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Executive Summary

Access to legal representation is a cornerstone of the American justice system, yet millions
of Americans live in communities where legal assistance is scarce, difficult to reach, or
entirely unavailable. These areas, commonly known as “legal deserts,” are geographic
regions where the number of practicing attorneys is grossly insufficient to meet the legal
needs of the population. Legal deserts are most acute in rural America, Tribal communities,
frontier regions, and economically distressed areas, but they also appear within otherwise
well-resourced states and metropolitan regions.

This report responds to the U.S. Senate Committee on Appropriations’ direction that the
State Justice Institute (SJI) examine the issues related to legal deserts and prepare
recommendations to address them. It consolidates findings from national justice-gap
research, American Bar Association (ABA) county-level data, geographic information
system (GIS) mapping conducted by the National Center for State Courts (NCSC), the June
2026 interim findings of the SJI-funded Legal Desert Problem-Solving Project, a review of
pilot programs currently funded by SJI in New Mexico, Montana, Arizona, and South
Dakota, independent state and Legal Services Corporation (LSC) initiatives, and interviews
with staff from national legal serving organizations such as the ABA, the National District
Attorneys Association, the National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers, the National
Association of Counsel for Children, and the Institute for the Advancement of the American
Legal System (IAALS).

Key Findings

People in the United States experience approximately 260 million legal problems
each year. A considerable proportion of these problems—120 million—are not
resolved or are concluded in a manner which is perceived as unfair by the people
seeking resolution. There is no income group, gender, race or ethnic group, age
group, or geographic area that does not face a substantial number of legal problems.
These numbers reveal that access to justice challenges are significant and pervasive.

Low-income Americans receive no or inadequate legal help for 92% of the
substantial civil legal problems they experience each year, and nearly three-fourths
of low-income households face at least one civil legal problem annually.

The justice gap extends well into the middle class. Middle-class Americans face
daunting challenges finding affordable legal help when they need it. They are “above
the line” of income eligibility for the free legal aid reserved for the poorest
Americans, but they also struggle to find quality and affordable legal services in the
current legal market.
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In rural households specifically, the unmet-need rate rises to an estimated 94 %, with
77% of rural, low-income households experiencing at least one civil legal problem in
the past year.

Roughly 41% of U.S. counties, more than 1,270 of the nation’s 3,100-plus counties
and county-equivalents, have fewer than one attorney per 1,000 residents; 54
counties have no resident lawyer at all, and another 182 have only one or two.

The rural attorney workforce is aging without a succession pipeline, while newer
graduates carrying substantial law-school debt increasingly concentrate in
metropolitan markets.

Direct interviews with 100 residents, court staff, and service providers in three pilot
jurisdictions, conducted through the SJI-funded Legal Desert Problem-Solving
Project, confirm that legal deserts are also healthcare, service, and food deserts, that
higher pay alone does not attract or retain attorneys absent broader community
infrastructure, and that no rigorous evaluation yet exists of which interventions
actually work, underscoring the need for community-centered design and dedicated
evaluation funding.

Additional interviews with staff from national legal services organizations
demonstrate a consensus that legal deserts impact all facets of the justice system and
that each must be supported for the broader system, and the communities they serve,
to function optimally. Programs cannot be designed and implemented to improve
civil justice but not criminal justice, or prosecution but not defense. In a legal desert,
civil and criminal justice are not separate systems serving separate populations.
They draw on the same small pool of attorneys, the same limited court capacity, and
often impact the same households. When a necessary component of the system is left
unaddressed, the impacts for justice involved persons range from loss of housing or
property, barriers to employment, family issues, financial difficulties, loss of liberty,
and ultimately an erosion of public trust and confidence in the courts. The
recommendations in this report reflect that consensus and that there is not a single
solution to the problem.
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Summary of Recommendations

This report provides recommendations developed through feedback and consensus from
numerous organizations that would provide a coordinated federal strategy that:

(1) expands direct legal-aid capacity in underserved areas;

(2) recruits and retains attorneys in legal deserts through service-linked loan repayment;
(3) modernizes service delivery through secure technology and virtual legal clinics;

(4) builds a rural legal-education and apprenticeship pipeline;

(5) supports state-led licensure and regulatory innovation,;

(6) expands community-based access points; and

(7) strengthens national data collection, GIS mapping, and annual reporting to Congress.

