers, they were home
to strong public library systems. “[Each library] had a large enough
private space as well as willing and engaged staff who wanted to help
and wanted to collaborate with us,” said Jen Cuesta, managing
attorney for the Northwest Colorado Legal Services Project, an office
of Colorado Legal Services, at a 2022 working group meeting of the
Task Force.

Cuesta said CLS designed a program where eligible residents could

go to their local library to connect with pro bono attorneys located in the
Denver metro area. CLS hosted legal clinics at these libraries, where
clients used library equipment in
private space to communicate

with an off-site, volunteer attorney.
Library staff helped set up the
technology so that clients could
have a seamless experience.

“We want the client to sit down

and see the attorney,” Cuesta said.

« , . In places where lawyers are few, public
They don't have to navigate the libraries serve as vital community hubs,

technology. We can remove that hosting pro bono legal clinics and

. . connecting residents to help.
barrier because of that library g P

staff member.”

Other legal aid programs have embraced library partnerships

to expand public awareness and bridge gaps in access. For example,
a Prairie State Legal Services staff attorney is available to give free
legal advice to visitors to the Watseka Public Library, in Iroquois
County, lllinois, on the first Tuesday of each month. In central Oregon,
the Deschutes Public Library system partners with the Deschutes
County Access to Justice Committee to offer free, 30-minute
consultations with an attorney at the downtown Bend library twice

a month in the evening. This Lawyer in the Library program is intended
to help self-represented people. Attorneys volunteer their time, and
partners aim to schedule one family law lawyer and one general law
practitioner each week. The program does not provide ongoing legal
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representation, nor help with criminal law questions or give advice
about specific cases. Individuals can, however, get general legal
information and referrals to other agencies.

With so many librarians acting as informal “issue spotters” in their
communities, quickly recognizing needs or challenges when patrons
walk in, LSC partnered with OCLC, a global library cooperative,

to produce online training to strengthen public library staffs’

knowledge of civil legal aid issues and how to direct library users

to relevant, helpful information and services. The free, self-paced
courses cover the most common problems that people are likely

to experience, including housing, family law and public benefits issues.
It also offers practical guidance for identifying when a patron may need
legal help, strategies for making effective referrals to legal aid and other
human services providers, and tips for using reliable online legal
information sources. Designed specifically for library staff with no prior
legal background, the training can be completed in short modules to fit
busy schedules.

Overcoming Barrier 4.
Building Trust and Meeting Community-
Specific Needs

California Rural Legal Assistance trains local

/ interpreters to expand access
CA
Established in 2019, the Language Justice 2 cRLA
,‘ Initiative (LJI) is a cornerstone of California ENGAGED
" Rural Legal Assistance’s (CRLA) strategy INTERPRETING
to reduce barriers for deaf, hard-of- hearing, e e &

Indigenous and limited English proficient 50 HOURS - ONLINE
residents in rural California who qualify for
civil legal services. One of its signature
efforts is building a network of skilled
interpreters that can help with outreach,
community education and case support.®?”

CRLA and partners created the Engaged

Apply by June 15, 2025:
www.crla.org/interpret

Questons? Contact Alena Ulasz ot aulasz@cra org

A flyer advertises the

Interpreting program, a 50-hour online Engaged Interpreting

course that trains 50 to 60 interpreters training program offered
I ith a f K f by California Rural Legal

annually, with a focus on speakers o AestEmee.

Mexican Indigenous languages and
other high-demand languages.®?

The interpreting program allowed LJI to address a gap that existing
training did not fill. Most programs delivered English-only curricula,
excluding potential candidates who interpreted between the Latin
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American Indigenous and Spanish languages yet lacked English
proficiency. LJI worked with legal aid and translation partners
throughout California to develop a parallel Spanish-based curriculum
that trains interpreters to communicate information from Spanish to their
proficient language(s).

LJI recruits community volunteers and CRLA clients to participate

in the $300 training program, offering scholarships if needed.

