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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Since 1967, Pine Tree Legal Assistance has advocated for the rights of 

Mainers with low incomes, including veterans, by providing advice, 

information, and legal representation in civil proceedings.  While some 

national data about legal need among veterans is available through 

CHALENG surveys administered by the U.S. Department of Veteran 

Affairs,i  to date no organization in the state of Maine has studied the 

specific legal needs of its veteran population. To gain a more accurate 

understanding of this issue, Pine Tree Legal collaborated with the Maine 

VISTA Project to survey veterans and social service providers in Maine 

about veteran legal issues.  

 

The survey, which was distributed through a variety of networks, asked 

respondents to (1) identify legal issues they or their clients had 

experienced in the past year, (2) report on their likelihood to contact 

legal services themselves or refer a client to legal services, and (3) rank 

their familiarity with a variety of legal issues (Appendix A, B).  

 

Pine Tree Legal examined the survey findings in conjunction with data 

from the organization’s six regional offices, which serve veteran 

households from all sixteen of Maine’s counties. The findings of this 

investigation can be summarized as follows: 

 

 Most Maine veterans surveyed indicated they experienced a 

legal problem in the past 12 months; 

 Veterans are unlikely to contact legal services themselves; & 

 Social service providers self-reported that they have a 

limited understanding of most legal issues. 

 

As the state with the third highest population of veterans per capita,ii 

Maine must think creatively about how it can best support those who 

have served in the country’s armed forces. Many veterans face 

homelessness, poverty, unstable family lives, education challenges, and 

job problems after they return from deployment. Developing the most 

effective response to these issues will require social service 

providers to fully understand the current met and unmet legal needs 

of the veteran population. Legal aid is an essential partner in 

addressing those issues. 
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II. BACKGROUND CONCERNS 

Need Among the Veteran Community 

Homelessness and poverty among veterans are persistent problems that 

continue to stretch already limited public and social service resources. 

National estimates suggest that upwards of 130,000 veterans were 

homeless on a given night in 2009, with that number rising to over 

140,000 in 2010.iii Additional estimates by the U.S. Department of 

Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the U.S. Department of 

Veteran Affairs (VA) report that 1 in 150 of our nation’s 22.7 million 

veterans was homeless in 2010.iv Maine’s own statistics demonstrate an 

equally dire picture: in a survey conducted by the Maine State Housing 

Authority in 2012, 12% of Maine’s homeless were veterans.v Although 

the number dropped to 10.8% in 2013, veterans remain overrepresented 

among Maine’s homeless population.vi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With over 2 million service members deployed since September 11, 2001 

and over 1 million new veterans released as of August 2011,vii our nation 

will only see more veterans struggling to access perpetually limited 

services. To make matters worse, today’s veterans are more likely than 

ever to be in poverty,viii to suffer from a service-related disability,ix and to 

struggle with lack of employment.x These concerns are compounded by 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 



 
 

the large geographic distribution of veterans who served in Guard and 

Reserve units. In rural states like Maine, these individuals often live in 

areas without extensive local resources and have to travel great distances 

to access services more readily available in concentrated urban centers. 

This creates a complicated matrix of need among veterans as they 

endeavor to build productive and self-sufficient post-military lives for 

themselves and their families.   

 

Access to Legal Aid 

Legal aid programs offer invaluable services to individuals with low-

income who face legal problems that disrupt their income, housing, and 

home lives. Legal aid and legal services date back to the nineteenth 

century when they were formed to protect the interests of people with 

low incomes who could not afford representation. Legal aid and legal 

services are the specific programs geared to enfranchising those who 

cannot afford to hire legal representation. Civil and administrative law 

can directly affect how easily individuals and families maintain safe 

housing, food, and healthcare, but individuals are not entitled to a free 

attorney to represent them in these areas of law. The same is true for 

veterans: they have no special entitlement to representation in civil cases. 

This means that many individuals, veterans and civilians, are left without 

representation for these types of cases. 

 

Pine Tree Legal Assistance began tracking veteran clients and veteran 

households in 2010. As the following graph illustrates, more veterans are 

accessing legal services in Maine, and Pine Tree Legal is doing a better 

job tracking their specific needs. In 2012, the Legal Services Corporation, 

the single largest funder of legal aid in the nation, issued a requirement 

that all of its grantees collect veteran data so that the legal services 

community is better informed about the specific legal needs of veteran 

clients. This requirement illustrates the extent to which veteran status 

corresponds to a unique set of legal needs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tracking clients who have served in the military allows legal services to 

better understand veteran clients and the specific laws and benefits that 

affect this population. These laws include, but are not limited to, the 

Uniformed Service Employment and Reemployment Actxi and the 

Service Member’s Civil Relief Act,xii which include provisions such as the 

right to employment upon return from deployment and flexibility around 

family law actions that affect a deployed parent. Many veterans are 

unaware of these legal protections, and others try to address their legal 

problems without representation, which can be daunting, stressful, and 

often ineffective. Legal aid provides an essential gateway to due process 

for these individuals. 