Each recommendation is discussed in Section VII in detail.

Page 4 of 21



Legal Deserts in America: Report to the Senate Committee on Appropriations

I. Legislative Directive and Purpose of This Report

On July 25, 2024, the Senate Committee on Appropriations marked up the Fiscal Year (FY)
2025 Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies (CJS) appropriations bill, which
included the following report language directed at the State Justice Institute:

“Legal Deserts. —The Committee is concerned that many areas of the country have
too few practicing attorneys to ensure that litigants in these areas can retain counsel
without taking burdensome steps. The American Bar Association [ABA] has referred
to these areas as ‘legal deserts.’ Using 2020 data, the ABA found that 1,300 counties
in the U.S. have less than 1 attorney per 1,000 residents, and many have no attorneys.
As a result, many litigants appear in court without representation. Legal deserts may
hit juveniles hardest because they are among the most vulnerable participants in the
legal system. The Committee urges SJI to examine the issues related to legal deserts
and to prepare a report, within 180 days of enactment of this act, with
recommendations to address legal deserts.”

Source: S. Rept. 118-198, Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies
Appropriations Act, FY 2025.

SJI received its FY 2025 appropriation through a full-year Continuing Resolution (CR);
however, the report language was not included in the CR. Identical language was included
in the Senate Report (S. Rept. 119-44) accompanying the Commerce, Justice, Science, and
Related Agencies Appropriations Act, 2026 (S.2354). The Joint Explanatory Statement
accompanying the Commerce, Justice, Science; Energy and Water Development; and Interior
and Environment Appropriations Act, 2026 (P.L. 119—-74), provided that language set forth in
the Senate Report carried the same weight as language contained in the Statement.

This report is prepared in direct response to the Committee’s direction. It draws on SJI’s
ongoing grant portfolio addressing legal deserts, national justice-gap and legal-workforce
research, and state-level innovation, and it sets out concrete recommendations for
Congressional support.

I1. Defining and Measuring Legal Deserts

Legal deserts are commonly defined as counties or regions with significantly fewer
attorneys per capita than national averages, often coupled with limited legal-aid resources
and substantial travel barriers to reach the nearest available attorney or courthouse. The
ABA’s 2020 Profile of the Legal Profession, the first edition of that annual publication to
examine the issue, defined a legal desert as a county with fewer than one lawyer per 1,000
residents, a ratio roughly 75% below the national average of about four lawyers per 1,000
residents.
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Applying that threshold, ABA researchers found that of the nation’s more than 3,100
counties and county-equivalents, nearly 1,300, about 41%, qualify as legal deserts. Fifty-
four (54) counties have no resident lawyer whatsoever, and another 182 have only one or
two. Nationwide, America’s more than 1.3 million lawyers are highly concentrated: roughly
one in four practices in New York or California, and even within well-lawyered states,
individual counties can be severely underserved. In Illinois, for example, Cook County alone
ishome to 46,345 of the state’s 62,720 lawyers, while several downstate counties have only
a handful.

Researchers and practitioners caution that a pure headcount understates the problem in
two respects. First, GIS-based mapping conducted by the NCSC shows that legal deserts are
not confined to rural geography. Urban neighborhoods can also face severe access-to-
justice risk when factors such as poverty, distance to a courthouse, limited English
proficiency, and lack of broadband access are layered onto attorney-to-population ratios.
Second, simply counting resident attorneys can overstate actual availability, since many are
employed as prosecutors, judges, or in-house counsel and are not in private practice
serving the public. NCSC has begun producing legal-desert maps for a growing number of
states, including Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, Nevada,
South Dakota, and Wisconsin, to give courts and policymakers a more precise, risk-based
picture of where intervention is most needed.

