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I. INTRODUCTION: DEFINING THE CRISIS OF LEGAL DESERTS

A. What Is a Legal Desert—And Why Should It Matter?

A legal desert is more than a lack of lawyers. It represents a systemic breakdown in the delivery
of justice—an erosion of constitutional guarantees due solely to geography.

The American Bar Association (ABA) defines legal deserts as areas with so few attorneys per
capita that residents face insurmountable obstacles in accessing legal help. According to the 2022
ABA Profile of the Legal Profession, over 1,300 U.S. counties have fewer than one lawyer per
1,000 residents. This includes multiple counties in Virginia, such as:

. Charlotte County: With just two active attorneys, both focused on real estate
and estate planning, the county lacks consistent availability for criminal or family law
representation.

. Mecklenburg County: Although relatively populous, attorney coverage is
clustered near the county seat, with entire outlying communities lacking any general practice
representation.

. Craig County: No full-time private practice attorney operates in the county year-
round. Civil legal matters are often referred to firms 45 minutes away.



The result is a quiet but deeply dangerous injustice: a two-tiered legal system—one for those
with access, and another for those without.

B. Legal Deserts in Virginia: A Growing Divide

In Virginia, the problem of attorney scarcity has intensified over the last decade due to
demographic shifts, economic strain, and the growing retirement of rural attorneys. Meanwhile,
urban legal hubs expand exponentially.

Attorney Migration Trends

. Over 80% of Virginia’s new law graduates enter practice in the urban triangle
of Richmond, Northern Virginia, and Hampton Roads.

. Between 2012 and 2022, solo and small-firm practices declined by 38% in
Southside and Southwest Virginia (Virginia State Bar Demographics Review, 2023).

Implications for the Justice System
. Courts are overwhelmed by pro se litigants.

. Rural residents must travel significant distances for simple legal tasks, like
notarizing a document or drafting a will.

. Local governments report delays in child custody cases, zoning matters, and
protective order hearings due to lack of legal counsel.

Rule of Professional Conduct 6.1, which articulates every lawyer’s responsibility to provide
pro bono legal services, becomes not just a recommendation—but a lifeline in these areas.



C. Real-World Impact: Clients, Courts, and Communities

The consequences of legal deserts ripple beyond individual cases. They affect court operations,
delay civil justice, and destabilize public trust.

1. Civil Court Backlog

According to the National Center for State Courts (NCSC, 2023):

. Rural Virginia courts take 35% longer to resolve cases involving self-represented
litigants.
. More than 60% of pro se litigants in rural regions fail to submit correct forms,

leading to case dismissals and default judgments.

The Virginia Judicial System is designed for adversarial resolution—not for untrained
individuals navigating complex law without guidance.

2. Judicial Overreach and Ethical Risk

In the absence of legal counsel, judges and clerks are routinely placed in ethically precarious
positions:

. Providing guidance to pro se litigants
. Editing legal pleadings from the bench
. Allowing extended continuances for procedural fairness

Such behavior conflicts with Canon 2 of the Virginia Canons of Judicial Conduct, which
mandates strict impartiality and avoidance of impropriety.



3. Unauthorized Practice of Law

Legal deserts often breed underground legal economies. Unqualified actors—including notaries,
online form sellers, or even well-meaning pastors—provide legal advice and documentation
assistance. This is a direct violation of Rule 5.5 (Unauthorized Practice of Law), and is
prosecuted under Virginia Code § 54.1-3904.

The VSB UPL Opinion 192 makes clear: “Merely assisting another individual in completing
legal forms or explaining court procedures constitutes the practice of law when it involves
judgment or legal strategy.”

D. Access to Justice Is a Constitutional and Ethical Obligation

The Virginia Constitution, Article I, Section 11, ensures that “every person shall have remedy
by due course of law.” This includes poor, elderly, and rural residents. If this right exists only on
paper, we fail both ethically and structurally.

