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February 27, 2015

Before the Appropriations Committee

From: Steven Eppler-Epstein (#12 in lottery, Room 2C)
Executive Director, Connecticut Legal Services

Members of the Committee,

Thank you for your attention and time this evening. My name is Steve Eppler-
Epstein; I'm the executive director of Connecticut Legal Services, which is the largest
of the civil legal aid agencies in Connecticut. | am speaking also on behalf of Greater
Hartford Legal Aid and New Haven Legal Assistance Association. As you know, we
are non-profit agencies that provide civil legal assistance to low-income people who
are facing crises in their lives. Because there have always been so many more
people than we can help, we focus on helping those most in need, for whom we can
make the most difference, across a broad range of legal problems.

| want to start by saying that we are incredibly appreciative of all that this
Committee, the legislature as a whole, the Judicial Branch and the Governor have
done to support the capacity of the legal aid system at a time of unprecedented
funding crisis for legal aid.

With your support, we have been able to continue providing urgently needed legal
help to Connecticut families and individuals. In my program, we have lost over 20%
of service capacity over the past 8 years due to the ongoing funding pressures — but
without your support the legal aid network would have collapsed.

That being said, the additional reduction in staff and services that would be forced
by the budget proposal on legal aid funding would be a serious problem for our
programs, and what we are called upon to deliver for low-income families in need.
And as you will have heard from many witnesses tonight, there are many many
families and individuals in need in our state.

The regular state budget money for legal aid is a line in the Judicial Branch budget.
We're not going to be here next Thursday — but can say thank you now to the
Governor, the Judicial Branch, and your committee for leaving that line at level
funding.

However, the problem for our services is that the Governor’s DSS budget relies on
an assumption that next October, over $700,000 in Social Services Block Grant
funding is moved from a DSS contract with legal aid, to other purposes within DSS.
This would end a grant source we have been able to rely on for decades.

This cut would come directly from the budgets of New Haven Legal Assistance,
Greater Hartford Legal Aid, and my program Connecticut Legal Services. It's money
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that we need to pay our remaining staff, who are serving thousands upon thousands of people in
crisis with domestic violence cases, cases threatening homelessness, cases for children and the
elderly and people with disabilities.

The staff of my program, Connecticut Legal Services, are serving the entire state with the exception
of those areas served by NHLAA and GHLA. Already down over 20% in staffing, with a very very tight
budget and inadequate cash balance, we would lose over $400,000 / year from the SSBG cut. It
would result in layoffs and service cuts to poor people. It would be a demoralizing and devastating
blow to our efforts in such a long tough environment to do everything we can to meet the urgent
needs of low-income Connecticut residents.

We know this is a very difficult budget year, and that you are faced with many difficult decisions.
You (have been hearing/will be hearing) from some legal aid clients tonight, to give you a sense of
the impact legal aid for the poor has in people’s lives. We ask that you do everything you can not to
cut legal aid funding (in SSBG or elsewhere) as you work on this challenging budget for the coming
year.

Thank you.



