


















Justice Action Group 
Justice Systems 

DRAFT 
January 22, 2025 

Members Attending:  Ben Jenkins (LSE), Deirdre Smith (VLP), Courtney Beer (CML), Mandi 
LaBelle (VLP), Frank D’Alessandro (MEJ), Lauri Boxer-Macomber (MTLA), Jen Annis (VIP), 
Emily Massell (ILAP) 

Maine Judicial Branch (MJB) Court Administrators Participating: Jenny Anderson, Diane Kenty, 
and Nickole Wesley 

NOTE:  Meetings will be held on the third Wednesday of the month starting in March. 

Court Updates  

Jenny Anderson shared the following: 

A trifold for court users summarizing how to request accommodations is available in court and 
available online on the judicial branch website.  New guidance regarding support person policy 
will be shared soon on the court’s website. 

Allison Gray is continuing to work with leadership on potential designs for new court buildings. 

Court Services and Communications continue to collaborate with Krystal Williams on the Justice 
Corps Grant she secured.  Krystal has selected three service members who will be serving for 
one year and has renamed the program AmeriCorps Legal Access Navigators.  The members are 
expected to appear in courts with VLP in late February. 

Hiring for civil process manager is in process. 

Diane Kenty noted that the clerks and administration have switched to personal meeting IDs in 
zoom meetings in order to have consistent zoom information.  This means that clerks will be able 
to share specific log in info for each mediation, which will be much more helpful for parties and 
interpreters. 

Nickole shared that there is a new language access plan published for 2025 and 2026. 
Link:  https://www.courts.maine.gov/programs/lep/mjb-language-access-plan.pdf 

In addition, Nickole explained that there will be a new court interpreter orientation occurring in 
April, including a team interpretation approach when two interpreters are assigned to a court 
proceeding.  Additional training components will be introduced moving forward, including 
protocols, trauma informed interpretation, and the use of wireless equipment. Nickole also 
shared an overview of ongoing recruiting and new interpreter qualification updates. 

Laurie announced that MTLA has an annual meeting on March 14th in Freeport.  Details to 
follow. 

https://www.courts.maine.gov/programs/lep/mjb-language-access-plan.pdf


Courtney asked about correspondence received by client. The notice was sent directly to the 
client, when she was represented by an attorney, and notified client was notified about payment 
overdue for mediation services, with the possibility of a lien.  Mediation had not yet been 
scheduled.  Diane explained that this is not a new practice, and these notices are sent by the 
collection unit within the judicial system.  Hypothetically, a party could receive a refund if the 
case was resolved before the mediation, but it would require an order.  Diane also recommended 
contacting the collection unit via the listed number if additional time needed to make payment.  
Mediation is provided regardless of payment being made, but the collection unit follows up to 
seek the funds that have been ordered.  In this case, there may have been a timing mistake with 
the notice being sent too soon.  

Frank asked about whether the collection notice included notice about the possibility of a fee 
waiver.  Diane agreed to raise the issue of adding the fee waiver notice. 

Frank asked whether the judicial system have a policy about immigration enforcement within 
courts.  Frank is going to send Jenny an email with the question. 

Deirdre followed up on two questions.  First, regarding a question raised a few months ago, 
suggestion to add the fee waiver paperwork to the packet of information for family law matters.  
Jenny shared the concern that including the paperwork leads unnecessarily filings which cause 
delay.  Clerks are instructed to share the fee waiver information with the parties and inquire 
about whether the party wants those forms.  Jenny asked the group to raise the issue again if 
there are any reports of parties not receiving the necessary paperwork upon request.  Second, a 
question about Biddeford PFA scheduling and the need for full day dockets.  Jenny shared this 
information with the court staff in Biddeford but the scheduling has not yet been reflected in the 
court’s calendar.  Mandi is going to reach out to Caring Unlimited and she will encourage them 
to share their similar concerns. 

Emily shared that 4099 forms, Petition for Relief and Special Findings, are now live on the 
court’s website.  In addition, there are ongoing legislative efforts to clarify language in the 4099 
statute, adding definitions, and addressing certain ambiguities.  Nickole is working to get these 
forms translated and available.       
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MAINE’S PROTECTION AND ADVOCACY AGENCY FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 

Annual Report to JAG from Disability Rights Maine 

To: JAG Members 

From: Lauren Wille, Legal Director, Disability Rights Maine 

Re: Annual Report Period Spanning January 1, 2024 to December 31, 2024 

Date: January 31, 2025 

Disability Rights Maine (DRM) is Maine’s Protection and Advocacy agency for individuals with 

disabilities.  Our mission is to advance justice and equality by enforcing rights and expanding 

opportunities for people with disabilities in Maine.  DRM currently has 11 attorneys providing 

direct representation and supporting the work of approximately 25 non-attorney advocates. 

A. Number of People Served

DRM attorneys handled 698 cases in 2024.  Although DRM continues to see an increasing 

demand for legal services in 2024, two attorneys left employment in 2024, and one attorney was 

not carrying a full caseload due to other job demands, and so the number of cases handled was a 

decrease from the 844 cases handled in 2023.  Toward the end of 2024, DRM onboarded a new 

attorney who will be handling discrimination and access cases, and another attorney has 

increased his caseload focusing on special education. 

While case numbers rose in many areas, the most significant increases in 2024 were in the areas 

of education and government services and public accommodations.  Requests for assistance with 

education-related matters continue to rise.  DRM also handled a significant number of cases 

involving individuals seeking to terminate, modify, or avoid guardianships. 

2024 Attorney Cases Handled 

Case Problem Area (Based on Total # of Active Client Cases) 

Abuse, Neglect and Other Rights Violations .....................................................................86 

Assistive Technology .........................................................................................................34 

Beneficiaries of Social Security ...........................................................................................6 

Community Integration ....................................................................................................242 

Due Process ........................................................................................................................12 
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Education .........................................................................................................................145 

Employment .......................................................................................................................20 

Government Services & Public Accommodations ............................................................38 

Guardianship ......................................................................................................................88 

Housing ..............................................................................................................................26 

Vocational Rehabilitation ....................................................................................................1 

Total ................................................................................................................................698 

DRM attorneys provided direct representation in 698 cases to 646 individuals with disabilities in 

2024.  DRM non-attorney advocates, who are supervised and supported by attorneys, provided 

services to an additional 520 Mainers with disabilities.  In total, DRM provided direct advocacy 

services to 1,118 Maine citizens with disabilities in 2024. 

In addition, when DRM is unable to provide direct advocacy services for various reasons, 

individuals seeking assistance will receive information and referral services.  An additional 1,823 

individuals were served in this manner. 

Demographic information regarding the cases handled by DRM attorneys in 2024 is included 

below.  This data covers the total number of unique clients with active service requests in 2024 

where an attorney was the primary assigned staff. 

Age: 

Birth – 18 .........................................................................................................................173 

19 – 30..............................................................................................................................139 

31 – 40..............................................................................................................................100 

41 – 50................................................................................................................................83 

51 – 60................................................................................................................................71 

61 – 70................................................................................................................................49 

71 & Over ..........................................................................................................................31 

Total ................................................................................................................................646 

Ethnicity/Race: 

Hispanic/Latino ..................................................................................................................14 

American Indian/Alaskan Native .......................................................................................11 

Asian ....................................................................................................................................6 

Black/African American ....................................................................................................10 

White ................................................................................................................................514 

Two or More Races ............................................................................................................25 

Ethnicity/Race Unknown ...................................................................................................66 

Total ................................................................................................................................646 

Gender: 

Female ..............................................................................................................................300 

Male .................................................................................................................................332 

Non-Binary ........................................................................................................................10 

Unknown/Declines to Respond............................................................................................4 

Total ................................................................................................................................646 
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Primary Disability: 

Absence of Extremities ........................................................................................................3 

Autism ..............................................................................................................................123 

Auto-Immune .......................................................................................................................1 

Blindness ............................................................................................................................11 

Brain Injury ........................................................................................................................28 

Cerebral Palsy ....................................................................................................................12 

Deaf-Blind............................................................................................................................1 

Deafness ...............................................................................................................................4 

Epilepsy................................................................................................................................1 

Intellectual Disability .......................................................................................................240 

Mental Illness ...................................................................................................................167 

Multiple Sclerosis ................................................................................................................1 

Muscular/Skeletal Impairment .............................................................................................3 

Neurological Impairment ...................................................................................................23 

Orthopedic/Physical Impairment .......................................................................................17 

Speech Impairments .............................................................................................................3 

Spina Bifida .........................................................................................................................1 

Tourette Syndrome...............................................................................................................1 

Visual Impairment (not Blind) .............................................................................................1 

Other ....................................................................................................................................5 

Total ................................................................................................................................646 

Income: 

100% FPL ........................................................................................................................398 

125% FPL ..........................................................................................................................65 

Over 125% .........................................................................................................................91 

Unknown ..........................................................................................................................144 

Total ................................................................................................................................698 

DRM had 698 active attorney cases in 2024.  During 2024, 405 cases were opened and assigned 

to attorneys, and 506 attorney cases were closed.  In addition, there were also 644 active matters 

handled by non-attorney advocates in 2024, provided with the support and under the supervision 

of DRM attorneys. 

B. Reports on Active Initiatives 

Guardianship Reform:  DRM attorneys continue to represent adults seeking to avoid, terminate, 

or limit guardianships, and to restore their basic rights in Maine probate courts.  DRM issued a 

report in October 2024 titled Overprotected and Underrepresented: An Analysis of Adult 

Guardianship in Maine that analyzed three years’ worth of guardianship data.  This report, the 

first of its kind in Maine, showed that approximately 75% of Respondents go through 

guardianship proceedings, which remove most of their fundamental rights, without the benefit of 

legal representation.  DRM has about 2-3 attorneys at any given time who have open cases 

representing Respondents in guardianship matters, and we resolved approximately 17 

guardianship matters via direct representation in 2024, almost all of which resulted in less 

restrictive alternatives to full guardianship.  When DRM cannot accept a case for direct 
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representation, we provide the individual with information on their right to a court-appointed 

attorney.  There remains a significant shortage of attorneys who represent Respondents in 

guardianship matters to meet the need.  DRM continues to monitor attorney access for 

Respondents whose cases we are unable to direct take, and we are contemplating a follow-up to 

the 2024 guardianship report. 