From an ethical standpoint:

. Rule 1.1 (Competence): Requires lawyers to possess and apply the necessary
legal knowledge and skill, even in under-resourced areas.

. Rule 1.3 (Diligence): Mandates timely action; rural overwork and isolation do not
excuse delay.

. Rule 1.6 (Confidentiality): Especially difficult to maintain in tight-knit towns
with limited private space.

. Rule 1.18 (Duties to Prospective Clients): Even brief intake conversations at a
pop-up legal aid clinic carry confidentiality obligations.

“Where there is no lawyer, there is no law.”

— Legal Services Corporation, Justice Gap Report, 2022



E. The Leadership Mandate: Why This CLE Matters

This CLE is about more than data. It is a call to action for the Virginia legal community—
especially bar leaders, court officials, and legal educators—to treat attorney scarcity as a
systemic emergency.

We will explore:

. Solutions from other states (Montana, lowa, Alaska)

. What Virginia has already attempted—and where gaps remain

. Actionable programs, such as fellowships, clerkships, and remote infrastructure
investments

. Policy shifts that align with both our ethical rules and constitutional mandate

Let us be clear: This is a leadership issue. And inaction is no longer defensible.

F. Further Reading and Citations (Intro Section)
I. ABA Profile of the Legal Profession (2022)
2. Virginia State Bar Access to Legal Services Report (2023)
3. National Center for State Courts: Justice in Rural America (2023)
4. Legal Services Corporation Justice Gap Report (2022)
5. Virginia Rules of Professional Conduct:
. Rule 1.1 (Competence)
. Rule 1.3 (Diligence)



. Rule 1.6 (Confidentiality)

. Rule 1.18 (Duties to Prospective Clients)
. Rule 5.5 (Unauthorized Practice)
. Rule 6.1 (Pro Bono)

6. Virginia Code § 54.1-3900 et seq. — Unauthorized practice provisions
7. VSB UPL Opinions 192, 215

8. Virginia Lawyer Magazine, “Practicing on the Frontier” (April 2024)

II. WHAT ARE LEGAL DESERTs? DEFINITIONS, METRICS, AND COMPARATIVE
CONTEXT

A. Legal Definition and Conceptual Framework

A legal desert is a geographic region where residents have limited or no access to licensed
attorneys for common legal needs—civil, criminal, or administrative. The American Bar
Association and Legal Services Corporation use a common threshold: fewer than one lawyer
per 1,000 residents, with further emphasis placed on counties lacking any general practice, civil
legal aid, or accessible public defender coverage.

Legal deserts are a subset of access-to-justice crises, distinct from mere poverty. They can
occur in low-income, middle-income, or even higher-income areas where legal infrastructure has
collapsed due to attorney retirement, lack of incentive, geographic isolation, or public
underinvestment.

Key Sources Defining Legal Deserts:
. ABA Profile of the Legal Profession (2022)
. Legal Services Corporation: Justice Gap Reports (2022-2024)
. National Center for State Courts: Justice in Rural America (2023)

. Virginia State Bar: Access to Legal Services Report (2023)



B. Metrics: How Do We Measure a Legal Desert?

Legal deserts are diagnosed using both quantitative and qualitative indicators:

1. Quantitative Thresholds

. Attorney-to-population ratio <1:1000

. Number of full-time, active general practice lawyers in a county

. Availability of attorneys accepting Legal Aid, GAL, or court-appointed work
. Average distance to nearest attorney

. New lawyer admission and retention rates

2. Qualitative Indicators
. Court delays caused by pro se filings

. Lack of local firms offering services in family, housing, employment, or
criminal law

. Closure or consolidation of rural Legal Aid offices
. Community dependence on unlicensed intermediaries or online DIY legal
services

C. Virginia’s Legal Desert Map: Geographic Overview

According to the Virginia State Bar (2023) and the Office of the Executive Secretary of the
Virginia Supreme Court, the following counties qualify as legal deserts or emerging legal
deserts based on attorney ratios and service gaps:



Legal Desert Counties:

. Charlotte County: 2 active attorneys

. Craig County: 0 full-time private attorneys

. Sussex County: No civil legal aid presence; 3 criminal attorneys based outside
the county

. Bath County: Only 1 known practicing attorney in 2024

. Cumberland County: Lacks consistent family or landlord/tenant legal services

At-Risk Counties (Emerging Legal Deserts):

. Mecklenburg County: Concentrated near Boydton; limited coverage in outlying
areas

. Lunenburg County: Only 3 attorneys remain, all nearing retirement

. Essex and King & Queen Counties: Residents often referred to lawyers in

Fredericksburg or Richmond

. Greensville County: Civil access limited due to caseload and staffing limitations

D. Case Study Comparison: Virginia vs. Montana

Virginia
. 134 counties and independent cities
. Over 80% of lawyers located in 12 urban areas
. No statewide rural legal service incentive program as of 2024

. Some innovation through partnerships with Appalachian School of Law (ASL)



Montana

. 56 counties, many with no full-time attorney

. State Bar operates Rural Incubator Project for Legal Access (RIPLA)

. Offers mentorship, funding, tech support

. Legislature funds judicial travel and circuit-riding courts for remote towns
. Strong collaboration with University of Montana Law School

Conclusion: Montana provides a replicable model for Virginia—one that requires bar support,
judicial engagement, and law school partnership.

E. Legal Deserts and the Rules of Professional Conduct

Legal deserts are not just unfortunate—they implicate the ethical and constitutional foundations
of our profession.

Virginia Rule 6.1 — Pro Bono Service

“Every lawyer has a professional responsibility to provide legal services to those unable to pay.”

Legal deserts dramatically increase the volume and stakes of unmet need. Without systemic
response, Rule 6.1 becomes symbolic rather than operative.

Rule 1.1 — Competence & Rule 1.3 — Diligence

Rural lawyers must stretch into multiple practice areas while maintaining thoroughness and
timeliness.

When one attorney serves hundreds or thousands, the risk of ethical lapses increases without bar
support.



Rule 5.5 — Unauthorized Practice of Law

Gaps in access breed grey-market legal actors.

Lack of attorneys opens space for illegal or harmful legal advice from non-attorneys. UPL
complaints have increased in 15 Virginia counties since 2020, many of them in legal deserts.

F. The Digital Divide: Legal Desert by Design

Access is not just about lawyers—it’s also about broadband, infrastructure, and digital equity.

Key Data Points:

. 28% of rural Virginians lack reliable broadband (Virginia Office of
Broadband, 2023)

. Legal Aid intake systems and remote consultations require stable internet

. Courts increasingly use ODYSSEY e-filing systems—unusable by many pro se
litigants

The result: Even when remote legal services exist, rural residents cannot use them. Legal deserts
persist as digital deserts.

G. The Public Defender Crisis and Criminal Law Deserts

Civil access isn’t the only issue. Virginia Indigent Defense Commission (VIDC) data from
2022-2024 shows:



. Inability to staff public defender offices in certain rural areas (e.g., Emporia)

. Excessive case appointment rates for solo criminal defense attorneys in counties
like Charlotte, Amherst, and King George

. Delay in first appearances and bail hearings due to no local coverage

This impacts constitutional rights under the Sixth Amendment and Virginia law. Courts have
upheld that excessive delays due to “lack of available defense counsel” violate fundamental due
process.

H. Summary: The Legal Desert Is Measurable and Moral

. Legal deserts can be mapped.

. Their consequences are visible in every courthouse docket.

. Their existence challenges both our ethics and our legitimacy as a self-regulating
profession.

Bar leaders, courts, and legislators must treat this not as a regional inconvenience—but as a
statewide emergency.