Trainees also participate in language teams that meet weekly outside
of class to practice linguistics and offer peer support. Expert mentors,
such as legal or court interpreters, provide guidance specific to each
language team. Upon successful completion of the course, LJI can hire
graduates as paid interpreters, strengthening CRLA’s capacity

to provide culturally competent and linguistically accessible services.

Legal Aid Services of Oklahoma teams with
faith leaders to expand access to disaster-
related support

OK

Lo

Oklahoma is one of the most rural states in the country, with fewer than
20 of its 77 counties considered metropolitan (non-rural) areas.’?

An analysis of Census data ranked the state’s 2023 poverty rate higher
than the national average, with 15.9% of Oklahomans living in poverty
compared to 12.5% nationally. In addition, the state ranks high

in the number of natural disasters affecting residents.®®' To address
these twin challenges, Legal Aid Services of Oklahoma (LASO)
developed a partnership with the faith community to help rural residents
navigate legal challenges that occur in the aftermath of a disaster.

After a disaster, Americans often face a range of civil legal problems.
LSC'’s Disaster Task Force identified common issues such as
landlord-tenant disputes, income protection, document replacement,
title clearing, FEMA appeals, domestic violence and consumer fraud.%??
In rural areas, where legal services are already limited, disasters can
intensify these challenges for individuals and families and strain
providers whose staff are also disaster survivors.

At the Task Force’s October 2022 field hearing, Christa Figgins,
director of mission advancement and disaster legal services for LASO,
described how local churches and other houses of worship often lead
the initial response, with people more likely to seek help from
congregations than from government agencies or social service
providers.®? Recognizing this dynamic, LASO partnered with Crisis
Care Ministries, a multi-faith alliance in Oklahoma, to prepare clergy
and lay leaders to educate their congregations about potential legal
issues and to mobilize “boots on the ground” after a future disaster.

L S ( : America’s Partner
for Equal ]ustice JUSTICE WHERE WE LIVE: PROMISING PRACTICES FROM RURAL COMMUNITIES

LEGAL SERVICES CORPORATION A Report from the Rural Justice Task Force 94


https://legalaidok.org/
https://www.lsc.gov/initiatives/lsc-task-forces/lsc-disaster-task-force

Appendix A

L

Tennessee effort focuses legal outreach

on faith communities

In Tennessee, as in many other states, people often turn to faith

leaders first in times of crisis. This is especially true in rural areas with
fewer human services. In response, the Tennessee Access to Justice
Commission, which was created by the Tennessee Supreme Court,
established the Tennessee Faith and Justice Alliance (TFJA), a group of
legal professionals, faith and state leaders committed to providing legal
resources, information and support to their communities.®** While many
members of the alliance are affiliated with Christian organizations,

the TFJA is open to all faiths.

As described by Task Force member Anne-Louise Wirthlin, director

of Access to Justice and Strategic Collaboration with the Tennessee
Administrative Office of the Courts, TFJA provides a pathway to support
when residents approach a faith leader or fellow congregant with legal
questions or concerns. “We train people to ask, ‘Is there something
here that a trained lawyer or law student or legal services provider
could do to help keep this person from continuing to experience this
[problem] over and over and over again?” Wirthlin said.®%

TFJA’s programming has helped create trust between Tennesseans,
particularly in rural areas, and legal aid organizations by building
bridges with community and faith leaders whom Tennesseans already
turn to when they need help. The Alliance’s success inspired the North
Carolina Judicial Branch to launch a similar coalition of faith-based
groups and legal practitioners to help meet the growing need for legal

assistance for their residents.33¢

Programs prepare Native Americans for legal

education, careers

Many Tribal communities are legal
deserts, and Native Americans
remain underrepresented in the
legal profession.®*” To address
this gap, law schools across the
country are partnering with groups
working to support American
Indian and Alaska Native students
in pursuing legal education

and careers that serve their
communities. One example is the
Pre-Law Summer Institute (PLSI),

