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More than forty years ago, in Gideon v. Wainwright, the U.S. Supreme Court rec-
ognized a right to counsel, provided and paid for by the state, for indigent per-
sons facing criminal charges that could lead to imprisonment. While we still
struggle to fulfill the promise of Gideon, it stands as a singular milestone in the
long struggle to ensure equal justice, and equal access to justice, for all in
America.

The time has come to ask why this right to counsel has not been extended to
lower-income people facing equally serious civil legal problems—problems that
can imprison one just as surely in poverty and despair as behind bars of steel. If
we are finally to make good on the eloquent promise of equal justice under law,
we must now consider a defined right to counsel for the poor in certain civil mat-
ters. With about 50 million Americans qualifying for federal civil legal assis-
tance, and 70–80 percent of their legal needs going unmet year after year, it is
more urgent than ever that we take action. In matters where a legal problem
threatens a poor person’s family, sustenance, safety, health, or housing, our sys-
tem of justice must provide necessary legal assistance.

Guided by these principles, I appointed the American Bar Association Task
Force on Access to Civil Justice in August 2005 to explore the feasibility of a civil
right to counsel, and to expand the successful model of state-based “access to
justice” commissions that are now in more than twenty states. The task force has
worked hard during the past year, and in August 2006 it will ask the ABA House
of Delegates to endorse the following call for a civil right to counsel:

Resolved, That the American Bar Association urges federal, state, and territo-
rial governments to provide legal counsel as a matter of right at public expense
to low-income persons in those categories of adversarial proceedings where
basic human needs are at stake, such as those involving shelter, sustenance,
safety, health, or child custody.

If approved, the resolution will become official ABA policy. As envisioned by the
task force, application of the right should be automatic in certain categories of
cases. Individual jurisdictions, however, would decide how to bring to life a right
whose underlying concept is elegantly simple: justice for all. 

The active support of the organized bar is crucial to the success of the civil right-
to-counsel movement, but more will be needed. Advocates must reach out to
elected officials, the press, civic and religious organizations, and other nonlegal
groups to make the case for this right and why it is so essential to the continued
health and welfare of our society. The long-term cost savings associated with
resolving civil legal issues before they result in much larger problems that often
burden public resources will also be persuasive, especially in times of lean gov-
ernment budgets.

The outstanding contributors to this special issue include leading advocates for
a civil right to counsel in the United States, and many have offered their expert-
ise and insights to the American Bar Association on this issue. I thank them for
their fine work and commitment and commend their outstanding articles to
your attention.

MICHAEL S. GRECO

President, American Bar Association

National Support Centers and the Sargent Shriver National Center on Poverty Law 
Collaborate to Disseminate Information to Advocates

For many years the national support centers have been playing an important role in identifying and analyzing pover-
ty law developments in CLEARINGHOUSE REVIEW. They also have been adding substantially to the Sargent Shriver National
Center on Poverty Law library collection. The Sargent Shriver National Center on Poverty Law (formerly known as
National Clearinghouse for Legal Services) is fortunate to have the assurance of continued contributions from most
of the national support centers that the Legal Services Corporation formerly funded and from some other specialized
support centers. The Shriver Center lists them here and is grateful for their significant work to enhance communica-
tion about poverty law issues among advocates.

AARP/Legal Counsel for the Elderly
601 E St. NW
Washington, DC 20049
202.434.2120

ABA Commission on Legal 
Problems of the Elderly

740 15th St. NW
Washington, DC 20005-1009
202.662.8690
Fax 202.662.1032

Center for Adolescent Health 
and the Law

211 N. Columbia St.
Chapel Hill, NC 27514
919.968.8850
Fax 919.968.8854 
info@adolescenthealthlaw.org
www.adolescenthealthlaw.org

Center for Law and Education
37 Temple Place, Suite 303
Boston, MA 02111
617.451.0855
Fax 617.451.0857; HN0481
www.cleweb.org