Education-Related Advocacy:  DRM has two full-time education attorney positions.  Even with 

two dedicated attorneys, DRM receives many more calls for educational advocacy than we are 

able to provide, and the need for educational advocacy appears to be growing exponentially.  As 

schools struggle with staffing challenges, the needs of many students with disabilities are simply 

not being met.  When students are not getting the supports they need, this can occasionally lead 

to behaviors that interfere with their ability to access their education, and many schools resort to 

suspending, expelling, or otherwise removing students from school.  Students with disabilities 

are entitled to services to address disability-related behaviors so they can access equal 

educational opportunities.  DRM prioritizes cases where students are excluded from school for 

all or part of their day, and there is such significant demand for representation in those situations 

that they comprise the vast majority of our education docket.  School exclusions have significant 

impacts on the students themselves, but these impacts quickly spread to the entire family, 

especially for families already struggling to make ends meet.  It is unfortunately not uncommon 

for a prolonged school exclusion to result in a parent losing their ability to work, which can 

result in housing instability and food insecurity for the entire family.  We continue to see a 

growing need for this vitally important work. 

Housing-Related Advocacy:  DRM does not currently have an attorney dedicated to housing 

cases.  Instead, attorneys across DRM represent clients in disability-related housing matters.  

Although we have successfully advocated for clients in seeking housing reasonable 

accommodations and avoiding eviction, we receive many more calls for assistance with housing 

issues than we are able to fulfill.  We are also seeing an increasing number of requests for 

assistance from individuals who are at significant risk of losing their housing for reasons 

unrelated to disability.  While we refer those cases to Pine Tree Legal Assistance, we know the 

demand for housing-related advocacy far outpaces our collective ability to meet it. 

C. Challenges

DRM, like all other civil legal service providers, receives far more requests for assistance than 

we are able to accept.  We must turn down approximately 70% of the requests we receive for 

direct advocacy assistance.  We continue to see significant, and in many cases growing, unmet 

needs in the areas of education, guardianship, and housing.  As discussed above, need continues 

to significantly outstrip resources in education advocacy.  As the need for services grows, along 

with the cost of providing services, federal and other funding streams remain generally flat. As a 

result, DRM has been unable to increase capacity to meet the increasing need. 

D. Item of Interest

Continued Response to Serve Lewiston Community in Wake of Shooting:  After the mass 

shooting in Lewiston on October 25, 2023 that left 18 dead and 13 injured, including several 

members of the Deaf community, DRM began working with PTLA, VLP, and LSE, to 

coordinate a legal services response to address the legal needs of impacted survivors and 

families.  These organizations coordinate with each other and other legal aid providers as legal 
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needs emerge for those most directly impacted.  Such matters include those related to estate and 

probate court, the impact of victim compensation funds on public benefits, and other issues.  

DRM is regularly meetings with these legal services providers to discuss emerging needs, trends, 

access, outreach, and to coordinate warm referrals.  A DRM Deaf Services advocate also 

continues his work with the Maine Resiliency Center, and is on-site three times a week, to ensure 

it is accessible to the Deaf community and responsive to their needs.  Deaf families accessing the 

Center are connected with DRM, who can attend meetings and otherwise help connect 

individuals with resources.  DRM is honored and appreciative of our collaboration with these 

partners to be able to continue this important work. 



Annual Report from Immigrant Legal Advocacy Project 

TO: JAG members 
From: Sue Roche, Executive Director, ILAP 
RE: Annual report for period spanning 01/01/2024-12/31/2024 
DATE: January 29, 2025 

With thousands of newly arrived immigrants settling in Maine, the demand for free, high-quality 
immigration legal services in our state continued to grow in 2024. We are pleased to update you 
on our progress over the last year, highlight key trends shaping our work, and share plans for the 
future. 

ILAP services are available to people living in Maine with incomes up to 200% of federal 
poverty guidelines. In 2024, 64% of clients identified as African/African American, 28% as 
Latinx, 4% as White, 3% as Asian, and <1% other/unknown. Top countries of origin were 
Angola, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Haiti, Venezuela, Ecuador, with more than 80 
countries of origin in total. Approximately 60% of clients lived in Cumberland County, 12% in 
Androscoggin County, and 12% in York County, with clients living in all sixteen counties in the 
state. 

A. Number of people served 01/01/2024-12/31/2024

In 2024, ILAP is proud to report that we reached more than 5,000 people across Maine through 
our three complementary program areas: 

1) Provided a continuum of direct legal services to 2,470 low-income immigrants, including
442 full representation cases and 2,028 limited representation cases.

 Top case types were asylum, relief for immigrant children and youth/Special
Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS), Temporary Projected Status, removal defense,
and change of venue.

 Our 200-member Pro Bono Panel donated 2,265 hours of their time at a value of
$834,315 assisting asylum seekers and vulnerable immigrant youth.

 In 2024, we maintained a greater than 99% approval rate for full representation
cases that received a final decision (which can take several years).

2) Offered accurate, timely, and translated education and outreach to 2,744 immigrant
community members and service providers at 119 outreach events.

 Selected training topics were Know Your Rights, Legal Orientation for Asylum
Seekers, Overview of U.S. Immigration Law, and What Immigrant Communities
Need to Know Right Now.

 Digital platforms shared translated information for immigrant community
members - ILAP’s website had 159,000 unique visitors, our Golden Door e-
newsletter reached 4,000 subscribers each month, and our Facebook and
Instagram pages had more than 10,000 views and almost 25,000 views,
respectively.



 ILAP was a regular contributor to Amjambo Africa and Maine Public News
Connect, two multilingual news services for Maine’s immigrant communities.

3) Collaborated with immigrant-led groups and partner organizations on systemic advocacy
at the local, state, and federal levels to safeguard and promote legal protections for
immigrant communities.

a. ILAP joined more than 35 policy recommendation and advocacy letters and was
featured in the media on 33 occasions in response to a range of immigration
policy and advocacy issues.

B. Reports on active initiatives

ILAP remains committed to our 2021-2025 strategic plans goals of providing more direct legal 
assistance and outreach, making services equitable statewide, and advancing racial justice for 
immigrants, including: 

 Strengthening core services, including full representation, pro se assistance, and pro bono
partnerships, to meet the growing immigration legal needs in local communities.

 Continuing to innovate projects to reach special populations, including newly arrived
individuals and families seeking asylum, immigrant children and youth, and immigrants
living in rural Maine who may have experienced labor exploitation or trafficking.

 Deepening local, state, and federal advocacy efforts rooted in client and community
priorities.

Over the last year, ILAP has continued to strengthen our core services to meet more of the 
existing and growing need for free, high-quality immigration legal services across Maine. A key 
strategy in this effort was offering pro se (limited representation) services to help meet critical 
legal needs in local communities, while continuing to provide full representation to as many 
people as possible. Key areas of work were: 

 Providing pro se assistance to people eligible to apply for Temporary Protected Status
(TPS). Clients served included nationals of Haiti, Venezuela, Cameroon, Somalia, El
Salvador, Ukraine, and Sudan, among other countries.

 Hosting monthly Change of Venue clinics to help immigrants prepare and submit
motions to move their immigration court cases from immigration courts in other parts of
the country to the court for people living in Maine.

 Providing full representation to victims of domestic violence, human trafficking, and
other crimes, often in partnership with our peer civil legal aid providers and domestic and
sexual violence prevention and response organizations across the state.

While ILAP’s core services remain the backbone of our work providing legal services to 
immigrants across Maine, we have identified that some special populations need tailored 
outreach and services to more effectively meet their needs. In response, we have developed and 
continue to innovate special projects to serve these groups, including newly arrived immigrants 



seeking asylum, immigrant children and youth, and immigrants living in rural Maine. These 
projects also respond to a troubling increase in the unauthorized practice of immigration law. 
Highlights in 2024 were: 
 

 The Asylum Assistance and Legal Orientation Program (AALOP) provided critical legal 
information and asylum application assistance to hundreds of newly arrived immigrants 
pursuing asylum, in partnership with the American Bar Association's Commission on 
Immigration, Maine Law’s Refugee & Human Rights Clinic, and Catholic Charities 
Maine's Immigrant Legal Services.  

 Our Immigrant Children’s Project assisted more than 300 children and youth in their 
pursuit of Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS), a humanitarian form of immigration 
relief that provides a pathway to legal permanent residence, including many newly 
arrived unaccompanied and unhoused immigrant teens and young people in greater 
Portland. 

 We expanded our Rural Maine Project to two full-time staff members to deepen 
connections, build trust, and increase accessibility for farmworkers and other rural 
communities across the state, with partners Pine Tree Legal Assistance, Maine Mobile 
Health Program, Preble Street Anti-Trafficking Services, Mano en Mano, Capital Area 
New Mainers Project, and other immigrant groups across the state. 

 
In 2024, ILAP’s policy efforts were guided by priorities informed by and built on the needs and 
goals identified by our client community and immigrant communities in Maine.  
 

 At the national level, ILAP continued its advocacy work in the Let Asylum Seekers Work 
campaign, successfully calling on U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) to 
automatically extend work permits and playing a leading role advocating for Congress to 
reduce the time asylum seekers need to wait to be eligible for a work permit – a 
bipartisan effort spearheaded by Representative Chellie Pingree. At the same time, ILAP 
continued to fight back against federal immigration policies seeking to limit access to 
asylum. 

 ILAP and partner organizations across New England submitted urgent policy 
recommendations in response to the opening of a new immigration court in Chelmsford, 
Massachusetts, including clarifying the Court’s name and address, increasing public 
transportation options (which are currently all but nonexistent), and removing barriers to 
accessing internet-based hearings. 

 ILAP joined with Maine Immigrants’ Rights Coalition and other partners to advocate in 
support of the establishment of the Maine Office of New Americans. After years of 
advocacy efforts from immigrant communities and the work of government champions, 
Maine will become the 19th state in the country to have an Office of New Americans - a 
state-level agency providing resources and coordination to welcome, support, and 
integrate new immigrants. 

 In addition, ILAP advocated for the protection of immigrant children, greater access to 
safety net services for immigrant families, expansion of Temporary Protected Status 



(TPS), safeguards against labor exploitation and trafficking in rural areas, and more 
funding for civil legal aid in Maine. 

C. Challenges

When people come to ILAP, they are all too often in crisis. They are facing violence and even 
death, separation from family members, or the loss of work authorization and, with it, security. 
ILAP is the only organization in Maine with attorney expertise and decades of experience to 
respond in these moments and help people seek safety, be with family, and pursue a better life. 
But unfortunately, the need for free, accessible, and expert guidance from a trusted advocate is 
outpacing our growth. 

In 2024, we were forced to turn away an estimated 550 people who were eligible for ILAP 
services and needed legal assistance because we did not have the capacity to help them. We 
know that there are many more individuals who do not come to ILAP because they have heard 
that we are unable to help everyone. 

