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elps the Poor

By

HEREERT MITGANG
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= OBS, housing, education — these
are 'recognized .as vthe major.

7 problems”of . the -sixth <of "the
‘nation thar lives in-poverty:“But’a

fourth—=quality - before” the- law—is

* track; down - the * pog Nothing :like
“this-has happened .befors’to ‘extend
legal rights in-this :country.' >

“'pares’in ‘numbers. and. talent to the

1'2,000 attorneys of the Department of %

Justice - in"* Washington and ‘all its
. regional  _offices) .’-Every state but
- North , Dakota ‘and “Alabama”has at
)least one. community _lawoffice: res
ceiving Federal help,’and Birmingham
.and ‘a . three-county .~ rural “area _in
Alabama. have applied for assistance.
-. Community law - offices: take . vari-
ous forms. The-usual location .is. at
street level - or.one‘.ﬂightt'up,'_with‘_
a’ big“sign In. the wwindow; inyiting
indigent clients: to . enter.’: A" "legal-
van.on wheels covers.a two-county

area out.of ‘Jay, Okla. It is similar -

to the 'mobile law .office run by -
Mobilization .’ for...Youth w.on ~ New:
York's ‘Lower. -East.:Side.” On . the =

make the rounds in (he.tradition of
country doctors and preachers. .. ..
These .. community * lawyers._ have -

srovided legal advice and representa- - -

ion for approximately 600,000 poor
‘amilies in the last two years. They
1ave helped more (han-a .thousand .
slock clubs, tenant groups'and paver-
y organizations - to-.set’ up buying
lubs, co-op laundromats, credit

nions and other self-help institu-
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i tions. They' h;/e 'edur‘—'xted maore than

~two million_poor. people about their

rights.and responsibilities -through

Upper - Peninsula -of .Michigan ~and " %
in rural Moatana, legal circuit riders-. .

neighborhood legal - awareness pro-

- Because dedication mot.(va—tu th;a

- attomeys in community-law practice,

the Federal Government gets a high
return ‘on its investment the poor
have to pay no fees at all for legal
service, and there is comparatively
little cost to Washington.

Since the attorneys do not come

‘under Civil Service, staff salaries

range from $6,000 a year in rural
areas to $15,000 in the cities, with
the average $8,500 (project direc-
tors average $14,000 a year). The

, total budget going directly into com-

munity operations across the coun-
try this past fiscal year was $38-

.;lniﬂlion, plus another $3-million for:

research, technmical assistance and

training programs in law schoals’

and elsewhere. OEO. legal services
has requested additional funds for
more storefronts, but the new Admin-
istration may disagree with the idea.

IT is a maxim of the private prac-.

titioner that his time is too valuable
for him to go to court The com-
munity lawyers do go, and with a
zest that annoys some judges and
palice officers. “You're not like regu-
lar lawyers.” one New York judge
recently told a community lawyer.
“You fellows have an obligation ta
avoid battling with the courts be-
Cluse you're with an organization.”
The attorneys believe otherwise.
Some of the judges who are not used

to being challenged with briefs and -

citations and are in the hahit of

knocking heads together have been .

forced to crack open the law books

for the first time in years. For they .

know that community attorneys do
not stop at the lower courts and
often take up cases to test on appeal.

As a result of such activity, more
than a million and a haif poar people
—most of whom never entered a
lawyer's office, private or public—
have benefiied from favorable and
far-reaching court decisions initiated
to challenge statutes and procedures
that penalized the paor as poor. In
the process, the community lawyers
have won more than 70 per cent of
their court trials, 60 per cent of their
appeals, 72 per cent of their con-
sumer-complaint cases and 79 per
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cent of cases involving local, state
and Federal administrative agencies.

These decisions could be called the
Law of the Poor—a concept un-
known only a few years ago. For
example, in Austin, Dallas and sev-
eral other jurisdictions, community
lawyers broke up home-improvement
rackets that were bilking the poor of
millions of dollars a year. In a series
of 16 cases contesting the constitu-
tionality of welfare-residence laws—
which were so strongly condemned
by the President’s advisory commis-
sion on riots—community lawyers
increased the income of jobless fami-
lies by several million dollars. (Ac-
tuaily, all the poor got was what
they were entitled to—a principle
that has henefited nonplanting land-

