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Northern Wisconsin is one of the most underserved 
areas of the country for legal services. This review 
highlights the substantial decline in State public 
funding for low-income legal services and the result-
ing impact on Judicare’s ability to serve the upper 
33 counties and 11 tribal nations of Wisconsin. This 
is a primary and secondary source literature, public 
and non-profit data analysis. The results of the anal-
ysis show: as funding has been cut, the amount of 
low-income cases handled every year has dropped 
precipitously, while the number of client requests, 
contacts and needs have stayed consistently high. 
Another finding: there is a limited number of individ-
uals and families that qualify to use Judicare. This 
paper recommends further consideration of how 
the Wisconsin Bar works with Judicare in pro-bono 
and low-bono cases and possibly stipulating hour 
requirements for attorneys licensed in the state. 
Ideally, the state would go back to pre-2010 fund-
ing – if not increase that funding significantly given 
the State’s needs.  However, it’s important to keep 
in mind: this would still leave most of the popula-
tion without means or access to an attorney for civil 
legal services. 

Introduction
“In the 10 years that I’ve worked child welfare, I 

never worked with a Judicare attorney.” (Wolf, 2018, 
p. 46). This is the harsh reality for many residents 
of Northern Wisconsin. This analysis aims to dig 
into why civil legal aid is lacking in the Northern 
33 counties and what can be done to help the people 
in the rural communities of the north. 

Access to – and equal representation within - the 
American system of civil justice is critical to main-
taining equity and opportunity in modern society. 
Such access may help victims of crime or serious 
accidents to be made whole; ensure that a struggling 
family maintain housing; help a consumer achieve 
a fair result notwithstanding substantially superior 
resources or bargaining power on the other side 
of important day-to-day transactions; ensure that 
children are placed with the best caregivers and 
social and educational opportunities for develop-
ment and growth. When those with less voice, influ-
ence or power in our society lack adequate access 
to representation or civil remedies in court, exist-
ing socioeconomic differences may be exacerbated 

in damaging ways that have long-term ramifica-
tions for families, children, and larger communities. 
(Buckwalter-Poza, 2016).

The northern half of Wisconsin is a predomi-
nantly rural area facing a crisis in terms of access 
to civil legal aid. With only one low-income legal 
aid office in Wausau tasked with serving the entire 
33 counties located in northern Wisconsin, current 
needs are nowhere near being met in terms of low-in-
come legal services funding, access, and represen-
tation. The result? Families are facing evictions 
without representation or full knowledge of exist-
ing rights, injured citizens or workers are attempt-
ing to obtain support and compensation without 
guidance, basic consumer credit or contract issues 
balloon into larger challenges or obstacles that place 
the financial stability of families or our elderly at 
risk (Wolf, 2018).

Method 
This is a primary and secondary source litera-

ture, public and non-profit data analysis that seeks 
to analyze and highlight (1) a noted decline in public 
funding and support for indigent and low-income 
civil legal services in Northern Wisconsin over the 
last decade; and (b) the resulting impacts on low-in-
come Northern Wisconsin residents in relation to 
ability to obtain assistance in a variety of day-to-day 
matters ranging from housing to family and basic 
consumer-law matters. This research will gather 
readily available (existing within the public domain) 
public and non-profit data relating to Wisconsin 
State funding for low-income civil legal services 
over the past 10 years (along with a comparison 
of funding distribution by geographic location 
within the State). Sources will include, for exam-
ple, Wisconsin state legislative budget enactments, 
including associated public commentary relating to 
low-income legal services, along with State agency 
and budget reports, analysis, and statistics regard-
ing same. This study will further involve gathering 
records - again available within the public domain - 
pertaining to federal Legal Services Corporation of 
America (LSC) funding for the State of Wisconsin, 
along with breakdowns of funding by geographi-
cal locations or organizations within the State. This 
will necessarily include gathering public records 
and annual budget (revenue and expenditure on 
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services) reporting by Judicare of Wisconsin, Inc., 
which provides low-income legal services to the 
State’s 33 northernmost counties, along with other 
Wisconsin public and non-profit legal services agen-
cies, such as Legal Action of Wisconsin and, for 
comparison, Legal Aid in Wisconsin’s largest urban 
centers. The study will also incorporate data from 
publicly available reports and studies conducted 
by the Northern Access to Justice project, which 
reviewed access to legal services in the Northland 
within the past 10 years for both Wisconsin Judi-
care and the Legal Aid Services for Northeastern 
Minnesota (LASNEM). This research may involve 
contacts with leaders within the Wisconsin state 
access-to-justice community, such as staff with the 
State Bar Association, Wisconsin Judicare, and 
Legal Action - along with contacts (for compari-
son) with Minnesota LASNEM staff and staff lead-
ing the Northern Access to Justice Project - for the 
sole purpose of identifying and obtaining exist-
ing, publicly available records and other second-
ary sources or reports reflecting funding levels for 
low-income legal services in Wisconsin. 

