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German and Lorenza Artiga were threatened with eviction from their Los Angeles home 
after taking in their granddaughter Carolyn after her mother died. CreditMonica 
Almeida/The New York Times 
 

LOS ANGELES — Lorenza and German Artiga raised six children in a rent-controlled 
bungalow here, their only home since they moved from El Salvador 29 years ago. 

So they were stunned this past summer when their landlord served them with eviction 
papers, claiming that their 12-year-old granddaughter Carolyn, whose mother was killed 
in a car crash in 2007, was an illegal occupant. 

Up against a seasoned lawyer and bewildering paperwork, the couple, who speak little 
English and could never afford a lawyer, would very likely have been forced out of their 
home and the landlord could have raised the rent for new tenants. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/e/erik_eckholm/index.html


Free legal assistance in noncriminal cases is rare and growing rarer. A recent study in 
Massachusetts found that two-thirds of low-income residents who seek legal help are 
turned away. Nationally, important civil legal needs are met only about 20 percent of the 
time for low-income Americans, according to James J. Sandman, president of theLegal 
Services Corporation, a federal agency that finances legal aid groups. 
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Cassandra Goodman, the supervising lawyer at the Eviction Assistance Center in Los 
Angeles, which provides free legal advice to tenants. CreditMonica Almeida/The New 
York Times 
But the Artigas were lucky. They traveled to the nearby county courthouse and joined 
the tense line that gathers most mornings outside the Eviction Assistance Center, a legal 
aid office in the same building as the housing court. 

Established in 2011, the center is part of an experiment by the California courts on the 
benefits of providing more lawyers and legal advice to low-income people in civil cases 
such as child custody, protective orders against abusers, guardianship and, most 
commonly, evictions. 

“We’re trying to level the playing field,” said Neal S. Dudovitz, the executive director 
of Neighborhood Legal Services of Los Angeles County, a group that manages the 
eviction center in the downtown courthouse. With funds from the Shriver project, as the 
experiment is known, supporting about 16 lawyers from four legal aid groups, the center 
is providing full or partial assistance to one-third of the 15,000 tenants who face 
evictions each year in this courthouse alone. 

http://www.lsc.gov/
http://www.lsc.gov/
http://lawhelpca.org/organization/shriver-housing-project-los-angeles-eviction?ref=IZGUT
http://www.nlsla.org/
http://www.courts.ca.gov/15583.htm


The California initiative and similar projects in New York, Massachusetts and elsewhere 
aim not only to help more needy clients but also to improve guidelines for the 
unavoidable and often painful legal triage: In a sea of unmet needs, who most needs a 
lawyer, who can do with some “self-help” direction? What happens to those who must 
be turned away? 

The projects also hope to show that filling more of the civil “justice gap,” as it is known, 
can bring net financial gains for society. 

The Massachusetts study on legal aid, commissioned by the Boston Bar Association, 
concluded that a large increase in state funding would be a “smart investment.” 

For every dollar spent representing families and individuals in housing court, the study 
concluded, the state would save $2.69 in other services such as emergency shelter, 
health care, foster care and law enforcement. Likewise, providing swift legal aid to 
victims of domestic violence would avoid large medical and other costs. 

 
 
 
 
The pilot projects are part of a roiling discussion in legal circles about what is often 
called “Civil Gideon,” a reference to Gideon v. Wainwright, the landmark 1963 Supreme 
Court decision that established a right to counsel in criminal cases. 

The shorthand term is misleading because no one is pressing for a free lawyer for every 
poor person in a lawsuit. Rather the movement seeks to provide help in a subset of civil 
actions involving basic needs like housing, safety and custody, said John Pollock, 
coordinator of theNational Coalition for a Civil Right to Counsel. 

Congressional funding for the Legal Services Corporation, at $365 million this year, is 
down from $420 million in 2010. Yet, the share of the population with incomes below 
125 percent of the poverty line, the corporation’s target group, is higher than ever, at 
about one-fifth of the population, said Mr. Sandman, the corporation president. 