(Continued on Page iZZ)
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Six hundred thousand families
have found 2 way to eguality
before the law through™a Fed-~
eral program bringinglegal -
services to the poor. Typical.
of the young attormeys staff- V
. ing community law offices is
Nancy Le Blanc, above, asso-
ciate director of New York's :.
legal assistance program and
an awthority op housing lzw,
at the East Third Street office.
Top rigit, clients wait at the
Rutgers Street office to see
lawyer Candis Vengris, right.
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Modesta attarneys took on 3 ease for
ers _and.’ m.l-mdustzy cmeramrs 77 a*groun—of farm lahorers wiose jobs
:v:z hire . high-priced ~sttorneys to . _and-incomes .were. threatened by-an
'.-ge'.’ -iheirs . {rom.- the— Gavernment'.- . " influx. of " bracerps.. These: Mexican
through depietion. allowances) migrants- themseives were heading-
- flundreds of.:gveryday. decisions:: ~ for unsanitary camps mainined by
have-ended’ practices that- formerly -~ the big, growers. The conditions of
eprived the poor.oi milllons of dol--= "‘-UE camps were exposed by Sheidon.
" lars . annuaily.. But-it is a constant’ " Gresne, director.of. Lhz.Mnd.gm; of-
trugzié _on -the ; philosophical” levei  fice, and his attorneys, who obtained -
with =ome memnexs af the barand in injunctive refief blocking the imgor-
government:Fit... ‘comes ~down 1o - “tation -of Lhe sbroceros._ Then .an
iwhether 0.E0.:funded lawyers can - " agreement was warked qut.between :
‘act -as:true ‘advocates for clients-in CRIZA's ‘clients znd -the Depart- =
.lhe <ame sense-as.a private attorney - ment oi' Lahaor-that 5::2:.'1::1 brux:arf: i
acts for a- paying client, “whether applications so _that imported mi-
+Federal funds- can be: used to sup- - grants as well as pe-'mznant labarers

“port. legal representation that inevi- . Were ProtseiEh - A as clients. That st sys il

tably must resuit in. changs m Lhe O

i " legal system. - .~ = NE"'HIRD o[ 0.EO0’s lgaj serv-
- —In .California -when Gov. Rnuald ices funding gues ta the Northeastern
S z-uSResgan’s administration ‘teduced- the . _region, covering New York, New Jer-

"sanm:s supphai—under ithe _state - sey 'and the New ‘Engiand states
B med;czl-axd ~program,’:3 Jgroup of »_ P. Vaoghan Gearan, .the new, -31-
g ~= dxmts asiced California Rural Legal : y&r-o.d director_of the Northeast
- =7 Assistance lawyers for ; help._Same . region, s‘tarted out in private practice
-~ clients’ %had - -had: ‘medical :services - ~ in Fitchburg, Mass.. after graduating
!.zrmmated abruptly—teeth “puiled ™ from Georgetown Law School. Then
- but_no dentures, stroke patients de- - : he was elected president of the Fitch-
. oeel — nied physmt.herzpy, pear-blind chil- - burg City Council, unly to resign to
& o - dren -unable =to obtain - corrective become an attorney in the com-
lenszs. The CRLA ~attorneys cob- ~ munity law office that started up
. tained a temparary restraining order there. As director of the Fih;.hbm:g
i haiting -the  medical ‘cutbacks. “The office giving aid to poor clients in
-  Sacramento County_Superior Court three-towns and rural areas, he pro-
. A " upheld the Mod&to office of CRL-A. vided legal I-:acking for a Lenar.xt
= © .. by granting._ the "attorneys for the suﬂ-ce that vm?lhzld rents to obtain
.-+ 7+ .- medically poor 3’ permanent injunc- minimum housing standards.

-hnn against the “cut-backs ordered by The .major achievement of the
-the state Heaith and WelfareAgency. . Fitchburg office was ta incorporate
- 'As a consequznce, ‘th embo(dened an organization of welfare mothers

