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Where there are a number of LSC-funded programs and/or the presence of very
small programs, how should the legal services programs be configured within the
state to maximize the effective and economical delivery of high quality legal
services to eligible clients within a comprehensive, integrated delivery system?

 (LSC Program Letter 98-1, March, 1998)

1.  Introduction

The Legal Services Corporation has asked Pennsylvania to reassess its present delivery system to
determine whether it yields the most economical and effective services to clients throughout the
state.  In particular, LSC has expressed concern that re-evaluation is necessary in states with
many LSC-funded programs and particularly in those states with many “very small programs.” 
LSC believes that the presence of many programs may mean uneconomical and inefficient
redundancy of effort, or no effort at all, in such areas as technology, training, fundraising and
development of client services such as intake, advice and referral systems or client education
materials.  Small programs may lack resources necessary to develop proper staff supervision or
appropriate specialization, or to acquire current technology necessary for maximum
effectiveness.  They may also unnecessarily divert scarce resources from client services to
administrative overhead and program administration.

LSC has not made a finding that these concerns in fact reflect the experience of Pennsylvania’s
legal services programs or that the current delivery system is not appropriate for the needs of
Pennsylvania.  Rather, LSC has asked that Pennsylvania examine its delivery system
configuration from a statewide perspective and engage in a planning process that will result in a
configuration which it believes best provides access to justice for Pennsylvania’s low-income
citizens.

This report:

! Assesses the current system’s strengths and limitations;

! Recommends goals and steps for reconfiguring the statewide system in a manner that
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preserves Pennsylvania’s historical strengths while addressing its weaknesses;
! Applies indicators provided by LSC to assess whether Pennsylvania’s plan puts forth a

configuration that maximizes the effective and economical delivery of high quality legal
services throughout the state.

As outlined in this report, the Pennsylvania legal services community has made a dramatic
commitment to reconfiguration, innovation and change, to be carried out over the next three
years.  As indicated throughout this report and summarized in Appendix B, Pennsylvania has
already taken significant steps on implementing regional restructuring.  And it has already set in
place the statewide governance and support structure needed to foster and integrate regional
planning and implementation efforts.  Appendix A describes the methodology and membership
of the Task Force.  Appendix B summarizes progress made to date on implementation of the
Pennsylvania integrated system.

2.  Pennsylvania’s Current System: Description, Strengths, Limitations

a.  Description.  Historically, the Pennsylvania legal services system has been a confederation
of independent local programs linked through a statewide support program, an association of
program directors and a statewide client’s council.   Twenty three programs receiving state and
IOLTA funds are overseen by the statewide support program, Pennsylvania Legal Services
(PLS); these consist of the following:

! Seventeen geographically-based programs that collectively cover each of the state’s
67 counties, and,

! Six specialty programs that focus either on specific legal problem areas (the
Pennsylvania Health Law Project, the Pennsylvania Utility Law Project and Regional
Housing Legal Services) or on the needs of populations having special legal needs (the
Farmworker’s Project, the Pennsylvania Institutional Law Project and the Community
Justice Project). 

A number of non-PLS, non-LSC programs such as the Education Law Center, the Disabilities
Law Center and the Women’s Law Center have historically been included in the statewide
system only informally through individual consultations and collaborative efforts with individual
“PLS-internal” programs.

b.  Pennsylvania’s strength: a solid foundation of community based programs. 

Throughout 1998, Pennsylvania legal services programs have held discussions with their
neighboring programs to explore strengths and weaknesses of their programs when viewed in a
regional context.

Generally,  these regional discussions arrive at five major conclusions:

1. Local community control has enabled programs to respond to the vast economic and
social differences that exist across geographical areas in Pennsylvania. The ability to
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plan locally is a strength that must be maintained.

Pennsylvania’s legal services system has evolved historically out of a landscape that spans
great distances in several respects, including geography, demographics, culture, laws and
local governmental practices.  Pennsylvania is one of the largest and most politically diverse
states in the nation.  Just one indicator is the fact that Pennsylvania has the highest number
of local political jurisdictions of any state in the U.S..

As a result of this diversity, Pennsylvania’s legal services system has developed as a
network of independent, community-based programs rather than a centralized statewide
program.  With its large number of independent programs, the Pennsylvania system can:

! Respond to local community needs and priorities.  Each legal services program is
governed by a board selected from the community, providing a close connection with
the unique culture and history of the surrounding region.

! Accommodate the wide variations in local court and agency practices that affect
low income people.  These practices lie at the core of legal services work.  Each
program has the flexibility to develop policies and programs that respond most
appropriately to the circumstances that apply to  its community.  It is able to develop
a strong local identity and close linkages within the network of professionals and
community organizations serving the low income population.

