The Community Organization Representation Project (CORP):

A Proposal to the ____________ Foundation

Executive Summary

More than 7,000 nonprofit agencies serve low-income people in the Bay Area. These organizations face constricting resources, escalating need for services, increasing real estate costs, high staff turnover, and pressure to merge agencies or form collaborative partnerships. With so many competing pressures, key nonprofits have scant resources left to devote to the critical legal dimensions of these management issues. 

The Community Organization Representation Project (CORP) meets these business challenges by providing free legal assistance from expert business attorneys. Proceeding from a yearlong planning process that involved leaders from the nonprofit, legal, and foundation sectors, CORP is designed to strengthen the capacity of key nonprofit organizations that serve low-income neighborhoods throughout the Bay Area. By providing these nonprofit agencies with legal services they cannot otherwise afford, CORP strengthens their ability to serve and empower their constituencies. And by targeting key nonprofits within distressed neighborhoods, CORP facilitates economic development in the communities that have the greatest need. The project is further designed to disseminate best practices in the delivery of pro bono business law services nationwide. 

The Volunteer Legal Services Program (VLSP), a national leader in pro bono legal services for the poor, requests a three-year grant of $________ to support a major expansion of the Community Organization Representation Project. In the next three years, CORP will mobilize more than two hundred volunteer attorneys from at least sixty law firms and corporate legal departments to provide free legal assistance in the areas of incorporation, real estate, finance, taxation, employment, contracts, organizational management, and more. More than three hundred nonprofit agencies will benefit from this legal representation for the first time, and executives from another four hundred-plus nonprofits will receive training in these issues. Currently serving primarily San Francisco and Alameda counties, the project will quadruple the annual number of agencies assisted in the wider Bay Area, including agencies in San Mateo, Santa Clara, Marin, and Contra Costa counties. 

Organizational History and Capacity

Founded in 1977, the Volunteer Legal Services Program (VLSP) is a nonprofit affiliate of the Bar Association of San Francisco. VLSP’s mission is to enhance the income, self-sufficiency, and general quality of life of poor and low-income persons, by increasing legal and related social services available to this population, and by reaching out to traditionally underserved client groups, primarily through the use of volunteer resources. 

Through our comprehensive range of programs, more than 3,000 active attorneys, paralegals, and social service professionals volunteer to provide advice, information, and representation to low-income clients and to the institutions that serve them. VLSP is now the largest and the only fully comprehensive legal services program in San Francisco; staff and volunteers serve 30,000 clients each year in virtually all areas of civil law. In 2000, VLSP volunteers donated more than 122,000 hours, providing $21 million worth of free legal and social services.

VLSP’s method of service delivery is both cost-effective and high quality. Unlike agencies that rely solely on staff to provide direct service, VLSP uses a small core staff to recruit, train and support a large pool of volunteers. Thus, VLSP is able to serve an extremely high volume of clients without sacrificing the effectiveness of one-on-one assistance. For every dollar spent, seven dollars worth of services are donated.

In addition to attorneys, VLSP mobilizes volunteers in the social service, medical, and mental health fields to address the complex array of interrelated issues facing clients. VLSP pioneered this holistic approach, which results in successful and lasting outcomes for our clients.

Several VLSP programs, including the Community Organization Representation Project, have grown beyond San Francisco to serve the wider Bay Area region. And our award-winning programs are regularly used as models nationwide. Among the many honors received, VLSP has twice received the prestigious Harrison Tweed Award from the American Bar Association and the National Legal Aid and Defender Association for outstanding commitment to legal services for low-income people. In 1998, VLSP’s director, Tanya Neiman, received the Loren Miller Legal Services Award from the State Bar of California in recognition of outstanding legal service to the poor. The National Lawyers Guild honored Neiman for her leadership at its 2001 Testimonial Dinner. VLSP volunteers each year win national, state and local awards for their outstanding pro bono work.

VLSP’s 2002 operating budget is $__________, as it was in 2001. Significant financial support comes from the legal community, with individual lawyers and law firms contributing annual support. VLSP also receives extensive support from foundations, corporations, and government agencies, which recognize the immense importance of our work.

Statement of Need

The Bay Area counties of San Francisco, Alameda, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Contra Costa, and Marin are home to more than 7,000 nonprofit organizations (National Center for Charitable Statistics, 1999). These organizations advocate for various communities, deliver services to neighborhoods, and represent poor and disenfranchised people and groups. The Volunteer Legal Services Program recently completed a strategic planning process that involved, among other activities, interviewing nonprofit executives individually and in focus groups, business law attorneys from a broad spectrum of the legal community, and foundation executives who have funded pro bono legal service organizations. This process revealed several key economic trends affecting nonprofit organizations that serve low-income communities in this region.

