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n 2007, MLRI saw a major transition in our systemic advocacy and support. A new Governor took 

office in January and mid-term elections shifted the balance of power in the U.S. Congress.  

Prior to these developments, MLRI’s work focused mainly on opposing the implementation of new 

regulations that would reduce crucial funding and protections low-income individuals and families 

depend on for their subsistence. While our staff realized several triumphs preventing many of these 

proposed regulatory changes from taking hold, this work consumed much of our time that we would have 

preferred to spend advancing affirmative improvements.  

 

That has now changed dramatically. Immediately after the Governor’s inauguration, we provided the 

Administration and newly appointed agency executives with numerous briefing papers on a variety of 

issues, including housing, public benefits, health care, employment, immigration, and the state’s criminal 

records database. These briefing papers offered suggestions on how to introduce much-needed reforms 

and improve state programs to best meet the needs of low-income, underserved populations. Some of our 

successes from these efforts are described in this report. 

 

Of course, our work and accomplishments could not have taken place without the generous support we 

receive from individuals, corporations and foundations. We look forward to another productive year and 

are excited about several new initiatives we are launching to protect individual rights and promote social 

and economic justice for the poorest, most vulnerable, and most underserved individuals and families in 

Massachusetts. 

 

We hope you will take a moment to review this Advocacy Report and learn about some of our activities 

and achievements in 2007. Thank you.  

 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 
 

Bill Brainard       Allan Rodgers 
President       Executive Director  
 
 March 2008       
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The Massachusetts Law Reform Institute is a nonprofit legal services program committed to promoting 
social and economic justice across Massachusetts through advocacy, education and action.   
 
Our legal strategies achieve systemic reforms that help hundreds of thousands of poor, vulnerable and 
underserved individuals and families in Massachusetts and beyond. 
 
 
 

�
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MLRI’s mission is to: 
 

 Represent low-income people, elders, and people with disabilities in their struggles  
for basic human needs;  

 Defend against policies and practices that harm people living in poverty;  

 Advocate for systemic reforms that achieve social and economic justice; and  

 Provide support that will enable others to carry out these objectives. 
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LRI is governed by a diverse and dedicated Board of Trustees. MLRI’s by-laws mandate that 
at least one-half of the Board be comprised of attorneys and one-third be comprised of 
individuals who are eligible for legal services assistance (those whose household incomes are 

at or below 125 percent of the federal poverty level). Board responsibilities include fiscal oversight, 
program development and general support. 
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An estimated 210,000 Massachusetts residents 
eligible for food stamps are still not receiving them.  

���������
ublic benefits, such as food stamps and income supports, are vital to the health and well-being of 
people in need. Benefits bring stability to families striving to build a better life for themselves and 
their children. Benefits are critical for elders and people with disabilities who are unable to work 

or meet their basic needs. Benefits promote a more just and equitable society and allow vulnerable people 
to live with dignity.  

����������
������������������
MLRI’s Food Stamp Advocacy Project is a multi-year campaign to increase food stamp participation in 
Massachusetts by removing bureaucratic obstacles that prevent eligible people from receiving benefits. 
Food stamps are a key resource in fighting hunger, helping low-income individuals and families meet 

their dietary needs. Increasing food stamp participation 
not only helps children and families, but is also a boon to 
the economy, as millions of dollars in federally funded 
food stamps are spent at local markets. The U.S. 

Department of Agriculture estimates that every food stamp dollar spent in Massachusetts generates 
approximately $1.80 in increased economic activity.  
 
In March 2007, MLRI made more than 40 recommendations to the Department of Transitional Assistance 
(DTA) and the Patrick Administration to streamline agency procedures, improve customer service, 
encourage participation among eligible families and increase monthly benefits. Our recent 
accomplishments include: 
 

 Successfully negotiating with the state and the U.S. Department of Agriculture to secure waivers 
to allow higher standardized deductibles for seniors and individuals with disabilities; 

 Persuading DTA to accept electronic signatures in online food stamp applications, to reopen 
denied applications where missing verifications are provided, and to minimize demands for 
duplicate verifications; and 

 Negotiating a special fuel assistance benefit for 39,000 households which leveraged an additional 
$2.9 million in federal funding to the state.  

�

�������������������������
MLRI’s benefits advocacy is designed to promote a fair and equitable income support system that 
provides for those in need while also helping individuals prepare and move to work. MLRI has promoted 
sound reform policies for individuals and families with children that ultimately benefit all Massachusetts 
residents, such as: 

 
 Providing technical assistance to the Legislature to ensure that state regulations comply with 

federal work participation requirements, thereby avoiding tens of millions of dollars in federal 
penalties; 

 

P 
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Promoting equitable and sound reform policies 
for families with children in need of public 
assistance is an MLRI priority.  

