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TO: Legal Aid Ontario
RE: Legal Aid System Modernization

On behalf of the Elgin-Oxford Legal Clinic, please accept this as our submission to the
consultation on the Legal Aid System Modernization.

1. We endorse the submission of the ACLCO and ask that you consider it part of our
submission on modernization.

2. We want to specifically emphasize the need for local governance of each clinic.
First, each area has its own differences and without being able to address such, the
clinics will lose effectiveness within our communities. For example, our clinic
addresses two largely rural counties. The needs of clients are very different than
those of urban clients. There are significant transportation boundaries as well as
technology boundaries. Large portions of both of our counties still lack high speed
internet and it may be years before the plans to have access to the rural areas will
have any impact. Two-thirds of our population are in that rural area. As a result,
many clients can’t access anything by way of technology. As an example, they
couldn’t be reached through Skype appointments and can’t access the Access to
Justice Website. In addition, many of our clients lack the skills to adequately use
such technology due to literacy issues in addition to affordability while receiving
social assistance.

There is no public transportation network, and therefore many clients face
significant difficulty getting to an office in the city. The cost of a taxi is way beyond
what is affordable to our clients on social assistance. Without an understanding of
the differences between rural and urban barriers, this will interfere with providing
adequate services to these clients.

Without a local connection, the clinics will lose some of its effectiveness. We
saw how the loss of area offices through regionalization by Legal Aid Ontario has
resulted in Legal Aid dropping from local radar. With area offices, Legal Aid was
seen as part of the community and local networks. This was to the benefit of Legal
Aid as agencies and individuals had some idea of what legal aid was doing and how
to access it. Without that local presence, Legal Aid has become an office
“somewhere else” and more of an institution as opposed to a local agency residents
can access. This has reduced its profile and affects access by the community. Legal
clinics rely on being local and accessible, and our governance structure is an
important component. Most of our clients hear about us from local agencies and by
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word of mouth. That relies upon our local presence and the connection to the
community that is assisted through community board members.

Through our own example, we see the need for local presence and local
connection through board members. We serve two rural counties but have only one
main office located in Elgin County. We have a satellite office in Woodstock, the
county seat for Oxford County. Both counties are similar in size and demographics,
but we always serve more clients in Elgin than in Oxford. That is because we do not
have an office staffed full time in Oxford County. It is clear that the connection of our
board members to the community in Oxford County makes a significant difference in
trying to keep our clinic on the radar of Oxford county agencies and individuals. If
we did not have that, our ability to serve the low-income population in Oxford County
would be severely hampered.

It is therefore clear to us that if clinics lost their local connections and local
governance structure, the ability to adequately serve the low-income population in
our rural areas would be significantly undermined.

3. In our opinion, specialty clinics and law reform are important for what we do on
behalf of low-income residents. Through their ability to address systemic issues,
there is the opportunity to make beneficial change that would not occur through
individual representation. This is not only of benefit to the individuals who don't
access our services, but also improves the effectiveness of the clinics to deliver
services. We struggle to keep up with the demand for services that comes through
our doors. We know that some clinics have to significantly restrict who they can
assist due to volume. Some issues are systemic, resulting in the same problem
arising over and over again. This can’t be changed through individual representation
but only by addressing the collective problem. The collective problem can only be
addressed through law reform. If such systemic changes are made, it can free up
some resources to then address other issues facing clients, as there are always
other issues. This is a more effective way to address some of the legal problems of
the low-income population.

4. It should be clear that there is very little waste of taxpayers’ money in the legal clinic
system. The cost per client for legal services in any other part of the justice system
is no doubt higher. The clinic system has never been well funded, and only over the
past several years has come anywhere close to having adequate funding. Itis
difficult to entice young lawyers to the system due to inadequate compensation. We
will face difficulties over the next several years as those “boomers” who have been
part of the clinics system, sometimes for decades as in the example of our Executive
Director, begin to retire from a system that will not attract skilled younger lawyers. At
the end of the day, it will be the low-income population who will suffer due to
inadequate funding of the system.

We ask that you consider these additional points to what the ACLCO has submitted as
you consider the modernization of Legal Aid in Ontario.

Yours truly,
ELGIN-OXFORD LEGAL CLINIC

Kenneth J. Brooks
Barrister & Solicitor
Executive Director



