      
Systemic Change in Homelessness:

    Connecticut Appleseed’s Accomplishments

Sometimes, simple legal assistance can be the key to getting someone off the streets and into a more secure and productive life.  U.S. District Judge Jay Zainey organized the first Homeless Experience Legal Protection (“HELP”) program in 2004 to provide pro bono legal assistance to the homeless in New Orleans and has since expanded it to 15 other cities.  Prompted by a visit from Judge Zainey in January, 2009, Connecticut Appleseed decided to become the catalyst for launching a HELP program in Hartford.  
Regularly scheduled free weekly legal clinics that alternated between two Hartford shelters got underway in October, 2009 and operated continuously through June, 2010.  “Hartford HELP’s” launch followed both a September 30 training clinic for law students and an October 6 training session for volunteer attorneys.  Mercy Shelter and Chrysalis Center were the initial two sites for our Hartford clinics, but we substituted the House of Bread for Chrysalis Center in 2010.    

Hartford HELP sends volunteer attorneys to shelters to assist homeless individuals with legal matters on a single consultation, advice only and/or limited representation basis.  For matters requiring more intensive legal work, volunteer attorneys provide occasional referrals.  
Many of the requests received by HELP volunteers are simple enough to handle that they can be resolved in a few hours, or by making telephone calls.  Typical tasks include helping individuals obtain lost or missing identification, expunging criminal records, helping with Social Security benefit applications and helping with an appeal for discontinued or denied VA benefits.  Volunteer HELP attorneys also provide legal advice in practice areas issues such as housing or family law and are assisted at each clinic by students from UCONN Law School.  

Three Connecticut Appleseed Board members (Ndidi Moses, Brad Saxton and Rob Taylor) led a team that also included retired U.S. Administrative Law Judge Joyce Krutick Craig and two attorneys from Greater Hartford Legal Aid to oversee the development of a training manual.  The team benefited greatly from consultation with coordinators of New York City's HELP program,    

sponsored by Fordham Law School's Feerick Center for Social Justice and Dispute Resolution.
Participating Law Firms and Bar Associations 
Initial 9 Months                                                      Commitments for the Fall, 2010  
Day Pitney LLP                                             September –  George W. Crawford Bar Association

George W. Crawford Bar Association                          and Connecticut Hispanic Bar Association

Edwards Angell Palmer & Dodge                 October   –  Day Pitney LLP

Brown Rudnick                                              November - Brown Rudnick

Murtha Cullina LLP                                       December -  CT Bar Assoc./Young Lawyers Section

A second recruitment meeting in January, 2010 was followed by a second training meeting on February 3.  A third training session will be held with an updated manual on August 25, 2010 for the September and October HELP clinic volunteers, with another planned in October for our November and December HELP clinic volunteers.  A third recruitment meeting is also planned in November, 2010 to assemble teams of 2011 volunteers.  
Achievements During Hartford HELP’s Initial 9 Months

Hartford HELP’s cohesive and efficient project team has forged effective partnerships with the Hartford legal community and shelter staff persons.  Shelter staff and managers are key team members because the shelters assist in coordinating appointments for clients to see the attorneys and provide adequate facilities for attorneys to confer with clients.  Connecticut Appleseed plays a central administrative and coordinating role which includes updating the training manual for volunteer lawyers, recruiting pro bono lawyers from law firms and bar associations, recruiting trainers for volunteer attorneys, reminding participants each week and thanking everyone.  

On the basis of attorney reporting forms that we have received to date, the 33 clinics held through the midpoint of 2010 served more than 130 individuals – or an average of 4 individuals each Tuesday morning.  But our weekly clinics varied widely in terms of both participating attorneys and the number of clients assisted: they ranged at one extreme from serving a single individual with one attorney and 2 law students to typically far busier clinics where a team of 2 or 3 attorneys served 7 individuals with the assistance of both law students and a paralegal.  

The monthly variation in the number of individuals served was similarly wide.  For example, in April, 2009 the Brown Rudnick LLP law firm staffed 4 Tuesday clinics with 9 attorneys and 2 paralegals, serving 37 clients.  The June, 2010 experience of the Murtha Cullina LLP firm (4 clinics staffed by 4 attorneys who served 16 clients) was much closer to the norm.

In general, fewer individuals asked for assistance at our 2009 clinics, and the number seeking legal help each week trended steadily upward.  Positive “word of mouth” that HELP attorneys were able to assist people with their real problems seemed to build gradually at the shelters.  Reports received to date from participating law firms and bar associations indicate that the following types of assistance predominated:

Assistance                                                                                           % of Clients Needing 


Social Security Disability (applications, claims and/or appeals)                                   26


Housing Issues (landlord/tenant, Sec. 8, liens/evictions, shelter placement)                15  


Missing Identification





 

               10


Pardons/Expungements, including outstanding warrants                                                6


Drivers License reinstatement, including driving history issues                                     6


Probate matters, including name change                                                                         6

Issues about which 5% or fewer of homeless individuals sought legal assistance included utility connection/shut-off issues, status of Social Security benefits, child support/family law, missing property, bankruptcy, extradition, insurance application/dispute, employment and/or obtaining unemployment checks, community service requirements and a few others.