 

Various national agencies recognize the importance of legal 

representation to the veteran community. According to Project 

CHALENG surveys administered by the VA to providers and veterans 

between 2008 and 2010, three of the top ten unmet needs among 

homeless veterans were legal.xiii In reality, there are legal causes and 

solutions to all ten of the top unmet needs reported in the CHALENG 

survey (see sidebar). 

 

Other service providers also acknowledge various connections between 

legal services and the needs veterans face. The Supportive Services for 

Veteran Families (SSVF) final rule recognizes the role legal assistance 

can play in maintaining housing stability.xiv A Veteran Health 

Administration directive also notes that a lack of legal representation 
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“contributes significantly to the risk of becoming homeless.”xv Most 

recently, new federal grant opportunities recognize the value of legal 

assistance in supporting housing and employment stability. For example, 

a 2013 Department of Labor Urban and Non-Urban Homeless Veterans 

Reintegration program directed at reintegration of homeless veterans 

into the workplace specifically called for grant applicants to, 
 

xvi 
 

In response to the growing national recognition of the impact legal 

information has on stabilizing the lives of our country’s veterans and 

service members, the Legal Services Corporation, sponsored the 

development of an online resource called Stateside Legal 

(www.statesidelegal.org) by Pine Tree Legal Assistance. Launched in 

2010 at the White House, Stateside Legal is a national web-based 

resource accessed by veterans, servicemembers, and their families 

worldwide for relevant and current information about their legal rights. 

The website’s primary goal is to educate the military community about 

their rights so that they are empowered to use the law to protect 

themselves. The website’s secondary goal is to provide information and 

support to those who advocate for veterans and servicemembers. The 

website is well-received, having passed a million page views in 2013. 

Stateside Legal has also been accessed from all 50 United States and over 

150 countries including Iraq and Afghanistan. The increasing traffic and 

diverse traffic illustrate the continuing need for these types of resources.  

 

Despite the success of online resources, they are not a substitute for 

direct, personalized representation or advice. At present, low-income 

individuals can only access direct legal representation through Maine’s 

legal service providers. According to a statewide report by the Maine 

Justice Action Group, legal aid programs only have the capacity to assist 

one in five eligible cases.xvii Given that low-income individuals encounter 

an average of 1-2 legal problems per year,xviii many individuals do not 

receive the assistance they need. Although legal aid is recognized as a 

positive force on the lives of low-income veterans, legal aid programs 

cannot currently meet the demand for their services because of their 

funding difficulties.  
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III. HIGHLIGHTED FINDINGS  

Maine’s veterans are at high risk of experiencing a variety of legal 

problems: 

 70% of veteran survey respondents reported that they 

experienced one or more of the target legal issues in the past 12 

months; 

 77% of homeless veteran survey respondents reported that they 

experienced one or more of the target legal issues in the past 12 

months; and 

 98% of service provider respondents reported that one of their 

clients experienced one or more of the target legal issues in the 

past 12 months. 

 

Maine veterans are unlikely to seek assistance for legal problems. 

When they do seek assistance, veterans are more likely to contact a 

private attorney than a legal aid provider: 

 8% of veteran survey respondents contacted Pine Tree Legal; 

 16% of veteran survey respondents contacted a private attorney 

about a legal problem;  

  47% of veteran survey respondents reported that they had 

contact information for Pine Tree Legal; and 

 10% of veteran survey respondents had contact information for 

the Maine Volunteer Lawyers Project, a pro bono project run by 

Pine Tree Legal. 

 

Many social service providers do not refer clients to legal aid 

organizations at a rate that balances out their limited 

understanding of civil legal issues. 

 Social service providers self-reported a “poor” to “moderate” 

understanding of basic legal protections; 

 20% of providers whose clients reported a legal issue in the past 

12 months did not refer the client to Pine Tree Legal; although 

 93% of social service providers reported having contact 

information for Pine Tree Legal. 

 

 

 



 
 

IV. UNDERSTANDING THE FINDINGS 

70% of veteran respondents indicated that they had experienced one 

of the 36 listed legal problems in the past twelve months. 

This illustrates the extent of need for legal services among the veteran 

community. In reality, this number could be higher, as many individuals 

have difficulty identifying legal needs in their lives. Pine Tree Legal has 

found over its years of experience that many individuals, including 

veterans, are not likely to link legal solutions to common problems such 

as homelessness or unfairly garnished wages. Discussions with VA staff 

have revealed that some veteran clients understand legal problems to be 

criminal transgressions that involve police intervention. In reality, the 

law provides protection and support to individuals in many situations, 

most of which do not involve the police or criminal proceedings. During 

client interviews, trained legal services specialists often identify many 

non-criminal problems that can be resolved or minimized through legal 

channels. 