 
 Revising counterproductive policies that deny or reduce much-needed benefits to individuals who 

participate in job training, adult education or English language classes; and 
 Identifying more than $200 million in current state spending which can be applied toward 

securing maximum federal funding for social service and assistance programs. 
 

��������������������������������������� ���!��"�#�� �	���������
Seniors and individuals with disabilities that substantially impair their ability to work may qualify for 
Emergency Aid to Elders, Disabled and Children (EAEDC) while they await federal Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) benefits. Parents with disabilities can qualify for Transitional Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children (TAFDC) for themselves and their children without being subject to unreasonable 
work requirements or time limits. These programs are administered by DTA, which has established a 
process for determining whether someone has a qualifying 
disability. In recent years, however, legal services 
advocates have expressed increasing concern about  
how difficult it has become to navigate the disability 
determination system for those who are eligible.  
 
In the fall of 2007, MLRI and its statewide Benefits Coalition organized a Disability Evaluation Working 
Group comprised of experienced advocates from legal services programs around the state. The Working 
Group’s goal is to encourage DTA to reform the disability evaluation system, thereby making it more 
likely that individuals and families with disabilities can properly qualify for critical safety net benefits. 
The Working Group had its first meeting with key DTA officials in late November, after which DTA 
agreed to initial reforms. Subsequent meetings and ongoing dialogue with DTA on these issues will 
continue in 2008. 
 
In addition, MLRI drafted legislation and is working on a budget campaign with the Massachusetts 
Coalition for the Homeless (MCH) to increase the EAEDC grant level. The maximum grant, 
approximately $303 per month, has not been increased in over 20 years and is currently 30 percent below 
the federal poverty level. MLRI and MCH are working to increase the safety net benefit for elders and the 
disabled and to index a Cost of Living Adjustment to EAEDC.   
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The state’s current CORI system violates some of the key 
principles upon which our system of justice is based, as 
individuals charged but never convicted of a crime are 
nevertheless bound with a permanent record – unless they 
navigate a lengthy, complex and often frustrating sealing 
process – and those who are convicted face sustained 
punishment long after their term is served and their debt 
to society is paid.  

$�����������
very year, nearly 20,000 people with criminal histories re-enter communities across the state. 
Establishing oneself as a productive and contributing member of society is a difficult task for any 
individual with a criminal record. This challenge is further exacerbated if ex-offenders are denied 

access to housing, jobs and training programs that 
enable them to become part of mainstream society. 
Numerous studies have shown that limiting 
opportunities for ex-offenders increases the 
likelihood they will commit another offense.  
This not only creates a threat to public safety,  
but also consumes tax dollars by creating a 
“revolving door” prison system. 
 
Massachusetts first established its Criminal Offender Record Information (CORI) system in the 1970s to 
enable law enforcement officials to readily access criminal record histories while also providing prior 
offenders with a certain level of privacy that would allow them to reintegrate into society. Over the years, 
however, the state’s CORI database has become much more accessible to employers and individuals, 
making reintegration for ex-offenders more difficult. This is particularly true for individuals of color, who 
are disproportionately overrepresented in our racially biased criminal justice system. 
 

%�������&��$�����������'(��
�����������
In 2007, MLRI, in collaboration with its community allies, spearheaded advocacy which culminated in 
the Governor’s issuance of an Executive Order substantially reforming the CORI system. This Executive 
Order, which applies to public agencies, enhances job and housing opportunities and requires that:  
 

 CORI checks be performed only on qualified applicants, to stop the practice of rejecting 
applicants automatically because of the mere existence of a record; 

 A record be relevant to the qualifications of a position in order to disqualify an applicant; 
 All public agencies amend their employment practices to afford a fair opportunity for 

rehabilitated people with CORI; and 
 The Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development establish targeted job placement 

services for people with CORI. 
 
MLRI’s commitment to protecting individual liberties through CORI reform also includes:  
 

 Successfully settling a class action lawsuit against the state’s Criminal History Systems Board, 
alleging its practice of associating victims of identity theft with the CORI of those who misused 
their identities denied victims their right to due process; and 

 Introducing new regulations that allow individuals to review their CORI and contest inaccurate 
information.  
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nlike in criminal proceedings, individuals involved in civil cases are not, as a general matter, 
entitled to legal representation. This can be particularly detrimental for those who are low-
income or have limited capacity to represent themselves and therefore might unwittingly forfeit 

important rights. MLRI, which has long been a lead advocate for court reform, has proposed numerous 
policy, procedural and systemic changes that promote judicial equity for low-income people.   
 