I11. Scope of the National Justice Gap

A. The Civil Justice Gap

LSC’s 2022 Justice Gap Study, its fourth and most recent national assessment, found that
low-income Americans receive no or inadequate legal help for 92% of the civil legal
problems that substantially affect them, up from 86% in LSC’s 2017 study. Nearly three-
fourths (74%) of low-income households experience at least one civil legal problem each
year, and one in five experiences 10 or more. Cost is the most frequently cited barrier: 46%
of those who did not seek help point to affordability, and roughly half are not confident they
could find or afford a lawyer if they needed one. As noted above, this justice gap extends
well into the middle class. People who earn between 125% and 400% of the federal poverty
line do not receive any or enough legal help with 90% of their civil legal problems. For
people who earn 4£00% of the federal poverty line and above, this figure is 90%.

The gap is measurably wider in rural communities. LSC, convened in 2021 and comprising
legal-aid, judicial, philanthropic, and academic leaders, found that low-income, rural
households did not receive any or enough legal help for an estimated 94 % of their civil legal
problems, with 77% of rural, low-income households experiencing at least one such
problem in the past year. The Task Force’s 2025—-2026 report, Justice Where We_Live:
Promising Practices from Rural Communities, documents both the scale of the crisis and a
growing set of community-driven solutions, including rural attorney-recruitment
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pipelines; mobile legal clinics; community-justice workers; and expanded roles for allied,
non-attorney legal professionals, several of which are discussed in Section VI below.

B. State-Level lllustrations

The unevenness of attorney distribution is visible even in states with comparatively strong
overall lawyer-to-population ratios. Minnesota has nearly 26,000 lawyers and a statewide
ratio of 4.6 attorneys per 1,000 residents, the seventh-highest ratio in the nation, but when
broken out by county, the overwhelming majority of those attorneys practice in the Twin
Cities metropolitan area. In Kansas, roughly 80% of all attorneys live in just six urban
counties, producing a ratio of about one attorney per 535 residents in urban areas compared
with one attorney per 808 residents in rural areas. Six states—Iowa, Indiana, Kansas,
Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota—have fewer than three attorneys per 1,000
residents statewide, and Michigan has fewer than four. In Idaho, nearly two-thirds of
counties fall below the one-lawyer-per-1,000-residents threshold, including several with
no lawyer at all.

Rural residents are disproportionately low income, and many must travel long distances to
reach an attorney for routine matters, wills, uncontested divorces, and minor criminal
charges that would take a short trip in an urban area. The COVID-19 pandemic compounded
these existing shortages, straining states’ ability to recruit and retain attorneys for the
criminal justice system in particular.

IV. Root Causes

A. Attorney Workforce Concentration

The legal profession has become increasingly concentrated in urban centers, where law
schools are located and where attorneys can access larger client bases, higher
compensation, and greater professional opportunity. Rural communities, by contrast, often
cannot support a full-time private practice, making it difficult to attract new attorneys
regardless of need.

B. Aging Rural Bar

Many rural attorneys are approaching retirement, and in numerous jurisdictions, there is
no succession pipeline to replace them, resulting in a permanent net loss of local legal
capacity when they leave practice.

C. Educational Debt

Law school graduates frequently carry substantial student debt, a median of roughly
$160,000 among ABA-surveyed graduates, which pushes many toward higher-paying
urban positions rather than lower-income, rural practice, even where rural need is greatest.
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D. Constrained Legal-Aid Capacity

Legal-aid organizations, which serve as the primary safety net for low-income litigants,
operate with limited staff and funding relative to demand. LSC-funded programs must turn
away nearly half of the roughly 1.9 million requests for help they receive each year and can
fully resolve only about half of the matters they do accept.

E. Regulatory Barriers to Innovation

Traditional practice-of-law regulations, governing who may provide legal assistance, how
legal services may be delivered, and how legal businesses may be owned, can, in some cases,
limit the development of lower-cost or alternative service models that might otherwise
expand access in underserved areas.

V. Consequences for Individuals, Courts, and
Communities

A. Individuals

Delayed resolution or failure to resolve legal problems and increased financial
hardship

Higher risk of adverse outcomes when appearing without counsel
Reduced understanding of legal rights and available remedies

Greater vulnerability to fraud, exploitation, and default judgments

B. Courts
Longer case-processing times and increased judicial workload
More procedural errors and continuances associated with self-represented litigants
Elevated administrative costs and reduced overall court efficiency

Increased concerns of public trust and confidence in the courts

C. Communities and Government

Increased homelessness and housing instability tied to unrepresented eviction and
foreclosure proceedings

Greater reliance on public assistance and reduced workforce participation
Reduced business formation and economic investment in underserved counties

Cost-shifting from the justice system onto law enforcement, healthcare, and social-
service providers
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As the Committee report language observes, legal deserts may fall hardest on juveniles, who
are among the most vulnerable participants in the legal system and least equipped to
navigate proceedings without assistance. Research examining legal need in a limited set of
categories, housing, domestic violence, and guardianship matters alone, estimates that
fully meeting even that subset of unmet need nationwide would require more than 34
million additional attorney hours annually.