 

This tendency is particularly well-evidenced by veteran survey 

respondents who did not connect their unstable housing to legal 

problems:1  

 21% of veterans who reported no legal problem in the past year 

also reported that they were at risk of losing their home at the 

time of the survey; and 

 85% of veterans who experienced homelessness in the past year 

reported having no problems with a landlord, including eviction. 

 

The high percentage of veterans who reported no legal problem in 

correlation with homelessness suggests that many veterans do not fully 

understand the legal processes that lead to instability in their lives. The 

same tendency can be inferred about other legal issues such as Social 

Security appeals, VA benefits appeals, discriminatory employment 

practices, and fraudulent debt collection. In these cases, the legal needs of 

veterans may be more accurately identified by social service providers 

who have been trained with a basic legal understanding around the full 

range of destabilizing issues affecting their clients. 
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98% of social service providers indicated that they worked with a 

veteran client who experienced one of the listed legal problems in 

the past twelve months. 

Social service providers report a higher incident of legal need than 

veterans, which could be related to both the difficulty many individuals 

have in correctly identifying their own legal issues and to the general 

need among the population that utilizes social services. Social service 

providers are more likely to work with clients who struggle to meet basic 

needs such as housing or healthcare. The high incident of legal need 

reported among veterans who utilize social services reinforces the Maine 

Justice Action Group’s conclusion that low-income households typically 

experience an average of 1 to 2 problems per year that could benefit from 

legal intervention.xix See below for more specific information about the 

most pressing types of legal issues identified by social service providers 

and their veteran clients. 

 

Top Five Needs Identified by Service Providers 

 Problems accessing military benefits (75.0%) 

 Problems with landlords (59.0%) 

 Job problems, including hiring and payment (24.4%) 

 Divorce (48.5%) 

 Getting or keeping government benefits (47.0%) 

 

Top Five Legal Needs Identified by Veterans2 

 Problems accessing military benefits (24.4%) 

 Job problems, including hiring and payment (24.4%) 

 Debt collection, including phone harassment (20.3%) 

 Child visitation, custody, or support (14.6%) 

 Getting or keeping Social Security benefits (13.8%) 

  

Top Legal Needs Identified by Homeless Veterans 

 Job problems (29.2%) 

 Debt Collection (26.4%) 

 Accessing military or veterans benefits (23.6%) 

 Getting or keeping Social Security benefits (16.7%) 

 Child visitation, custody, or support (16.7%) 
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In 2012, Pine Tree Legal helped veteran households with over 100 

different types of legal problems.  

These problems include a range of issues that fall within the general 

categories of housing, income maintenance, employment, family, and 

consumer law. Each of these categories covers more specific issues that 

range from wrongfully denied public benefits and abusive partners to 

discrimination by potential employers and unjustified expulsion of 

minors from school. 

The legal needs reported by veterans and their social service providers 

correlate with the common types of cases Pine Tree Legal handled for 

veterans in 2012. This means that many of the problems that veterans 

face fall within the expertise of existing legal aid staff.  

 Housing: 302 cases (32.8%) 

 Family law, including custody: 238 cases (25.8%) 

 Consumer issues, including debt collection: 152 cases (16.5%) 

 Income Maintenance, including benefits: 115 cases (12.5%) 

 Employment: 52 cases (5.6%)  

 

 

 



 
 

Service providers self-report that they have a fairly low 

understanding of most legal issues. 

The surveys asked respondents to rate their familiarity with a variety of 

legal matters on a scale from 1 (low) to 5 (high). The results are as 

follow: 

 83% of social service providers reported a low to moderate 

understanding of family law situations, including child support, 

divorce, and protection orders;  

 76.6% of social service providers reported a low to moderate 

understanding of someone’s rights when being harassed by 

creditors; 

 66.7% of social service providers reported a low to moderate 

understanding of a tenant’s right when facing eviction for non-

payment of rent; 

 55.3% reported a low to moderate understanding of a tenant’s 

rights when facing a discriminating situation; and 

 45.4% of social service providers reported a low to moderate 

understanding of the difference between civil and criminal law. 

 

Although social service providers report a limited understanding of legal 

issues, they are still able to identify the issues their clients face. The 

problem is that social service providers may not translate identification of 

a legal problem into a referral to legal services. The fact that many 

providers have even a limited understanding of various legal concerns 

provides a strong foundation for collaboration. However, social service 

providers also demonstrated that they do not currently always refer 

clients to legal aid when they believe the client has a legal problem.  This 

is illustrated by the referral gap among social service providers: 

 98% of social service providers reported working with a client 

who faced a legal issue in the past year; 

 78% of providers had referred a client to Pine Tree Legal; and 

 68% of providers suggested their client contact a private attorney. 

 

This means that up to 20% of identified legal issues were not referred to 

legal aid. Of the percentage of clients referred to a private attorney, it is 

impossible to know if the client was even able to afford services.  