! Generate strong local bar support.  Local bar leaders serve on legal services
boards and participate in pro bono programs operated by, or in collaboration with,
legal services programs serving their community.  In many areas of the state, local
bars feel identity with and ownership for “their” legal services program.  The large
number of legal services programs in Pennsylvania has provided thousands of
Pennsylvania lawyers with a “hands-on” experience with legal services governance
that would not have been possible with a more centralized system.  There is a
multiplier effect: many of these lawyers now carry their understanding of and support
for legal services into their roles as judges, bar and community leaders, state
legislators, and members of Congress.

2. Local community control has produced a strong base for local and state funding, yet
the confederation of many programs has not been able to grow total funding over time. 
Resource development has to be a statewide priority and will require local, regional and
state effort. 

! A strength: Pennsylvania has been able to produce a strong base of local and
state funding.  Greater local involvement translates directly into favorable state and
local funding decisions by local public and private funding sources and the state
legislature on behalf of the legal needs of the poor.  For example, all state
legislatures may, but need not, allocate Title XX and certain other non-LSC federal
monies to the provision of legal services for the poor.  As a result of the legal
services community’s close contact with state legislators, made possible by the
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state’s many legal services programs, Pennsylvania allocates $4.9 million of non-
LSC federal monies (primarily Title XX) to legal services programs.  This is the
highest such allocation in the nation.  
Similarly, in 1998, when Pennsylvania received a cut in Title XX funding, the state
General Assembly, on recommendation by the Governor, made up the shortfall by
appropriating an additional $0.4 million to legal services.  This is another example of
state support resulting from substantial efforts maintained in local communities by
local legal services programs.

Pennsylvania’s five smallest legal services programs (measured by total poverty
population) are among the strongest generators of non-LSC funds, as indicated by the
table below.

Pennsylvania’s Smallest Programs 
Are Strong Generators of Non-LSC Funds. 

Program Total Funds
(PLS Data)

Non-LSC
Funds

(PLS Data)

Percent
Non-LSC

Delaw are Co unty L egal Aid $832,530 $543,736 65%

Legal Aid of Chester C ounty $543,969 $320,968 71%

Legal Services, Inc. $742,040 $534,865 72%

Bucks C ounty L egal Aid $640,465 $476,292 74%

Mo ntgom ery Co unty L egal Aid $956,590 $759,206 79%

State Median— Pennsylvania’s 17

“Geographic-Based” Programs (per 1997

LSC data base)

— — 56%

National Median — LSC “Basic Field”

Programs (per 1997 LSC data base)

— — 42%

Pennsylvania’s strong base of local and state funding, resulting from the close
linkages of legal services programs within their local communities, is an invaluable
asset that must not be unnecessarily placed at risk .    

! With many local programs, Pennsylvania generates political support for legal
services.  By establishing a broad base of bar leaders, community leaders and
legislators who understand and support the need for legal services for the poor,
Pennsylvania’s legal services system has had outstanding success marshaling support
for legal services funding at the state and national levels.  Congressional leaders
from Pennsylvania have been in the forefront of those fighting — thus far
successfully — to preserve federal funding for legal services. 
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These features have produced significant benefits for clients, not the least of which
has been the ability to maintain services with local and state funding when federal
funding was drastically cut and restrictions imposed in 1996.

! In spite of successes in preserving state and local funding, Pennsylvania has lost
ground in total funding.  As shown in the chart below, total funding for legal
services has grown in dollar terms but the growth has not kept pace with inflation. In
terms of buying power, legal services funding has declined to 57 percent of the
amount available two decades ago.  Growing an effective statewide resource
development capacity is a major goal of the Pennsylvania vision for legal services.

                     Legal Services Funding in Pennsylvania, 1978 - 1998

3. Each program has developed real assets in its service delivery system but some have
not been able to offer as wide a range of services as would be desirable.  A regional
approach will enable programs to share their strengths and undertake efforts that are beyond
the scope and expertise of one program.  By each contributing its strengths, the programs
comprising a region can become a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.   

Synergy may be achieved, for example, by one program applying its strong “technology”
capacity to bring all programs in the region up to a high level of performance.   Synergy is
created by pooling any of the individual strengths of programs — intake / advice / referral
systems, library materials, case management systems, some exceptional trainers — to create
a bigger, more powerful system.

4. Some programs have not been able to develop and deploy specialists when it would
have been desirable to do so. In order for the client  population to get the services it needs
the current program configuration in a region may have to be changed. Regionalization and
new technology makes it feasible for legal specialists scattered among several small
programs, some of them specialized, to be made available by phone or e-mail as