Citations for Section II
I. ABA Profile of the Legal Profession (2022)
2. Legal Services Corporation Justice Gap Report (2022, 2024)
3. National Center for State Courts: Justice in Rural America (2023)
4. Virginia State Bar: Access to Legal Services Report (2023)
5. Virginia Indigent Defense Commission Reports (2022-2024)
6. VSB Ethics Opinions 192, 215



7. Virginia Broadband Office: 2023 Rural Connectivity Index

8. Canon 2, Canons of Judicial Conduct (Impartiality)

III. DATA SNAPSHOT: COUNTY-LEVEL ANALYSIS AND MAPPING

A. Overview To understand the geographic disparities in attorney access, we provide county-by-
county data on active bar members, attorney density, presence of Legal Aid or public defender
services, and broadband connectivity.

B. County-Level Table: Selected Counties with Legal Access Risk

County Population | Active Local Legal Aid Public Broadband
Attorneys Office? Defender? Access (%)

Charlotte 11,500 2 No No 68%

Craig 4,800 0 No No 62%

Sussex 10,900 3 (from outside) | No Yes (limited) | 70%

Bath 4,300 1 No No 66%

Lunenburg | 11,200 3 No No 65%

Cumberland | 9,700 2 No No 72%

C. Observations from the Data
o Every county listed has fewer than one attorney per 4,000 residents.
e None have a dedicated Legal Aid satellite office.
o Public defender coverage is either non-existent or insufficient to meet caseload standards.

o Broadband access remains significantly below state averages, further impeding virtual
legal services.

D. Stakeholder Voices

“We have domestic violence cases where survivors are expected to drive 90 minutes for a
protective order hearing.”
— Local magistrate, Southside Virginia

“We turn away dozens of eligible clients every week because there are simply no private
attorneys to take their case, even if we provide a grant.”
— Legal Aid program director, Southern Piedmont Region



“Judges are increasingly asked to play referee and coach at the same time. It’s not sustainable.”
— Circuit Court Judge (anonymous), Western Virginia

E. Broader Implications This data reflects not only a lawyer shortage but a systemic justice gap.
These counties are not outliers; they represent a trendline across dozens of Virginia localities.

IV. DOOMSDAY SCENARIOS: THE COST OF INACTION

This section presents realistic hypothetical scenarios based on documented Virginia data,
showing what the future could look like if legal deserts continue to grow unchecked. These are
not speculative—they are extrapolated from ongoing trends.

A. Scenario 1: Justice Deferred

In a three-county rural judicial circuit, over 70% of litigants appear pro se in protective order
and custody cases. One clerk reports spending 20 minutes per individual simply explaining the
forms.

. Result: Hearings delayed by 4-6 months; default judgments rise 60%.

. Rule 1.3 (Diligence) implications: Pro se litigants experience delay, while
attorneys in adjacent counties are overwhelmed.

. Judicial Canon 3B(7) concerns arise when judges feel compelled to give
procedural advice.

B. Scenario 2: Justice Denied

A widow in Lunenburg County seeks to probate her late husband’s will but cannot find any
local probate counsel. The nearest attorney available is 90 miles away and charges a $300
consult fee.

. Result: She delays estate filings for 9 months, incurring tax penalties and risk of
familial litigation.



. Rule 1.1 (Competence) and Rule 6.1 (Access to Justice) are implicated, as the
bar has effectively abandoned service to her region.

C. Scenario 3: Justice Replaced

In Craig County, a retired schoolteacher offers to “help with legal papers” and begins preparing
divorce forms and property settlement agreements for $100 per client.

. Result: Two agreements are later ruled void due to improper notarization and
missing disclosures. One party loses claim to jointly owned real estate.

. Rule 5.5 (Unauthorized Practice of Law) and Virginia Code § 54.1-
3904 violations occur.

. VSB UPL enforcement is hindered by limited presence and local reluctance to
report “helpful neighbors.”