 

Eliminating the referral gap is one way to increase the percentage of 

veterans who get legal help. One way to minimize the referral gap is to 

build direct partnerships between legal aid programs and social service 



 
 

providers. Another important consideration is the capacity of legal aid 

programs to accept cases. Social service providers will be more inclined 

to refer cases to legal aid if they think their client will actually receive 

assistance, so legal aid must be able to demonstrate that referred clients 

at least make it through the intake process.3 

 

In other words, the limiting factor in addressing the pressing legal needs 

of the veteran community is characterized not only by social service 

provider understanding of legal issues and legal aid, but also by the 

capacity of legal aid  to serve the number of veterans who are referred for 

legal assistance. Legal aid organizations are accustomed to “chronic 

under-funding and overwhelming case loads,”xx and face annual changes 

to budgets and funding types. In recent years, shrinking budgets further 

frustrate attempts to develop and sustain specialized programs that 

attend to the specific legal needs of veterans. 

 

To improve the services veterans receive, we must think about the limits 

that define the work of both social service providers and legal aid 

providers. By accommodating these limitations by thinking creatively 

about referral procedures and funding options, it is more likely that the 

partnership will be sustainable and effective. 
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V.  THE ROLE OF COLLABORATION 

Social service providers are often the first resource veterans turn to in 

their times of need. These providers include national organizations such 

as the VA National Call Center for Homeless Veterans, which provides 

access to state level counselors, and local organizations, such as Preble 

Street, which offers shelter housing, services, and food to homeless 

individuals, veterans, and families in Portland, Maine.  This network of 

local, statewide, and national social service providers offers extensive and 

necessary services for veterans but cannot be expected to singlehandedly 

alleviate the various problems faced by Maine veterans. This is especially 

true when veterans face issues that have legal causes and solutions. In 

these cases, social service providers play another essential role: 

connecting veterans to legal aid providers.   

 

Maine has already seen the value of collaboration through a partnership 

between Preble Street’s Veteran Housing Services and Pine Tree Legal 

Assistance. Although Pine Tree Legal and Maine’s other legal aid 

organizations regularly share legal information with service providers, 

the Preble Street-Pine Tree Legal relationship is the only funded 

partnership in the state that guarantees direct legal information, advice 

and representation to veterans identified and referred by a social service 

provider. Under the grant that funds the collaboration, Preble Street 

reimburses Pine Tree Legal for staff time spent providing legal 

assistance to veteran clients referred by Preble Street. 

 

In the first 1.5 years of this partnership, Pine Tree Legal provided 80 

veteran households with legal information, advice, and representation in 

support of maintaining or gaining stable housing. In the same period, 

Pine Tree Legal prevented 1,876 days of homelessness for veteran clients 

by delaying or dismissing eviction so the veteran could find alternative 

housing.  This is equal to approximately 3.5 days of housing for each day 

the partnership was in effect, which illustrates the value of collaboration 

between legal aid and social service providers. 

 

Cases in Point 

Each intervention by legal aid on behalf of a veteran client or household 

has the potential to increase the household’s overall stability. This is 

particularly well-illustrated by the two following case studies. Please 

note that names have been changed to protect client confidentiality.  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

Jonathan 

Pine Tree Legal helped Jonathan secure housing by connecting him to 

appropriate mental health services and a more stable income. Jonathan, a 

veteran, contacted Pine Tree Legal when facing an eviction due to rental 

arrears and failing a public housing inspection because of hoarding, a 

diagnosed mental illness. Pine Tree Legal referred Jonathan to case 

management services available through Preble Street, which helped him 

secure mental health counseling and complete an application for a non-

service connected pension. Meanwhile, Pine Tree Legal’s intervention 

halted the eviction proceeding, which provided Jonathan with sufficient 

time to fully benefit from the additional services and income he received 

through Preble Street, which made it more likely that he would retain 

stable housing in the future.  

 

Ezra and his Family 

Pine Tree Legal secured stable housing for Ezra and his family who faced 

eviction for rental arrears. The family fell behind in rent because it was 

making payments on unreasonably high heating bills that were caused by 

a poorly maintained building. Pine Tree Legal helped the family enforce 

its rights under the warranty of habitability statute. Pine Tree Legal also 

negotiated with the landlord’s attorney to postpone the eviction for a 

month. This additional time allowed the family’s social worker to secure 

a long term housing voucher for the family so they would not become 

homeless after the eviction. 

 

The success of collaboration in these two instances is indicative of the 

value of partnerships between legal service organizations and social 

service providers. In reflecting on these types of partnerships, the 

Director of Veteran Housing Services Program, Phil Allen, says it best:  

  
 

 
 

 
In successful partnerships such as this, different perspectives unite 

around the single goal of providing the best service for our country’s 

veterans. These collaborations can help alleviate, and, ultimately, 

eliminate the referral gap that this legal survey uncovered.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 



 
 

VI. HOUSING STABILITY: A CLOSER LOOK AT LEGAL AID 

The need for ongoing partnerships becomes clear when evaluating the 

ways in which common social and economic stressors have legal 

solutions. This is particularly clear in the context of housing and 

homelessness. In 2009, Secretary Shinseki of the Department of Veteran 

Affairs pledged to end veteran homelessness by 2015 because of the 

connection between stable housing and stable lives.xxi As a result of this 

commitment, federal funding increased to social service programs that 

address homelessness among veterans. 

