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Neighbarhood Lepal Scrviees of Los Angeles County (NLS) welcomes the opporlunity to
comment on the proposed amendments to the [inancial eligibility and group representation
seetions of Part 16171 of the Lepal Services Cogporation's (LSC's ) regulations. We belicve that
the revised repulations will be a tremendous improvement over the current rules, Therefore, we
cuthusiastically recommand thelr adoptioa by LSC. Below are our specific comments to many
of the most critieal components of the new regulations,

I, FINANCIAL KLIGISILY
A, Diefinilions

First, NLS weleomnes the elimination of the terms “liguid" and "non-liquid" in favor of the
siupler eorieept of whether assets are "readily convertible into cash” contained in § 1611.2(c). In
niany circumstances, such as divorce casos, clicats often cannot obtain what might be a "liquid"
aszot ungl the procecdings ave resolved and therefore those assets could not be used to hire a
privale allorney.

NLS also weleomes the chanpe in e definition of income in § 1611.2(f) to refer to the income
of the "houschold" inswad of "family unit™. We agree that "houschold” is a simpler term and
agred it programs shoulkd have the flexibility 10 define that term in any reasonable manncr.,
Mary of our clients live in overerowded conditions, often with other families or with adult
childven who completely support themselves and their own children. Having the flexibitity to
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define household in teons of how clients support themselves and their families is an extremely
important change (hai reflects liow poor individuals and families actually live. 1611.2(f)

. Asset Limitations

NES weleomes greator fexibility in defining excludable asscls, Although not included in the
hroposed rule, we belicve that local programs should have flexibility to determine what assets
ave excludable. As an example, NLS believes thal a computer and related equipment should be
@xempl. Owning a basie computer has become an important way for all families to access the
courts, lourn about ie law, and communicate with their communities, Indeed, the current
"digiial divide" has made il even more difiicali for Je 1al services clients to participate in daily
community life. Familics should not risk being denied lepal services because they have chosen
lo use thelr limited resources to purchase a computer and relaled items, such as printers and
tmodenis, for their familios.

C. Itwcome Limitations

NS alvo supports all ol the proposed changes (o the exceptions to the annual income limitations
contatned in § 16115, Unfortunately, the federal poverly level has little relevance to the actual
cast ol living in expensive urban areas like Southern California. Tor example, a study by the
California Dudget Project shows that a worker earning minimum wage has to work 99 hours per
week i order to afford the fair markel rent for a two-bedroom apariment. Therefore, allowing
programs o exaluine net instead of gross wages in deteninining income levels is sound public
poligy.

Changing the exception level from 187.5% of the poverty level to 200 % of the poverly level is
shiupler and reflective of (e et that most low-income families include onc or more working
adults strugpling to micet their Tmmilivs' needs. Moreover, clients who arc working hard to
masaiain thelr above-poverty Ievel income ofien need legal representation to preserve housing,
isintain ehild care, and retain immigration benelits, The loss of any of these could jeopardize
theiy employment and drag the family back below the poverty lovel.

NLS elso favors the proposed changes to the fixed debts and obligations exception 1o scction
1611.5. In Southern Culiforitia, we are curteutly experiencing dramatic increases in rents oulside
of reptcontrolled properties in Los Angeles County.  Currently, twenty-five percent of all
renters in 1,08 Angeles County pay more than 50% of their household's income for rent and those
porcentagos are constuntly rising as housing prices rise much faster than incotnes, Therefore, the
fixesl costs of mortgage and rent payments should both be excepled in cases where the families'
income s aboave 125% of the poverty Tevel but below 200% since these are necessary costs for
the Tarmily to maindain shelter,
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In addition, we believe that there are thiree important reasons why fairmess and equity require that
utifity payments also be included as a fixed cost or obligation, Tirst, many tenants pay for their
utilittes in their rent payments, Thus, i€ wilities are not included as hixed debts, some tenants
will benefit because their lundlords have opled to include the cost in their rent, and others will
fiot, Second, NES believes that it is only 14ir that all fixed shelter costs should be included since
# honse or apartment without water, clectricity, heat, or in the Southwest deserts, air
conditioning, provides no real shelter at all, Third, elderly families on fixed incomes, who may
have paid off heir inoitgages, still need to pay utilities to survive,

We stronply agree with thie propossd change 1o allow LSC recipients to represent clients who
have beea recciving government benefils and seck legal assistance to maintain those bencfits,
Ore iniportant cxample is 88T reipients who are working at a level that makes them ineligible
for 881 but may allow them o continue to receive Medicaid benefits. However, legal issucs
olten avise conceming the continued receipt of medical assistance. Morcover, there are very fow
private attorneys available for these cases even whien a clicnt can afford it. I'or many of the same
reasons, NLS snppods the exception to allow LSC programs to represent individuals with
neonies of up to 200% of (he poverly level who are secking 1o maintain government benefits for
persoas with mental or physical dissbilities.