Both the Massachusetts and the Boston Bar Associations have passed resolutions urging the right to 
counsel for low-income parties whose basic human needs are at stake, such as those involving shelter, 
sustenance and health, and MLRI has assumed a key role in the Boston Bar Association’s recently 
established Task Force on Expanding the Civil Right to Counsel. MLRI will help develop initial 
recommendations on how to ensure individual rights in certain civil cases are not compromised due to a 
lack of legal representation. 
 
Working with state courts, the Massachusetts and Boston Bar Associations, and the Supreme Judicial 
Court’s Access to Justice Commission, MLRI has also proposed numerous procedural and regulatory 
changes, including those that would: 
 

 Ensure a right to counsel for individuals involved in certain civil cases in the family and housing 
areas where important rights are at stake; 

 Provide that the courts be organized to offer a range of services to enable litigants without 
lawyers to receive justice; and 

 Provide tenants contesting eviction proceedings with easy-to-understand forms designed to help 
them quickly and productively present their case to a judge or mediator.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        

U 

559* 

66%* 

6%*  

 Total Cases 

Tenants with 
Representation 

Individuals without legal representation are 
often at a tremendous disadvantage when 
presenting their case before a court. This is 
especially true if the other party is able to 
retain counsel. 
 
Over the past 15 years, MLRI has conducted 
four surveys of residential summary process 
cases in courts throughout Massachusetts to 
gather quantifiable data for policy makers. The 
chart to the left illustrates the extent to which 
tenants in Massachusetts are grossly under-
represented in housing court cases, as 
compared to landlords.  
 
 
 

*Source: MLRI Summary Process Survey: Review of 
Massachusetts housing cases in 2005. 

Landlords with 
Representation 
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n a recent MLRI survey, legal services providers across the state overwhelmingly agreed that the 
field of employment law was a primary area in need of additional resources. In response, MLRI 
established its Employment Law Unit in 2007 to assist in protecting the rights of low-wage earners 

and promoting fair labor practices.  
�

'���������������(�$������
The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) program, first introduced in the 1970s to provide low-income 
individuals with a refundable tax credit to supplement their incomes, is now widely regarded as the most 
effective anti-poverty program in the country. Although more than 300,000 Massachusetts residents 
received EITC benefits last year, Massachusetts still ranks in the 
bottom third in the country in terms of the percentage of eligible 
residents who participate in the program. In coordination with Patrick 
Administration officials, MLRI is working to improve the 
participation rate among low-income individuals and families by 
increasing awareness of the program and ensuring that eligible 
residents are easily able to access the information they need in order to benefit from this important anti-
poverty program. 
 

)��� �����������
������
Unemployment Insurance (UI) is the safety net program for workers in need of income support during 
periods of job loss. MLRI’s Employment Law Unit works closely with legal services advocates across the 
state to advance policies favorable to low-income workers in the state’s UI system. Legal services 
advocates have proposed legislation to increase access to UI for part-time and contingent workers, who 
make up an increasing share of the low-wage workforce, and have advocated with the Executive branch 
for administrative improvements. Last year, in response to an Appeals Court decision altering the time 
limits for appealing an unfavorable UI administrative ruling – a decision that would have placed 
thousands of individuals at risk of being denied benefits or having to repay support they received in the 
past – MLRI successfully petitioned the Supreme Judicial Court to review the Appeals Court decision, 
which it will in the spring of 2008.  
 

'� ��������
�!���������*��������+������
����
The representation of low-wage immigrant workers in employment matters is a complex and fluid area of 
the law. Together with attorneys from Greater Boston Legal Services and the Massachusetts Attorney 
General’s Office, MLRI conducted a training seminar in December 2007, organized by Massachusetts 
Continuing Legal Education, Inc. The seminar covered the rights of undocumented workers under state 
and federal employment law and included a discussion of new federal regulations, announced in August 
2007, allowing the Department of Homeland Security to use Social Security Administration information 
to establish an employer’s constructive knowledge that an employee is not authorized to work in the U.S.  

I 
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Increasing the number of low-
income families who participate in 
the Earned Income Tax Credit 
program is a key step in reducing 
poverty in Massachusetts.  



 

A 2003 study published in Contemporary Economic Policy 
shows that the availability of legal services providers plays 
a greater role in reducing the likelihood a woman will be 
abused than any other public service, including shelters, job 

training and counseling.  

�������
�!� � � � �
rotecting the safety and well-being of children and families is a key component of a healthy 
society. In 2007, MLRI continued its work to support low-income families in Massachusetts in a 
variety of family law areas, including advocating to protect victims of domestic violence and 

supporting policies that maintain the “best interest of the child” standard in divorce and custody 
proceedings.  