. = ) And the quunnn of. whzt. rights = Ty
.. you have if arrested by the police_is- ]
.. -- answered on the card: “You have the- S
v right to remain silent. _. . You have <!
the right to have -a lawyer -im- ’
. mediately after you are arrested, and :
- to make three phone calls from the = ™
. palice station. Mk to ‘make- lhse B
calls, and call your lawyer. Sim- -
. mediately. . . . If you can’t afford 2
FFLA - lawyer.and youa need legal advice cail
- . ~.Mobilization for Youth—OR 7-0400—
: . at any time of the day or night and
ask for a lawyer.”
- 0T Which may be a’little betier serv-
_ ice than people who normally em-
‘ploy lawyers can expect, but there is
awareness among the M.F.Y. attor-
neys that you have to reach out ta
people who are psychologidally and
often physicauy unable to make the
tnp to an unpruslve Uﬂ-u some-
where up(nwn.
Inability to afford a lawyer is the
“only requirement of the clients who
show up at 320 East Third Street
the main office; at 95 Delancey
B Street; at 759 10th Avenue, a2 new
- ) storefront on the West Side. or at
. 24 Rutgers Street For mast clients
LOCK]NG FUR BUS]NESS_..f {hg poor won't come to th: otfice, the affice that means an income of up to $3.000
goes to t'hz poor. New York's mobiie unit is the fint in l.hc counmtry. ;%ea;r(zamme;imusg
_such factors as mediczi debt. un-
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stud/ ari.. and fDr!zﬁ higa rent.
o3 taken. inta accounc:. Thexz:is ng
..snnnage of legali business' under.
~ these tesms;.and, mteruting_y. little
resentment- f{rom. the: ‘traditionai
nmg,hbonoou lawyers because- their
‘"' nonpaying-aod oiten: difficuit. coses .
have be=n ahsumen by M..FY.: eager
:‘\zxmmeys. S - - _
~ There-may be, ;mo husxe::grmm of.
" practitioners “in'Utha :city:~Every

Seam

manth they -handle hundreds of cases
invoiving crunm:.—xl mattere, ‘hausing,.

-..consumer _, frauds, - social_ssecurity,
worianea's compensation, T immigra-
“tion. and .the -family-law specm.u'n

-  from- custody to divorce.lIn 1267,
- - —-more than 5,000 clients reczived in-
" dividual legal sexvice. And this does
not inciude the repn.-sanmtinn pro-

vided to tenant. groups and weifare

recipients—the hasic “bread and hut- ~
ter” cases.in the offices.The ‘practica

here is_part eduadun.a.l—o{ .beth f-
- ciients and’ cnurts, muther “of . whom' -

St "(tzkmg ~'your : pmx'oi—- l:.nguags
- sz.rush, Chinese, English), " thea

“ “enter (without'a lot. of formality),
' you encounter’ ‘most: of _the ~human

. frailties and lezal entanglements. It

-is. doubtful " if the ‘clients. are aware

-+ that the :four ‘attorneys :here “are
from the University of Chicago law

* school (two of them),:Stamford and
 Harvard and are paid much less than

-~ they would get in the large law firms

SPECIALIST—Matters affecting New

York's Chinese :nmmuniiy are settled by

Ping Lee=, a legal sacial warker, who practiced

in Taiwan before: coming to the U. S.

o e ———— e by

To the poor, the lcw citemn:

mecn< a pair of hordcziis

many" Chmae an Wdfnm ‘hut:ma y =
.- gra poor:.They" have their: prublem:,
too,.and Ping Les oiten settles them:.:

where maay-of their ciassmares ares.

or thar'the threa law students (Michi-
gzn, N.Y.II_ and Harvard) wha heiged
them in the summer worked far pay
of zbaut=%$80 a weeis, which is. 1usr.
abave the paverty {ine. -

<teph== ‘Wimer- (Dam-nnuth Cal-
lege, Unwer:xty -of - Chicago - :law
school), *wha supervises the Rutger:
Strest oifice, started  out as a De-
partment of Justice la.wye: in the
Attamey General’s hanors progmm

in Washington. After several. years '

therz as 2 prosecutar, Wizner came
ta New -York. He ‘worked as anm
artarney - for the Canter for Sociai
Welfare Policy and Law at Calumbia,
then decided he liked desliug ‘with
{lesh-and-bload clients and going to
court—-where he is twa or thres
times a wesk.* :

ONE uf lener’s d:scnvena in

this atmosnhere is that thers mustbe
a recognition of ethnic differences in
interpreting the. meaning of cruel and
inhoman treatment in a marriage.
“Tor ins@ance,” he says, “among
Puerto Rican couples it may take the
form of physical violence. The same
is true of Negro couples. In Jewish
families, it might be a way of cook-
ing or nat raising children properly
by failing to send them %0 Sunday
schaal.”