This project is designed as an important first 
step in gathering and highlighting resources denot-
ing the substantial decline in public, low-income 
legal services funding over the past decade. It is 
this author’s hope that this initial research will be 
expanded at a later date to include surveys and 
interviews of a variety of stakeholders within this 
system, in the hope that a deeper understanding of 
the adverse impacts of a decline in public support 
for civil legal services funding – and by extension, 
a decline in the ability of low-income residents to 
obtain equitable counsel, guidance and representa-
tion within our system of civil justice – can then be 
shared more broadly with State policy-makers and 
the public at large. 

Background 

Judicare
 Judicare was originally established in 

1966 under the Office of Economic Opportunity, a 
federal agency which had declared a war on poverty 
and aided in the creation of social programs like 
civil legal aid. Once established, Judicare initially 
provided services to 26 counties and later expanded 
to 33 counties and 11 tribal nations (Wisconsin Judi-
care). After the expansion, the Judicare card system 
was created as a way for participants to access 
services from private attorneys. The Judicare card 
system allowed qualifying residents of Northern 
Wisconsin to take their card to an approved private 

1 The assessment was based on 125 individuals from every county in northern Wisconsin. The reason for the northern distinction is that Judicare 
represents the north and Legal Action of Wisconsin represents the more populated southern region. It is also important to note that Legal Aid in Wiscon-

and local attorney for assistance. While Judicare 
still needed to approve the services (prior to the 
program’s end in 2013), there was little to no trav-
eling costs as the attorneys were already in the 
jurisdiction of the potential client. Another benefit 
of the card system: it allowed Judicare to have an 
extremely low overhead. Having only one office 
in Wausau serving the northern 33 counties was 
manageable because the card system allowed Judi-
care to partner with local attorneys on site, versus 
needing in-house staff attorneys to travel through-
out the northern half of Wisconsin to handle cases. 

In 2011, sweeping budget cuts were proposed 
and implemented in the 2013 budget. In 2013, the 
Judicare card system was disbanded, and only 
in-house attorneys have been used since. There 
remains only one office for all 33 counties and 11 
tribal nations, but the amount of services required of 
that office have seen unprecedented growth for the 
organization (with the card system no longer active). 

Sine 1976, Wisconsin has received federal fund-
ing from Legal Services Corporation (LSC); in 
2020, roughly $5.8 million in federal LSC funding 
(Wisconsin State Profile, 2020) went to Wiscon-
sin. However, the federal funding received by Judi-
care is six times less than that of the southern half 
of the state. For example, in 2018, Legal Action of 
Wisconsin (the state’s southern service provider) 
received $4.1 Million and Judicare received $1 
Million (Pruitt, 2018, p.79). 

Defining “low-income” 
For the purposes of this review, “low-income” 

will refer to those that make 125% of the federal 
poverty line, as this is the qualifier for Wisconsin 
Judicare due to restrictions on funds put in place 
by the federal nonprofit Legal Services Corpora-
tion. What this means in practice: an individual can 
make no more than $21,550 or $414 per week, and 
a family of four can make no more than $32,750 
annually or $630 per week (Wisconsin Judicare). 

