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Talking Points for Ask-A-Lawyer on 9/24/11

September 7, 2011
Contact:  Kathy Para, Esq.

Chair, The JBA Pro Bono Committee

kathy.para@jaxlegalaid.org
356-8371, ext. 363
The JBA Ask-A-Lawyer Project Will Be at the Gateway Town Center, 5000 Norwood Avenue, Saturday, September 24th, 9:00-12:00.
(Persons should enter the mall at the double doors by A&M Cell Phones, near JTA Bus Loading/Unloading Zone.  This is a free service.)
Who will be there:  Nearly 20, volunteer, licensed attorneys who practice in many areas of civil and criminal law will be at the Gateway Town Center from 9:00-12:00 to answer legal questions.
Collaborating organizations include:  The Jacksonville Bar Association, Jacksonville Area Legal Aid, the Grace and Truth Community Development Corporation, the DW Perkins Bar Association, the Hispanic Bar Association, and Florida Coastal School of Law.
What happens at an Ask-A-Lawyer event?  The Ask-A-Lawyer service is free-of-charge.  Attorneys conduct individual, 10-to-15-minute consultations.  The attorneys have expertise in many areas of law and can provide guidance regarding family law matters, employment, landlord/tenant, wills and estates, criminal law, bankruptcy, and foreclosures to name a few.  In addition, attorneys from the Hispanic Bar Association are present to provide legal advice to Spanish-speakers. 
Do people have to make an appointment?  No, people with legal questions just need to show-up.  When a person arrives we’ll ask him to sign in and tell us “in a word” what kind of legal question he has.  It may be a family law question or a foreclosure matter or any number of things.  If an attorney with expertise in that area of law isn’t with someone else, we send the person over to the attorney to talk to him or her individually.   It’s all handled on a first-come, first-served basis.  Sometimes a person may have to wait to speak to an attorney, but most often the wait isn’t more than 10 or 15 minutes, if at all.
When does someone need a lawyer?     
As citizens, we’re expected to resolve as many of our daily problems as possible by being our own advocates.  That is, we have to be able to talk to people in various agencies that can help us resolve things like car accidents, past due accounts, denials of benefits, citations, and contract issues.  Sometimes the matter gets too complicated, there is a lot of money at stake, or incarceration is a possibility.  A person needs a lawyer when the problem becomes too complex to be resolved without legal assistance and when the outcome of the matter can impact a family significantly.
One of the benefits of an Ask-A-Lawyer opportunity is that people have a chance to ask questions and find out whether there is a way to work out a problem without an attorney or whether the case even has merit in court.

What is the number one problem most people are having?    
The economy that we’re living in is impacting people in two very important areas of their lives:  income and family stability.  Many legal issues stem from employment and financial matters.  It’s a short step to family instability when the income stream that is critical for survival is threatened or interrupted.
If you can't afford your house, what options are available?     
If you want to stay in your house, do as much as you can to keep the home out of foreclosure:

At Jacksonville Area Legal Aid, there is a foreclosure clinic on the 2nd Wednesday of each month at 5:00, 126 West Adams Street.  Go to this clinic.  It’s free and it’s valuable information on how to save your home.
The homeowner should contact the servicer of the loan early and often.  Document your phone calls including the name and number of the person you speak to – that is, get a spiral notebook and make notes with the date and time of calls, who you spoke to, and what you talked about.  Find out what loss mitigation options are available from the servicer.
Pay as much as you can each month.  If your servicer starts refusing payments, save the money that you tried to pay in a separate savings account. You will need this money later when you are trying to get a modification.

Prioritize your budget.  Be very strict with yourself about your spending – the most important items are your home, your utilities, and your food.  Cut back in other areas or eliminate expenses that are not absolutely necessary.
Why is the Ask-A-Lawyer service so important?  For many in our community the cost of hiring an attorney is prohibitive.  Many people simply can’t afford legal help, but often people don’t really need an attorney to solve their problem.  Sometimes with some brief counsel and advice people are able to handle the matter with the court themselves.  At an Ask-A-Lawyer event, a person has the opportunity to ask a lawyer a legal question one-to-one and get valuable direction and advice on the merits of a case and next steps.  We do have two agencies, Jacksonville Area Legal Aid and Three Rivers Legal Services, that serve low income clients with civil legal services and we have the Office of Public Defender that serves low-income persons with criminal charges.  However, the need for legal services is much greater than the staff attorneys at these organizations can handle.  By taking some legal guidance into the community, it may be that some problems can be solved without the need for an attorney.
Are the lawyers opening cases and taking clients at an Ask-A-Lawyer event?  No, in fact, persons who participate in Ask-A-Lawyer must sign statements verifying that they understand that the interviewing attorney will not be opening a case, but is simply there to provide some legal guidance and information on additional community resources.  For matters that may require full representation, persons may be referred to Jacksonville Area Legal Aid or to the Jacksonville Lawyer Referral Service.  We do our best to place as many cases as possible with staff or pro bono attorneys, but the need is truly immense.
What kinds of issues seem to be the most prevalent?  Our biggest areas needing guidance include family law and any consumer or financial matters – including foreclosure, bankruptcy, and unemployment.  But we also get questions in probate, contract, real estate, personal injury, and criminal matters.  For those with questions related to criminal charges, we usually have someone who can advise on sealing and expunging criminal records and drivers’ license reinstatement.

How often do you hold Ask-A-Lawyer events?  These events are held four times a year in various locations.  We’ve had great response to the events we’ve held at the Johnson Family Y, the Gateway Town Center, and in conjunction with the Health and Neighbor Day held by Northwest Jacksonville Community Development Corporation.
The event that was held in March, 2011, at the Gateway Town Center served more than 80 persons with twenty attorneys and ten law students present to provide brief counsel and advice.
How do you decide where to hold an event?  We started these events in 2009 with guidance from the Jacksonville City Council.  Council members and their staffs helped us identify neighborhoods where the service could be utilized and where there were other community leaders who could help with the facility needs and with getting the word out to residents.  Ask-A-Lawyer is truly a collaborative effort designed to bring valuable services to local residents.
Do you think that what you’re doing is making a difference?  We rely on the people who take advantage of this service to inform and guide us on whether Ask-A-Lawyer is a good thing.  We can give you numbers of people served and the dollar value of the free services provided, but we think what may be a better indicator is the comments we get from participants.  Comments like, “I’m so relieved.  That’s just the information I needed.”  “That attorney could not have been nicer or more helpful. Thank you for being here.”  “I’m going to call my neighbor.  She had a question about a contract she signed.”  

What if people can’t make it on September 24th?  We hope people can make it on September 24th!  But if not, there will be another Ask-A-Lawyer event on November 5th at the Johnson Family YMCA on Cleveland Road.
If you need legal assistance, come to Ask-A-Lawyer on March 5th, 9:00-12:00 and get your questions answered.  Gateway Town Center, 5000 Norwood Avenue.