During a moot court exercise, Dosa
Nappo practices courtroom advocacy
during the 2024 Pre-Law Summer Institute
for Native American students interested

in pursuing legal careers.
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an intensive two-month program offered by the American Indian
Law Center, Inc. (AILC), which prepares students for the demands
of law school through focused instruction in legal research analysis
and writing.3® In 2024, AILC expanded its efforts by hosting

a complementary training for academic advisors and professionals
who guide Native American students on educational and

career pathways.3%

In a similar effort, Arizona State University Sandra Day O’Connor College
of Law is working with partners to help American Indian and Alaska
Native students successfully navigate the law school application
process.** Now in its eleventh
year, the Pathway to Law initiative
organizes an annual workshop

to assist students and college
graduates in exploring legal
careers, preparing competitive
applications, understanding
financial aid options and

networking with peers and Students listen to a seminar during the
. . Native American Pathway to Law

professionals. Partners include workshop at Arizona State University’s

the Indigenous Law program at Sandra Day O’Connor College of Law.

Michigan State University College

of Law; the Office of Admissions at University of California, Berkeley,
School of Law; and AILC. This program receives support from the
National Native American Bar Association, Native American Bar
Association of Arizona, TestMasters and the National Native
American Law Students Association.
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Federal Lawmakers

Rural Justice Task Force Recommendations
e FElevate the rural justice gap via research, communications,
task forces and convenings.

e Provide current and prospective rural practitioners support
to manage student loan debt.

e Prioritize broadband expansion.

e Scale proven models for easing local access to federal
infrastructure funding and resources for transportation.

e Expand court modernization to increase remote access.

e Use high- and low-tech community outreach tactics to raise
awareness about the availability of free legal help.
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State and Local Lawmakers

Rural Justice Task Force Recommendations
e |[nvestin programs to increase the number of lawyers in rural
and remote communities.

e Provide current and prospective rural practitioners support
to manage student loan debt.

e Prioritize broadband expansion.

e Scale proven models for easing local access to federal
infrastructure funding and resources for transportation.

e Expand court modernization to increase remote access.
e Establish rural legal clinics in collaboration with law schools.

e Use high- and low-tech community outreach tactics to raise
awareness about the availability of free legal help.
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Government and Community Agencies

Rural Justice Task Force Recommendations
e FElevate the rural justice gap via research, communications,
task forces and convenings.

e Expand opportunities for professionals beyond lawyers to help
close the rural justice gap.

e Apply a human-centered approach to deployment of technology.
e Prioritize broadband expansion.

e Scale proven models for easing local access to federal
infrastructure funding and resources for transportation.

e Bring legal help closer to people.

e Experiment with and support various types of access to physical
and virtual services to see what works best in reaching targeted
client groups.

e Expand partnerships with community-based organizations
serving low-income rural populations to connect residents
to critical legal aid services.

e Train community members, staff and volunteers without formal
legal credentials to serve as first responders and navigators
for rural clients in need.

e Train judges, lawyers, client-facing staff and volunteers on cultural
factors impacting distinct rural populations.

e Use high- and low-tech community outreach tactics to raise
awareness about the availability of free legal help.
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State and Tribal Courts
and Access to Justice Commissions

Rural Justice Task Force Recommendations

e FElevate the rural justice gap via research, communications,
task forces and convenings.

e Expand opportunities for professionals beyond lawyers to help
close the rural justice gap.

e Apply a human-centered approach to deployment of technology.
e Expand court modernization to increase remote access.
e Bring legal help closer to people.

e Experiment with and support various types of access to physical
and virtual services to see what works best in reaching targeted
client groups.

e Expand partnerships with community-based organizations
serving low-income rural populations to connect residents
to critical legal services.

e Train community members, staff and volunteers without formal
legal credentials to serve as first responders and navigators
for rural clients in need.

e Train judges, lawyers, client-facing staff and volunteers on cultural
factors impacting distinct rural populations.

e \Widen pathways to pursue legal education for rural residents
and members of underrepresented communities to encourage
more rural practitioners.

e Use high- and low-tech community outreach tactics to raise
awareness about the availability of free legal help.
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Law Schools and Academic Institutions