Reductions in welfare rolls increase the numbers of working poor persons in the Bay Area with each passing month. At the same time, the Mayor’s Office of Community Development reports that 15% of San Francisco’s workforce is chronically unemployed due to physical and mental health issues, lack of skills, and other barriers. Thus, the importance of community-based organizations that provide services to low-income communities continues to grow. 

Housing and space costs have dramatically increased, often by as much as 400%, resulting in evictions for both individuals and the nonprofit organizations that serve them. All interviewees cited real estate (and contracts related to purchase, lease, sublease, financing, zoning, and development) as the area in which they had the least internal expertise and the greatest increase in liability and concern. 

High staff turnover in the nonprofit sector frequently leads community-based agencies to pay cursory attention to critical human resource issues. Labor and employment matters are perhaps the most complex areas of business law confronting nonprofit organizations, and all interviewees cited this growing concern. In the areas of nonprofit incorporation, taxation, intellectual property, and organizational legal management, the forms and processes involved are too complex and time consuming for many organizations. Yet dealing with these processes is key to their ability to serve their communities.

City, state, and federal grants and contracts have become increasingly complex and filled with potential landmines if incorrectly interpreted. Meanwhile, mergers, partnerships, and collaborative arrangements are changing the nature and challenges of nonprofit organizations. Nonprofits thus increasingly require assistance with contract compliance and negotiation. Yet funders of nonprofit organizations continue to question, and often will not allow, overhead rates on grants and contracts above 10%. Consequently, nonprofits are unable to fund infrastructure and other critical needs, including legal and management assistance. 

Program Description

Project Goals:  VLSP is ready to expand the Community Organization Representation Project (CORP). VLSP will strengthen Bay Area nonprofit agencies by mobilizing volunteer attorneys to provide free business law services, by forming long-term partnerships between law firms and nonprofit agencies, and by training nonprofit executives in various areas of business law through community workshops. Providing nonprofit organizations with free legal services they cannot otherwise afford improves their management, and strengthens their ability to serve their constituencies. By targeting key nonprofits in distressed neighborhoods, CORP facilitates economic development in the communities that have the greatest need. The goals of the Community Organization Representation Project are:

1. To strengthen the infrastructure and build the capacities of nonprofit organizations that serve the Bay Area’s low-income communities.  

2. To strengthen targeted neighborhoods and communities through the development of partnerships between law firms/corporate legal departments and key nonprofit organizations in these neighborhoods.

3. To encourage the growth of pro bono legal assistance to the nonprofit sector.  

Principal Outcomes:  As a direct result of these expanded efforts, in the next three years CORP will:

· Strengthen at least 300 nonprofit agencies by providing free, comprehensive business law services in at least 390 discreet matters;

· Mobilize at least 145 volunteer attorneys from 60 law firms to provide free business law services; 

· Serve at least 37 nonprofits in San Mateo, Santa Clara, Marin, and Contra Costa counties (a 400% annual increase);

· Form at least 42 long-term partnerships between law firms and nonprofit agencies;

· Leverage at least 5,460 hours of donated legal services at a value of $1,092,000;

· Train at least 435 nonprofit agencies in various areas of business law through approximately 36 community workshops

VLSP staff will evaluate the success of CORP by comparing 2000-01 actual outputs to the following projections:


9/2000 –

8/2001

Actual
2002
2003
2004

Nonprofit Agencies Assisted
77
88
100
115

Nonprofits Assisted in San Mateo, Santa Clara, Marin, and Contra Costa Counties
4
10
12
15

Active Matters Handled
100
115
130
145

Hours Spent on Active Matters
1,400
1,610
1,820
2,030

New Matters Placed
64
70
80
90

Workshops Held
7
10
12
14

Workshop Participants
83
120
145
170

Active Partnerships
10
12
14
16

Volunteer Attorneys Participating
100
115
130
145

Firms Participating
45
40
55
60

Through the Community Organization Representation Project, the Volunteer Legal Services Program is Northern California’s leading provider of pro bono business law services to community-based organizations. VLSP has recruited and trained more than 200 volunteers ranging from sole practitioners to corporate legal counsel. These business law specialists assist key community development agencies that serve low-income people with job creation, business development, homelessness, childcare, and HIV, among other needs, and nonprofits that work on affordable housing development, financing, and technical assistance. CORP assists nonprofit organizations with such business concerns as: 