Literature Review 
The primary questions posed by this research: 

how has public support for low-income legal 
services changed over the past decade, and what 
measurable impacts has this had on low-income 
residents of northern Wisconsin and local courts? 
To answer these questions, this project commenced 
with a review of regional civil legal services needs 
studies and reports, state budget data, and related 
public articles and analysis of low-income legal 
services needs. Four primary sources stood out: 
The Judicare Needs Assessment1 , “Legal Deserts: A 
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Multi-State Perspective on Rural Access to Justice”2 
,” “Empirical Patterns of Pro Se Litigation in Federal 
District Courts,”3  and ““Not a Legal Issue”: A 
Report on Community Legal Need”4 . These three 
sources use narrative, surveyed, and empirical data 
to provide  a foundational understanding of the 
current state of legal aid in Northern Wisconsin. 

Funding
The first focus on funding starts by reviewing 

“Legal Deserts,” which paints a bleak picture of 
the Northern Wisconsin legal aid system (Pruitt, 
2018). Right away it highlights the region’s issues: 
80% of federal funding goes to the southern half 
of the state, there is no longer any state funding 
of any kind, and a variety of the grants and dona-
tions Judicare does receive must be used to address 
certain specific goals or agendas. (Pruitt, 2018, p. 
79). Federal funding is allocated on a per-capita 
basis, but this fails to consider the logistical and effi-
ciency costs associated with having only one office 
serving the entire northern half of the state. As for 
state funding, the journal highlights the 2011 budget 
cuts that stripped general funding for legal aid at the 
state level entirely. 

Eligibility and Access
The Judicare Needs Assessment was completed 

in 2018 using 86 self-described low-income indi-
viduals (meaning that there was no guideline set in 
place by the assessment, but if individuals felt they 
fell into the category of “low-income,” they qual-
ified to participate) surveyed by telephone across 
northern Wisconsin (Wolf, 2018). These surveys 
show that the top five reported needs for legal assis-
tance were the following: consumer issues, health-
care, family, violence or abuse, and government 

sin receives no state funding whatsoever and solely relies on federal funding that is given out per capita. There is only one office among 33 counties and 
11 tribal nations. This means Judicare attorneys are often traveling upwards of 220 miles and working in strange courts putting their clients at a disad-
vantage. Because of the well documented greying bar in Wisconsin, it is difficult to find attorney’s willing or able to provide low-bono work. There 
are some counties where the ratio of attorney to client is as high as 1:4452. To emphasize this more; 9 counties in northern Wisconsin have 10 or less 
attorneys. This assessment shows the 20 issues that northern WI faces; for men and women the top two issues were healthcare and consumer. There is 
also a breakdown of each of the 20 issues per county.

2  This publication is based on six states that are most affected by lacking legal resources. Wisconsin and Minnesota are both included in this 
publication making it not only timely but relevant to continued research. The main component of this publication is a survey that shows gaps in legal 
resources, policy response or lack of, and the availability of attorney’s in those areas. As one of two solutions; there was an ask for continued research 
on the lacking resources and legal need of these areas.

3  The review was added because it looks at different sources and different angles for pro se litigants in federal district court. Specifically, what 
is being used for further research in regard to the topic is the efficacy of the pro se litigants compared to those that are being represented. The review 
considered cases from a ten-year span that went to final judgement so this wouldn’t include any settlements, dismissal, or mediation. The numbers are 
quite bleak for the pro-se litigant on either side of the table they have from 4 and 12% chance to win a case as plaintiff and defendant, respectively. This 
information coincides with another cited article and provides further knowledge on litigant difficulties and how ineffective pro-se is.

4  There were 143 people that participated in this study as well as resource providers that the authors interviewed as local experts to find the how 
when trying to solve the resource issue.  The issues reported as needed were on healthcare, employment, addiction treatment, transportation, technol-
ogy, and eligibility for benefits like snap. The project speaks to the issues that could be solved readily through representation (legal) if it were available 
or more systematically through impact litigation and/or policy change.

benefits. In Douglas County specifically, the top 
five issues were health care, consumer issues, hous-
ing, transportation, and family matters (Wolf, 2018, 
pp. 26-28). As for Judicare as an organization, the 
study found major flaws that the “Legal Deserts” 
research echoes. The biggest problem: only one 
office attempting to serve all 33 counties and 11 
tribal nations in the northern half of the state. For 
a majority of residents in this service area, it takes 
over two hours to travel to the Wausau office (Pruitt, 
2018). And that is assuming clients have access to 
transportation or any ability to take time from work 
or childcare obligations to get there.  

