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TEXAS EQUAL ACCESS TO JUSTICE FOUNDATION RESPONDS TO KATRINA DISASTER WITH $1 MILLION IN EMERGENCY FUNDING FOR LEGAL AID
Several million dollars will be needed to help evacuees with legal issues.
AUSTIN, Texas  The Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation board of directors has voted to grant up to $1 million in emergency funding to Texas legal aid offices in the wake of the Katrina disaster. Legal aid advocates and pro bono attorneys have been working on the front lines and behind the scenes, despite limited resources, assisting Katrina evacuees who have been relocated to Texas. For example:

· Houston Volunteer Lawyers Program has established a presence at the Houston Astrodome to help with civil legal issues on-site and has set up a special hotline for Katrina victims.

· Austin-based Advocacy, Inc. is assisting disabled evacuees with issues concerning counseling, employment, accessing wheelchairs and other matters.
· Weslaco-based Texas RioGrande Legal Aid has stationed attorneys at Memorial Coliseum in Corpus Christi to take applications for legal assistance.
· Austin-based Texas Legal Services Center and other advocacy groups petitioned the Public Utility Commission for emergency rulemaking to waive utility deposits for Hurricane Katrina victims. The PUC authorized the waiver on Friday, Sept. 9.

It is estimated that the $1 million in emergency funding will underwrite civil legal assistance to only a few thousand people. To date, more than 200,000 hurricane victims have been relocated to Texas. If even a small percentage of evacuees need legal help, legal aid organizations will need several million dollars in additional funding to provide them with meaningful assistance. 

The Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation is requesting donations be made at www.teajf.org for the Katrina Legal Aid Fund. Donations will be routed to legal aid offices to assist Katrina evacuees. 
“Of course it is vitally important to provide Katrina victims with immediate relief in the form of clothing, food and shelter,” said Deborah Hankinson, former Supreme Court of Texas justice and a board member of the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation. “However, a disaster such as this creates myriad legal issues for residents of the affected areas. Legal aid offices, already strapped for funding, desperately need Texans’ help to provide short- and long-term assistance to the evacuees.”
Many victims have lost all their possessions. Others have been separated from their legal guardians. In addition to assisting with legal issues relating solely to the disaster, such as probate matters (for those who lost loved ones), insurance claims, landlord-tenant issues and FEMA assistance issues, legal aid offices will also assist in matters such as education, employment and public benefits.
Katrina evacuees can visit www.TexasLawHelp.org to find contact information for local legal aid offices. They may also call the State Bar of Texas at 1-800-504-7030 to be routed to legal services providers.
As the Texas situation unfolds, legal aid officials are warning victims and community advocates to beware of individuals taking advantage of the disaster by collecting personal and financial information from Katrina victims under false pretenses.
The Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation (www.teajf.org), created by the Supreme Court of Texas in 1984, is the largest state-based funding source for the provision of civil legal aid in Texas. The organization is committed to the vision that all Texans will have equal access to justice, regardless of their income. The Foundation administers a variety of funding sources, which are earmarked to assist nonprofit organizations in providing legal aid to approximately 99,000 Texans each year. 
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