D. Systemic Risk: Erosion of the Rule of Law

. Disputes increasingly resolved via informal or vigilante means
. Growth of for-profit mediation outfits without legal oversight
. Real estate contracts go unrecorded; evictions proceed without court orders

E. Supporting Data and Precedent

. ABA Journal (2022): “When Lawyers Leave Town: The Unraveling of Rural
Legal Systems”



. Legal Services Corporation Justice Gap Report (2024): 74% of rural clients
face civil legal issues with no attorney assistance

. Virginia Judicial System Data (2023): Pro se family law filings now outnumber
represented filings in 13 counties

. FBI Uniform Crime Reporting (2022): Increase in community-led dispute
enforcement in legal desert counties

V. BAR LEADERSHIP SOLUTIONS AND STRATEGIC INITIATIVES

Bar leaders, especially those within the Virginia State Bar, the judiciary, and local voluntary bars,
are uniquely positioned to reshape the legal landscape in underserved regions. This section
outlines a menu of solutions currently under consideration or already implemented in various
jurisdictions.

A. Fellowship and Financial Incentive Models
I. Rural Law Practice Fellowships

. Annual stipends ($25,000+) for early-career attorneys to practice in identified
legal deserts for 3—5 years.

. Modeled on successful programs in Montana and Alaska.

. Could be funded through public-private partnerships or VSB-administered grants.

2. Solo/Small-Firm Practice Start-Up Grants

. Small firm infrastructure assistance: tech, insurance, office rent.

. Administered through the Virginia Law Foundation or Access to Legal Services
initiatives.

3. Loan Forgiveness Programs

. Expand Virginia’s Attorney Loan Repayment Assistance Program (ALRAP) to

include rural practice.



locality.

Tie forgiveness eligibility to long-term service in a designated underserved

B. Pipeline and Mentorship Initiatives

1.

rural practice.

2.

practitioners.

3.

Law School Incentives

Scholarships or fellowships at UVA, W&L, and ASL for students committing to

Summer placements in underserved courts and clerkships.
Mentorship Networks

Bar-sponsored mentorship pairings between rural attorneys and experienced

Include guidance on ethics, practice management, and self-care.
Judicial Clerkships in Legal Deserts
Encourage the General Assembly to fund expanded rural clerkships.

Judges in underserved circuits help train and inspire future rural attorneys.

C. Structural and Technological Support

1.

centers.

2.

Circuit-Riding Legal Aid and Volunteer Clinics

Monthly or quarterly legal days held in rural courthouses, libraries, or community

In partnership with Legal Aid, law schools, and local bar associations.
Virtual Infrastructure Support
Develop and deploy secure telelaw platforms with broadband subsidies.

Provide remote appearance options for pro bono lawyers statewide.



3. Rural Legal Navigator Program

. Train courthouse clerks and non-lawyer staff to connect litigants with approved
legal and self-help resources (without offering legal advice).

D. Policy and Regulatory Reform
1. Out-of-State Attorney Flexibility

. Create a “limited practice” rule allowing out-of-state lawyers to represent rural
Virginia clients virtually.

2. Paraprofessional Licensing Pilot

. Explore limited licensing for non-lawyers in areas like family law or housing
(following Utah/Washington models).

3. Rule of Court Amendments

. Encourage the Supreme Court of Virginia to adopt procedural simplifications for
pro se litigants in high-need jurisdictions.

E. Ethical Alignment and Public Transparency
. Integrate Rule 6.1 service reporting into annual attorney registration.
. Publish an annual VSB report on geographic access to justice indicators.

. Recognize rural service in bar awards, nominations, and leadership appointments.



F. Case Example: Montana’s Rural Incubator Program

. Combined funding from the state bar and university foundation.
. Results after 5 years:

. 27 new practices launched

. Over 10,000 hours of rural legal service delivered

. 83% attorney retention rate in rural communities

G. Implementation Checklist for Bar Leaders

This checklist is designed to support local and statewide bar leaders, judicial circuits, and access-
to-justice advocates in launching pilot projects and sustained rural legal infrastructure efforts:

. Identify underserved counties based on:

. Attorney-to-population ratios

. Absence of Legal Aid or public defender coverage
. Broadband and transportation limitations

