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 Six organizations in 

Maine serve as the primary 

providers of free legal services to 

low-income and needy elderly 

Maine residents with non-

criminal legal problems, such as 

housing, medical care, food, 

protection from violence, child 

support, consumer problems, 

immigration, and a wide range of 

other matters. The organizations 

are the University of Maine 

School of Law’s Cumberland 

Legal Aid Clinic, Immigrant 

Legal Advocacy Project, Legal 

Services for the Elderly, Maine 

Equal Justice Partners, Maine 

Volunteer Lawyers Project and 

Pine Tree Legal Assistance. The 

organizations are supported with 

a range of different funding 

sources, including federal and 

state grants and contracts, 

foundation and United Way 

support, as well as individual 

donations.  

 For an eight week period 

in 2009, from March 15 through 

May 16, these six legal aid 

providers tracked each request 

for legal help received at their 

offices. A total of 6,372 requests 

for civil legal services were 

received during this time. 

 A recently released two-month study of 

requests for legal services in civil cases in Maine 

has shown both a significant increase in overall demand 

for help, and a decline in the ability of legal aid providers 

to meet that need. It is clear that Maine is far from deliv-

ering the promise of “justice for all” that is embodied in 

the Pledge of Allegiance. 

but the providers only had the 

resources to fully handle 1,508 

cases.  

 The study confirms 

that only 24% of total demand 

for legal assistance with non-

criminal problems in Maine 

can be addressed by existing 

legal aid resources. For certain 

kinds of legal needs, such as to 

save a home from foreclosure, 

only 6% of requests for help 

received the level of attention 

necessary to resolve the prob-

lem.  

 The actual need for 

civil legal assistance is un-

doubtedly greater than these 

numbers reveal.  Many indi-

viduals are unaware of legal aid 

resources in Maine and do not 

know how or when to request 

help from one of the six pro-

viders. For instance, a 2005 

patient survey conducted for a 

medical/legal collaboration 

within Barbara Bush Chil-

dren’s Hospital found that 

60% of low-income patients 

with serious legal problems did 

not know that free legal ser-

vices could be a resource for 

them. 

 Low-income and 

needy elderly Mainers are 

especially vulnerable to the 

difficult economic conditions 

facing Maine, and the legal 

aid providers participating in 

the study have seen a signifi-

cant increase in the demand 

for their help. During the 

first six months of 2009, the 

legal aid providers handled 

almost 13,700 cases, putting 

them on track to increase 

case handling by almost one-

third above 2008 levels. This 

increased demand, however, 

must be managed without 

increased staffing. Indeed, 

many of these legal aid pro-

viders have experienced de-

creases in their funding lev-

els. The gap between the 

agencies’ capacity to handle 

new matters and the actual 

demand for legal assistance 

has widened substantially. 

 The gap between 

legal resources and demand 

for help is particularly acute 

at this time, but it is not new. 

The 1990 Maine Commis-

sion on Legal Needs con-

ducted a year-long study of 

this problem and found that 

Maine would need a total of 

287 salaried legal services 

attorneys to meet the need 

for free legal help. Twenty 

years later, less than 44 legal 

aid attorneys are employed 

by Maine’s primary legal aid 

providers to handle those 

cases. 
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2009 Survey of Percentage of Unmet and Underserved Legal Need in Maine This survey is the result of a two month study undertaken by Pine Tree Legal Assistance, Maine Volunteer Lawyers Project, Legal Services for the Elderly, Cumberland Legal Aid Clinic, Maine Equal Justice Partners and Immigrant Legal Advocacy Project (March 15, May 15, 2009).  The numbers reflect those who sought the services of these providers.  The numbers do not reflect the many individuals who were unable or lacked the knowledge to seek services. 

 Due to these chronic funding shortages, the six 

organizations have developed collaborative working 

relationships to use their limited resources to maxi-

mize efficiencies , and to secure economies of scale 

wherever possible. As a result the six providers were 

able to handle 20,596 cases impacting close to 41,000 

Maine people in 2008. This level of service does not 

include the broader impact of their systemic efforts 

with the justice system, page views of self-help tools 

and legal information on program websites, or train-

ings. 

 Notwithstanding these agencies’ efficient provi-

sion of legal aid, this recent study indicates that more 

must be done to close the justice gap affecting a large 

segment of the Maine population. 
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