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Issue: Legal Services

Basic Background

Prior Activity

“The ABA has maybe 100 issues that we lobby on, so there’s lots of balls in the air. Legal Services is a perennial [and one that I work on]. Ok, tell me what you do on Legal Services. “Do you want the history?” No, not the history but give me what background is necessary. “Since 1994, Legal Services has been under siege. I mean it’s not a battle over appropriations but it’s been a battle to keep it alive. With Gingrich and the whole thing [in ‘95] they passed a bill to phase it out. It was a $400 million program and they were going to cut it by one-third each year. So the bill they passed in the House cut the program by one-third. We launched a grassroots effort to fight it. And we had to fight it on the House floor and we continue to have to fight it on the House floor.”

“The Senate has never been a problem. Sen. Dominici who heads the Budget Committee and is on the Appropriations Committee is a supporter of the program. There was a proposal [from Sen. Gramm] to match what the House had done and it was defeated by a vote of 60-39. We’ve won [on the floor of the House] every year to restore funding from $141 million back up to $250. [The $141 figure is comparable what the last year budget would have been under the Gingrich plan to phase out the program.] But then it goes to conference and the White House weighs in. . . It’s now at $305 million.”

“Last night [June 6, 2000] the House [again] voted out $141 as the budget for the Corporation. The reason is that Dick Armey and Tom DeLay regard the Corporation for Legal Services as anathema. So they tell Congressman Rodgers, the chair of the subcommittee, that’s what they want in terms of the budget. That means we have to go to the floor to get that turned around. The problem is that to do get money restored on the floor, you have to have offsets. Those offsets have to be in the same bill. Some years are particularly difficult because the budget is tight. This year is going to be particularly difficult. The offsets have to come from within the same appropriations bill. The Corporation’s budget is in the same bill as Justice, State, Commerce and some independent agencies like the FTC.”

Advocacy Undertaken 

Direct Lobbying

Grassroots—(they call it “Grasstops”--elites from the districts who are asked to lobby their legislators.) They have an ABA Day on the Hill—locals brought in to lobby

Public Relations (press conferences; officers meeting with editorial boards

See above history for more. Also: 

“We do some public relations too.” ‘Public relations’ covers a lot of territory. Do you buy advertising, hire Hill & Knowlton?” “We have press conferences with religious groups to show the real face of legal services. We have the officers [of ABA] meet with editorial boards of newspapers. We do some paid advertising but not under our name. There’s a group of corporate counsels who support legal services. So it lists their names. And those ads have gone into Roll Call. Once, the Wall Street Journal. 

“We bring in the officers from the Association [to lobby]. We have ABA Day. Like a lot of groups we have a day where we bring in people from around the country and have them lobby. We ask them to make legal services one of the things they talk about in their meetings. And we testify. I don’t put a lot of stock in that. But it legitimates what you do? Yeah, and it helps you develop your position.”

Future Advocacy
Continued direct lobbying

Key Cong Contacts

Sen. Dominici (R-NM)

Targets of Direct Lobbying

Members of Congress (broadly, beyond just the committees)

In addition to above: “We find ourselves focusing on the moderate Republicans [to get our bills passed]. Last time 57 Republicans voted with us on the House floor. About half are moderates and half are conservatives. And how do you approach the conservatives, with lawyers from back home? Yes, basically.”

Targets of Grassroots

Members of Congress (broadly, beyond just the committees)

Coalition Partners

And we have alliances as well. The most important alllies are:

--National Legal Aid and Defenders Association, sort of a trade group for legal aid lawyers. Julie Clark, ph: 452-0620 X227

--Corporation for Legal Services, Mauricio Vivero; now Mauricio worked here and he was the one of did the grassroots organizing when the program came under attack from Gingrich. He did such a good job that the Corporation hired him away from us.

--Religious groups. Not as important [as the other two] because they have other 

priorities.”

Other Participants

Corporation for Legal Services (see above)

National Legal and Policy Center

Ubiquitous arguments

Arguments are targeted; see below

Secondary arguments

Arguments are targeted; see below

Targeted Arguments

“We make three or four different arguments, depending on the Congressman: One, we say that this is an issue of fundamental fairness. Two, the clients of legal services are people below the poverty line or just above it. Legal services helps people stay out of poverty. Three, many [most?] of the people receiving legal services are children or women with domestic relations problems. This helps us put forward as sympathetic face as we can.”

Opposition

Conservative legislators, especially Dick Armey and Tom Delay

National Legal and Policy Center:

“Conservative citizen groups too. They say Legal Services is engaged in social engineering. They’re left wingers. And there’s some truth to that. Some came to legal services wanting to do that. The leading group is something called—and I’m not sure I have the name right—the National Legal Policy Center. Ken Boehm is the person there. He was at the Corporation when Reagan was president. Reagan wanted to kill the program but they had to resort [to some other approaches]. Do they really lobby. Some of these conservative groups are direct mail mills? Yes, it does some [lobbying]. His group gets some grant funding to keep going.”