· Incorporation 

· Corporate Governance 

· Economic Development 

· Labor and Employment 

· Intellectual Property 

· Taxation 
· Liability

· Insurance 

· Zoning 

· Real Estate 

· Finance 

· Reorganization 

CORP conducts outreach to, and extensive screening of, nonprofit organizations that provide direct services to low-income communities. CORP then matches agencies in need of legal advice and representation with pro bono attorneys who have appropriate expertise, and whom VLSP has recruited and mobilized. CORP staff maintains extensive contact with all parties during the course of representation, acting as liaison and facilitator. In this way, staff is able to troubleshoot and to ensure breadth of vision regarding the partnership potential. In selected instances, CORP creates house counsel partnerships, wherein law firms commit the full power of their resources, across all departments, for at least six months. Additionally, CORP works to develop community leadership further by training nonprofit executives through custom-designed workshops. Focused on community revitalization, CORP targets a variety of nonprofits within a given neighborhood to leverage the impact of program services on the vitality and health of communities.

Project staff consists of a supervising attorney, who has both a JD and an MBA, and two project coordinators, one of whom was hired, as of November 2001, to facilitate the project’s regional expansion. CORP staff has recruited a wide base of attorneys and firms, and has excellent knowledge of the nonprofit sector and its needs. CORP offers newer attorneys, and those seeking experience in a new area of law, a comprehensive training and mentoring regarding nonprofit incorporation. Newly admitted associates find this experience particularly helpful in mastering the fundamentals of corporate formation and the requisite skills for working with a corporate client. CORP matches organizations with more complex needs to experienced associates and partners. Nonprofit organizations also benefit from CORP workshops in a variety of substantive legal areas, including employment law and nonprofit incorporation. These workshops are co-hosted by such technical assistance organizations as The Management Center and CompassPoint Nonprofit Services. 

CORP makes extensive use of technology to match nonprofit agencies with attorneys. Through Probono.net, a web resource for attorney volunteers, attorneys can receive e-mail notices of available cases, interact with colleagues on a bulletin board, read relevant news and articles, and download resource materials. Probono.net/sf serves the San Francisco Bay Area, and is hosted by VLSP. The website has several practice areas, including business law; this is the most active practice area on the site. One hundred eighty-four attorneys have registered, and the CORP project coordinator now places all cases through this medium. Attorneys check off areas of special interest within business law when they register; then, when VLSP has a nonprofit client that has a case involving, for instance, employment law, the project coordinator e-mails a case summary to all the attorneys who have checked that interest area. Those attorneys, many of whom are pro bono coordinators in their firms, often forward the case summaries to their colleagues, who in turn register on the site. In addition, CORP staff has worked extensively with Wilson, Sonsini, Goodrich & Rosati in Palo Alto, and with Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher in San Francisco, to design the business law module of a software program called JNANA. This system is a diagnostic tool that will enable staff, volunteers, and nonprofit workers to conduct, with confidence, an entire inventory of the legal health and needs of nonprofit organizations. It will also facilitate the process of matching appropriate attorney volunteers with nonprofits that have particular business law needs. The CORP staff plans to implement the new system in the new year, and eventually to expand its use nationally.

Regional and National Impact: To date, CORP has worked extensively in San Francisco and Alameda counties, with some forays into San Mateo, Santa Clara, Marin, and Contra Costa. In the coming years, CORP will expand aggressively first into San Mateo and Santa Clara, and then into Marin and Contra Costa, to serve a larger base of agencies and neighborhoods. CORP staff has worked extensively with CompassPoint and The Management Center to advertise the availability of pro bono business law services. The CORP supervising attorney makes frequent visits to law firms throughout the Bay Area to promote the project. The Bar Association of San Francisco has worked aggressively to sign law firms to a Pro Bono Pledge, which commits them to make every effort to contribute a stated minimum number of hours in pro bono work each year. In providing services, CORP staff works closely with the National Economic Development and Law Center, a technical assistance provider, and with the East Bay Community Law Center, a clinical law school program with a business law program. VLSP is a member of a national network of pro bono business law programs called Power of Attorney (POA). CORP staff regularly participates in online discussions with twenty POA programs through a listserv, and has joined POA in a national effort to recruit pro bono counsel. Additionally, CORP works with A Business Commitment (ABC), the nationwide pro bono project jointly sponsored by the National Legal Aid and Defender Association and the American Bar Association Section of Business Law. ABC supports the economic development work of legal service and community development programs. CORP staff participate in ABC listserv discussions, and more importantly, ABC has posted CORP’s intake materials on the ABA Center for Pro Bono website, so other programs can replicate them. Finally, VLSP and CORP are registered on corporateprobono.org, a website created jointly by the American Corporate Counsel Association and the Pro Bono Institute at Georgetown University, which functions as a nationwide catalyst for pro bono work in a variety of matters. 