State funds, foundation grants and pro bono services have all helped, but the total 
number of lawyers in legal aid programs has declined over the last five years, Mr. 
Sandman said. 

Out of necessity, a search is intensifying for less costly alternatives that do not require 
extensive time from lawyers. In one promising part of the California project, Greater 
Bakersfield Legal Assistance has used mediators, for example, to resolve a share of 
eviction orders. 
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http://www.bostonbar.org/docs/default-document-library/statewide-task-force-to-expand-civil-legal-aid-in-ma---investing-in-justice.pdf
http://www.bostonbar.org/docs/default-document-library/statewide-task-force-to-expand-civil-legal-aid-in-ma---investing-in-justice.pdf
http://www.civilrighttocounsel.org/
http://gbla.org/
http://gbla.org/


 

People wait for consultations at the Eviction Assistance Center at the Stanley Mosk 
Courthhouse. CreditMonica Almeida/The New York Times 
 

“We need to think about different strategies, like more user-friendly courts, with simpler 
procedures so that people can deal with system more effectively by themselves or with 
nonlawyer assistance,” said Deborah L. Rhode, director of the Center on the Legal 
Profession at Stanford University. 

Washington State is experimenting with licensed legal technicians, she said, while some 
courts in New York provide “navigators” to help with forms and procedures. 

Before the Eviction Assistance Center was established at the Stanley Mosk Courthouse 
in 2011, few tenants had lawyers, while most landlords did. Just helping tenants fill out 
responses to an eviction notice within the required five days has made a difference: 
Since 2011 the “default rate,” or share of cases that summarily result in evictions, has 
declined to 35 percent, from 50 percent, according to Cassandra Goodman, the center’s 
supervising lawyer. 

As before, most cases are settled before trial. But more often now, the lawyers help 
tenants fend off landlords who are using pretexts to seek eviction so they can benefit 
from gentrification and rising rents, Ms. Goodman said. 

A lawyer can make a vital difference, even for the larger numbers who are unable to pay 
their rent, by negotiating a “soft landing” — extra weeks to move out, forgiveness of 

https://www.law.stanford.edu/organizations/programs-and-centers/stanford-center-on-the-legal-profession
https://www.law.stanford.edu/organizations/programs-and-centers/stanford-center-on-the-legal-profession


unpaid rent and agreement to seal the record and avoid a report to credit agencies, Ms. 
Goodman said. 

More limited advice, like helping people file forms, may suffice in some kinds of 
disputes, or when both sides are representing themselves, Mr. Dudovitz said. But that is 
seldom the case in eviction cases here. 

“You can’t really prepare someone to stand up in court and face a lawyer on the other 
side,” he said. “In my view, self-help will not be the answer in eviction cases.” 

When Mr. Artiga, 66, and his wife arrived at the eviction assistance center, confused and 
clearly in need of legal help, they were assigned to Deepika Sharma, a lawyer with a 
nonprofit group called Public Counsel. 

The couple came to her office with copies of their daughter’s death certificate and 
previous correspondence proving that they were already legal guardians of Carolyn 
when the current landlord bought the property in 2008. They also had a copy of a letter 
they sent in 2009, written with the help of a community organizer, reiterating that they 
had not signed the more restrictive lease he had proposed. 

Ms. Sharma tracked down the activist who wrote that letter, so it would be admissible as 
evidence, and made requests for discovery and plans for depositions. Then in 
September, just before a scheduled court date, the landlord dropped the case. 

“I think the landlord was betting that they wouldn’t get a lawyer,” Ms. Sharma said. 

Without Ms. Sharma’s legal help, Mr. Artiga said, “We would have been kicked out.” 

With his worsening glaucoma, Mr. Artiga added, “I’d trip and fall in a new 
neighborhood.” 

Correction: November 24, 2014  
 
An article on Saturday about free legal assistance in noncriminal cases for low-income 
residents misspelled the surname of the coordinator for the National Coalition for a 
Civil Right to Counsel, who commented on the practice. He is John Pollock, not Pollack. 

 

http://www.publiccounsel.org/