 

Linking individuals who are at risk of losing their housing to legal aid 

providers such as Pine Tree Legal could reduce the incidence of chronic 

homelessness among veterans. On a practical level, this means that the 

individuals who responded to the survey who had already lost their 

homes or were at risk of losing their homes likely could have been 

assisted by some type of legal intervention. This is corroborated by 

anecdotal evidence collected from legal aid organizations, social service 

providers, and federal agencies. The Department of Housing and Urban 

Development is dedicated “to clos[ing] the front door of entry into 

homelessness,” which highlights preventative programs that prioritize 

housing and economic stability before homelessness occurs.xxii Many of 

these preventative measures can be achieved through legal assistance. 

 

28% of veteran survey respondents were homeless at the time of this 

survey. An additional 45% had been homeless at some point in the 

previous year.  

According to national estimates, upwards of 1 in 150 veterans is 

homeless and 1 in 9 lives in poverty and at risk of homelessness.xxiii 

When applied to Maine, this means that 15,000 of our state’s veterans 

experience poverty and over 923 of Maine veterans may be without a 

place to sleep on any given night.xxiv Despite the high number of veterans 

who had experienced homelessness in the past year, very few (11% of all 

veterans surveyed and 15% of veterans who were homeless at the time of 

the survey) reported that their legal needs included an issue with 

housing. Service providers were more likely to identify housing-related 

legal needs among their clients (59% of those surveyed), which supports 

the argument that additional collaboration between social service 

providers and legal aid providers could make headway on the issue of 

homelessness among veterans. 

 



 
 

Legal Assistance can help preserve housing 

Foreclosure and eviction, two of the legal processes through which 

housing is taken away from individuals, are often influenced by other 

stressors such as job loss, disability, lowered benefits, family strife, or 

illness. Many of these issues can be addressed through legal intervention. 

The following flow chart identifies four scenarios for what would happen 

after a homeless veteran contacts a social service provider who is familiar 

with the legal aid resources available in the area. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Stable Housing yields more stable lives 

Overall, this survey suggested that people with stable housing are less 

likely to have other legal problems. According to the survey conducted 

by Pine Tree Legal, 77% of respondents who experienced homelessness 

in the past year also reported having some sort of legal need. In contrast, 

only 58% of respondents who did not experience homelessness reported 

an incident of legal need. In other words, approximately three quarters of 

veterans with unstable housing will experience a legal problem, but only half of 

veterans with stable housing will experience a legal problem. This difference 

demonstrates that veterans with more stable housing were less likely to 

report a legal problem.  

 

This finding corroborates the growing belief among social service 

providers that stable housing fosters security in other aspects of one’s 

life.  This model of homelessness prevention is known as Housing First. 

This type of case management model is central to the VA’s housing 

voucher program (HUD VASH) and SSVF grantees.xxv With a stable 

place to live, veterans are more likely to hold down jobs, their children 

are more likely to attend school regularly, and their families are less 

likely to require emergency shelter and social services.xxvi Although legal 

aid cannot furnish all of the support necessary to maintain stable 

housing, it can play a central role in closing the door on homelessness.  
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VII. CONCLUSIONS 

The Need for Legal Aid is self-evident 

The legal need among the veteran population is clear. Veterans 

encounter the same issues in securing housing, maintaining their 

incomes, and stabilizing their family lives as other individuals with low 

incomes. These challenges are often complicated by disability, single-

parent households, limited work experience, and limited education, which 

are increasingly common attributes of today’s young veterans. Those 

who serve our country deserve our recognition and thanks; they should 

not be struggling to maintain basic necessities for themselves and their 

families. 

 

Legal aid provides essential solutions to common social and 

economic problems 

Many of the issues that veterans encounter can be remedied through 

legal intervention. Legal aid can help veterans claim unpaid wages or 

access public benefits. Legal aid can also postpone or dismiss evictions, 

thereby ensuring housing stability and preventing homelessness. Legal 

aid is a logical addition to the social services that many veterans 

regularly access. This nation’s veterans will be best served if they can 

access the legal support that will help solve some of the social and 

economic problems they face.  

 

Partner with Social Service Providers 

Service providers are often the first resource that struggling veterans 

seek. Many of the needs within the military and veteran community 

correlate with the existing expertise of Maine’s legal aid providers. The 

present challenge is to build partnerships between those programs and 

furnish resources to legal aid organizations so they can provide referred 

clients with extended representation in their legal matters. As illustrated 

by Pine Tree Legal’s partnership with Preble Street, these partnerships 

help our country’s veterans achieve justice for themselves and their 

families. 