VI. The Federal and State Response to Date

A range of federal, state, and judicial-branch initiatives are already underway to address
legal deserts. These efforts, several of them directly supported by SJI, offer tested,
replicable models on which an expanded federal strategy can build.

A. SJI Technical Assistance and Convenings

In FY 2023, SJI awarded a grant to the NCSC to provide technical assistance to the Midwest
Region of the Conference of Chief Justices (CCJ) and Conference of State Court
Administrators (COSCA) for their annual summit, themed “Legal Services...Are We Lost in
the Desert?”, and to support a companion event for the CCJ/COSCA Western Region. State
teams from Arkansas, Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Indiana, Montana, New Mexico, Nevada,
South Dakota, Texas, Utah, and Washington participated. The summit enabled state judicial
leaders to compare legal-desert conditions across states and highlighted innovative
recruitment and retention programs from across the region.

B. Current SJI-Funded Pilot Projects

Legal-Desert Problem-Solving Project

The NCSC and Innovation for Justice (i4J) at the University of Arizona James E. Rogers
College of Law are developing and implementing strategies to address legal deserts in rural
communities, with the goal of producing a replicable framework that empowers state
courts to design interventions tailored to local legal contexts. The project's June 2026
interim report, discussed in detail in Section VI.C below, offers some of the most direct
evidence available to the Committee on how legal deserts are actually experienced by the
communities living in them.

Montana Community Justice Workers

The Montana Judicial Branch is building infrastructure to train nonprofit staff who are not
attorneys but who already serve consumer and tenant populations statewide to provide in-
court representation, creating a growing cadre of skilled, non-attorney Community Justice
Workers while simultaneously establishing state approval for these advocates to represent
consumer debtors and tenants facing eviction.
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New Mexico: Authorized Justice Practitioners and Bar Licensure Study

The Supreme Court of New Mexico is examining how authorized justice practitioners could
bridge the state’s justice gap, identifying the geographic areas, case types, and program
models where such practitioners could have the greatest impact. In a parallel project, the
Court, together with NCSC and the AccessLex Institute, is conducting an in-depth
examination of the bar admission process to determine whether it satisfactorily assesses
professional competency and to identify licensure options better suited to New Mexico’s
needs and resources, particularly in rural areas.

Arizona Legal Apprentice Program

The Arizona Judicial Branch’s 2-year pilot provides an alternative pathway to licensure for
candidates who score between 260 and 269 on the bar exam, just below the passing
threshold, with the goal of increasing the number of attorneys available to practice in the
state. Participants work under a qualified supervising attorney in a rural or public-interest
setting and, upon successful completion, are fully admitted to the Arizona State Bar.

South Dakota Bar Licensure and Rural Access Study

The South Dakota Supreme Court, with NCSC and AccessLex Institute support, is
conducting a parallel in-depth examination of the state’s bar admission process to improve
recruitment and retention of lawyers in rural areas.

These current SJI-funded programs provide key highlights of the innovation happening
around the country to address the challenge of legal deserts. There is growing interest and
momentum across the country in support of innovation in the regulation and delivery of
legal services. IAALS is tracking innovations and information via IAALS’ Legal Regulation
Knowledge Center.

C. Interim Findings: What Legal Deserts Look Like on the Ground

In June 2026, the i4J/NCSC research team published an interim report on the Legal Desert
Problem-Solving Project, drawing on participatory action research with a cohort of three
state courts selected through a national application process: Pacific and Wahkiakum County
Superior Court in Washington State, the 32nd Circuit Court in Michigan's Upper Peninsula,
and the Supreme Court of Nevada. Between November 2025 and May 2026, the research
team conducted 100 interviews across the three jurisdictions with court staff, judges, legal
and social service providers, legal educators, and community members who had personally
navigated the court system without counsel.