1875 Connecticut Ave., Suite 510
Washington, DC 20009
202.986.3000
Fax 202.986.6648; HN1669

Center for Law and Social Policy
1015 15th St. NW, Suite 400
Washington, DC 20005
202.906.8000
Fax 202.842.2410
www.clasp.org

The Center for Social Gerontology
2307 Shelby Ave.
Ann Arbor, MI 48103-3895
313.665.1126
Fax 313.665.2071

Child Care Law Center
221 Pine St., 3d Floor
San Francisco, CA 94104
415.394.7144
Fax 415.394.7140
info@childcarelaw.com
www.childcarelaw.com

Farmers’ Legal Action Group 
46 E. Fourth St., Suite 1301
St. Paul, MN 55101
651.223.5400
Fax 651.223.5335
lawyers@flaginc.org
www.flaginc.org

Food Research and Action Center
1875 Connecticut Ave. NW, Suite 540
Washington, DC 20009-5728
202.986.2200
Fax 202.986.2525; HN0050
www.frac.org

Judge David L. Bazelon Center for
Mental Health Law

1101 15th St. NW, Suite 1212
Washington, DC 20005-5002
202.467.5730; TDD 202.467.4232
Fax 202.223.0409; HN1660
www.bazelon.org

Migrant Legal Action Program
1001 Connecticut Ave., NW, Suite 915
Washington, DC 20036
202.775.7780
Fax 202.775.7784
mlap@mlap.org

National Center for Law and 
Economic Justice

275 Seventh Ave., Suite 1506
New York, NY 10001-6708
212.633.6967
Fax 212.633.6371
www.nclej.org

National Center for Youth Law
405 14th St., 15th Floor
Oakland, CA 94612
510.835.8098
Fax 510.835.8099; HN0366
info@youthlaw.org
www.youthlaw.org

National Consumer Law Center
77 Summer St.
Boston, MA 02110
617.542.8010
Fax 617.523.7398
consumerlaw@nclc.org
www.consumerlaw.org

1001 Connecticut Ave., Suite 510
Washington, DC 20036-5528
202.452.6252
Fax 202.463.9462

Direct service calls to the Boston office.

National Economic Development 
and Law Center

2201 Broadway, Suite 815
Oakland, CA 94612
510.251.2600
Fax 510.251.0600; HN0186

National Employment Law Project
80 Maiden Lane, Room 509
New York, NY 10038
212.285.3025
Fax 212.285.3044; HN0669
www.nelp.org

National Health Law Program
2639 S. La Cienega Blvd.
Los Angeles, CA 90034
310.204.6010
Fax 310.204.0891; HN0098
nhelp@healthlaw.org
www.healthlaw.org

1101 14th St. NW, Suite 405
Washington, DC 20005
202.289.7661
Fax 202.289.7724; HN0533

National Housing Law Project
614 Grand Ave., Suite 306
Oakland, CA 94610
510.251.9400
Fax 510.451.2300; HN0108

1629 K St. NW, Suite 600
Washington, DC 20006
202.463.9461
Fax 202.463.9462; HN0328

Direct service calls to the Oakland office.

National Immigration Law Center
3435 Wilshire Blvd., Suite 2850
Los Angeles, CA 90010
213.639.3900
Fax 213.639.3911; HN0181
info@nilc.org
www.nilc.org

1101 14th St. NW, Suite 410
Washington, DC 20006
202.216.0261
Fax 202.216.0266; HN3421

National Law Center on 
Homelessness and Poverty

1411 K St. NW, Suite 1400
Washington, DC 20005
202.638.2535
Fax 202.628.2737

National Senior Citizens Law Center
1101 14th St. NW, Suite 400
Washington, DC 20005
202.289.6976
Fax 202.289.7224; HN0538
nsclc@nsclc.org
www.nsclc.org

3435 Wilshire Blvd., Suite 2860
Los Angeles, CA 90010
213.639.0930
Fax 213.639.0934; HN0123
www.nsclc.org

National Veterans Legal Services
Project 

2001 S St. NW, Suite 610
Washington, DC 20009
202.265.8305
Fax 202.328.0063
www.nvlsp.org
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