[image: image2.jpg]Disability Rights Legal Center

www.disabilityrightslegalcenter.org



[image: image2.jpg]
DISABILITY RIGHTS LEGAL CENTER

September 25, 2009
Page 2 of 2
DISABILITY RIGHTS LEGAL CENTER

September 25, 2009
Page 2 of 2

September 25, 2009 

The Honorable Arnold Schwarzenegger

Governor, State of California


    VIA FACSIMILE (916) 327-1009
State Capitol, First Floor

Sacramento, California 95814


RE:
AB 590 (FEUER) – REQUEST FOR SIGNATURE

Dear Governor Schwarzenegger:
On behalf of the Disability Rights Legal Center, I respectfully request your signature of Assembly Bill 590 by Assembly Judiciary Committee Chairman Mike Feuer.  

By way of introduction, the Disability Rights Legal Center (DRLC) has worked to implement the civil rights of people with disabilities for over 30 years. We are the oldest cross-disability legal advocacy organization in the country. Our mission is to promote the rights of people with disabilities and the public interest in, and awareness of, those rights by providing legal and related services.

AB 590 would promote access to justice by establishing the “Sargent Shriver Civil Counsel Act” which would create one or more civil legal representation pilot projects to provide legal counsel to low-income parties in important civil cases involving critical issues affecting basic human needs.  It is our understanding that AB 590 strives to implement similar objectives that you set out in your 2007 state budget proposal to establish a pilot project that would provide legal counsel to unrepresented parties in critical civil matters.  AB 590 does not have an impact on the state’s General Fund and has had no registered opposition from advocacy groups.  
We strongly support AB 590 because the need for legal representation has caused a quiet crisis in California’s courts.  Unfortunately, current funding is not sufficient to provide legal services to even one-third of California’s poor and lower-income residents.  Over 4.3 million Californians are unrepresented in civil court proceedings; as a result, many Californians are unable to obtain meaningful access to the courts.  California leads the nation in the delivery of court-based self-help assistance for litigants who must represent themselves, but many low-income individuals are simply unable to navigate the court system successfully and present meritorious legal arguments on their own, even with self-help assistance.  

Current tough economic times has amplified the need for AB 590, both by increasing the number of cases involving domestic violence and other critical issues covered by the bill, as well as through the amount of funding cuts to domestic violence programs and to the courts, thus placing an even greater strain on the civil docket and making it more essential than ever that judicial branch resources be deployed as efficiently and productively as possible.

Increasing the availability of legal representation for litigants who must currently represent themselves or face loss of their legal rights is a key priority of Chief Justice Ronald M. George and the Judicial Council, both strong supporters of AB 590.  AB 590 is a necessary step to help improve access to the courts and provide legal representation to the indigent and disadvantaged Californians, especially underserved groups such as elderly, disabled, children, and non-English-speaking persons, among others.
AB 590 also addresses the pressing problem of “scam artists” that advertise locally and in the phone book as “legal aid” programs but then charge unsuspecting low-income Californians for legal services that often are either never delivered or are of horrifically low quality.  Low-income Californians already face significant barriers to equal access in the justice system, and these scam artists ruthlessly take advantage of California residents in time of crisis.  AB 590 will help prevent fraudulent misuse of the term “legal aid” by allowing aggrieved consumers to file complaints for injunctive relief, restitution, and damages, and by permitting a bona fide legal aid organization to bring an action to prevent misrepresentation.  

Equal access to justice without regard to income is a fundamental right in a democratic society.  It is essential to the enforcement of all other rights and responsibilities in any society governed by the rule of law.  It also is essential to the public’s confidence in the legal system and its ability to reach just and equitable decisions. 

For these reasons, our organization respectfully requests that you sign AB 590 (Feuer) into law.  Thank you very much for your consideration.

Sincerely,
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Paula D. Pearlman

Executive Director


cc:
The Honorable Mike Feuer, Chair, Assembly Judiciary Committee, fax (916) 319-2142


Aaron Maguire, Deputy Legislative Secretary, Office of the Governor, fax (916)327-1009

Kevin Baker, Deputy Chief Counsel, Assembly Judiciary Committee, fax (916) 319-2188 

Julia Wilson, Executive Director, Legal Aid Association of California, fax 415-834-0202

919 Albany Street, Los Angeles, CA 90015   (   Telephone (213) 736-1031   (   TDD  (213) 736-8310/8311   (  Facsimile (213) 736-1428

PROTECTING  THE  POSSIBILITIES  SINCE  1975
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