 

Legal aid providers must have increased capacity so they can better 

address the legal needs of veterans 

A statewide report published by the Maine Justice Action Group in 2007 

illustrates that limited staff resources at legal aid providers mean 83% of 

income eligible clients do not receive the level of legal assistance required 

 

-
 



 
 

to resolve their cases.xxvii In 2009, a review of Maine’s legal aid provider 

resources revealed that Maine’s civil legal aid providers only have the 

capacity to assist 1 in every 5 legal cases that low-income Maine 

residents face.xxviii   

 

To provide the best service, advocates need to understand all of the laws, 

rules, programs, and benefits that are relevant to their clients. Veterans 

will inevitably encounter legal problems, and it is the responsibility of 

legal aid providers to not only have the staff capacity to address these 

legal problems, but also to have the veteran-specific expertise to provide 

the best service possible. 

 

As funding has continued to decline, this situation has worsened. 

Outreach and education efforts can make individuals more capable of 

advocating for their own rights, as illustrated by existing resources such 

as Stateside Legal and Pine Tree Legal’s extensive client education 

materials, but those resources do not replace personalized one-on-one 

legal support from a qualified legal aid provider.  

 

In the past two years, federal funding for legal services has dropped by 

over 14%.xxix As a result, Pine Tree Legal has lost substantial funding 

that had been used to support general legal services around the state, 

including specialized work on veteran cases. Without special grants or 

new funding, it will be difficult for legal aid programs to add staff and 

build comprehensive programs to address the unique legal needs and 

rights of veterans.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

VIII. METHODOLOGY 

The first step in understanding the legal needs of veterans was to collect 

information from veterans and the social service providers who serve 

them. In the fall of 2012, Pine Tree Legal worked with an AmeriCorps 

VISTA member to develop a survey about legal needs within the veteran 

community. Pine Tree Legal distributed two unique surveys: the first to 

veterans, and the second to the agencies, groups and individuals who 

provide services to veteran clients. Over 130 veterans and 70 veteran 

social service providers responded to the survey. They identified legal 

needs they or their clients had experienced, rated their familiarity with 

particular legal problems, and reported their likelihood to seek legal 

assistance for themselves or their clients. (See Appendix A, B.) 

  

Audience- Pine Tree Legal targeted veterans and veteran service 

providers in the state of Maine. Many of the veteran respondents were 

reached through homeless supportive services and social service 

providers, but there was no explicit effort to specifically target low 

income or homeless veterans. Service providers were identified through 

resource fairs, regional Veteran (Vet) Centers, and veteran-specific 

outreach events. 

  

Data Collection- Surveys were administered to both groups electronically 

through Surveymonkey.com and in paper form by Pine Tree Legal staff 

and support group coordinators at resource fairs, support groups, and 

planning groups. Links to the online survey were also shared on Maine 

veteran service provider listserves and through informal peer 

connections.  

 

Veteran Respondent Survey Questions- Pine Tree Legal collected basic 

demographic information from veteran survey respondents, which 

included age, gender, household size, income, and county of residence.4 

The survey also asked for information about each respondent’s military 

service, including the length of service, branch of service, and combat 

experience. 

 

The majority of survey questions were designed to establish an 

understanding of the types of legal issues faced by veterans by asking 

                                                                 
4

 



 
 

veterans to indicate if they had experienced any of the 36 targeted legal 

problems. Veterans were also asked to indicate whether they had sought 

any type of legal assistance for any problems they had experienced in the 

previous year and answered a series of questions about their housing 

stability. 

 

Finally, the survey asked veterans to indicate whether they had contact 

information for state legal aid providers, including Pine Tree Legal 

Assistance, Legal Services for the Elderly, the Maine Volunteer Lawyers 

Project, the Cumberland Legal Aid Clinic, or the Disability Rights 

Center. 

 

Provider Respondent Survey Questions- Each service provider reported their 

geographic service area (county) and general service priorities and 

parameters, including whether the military community is the 

organization’s exclusive target population, whether the organization 

tracks military service among its clientele, and if income screening is a 

standard prerequisite for assistance. Service providers also reported their 

agency name and identified all types of services provided to clients. 

 

Service providers were then asked to indicate if any of the veteran clients 

they worked with in the past year had experienced any of the 36 targeted 

legal issues. The survey followed up these questions by asking providers 

to use a 5-point scale to self-evaluate their familiarity with a variety of 

legal issues. 

 

Finally, the survey asked providers if they had ever referred clients to 

Pine Tree Legal or a private attorney and whether they had contact 

information for state legal aid providers, including Pine Tree Legal 

Assistance, Legal Services for the Elderly, the Maine Volunteers Lawyers 

Project, the Cumberland Legal Aid Clinic, and the Disability Rights 

Center. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

IX. DEMOGRAPHICS & TRENDS 

Substantial effort was made in surveying veterans to get a broad range of 

perspectives across ages, geographic location, income level and gender. 