The clients at the Rutgers Street
storefront are about evenly divided
among the Spanish-speaking, the
Chinese and Jews wha have nat been
able to make it qut.of the old neigh-
borfiaad ar have remained because of
small businesses which bring in little
above the poverty level. One old
Jewish woman who rarely left her
block walked into the oifice because
it was there. She had wanted to get
an annuiment for 13 years—and did
—Yecanse of a bigamous marriage.
And a 70-year-old man wandered
gver from Little Italy, with an
operatic tale. He had returned to his
old village after his first wife had
died, had brought back a new ane,
and sne had leit him the moment
after the ship sailed past the Statue
of Liberty and docked. He wanted 2
divorce.

The attorneys handle many mat-
ters of administrative law outside the
courts. A Chinese seaman comes in
who has lost his papers because of
an ailegation that he used opium. A
workman wants to get his pass re-
stored by the Waterfront Commis-
sion. Many ot the matters invoiviny
the Chinese are settled in the office
by Ping Lee a legal social warker
empioyed by M.F.Y.. who practiced
in Tarwan before coming (o the
United States.

“The myth that the Chinese peavie
take care of their own cases is not

<n.” Wizner says. “There are not

- smicably—after: some shouting. hac:f
. and forth—ignt.heré in.our-offices:.
Taey: pra:er that"to the loss of. punlu:
face-in a courtroom... 2
: =sutail qur r_ue_ms have the st stnnn-
“ard. mmpxam!s ‘2s _comsumers, ten-
5.ants and we!fare Tecibiznts, The paor-
nsive -ail ithe “atflictions. and THome—;
times @ !ew mnra Lhztnaen Counise
ing T Of : cnurse, ~we “don’t> get*ma :
pmnlems ol uptnwn menf:.——hu'vr'ﬁiy
cnq:amf,lan»g:n ‘purchase ¢ Lha assets’;
of your. Enrporannn_‘SuLwe “try jus
=5’ hard.: 1 km:w 1.had arrived: whea -
4+a -judge -!n “Family 3 Caurt recendy
-_:.nccuszd me af’ bemg too “aggressive
an behxlf of my cue:xt." :

ATOR c.nmmx-l and :housing
‘cases ara usuaily handled by Harold
*.3. Rothwax, M.FY. s director of legal
- services, and Nancy E Le ‘Blanc, the

espec:ully m thai lhem ;s X

one law !cr thn peor. :mot.her lcr Ihe _.:
organizad c:-u:unul w:!h the

expensive, nme luwgers.SB

assocmte director, at the East ’I’hm:i
Street office. A sign s|ays:’ Servicios
Legales de la Mobiiization. it aver-
hangs a sickly colored greenstone
building (as distinct from the brown-
stones uptown) that includes a
ground-floor storefront without the
store office. The clients walk up a
flight ‘of steps and enter one of the
modest cubicles where, rugless and
windowiess, some of the brightest
* attorneys in New York listen to
their problems. Considering the greai.
pumber of cases, the service here is
- remarkably rapid. There are na bat-
. teries of receptionists, secretaries
and associates, no need to put up 2
good front to impress the ciients.
“We try ta make the contact be-
'wegn lawyer and clieat a personal
one,” says Mr. Rothwax (Yale and
Columbia Law). “Whenever possibie.
appointments are made to avmd long
waits—the long waiting line is the
hallmark of charity and paternalism.
We're very much aware that the man
or woman who waits with a crisis
ha= hic or her sease of dependency
enforced. If a paor person is entitled
to legal service, it snould be as 3
matter of rignt and not as 3 favor.
He must feel that the law can be
used as an instrument of imprave-
ment and change. Otherwise. he
won’t turn to the law.”
What the cnminai cases especially



reveal {s that there is ane-law for

the poor,. another for the arganized.
criminals with the exgensive name.
lawyers who go aon teisvision and.
get their pictures in magazinee.. Ta.
the poor; the law orften appears zs 3.

raciai standoif, a language barrier;. a.
pair of handauwis. When a man is

caugnt in the machinery of the police.

and the law, everything in his. life
can cailapse. -

A father of five chiidren has been - :

a factary worker for six years. He
has no criminai record. One night he

is arrested for disorderly caonduc:

and malicious mischief, and the caurz
sets the bail acr $1,000. He cannot
pay it, remains in jail for twa wesks.
and loses his job. Mr. Rothwax paints
out that the whale system of bail
miiitates against the poor, some af
whom cannot put together even $10
ar $20. The resuit sometime= is 2
modern version of the Dickensian
dehtors’ prison. )