Ubiquitous argument, opposition

Legal service lawyers are doing social engineering

Secondary argument/opp

Picking on farmers who don’ have the deep pockets that the Legal Services Corporation has:

“The American Farm Bureau Federation opposed us but that’s died down the past couple of years as the lobbyist that worked on it left.” Why did they oppose it? “Because Legal Services represents migrant farm workers.” And what do they argue? “That [legal service] is a pain in the ass. They say, ‘we’re trying to be productive citizens [and they’re suing us]’. They also say that Legal Services doesn’t have to be concerned about how much in the way of resources that it’s expending. But the Farm Bureau would say they hear from farmers who say ‘we don’t have the resources.’ So it’s about the poor farmers who have limited resources.”

Targeted argument/opp
None

Partisan? 

Yes.

Venue:

Congress

Action Pending

Bill still in Congress but apparently moving forward.

Policy objectives/supporters

Increase funding of legal services

Policy objectives/opponents

Opponents would like to kill the program, but realistically they’re trying to hold down funding.

Advocates’ Experience:

I got my law degree at Michigan. I went to work for a firm in Chicago. I call it my reverse peace corps experiment. I wanted to see what it was like. My last year at the firm I was doing a lot of pro bono work for the ACLU. I then went to work for the ABA in Chicago. I did some fifth [?] amendment stuff; I looked at the question of a constitutional convention. That was a not issue then. I then came to the Washington office as a junior lobbyist. Worked on a proposal for a National Institute of Justice. People left, I moved up. 

Reliance on Research: 

“All of the above [meaning they sometimes commission research, some types use others, and sometimes they don’t bother with research at all]. The most scientific work we commissioned was about five, six years ago. We commissioned this study by people at Temple University. I don’t remember the name of the institute there. That report defended the need for legal services. It said there is a huge amount of the poor in need [of legal services]. But don’t typically do that.”

Every couple of years we hire a polling company to ask a couple of questions on legal services: ‘do you think there’s a need for legal services?’ That sort of thing. But research is really a backup for our principled argument. Research is not the critical factor. This is a highly ideological issue. [Research isn’t going to change that.]

Number of Advocates

“There are 10 of who are lobbyists. We have 100 issues or so. I’m the Director of the office and I do very little lobbying now, except on this which I’m very committee to. I hired . . . and the two of us will go up to the Hill. 

Units Involved:

2.

Advocate’s Outstanding Skills

His years on the job at ABA and his expertise on legal services, which he is devoted to. 

Type of Membership

Individual.

“We’re a funny organization. A lot of our members don’t agree with some of our stands. But people don’t join the ABA for the lobbying. It’s not like the NRA. And some leave because [they don’t agree with our issue stands]. People join for professional reasons. On legal services [internal opposition] hasn’t been a problem. But we don’t try to draw on the entire organization. We do surveys of our members. We ask them what they’d be willing to work on. We ask in our surveys ‘who do you know?’ We do ‘grasstops’ rather than grassroots. We’re really reaching out to the influential.”

Membership Size:

405,000

Org Age: 

122 years

Misc:

Follow-up interview. Ask about the ongoing battle over funding; what’s happened to the bill that was reported out last night. 

6. “I’m the director and I’m on the senior management committee. I don’t do much lobbying any more. There’s 180 people working here. Ten of us do lobbying and there’s some support staff. There’s also some policy related staff here too. I have 3 lieutenants. They’re Senior Legislative Counsels. And they supervise the 6 Legislative Counsels. We’re organized around substantive issues.  We’re organized that way around issues, not by House or Senate or by committee.”

Our policies are set by the House of Delegates. We have sections, say on taxation and you can choose to become a member of that section [I think he said there’s some dues associated with each section but I don’t recall this part of the conversation.] These sections can be 3,000; they can be 60,000. The sections bring the policies forward to the House of Delegates. The House of Delegates can bring policies forward [on their own, but they don’t.” Do you influence those sections? “Yes, but gently. We do it in two ways. Oftentimes we’ll have a policy on something but it’s too broad. So we’ll say, ‘can you revisit this?’ And then there are times when there’s something fresh. We’ll send it to a number of sections and ask them to consider [developing a policy]. I do a lot of interpreting the policies we have.”

“There’s also a committee here on judicial management.” 

7. “You’d get three different answers. Democrats would probably say they’re really good. We rely on them. Second, a small number would say: ‘they have interesting views, but they’re not the major voice [on these issues]. Third, there are those who hate us.” And do they think you’re effective? “Those that have the greatest antipathy toward us would say that we’re effective.”

“We don’t have a PAC; we don’t rate candidates. We don’t have anything like the Christian Coalition’s scorecards. We don’t endorse candidates.”