Rural Justice Task Force Recommendations
e |nvest in programs to increase the number of lawyers in rural
and remote communities.

e Expand opportunities for professionals beyond lawyers to help
close the rural justice gap.

e Provide current and prospective rural practitioners support
to manage student loan debt.

e Offer practical courses on starting and running small law
practices and fund programs encouraging rural practice.

e Bring legal help closer to people.
e Establish rural legal clinics in collaboration with law schools.

e Train community members, staff and volunteers without formal
legal credentials to serve as first responders and navigators
for rural clients in need.

e Train judges, lawyers, client-facing staff and volunteers on cultural
factors impacting distinct rural populations.

e Widen pathways to pursue legal education for rural residents
and members of underrepresented communities to encourage
more rural practitioners.
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Appendix B

Private Law Firms and Practitioners

Rural Justice Task Force Recommendations

e Provide current and prospective rural practitioners support
to manage student loan debt.

e Offer practical courses on starting and running small law
practices and fund programs encouraging rural practice.

e Use online platforms and face-to-face support to expand
the availability of legal assistance to rural clients, including
virtual consultations and support from attorneys in urban
and suburban areas.

e Bring legal help closer to people.

e Experiment with and support various types of access to physical
and virtual services to see what works best in reaching targeted
client groups.

e Train judges, lawyers, client-facing staff and volunteers
on cultural factors impacting distinct rural populations.

L S ( : America’s Partner
for Equal Justice JUSTICE WHERE WE LIVE: PROMISING PRACTICES FROM RURAL COMMUNITIES

LEGAL SERVICES CORPORATION A Report from the Rural Justice Task Force 103



Appendix B

State Bars and Bar Associations

Rural Justice Task Force Recommendations

e FElevate the rural justice gap via research, communications,
task forces and convenings.

e |[nvestin programs to increase the number of lawyers in rural
and remote communities.

e Offer practical courses on starting and running small law
practices and fund programs encouraging rural practice.

e Expand benefits and programs for rural practitioners,
such as reduced dues and fees and targeted training
on succession planning.

e Expand partnerships with community-based organizations
serving low-income rural populations to connect residents
to critical legal services.

e Widen pathways to pursue legal education for rural residents
and members of underrepresented communities to encourage
more rural practitioners.

e Use high- and low-tech community outreach tactics to raise
awareness about the availability of free legal help.
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Appendix B

Civil Legal Services Providers

Rural Justice Task Force Recommendations

e Expand opportunities for professionals beyond lawyers to help
close the rural justice gap.

e Provide current and prospective rural practitioners support
to manage student loan debt.

e Apply a human-centered approach to deployment of technology.

e Use online platforms and face-to-face support to expand
the availability of legal assistance to rural clients, including
virtual consultations and support from attorneys in urban
and suburban areas.

e Bring legal help closer to people.

e Experiment with and support various types of access to physical
and virtual services to see what works best in reaching targeted
client groups.

e Establish rural legal clinics in collaboration with law schools.

e Expand partnerships with community-based organizations
serving low-income rural populations to connect residents
to critical legal aid services.

e Train community members, staff and volunteers without formal
legal credentials to serve as first responders and navigators
for rural clients in need.

e Train judges, lawyers, client-facing staff and volunteers
on cultural factors impacting distinct rural populations.

e Use high- and low-tech community outreach tactics to raise
awareness about the availability of free legal help.
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Appendix B

Funders of Civil Legal Services

Rural Justice Task Force Recommendations
e FElevate the rural justice gap via research, communications,
task forces and convenings.

e |nvest in programs to increase the number of lawyers in rural
and remote communities.

e Expand opportunities for professionals beyond lawyers to help
close the rural justice gap.

e Provide current and prospective rural practitioners support
to manage student loan debt.

e Offer practical courses on starting and running small law
practices and fund programs encouraging rural practice.

e Bring legal help closer to people.

e Experiment with and support various types of access to physical
and virtual services to see what works best in reaching targeted
client groups.

e Use high- and low-tech community outreach tactics to raise
awareness about the availability of free legal help.
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