#��������,��������
Domestic violence is a devastating crisis in our society, affecting not only victims themselves, but also 
family, friends, neighbors and co-workers. Domestic violence is also one of the leading causes of 
homelessness, putting an enormous strain on 
already overburdened homeless and domestic 
violence shelters across the state. In 2007, 
MLRI worked diligently to ensure that the 
safety, well-being and rights of domestic 
violence victims were upheld, by:   
 

 Advocating to preserve $2.5 million in the state’s FY 2008 budget to support the Battered 
Women’s Legal Assistance Project;  

 Working to reform Department of Social Services (DSS) practices which treat victims of 
domestic violence as if they had neglected their children if the children witness the abuse; and 

 Encouraging District Court judges to issue restraining orders in cases where children are 
involved, instead of sending victims to the Probate and Family Court, which delays the issuance 
of protective orders and subjects victims to risks of further abuse. 

$"�����
  ��������$
�������
Family law proceedings, such as divorce in which children are involved, present Probate and Family 
Courts with some of their most critical decisions. Understanding the power that courts have over the lives 
of children, MLRI has been a leader in advocating for court policies and procedures that promote and 
preserve Massachusetts’ “best interest of the child” standard. MLRI’s recent efforts include: 
 

 Training court-appointed neutral parties (“Guardians ad Litem”) and drafting the standards for 
them to follow when they investigate and make recommendations to the courts on custody and 
visitation; 

 Providing information to the Patrick Administration and the Legislature about the harmful 
consequences of joint custody presumption legislation, which would abandon the “best interest of 
the child” standard by forcing children of separated parents to divide their time between two 
homes; and 

 Ensuring that low-income custodial parents do not have their earnings counted against them when 
the non-custodial parent’s child support payments are calculated.  

P 
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-����"�$����
aring for a sick, disabled or elderly family member places an enormous burden on any family. It 
is especially challenging for families already struggling to satisfy other basic needs such as food, 
heat and housing. Indeed, the rising cost of health care plays a substantial role in perpetuating the 

cycle of poverty. Lack of health coverage and access to preventive care not only adversely affects 
individuals and families, but also puts an enormous strain on the Commonwealth’s health care system and 
economy as a whole. MLRI is committed to promoting a fair and just health care system that protects the 
interests of low-income Massachusetts residents.  
 

-����"�$��������������.����
Since the implementation of the 2006 Massachusetts Health Care Reform Law, which requires virtually 
all residents to obtain health insurance, MLRI has been vigilant in ensuring the interests of low-income 
and disadvantaged individuals are protected. During 2007, MLRI took numerous steps to ensure coverage 
is truly affordable and accessible for all residents by:   
 

 Encouraging Commonwealth Care, the state’s new subsidized insurance program, and 
MassHealth to eliminate premiums for families earning less than 150 percent of the federal 
poverty level;  

 Eliminating premiums for children in MassHealth if their parents pay premiums to 
Commonwealth Care;  

 Expanding the number of criteria that can be considered a hardship, such as expenses incurred by 
victims of domestic violence, in order to waive premiums and co-payments to Commonwealth 
Care; and 

 Encouraging the Department of Revenue to establish an easy process for those subject to a 2007 
tax penalty to make an appeal on hardship grounds.   

 
MLRI has also helped identify the most common barriers legal services clients face when trying to access 
health care, and advocated for systemic policy changes to permanently eliminate these barriers, including: 
 

 Requiring the Office of Vital Statistics to provide birth certificates, at no charge, to 
Massachusetts-born individuals applying for MassHealth in FY 2007 and 2008; and 

 Persuading the Office of Medicaid not to terminate current MassHealth recipients unable to 
provide proof of citizenship and identity until interagency data-matching protocols are improved. 

�

����*��������������������-����"�����$�����!����"�$� ���
All Massachusetts residents 18 and older, including immigrants, are required by the 2006 Health Care 
Reform Law to obtain insurance or be subject to a penalty. Immigrants legally residing in Massachusetts 
qualify for the new state insurance program, but complex eligibility rules often lead to erroneous denials. 
MLRI has worked to reduce these barriers and to ensure penalties are not imposed on those unable to 
access affordable coverage. Other MLRI efforts include: 

C 
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Health care costs play a substantial role 
in perpetuating the cycle of poverty and 
often force families to sacrifice other 
basic needs such as food, heat and 
housing.  