Another organizational issue highlighted by the 
assessment was that of public education and aware-
ness. The study showed that 29% of those surveyed 
had “no clue” or “no idea” what Judicare is or what 
it can do (Wolf, 2018, p. 55). Without broad public 
knowledge of available programs, they of course 
cannot be helpful to the public. For those that are 
informed and seek assistance, on average 60% of 
applications were rejected by Judicare from 2014-
2017 according to the assessment (Wolf, 2018, p. 
52).

A notable gap that the website also highlights 
eligibility. Eligibility for any legal aid service, self-
help or otherwise is 125% of federal poverty guide-
lines. This leaves a huge gap in “working poor” that 
are still not able to afford all the fees and costs asso-
ciated with a lawyer. (As noted above, a family of 
four earning as little as $33,000 per year would not 
qualify for Judicare services.) This gap in services 
is another aspect that is particularly important and 
will be investigated further. 

Another obstacle of note: while a number of 
specialty programs have been developed within 
Judicare to fill gaps in services, such as the Bridge 



TRIO McNair Scholars Research Journal | Volume XXI 2020 17

Clinic5 , a medical-legal partnership, The Women’s 
Community6, and a low-income taxpayer clinic7, 
none of these programs are available outside of 
Marathon County. Again, this leaves the northern 32 
of 33 counties lacking not only in access to low-in-
come services, but also variety of services available 
to meet specific legal needs (Wisconsin Judicare). 

An Aging Bar and High Staff Attorney Turnover
High Judicare staff attorney turnover is also 

mentioned in “Legal Deserts,” which cites a vari-
ety of specific reasons for turnover, including: low 
pay, limited job opportunities for spouses, poor 
educational opportunities for children, and many 
recent law school graduates looking to transition 
into different professional practice areas as soon as 
possible (Pruitt, 2018). 

The Judicare assessment also refers to the grey-
ing bar in Wisconsin. Previously, Judicare used the 
decentralized bar to provide services. Increasingly, 
however, there is a shortage of attorneys practicing 
in rural parts of the State. Thus, Judicare has neces-
sarily had to rely on staff or other attorneys who may 
not be as familiar with the jurisdictions, courthouses, 
and judges where they are seeking to assist clients. 
(Pruitt, 2018, p. 83). 

Judicare’s own website confirmed the high turn-
over mentioned in both of these sources: 36% of the 
attorneys listed on their site have been employed 
by Judicare for one year or less, and only 21% have 
been employed for over five years or more (Wiscon-
sin Judicare)8. The attorneys working for Judicare 
are some of the lowest paid in the country (Pruitt, 
2018, p.83).  Between low pay and a heavy and 
challenging workload, turnover is very high (Pruitt, 
2018). High turnover exacerbates issues with court 
unfamiliarity, filing nuances, etc. This is more than 
just a Judicare issue, it is a Wisconsin issue that 
if continues there will be entire counties that lack 
representation (Pruitt, 2018).

Funding Inequities Between Northeastern 
Minnesota and Northwestern Wisconsin

The focus of this study is Wisconsin, and Minne-
sota and Wisconsin are different states with their 
own unique needs and institutions. With that said, 
the economies of the Twin Ports region (South St. 
Louis County (Duluth), Douglas County (Superior) 
and the surrounding urban and suburban areas) are 

5  A Medical-Legal Partnership.  Attorneys are available at Bridge Clinic in Wausau. The Clinic has previously-set half-hour appointments for 
patients having legal questions provides help with filling out forms, referrals to appropriate community agencies (social security, job service, aging & 
disability, etc.), advice and guidance concerning court matters, and when necessary, free legal assistance, thru Judicare if eligible or through volunteer 
attorneys if not Judicare eligible” (Wisconsin Judicare).

6  “Judicare staff attorneys are available the 1st and 3rd Thursday of each month at the Women’s Community in Wausau. Free advice and referrals 
are offered” (Wisconsin Judicare).

7 “Serves taxpayers who earn up to 250% of poverty.  Staff assist with tax controversies and provide information on taxpayers’ rights to minority 
populations (Wisconsin Judicare). 