Unfortunately, when ILAP does not have the capacity to help a particular person, they are forced 
to navigate our complex and unjust immigration system alone, risking loss of legal status, loss of 
work authorization, and deportation. Research has long shown that members of mixed-status or 
undocumented families suffer many adverse effects, such as poorer health outcomes, higher rates 
of homelessness and food insecurity, and lower rates of educational attainment. 

At the same time, the last few years have shown us that we must expect uncertainty and be ready 
to respond no matter what happens across the country or around the globe. The United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees estimates there are more than 120 million people worldwide 
who have been forcibly displaced from their homes, and much of ILAP’s work is directly 
impacted by these global trends. Over the past few years, we have seen record numbers of new 
arrivals, from countries such as Angola, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Haiti, and 
Venezuela, arriving in Maine seeking safety and protection. 

We also continue to be concerned about the expansion of the unauthorized practice of 
immigration law in Maine by individuals and organizations, as well as the confusion experienced 
by new arrivals who think they are seeking assistance from someone who is qualified to give 
immigration law guidance. Frequently, after receiving help elsewhere and having their 
applications rejected, applicants come to ILAP for guidance. Our staff try to fix the damage, but 
sometimes we cannot and individuals are left at risk of losing their case and being deported. 

As we look ahead to 2025, we are expecting even higher levels of demand for free immigration 
legal services across the state and will work to sustain our core services and special projects in 
this challenging environment. At the same time, we expect we will need to increase capacity to 
address emerging needs as the new administration begins to implement its anti-immigrant 
agenda, including a huge number of new policies in rapid succession, increased enforcement 



actions, and increased use of detention. Unfortunately, it is likely that many these policies will 
negatively impact Maine’s immigrant communities in complex ways. 
 
Demand for accurate and timely information has been high since last summer due to the 
significant level of anti-immigrant rhetoric and misinformation during the Presidential election 
cycle. These concerns were further exacerbated following the election and the incoming 
administration’s promised anti-immigrant agenda. In response, ILAP added more know your 
rights materials to our website and increased outreach to provide critical information on legal 
rights to hundreds of immigrant community members and partner organizations. 
 

D. Items of interest 
 
While we can anticipate some of the new administration’s policy changes based on its campaign 
promises and previous priorities, we will need to monitor the impact of new actions to identify 
the best strategies for ILAP’s response. We expect areas of increased need will include: 
 

 Providing legal services for our most vulnerable clients who may be the target of 
increased immigration enforcement, detention, and mass deportation efforts. 

 Providing legal services for people whose immigration cases and legal status will be 
impacted by dramatic policy changes, likely targeting people applying for asylum, people 
in immigration court, and people with Temporary Protected Status. 

 Communicating accurate legal information to immigrant community members on new 
policies and executive actions that are likely to be implemented rapidly and without 
warning, ensuring they understand their rights and counteracting misinformation.  

 Collaborating with Maine Immigrants’ Rights Coalition and immigrant community 
groups on federal advocacy with our Congressional delegation to avoid harsh new 
immigration laws and state and local advocacy to enact protections for immigrants. 

 
Another major priority will be providing legal services and representation for immigrants 
detained in Maine, as well as rapid response to immigration enforcement raids and actions 
throughout the state. In late 2024, we re-launched our Detention Project after Immigration & 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) entered into an agreement with Cumberland County Jail to hold 
more immigrant detainees for the entirety of their immigration cases. There are currently around 
40 immigrant detainees at Cumberland County Jail, with no right to a government-paid attorney. 
Unfortunately, we expect this number to grow due to increased enforcement and detention 
activities under the new administration. In response, ILAP is working in collaboration with the 
University of Maine School of Law to conduct intakes, screenings, and legal advice for 
immigrant detainees, and to provide representation when capacity permits. 



Annual Report from Legal Services for Maine Elders 

TO: Justice Action Group Board Members 
FROM: Jaye L. Martin, Executive Director 
RE: Annual Calendar Year 2024 Report 
DATE: January 31, 2025 

Legal Services for Maine Elders (LSE) provides services on a statewide basis to Mainers 
who are 60 years of age or older and face legal problems that keep them from meeting their basic 
human needs.   LSE also provides extensive Medicare advocacy services and engages in public 
policy advocacy.  LSE’s legal services are governed by the Older Americans Act which requires 
that LSE directs our limited resources to the priority legal needs of disadvantaged older people 
and to situations where a private attorney would not otherwise be available. 

A. Service and Demographic Data

LSE provided free legal help to 3,995 older Mainers in 4,795 cases involving a broad range 
of legal problems.   This was a 27% increase over the prior year.  This is the direct result of the 
increase in public funding for civil legal aid.   

Most of the older adults (84% or 4,033 of the matters opened in 2024) who sought help from 
LSE got help exclusively via telephone from an employed LSE Helpline Attorney.  This 
approach is used because this is a very cost-effective way to help large numbers of older people 
facing certain types of problems.  This includes consumer debt, housing, and public benefit 
issues. 

A small subset of cases that came to LSE (16% or 762 of the matters opened in 2024) were 
referred by the Helpline to an LSE Staff Attorney for investigation and potential full 
representation in court.  These litigation matters include eviction defense, foreclosure defense, 
public benefit appeals, and elder abuse.     

The greatest overall demands for LSE services based upon the total number of legal matters 
handled (not necessarily time spent on the cases) were in the areas of housing (public and private 
rental housing issues, foreclosures, evictions), self-determination/aging preparedness (probate 
referrals, powers of attorney, advance directives, will referrals), consumer issues (debt collection, 
consumer fraud, creditor harassment), and access to health care (Medicare and MaineCare).   

The clients served were 34% male, 64% female, and 1% other (with five declining to 
answer).  All clients served were 60 years of age or older, and 58% were 70 years of age or older.  
Nine percent of those served were veterans.  While LSE serves both socially and economically 
disadvantaged older adults, 86% of LSE’s clients were below 250% of the federal poverty level 
and 41% were below 100% of the federal poverty level.  Those clients who are not below 250% 
of the poverty level typically receive only basic information and a referral with the rare 
exception of a financial exploitation case that may be handled by LSE when a referral to the 
private bar is not possible due to the time sensitive nature of the case.   



See charts at the end of this report for additional details. 
 

B. Accomplishments 
 
 The following were among the major accomplishments in CY 2024: 
 

• LSE doubled its intake capacity. 
 

• LSE handled 27% more legal matters this year than last year. 
 

• LSE continued to be able to meet the legal needs of 100% of those calling with priority 
legal problems where LSE needed to provide immediate access to services.   LSE assisted 
2,336 older people facing emergencies (up from 1,366 the prior year). 

 
• LSE improved the situation faced by those receiving services in 86% of the cases that 

were handled. 
 

• LSE continued to take a leadership role in the elder abuse area, including contributing 
staff time toward the Elder Justice Coordinating Partnership and the Maine Council for 
Elder Abuse Prevention. 

 
• LSE is maintaining a very high staff retention rate and that is helping LSE to immediately 

translate financial resources into much needed services and to serve more people due to 
the experience level of many of the LSE staff.   

 
C. Challenges 

 
 The following were among the major challenges in CY 2024: 
 

• Despite increases in staffing, LSE had to turn away 505 people during this reporting 
period who called for help with non-priority legal problems in order to ensure all those 
with priority problems got help. 

 
• The federal funding LSE receives to support our elder victim services work is not 

adequate to meet the need for services, and because this is a priority case type, others are 
sometimes going without the help they need so that all victims can be served. 
 

• LSE’s panel of referral attorneys continues to shrink as more and more attorneys are 
retiring.  LSE focuses on recruiting panel attorneys who practice in common areas of 
need that are outside LSE’s priority area, like estate planning. 
 

 
 
 
  



 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 

 
 

 

 
 



ADDITIONAL LSE SERVICE DATA 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
LSE 2024 
STATISTICS 

  
Total 

Clients 
Served 

% of Total  
LSE 
Clients  
Served  
by County 

Androscoggin 303 8% 
Aroostook 176 4% 
Cumberland 714 18% 
Franklin 85 2% 
Hancock 169 4% 
Kennebec 474 12% 
Knox 109 3% 
Lincoln 100 2% 
Oxford 184 5% 
Penobscot 547 14% 
Piscataquis 72 2% 
Sagadahoc 105 3% 
Somerset 167 4% 
Waldo 122 3% 
Washington 139 3% 
York 529 13% 
Total 3,995 100% 



* Percent of low income older Mainers updated with data from ACS 2023 five year estimate of poverty status in the past 12 months.
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2024 ANNUAL REPORT TO THE JUSTICE ACTION GROUP 
 
TO:  ​   Justice Action Group Board Members 

  FROM:   Associate Professor Courtney Beer and Professor Anna Welch, Co-Directors of the Clinics  
      at Maine Law 

RE:   ​   Annual Report spanning January 1, 2024 to December 31, 2024 
DATE:    January 31, 2025 

 
 

A.​ Overview of  the Clinics Programs and Activities 
 

Established in 1970 and now celebrating its 55th year, the Clinics at Maine Law (formerly known as the 
Cumberland Legal Aid Clinic) is a program of the University of Maine School of Law (Maine Law) in 
which second and third-year law students, specially licensed to practice under court and agency rules as 
“student attorneys,” provide free legal services to low-income individuals in Maine. The recent name 
change reflects the expansive reach of the Clinics.  Student attorneys at the Clinics work under the close 
supervision of Clinic faculty, who are experienced practitioners and members of the Maine Bar. The 
Clinics’ mission is to train the next generation of lawyers by promoting access to justice while meeting 
the acute needs of vulnerable communities. At a time when Maine faces a growing need for lawyers, the 
Clinics continue to work to address this challenge. In 2024, clinic students provided over 17,000 hours 
of pro bono legal services to low-income Mainers. 
 
The magnitude of the impact of the Clinics is demonstrated not only in the number of clients and cases 
that we report, but in the number of law students that are graduating law school with essential training in 
core lawyering skills and an understanding of the importance of access to justice for all. Through the 
multiplier effect, our student attorneys not only make a difference for clients today, but also carry the 
skills and experience they gain in the Clinics into their future legal careers, amplifying their impact over 
time. 
 
Over half of Maine Law’s graduates spend at least one semester doing clinical work, and, once Clinic 
alumni become members of the Maine Bar, a significant number of them go on to work at legal aid 
organizations, get rostered to accept court-appointed cases, or volunteer to represent low-income Maine 
residents pro bono or at reduced rates.  
 
The Clinics serve clients with a range of legal matters pending in state, probate, and federal courts and 
agencies throughout Maine. Services are provided through seven distinct clinical programs: (1) General 
Practice; (2) Prisoner Assistance; (3) Youth Justice; (4) Refugee and Human Rights; (5) Protection from 
Abuse; (6) Rural Practice; and (7) Center for Youth Policy and Law.  



