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Imagine a modestly funded federal program that efficiently 
provides the poor with critical services, not only in every state 
in the union, but in every county of every state. Further imagine 
that this program both leverages private dollars and yields 
significant public cost savings. The program helps protect the 
elderly from unfair evictions, young couples from robo-
foreclosures, disabled persons from discrimination at work and 
in school, battered women from their abusers, and veterans 
from wrongful denial of benefits. The program emerged from 
the civil rights movement and took shape during the war on 
poverty. It is apolitical and bipartisan by design. Every year, it 
serves over a million people who would otherwise be on their 
own and, almost certainly, out of luck. 

The program is the Legal Services Corporation, and its sole source of funding is the federal 
budget. If you were the president, what would you do with the LSC? If you're Donald Trump, 
you try to kill it. The president's draft budget proposes total defunding of the LSC. 

The LSC has been through the wringer before. Ronald Reagan tried to kill it too. But even "the 
great communicator" could not explain how that was a good thing. Congress resisted and the 
LSC survived. Newt Gingrich also tried to take down the LSC, and was also turned back by 
bipartisan congressional resistance. 

It says something about where we are today that we can look back to Gingrich's time as speaker 
and pine for bipartisanship. On the other hand, the recent implosion of the effort to replace 
Obamacare may show that there are still Republicans in the House who won't let their 
constituents be steamrolled for an ideology. Even some lawmakers in the president’s party 
understood that real people would have been hurt — some would have died — by a return to 
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parsimonious rationing of health care, like the slow drip of an IV. And so we take some comfort 
in facing this threat to legal aid, because in a country of laws the first commandment is "Thou 
shall not ration justice." 

We also take comfort in two recent and unprecedented letters to the OMB arguing in favor of 
the LSC. The first was signed by the leaders of over 160 of the nation's top law firms. Wealthy 
firms, some founded in the 19th century, all understand the importance of civil legal aid for the 
poor in the 21st century. In one voice — not always the case with big firms — the letter made 
the legal, social, economic and moral arguments against the president’s plan. Soon after, a 
second letter followed, signed by 185 general counsel from the nation's leading corporations, 
including household names like Disney, HP, Amex and GE. These general counsel, who make 
their living at the intersection of business and law, made the case that destroying the LSC was 
bad for both — with the brunt of the mistake falling on the most vulnerable Americans. 

So why defund the LSC? The LSC and its grantees aren’t tied to a progressive agenda. Since the 
Reagan administration, LSC grantees can neither lobby nor advance litigation about 
redistricting, the right to choose, prisoner rights, welfare reform or class actions of any kind. 
They don't serve only urban centers or blue states. In fact, the poorer and more rural the 
county, the more likely that an LSC grantee is the only source of free civil legal aid. The largest 
racial group served by LSC grantees is non-Hispanic whites. Seventy percent of LSC clients are 
women. 

Can we expect big cost savings to offset the direct harm to poor families and communities 
across the country? No. The LSC budget last year was $385 million. Putting aside that it is 
severely underfunded, LSC spending represents 0.0009 percent of Trump’s proposed overall 
budget and 0.06 percent of the proposed military budget. It’s more comparable to the annual 
taxpayer-borne expense of extra security at Mar-a-lago and Trump Tower in New York. 

For a relative pittance, LSC grantees keep people from becoming homeless, from dropping out 
of school, from losing their jobs, from losing their health care, from losing crucial benefits, from 
virtually disappearing in the wake of natural disasters. Any one of these losses can have a 
cascade effect that pulls families further into poverty, often generationally. LSC grantees 
together closed almost 756,000 cases last year. Every one is a story worth hearing. 

The economic argument in favor of fully funding the LSC gets stronger the closer you look. 
Ingrained poverty costs states and municipalities millions of dollars annually in emergency 
services and long- and short-term support programs. Legal aid dollars are also a magnet for 
private funding and pro bono legal services that would not otherwise be donated. Foundations 
and law firms would be unlikely to donate hundreds of millions of dollars in time and money 
every year without the legal aid framework to support them. 
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It is a competitive process even to become a grantee, an award based on a demonstrated 
ability to deliver quality legal services efficiently. It is actually part of the LSC’s mandate to 
promote pro bono from private attorneys and law firms, and to work collaboratively with 
courts, law schools, bar associations and other nonprofits. Forced to do more with less, legal 
services organizations offer a broad array of tools to serve the poor, from information for pro se 
litigants to limited advice clinics to full representations, all with varying degrees of technology 
to facilitate. In other words, those $385 million dollars are part of a much larger network of 
funds and services, all of which will be diminished if they disappear. The justice gap would get 
wider. Poverty would grow deeper. Social, economic and moral costs would pile higher. 

To give the gap some definition, and put an edge on what poverty here means, consider these 
figures. Except for rare exceptions, a household of four with an income more than $30,313 isn’t 
even poor enough to qualify for free legal services. Even so, there are so many truly poor 
families in the U.S. that 80 percent of those who do qualify go without because there just isn’t 
enough free civil legal aid to go around. Whereas the ratio of lawyers to our general population 
is 1:429, the ratio of legal services attorneys to persons living in poverty is 1:6415. 

So again one asks why? Without a rational basis, we are left only with the ideology. Defunding 
the LSC seems to be no more, and no less, than the president delivering on the promise of his 
adviser Steve Bannon to destroy the administrative state. 

It seems not to matter to the president that he also promised to serve, protect and defend the 
very people who benefit the most from civil legal aid and would therefore be hurt the most if 
the LSC is terminated. Or that he went further and personalized the promise. Because he knows 
rigged systems, he said, “I alone can fix it,” He looked the unemployed and working poor in the 
eye and said, “I have a plan.” He told the urban poor, “You have nothing to lose.” But what civil 
legal services protects — home, safety, children, job — is a lot to lose and cannot be fixed 
without the leveling effect of access to the law. 

In contrast to the president, those who encounter the poor, like sheriffs, fire chiefs, town 
trustees, mayors, city councils, social services heads and even governors, know the suffering 
and fallout that follows being shut out of the legal system. 

Trump and Bannon did not create the legal aid crisis. It has been decades and many 
administrations in the making. It is a symptom of larger social, economic and racial forces in 
motion since at least the civil rights era, exacerbated by mass incarceration, welfare reform, the 
war on drugs and Nixon's southern strategy — and always snaking back through Jim Crow, 
emancipation and slavery. Civil legal aid in the U.S., even reinforced by private dollars and 
millions of hours of pro bono legal services from the private bar, has been a slow and shaky 
ship. But it is the one we have to help the poor from falling further behind simply because they 
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cannot afford a lawyer. We need to improve the ship. Trump's budget would blow a hole in the 
hull and sink it. We can't afford more wreckage. 

By Kevin Curnin, Stroock & Stroock & Lavan LLP 
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