Evaluation

VLSP has a well-developed statistical and evaluative protocol for monitoring client outcomes, overseen by the VLSP Managing Attorney. Outcomes are measured by information from three sources: the clients, the volunteers who have assisted them, and the staff who supervise the volunteers and analyze the reported case results. At the conclusion of a case, we ask the volunteer to fill out a case closure form, which provides details of the final case outcomes as well as any difficulties or barriers encountered. Similarly, clients evaluate their satisfaction with the outcomes achieved as well as the quality of services. Volunteer attorneys evaluate the staff and the effectiveness of the training, support and supervision provided. They also evaluate VLSP services at the conclusion of each case they take. 

VLSP engages in discussion with other legal service providers and participates in collaborations in order to ensure that our services complement and strengthen the entire continuum of care for low-income clients in the Bay Area, and that we are able to assist other agencies when their intake systems are overwhelmed. Input from other community-based agencies is used to determine our priorities in terms of services to clients, community legal education, and legal education of service providers in the Bay Area.

In addition, VLSP staff will survey and interview volunteer attorneys and nonprofit executives to assess qualitative outcomes, including the impact of project services on nonprofits’ organizational health, on services for the nonprofits’ constituents, and on the communities served by the nonprofits. Such qualitative information will inform staff about evolving community needs and affect the direction of the project. It will also be included in reports and articles, in a format similar to that which follows:

CORP staff and volunteers assisted a San Francisco organization that serves nearly 20,000 low-income and homeless clients every year. Initially, the organization came to VLSP requesting legal assistance in responding to an IRS notice of levy, for failure to remit payroll taxes. A volunteer tax specialist spent nearly 100 hours resolving this dispute. VLSP then placed this organization with another volunteer who revised their employment policies, and with another who reviewed their lease. Most recently, CORP placed this organization in a long-term partnership with a large firm. The firm is assisting them with employment matters, updating their bylaws and organizational structure, and assisting with further real-estate needs. The program manager commented, “Great program. We are very grateful for the contribution of the legal community, and the excellent services of the VLSP staff.” The program manager further estimated that the organization would have “gone out of business if we hadn’t received this assistance.”

An addiction recovery organization said in their evaluation, “We are so delighted to maintain an ongoing relationship with our volunteer attorney. We asked him to join our board of governors.” Without the pro bono legal services, this organization indicated that it would have served 10–15% fewer clients. Another client said, “Everything was perfect. I am still overwhelmed by the program.” This agency would have served at least 20% fewer clients without CORP’s assistance.

Twelve firms have adopted nonprofit agencies as long-term pro bono counsel to date. The CORP partnership model has also received rave reviews:  Mary Rogier, the Northern California Community Loan Fund’s president, said of her experience with Morrison & Foerster, “The firm has helped us with all the legal work to prepare loan documents, which is the core of the work we do. We don’t have a budget for legal services, and so pro bono work is essential for us, and allows us to avoid cutting programs in order to pay for legal help. Not only that, but we are getting assistance from top-notch attorneys, and they seem to take a strong personal interest in the community economic development that we do.”

Conclusion

CORP is the most comprehensive free business law program in Northern California. It builds the capacity of social service organizations that work on the key problems of our time:  economic self-sufficiency, fragile families, homelessness, substance abuse, chronic illness, affordable housing development, and more. CORP increases pro bono involvement in the business law sector, for the benefit of nonprofit agencies throughout the Bay Area, and serves as a model for program development and replication nationwide. By strengthening key nonprofit agencies in distressed communities, CORP contributes to a better life for thousands of low-income people and businesses in hundreds of neighborhoods. With a wide reach that extends from San Francisco to Alameda, Santa Clara, San Mateo, Marin, and Contra Costa counties, the Community Organization Representation Project leverages free legal services worth well in excess of its budget. A three-year grant of $________ from the ________ Foundation would go a long way not just in strengthening the Bay Area’s nonprofit sector, but also in attracting additional future foundation support. 
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