 
 Convincing the Office of Medicaid to issue clearer guidelines identifying eligible  

immigrants; and 
 Working with the Office of Medicaid to revise the MassHealth application to more clearly 

identify immigrants with temporary protected status.  
�

-����"������������
In 1985, Massachusetts established a Free Care Pool (now called the Health Safety Net) to reimburse 
hospitals for the services they provide to low-income individuals who are unable to pay their medical 
bills. While implementation of the state’s Health Care Reform Law will substantially reduce the need for 

Health Safety Net funds as individuals obtain insurance, MLRI 
pressed the state’s Division of Health Care, Finance and Policy to 
ensure that funds remain available to protect vulnerable population 
groups. MLRI also successfully advocated against a proposal that 
would charge a monthly deductible to individuals living under 200 
percent of the federal poverty level.  

 

'�����-����"�$���   

The rising costs of health care, and the ability to decide where one receives care, are of particular concern 
to seniors, especially those living on fixed incomes. MLRI has worked on a number of fronts to expand 
access to care for seniors and to ensure these services remain affordable. Specifically, MLRI has: 
 

 Worked with EOEA and the Legislature to ensure that Prescription Advantage, the state’s 
prescription drug insurance plan, remains as affordable as possible with respect to premiums, 
deductibles and co-payments.  

 Encouraged EOEA and the Legislature to maintain open enrollment in Prescription Advantage on 
an ongoing basis and provide emergency drug coverage for individuals who cannot access 
prescriptions due to bureaucratic errors while transitioning to Medicare drug coverage.  

 Worked with the Executive Office of Elder Affairs (EOEA) to implement Equal Choice 
legislation that expands access to community-based care. The legislation requires the state to 
submit a Medicaid waiver to expand income and asset eligibility for elders in the community who 
are at risk of entering a nursing home or who want to leave a nursing home. MLRI is one of the 
few advocacy groups engaged in this work. 

 Worked with the Massachusetts Association of Older Americans and the University of 
Massachusetts Gerontology Institute to develop an “Economic Self Sufficiency” standard 
measuring the level of income required by an elder to meet basic living expenses. The report 
“Living on the Edge” was issued in 2007 and has been widely used to advocate for more 
affordable services for elders. 
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MLRI housing 
attorney Judith 
Liben testifying 
before Congress 
on the impact the 
foreclosure crisis 
is having on 
tenants.  

-�
���*�
afe, stable and affordable housing is essential to the well-being of individuals and families. 
Homelessness or uncertainty about housing creates enormous stress in a family’s life, affecting 
everything from how a child performs in school to the ability of parents to secure employment that 

offers family-sustaining wages. The need for affordable rental housing in Massachusetts is all the more 
significant given that our housing costs are among the highest in the country. MLRI is committed to 
protecting the housing needs and rights of all low-income individuals. 
 

��������������������
���
While much attention has been placed on the adverse impact the nation’s foreclosure crisis is having on 
homeowners, MLRI is working to protect the rights of unsuspecting tenants residing in foreclosed 
properties. As landlords default on their 
mortgages, banks and lending institutions 
assume control of rental properties. Not 
wanting to, or being incapable of acting as 
landlords, banks and lenders are evicting 
tenants after foreclosure, regardless of 
whether families are protected by an 
existing lease or are able to find alternative 
housing. In instances where tenants are not 
immediately evicted, banks and lenders often avoid their responsibilities by not keeping utilities on or 
maintaining properties.  
 
Municipalities are also feeling the impact, as homes and even entire neighborhoods are left vacant. Cities 
and towns lose taxable revenue from unoccupied properties and are compelled to expend resources to 
prevent them from becoming public safety hazards. Surrounding property values also plummet, further 
reducing the amount of tax revenue generated.  
 
In 2007, MLRI played a major role in promoting tenant protection legislation at both the federal and state 
levels, including: 
 

 Testifying before Congress on the effect the foreclosure crisis is having on tenants; 
 Drafting tenant protection foreclosure legislation at the state level, which led to a law signed by 

Governor Patrick on November 29, 2007;  
 Devising and sharing strategies for legal services attorneys from across the state so they can 

improve their advocacy and best represent tenant clients; and 
 Working with local non-profit organizations in their efforts to acquire foreclosed rental properties 

and turn them into long-term affordable housing.  

�
�
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MLRI’s legal challenge yielded results 
in 2007, when the Lowell Housing 
Authority and the state agreed to pay 
$350,000 in compensation to displaced 
families. 

�


�!�����
	����-�
���*�#�����������
In 2003, the City of Lowell demolished the Julian Steele public housing development, displacing 208 
low-income families. This action not only uprooted children and families from a community in which 
they took great pride, but also relocated many of them to substandard housing that further segregated the 
city. Further compounding the displacement was the Lowell Housing Authority’s decision to deny these 

families their right to relocation compensation. MLRI’s legal 
challenge on behalf of these families yielded results in 2007, when 
the Housing Authority and the state agreed to pay $350,000 in 
compensation to the affected families. With this portion of the 
lawsuit resolved, MLRI is now focused on seeking relief under fair 
housing and civil rights laws.  