Consistent with an Iowa State University study cited in the interim report, more than 50%
of rural counties nationwide are now considered legal deserts under the ABA's less-than-
one-lawyer-per-1,000-residents standard, a figure specific to rural counties, distinct from
the roughly 41% figure that applies across all U.S. counties (rural and urban combined)
discussed in Section II. The interim report also found that in addition to lawyers, legal
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deserts also typically lack judges and government attorneys, compounding the shortage of
legal infrastructure available to residents.

What the Interviews Revealed

Legal deserts are also healthcare, service, and food deserts. Interviewees consistently
described their communities as lacking not just attorneys, but the broader web of
social and support services legal problem-solving depends on, noting that budget
cuts push providers toward higher-population areas and leave rural partnerships
thin.

Recruiting and retaining lawyers is difficult everywhere, not just in one place. System
actors described chronic understaffing at legal-aid, public-defender, and prosecutor
offices, and a shrinking pipeline of younger attorneys to replace retiring ones, a
pattern that interviewees recognized as a nationwide, not merely local, problem.

Higher pay alone does not solve the problem. Interviewees pointed to a lack of
surrounding infrastructure, housing, spousal employment opportunities, amenities,
and concerns about children's educational opportunities, as equal or greater barriers
to attracting and keeping attorneys than compensation.

Communities bring real strengths to the problem. Despite resource constraints,
service providers described building informal partnerships, making warm hand-offs
between organizations, and drawing on close community relationships to stretch
limited capacity, assets that any federal or state intervention should build on rather
than replace.

Communities are open to new approaches, and many are already organizing. Several
cohort jurisdictions have stood up their own statewide task forces and are proactively
pursuing grant funding and pilot-project opportunities as they become available.

Residents want a trusted, local human guide, not just a website. Community
members described feeling overwhelmed by undifferentiated “walls of information”
online and said what actually helped was a local person who could narrow broad legal
resources down to what applied to their specific situation, and who they felt they
could trust to have their best interest in mind.

A National Taxonomy of Promising Practices

Beyond the court cohort interviews, the project conducted a national landscape review,
spanning academic literature, news coverage, and state bar and access-to-justice
commission publications, to build an inventory of legal-desert interventions either
implemented or under consideration nationwide. The team organized these into three
categories, consistent with i4]'s legal-empowerment framework:

Service (people providing help): rural pro bono programs, virtual and in-person legal
clinics, medical-legal partnerships, rural attorney-recruitment pipelines and
financial incentives, alternative licensure pathways, community justice workers, and
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Allied Legal Professional (non-attorneys that are trained and licensed to offer legal
advice for certain case types with an exemption or waiver of unauthorized practice of
law rules) programs.

System (court access and usability): legal triage and information tools that are
assisted by artificial intelligence (AI), web-based self-help portals, remote court
appearances, court process simplification (home or community-based hearings,
adjusted scheduling), and language-access services.

Structure (aggregating information to drive policy change): state task forces and
commissions on legal deserts; legal-desert GIS mapping and data-aggregation
projects such as NCSC's and Harvard’s and the National Center for Access to Justice's
Justice Index; and policy reforms, such as unauthorized-practice-of-law
modernization.

Notably, the research team found that while a substantial number of promising practices
have been implemented or proposed across the country, no rigorous evaluation has yet been
conducted to determine which of these interventions are actually effective or under what
conditions—a gap this report's recommendations address directly in Section VII.

A Framework for Right-Sized, Replicable Solutions

The interim report's central recommendation is that any legal-desert intervention must be
community-centered from the outset: residents of legal deserts are experts in their own
communities and should be involved in designing solutions from the beginning, not merely
consulted after the fact. Building on this principle, the research team proposes a four-part
design framework intended to help jurisdictions adapt promising practices to local
conditions rather than importing one-size-fits-all models:

1. Define the localized need, understand precisely which legal problems residents face,
where they disengage from problem-solving, and what makes the community
distinct from other legal deserts.

2. Prioritize trusted community assets; identify the people, institutions, and
relationships the community already trusts; and build new interventions around that
existing credibility rather than around outside actors.