 
The Clinics are run by six full-time faculty, three part-time faculty, two teaching fellows, two full-time 
staff, and one part-time staff. A total of 66 law students participated in the Clinics in 2024.  Fifty-five 
students enrolled in clinical courses during the spring and fall semesters in 2024. In addition, all students 
participating in the Clinics during the academic year are required to enroll in a separate Lawyering Skills 
for Clinical Practice course, which provides an in-depth classroom learning experience focusing on core 
lawyering skills including client-centered lawyering, interviewing, counseling, trauma-informed 
lawyering, cultural humility, case theory, and negotiation, among others. During the summer, the Clinics 
hired seven law students in the Portland office and two students in our Fort Kent office as full-time 
interns, and three students as part-time fellows working on policy and outreach projects. As a result, the 
Clinics were able to provide much-needed representation to individuals on a year-round basis. 
 

A.​ Number of people served from January 1 through December 31, 2024: 
 
In 2024, the Clinics assisted 411 clients in 519 cases.  The breakdown by individual clinics is General 
Practice: 58 clients, Rural Practice: 42 clients, Prisoner Assistance: 78 clients, Protection from Abuse 
project: 191 clients, Refugee and Human Rights: 39 clients, and Youth Justice: 31 clients.  
Additionally, our Clinics reached 650 people through outreach and advocacy projects. The number of 
individuals reached through outreach and advocacy projects increased by 58% in 2024 over the prior 
years.  We received calls from 1,798 people looking for our legal service who we were unable to 
assist.  We provided them with basic system information and referrals to other resources. 

 
B.​ Reports on active initiatives 
 

New initiatives 
 
1. Rural Practice  
 
​ ​ i.  We opened our Rural Practice Clinic (RPC) in Fort Kent in January 2023, so we are now 
starting our third year of having a satellite clinical program based in Aroostook County.  There have 
been a number of changes and a few growing pains. Supervising Professor David Soucy and Teaching 
Fellow Ryan Fowler stepped down from their positions during the summer of 2024. Clinical faculty 
made many trips to Fort Kent to provide supervising support before Professor Christopher Northrop 
took over as the RPC’s Supervising Professor this fall. Due to this transition, the RPC moved to a 
different model for the fall semester. Seven Portland-based students were assigned RPC clients; those 
students rotated in and out of Fort Kent throughout the semester. Starting this spring, the RPC will 
shift back to the original model – two student attorneys living and working in Fort Kent on a full-time 
basis supervised by our onsite professor. There is already a full roster of students prepared to live and 
work at the RPC for all of 2025.  Given that the essence of much small town and rural practice is 
working with a wide range of legal issues, RPC takes a very broad view of potential clients and case 
types.  Our student attorneys have handled criminal defense, debt collection defense, a variety of 
family law issues, delinquency defense, advised on estate questions, and represented victims in 
Protection from Abuse proceedings.  Since its inception in 2023, the RPC has represented individuals 
in 115 legal matters.  
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2. Immigration 
 

​ ​ i.  Throughout the year, the RHRC partnered with the Immigrant Legal Advocacy Project 
on monthly pro se asylum assistance workshop series. RHRC faculty members and student 
attorneys attended the monthly workshop series and met with asylum seekers one-on-one to help them 
fill out the asylum application (Form I-589). By providing accurate information and one-on-one 
consultation with attorneys, this limited representation legal assistance both orients newly-arrived 
asylum seekers to the asylum process and helps individuals properly file their asylum applications, 
which gets them on a solid path to seeking asylum and securing work permits. To date, RHRC has 
conducted 15 workshops, assisting 37 individuals in navigating the asylum process and securing work 
permits. Given the high demand for legal services in Maine, these workshops provide critical support 
for asylum seekers. 
 

ii.  The RHRC team made three trips to Mexico in 2024 as part of our international 
cross-clinic collaboration with Ibero-American University School of Law (IBERO) to assist 
asylum seekers in Mexico en route to the U.S. border. The goal of the project is to collaborate with 
professors and students at one of the premier law schools in Mexico to equip asylum seekers in Mexico 
en route to the United States with accurate information about U.S. immigration policies and 
procedures. Many of the asylum seekers arriving in Maine have traveled through Mexico on their 
journey to safety. It is critical that RHRC student attorneys reach individuals like those who are joining 
our communities in Maine to give them accurate information about U.S. asylum law before they 
attempt to enter the United States. And because of our work last year, our collaboration with IBERO 
remains strong, and we were asked to return to Mexico this academic year.  Thanks to private 
donations, in 2024 we made three binational trips (two to Mexico City and one to Tijuana) with three 
different student attorney teams to assist hundreds of asylum seekers living in shelters or encampments 
through educational presentations and individual consultations.  
 

iii.  The RHRC conducted a number of outreach initiatives aimed at immigrant youth in 
local high schools. In 2024, RHRC student attorneys and faculty conducted presentations for over 100 
students and staff at local high schools and youth shelters, including Portland High School, Deering 
High School, and Preble Street Teen Center. These sessions, interpreted into French, Portuguese, and 
Spanish, covered immigration relief options and “Know-Your-Rights” information. Customized 
handouts created by student attorneys were distributed to participants and staff to provide lasting 
resources. Additionally, RHRC continues to be an ongoing resource for those working with immigrant 
youth. 
 
​ ​ iv. New fellowship established to broaden the scope of RHRC.  Bri Zhuang was hired as the 
new Sally L. Stevens Immigration Law Fellow for the Refugee and Human Rights Clinic, a position 
funded by the generosity of local philanthropist Sally Stevens.  
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3.  Civil Advocacy 
 
​ ​ i.  Hired a Post-Graduate Civil Advocacy Teaching Fellow.  In March 2024, Attorney 
Jennifer Rizzuto was hired as the Civil Advocacy Teaching Fellow. One of her primary 
responsibilities is to increase outreach and legal information presentations to incarcerated individuals.  
 
​ ​ ii. Developed and Presented Parental Rights Trainings.  Under the supervision of Attorney 
Rizzuto, students developed a Know Your Rights training on Parental Rights. The training covered 
multiple ways that a parent’s rights to their children could be impacted by incarceration, including 
parental rights and responsibilities, guardianship, power of attorney, child protection, and protection 
from abuse. The training was done in conjunction with a parenting class at the Women’s Center at 
Maine Correctional Center (MCC) and the Southern Maine Women’s Re-Entry Center. The training 
was incredibly well received by both staff and residents. After the training, students helped residents 
fill out intake forms, and have been able to assist many of these residents with their parental rights 
over the course of this past semester. The education department at MCC has asked students to give the 
presentation again in the coming spring semester, both to the next group of the women’s parenting 
class, and to a new parenting class that they have developed for the male residents.  
 
​ ​ iii. Developed and Presented Good Samaritan Law Trainings.  In addition to the parental 
rights outreach training, students have also developed a training on the Good Samaritan Law, which 
they gave to residents in December 2024 and January 2025. These presentations were held at the 
Men’s Center, the Women’s Center, and the Southern Maine Women’s Re-Entry Center. Residents 
were very engaged in the presentations, asking numerous questions and participating in the scenarios 
the Student Attorneys proposed. These presentations generated significant interest in the work that the 
Prisoner Assistance Clinic does, and a number of residents requested our help with their civil legal 
needs. MCC has asked us to come back and do these training sessions again during National 
Recovery Month. 
 

iv. Increased service to Incarcerated Individuals throughout Maine.  In 2024, with the 
addition of the teaching fellow, the Prisoner Assistance Clinic served over 100 residents of Maine 
correctional facilities through direct representation and outreach. 

​ ​ v. Collaboration with Maine Volunteer Lawyers Project.  Students in the General Practice 
Clinic began providing pro bono assistance to the Volunteer Lawyers Project in the Fall of 2024 by 
providing limited representation and counseling to clients with pending family court matters. This 
experience allows students to improve their understanding of family law and to practice client 
counseling - in one of the greatest areas of unmet legal need in Maine. We assisted 12 clients in 2024 
through this involvement and are excited to grow this collaboration in future semesters.  
 
4.  Youth Justice  
​  
To improve access to justice for youth in Maine, the Youth Justice Clinic and the Center for Youth 
Policy & Law organized training opportunities in 2024 designed to grow the number of attorneys 
trained to provide high-quality representation to youth clients. 
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​ ​ i.  Collaboration with the Gault Center.  In June, the Center and Clinic hosted the Gault 
Center’s New England Regional Summit. The Gault Center is a nonprofit organization that promotes 
justice for children by ensuring excellence in youth defense. The summit was attended by attorneys, 
law students, and policy advocates from throughout the region and featured a keynote presentation 
from Dr. Antoinete Kavanaugh on the impact of colorblindness in youth defense work. The Center’s 
policy fellows played a critical role in making the summit a success.  
​ ​  
​ ​ ii. Collaboration with Maine Commission on Public Defense Services (formerly Maine 
Commission on Indigent Legal Services).  In October, the Clinic and Center partnered with the 
MCPD to provide a day-long training for juvenile defenders titled The Youth Defense Highway. Held 
at the Public Defender Annual Conference in Lewiston, the event featured presentations by 
experienced juvenile practitioners and experts on topics such as adolescent brain development, ethics, 
immigration, and competency. Law students in attendance gained valuable insights into juvenile 
defense work and had the opportunity to network with practicing attorneys. 

​ ​ iii. Collaboration with USM and Maine Department of Corrections.  The Center is helping to 
lead a new statewide initiative in collaboration with USM and the Maine Department of Corrections to 
improve juvenile probation and community supervision in Maine. The Center co-facilitates a core team 
for Maine’s participation in the 2024 cohort of the Transforming Juvenile Probation Program and 
Capstone Project with the Center for Juvenile Justice Reform at Georgetown University and the Annie 
E. Casey Foundation. The only statewide jurisdiction selected in this year’s cohort, the initiative seeks to 
identify and implement policy and practice changes to divert more youth from the system and more 
effectively support youth in their communities. Center Director Ward and Professor Northrop serve on 
the core team and traveled to Washington, D.C. from June 10-14, 2024 to hear from national leaders and 
other jurisdictions that are doing the work. The Capstone Project was submitted in December 2024 and 
implementation is expected to be initiated in 3 pilot sites in 2025. 

​ ​ iv.  Professor Sarah Branch and Center Director Jill Ward worked with Maine 
Commission on Indigent Legal Services (MCILS) and members of the CYPL’s practitioner 
work group on a vertical representation pilot project in the court for youth. Through this 
program, the State of Maine has  implemented a new best practice process for assigning juvenile 
representation. This initiative, which started as a pilot project in Cumberland County, has been 
implemented statewide. 
 