 

������������
	����-�
���*�#����������
For several years, the City of Fall River has been moving toward the demolition of its Watuppa Heights 
public housing development, an action that would jeopardize 100 units of affordable housing at a time 
when such housing is sorely needed. Although the development is still standing, it has been neglected, 
making it an undesirable and dangerous place for low-income families to reside. MLRI, in collaboration 
with South Coastal Counties Legal Services (SCCLS), has been carefully monitoring this situation, 
working with current tenants to ensure that their properties remain habitable. MLRI and SCCLS have 
filed a lawsuit against the city and the Fall River Housing Authority, challenging their plans to demolish 
the development and contesting their efforts to deliberately create an inhospitable and unhealthy living 
environment. Our efforts in Fall River and Lowell have served as a warning to housing authorities across 
the state seeking to rid their communities of public housing that tenants will challenge such actions.�
 

�������������� ����������
	����-�
���*�
As the Patrick Administration makes the preservation of publicly owned housing in Massachusetts  
a top priority, MLRI is taking a proactive approach to strengthening public housing communities by 
encouraging the establishment of tenant associations. Working with the Boston Resident Training 
Committee and the Massachusetts Union of Public Housing Tenants, MLRI has launched a new training 
program to build the capacity of existing and emerging tenant associations to more effectively participate 
in setting policies and creating plans that affect their communities.  
 
With a start-up grant from The Boston Foundation, MLRI and the Massachusetts Union of Public 
Housing Tenants will train 18 tenant associations on legal, governance and organizational issues. MLRI 
believes active tenant involvement is essential for creating positive public housing communities and that 
tenant organizations and housing authorities can build relationships of mutual respect and cooperation, 
engendering a more positive regard for public housing.    
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MLRI attorney Iris Gomez honored in May 2007 by the 
Massachusetts Immigrant and Refugee Advocacy 
Coalition for her outstanding work on immigrant issues. 

����*���������������*�������*"���
ew issues today are as hotly contested and polarizing as the debate over immigration. As the 
debate intensifies, so too does the potential for discriminatory, xenophobic and illegal policies 
toward immigrants. MLRI is committed to ensuring that the tens of thousands of immigrants 

living and working in Massachusetts are afforded an equal opportunity to build a better life for themselves 
and their families, and that the basic, inalienable rights of all individuals to be treated in a civilized and 
humane manner are not compromised.  
 

����������
��������
A driver’s license or state-sanctioned identification card is often a necessity in today’s modern society.  
In recent years, however, unlawful and discriminatory practices by the state’s Registry of Motor Vehicles 

have left hundreds of lawfully present immigrants 
without driver’s licenses, permits or identification 
cards. These include individuals who have been 
granted asylum, are protected by the federal 
Violence Against Women Act, or who otherwise are 
lawfully permitted to be in the United States while 
their applications for permanent resident or other 
status are pending.  
 
The RMV’s actions place exceptional burdens on 
individuals and families who need transportation to 
find and maintain jobs, gain access to school or day 

care, receive medical care, escape abusive relationships and enjoy the same freedom of mobility as other 
members of society. In response, MLRI and its allies, with the assistance of a pro bono law firm, have 
filed a class action lawsuit against the RMV to compel it to comply with state and federal law.  
 

'( �����*�'�
����������  ���
�������
Gaining an education is one of the most effective ways for low-income people to improve their lives and 
contribute to the improvement of their communities. Yet for immigrant youth who reside in low-income 
households, Massachusetts’ policies of denying certain immigrants in-state tuition rates to attend 
community and state colleges and universities have made the cost of attaining a college degree 
prohibitive, regardless of their academic qualifications. MLRI has responded to these barriers by: 
 

 Successfully encouraging the Massachusetts Board of Higher Education to adopt policies making 
lawfully present immigrant youth eligible for in-state tuition rates; 

 Pursuing ongoing litigation challenging discriminatory practices by community colleges that only 
recognize certain classifications of immigrants as eligible for in-state tuition rates; and  

 Contributing recommendations to the Governor’s Task Force on Higher Education to allow high-
achieving, undocumented immigrants to qualify for in-state tuition rates.  

F 
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MLRI’s Mapping Project will help address poverty by   
identifying the specific traits that make a community 
“opportunity rich.”  