3. Center community resources in the solution, confirm that any technology, staffing,
or policy change a proposed model depends on is actually available and usable in that
community before committing to it.

4. Plan for sustainability, define what success looks like, secure a funding and staffing
plan for the long term, and build enough flexibility into the design to adapt as
conditions change.

The report closes by recommending that policymakers fund and encourage cross-
jurisdictional, cross-disciplinary evaluation of both existing and newly designed legal-
desert interventions, so that the field can move from an inventory of promising ideas to an
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evidence base showing what actually works and under what conditions, a recommendation
this report incorporates directly below.

As the Legal Deserts Problem-Solving Project work continues, analysis of promising
practices as well as pilot site updates will be added to the project site.

D. Other State and Field Innovation

Colorado: The Colorado Access to Justice Commission’s Rural Justice Internships
Program exposes law students to legal practice in a rural Colorado community. In
2025, the Commission placed 12 students in pairs at 6 sites across Colorado. Students
split time during the 8-week internship between the courts and public interest
community partners. Each student receives a $5,000 stipend to help cover housing
and living expenses. For the 2026 cycle, the Commission received 121 applications
from law students in Colorado and beyond. This year, the Commission is launching a
year 2 pilot project during which returning interns are matched with employers in
rural communities, with the potential for a post-graduation job offer.

The Colorado Office of the Alternative Defense Counsel (ADC) has a Greater Colorado
Fellowship Program that provides a lawyer or recent or soon-to-be law school
graduate with an opportunity to develop a successful criminal-defense practice in
rural Colorado. This fellowship is the ultimate public-private partnership. Fellows
begin by working as an ADC employee (for up to 2 years) with the security of a salary
and benefits as they learn to become an excellent criminal-defense attorney and
entrepreneur. At the end of the fellowship, the Fellow will have the legal and business
skills necessary to start private practice in a Greater Colorado community, and they
transition from an ADC employee to a self-employed private practitioner.

Indiana: Indiana University Maurer School of Law Professor Bill Henderson is leading
an effort in Indiana, in partnership with the Indiana Supreme Court, to respond to its
attorney shortage and access to justice problems by creating a scalable nonprofit law
firm model that leverages allied legal professionals and technology. Through his
Applied Research Practicum, Professor Henderson aims to build foundational
infrastructure, at a higher level of quality and at a lower overall cost, for a pilot
nonprofit law firm that combines a necessary human touch with low cost, efficiency,
and scale. This entity will be an independent 501(c)(3) nonprofit that will operate
under the Indiana Supreme Court’s regulatory pilot framework.

Maine: The University of Maine School of Law’s Rural Lawyer Project supports paid
summer fellowships that pair law students with legal practitioners for mentorship in
rural counties. The Rural Practice Clinic, located at the university’s Fort Kent
Campus, allows law students to take on client cases under the supervision of
experienced local attorneys in Northern Maine.

Nebraska: The Rural Law Opportunities Program (RLOP) aims to ensure all
Nebraskans have access to legal representation by encouraging the practice of law in
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the state’s rural communities. Through the program, students from certain Nebraska
areas will study at one of four Nebraska state colleges or universities, obtain their
legal education at Nebraska Law, and then practice in rural areas throughout the
state. RLOP was established through a partnership among the University of Nebraska
College of Law and Chadron State College, Peru State College, the University of
Nebraska at Kearney, and Wayne State College.

New Hampshire: The Paraprofessional Pilot Program allows authorized
paraprofessionals to provide specified legal services under the supervision of a
supervising attorney.

Oregon: The Oregon State Bar’s Supervised Practice Portfolio Examination allows
ABA-accredited law graduates to be admitted by working closely with a supervising
attorney rather than sitting for the traditional bar exam, an approach the ABA Journal
reports has “proved popular” since adoption.

South Dakota: The Rural Attorney Recruitment Program, examined by researchers at
the Harvard Law School Center on the Legal Profession, pays a modest annual stipend
to attorneys who commit to 5 years of practice in high-need, rural counties.
Comparative analysis found that the rural attorney-coverage gap between South
Dakota and neighboring Iowa, roughly 0.5 attorneys per 1,000 residents in 2014, had
nearly closed within 7 years of the program’s implementation.