​ Ongoing Initiatives 
 
1.  Rural Practice 

​ ​    
​ ​   i.   The Rural Practice Clinic continues to represent clients with legal issues consisting of  
divorce, parental rights and responsibilities, debt collection, protective custody, small claims, de 
facto parentage, wills/POAs, civil contempt, delinquency, and criminal cases. Most of the clients 
represented by the clinic reside in Aroostook County.  However we have had cases in courts around the 
state, including cases in Waldo, Somerset, and Penobscot Counties.  In our third year we also plan to 
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do more community outreach and court house assistance work.  Another of our goals is to strengthen 
our connection with the University of Maine at Fort Kent.  Professor Northrop is teaching 
undergraduate classes in UMFK’s Criminal Justice department with the hope of getting more students 
interested in either going to law school or working for legal aid providers in non-attorney positions 
after they graduate. 
 
2.  Immigration 
 

​ ​ i.  RHRC continued to collaborate with local nonprofits that serve immigrants directly as 
well as community organizations including the Tufts Human Rights Asylum Clinic to strengthen 
its impact. Through these partnerships, the RHRC recruits and trains physicians to serve as expert 
witnesses in asylum cases, provides educational sessions to medical students and providers, and fields 
inquiries from community members seeking legal guidance. In an effort to provide accurate 
information regarding U.S. law and policies, RHRC goes out into the community to talk with providers 
who work with immigrants and speaks with immigrants themselves to empower them to be their own 
best advocates. By educating people and arming them with accurate information, RHRC efforts seek to 
be an antidote to the multitude of misinformation. 
 

ii.  The RHRC continued its work with the Laredo Project, which is a collaboration with 
Jones Day where the RHRC sends students to Laredo, Texas to serve as volunteers assisting 
asylum seekers in detention, area shelters and those who remain trapped in Mexico hoping to 
come to the United States to seek asylum. In early 2025, Professor Anna Welch traveled to Laredo to 
continue assisting individuals in immigration detention waiting for the opportunity to seek asylum in 
the United States. 
 

iii.  In partnership with the Immigrant Legal Advocacy Project, RHRC student attorneys 
continued to interview asylum seekers to assess the merits of their asylum claims, conduct 
high-level legal and country condition research, and provide insights to ILAP as to whether the 
asylum seekers meet the requirements for asylum. These assessments are a critical step for an 
indigent asylum seeker to access an ILAP attorney or a member of ILAP’s pro bono panel.  In addition 
to assessing the applicant’s claim, in the meeting with the asylum seeker, RHRC student attorneys also 
answer general questions about the asylum process and provide information and resources. 

 
iv.  RHRC student attorneys continued to achieve major victories for some of the RHRC’s 

long-term clients, bringing our clients and their families tremendous relief and security. For 
example, in 2024 at the Chelmsford Immigration Court, an immigration judge granted asylum to a 
client who had fled severe persecution in her home country. Over two and a half years, RHRC students 
worked diligently on this case, compiling robust evidence that included personal documentation, expert 
witness testimony, and character statements. They also conducted extensive trial preparation with the 
client, ensuring she was ready to share her story in court. In another case, RHRC students successfully 
assisted a long-term client in getting closer to reuniting with his child after years of separation. 
Following the client’s asylum victory in 2023, RHRC students this year filed a family reunification 
petition with U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), securing both expedited processing 
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and approval. This marked a major step toward bringing the client’s child to the United States. 
Additionally, this year RHRC students worked on various cases on behalf of immigrant youth and three 
of these clients received Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS). SIJS is a unique form of 
humanitarian relief for abandoned, abused, or neglected children. For eligible youth, the process is 
often faster and less traumatizing than the asylum process and provides excellent learning opportunities 
for our students and pro bono opportunities for our graduates. 
 
3.  Civil Advocacy 
 
​ ​ i. The General Practice Clinic continued its work with parents involved with Child 
Protective Services.  In January 2023  the Clinic began accepting court appointments to represent 
parents facing jeopardy allegations in Child Protective proceedings. Our student attorneys provide 
holistic representation to assist parents in their efforts to keep their children at home or, if the state has 
taken custody of their children, assist them in their efforts to reunify their family. In 2024, students 
represented clients in five child protection cases and provided over 1,000 hours of pro bono legal 
services in these matters.  
 
​ ​ ii.  The Protection from Abuse Project continued to serve victim-survivors in the Lewiston 
District Court.  Despite losing federal funding in the fall of 2023 that previously supported the 
Protection from Abuse Project, the Clinics prioritized this program and were able to support it with 
additional funds received by MCLSF.  In 2024, clinic students handled 215 Protection from Abuse 
cases in the Lewiston District Court.  
 
​ ​ iii. Student Attorneys in the Prisoner Assistance Clinic continue to represent clients who are 
incarcerated in facilities throughout Maine. Student attorneys provide advice and counsel on a wide 
range of civil legal issues ranging from family law to probate. Every week, student attorneys have in 
person meetings with their clients at the Maine Correctional Center and the Southern Maine Women’s 
Reentry Center. 
 
4.  Youth Justice 
 
​ ​ i.  Emergency Youth Assistance Fund. The YJC and CYPL continued to support clients 
through the Emergency Youth Assistance Fund to help with the immediate needs of youth beyond the 
courtroom. Established in 2020 with a grant from the National Juvenile Justice Network in response 
to Covid-19, the fund is used to purchase phones, phone cards, and grocery cards to help with 
essential services for justice-involved youth. CYPL and the YJC plan to continue the Emergency 
Youth Assistance Fund as part of its ongoing mission to improve outcomes for system-involved youth 
or youth at risk of becoming involved in Maine’s justice system.  
 
​ ​ ii. Co-Lead Statewide Regional Care Teams Initiative. The Center released “Collaborating 
to Improve Youth Wellbeing in Maine: A Review of the Past Three Years of the Maine Regional Care 
Teams,” a joint report in partnership with the University of Southern Maine’s Catherine Cutler 
Institute and the Maine Department of Corrections on the statewide Regional Care Teams (RCT) 
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initiative to help youth transition out of the justice system. According to the report, in its first three 
years (July 2020-July 2023), the Regional Care Teams served 165 youth and allocated over $71,000 
in funds to meet emerging or urgent needs. The Center continues to co-lead the RCT design team and 
co-facilitates the implementation of the initiative in MDOC’s Region One (York and Cumberland 
counties).  More information about the RCTs can be found at: 
https://placemattersmaine.org/regional-care-teams/.  

 
​ ​ iii.  Leadership on the Maine Juvenile Justice Advisory Group (JJAG).  In 2024, Center 
Director Jill Ward served as Vice Chair of the Board and Professor Chris Northrop co-chaired the 
Racial and Ethnic Diversity Committee. The JJAG is responsible for developing and implementing 
the state’s 3-year plan for juvenile justice funding in accordance with the federal Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA). As the state advisory group on juvenile justice matters, the 
Maine JJAG has continued to support implementation of the recommendations coming out of the 
2020 Maine Juvenile Justice System Assessment. In January 2025, the Governor reappointed 
Professor Northrop to the Board, but did not reappoint Ward. 
 
​ ​ iv.  Student Attorneys in the Youth Justice Clinic continue to represent children, primarily 
children accused of crimes. Through direct representation our clients receive holistic representation 
and our student attorneys refine their lawyering skills in and outside of the courtroom.  

 
C.​ Challenges 

 
​ ​ i. Our biggest ongoing challenge is noted at the beginning of this report.  We had to turn away 
1,798 people looking for legal assistance.  This need falls across all areas of civil litigation, including 
an overwhelming need to help people navigate our legal system when their family relationships become 
unsafe or untenable.   

 
​ ​ ii. Additionally, the need for legal assistance in Maine for asylum seekers and other immigrants 
continues to grow quickly, outpacing the availability of immigration lawyers. Maine, and the greater 
Portland area in particular, continues to see an influx of asylum seekers, SIJS-eligible youth, and other 
immigrants who need legal assistance to prepare and file applications for immigration relief, apply for 
work permits, and take other steps to achieve long-term stability in the United States. 

 
​ E. Items of Interest 
 
​ ​ i. The Clinical Programs at Maine Law are looking to transition our General Practice and 
Prisoner Assistance clinics to a larger Civil Advocacy clinic with areas of concentration in, e.g., family 
law, child protection, prisoner assistance, response to domestic violence, and Special Immigration 
Juvenile status predicate work. 
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Annual Report from Maine Equal Justice 
 

TO: JAG members 
FROM: Robyn Merrill, Executive Director, Maine Equal Justice 
RE: Report for January through December of 2024 
DATE: January 31, 2025 
 

 
 

Maine Equal Justice (MEJ) worked to advance the rights and interests of people with low 
income through our legal services, community outreach, advocacy, and collaboration with 
other organizations, providers, and agencies. 
 

A.​ Number of people served  
 

MEJ provides direct client assistance to individuals and families who struggle to meet their 
basic needs, including housing, food, and healthcare. In 2024, MEJ handled 912 direct 
assistance cases. The majority of these cases have focused on income maintenance, health 
care, and housing. MEJ represented 35 people who are immigrants in eviction (FED) cases, 
achieving a favorable result in 97% of these cases. 
 

In addition, through our Build HOPE Project, MEJ assisted 416 parents/caregivers who are 
pursuing higher education as a pathway to economic security, providing them with financial 
assistance to address emergency needs and support their success in their educational pursuits. 
 

MEJ’s administrative advocacy reached an estimated 91,732 people. Additionally, our 
legislative advocacy had an even broader reach, impacting an estimated 469,397 people.  
 

B.​ Number of administrative and legislative actions  

During 2024, MEJ collaborated with state agencies including the Maine Department of Health 
and Human Services (DHHS), the Maine Department of Labor (DOL), and Maine Housing to 
respond to the needs of people with low income. MEJ worked on 29 administrative cases, 
including providing extensive comment on rulemaking related to unemployment insurance. 

During the second legislative session of the 131st Maine State Legislature, MEJ actively worked 
to support or oppose 71 bills that would either increase or reduce economic security, 
opportunity, and equity for Maine people with low income.  
 

C.​ Reports on active initiatives 

We are pleased to share some positive outcomes that MEJ made happen during the short 
legislative session: 
 

●​ Consumer Protections and Health Care: (LD 2115, An Act to Prohibit Unfair Practices 
Related to the Collection of Medical Debt) The law prohibits debt collectors from 

https://www.mainelegislature.org/legis/bills/display_ps.asp?ld=2115&PID=1456&snum=131
https://www.mainelegislature.org/legis/bills/display_ps.asp?ld=2115&PID=1456&snum=131


pursuing litigation without first notifying consumers of their rights and allowing at least 
30 days to prove their household income is at or below 300% of the federal poverty 
guidelines, which shields them from legal action. It also bans deceptive or misleading 
collection tactics. In Maine, 42% of households have carried medical debt, and an 
estimated two-thirds of those have faced debt collection efforts.   

