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Civil Legal Aid is a Good Investment
By President Valerie Briggs Bargas

C
ivil legal aid is free legal ad-
vice, representation or other le-
gal assistance provided to low-
income and vulnerable people 

who cannot otherwise afford legal help. 
Civil legal aid helps people solve critical, 
life-changing problems. Without legal 
help, even relatively minor problems can 
escalate. Often, the failure to resolve these 
issues can tear families apart or drive them 
further into poverty.

Nearly 20 percent of Louisiana citizens 
live in poverty. We rank among the high-
est in the nation. Louisiana is one of only a 
few states in the country in which civil le-
gal services receive no state appropriation 
of funds. Over the last six years, civil legal 
aid organizations in Louisiana sustained a 

while the poverty rate has increased. These 

funding declines, 
combined with high 
poverty, place our 
already challenged 
civil legal aid system 
in crisis. 

At the request 
of the Louisiana 
Legislature, the 
Access to Justice 
Commission con-
ducted an Economic Impact and Social 
Return on Investment Analysis, or SROI, 
funded by the Louisiana Bar Foundation 
(LBF). Nearly 40 civil legal aid organi-
zations providing services in Louisiana 

www.rais-
ingthebar.org.

The Analysis shows that dollars spent 
on Louisiana’s civil legal aid providers are 
well spent and deliver unmistakable eco-

legal aid organizations provided assistance 
in 26,437 legal matters consisting of more 
than 100 types of civil legal problems in-
cluding family law, housing, healthcare, 

-
munity support issues, government and 
legal system issues.

-
sulting from Louisiana civil legal activities 

-
ment for Louisiana’s civil legal aid pro-

percent.

in Louisiana’s civil legal aid services, these 

Civil legal aid saves taxpayer dollars 
by keeping families together, reducing 
domestic violence, helping children leave 
foster case more quickly, reducing evic-

-
fering citizens a way out of poverty. Civil 

and provides reinvestment in the com-
munity. Funding for civil legal aid has a 
ripple effect, impacting not only the fami-
lies served but the community at large. 
Schools, businesses, government agencies 

-
solving civil legal problems.

It is our hope that the Analysis will 
help us better educate the public on the 
value of civil legal aid and will lead to 
restored funding of civil legal services 
to Louisiana’s most vulnerable citizens. 
Continued funding of the civil legal aid 
providers will provide a substantial impact 
to our state.

worked by Louisiana lawyers are an im-
portant component of the legal commu-
nity’s efforts to meet the civil legal needs 
of the poor. According to the Rules of 
Professional Conduct, Article 6.1, “Every 
lawyer should aspire to provide legal ser-
vices to those unable to pay. A lawyer 
should aspire to render at least 50 hours of 
pro bono publico legal services per year.”

In 2015, the Louisiana Supreme Court 
adopted a new rule that gives Louisiana at-
torneys the opportunity to earn CLE credit 
for pro bono legal representation. With 
this rule, the Court provided an additional 
incentive for Louisiana lawyers to under-
take pro bono representation. Louisiana at-
torneys are encouraged to take advantage 
of the new rule and, in doing so, assist the 
state’s substantial population of indigent 
and near-indigent people needing legal 
services.

Our society improves when people un-
derstand the law and have equal access to 

civil legal assistance to Louisiana’s most 
vulnerable citizens because access to af-
fordable legal services is critical in a soci-
ety that depends on the rule of law.   
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