LSC Rural Justice Task Force: LSC’s Board-established task force has held field
hearings across the country and, through its 2025-2026 report, Justice Where We Live,
catalogued promising practices, including rural attorney-recruitment pipelines tied
to LSC’s Rural Summer Legal Corps and allied legal professional licensure models
now adopted in at least seven states.

E. The CLEAR Report: A National Judicial Response

In August 2023, CCJ] and COSCA established the Committee on Legal Education and
Admissions Reform (CLEAR), chaired by New Hampshire Chief Justice Gordon J. MacDonald
and vice-chaired by New Mexico Justice C. Shannon Bacon, with staffing and support from
NCSC, AccessLex Institute, and the Thomson Reuters Institute. Over an 18-month process,
CLEAR convened three working groups; held 12 regional listening sessions; conducted more
than 90 stakeholder interviews; and surveyed more than 4,000 judges, 4,400 practicing
attorneys, and 600 law students. CLEAR released its final report and recommendations on
July 30, 2025.

CLEAR identified the “spread of legal deserts” as one of its central findings, noting that
more than half of rural counties nationwide qualify as legal deserts under the ABA’s
standard of less than one lawyer per 1,000 residents. In addition, CLEAR noted that in
addition to practicing attorneys, rural communities also lack judges and government
attorneys, leaving critical legal infrastructure gaps. The report further found that of the
nation’s 1.3 million attorneys, only about 10,000 work as civil legal-aid attorneys, and that
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civil legal-aid programs are forced to turn away close to a million people seeking help each
year due to lack of resources, even though numerous cost-benefit studies show that legal
aid delivers far more in economic benefit than it costs.

CLEAR issued nine recommendations directed at state supreme courts, several of which
reinforce and extend the recommendations in this report: pursuing innovative, non-exam
pathways to bar licensure that enhance practice readiness and access to justice (at least 13
states have already enacted or are actively considering such pathways); strengthening
public-service loan repayment assistance at the state and federal level; and specifically
encouraging rural practice through cost-effective distance legal education; rural-focused
licensure pathways; and rural internships, externships, and clerkships. CLEAR also
recommended that CCJ/COSCA institutionalize the committee as a standing body to support
implementation nationwide, an infrastructure Congress can leverage as a partner in
carrying out the recommendations in Section VII.

F. GIS-Based Legal-Desert Mapping

NCSC has begun applying GIS technology to help state courts identify legal deserts with
greater precision. These maps layer attorney-to-population ratios against additional
access-to-justice risk factors, distance to the nearest courthouse, poverty rates, limited
English proficiency, and lack of broadband or internet access, and have already been
produced for Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, Nevada,
South Dakota, and Wisconsin. The analysis has confirmed that legal deserts are not
exclusively rural: urban areas can carry similar risk profiles. In Michigan, courts are using
this data to guide the state’s Justice for All Commission, the Michigan Legal Help program,
and MI-Resolve, a free online dispute-resolution platform. The same mapping
methodology can also help courts identify drivers of high failure-to-appear rates and other
access barriers.

NCSC has published this analysis as an interactive public mapping tool, Legal Deserts:
Mapping Barriers to Accessing Legal Services, which allows courts, policymakers, and the
public to visualize county-level legal -desert risk factors on a state-by-state basis. This tool
may be useful in identifying which counties within each mapped state may warrant priority
attention under the recommendations contained in Section VII.
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VII. Recommendations

The following recommendations are designed to build directly on the state and field
innovations described in Section VI, converting proven pilot models into a sustained
national strategy.

Recommendation 1: Legal-Desert Reduction Grant Program

Congress should establish a competitive grant program to create legal-service hubs,
expand the capacity of rural legal-aid public-defender offices, and support Tribal justice-
access initiatives. The program should give priority to applicants proposing to replicate
tested models and require grantees to follow a community-centered design process,
consistent with the four-part framework (define the localized need, prioritize trusted
community assets, center community resources, and plan for sustainability) developed
through the SJI-funded Legal Desert Problem-Solving Project, rather than importing one-
size-fits-all models into every jurisdiction.