The service provider survey also intended to poll providers 

representative of the broad range of services that veterans require. Some 

highlighted demographics and trends are discussed below. 

 

Veterans 

Geographic distribution- The percentage of respondents from York, 

Cumberland, and Kennebec (64%) is higher than the population 

distribution estimated by the National Center for Veterans Analysis and 

Statistics (NCVAS) for those three counties, which indicates that 43% of 

Maine’s veteran’s population comes from these three counties. 6% of 

veteran survey respondents came from the four counties with the highest 

per capita veteran population (Lincoln, Piscataquis, Sagadahoc, and 

Washington), whereas the NCVAS estimates that 11% of Maine’s veteran 

population lives in these counties.  These data suggest that veterans from 

more urban counties may be overrepresented in this survey. This trend 

could be due to the concentration of services for veterans or low income 

individuals within more urban counties. Veterans with easier geographic 

access to services likely had an improved chance of participating in the 

survey.   

 

Age characteristics- 36.9% of veteran survey respondents reported their 

age in the bracket of 50- to 59- years of age. The next largest age 

brackets were 60- to 69-years-old (21.5% of respondents) and 40- to 49-

years-old (20.8% of respondents). 21- to 29-year-olds and 30- to 39-year-

olds made up 6.9% and 8.5% of the veteran population, respectively. 

When comparing these data to state estimates, the survey seems to have 

overrepresented 50- to 59-year-olds, as they make up only 17.4% of 

Maine’s veteran population.xxx Veterans aged 60-69 constitute 26.1% of 

Maine’s veteran population, and those aged 40-49 constitute 13.5%. The 

large respondent count of veterans aged 50- to 59-years may correlate 

with an increased need for supportive services at this age (for example, 

51% of those who reported homelessness in the previous year were aged 

50-59, despite the fact that this age bracket only made up 36.9% of all 

survey respondents). 



 
 

Homelessness- 28% of respondents indicated they were homeless at the 

time of the survey, and 40% indicated that they had been homeless in the 

previous year. Of respondents who indicated current homelessness or a 

history of homeless in the past year, 57.6% reported income below the 

federal poverty level for a household of one. Respondents who indicated 

current homelessness or a period of homelessness in the past year 

reported the following estimated incomes:  

 28.8% indicated a monthly income of $0.00 to $500.00  

 28.8% indicated an income of $501.00 to $1000.00,  

 19.2% indicated $1,001.00 to $1,500.00 

 11.5% indicated $1,501.00 to $2,000.00 

 1.9% indicated $2,001.00 to $2,500.00 

 0.0% indicated $2,501.00 to $3,000.00 

 9.6% indicated $3,001.00 and up  

 

Gender- 21.2% of veteran survey respondents identified as female, and 

78.8% identified as male. The number of female veteran respondents 

exceeds current population estimates by the VA which indicate that 

women make up 7.8% of Maine’s veteran population.xxxi 35.4% of female 

survey respondents indicated that they were currently homeless or at 

risk of losing their housing, whereas 44.6% of men reported the same. 

17% of female veterans surveyed reported a period of homelessness in the 

previous year, compared to 69.8% of men. Fifty-nine percent of women 

reported some legal concern with the top responses of: 

 Accessing military benefits (29.4%)  

 Divorce, initial filing or modification (23.5%)  

 Debt Collector (23.5%)  

 Job Problems (23.5%)  

 Getting needed medical services (23.5%).  

 

These needs are somewhat different from the top five needs reported by 

the male subset of veteran respondents, which suggests the extent to 

which female veterans are characterized by distinct post-service needs. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Service Providers 

Geographic Distribution- Service providers self-reported the counties their 

organizations serve. 12% reported statewide services to all 16 Maine 

counties, whereas 88% reported service tailored to more particular 

geographic areas. Of those service providers who target more specific 

geographic areas, 35% served the highest per capita counties of Lincoln, 

Piscataquis, Sagadahoc and Washington Counties and 75% served the 

highest real number veteran population counties of Cumberland, York, 

Penobscot and Kennebec.   

The survey did not ask respondents to classify the depth or breadth of 

service offered in each county, so we are unable to evaluate the extent to 

which an organization’s service population parallels the statewide 

population distribution. In rural states such as Maine, where the average 

trip between towns in the northern county of Aroostook may be upwards 

of three hours, serving an entire county may not guarantee that 

resources are accessible to all veterans in that county who may need 

assistance. 

 

Types of service- 56% percent of 

service provider respondents 

provide services to only 

veterans. Of those providers, the 

predominant service provided 

was mental health services (68% 

of providers). This is followed 

by case management (50% of 

providers) and housing support 

(47.5% of providers).  

 

Of the 44% of providers who 

serve veterans only as a portion 

of their target population, the 

predominant service provided 

was case management (51.9% of 

providers), followed by 

education support (48.1% of 

providers) and employment 

counseling (40.7% of providers).  

