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State legal aid groups awarded $1.66M in grants

By Maria Kantzavelos 
Law Bulletin staff writer

Sixteen legal aid agencies around the state have been awarded grants from the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation to provide services ranging from legal-assistance hotlines and online legal resources, to help for low-income residents facing foreclosure proceedings and representation of victims of domestic violence.

This year's grants, which come from a state appropriation passed through the budget of the Illinois attorney general's office, total more than $1.66 million, the justice foundation announced this week. 

The state grants have been awarded to providers of legal services to the poor since the enactment of the Illinois Equal Justice Act and the creation of the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation in 1999. 

For the 2011 fiscal yeaar, lawmakers appropriated the same amount as in the previous year — $1.75 million — to the justice foundation to distribute to groups that provide legal representation, information and advice to low-income residents around the state. 

The justice foundation grants this year to organizations slated to receive the larger amounts in state funding include: 

•$367,000 in four grants to Land of Lincoln Legal Assistance Foundation for representation on family, housing and consumer law cases to low-income people in central and southern Illinois and legal assistance on issues impacting the elderly, for a legal help hotline and for 10 new library-based self-help centers in rural counties there;

•$366,800 in three grants to Prairie State Legal Services to represent seniors and victims of domestic violence, families in crisis and families with housing emergencies and for a legal help hotline serving residents in northern and central Illinois, and to develop legal information centers;

•$194,000 in three grants to Legal Assistance Foundation of Metropolitan Chicago to support three attorney positions for legal assistance on consumer matters to seniors and low-income families, on family law and domestic violence matters to Spanish-speaking families and on housing issues to low-income residents in the south suburbs; 

•$189,000 in three grants to Coordinated Advice & Referral Program for Legal Services to provide information, legal advice and referrals through a telephone hotline, and advice and form preparation to unrepresented parties at domestic relations and collections self-help desks in Cook County Circuit Court; and 

•$114,000 to Illinois Legal Aid Online for its statewide virtual self-help center. 

The grants were announced at a time when legal aid providers have been reporting a soaring demand for their services while their major sources of revenue have declined or remained under stress.

State funding for legal aid organizations had remained level at $3.5 million for three years, until it was slashed in half to $1.75 million last year. As a result of that funding cut, the justice foundation last year eliminated eight organizations from its grant list entirely and significantly reduced funding to remaining grantees.

"Without this money there would be fewer advocates in the field providing these services at a time when there are more people than ever in poverty," Prairie State Legal Services executive director Michael T. O'Connor said.

Leslie Corbett, the justice foundation's executive director, said despite the limited resources, the foundation this year attempted to broaden and diversify its grants roster by awarding modest grant funding for three new projects: 

•The Lawyers' Committee for Better Housing was awarded $10,000 for a program providing assistance to low-income tenants facing eviction and foreclosure; 

•Working Hands Legal Clinic was awarded $9,000 to support a legal information center providing advice on wage theft and workplace rights in partnership with the Mexican Consulate in Chicago; and

•Midwest Center for Law and the Deaf was awarded $6,000 to provide accessible information for persons who are deaf or hard-of-hearing by creating a web-based video glossary of legal terms in American Sign Language. 

Corbett said the foundation has awarded the grants for this fiscal year, which began July 1, 2010, without knowing when the actual dollars will be coming from the state.

"We are anticipating payment delays," Corbett said. 

In recent years, the foundation and legal aid providers who were promised funding have been faced with not only less money to work with, but also with lengthy delays in receiving the state funds.

For the last two years, she said, the foundation has received the state funds well after the June 30 close of the fiscal year that the funds were promised for.

A factor in the justice foundation's decision-making process for granting awards for this year was whether an organization could handle the cash-flow uncertainty of the state, Corbett said. 

"The focus of a lot of our grant-making decisions was around organizational stability and the ability to float a grant from the state," she said. "Although organizations are struggling, the grantees that we funded do have resources in place to float it, whether that be a reserve or a line of credit — but they're struggling.

"How many more years they'll be able to float grants, I think, is something we can debate," Corbett said. 

The foundation's awards also include a $110,000 grant for Chicago-based Equip for Equality, which advocates for the civil rights of children and adults with physical and mental disabilities; a $75,000 grant to the Center for Conflict Resolution to help Cook County residents resolve disputes through mediation; and a $70,000 grant to Chicago Volunteer Legal Services for programs providing guardians ad litem for children and representation of low-income families facing foreclosure, subsidized housing eviction and other Chancery Court matters at the Daley Center.

For a complete listing of Illinois Equal Justice Foundation grants for this year, visit iejf.org.
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