 
●​ Consumer Protections and Housing: (LD 1490, An Act to Reduce Rental Housing Costs 

by Eliminating Additional Fees at or Prior to the Commencement of Tenancy) Landlords 
often charge “junk fees” on top of rent that makes apartments unaffordable and require 
application fees that low-income Mainer’s can’t afford to pay. This bill limits the fees a 
landlord can charge and extends the prohibition on application fees to include mobile 
home parks. Originally, the bill did not cover mobile home park tenants, but MEJ 
ensured their inclusion. With over 600 manufactured housing communities—more than 
any other New England state—Maine has the highest share of mobile homes in the 
Northeast (8% of all housing units). As ownership changes, mobile home parks face 
rising lot rents and increasing fees, making affordability a growing concern.   

  
●​ Housing: (LD 1710, An Act to Establish the Maine Rental Assistance and Guarantee 

Program and Amend the Laws Regarding Tenants and the Municipal General Assistance 
Program) Maine is experiencing a severe housing crisis, resulting in a growing number 
of unhoused people across our state. LD 1710 aimed to provide rent relief and protect 
tenants from discrimination. MEJ, representing nine clients facing housing insecurity, 
designed and advanced the bill. The rent relief program in the bill was ultimately 
incorporated, modified, and passed in the state’s supplemental budget. The Eviction 
Prevention Program (EPP) pilot launched in October 2024 and met high demand across 
Maine. It is expected to assist 1,458 households (about 2,770 people). Additional 
funding is needed to sustain this critical program, and MEJ will advocate for it in 2025. 

 
●​ Income Maintenance: (LD 1877, An Act to Reduce the Number of Children Living in 

Deep Poverty by Adjusting Assistance for Low-income Families) The TANF program 
provides a safety net for low-income families in Maine. But with woefully low benefit 
levels, most families receiving TANF can't afford rising rents and rising costs for 
essentials. LD 1877 increased benefits by 20% to provide more financial security to 
Maine families. MEJ represented eight low-income individuals participating in 
TANF/ASPIRE who designed and championed the legislation. This bill received strong, 
bipartisan support.  An estimated 12,000 people, including 9,027 children, became 
more economically secure as a result of this change. 

 
Recent administrative advocacy win: The Competitive Skills Scholarship Program (CSSP) 
provides funding and support services for eligible Maine residents to pursue two and four-year 
degree programs or employer-recognized credentials leading to high-wage, in-demand jobs. 
We were successful in our collaboration with the Maine Department of Labor to improve the 

https://legislature.maine.gov/LawMakerWeb/summary.asp?ID=280088331
https://legislature.maine.gov/LawMakerWeb/summary.asp?ID=280088331
https://legislature.maine.gov/bills/getPDF.asp?paper=HP1099&item=1&snum=131
https://legislature.maine.gov/bills/getPDF.asp?paper=HP1099&item=1&snum=131
https://legislature.maine.gov/bills/getPDF.asp?paper=HP1099&item=1&snum=131
https://legislature.maine.gov/bills/getPDF.asp?paper=HP1202&item=1&snum=131
https://legislature.maine.gov/bills/getPDF.asp?paper=HP1202&item=1&snum=131


program rules to expand eligibility, coverage for pre-apprenticeships, and costs that are 
covered for students. These improvements will help more Mainers achieve their education, 
training, and career goals.  

Outreach and training: MEJ provides education and training throughout the state, assisting 
agencies and providers who assist low-income people as well as people who are experiencing 
poverty directly. We impart critical information on Maine’s anti-poverty programs and how they 
work and, at the same time, learn about potential barriers people are facing.  In 2024, MEJ 
held 18 training events reaching 580 people, provided weekly drop-in clinics in partnership 
with Prosperity Maine, and produced and disseminated client education materials related to 
health coverage, food security, immigrant program eligibility, General Assistance, and heating 
assistance. 
 

D.​ Challenges  
 

MEJ continued to face staffing challenges on our legal services team and were down to one 
paralegal for several months during 2024. As a result, we were forced to close for intake for 
certain periods throughout the year. We plan to fill an open part-time paralegal position this 
spring. Meeting the legal needs of people with low income continues to be a challenge. It is 
our hope that together we can continue to increase funding through the MCLSF, allowing us to 
add much needed capacity.  
 

E.​ Item of interest  
 

MEJ has been joining PTLA to help cover the eviction docket in the Portland District Court, and 
we now take eviction cases that PTLA is unable to take based on the person’s immigration 
status and the LSC restrictions. In January of 2025, we were awarded a federal HUD grant to 
expand this work in impactful ways that will help us bridge this gap in the legal aid 
infrastructure throughout the state. However, recent actions by the Trump administration to 
freeze federal assistance and grant funding have called into question whether this committed 
grant award will actually materialize.  



Annual Report from Pine Tree Legal Assistance 

TO: JAG members 
From: Tom Fritzsche, Executive Director 
RE: Annual report for period spanning January through December, 2024 
DATE: January 31, 2025 
 
Pine Tree Legal Assistance continues to provide direct legal services to low-income people in all 
16 Maine counties, addressing housing, family law, access to veterans and other public benefits, 
consumer protection, access to education and health care, and more. Pine Tree has six offices in 
Maine and regularly serves clients in all 27 Maine District Courts and the tribal courts of the 
Passamaquoddy Tribe and Penobscot Nation.  
 
Pine Tree Legal Assistance prioritizes assistance to clients whose adjusted gross incomes are below 
200% of the federal poverty guidelines, though some of Pine Tree’s funding sources allow the 
organization to serve clients whose incomes are above that level but still too low to allow them to 
hire a private attorney to address their legal need. Pine Tree has other client eligibility restrictions 
that vary by funding source, including client eligibility restrictions established by the Legal 
Services Corporation and defined in regulations at 45 C.F.R. §§ 1600-1644.   
 
This report provides basic data on the total numbers of cases handled and people served over 2024, 
followed by brief summaries of notable organizational initiatives, challenges and goals. 
 

A. Number of people served during 2024 
 
In 2024, Pine Tree Legal Assistance worked on a total of 7,372 cases. In total, Pine Tree’s 
services reached close to one million people in 2024 through direct legal services, outreach, and 
websites.  

• Pine Tree served 17,654 people through individual cases, including 6,456 children.  
• Pine Tree served 8,664 people through community education activities including 

consultations, meetings, presentations, and trainings.  
• Pine Tree’s websites were utilized by 833,369 unique users in 2024, accessing Pine Tree’s 

websites for a total of 1,552,303 page views.  
 
In 2024, Pine Tree Legal Assistance recorded 9,304 requests for legal help. Just under 70% of the 
requests for assistance resulted in a new case. The remaining cases were addressed with general 
legal information and/or referrals to other resources but could not be opened as Pine Tree cases 
because of insufficient staffing or conflicts. Of the requests that Pine Tree Legal Assistance was 
able to open as cases, we provided clients with the level of service they requested in 71% of 
cases. Because of our limited staff capacity, a lesser degree of assistance (such as advice rather 
than full representation) than clients requested was provided in the remaining 29% of cases.  
 
Outcomes:  
 
In 2024, Pine Tree’s advocacy: 

• Resulted in $3,733,036 in income, savings, and benefits to our clients. 



• Prevented homelessness for 1,798 households by preventing or delaying an eviction. 
• Preserved housing subsidies for eligible tenant families worth more than $250,000 

annually.  
• Secured more than 360 new or extended protection orders for victims of domestic 

violence, sexual assault, stalking, and dating violence.  
 
Issues Addressed: 
 
Almost 65 percent of Pine Tree cases involved housing issues, including preventing evictions 
and foreclosures, enforcing safe housing and anti-discrimination laws, and others. Our housing 
advocacy addressed issues arising in homeownership, federally subsided housing, public 
housing, private rental housing, and mobile 
homes.  
 
Eighteen percent of Pine Tree cases 
involved family law, primarily working 
with survivors of domestic and sexual 
abuse and the non-offending caregivers of 
child sex abuse victims. 
 
Six percent of Pine Tree cases involved 
consumer protections, such as access to 
utilities, automobile issues, and debt; four 
percent of Pine Tree cases involved 
income maintenance, including helping 
people access benefits, such as General 
Assistance; and other cases handled 
involved education, employment, tribal, 
health, juvenile, and other issues.  
 

Law Category Cases Handled during 2024 
Consumer 418 
Education 265 
Employment (including tax) 161 
Family Law (including PFAs) 1325 
Juvenile 20 
Health 42 
Housing 4,697 
Income 303 
Individual Rights 26 
Miscellaneous (including Tribal law) 115 
Total 7,372 
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Income Thresholds: 
 
To make the most of its limited resources, Pine Tree prioritizes services to individuals and 
families with a household annual adjusted gross income that is at or below 125% of the federal 
poverty guidelines, which were, for reference, $25,550 for a household of two in 2024. The chart 
below shows the breakdown of households served in 2024 by poverty level:  
 

Below 100% poverty 50% 
100% – 199% poverty 34% 
Over 200% poverty 16% 

 
Geographic Area Served: 
 
Pine Tree provides legal services to low-income residents in all sixteen counties. Our six 
neighborhood offices are strategically located around the state to be close to Maine courts. Our 
statewide phone intake system provides further access for all Mainers. We conduct outreach at 
several community locations, such as public libraries and town offices, and accept walk-in intake 
inquiries from prospective clients at our office locations. Pine Tree also participates in several 
referral partnerships to receive client referrals directly from other service providers.  
 
The chart below shows the geographical distribution of Pine Tree’s cases and clients in 2024. 
 

County Cases Handled All People 
Served 

Androscoggin 864 2147 
Aroostook 371 870 
Cumberland 1,599 3,473 
Franklin 123 335 
Hancock 195 442 
Kennebec 782 1906 
Knox 132 329 
Lincoln 93 221 
Oxford 324 901 
Penobscot 1,037 2,448 
Piscataquis 84 250 
Sagadahoc 157 378 
Somerset 298 769 
Waldo 169 422 
Washington 158 384 
York 918 2,173 
Out of State 65 197 
Unknown 3 9 
Total 7,372 17,654 

 
 
 



B. Reports on active initiatives 
 

1. New: Increased In-Person Intake Opportunities; Expanded Self-Help 
Resources; Miller Rural Justice Fellowship 

 
After dramatically reducing in-person intake opportunities during the Covid-19 pandemic, Pine 
Tree has recently resumed holding walk-in intake hours at each of the six local offices. Each 
office has posted hours when staff are committed to being available to conduct intake in-person 
for prospective clients who visit the office during those times. Pine Tree is also holding regular 
in-person intake hours at the Fort Kent Town Office building, the Aroostook County Action 
Program office in Madawaska, the Saco Public Library, and a few other community locations. 
These hours have supplemented and not reduced the regular telephonic intake hours Pine Tree 
offers. Pine Tree observes that clients who seek intake in-person are particularly likely to be 
clients who need language access services, including interpretation in sign language and in 
spoken languages. Current walk-in intake hours are posted alongside telephonic intake hours at 
www.ptla.org/contact-us.  
 