�������'/
�����
o promote justice and equality for all, it is important to acknowledge and address the various 
societal structures that sustain racial disparities by preventing equal access to educational 
opportunities, economic mobility, affordable housing and quality health care. MLRI is committed 

to challenging the repressive nature embedded in certain social institutions by identifying the forms of 
structural racism that perpetuate racial inequalities.  
�

��  ��*����.����
Thanks to the support of the Massachusetts Legal Assistance Corporation, MLRI, in collaboration with 
other legal services providers statewide, has undertaken a comprehensive mapping project to look at the 
correlation between impoverished minority communities and the lack of institutional and infrastructural 
resources available that would enable them to improve their social and economic well-being. Institutional 
and infrastructural components to be analyzed include:   

 
 Access to quality, reliable public transportation, which allows people to commute to jobs that 

offer family-sustaining salaries and benefits;  
 The quality of the local public school system and its ability to help children reach their full 

potential and access higher educational opportunities;  
 The ability of police, firefighters and other public agencies to maintain safe neighborhoods;  
 The strength of the local business community to provide necessary goods and services and ensure 

a sound local property tax base; and   
 The availability of quality, affordable housing.  

 
 
By analyzing these and other factors, MLRI 
will be able to identify the key components that 
contribute to communities being “opportunity 
poor” and what specific institutional and 
infrastructural improvements can turn these 
into “opportunity rich” communities. We hope 
to complete the mapping project by summer 
2008 and present our initial findings and policy 
recommendations to the Patrick Administration 
this fall. In doing so, MLRI will help ensure 
that community improvement initiatives meet 
the greatest need and most effectively reduce 
instances of systemic, community-based 
poverty.  

�
�
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For the past two years, MLRI has been exploring ways to close the achievement gap between white and 
Latino students, ensuring educational equity for all Massachusetts children. We have recently launched a 
pilot program in the town of Southbridge, which has 
one of the highest concentrations of Latino students 
of any school district in the state. Working with 
Citizens for Latino Educational Equity, a grassroots 
movement of concerned parents, long-time residents, 
school staff and administrators, MLRI is promoting 
comprehensive changes to the way parents, students 
and educators work together, ensuring the academic 
success of all children. Changes include: 
 

 Partnering with the Superintendent of 
Schools to ensure administrators, 
professional staff and teachers examine 
impediments to MCAS passage rates for Limited English Proficient and Latino students;  

 Establishing a working relationship with the School Committee to influence fiscal and policy 
decisions;�

 Helping parents become more engaged in School Committee decisions and their children’s 
education through “Know Your Rights” training sessions and workshops for Spanish-speaking 
parents;�

 Encouraging teachers to learn about the Latino community and culture so they can more 
effectively reach out to their students and help them succeed; and �

 Working to change the atmosphere within the school system and the community as a whole to be 
more open and accepting of different cultures. �

 
By focusing on these particular areas, MLRI is hopeful that Southbridge will become a model for other 
Massachusetts school districts to emulate when addressing racial disparities in education.  
 
 

MLRI advocate Edelina Burciaga (far right) meets 
with members of Citizens for Latino Educational 
Equity.  

16          MLRI 2007 Advocacy Report 



 

Members of the Boston Resident Training Committee, 
who are working to launch a new training program to 
build the capacity of public housing tenant groups. 

�������*��
hile MLRI focuses on advocacy work that promotes systemic change, we are also a vital 
resource for civil legal services providers and other health, social services and community 
advocates who offer direct assistance to low-income individuals and families in 

Massachusetts.  
 
Through numerous trainings offered by MLRI every year, hundreds of attorneys and advocates receive 
substantive information and updates on ever-changing laws, policies and regulations, and are provided 
advice and strategies on how to best address the issues facing their clients.  
 
MLRI’s 2007 trainings included:  

 
 Understanding How Rents Work in Public Housing 

 
 Employment Law and the Immigrant 

Worker 
 

 Accessing Affordable Housing 
 

 Food Stamps 
 

 Immigrants & Public Benefits 
 

 Supplemental Security Income & Social 
Security Disability Income Overview  

 
 Public and Subsidized Housing Tenants: 

Know Your Rights 
 

 Unemployment Insurance 
 

�"��� �� ������������*��	�
���
��&���������*�0�
 

“I cannot speak highly enough of the work of MLRI. It has to be the single most valuable organization in 
this state.”  
 
“MLRI is the best state support center in the country. It is an honor to work with such talented and 
committed people.” 
  
“The training helped to simplify law requirements. It was an education that is going to help me alleviate 
many of the fears the clients I serve have.”  
 

 

W 
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n addition to conducting numerous trainings for legal services providers and advocates, and 
providing accessible, easy to understand publications on a variety of issues, MLRI also maintains two 
websites which serve as valuable resources for individuals, attorneys and advocates.  

