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		Abstract

		Legal technology is proliferating. From videoconferencing to web-based applications, legal technology is increasingly pivotal for improving access to justice and expanding the legal safety net. Legal technology serves an important role in a legal system where most people do not have access to legal advice or information, even when they desperately need it. With the potential to assist more people with their legal issues, technology can play a critical role in configuring systems that effectively and dynamically facilitate engagement in the legal system, especially for low- and moderate-income people. As this policy paper was being finalized, COVID-19 and the resulting public health and economic crises heightened the immediate need for remote and online services, potentially producing a watershed moment for implementing a deep, resilient remote technology infrastructure that will serve an array of access-to-justice stakeholders, from courts to legal aid to pro bono lawyers. 

Generally, the everyday issues that people face often have legal components. These problems could be alleviated or resolved with legal assistance. Evictions, domestic violence, wage theft, and access to disability benefits all have legal implications, and a lawyer, another advocate, or a tech-based system could provide assistance to navigate the legal landscape. Most people do not even look for legal assistance; even if they do, they often cannot get the help they need. Part of the problem is that the cost of hiring a lawyer is beyond their means. Exacerbating this, legal aid officesâ€”which do tremendous work to serve low-income Californiansâ€”cannot serve all who need free services, and many modest-means individuals who need services are not eligible for legal aid.

Geography can compound the challenges of getting legal assistance to those who need it. Within a generalized lack of access to counsel and legal help in Californiaâ€”including free legal aid lawyersâ€”those in rural parts of the state face additional barriers. Rural places where there are just too few lawyers to serve everyone who needs legal advice or information are called â€œlegal desertsâ€� or â€œattorney deserts.â€� 

In these places in particular, legal technology can play an especially significant role in increasing access to justice. This is because legal tech can alleviate the need to travel to an attorneyâ€™s office or even to the courthouse. Whether implemented in rural areas or urban ones, legal tech can streamline internal processes like case management and call-backs; increase access to basic form completion and advice for clients; and allow lawyers to reach distant clients without leaving the office, thereby enabling more people to receive legal advice and navigate the complexities of our legal system. Thus, in an attorney desert where too few lawyers practice, legal tech can have an even greater impact on the barriers simply caused by distance. Simultaneously, we must also bear in mind that legal technology can reproduce barriers it is intended to ameliorate; we must, therefore, ensure any innovations are cognizant of disability and language access issues as well as culture and technological literacy and dispersion. 

The goal of this policy paper is to discuss the role and potential of legal tech to meet the access-to-justice needs of rural Californians, describe the opportunities in putting tech into practice, and speak to current and future funding sources. From SMS text messages to videoconferencing to accessible and effective websites, technology tools have great potential to enhance access to justice. California has the opportunity to become a leader in using technology as a key tool in building the legal safety net for our communities. To do so, legal aid organizations and other access-to-justice stakeholders will need financial and practical support to invest in innovative technologies they can mobilize to strengthen the legal safety net for low- and moderate-income Californians in rural and urban areas alike. 
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