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Late last December, I read'in

board of the Lorain County

And then, when board mem-

¢Izora1n County needs its Legal Aid

this paper that city and county
judges were worried about the
many low-income area _re51—
dents who were appearing in
court without an attorney
from Legal Aid. That worried
me too because I know a little
about the operation of Legal
Aid, In the '80s and ’905 Ihad
the honor of serving on the -
board of the Legal A1d<Somety
of Lorain Couity. '

Legal Aid, which has existed
for more tba.n ‘100 years, per-
forms a vital function for indi-
gent and low-income people in
need of civil legal services,
The society represents these
people, without charge, inmat-
ters of divorce, landlord-ten-
ant relationships, custody, con-
sumer law and other civil mat-
ters. Now it Seers that Legal
Aid in Lorain County is hard-
ly providing such services:

Funding for Legal Aid is
complex. Money comes from
the Legal Services Corpora-
tion, a private, non-profit, non-
partlsan corporation created,

“with bipartisan congression:
al sponsorship™ in 1974 under
President Nixon. But most of
the funding comes from the
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state: from'coutt costs, inter-
est on certain trusts, ahd vari-
ous legal ﬂmds Several coun:
ty organizations such as Unit-
ed Way and the county com-
missioners also cnntrlbute
The 2000 census. showed a
shift in. populatlon inLoram
County: and under d]rectlons

from the Legal Services Cbrpo-

ration in Washington, the"!
Lorain County: organization; -
was merged.into the. Legal;Aui
Society of Cleveland.. : .-

Those of You who have L
worked in industry know what
happens when a big fish swal-
lows a small fish, If the small.
fish is allowed to contmue it
never functions at'its prevmus
level. So it is with non- proi' t
organizations. The Legal A id,
Society of Lorain County.tiow
is just a small part of the .
Legal Aid Socxety of Cleve
land.

I was able to serve on t‘ne

organization because of how
the board is constituted. Back
then, approximately two-
thirds of board members were
lawyers appointed by the
Lorain County Bar Associa-
tion. Approxunately one-third
were low-income people who
could qualify as clients and
were appointed by various
county social agenc1es Iwas
the candidate who quiglified as
nelther a client 1 nor a; lawyer
,AsIrgeall, the staff includ-
ed six attomeys one parale-
‘gal, several administrative
assistants and the director,
who was also an astorney In
addition, when the work load
iwent beyond what the staff:
could handle, other'coiinty
attorneys £rom both large and
‘smail firms, assisted by:taking
fcases ona pro bonobasis —
without charge, asia’ pubhc
‘Sérvice,
\ Board meetings were fasci-
rnatmg-for measa non-lawyer
'The discussions might have
'been routine for the lawyers,
but deciding what particular
ccases to take and what legal
rstrategms to follow intrigued
vme

bers from the low-income spec-
trum spoke up, it was shock-
ing. The struggles those people
hadin secunng legal justice,
the manner.in which various
comnparies took: advantage of
them, and the ordeals they
went through just to survive
were overwhehnmg 1did feel
that I was able to give the-
board a perspective that just-
fied my membership. ..,

Just the other day, I visited
the Elyria office of the pres-
ent Legal Aid Sociéty, It isa
shell of its former: self Atthe
end of this month, the only
full-time attorney left is ledy-
ing. What the deputy director;
who comes in from the Cléve- .
land office, directs; I-don't.
know.Lorain Couiity holds -
two seats on the Cleveland
board but the Cleveland Bar _ .
Assaciation, not theLoram
County Bar Assoclatmn
appointed hoth memhers

The local judges were right.
The indigent in Lorain County
now have virtually no repre-
sentation through Legal Aid.
Harvey Gittler's column eppears on

Mondays. He can be contacted at
hgittler@chroniclst.com, **
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