8  http://www.judicare.org/

linked in a variety of important ways – including a 
workforce that often travels back and forth across 
the Bong and Blatnik bridges for housing, services 
and employment. Moreover, these regions share 
similar low-income legal service’s needs, including 
legal questions relating to healthcare, employment 
issues, and housing (Bredenson, 2018, pp. 42-46). 
Which gives rise to an interesting comparative ques-
tion: what low-income legal services are available 
to a family of four making less than $33,000 a year 
in St. Louis versus Douglas County? 

Accordingly, to the “Legal Deserts” study, there 
is a substantial contrast in funding. The State of 
Minnesota provides $13.1 million per year (as 
of 2017) to Legal Aid (contrasted with zero in 
Wisconsin). There are some similarities in terms 
of geographic disparity: more of this State funding 
goes to the Twin Cities and surrounding areas (Pruitt, 
2018, p. 80). Also, many specialty programs are 
available only in the Twin Cities, leaving residents 
of Duluth with less variety in service compared to 
the rest of the state. 

Of note: the study does mention a now defunct 
VAP (Volunteer Attorney Program) that previously 
served Duluth residents that were not eligible for 
legal aid making more than 125% of federal poverty 
guidelines, but still could not afford a private attor-
ney. With this program now defunct, there is a gap 
like that seen in Northern Wisconsin where the 

“working poor” lack the ability to get help. 

Self Help
As funding has been cut for Judicare and other 

legal aid services in Wisconsin, legal aid offices have 
had no choice but to expand and encourage residents 
to find ways to assist themselves – as pro-se parties 
or litigants – in ongoing legal matters. The benefits 
of self-help are touted on public websites, includ-
ing Judicare, but is self-help and pro-se advocacy 
really effective? Does self-help and pro-se advo-
cacy streamline the administration of justice, oper-
ation of our local courts, and obtain positive results 
for citizens?

Two articles suggest not: “Here Comes the 
Pro Se Plaintiff,” written for the law journal Liti-
gation; and “Empirical Patterns of Pro Se Litiga-
tion in Federal District Courts,” a study published 
by The University of Chicago Law Review. For 
example, as noted in Empirical Patterns, the pro-se 
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defendant loses 86% of the time; by contrast, where 
both parties are represented, the win rate is much 
closer to 50% (Levy, 2018, p. 1836). The success 
rate for pro-se litigants is, on average, 4% and 12% 
for plaintiffs and defendants, respectively (Levy, 
2018, p. 1836).

It is unclear whether the benefits of pro-se advo-
cacy are being touted on public sites because (a) 
there is simply no funding to serve the large number 
of clients in need (i.e., necessity) (Levy, 2018, p. 
1832); or (b) there is an underlying values judgment 
being made (i.e., pull yourself up by your own boot-
straps, find ways to resolve problems). No doubt 
there is a combination of both motivations driving 
this push. Words lauding “freedom” tout the ability 
for individuals to help themselves (Neihoff, 2016).

But as cited previously, the track record of pro-se 
litigants in court is incredibly poor. Nine times out 
of 10 – they lose (Eisenburg, 2020). Anecdotally, 
speaking with local members of the bar, depend-
ing on the complexity of the matter, a 10%-win rate 
for pro-se litigants strikes practicing attorneys as 
unrealistically high. In small claims court or other 
settings where a judicial officer may be willing to 
provide greater assistance to a pro-se party  (which 
is an example of how unequal access to low-income 
legal services simply increases costs and burdens on 
the court system as a whole),  there may be more 
opportunity for pro-se litigants to achieve positive 
results. But this appears to be the rare exception 
to the norm, particularly in more complex matters 
requiring the management of testimony and submis-
sion of evidence and exhibits, not to mention a 
deeper understanding of applicable legal rules, case 
law and precedent.