During 2024, Pine Tree launched a consolidated, updated set of self-help forms for people in 
Maine to use to address common legal needs for which we are typically unable to provide full 
representation. These are collected at www.apps.ptla.org. These tools allow each user, at no cost, 
to accomplish tasks such as to draft a letter to their former landlord requesting return of a 
security deposit which the tenant believes they are owed. This site is distinct from the section of 
PTLA’s website that collects and explains some of the most commonly used forms in Maine’s 
court system: https://www.ptla.org/forms. At the latter site, PTLA links to the court’s website for 
existing forms, whereas at the new site, PTLA provides a resource for users to create new 
documents they need or answer particular questions not otherwise answerable by publicly 
available resources.  
 
During 2024, to increase access to high-quality legal services in remote communities in Maine, 
to foster interest and create opportunities for recent law school graduates to practice in rural 
communities, and to honor the legacy of Ellie and Charlie Miller, Pine Tree created the Elinor 
and Charles Miller Rural Justice Fellowship. 
 
Each year through the Miller Fellowship, Pine Tree Legal Assistance selects one new attorney or 
recent law graduate to serve a two-year fellowship based in either the Presque Isle or Machias 
office. The 2024 Fellow is serving clients in Washington and Hancock Counties, working out of 
Pine Tree’s Machias office. The 2025 Fellow will work from the Presque Isle office, which 
serves the whole of Aroostook County. The fellowship attorneys are expected to work on a wide 
range of legal issues, including areas of housing, consumer, Tribal, and family law. Upon 
completion of their two-year fellowships, Miller Fellows are encouraged to take advantage of the 
many opportunities at Pine Tree Legal Assistance to continue their careers in public service. In 
the future, similar to the highly successful Frank Coffin Fellowship for Family Law, there will be 
two Miller Fellows at any given time, one in their first year and one in their second year. Each 
year, one Miller Fellow will be in the Presque Isle office, and one will be in the Machias office.  
 
 

http://www.ptla.org/contact-us
http://www.apps.ptla.org/
https://www.ptla.org/forms


2. Ongoing: Local Offices and Statewide Units 
 
Pine Tree Legal Assistance has many ongoing initiatives, including:  

• A network of six offices around that Maine that handle a wide range of civil legal 
issues. Several statewide units rely on the work of staff placed in various offices. These 
statewide units include:  

• A Consumer Rights and Foreclosure Prevention Unit that specializes in legal services to 
prevent foreclosure on homes and to protect the rights of consumers, especially in 
automobile lending, student loan, and debt collection cases.  

• The Family Law and Victim Rights Unit serves survivors of domestic violence, sexual 
assault, stalking and human trafficking.   

• The Farmworker Unit serves agricultural workers throughout New England.  
• The Indigenous Peoples Unit serves indigenous communities in Maine and Connecticut.  
• KIDS Legal, a children’s and youth rights project.  
• The Low-Income Taxpayer Clinic represents low-income Maine residents who have 

federal tax law issues involving the IRS.  
• The Veterans Unit serves Maine veterans and incorporates innovative partnerships with 

the VA Health System and Preble Street.   
• PTLA’s client education includes outreach activities, training events, and three widely 

used websites.  
 

C. Challenges 
 

1. New: Federal Funding Uncertainty 
 
PTLA raises funds from a wide range of state, federal and private sources. Federal agencies’ 
payments of several grants recently encountered unanticipated disruption, causing new concern 
about several important grant programs’ stability. These include U.S. Department of Justice 
Legal Assistance to Victims grants that fund some of PTLA’s legal services for survivors of 
domestic violence, sexual assault and trafficking; a Housing and Urban Development grant 
supporting Pine Tree’s Fair Housing Unit that upholds anti-discrimination laws; a Veterans 
Affairs Legal Services to Veterans grant supporting legal aid for veterans who are experiencing, 
or at risk of, homelessness; and an Internal Revenue Service grant supporting Pine Tree’s Low-
Income Taxpayer Clinic that serves Mainers with federal tax law needs.  
 
Pine Tree also recently was unsuccessful in our efforts to renew the largest source of financial 
support for our eviction prevention legal services. Pine Tree is urgently exploring pathways to 
continue this work, especially in rural courts, where PTLA has focused its most recent expansion 
of housing-related services and where staffing and services are the most difficult to develop and 
sustain.  
 

2. Ongoing: Ambient Hostility and Stress 
 
Over the years, Pine Tree staff have occasionally endured undue hostility and threats of violence 
from opposing parties and even opposing counsel. This has occurred most frequently, but not 
exclusively, in domestic violence cases. During 2024 and the first month of 2025, many PTLA 



staff have reported that the level of hostility encountered in the line of work has significantly 
increased. This has included unusually elevated levels of anger expressed by a small but impactful 
number of callers seeking services that PTLA cannot provide. For the first time, PTLA has 
provided active shooter safety training to all staff. PTLA also intends to increase the offerings of 
wellness resources to staff.  
 

D. Items of interest: LSC’s 50th Anniversary 
 
Pine Tree Legal Assistance is one of 131 non-profit providers of legal services around the United 
States, including territories, that are funded in part by the Legal Services Corporation. LSC 
celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2024 and continues to provide funding, technical support and 
research regarding the access to justice gap. LSC’s Champions of Justice page includes Chet 
Randall, who recently stepped down as Pine Tree’s Deputy Director. Pine Tree is proud to 
partner with LSC and to help carry forward the legacy of Chet and many other champions of 
justice in Maine and around the country who have worked for equal access to justice.  



Report from the Maine Volunteer Lawyers Project 

TO:    JAG members 
From:   Deirdre M. Smith, Executive Director 
RE:     2024 Report 
DATE:   January 30, 2025 
 
The Maine Volunteer Lawyers Project’s mission is to connect dedicated volunteer attorneys with 

individuals needing legal assistance with civil matters, ensuring equal access to justice statewide. 

We serve as a nexus between lawyers who want to fulfill their professional responsibility to 

provide pro bono service and the people who need those services. The VLP provides services 

statewide with offices in Portland and Bangor. VLP volunteer attorneys provide more than 2,000 

hours of free legal help every year to clients in all sixteen Maine counties. Our clients face a 

wide range of civil legal problems, including family law, protection from abuse, workers’ rights, 

probate, small claims, property, bankruptcy, and unemployment and disability benefits appeals. 

VLP volunteer attorneys help people in courthouses, online, and through our many virtual clinics 

to ensure that our services are accessible to those who need them.   

 

The VLP staff handles client intake and financial screening. To be eligible for VLP services, 

clients must have a civil legal issue in Maine and an income of 200% or less of the annual 

federal poverty guidelines or have exceptional needs or circumstances determined on a case-by-

case basis. We determine what kind of help the client needs and how best we can provide it. We 

then assign them to the appropriate program and try to connect them with a volunteer attorney. 

Our staff also gathers documents and other information to assist attorneys in their work with 

clients. We support our attorney volunteers by helping each one find the form of pro bono service 

that best fits their goals and availability. We also provide free CLEs and training, mentoring, and 

malpractice insurance for volunteers’ work on VLP cases. 

 
A. Number of people served in 2024 

 

In 2024, at least 2,280 people received legal assistance through VLP.  

• 1,869 individuals had open cases with VLP during 2024 

• 1,408 new cases were opened during the year.  

• VLP’s volunteer attorneys answered 347 questions asked by 411 individuals through the 

Free Legal Answers Maine (FLAME) online portal 

• Family law matters represented 1,135 of our open cases in 2024.  

• VLP’s mission places special emphasis on providing legal help to survivors of domestic 

violence and legal matters related to domestic violence (357 family matters and 184 

protection from abuse matters) comprised 30% of our caseload.  

• Other case type data for 2024 includes the following: 

 

Case Type Number of Cases  



   
 

   

 2 

Benefits 104 

Consumer 2 

Bankruptcy 82 

Employment 79 

End of Life/Wills/Estates 107 

Small Claims 77 

Foreclosure and Housing 17 

Miscellaneous (including tort claims 

and small business) 

19 

 

VLP collects various forms of demographic information about the people we serve. The age 

groups of our clients were as follows:    

 

Under age 25 188 10% 

Age 25-34 556 30% 

Age 35-44  563 30% 

Age 45-60  369 20% 

Over age 60 184 10% 

Unknown 8  

 

Additional demographic information for our clients includes the following: 

 

• 84% of clients identified as White, 6% as Black, 3% as Hispanic, 2% as Native 

American, 1.2% as Asian, and 3.3% as other or were unknown. 

• 5% of clients did not speak English as a first language. 

• 37.5% of clients identified as having a disability. 

• 69.9% of clients identified as female, 28.4% as male, and 1.7% were other/no answer. 

• 400 clients (or 36.2% of all clients who have family law or PFA matters) identified as 

survivors of domestic violence, most of whom were referred to VLP by domestic 

violence resources centers throughout Maine. 

 

The VLP is a statewide organization that connects clients in need with pro bono volunteer 

attorneys in all 16 counties. The geographic distribution of VLP clients by county in 2024 was as 

follows: 
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County VLP cases FLAME Total % of Total  

Androscoggin  317  33 350 15% 

Aroostook  59  25 84 4% 

Cumberland  438  78 516 23% 

Franklin 42  8 50 2% 

Hancock 35  15 50 2% 

Kennebec  195  44 239 10% 

Knox 30  9 39 2% 

Lincoln 39  16 55 2% 

Oxford  99  23 122 5% 

Penobscot 171  66 237 10% 

Piscataquis 25  8 33 1% 

Sagadahoc 43  10 53 2% 

Somerset  55  24 79 3% 

Waldo 44  17 61 3% 

Washington 36  13 49 2% 

York  186 59 245 11% 

 (Out of state / Unknown: 55) 

The level of service is determined at the time the case is closed. For matters closed during 2024: 

• 1,481 individuals received limited representation or legal information service 

• 78 people received extended representation.  

• 305 cases remained open as of January 1, 2025, so the level of service had not yet been 

determined.  