Finally, NLS welcomes the clarifieation on referrals sot forth in § 1611.6. As the 1.SC analysis
points o, it is cunently common practice for programs to rely upon the financial eligibility
analysis of o referring legal soiviees program.  However, clearly stating this procedurc in the
tegulations can only assist progranis in the smooth referrals of low-income families and
individaals,

1. CROUP REPRESENTATION

We strongly support the provisions that revise the restrictions on recipients' representation of
grotp elieats and are pleased (het LSC staff and Board members have decided 1o review and
iinprove these regulations, Qne of the hallarks and strengths of NLS is our connection 10 and
collabocation with local community based organizations.

Given cur limited stafl 1eseueces and the overwhelming demand for our services, our work with
orpanizations that deliver serviges to our elient community allows us to leverage our resources
and waxinize the number of eligible cljents that we are able to assist. The proposed regulation
chunges will inciease the number of organizations that we are able to help, thereby increasing the
nuiber of clients (hat we are able (o reach. At the same time, the regulations properly focus and
Limit asaistance (o those ergaitizations thaf are actively providing services to eligible clients or
that are working to further their interests. The proposed changes thus expand the scope of our
clicat srviees, white reninining squarely within LSC's stated mission 1o "give preference to the
legat peeds of thase least able to obtain legal assistance.” §1611.1,
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While we actively encourage elient organizations (o include low-income people in their decision-
raaking body in order ta sutisly (he current regulations, this is not always feasible for every
opativation, depending on its size, structure, and mission.  The flexibility afforded by the
propased regulation changes would shift the eligibility focus from the membership of an
organizition to an examination of its intended beoeficiaries. This shift would enable us to assist
a grenter diversily of organizations, while preserving the poal of maximizing the number of
clicnts we serve as the locestsr for the determination of group client eligibility,

Repwosentation of group elients is o particularly imporiant part of our community and economic
development ("CED™Y practice. Southern California has a well-cstablished network of non-profit
coporations that actively nurlure and suppost the development of nascent non-profits. However,
there oxtsty o serfous lack in owr service area of legal support for these fledgling groups,
cspewially in geopgruphical arcas whore they wre working in relative isolation. Qur CED
advocates have workad with well over 4 huadred group clients over the past seven years in an
olitempt to fill this void,  We provide tochnical legal assislance to organizations from their
inveption all the way through incorporation and into their orpanizationat maturity, Wc help such
uranps not only with the incorporation process, but serve as consultants on the complex
viiploymeant and tax matters gt arise once an organization is fully functioning.

[Li% fportant to note that none of these groups could otherwise afford counsel, and it is likely
thad many of them would not have been able to build the orpanizational capacity that they
cavrently enjoy without the legal connsel and advice that we have provided. Morcover, thesc
preups have, fa wen, assisted countless handreds of eligible clients in an array of matters ranging
rony obtaining a bank account to locati ug, alfordable housing to leaving an abusive spouse, Our
wutk with groups enables us to nvaximize the number of pcople that we assist and ensures that
we provide the most diveise arcay of servicos possible 1o our client community. This is vital
Loeause our elients incvitably need assistance in more areas than the single legal problem thal
woidd bring them to our office. Thus, our representation of groups is key to our overall mission
ol helping low-income people work their wity out of poverly,

CONCLUSION

We appruciate all of the time and effort that went inio {ormulating these recommendations and
cathusiastically support the work of those we have outlined above,
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Wo woull also like 1o, (hank the Corporation for the opporlunity to submit our comments to the
proposed reguladory changes and for your thouphtlul consideration of these comments. If you
havi any questiois, or would like any further clarification, please contact Bob Graziano of our
office ai (818) 834-7584,
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