Moreover, this seems like bitter medicine for 
lower-income families to swallow. Given the 
complexity of our modern legal system, health 
care system, business, contractual and consumer 
arrangements, it is rare to see individuals or busi-
nesses with means attempting to represent them-
selves in court. (Indeed, in many jurisdictions, a 
corporation must be represented by a physical agent, 
and that physical agent must possess a license to 
practice law (Wisconsin State Bar). To defund 
low-income legal services and laud the benefits of 
self-help as a remedy for solving complex problems 

– when sophisticated businesses and individuals 
will almost certainly be represented by capable and 
well-compensated attorneys on the other side of the 
aisle – simply exacerbates existing inequities and 
unfairness. Even outside of a pure litigation setting, 

“self-help” assumes that all in need are starting at the 
same place in terms of education, housing stability, 
access to technology, access to transportation, free-
dom from mental health challenges, substance or 

alcohol use disorders – all of the same challenges 
that often foreshadow an eventual, derivative need 
for civil legal services in the first place.

There is an additional aspect of the move to 
promote greater self-help remedies proving ineq-
uitable and problematic – lack of access to legal 
information, procedure, and resources necessary 
to have any chance of success as a pro-se advocate. 
In Wisconsin, access to primary self-help websites 
are again tied to income eligibility under federal 
poverty guidelines. In other words, a family of four 
earning $32,000 a year can access the site – a family 
of four earning $33,000 per year cannot (Wisconsin 
Judicare). There is an online service where a client 
can connect with an attorney to ask a question and 
receive a free legal answer. However, the service 
is limited to answering only specific legal ques-
tions – the client does not have the ability to seek 
the more comprehensive counsel and guidance one 
would receive from a hired attorney (Wisconsin 
Judicare). Minnesota, by contrast, provides more 
self-help resources such as law libraries located in 
every county which are available to the public and 
workstations that allow individuals to gain access to 
their records. As highlighted in “Not a Legal Issue,” 
however, even this type of free access does not 
necessarily provide insight or the savvy necessary 
to navigate the legal system, indicating that scarce 
financial and technical resources may be better spent 
elsewhere than self-help centers (Bredenson, 2018).

Self-help and pro-se advocacy is easier said than 
done. Participants in focus groups report that it is 

“intimidating, even scary” to self-represent. They 
also report feeling “dumb” and not belonging and 
feeling full of shame at court hearings (Bredenson, 
2018, pp. 76-77). Navigating the system is one thing 

– fitting in successfully within the unique structure 
and flow of a courtroom often proves difficult, if not 
terrifying, for pro-se or self-help litigants (Neihoff, 
2016).

Results/Analysis 
Again, the primary questions posed by this 

research were the following: how has public 
support for low-income civil legal services evolved 
or declined over the past decade, and how has this 
evolution impacted Wisconsin’s most vulnerable 
populations, especially within the predominantly 
rural, northern 33 counties of the State? 

Finding I
The State of Wisconsin cut the budget in 2010 

from $2,546,100 to $0 and the general budget for 
civil legal services has remained zero through today. 
The reasoning for this cut found in the governor’s 
budget papers in 2011 cited the funding that is 
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received through Legal Services Corp., a nonprofit 
organization that distributes federal funding to state 
organizations. These changes went into effect for 
Judicare during the fiscal year of 2013 and have 
remained into the present.

Figure 1.

Finding II  
Based on Wisconsin Judicare Inc. Compliance 

Review Visit Reports and Legal Action of Wiscon-
sin Case Service Reports, there has been a dramatic 
decrease in the number of cases closed over the past 
10 years. The variation in source material is due to 
the closing of Legal Action Wisconsin due to the 
budget cuts that rolled out in 2013. Between 2012 
and 2015 there was a 77% drop in the number of 
cases closed by Judicare.

Figure 2

Finding III 
In 2013, Judicare changed the primary way that 

it distributed cases and dissolved the “card system.” 
Judicare’s card system, which was used prior to 
2013, allowed individuals that qualified for legal 
services through Judicare to take the Judicare Card 
to an approved private attorney. After this system 
was abolished due to lack of funding, the primary 
remaining attorneys are Judicare staff. Thus, from 
the home office in Wausau, Judicare staff attorneys 
must cover all 33 counties and 11 tribal nations in 
the northern half of Wisconsin in order to provide 
representation. The increased travel required of 

Judicare staff and clients was not a factor taken into 
consideration with the budget cuts. 

Finding IV. 
Attorney turnover within Judicare is very high. 

As of today, with regard to the attorneys on staff at 
Judicare: 36% have been there less than one year, 
and only 21% have been with Judicare for over five 
years. Prior to 2013, mostly private attorneys work-
ing within their local jurisdictions were used for 
Judicare cases.  