These numbers do not reflect the total number of people who contact VLP for help. Those we 

cannot serve are provided information about other resources available to resolve their issues, 

including referrals to other legal aid providers and other community services when they are not 

eligible for our services. In 2024, nearly 1,800 people received resource referrals from VLP. 

B. Reports on active initiatives 
1. New in 2024 
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VLP launched a new Bankruptcy Clinic in response to a community need. Starting in 2023, 

VLP noticed a sharp uptick in people contacting us with questions about pursuing bankruptcy. At 

the same time, the Maine bankruptcy bar has gotten smaller, which means our pool of available 

volunteer attorneys to accept those referrals has also shrunk. VLP even had to suspend intake for 

those matters in 2023 briefly.   

To address that unmet need, we began a pilot program for a virtual Bankruptcy Clinic during the 

summer of 2024. We recruited several attorney volunteers and held 10 clinics in 2024. The pilot 

program was highly successful, and we have now made the Bankruptcy Clinic an ongoing 

program. That clinic follows the same basic format as VLP’s other limited representation clinics. 

We hold a two-hour clinic every 3-4 weeks, during which the scheduled volunteer attorney 

provides brief consultations (about 30 minutes) via phone or Zoom with four or five clients. This 

model of providing streamlined legal help is particularly appropriate for bankruptcy matters 

because many people who contact us for help are not ideal candidates for bankruptcy due to their 

income, assets, or the size and nature of their debt. Accordingly, the attorney volunteer can 

explain this to the client and suggest other ways to address their debt and protect their assets. If 

the attorney recommends that the client file for bankruptcy, the VLP staff will try to place the 

case with an attorney volunteer for full representation. Attorneys are more likely to accept 

extended representation referrals if they know that an experienced bankruptcy attorney has 

reviewed and assessed the client’s situation. 

The new clinic has proved to be a useful way to provide information quickly to clients and to 

enable us to identify which clients really need to be referred for extended assistance, including 

filing for bankruptcy. Of the 47 clients assisted through the clinic in 2024, only 19 were advised 

to pursue bankruptcy. The clients expressed great appreciation for the advice they received, and 

the volunteer attorneys 

Before the pandemic, most of our services were provided through courthouse-based programs. 

When that became impossible, we pivoted to virtual clinics. Although providing remote 

assistance has advantages for many clients, others benefit from meeting with an attorney in 

person at their local courthouse, our standard mode before the pandemic. A return to walk-in 

Courthouse Assistance Projects (CHAPs) in courthouses has been a goal for VLP, and we re-

launched a walk-in family law clinic in Lewiston District Court last year. We hope to add 

another walk-in CHAP in 2025, likely in Biddeford, but we continue to encounter resistance 

from our attorney volunteers to providing in-person consultations. 

We expanded our virtual CHAPs by holding additional sessions for several weeks in the summer 

when we saw increased requests for assistance. We developed a new collaboration with the 

Clinics at Maine Law through which student attorneys, under the supervision of faculty, 

provided CHAP consultations to clients. This enabled us to serve more clients with the added 

benefit of training future CHAP pro bono attorneys. 

Our special relationship with the domestic violence resource centers throughout Maine enables 

us to connect volunteer attorneys with survivors who need legal help with family law and 

protection from abuse matters, including through our Helpline and PFA Panels. We developed a 

new warm referral form to streamline referrals from DVRCs. An important partner is Caring 

Unlimited, the York County DVRC. They identified significant unmet legal needs in PFA 
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matters, and during 2024, VLP laid the groundwork and recruited volunteers for a new PFA 

panel in Biddeford District Court. We did a “trial run” of the new program in early December, 

and the program launched on January 16, 2025. 

To enhance the support we provide to our volunteer attorneys participating in our family law and 

domestic violence programs, we launched quarterly “check-in” meetings for CHAP, 

Helpline, and Portland PFA Panel volunteers. These meetings provide an opportunity to share 

important information and updates with the volunteers and to discuss questions and challenges 

that arise in the volunteers’ work with clients in these programs. 

A significant project during 2024 was a complete rebuild of our website. We updated and 

improved information for those seeking legal help to clarify the kinds of matters we can help 

with and provide information and other potential sources of assistance. We also improved the 

limited-access attorney resource area of the website. This section of the website provides updated 

and expanded information about volunteer opportunities through VLP and extensive resources to 

help attorney volunteers provide high-quality legal help, including recordings from past trainings 

and reference materials.   

We added a part-time Intake Specialist to our staff so that we can process intakes more 

quickly and professionally. Some intakes require special skill, particularly for survivors of 

domestic violence and sexual assault. Our new Intake Specialist is an LCSW with extensive 

experience working with people experiencing homelessness, trauma survivors, and new Mainers. 

The addition of this staff member has shortened the time for responding to initial requests for 

help from 2 to 3 weeks to less than 2 weeks during most of the year. It has also freed up other 

staff who previously conducted intakes to schedule clients for appointments and make referrals 

to attorney volunteers. 

We made other enhancements to our warm referral process to make it faster and easier for 

community partners to refer their clients to us. For example, we developed a new online 

referral form specifically for domestic violence resource centers. We developed a special 

partnership with the Maine Peer Workforce Navigator Project to accept referrals from clients 

seeking unemployment insurance benefits, many of whom are immigrants and face particular 

challenges representing themselves. These benefits can be critical for ensuring that someone who 

loses a job can maintain housing, meet their essential needs, and prepare to re-enter the 

workforce. We developed a streamlined referral process to ensure we can promptly refer those 

cases for pro bono representation. We worked with staff at Preble Street to update and improve 

our warm referral process for their clients. 

VLP has developed a new online intake process, launching in January 2025. This state-of-

the-art system will replace our current online forms to make the process easier to use and get 

requests for help into our system more quickly. The system will automate the initial steps and 

eliminate the inefficiencies caused by staff manually setting up the request in our case 

management system. 

 

2. Ongoing  
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VLP’s Justice Andrew M. Mead Fellowship for Pro Bono Service is a program designed to 

facilitate the pro bono service of attorneys new to the Maine bar. Our 2024 cohort of seven 

Fellows participated in several trainings and events to prepare them for pro bono service and to 

encourage them to make such service a regular part of their practice. This included programs 

about trial, appellate, and federal court practice and ethical considerations in pro bono 

representation. The Fellows participated in pro bono service and shadowed other volunteers. We 

recently launched the 2025 program with a new cohort of seven Fellows at a special luncheon 

event to thank the 2024 cohort and welcome the new cohort. We greatly appreciated that Justice 

Mead and three of his Maine Supreme Judicial Court colleagues joined us for that event. 

VLP offered several free continuing legal education programs during 2024, in addition to 

those provided for the Mead Fellows.  

• Three such programs were geared toward current and potential volunteers in our family 

law and domestic violence programs.  

o A presentation by Barbara Taylor, Esq. on Spotting Immigration Issues in Family 

Law Cases, which 35 attorneys attended. Attorney Taylor developed a special 

manual for VLP volunteer attorneys on this topic and has made herself available 

for consultations with VLP volunteer attorneys working with immigrants.  

o A full-day training (with in-person and remote participation) about representing 

clients in PFA matters was attended by 34 attorneys.  

o A Family Law Basics training on September 11, attended by 40 attorneys, to 

expand our volunteer pool and improve the quality of assistance provided through 

this program.  

• In October 2024, we provided a continuing legal education program on representing pro 

bono clients in unemployment insurance appeals, which 23 attorneys attended.  

• We make the recordings and materials from these programs available to all attorney 

volunteers through our website. 

In addition to the programs already mentioned in this report, VLP’s ongoing programs and 

initiatives include the Workers’ Rights Legal Clinic, Small Claims Clinic, Maine Homeless Legal 

Project, attorney referral program, and the Free Legal Answers Maine online portal. We also 

provide various volunteer and internship opportunities for undergraduates, law students, and 

community members. 

 
C. Challenges 

 
Our model of providing legal assistance depends on our success with attorney recruitment and 

engagement. Our biggest ongoing challenge is recruiting and retaining a pool of attorneys 

sufficient to maintain or expand VLP’s many programs. For example, as noted above, most 

attorneys are resistant to providing in-person services, and we have been unable to expand 

courthouse-based programs. There are also areas of the law, such as guardianship and foreclosure 

matters, where we cannot recruit enough volunteer attorneys to address the unmet legal needs for 

those legal problems. 
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Expanding our reach to recruit more attorneys and serve more clients in Maine’s Northern 

and rural areas remains an important priority. Maine’s less populated counties continue to 

see a decline in the number of attorneys, resulting in a smaller pool of potential attorney 

volunteers. Our statewide virtual clinics enable clients located throughout Maine to access legal 

information and brief advice, but we aim to be able to match more clients with attorneys from 

their region for extended and in-person assistance to those who need a higher level of help. We 

expect to bring on a new staff member in 2025, enabling our Bangor office staff attorney to 

devote more time to outreach and recruitment efforts. We also plan to expand our outcome 

measures by developing an online client questionnaire to gather quantitative and qualitative data 

about their experience working with VLP staff and volunteer attorneys. 

 

VLP staff participated in several events during 2024 to raise awareness within the Maine 

bar about opportunities to provide pro bono service. These included the MSBA New Lawyers 

Section Pro Bono Fair, the MSBA Summer Bar Meeting, bar swearing-in ceremonies, county bar 

meetings, the Maine Trial Lawyers Association Annual Meeting, the Maine Employment 

Lawyers Association meeting, and MSBA’s Bar Talk program. 

D. Items of interest  
 

VLP recently concluded a year-long strategic planning process. The board and staff will 

begin implementing several identified goals to expand attorney participation and to raise 

awareness of VLP’s programs and services.  

 

One of the primary projects of the JAG Pro Bono Committee, which includes VLP staff as 

members, during 2024 was to advocate to the Maine Supreme Judicial Court for an amendment 

to Maine Bar Rule 5 to allow attorneys to receive continuing legal education (CLE) credit 

for pro bono service. That effort was successful, and the SJC announced the rule amendment at 

the end of 2024. We expect the availability of CLE credit to serve as a further incentive for 

attorneys to begin or expand their involvement in VLP programs. Raising awareness of this rule 

change will be a priority for VLP in 2025. 

 

VLP will be going through a leadership transition during the first part of 2025, as Executive 

Director Deirdre Smith is leaving the organization to join Pine Tree Legal Assistance as Director 

of Litigation. While the VLP Board conducts a search for a new Executive Director, VLP’s Pro 

Bono Pro Bono Engagement Director, Kathryn Reid, will serve as Interim Executive Director, 

including representing VLP at JAG and ACP meetings.  
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