 



 
 

Screening Clients- Of the providers who serve veterans as a subset of their 

target population, 35% did not screening for military service. The 

remaining 64.5% asked some variation of the question, “Have you ever 

served in the military?” as a part of their intake procedure. Of all 

providers surveyed, 70.8% required proof of military service before they 

could begin working with a client. 57.1% of all service providers 

indicated that their agencies did not have income eligibility rules, and the 

42% of providers that did have income eligibility rules used different 

measures (such as income relative to area median income vs. income 

relative to the federal poverty guidelines) to determine eligibility. 

 

Overall, Pine Tree Legal did its best to poll a representative sample of 

the veteran population and social service providers, but this is by no 

means an exhaustive account of all veteran perspectives and provider 

priorities or practices.  
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APPENDIX C: LEGAL AID ORGANIZATIONS IN MAINE 
 

PINE TREE LEGAL ASSISTANCE 
Mission statement: Pine Tree Legal Assistance is a state-wide, non-profit organization 
committed to providing high quality, free, civil legal assistance to low-income people in Maine. 
Our mission is to ensure that state and federal laws affecting poor people are enforced while 
also addressing the systemic barriers to justice that low-income Mainers face. We are 
committed to ensure that all Mainers have access to justice. 
Website: www.ptla.org, www.helpmelaw.org, www.statesidelegal.org, www.kidslegal.org  
 

LEGAL SERVICES FOR THE ELDERLY 
Mission statement: Since 1974, Legal Services for the Elderly has been helping Maine seniors 
protect their rights to live independently and with dignity. Legal Services for the Elderly's 
mission is to provide free, high quality legal services to Maine's socially and economically 
needy elderly aged 60 and over. While many people recognize income as a barrier to obtaining 
necessary legal help, many seniors with social needs also face barriers to getting assistance. 
Social needs include needs caused by non-economic factors such as physical and mental 
disabilities, language barriers, and cultural, social or geographic isolation. 
Website: www.mainelse.org  

 
THE MAINE VOLUNTEER LAWYERS PROJECT 
Mission statement: The Maine Volunteer Lawyers Project is a non-profit legal aid 
organization that provides free legal information, assistance and representation to people of low 
income facing civil legal issues. VLP’s legal services are provided entirely by community and 
attorney volunteers supported and supervised by a small staff. Our mission is to make “justice 
for all” a reality in Maine by giving people the knowledge, tools and support to be equal 
participants in our justice system. 
Website: www.vlp.org 

 
CUMBERLAND LEGAL AID CLINIC 
Mission statement: The Cumberland Legal Aid Clinic, a program of the University of Maine 
School of Law, is a small legal services provider, in which clients are represented by “Student 
Attorneys,” third-year law students specially licensed by the state and federal courts to provide 
legal services to low-income clients.  
Website: http://mainelaw.maine.edu/programs-centers/clac.html 

 
DISABILITY RIGHTS CENTER 
Mission Statement: To enhance and promote the equality, self-determination, independence, 
productivity, integration, and inclusion of people with disabilities through education, strategic 
advocacy and legal intervention. 
Website: http://www.drcme.org/ 
 

 
 

http://www.ptla.org/
http://www.helpmelaw.org/
http://www.statesidelegal.org/
http://www.kidslegal.org/
http://www.mainelse.org/
http://www.vlp.org/
http://mainelaw.maine.edu/programs-centers/clac.html
http://www.drcme.org/


 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                               

 
 

This report was produced by Pine Tree Legal Assistance, Inc. with support from the Maine 
VISTA Program and Stateside Legal. 

 
 

Robert Liscord currently serves Pine Tree Legal Assistance as the Veteran Outreach Coordinator and paralegal. 

In this role, he collaborates closely with Pine Tree Legal’s Supportive Services for Veteran Families grant partner, 

Preble Street Resource Center, providing consultations and support for social work staff. Robert also advises staff 

in Pine Tree Legal’s six statewide offices on veteran benefit concerns, produces content for Stateside Legal, and 

sits on multiple military and veteran community planning committees. In his prior capacity as an AmeriCorps 

VISTA placed with Pine Tree Legal, Robert developed and disseminated the survey that became the foundation 

for this report. Robert is a Maine native who graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in History from Bates College in 

2011. 

Catherine Elliott works in the central administrative office of Pine Tree Legal Assistance as a Development 

Assistant. She oversees several Technology Initiative Grants from the Legal Services Corporation that fund 

content development for Stateside Legal. She also provides grant support to Pine Tree Legal’s veteran legal 

services partnership with Preble Street Resource Center. Prior to this position, Catherine worked with Pine Tree 

Legal as an independent consultant to report on the organization’s intake procedures and capacities. Catherine 

graduated summa cum laude from Bates College in 2012 with a Bachelor of Arts in Politics and Art & Visual 

Culture. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Thank you for joining our mission of achieving justice for all. 