 
MassLegalHelp.org is the only comprehensive website in Massachusetts that offers civil legal information 
in plain language. It gives low-income individuals who are facing legal issues a variety of tools to address 
their problems. More than simply informing people of their rights, MassLegalHelp.org empowers 
individuals to advocate for themselves. The site features: 
 

 More than 1,000 pages of legal information covering a wide range of issues, including custody 
and visitation, housing, criminal records, mental health, domestic violence, employment and 
unemployment, benefits and disability; 

 Templates to help people draft legal documents; and 
 Information available in the seven most common languages spoken by Massachusetts residents.  

 
MassLegalServices.org is the statewide website for legal services practitioners in Massachusetts who 
focus on poverty law. The heart of the current site is an extensive library that contains more than 10,000 
documents, including legal decisions, legal briefs, legal resource manuals, court rulings and updates on 
various pieces of legislation. In conjunction 
with MassLegalHelp.org, this site also 
maintains a directory of legal services 
providers in the state. MLRI is currently 
upgrading MassLegalServices.org to 
incorporate additional social networking features and facilitate collaboration among practitioners so 
advocates can directly post news items and success stories, inform others about upcoming events and 
trainings, and even establish personal blogs.  
 
MLRI encourages feedback on both sites to ensure our information is meeting the needs of individuals 
and advocates alike. Among the responses we have received: 
 

 “I found your website very helpful. Thank you so much for your help!” 

 “Through all this I have gained greater respect for all the resources that MLRI puts out.” 

 “So glad you’re in Massachusetts – wish you had peers all over the place!” 

 “I love this web site.” 

 “This site has proven to be very informative; I only wish I lived in your state.” 

 “This website is very beneficial and informative.” 

 

I 
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LRI and Massachusetts Continuing Legal Education continued their partnership in 2007 to 
produce advocacy guides on a variety of poverty law topics. These valuable guides offer the 
public and legal community affordable, easy-to-read legal resources. The following titles 

were available in 2007: 
 

An Advocate’s Guide to Surviving the SSI System  
by Linda L. Landry, et al. 
 

EAEDC Advocacy Guide: An Advocate’s Guide to Emergency Aid to Elders, Disabled and Children in 
Massachusetts  
by Patricia Baker and Laura Gallant 
 

Family Law Advocacy for Low and Moderate Income Litigants  
by Jacquelynne J. Bowman, et al. 
 

Food Stamp Advocacy Guide  
by Deborah Harris, Patricia Baker and Rochelle Hahn 
 

Freedom of Information in Massachusetts  
by William H. Abrashkin and Ernest Winsor 
 

Legal Tactics – Private Housing: Tenants’ Rights in Massachusetts  
by Annette R. Duke, et al. 
 

Legal Tactics – Public Housing: Finding Public and Subsidized Housing  
by Amy Copperman, Annette R. Duke, et al. 
 

Lobbying on a Shoestring  
by Judith C. Meredith 
 

MassHealth Advocacy Guide: An Advocate’s Guide to the Massachusetts Medicaid Program 
by Vicky PulosLegal Books  
 

Right to Light (and Heat) Handbook  
by Charlie Harak 
 

TAFDC and EA Advocacy Guide: An Advocate’s Guide to the Massachusetts Welfare Rules for Families 
by Deborah Harris, Ruth Bourquin, Patricia Baker and Dick Bauer  
 

Unemployment Advocacy Guide: An Advocate’s Guide to Unemployment in Massachusetts  
by Monica Halas, Margaret Monsell and Patti Prunhuber  Advocates 
 

M 
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s a non-profit organization, MLRI is dependent on the generosity and philanthropic 
contributions of others to sustain our systemic advocacy, legal strategies, and support services. 
Each year we receive hundreds of gifts from individuals, foundations and corporations who 

recognize the importance of promoting social and economic justice by protecting the rights and interests 
of low-income and underserved individuals and families. Those organizations which made a substantial 
contribution to MLRI include: 
 

 Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts Foundation 
 

 Boston Bar Foundation 
 

 Boston Foundation 
 

 Massachusetts Bar Foundation 
 

 Massachusetts Legal Assistance Corporation 
 

 MAZON: A Jewish Response to Hunger 
 

 Mifflin Memorial Fund 
 

 New Directions Foundation 
 

 Nord Family Foundation 
 

 Roberta Thall Charitable Trust 
 

 Shaw Foundation 
 

 State Street Foundation 
 
 
 
 
 

To all our donors, we thank you for your support! 
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Working for Justice 

 

Did You Know… 
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