Recommendation 2: National Rural Attorney Service Corps

Modeled on federal healthcare workforce programs and programs such as South Dakota’s
Rural Attorney Recruitment Program, Congress should establish a service corps offering
student loan repayment, housing and relocation stipends, and a 5-year service
commitment for attorneys, including civil legal-aid, indigent criminal-defense, and
prosecution roles, who agree to practice in designated legal deserts.

Recommendation 3: Technology and Virtual Legal Services Modernization

Congress should provide federal funds for grants to support secure virtual legal clinics, AI-
assisted legal triage and intake tools, court-access technology, and broadband-dependent
legal-access programs. Technology should supplement, not replace, attorney
representation, and priority should be given to jurisdictions already mapped as legal deserts
through NCSC’s GIS initiative. Any technology investments should comply with federal
accessibility, privacy, and responsible artificial intelligence standards.

Recommendation 4: Rural Legal-Education, Fellowship, and Apprenticeship Pipeline

Congress should fund partnerships among law schools, community colleges, state access
to justice commissions, legal research institutes, and state bar associations to support rural
externships, public-service fellowships, and practice incubators, and to help states
replicate licensure-pathway innovations such as Arizona’s Legal Apprentice Program and
Oregon’s Supervised Practice Portfolio Examination.

Recommendation 5: Support for State-Led Licensure and Regulatory Innovation

Congress should encourage and provide technical-assistance funding to states evaluating
regulatory reforms that expand access while preserving consumer protection, including
licensed paraprofessional and allied legal professional models, community justice-worker
programs, expanded legal-navigator initiatives, and alternative bar-admission pathways,
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building on the bar licensure studies already underway in New Mexico and South Dakota, as
well as IAAL’s multi-state Pathways to Legal Licensure: Individualized & Comparative
Outcomes project, and aligning with CLEAR’s July 2025 recommendations that state
supreme courts explore innovative licensure pathways, encourage rural practice, and
support public-service loan repayment.

Recommendation 6: Expand Community-Based Justice Access Points

Federal funding should support co-located legal-access services in public libraries,
veterans’ centers, community colleges, workforce development centers, Tribal community
facilities, and other trusted local entry points that can connect residents of legal deserts to
remote or itinerant attorneys and self-help resources.

Recommendation 7: Strengthen National Data Collection, GIS Mapping, Program
Evaluation, and Annual Reporting to Congress

Congress should support the extension of GIS-based legal-desert mapping to all 50 states
and the creation and maintenance of a national legal-desert data repository. In addition,
Congress should require that a report be submitted to the Committee annually on the
number of counties classified as legal deserts, attorney-to-population ratios, legal-aid
caseloads, cases resolved through technology-enabled services, rural attorney-retention
rates, and client outcomes, closing the loop on the reporting the Committee has already
directed in appropriations language. Consistent with the finding of the i4J/NCSC Legal
Desert Problem-Solving Project that no rigorous evaluation yet exists of which legal-desert
interventions actually work and under what conditions, this recommendation should also
include cross-jurisdictional, cross-disciplinary evaluation of both existing and newly
implemented programs under Recommendations 1 through 6, so that future resources may
be targeted to interventions with demonstrated effectiveness.
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Conclusion

Legal deserts represent one of the most significant, and most addressable, barriers to equal
justice in the United States today. The evidence is consistent across national surveys, ABA
county-level data, and NCSC’s GIS mapping: millions of Americans, disproportionately in
rural, Tribal, and economically distressed communities, cannot obtain a lawyer when they
need one. The consequences extend well beyond the individuals directly affected, straining
courts, shifting costs onto other public systems, and weakening confidence in the rule of
law.

At the same time, the states and organizations profiled in this report, through SJI-funded
pilots in New Mexico, Montana, Arizona, and South Dakota, and through independent
efforts in Oregon, Michigan, and elsewhere, have already begun to demonstrate what
works: targeted licensure reform, community justice worker programs, service-linked loan
repayment, virtual service delivery, and precision GIS mapping. The Committee’s direction
to SJI to examine this issue reflects a recognition that these scattered but promising efforts
now warrant a coordinated national strategy. SJI stands ready to support continued
evaluation, coordination, and technical assistance related to implementation efforts led by
appropriate federal, state, and judicial partners.
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