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TEXAS EQUAL ACCESS TO JUSTICE FOUNDATION AND TEXAS ACCESS TO JUSTICE COMMISSION CAMPAIGN URGES TEXANS TO SUPPORT LEGAL AID

Texas Attorney General Greg Abbott and Texas Supreme Court Justice Harriet O’Neill call attention to the role civil legal aid plays in lowering the rate of domestic violence in Texas.
Austin, Texas --- The Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation, the largest Texas-based funding source for legal aid organizations in the state, and the Texas Access to Justice Commission have launched the new “Justice for All Texans” campaign to raise public awareness about the importance civil legal aid plays in improving the lives of Texans.

A new television public service campaign and a specially commissioned video documentary narrated by PBS journalist Bill Moyers are the major components of an outreach effort aimed at increasing funding to help ensure civil legal services for more Texans in need. 

“Legal aid organizations were able to provide direct civil legal assistance to more than 100,000 people last year,” said Betty Balli Torres, executive director of the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation. “Unfortunately, for every Texan helped by legal aid, many are turned away due to limited resources.” 

Legal aid, which is the provision of free legal advice or representation in civil matters, helps low-income Texans with a variety of civil legal matters including family law, housing, consumer issues and employment.
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With nearly fifty-percent of legal aid cases involving family law -- including domestic abuse -- Torres says the need for public support is critical. Recent studies confirm that legal aid is integral to helping abused women gain economic independence and protection for themselves and their children. 

The Justice for All Texans campaign was announced at an Oct. 24th news conference featuring Texas Attorney General Greg Abbott, Texas Supreme Court Justice Harriet O’Neill, Travis County District Judge Lora J. Livingston and State Bar of Texas President Betsy Whitaker. Also in attendance were survivors of domestic violence who escaped violence with the help of legal aid. 
The Texas Office of the Attorney General provides $2.5 million in funding yearly for legal aid organizations to assist victims of crime, including victims of domestic violence. “Every Texan deserves fair, effective legal representation regardless of their financial limitations,” Attorney General Abbott said.  “In domestic violence cases, having a lawyer is the difference between staying in an abusive environment or getting a restraining order and getting out.”

The Supreme Court of Texas, in an effort to ensure more domestic violence victims have the means to escape abusive situations, has established the Supreme Court Protective Order Task Force. The task force will develop an easy-to-use domestic violence protective order kit, including an application and order, so that victims can file for protective orders on their own. The kit will be available in late 2004.
The Justice for All Texans campaign TV spots, produced for both English- and Spanish-language TV stations in Texas, point out that everyone deserves justice – not just those who can afford it. It concludes with an appeal for Texans to donate to legal aid.

Persons wanting to learn more about civil legal aid and how to make donations can access the Web site at www.TexasATJ.org. 


###

The Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation (www.teajf.org), created by the Supreme Court of Texas in 1984, is the largest state-based funding source for the provision of civil legal services to poor Texans, otherwise known as Legal Aid.  The organization is committed to the vision that all Texans will have equal access to justice, regardless of their income. The Foundation administers the Interest on Lawyers’ Trust Accounts (IOLTA) Program, the Basic Civil Legal Services (BCLS) Program and the Crime Victims Civil Legal Services (CVCLS) Program. The funds from each of these sources are earmarked to assist nonprofit organizations in providing civil Legal Aid to more than 120,000 low-income Texans each year. 