Finding V. 
There is a gap of individuals that have little or no 

access to the civil court system in Northern Wiscon-
sin. The average family of four must fall under the 
federal poverty guidelines to qualify for Judicare 
services. That is $32,750 annually or $630 per 
week. Families that make more do not qualify for 
the services that Judicare offers and, unless they live 
in Wausau, there are no civil legal services avail-
able for those that make up to 200% of the federal 
poverty guidelines for a family of four ($52,400 or 
$1008 per week). Only 16% of residents in the upper 
half of the state qualify for Judicare. In Douglas 
County, there are no civil service programs outside 
of Judicare available. Douglas County is significant 
because it is the furthest geographically from the 
only Judicare office in Wausau. 

All of these findings show how funding cuts, 
among other challenges, adversely impact Judicare 
and low-income Wisconsin families.. The number 
of cases closed, budget cuts, attorney turnover rates 

– all are interrelated and deeply impacting the quality 
of low-income civil legal services and problem-res-
olution in Northern Wisconsin. The operation and 
implementation cited in findings III and V are conse-
quences of budget cuts. The information gathered 
shows a stark difference between the availability 
and effectiveness of services in the early part of the 
decade versus the latter. 

Discussion
The findings from this research and prior 

research are showing a clear decline in the level of 
resources for low-income individuals and families 
living in Northern Wisconsin. The changes to civil 
legal aid in Northern Wisconsin over the last decade 
have varying contributing factors. The biggest tangi-
ble change is the significantly lower number of cases 
handled per year, there is cost involved when taking 
on a new case. Thus, this is no surprise when finding 
II is reviewed, given nearly a decade of continuing 
budget cuts for these services. The change to the 
way Judicare operates can be explained by budget 
cuts, along with high staff turnover rates. Judicare 
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is seen more as a steppingstone for young and less 
experienced attorneys than a permanent place to 
stay.  

First, looking at the drastic drop in cases handled, 
there is a clear connection to the budget cuts in 
2011. The cuts took effect in 2013 and there was 
a 77% drop in cases closed by Judicare between 
2012 and 2015. This decrease could have also been 
affected by the change in the way Judicare distrib-
utes resources. The ending of the card program and 
in turn the hiring of more Judicare staff attorney’s 
may have also been a contributing factor to the drop. 
However, the change from the card system to the 
central Judicare attorney system was a consequence 
of the deep cuts to the budget. 

It is clear why this problem is complicated, 
as the factors contributing to declines in service 
are intertwined. High staff and attorney turnover 
will likely not be corrected until compensation is 
increased or additional staff can be hired to lessen 
caseload burdens and demands. Reviewing previ-
ously published research, there is a case that could 
be made against a centralized Judicare system and a 
retreat from the Judicare Card system. The attorneys 
that worked through the card system were private 
attorneys already working and comfortable within 
the relevant local legal jurisdiction. Their intimate 
knowledge of the workings of their local courts 
served as a significant advantage (versus Judicare 
attorneys that may now have to travel up to 3 hours 
to get to the courthouse and meet with their clients). 

Second, touching on the gaps in assisting low-in-
come individuals and families is more and more 
difficult with the strict requirement of 125% above 
federal poverty guidelines. This is one area where 
more research needs to be conducted. Determining 
how many people are not eligible for service, but still 
unable to afford a private attorney to represent them 
in a civil matter, is valuable information if Wiscon-
sin is to effectively address these gaps in coming 
budget cycles. Currently, the only answer for this 
gap is self-help. But prior research shows that pro-se 
and self-represented litigants have only a 3-12% 
success rate. There is also the intimidation factor of 
being an “other” in the court room. Licensed attor-
neys study for three years, often follow their school-
ing with court clerkships, and subsequently spend 
a lifetime working with other judges and attorneys 
to build proficiency within the system. In Northern 
Wisconsin, the only law library is in Wausau. Thus, 
if a person wishes to represent themselves, they may 
need to drive one and three hours just to access phys-
ical legal resources. Depending on transportation 
access, work, and family obligations, this is often a 
luxury the “working poor” cannot afford. 

