State Bar of Georgia GLSP Funding Task Force

Meeting Minutes

February 9, 2007

Atlanta, Georgia

1. Roll and Introductions

Lamar Sizemore, Tina Shadix Roddenberry, Chris Phelps, Hal Daniel, and  Jeff Bramlett, attended the meeting.  Guests included GLSP Executive Director Phyllis Holmen, Eden Freeman (AOC), Steve Gottlieb, Jeanette Burroughs, Johnny Mason, Tom Boller and Rusty Sewell.

2. GLSP Funding Facts and Figures

GLSP Executive Director Phyllis Holmen provided the task force with more financial details on GLSP’s operations.  Immediate issues include a need for $162,000 to avoid layoffs.  In 2006, 2 attorney vacancies went unfilled; in 2007, 2 additional vacancies will go unfilled.  Approximately $220,000 is needed to restore the attorney positions.  The cost of client services travel is also burdensome.  GLSP attorneys circuit ride to cover 154 counties.  In sum, an additional $400,000 in total is needed for the 2006-07 fiscal year ending December 31, 2007.

For 2006, there was an approximately $400,000 drop in Bar Campaign, due to the switch from opt-out to opt-in.

Holmen reports that funding remains flat for 2006-07.  $75,000 in grants for the Savannah office ended.  Some program grants are expiring in 2007 and in 2008.

GLSP set aside $300,000 in reserve, or about 2% of the program budget.  GLSP is self-insured in its health insurance coverage, and has recently shifted more health care costs to its employees.

Inflation produces an annual need for at least $500,000 to $600,000 just to maintain the status quo.  Holmen noted that GLSP has closed many of its offices over the years, but is finally opening a small office in Athens.

Holmen reports that to restore funding losses in 2005-06 and 2006-07 fiscal years, GLSP needs between $400,000 and $500,000 additional dollars.  This funding amount will not restore closed offices or return lawyer staffing levels to those of earlier 
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years, but is an amount that will maintain status quo.  However, Holmen reports that each budget year will require an increasingly larger funding amount.

The Task Force members noted that funding amount aside, GLSP also needs to find stability and some sense of predictability in its funding.  Holmen said that unlike metro-Atlanta legal aid programs with access to large law firm funding, GLSP has perhaps 2-3 “large” law firms in its service territory.

Jeff Bramlett noted that the Bar’s Foundations of Freedom program, with its “access to justice” theme is the context for discussions of improving GLSP funding with the Bar’s lead.  He reminded the task force about the short-term and long-term goals discussion of the January meeting.  Bramlett and Holmen noted that the Bar Campaign would likely proceed as usual, and that the Supreme Court Committee on Civil Justice is looking at long-term solutions for funding legal aid programs in the state.

In discussions about legislative approaches to funding, members noted that this legislative session would not provide any relief.  Members did note that legislative approaches likely ought to be tied to special projects rather than a blanket request..  members noted that the Bar could support legislative funding requests that support the delivery of legal services as in line with Keller requirements.

Discussion turned to Bar funding an assessment, opt-out/in, and through a line item in the Bar’s budget and how these items relate to the Bar dues structure.

It was suggested that the Bar create an assessment this year to educate membership, with the Board of Governors to approve a line item in the following year.

Opt-in/out questions arose.  Tom Boller asked about an appropriate opt-in/out amount, to which members responded with the prior years’ track record showing that opt-ins don’t raise sufficient funding or raise awareness of the need.

Members repeated the concern about the dues cap currently set at $250, but allowing for a dues increase of about $20 per member.  Members asked Finance Committee member Chris Phelps about what was needed time-wise and notice-wise regarding a dues increase.  Chris noted that the Finance Committee would meet on February 23, 2007 (submission deadline set for 2/16), and that committee would then send recommendations on to the Executive Committee, then to the Board for its April meeting.

Members then discussed the strategy that might be required for presenting a bar dues increase or assessment, including whether to suggest an assessment followed in the next year by a bar dues increase; and then whether to submit a recommended figure to the Executive Committee before going to the Finance Committee.  The Task Force members 
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also noted that a small bar dues increase of $15-$20 might be the better approach first, given the membership’s acceptance of increases for the mentoring program and Casemaker.

Discussion turned to funding needed by GLSP.  Based on the financial figures presented, the Task Force discussed the immediate need, which they calculated to be $382,000 ($162,000 to avoid layoffs, and $220,000 to restore eliminated positions).  According to quick calculations at the meeting, $11.11 dues increase would produce $400,000.

The Task Force responded to Johnny Mason’s question about the opt-in/out conflict if the Bar were to raise the approximately $400,000 by saying the opt-out would be off the table but the Bar could continue the Bar Campaign to acquire additional voluntary contributions.  Many of GLSP’s donors give at a rate higher than the amounts being discussed by the Task Force.  Members noted that this approach would avoid the conflict with legislative funding that Jay Cook and Bar leadership are concerned about.

Discussion then returned to assessments, with members noting that any assessment should be modest, perhaps in the range of $15.00 to 25.00 per member.  An assessment, they felt, would create a stable, predictable funding flow for GLSP.  Hal Daniel noted that the higher range of $25.00 would forestall GLSP having to return to ask for another increase too soon after an implementation of an assessment.    At the same time, the Bar could support specific legislative funding requests to help rebuild the program in terms of staffing and office sites.

Members discussed the following assessment amounts and the return:

Assessment Amount




Estimated Funds Raised
$10.00






$378,000

$12.00






$453,000

$15.00






$567,000

$20.00






$756,000

$25.00






$945.000

$30.00






$1,134,000

Questions turned to prior discussions about sunsetting, with Task Force members noting that after 1-3 years of a dues increase and/or a bar assessment, that membership would become accustomed to the funding approach, and a sunset would create confusion with membership and likely preclude GLSP from ever returning to the Bar for support.  Members agreed that the Bar would prefer not to deal with an annual funding crisis, but instead would prefer a more sustained approach.  Chris noted, by way of example, that a bar dues increase of $10-$15 would succeed in getting past this year’s hurdle, and that a 
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$30 assessment thereafter achieves the desired goal and removes the pressure.   Committee members also noted an immediate need for planning for the next legislative session.

The members then discussed how this information might be best presented to the Finance Committee, Programs Committee, and the Executive Committee, and the timing of the presentations.  Members also noted that GLSP should continue to provide information about GLSP’s work to “put a face” on the contributions and to help pave the way for any possible implementation.

The members agreed that at least one more meeting should be held to talk about amounts and approaches, preferably before the next Executive Committee meeting on March 2nd or 3rd.   The Committee will develop a set of recommendations that will be communicated to the Board of Governors by mail and e-mail for their April meeting.  Mike will poll committee members on their availability.

Meeting adjourned.

Respectfully submitted,

Mike Monahan

