Assembly Bill Provides Free Representation to Poor in Certain Civil Cases 
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New legislation could kick-start pilot programs providing representation to poor litigants in critical civil cases.

Assembly Bill 590, by Assemblyman Mike Feuer, D-Los Angeles, calls for raising by $10 certain post-judgment court fees to help pay for the program, which, if approved, would be the first of its kind in the country.

To qualify, litigants' income would have to fall below a certain level and their cases involve "issues affecting basic human needs."

"In this economic downturn, many Californians are facing homelessness for the first time in their lives," said Feuer, chairman of the Assembly Judiciary Committee, in a statement Wednesday announcing the legislation. "Now more than ever, we must take steps to ensure that essential legal rights regarding basic human needs - including shelter - are not sacrificed or abandoned simply because someone cannot afford to hire a private lawyer to assist them."

Feuer's bill is not the first attempt at getting such a program started. Chief Justice Ronald M. George has been a vocal supporter of the so-called "civil Gideon" concept, named for the 1963 U.S. Supreme Court case that established the right to counsel in criminal cases.

As part of his January 2007 budget proposal, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger called for setting aside $5 million in state money to start a pilot program providing people lawyers in certain civil cases. The money, however, didn't make it into the final budget.

"Unfortunately, they were relying on the general fund, and it didn't really have a legislative champion," explained Kevin Baker, deputy chief counsel to the Assembly Judiciary Committee. "It was seen as a thing no one knew what to do with."

The idea's odds look brighter this time around because Feuer is driving the effort and the proposal won't require taking money out of the state's budget to fund it.

"We're pretty optimistic it will have a shot," Baker said. 
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