The lack of services provided to those that do not 

qualify for Judicare is especially telling by looking 
at Judicare’s website. There are many extra services 
offered on a sliding scale - but only to residents 
of Marathon County where the Wausau office is 
located. Nearly three hours away in Douglas County, 
there are no median programs available. Thus, resi-
dents are left to their own devices. This service 
expansion falls flat when only 1 out of 33 coun-
ties is eligible for these programs. A general budget 
increase to expand specialty programs that have 
been successful in Marathon County would be a 
boon to the working families of Northern Wisconsin. 

These results show how much a budget increase 
could positively affect Judicare’s ability to serve the 
people of Northern Wisconsin. Further research is 
needed on the aging Wisconsin bar and how to coun-
teract it as, prior to 2013, Judicare relied heavily 
on private attorneys and closed many more cases. 
A non-budgetary problem persists: if there are not 
enough private attorneys to fill increased needs, 
funding alone will not address these service gaps. 

The people of Northern Wisconsin deserve to 
have representation and access to our civil court 
system. Without access, there is no justice. Access 
does not equate to pro-se or self-representation 
but by a knowledgeable and skilled attorney that 
is trained on the procedure needed to tackle legal 
issues. The information gathered shows that going 
back to pre-2010 state funding could lead to an 
enormous upswing in the number of cases closed, 
the number of attorneys actively working to help 
low-income families solve their most pressing 
legal issues, and the amount of people that have the 
opportunity to use our civil justice system the way 
it is meant to be used.  

Recommendations
I. First, there needs to be restoration of State fund-

ing – if not a substantial INCREASE in fund-
ing – to serve existing needs as inflation and 
costs have only increased over the past 8 years. 

II. Recommendations to address geographi-
cal inequities: additional offices or paid staff 
housed in courthouses in more than one of the 
northern 33 counties for example.

III. Addressing the attorney gap: additional fund-
ing helps – more Judicare attorneys and more 
capacity to bring in outside counsel to assist.
i. But also – what about incentives to get 

more of the private bar involved? Part-
nerships between the courts and the State 
Bar to recognize “North Star” lawyers 
that provide at least 50 hours of pro bono, 
low-income legal services each year? 
(This is something the MN State Bar 
implemented within the past decade – a 
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broad recognition program).
i. Reduced bar fees for attorneys provid-

ing such services through Judicare.
ii. Free CLEs for attorneys providing such 

services throughout Judicare.
iii. For new attorneys that did NOT have 

to take a bar exam because they grad-
uated from a Wisconsin law school – 
a mandated 50-hour Judicare or legal 
aid requirement each year for the first 
5 years of practice.

IV. Addressing eligibility – the State has the capac-
ity to expand eligibility if it reengages here, 
this would help close the gap and increase the 
percent of people Judicare could serve. 

V. Public awareness and information: it is unfortu-
nately the case that those with the least amount 
of power and voice in our society can be hurt by 
policy-makers the most – with the least amount 
of public outcry or pushback. Additional fund-
ing for studies of the adverse impacts of a lack 
of equity in low-income civil legal services, 
coupled with a public information and aware-
ness campaign, in conjunction with the State 
Bar perhaps, seeking to raise awareness among 
the Bar and the public in general of the need for 
greater assistance – this could go a long way to 
closing that gap and educating the public on 
governmental services put in place to help those 
that need it most. 

Conclusion
While there is still much to be done to determine 

the causation behind the downward shift in Judi-
care’s services and resources over the past ten years, 
correlation has been found. The sharp and unre-
searched budget cuts of 2011, the aging Wiscon-
sin Bar, the high turnover rate within Judicare staff, 
and the abolition of the Judicare Card system are 
all intertwined and connected. Previously compiled 
data shows how all of these factors have adversely 
affected Judicare’s ability to serve Northern Wiscon-
sin as it did prior to 2011. 

Furthermore, the research presented reveals a 
significant gap in services. Only a fraction of the 
population in Northern Wisconsin meets the strict 
income guidelines set down by the state. Research 
well beyond the limited scope of this review is 
needed to determine just how large the gap is in the 
33 counties and 11 tribal nations Judicare serves. 
This research starts the process of highlighting a 
problem that has been largely ignored by Wiscon-
sin policymakers for the past decade.
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