Material4vitness jailings ars” par-
ticularly ugly for the poor. A man is
shat to death on the Lower East Side,
and a youth, later found innocent,
is arrested and charged with pos-
session of the murder weapon. The
District Attorney says he is not
ready for a hearing and the judge
refuses to demand that the D_A. show
cause for the delay. After the youth
is held for five days—in vioiation of
the law-—the case is dismissed. But
the judge thea decides, without a
hearing, to hold the youth as a
material witness and sends him tao a
jail for dvil-law cases. A Mabiliza-
tion for Youth attarney wha has been
handling the case is refused permis-
sion to see his client without the
DA's consent Finaily, a hearing is
obtained, which has been the youth’s
legal right from the beginning. *“The
courts can violate the law,” Mr
Rothwax says, “and only militant
advocates can protect the legal rights
of clients.”

RACT[CING on the Lower East
Side, as in other areas where the
indigent do not always put their best
legal foot forward, the attorneys
watch their own behavior and ap-
pearance. “We aren’t as completely
free in our dress as aur clients.”
Rothwax says. “1 asked one of our
attormeys not to wear a big cowbay
hat while entering the court because
it might be prejudicial.” Martn
Spiegel (Tufts, Columbia Law) ad-
vised one of his East Village clients
to plessa wear a shirt and Ue in
criminal court “He did.” Soiegel
says, “but he also put on beads and
ware flowers in his hair.”

Although the cases are often as
unusual as the ciients, the attorneys
here find themseives in both general
and specizl practice. Miss Le Blanc
(Mills College, Yale Law) has be-
come one of the country’s leading
autharities on housing law. She had
worked for a small, prestigious law
firm off Fifth Avenue as an under-
paid attarney when she decided that

person is entitled to

protecting the ‘estates of .little old
ladies was not her cup of tea (which
was indeed served to clients’in that
office). Now she argues for tenants
in the silums as if they were owners
of Park Avenue cgoperatives:

Qf Miss Le Blanc, whose 51-page
handbook on landlord-tenant law is
widely used (it describes the law in
the City of New York as it affects
temants who live in sium housing),
one of the Civil Court judges who
would prefer more timid attorneys
for the poor told his clerk, “If you
see her coming, duck.™

Ta make sure that the legal indi-
gent are being reached in the New

" York area, MF.Y. even reaches out

to them with the first mobilé “store-
(ront” law office of its kind in the
United State=. It is a camping truck
that parks for a week at a time on
blocks distant from the regular of-
fices. Before It wheeis up, leaflets
are distributed saying where the
truck will be parked and inviting a
discussion of legai problems by those
who cannot afford a lawyer. The
truck has room for a driver. attor-
ney, secretary, a couch for the ciient
and a telephone for the lawyer on
duty.

“Sometimes it only takes a phane
cail to settle a matter on the spot for
a ciient,” one of the attorneys says.
“For instance, we can usually get a
marshal to hold up a natice of evic-
tion. More often, we make the pnane
cail from 2 nearby haoath because it's
less expensive. On more compiicated
matters we send clients around to

Fneighborhdod storefronts*It's still 3 -

Gitle unbelievable ta” people. When I
was on: duty-one week, 3 woman
came in.who wanted to know if this
is the truck where she could get.a
chest. X-ray.™" T s e
THE storefront lawyers, while ap-
prising clients of their !ights.'have
also made ‘the indigent mare aware
of such traditional and important or-
ganizations as the L¥gal Aid Society.
In New -York City, “additional legai-
corparations are being set up through
Community Action for Legal Serv-
ices to operate in 10 sium neighbor-
hoods. The Q.E.D. regional office will
underwrite 80 per cent of the cost.
The executive director of CALS.
John DeWitt Gregory, has recruited
some of the brightest men coming
out of the law schools and even pri-
vate practice. “In money terms we
can’t expect o be competitive with
the large law firms.,” he says. “but
we can be in human terms.”

For what the attorneys giving their
all really seek is a piece of the
social revolution, a chance to appiy
their professionalism in the front-
lines of legrl deprivation. They have
chosen to operate out of starefroats
in the siums or as itinerant lawyers
defending the migrants and the peo-
ple living in the shacks io rural
America because this is wnere the
new awareness is, Wwhere dreams
unheard of till now can be recog-
nized as legal rignts. B