. Build a coalition of stakeholders:
. Judges, clerks, bar associations, Legal Aid, law schools
. Economic development agencies and county governments

. Develop scalable pilot projects:

. Remote legal clinics
. Circuit-riding attorneys
. Temporary legal access hubs

. Secure funding:

. Explore Virginia Law Foundation grants

. Advocate for General Assembly appropriations



. Seek philanthropic and corporate support

. Track metrics:

. Hours of legal service delivered

. Cases handled and resolved

. Client satisfaction and feedback

. Retention of rural attorneys beyond pilot period

. Celebrate and replicate success:

. Recognize participating attorneys and partners at VSB events

. Publish case studies in Virginia Lawyer and other outlets

. Encourage cross-circuit collaboration to replicate effective programs

VI. ETHICAL AND PROFESSIONAL CONDUCT IMPLICATIONS

The rise of legal deserts directly implicates multiple Rules of Professional Conduct. This section
analyzes the ethical responsibilities of Virginia attorneys and bar leadership through the lens of
rules enforcement, aspirational duties, and practical risks.

A. Rule 6.1 — Voluntary Pro Bono Publico Service
“Every lawyer has a professional responsibility to provide legal services to those unable to pay.”

o Legal deserts increase the urgency of fulfilling this duty, especially in counties
where no legal assistance is available.

e ABA commentary encourages structured pro bono efforts through law firms, bar
programs, and court-annexed services.

e Proposed enhancement: Incorporate pro bono service metrics into annual registration
and recognize rural pro bono impact.

B. Rule 1.1 — Competence

“Competent representation requires the legal knowledge, skill, thoroughness and preparation
reasonably necessary for the representation.”

o Lawyers in rural areas may face broad practice demands (e.g., family law, criminal
defense, estate planning) without ready referral networks.



Risk: Burnout and exposure to bar complaints from inadequate service due to isolation
and overwork.

VSB Ethics Opinion 1874: Emphasizes technology literacy and preparedness—critical
in remote practice settings.

C. Rule 1.3 — Diligence

“A lawyer shall act with reasonable diligence and promptness in representing a client.”

Diligence is tested when an attorney is the only general practitioner in a three-county
radius.

Scheduling delays, overwhelmed voicemail systems, and client dissatisfaction increase
ethical vulnerability.

D. Rule 1.6 — Confidentiality of Information

“A lawyer shall not reveal information relating to the representation of a client unless the client

gives informed consent.”

Confidentiality is difficult in small communities, especially when attorneys work from
home or community spaces.

Cloud-based tools and remote platforms must meet cybersecurity standards (see ABA
Formal Opinion 477R).

E. Rule 1.18 — Duties to Prospective Clients

Initial consultations, even at one-day legal aid clinics or pop-up pro bono events, create
binding confidentiality duties.

Screening for conflicts becomes more difficult when a solo attorney knows most
residents by name.

F. Rule 5.5 — Unauthorized Practice of Law

Legal deserts attract unauthorized actors: notaries, tax preparers, title agents, and
unlicensed mediators.

UPL risks rise when no local lawyer is available to serve basic needs.

VSB UPL Opinions 192 & 215: Reinforce that drafting documents or advising litigants
without a license is a violation.

G. Rule 8.4 — Misconduct and Professional Integrity

It is misconduct to “engage in conduct that is prejudicial to the administration of justice.”



e Turning a blind eye to legal deserts—or refusing to participate in mitigation—may
arguably implicate this rule, especially for leaders.

H. Canonical Duties of Judges and Clerks
o Canon 2: Judges must remain impartial.

e Canon 3B(7): Judges must not offer legal advice—yet in legal deserts, procedural
guidance often falls to them.

o Ethical dilemma: When justice requires action but neutrality forbids intervention.

I. Conclusion: Ethics Beyond the Letter Ethical duties are more than compliance checklists. In a

justice system struggling with regional abandonment, the Rules of Professional Conduct become
not only regulatory but aspirational. Bar leaders must lead with courage, not only on paper but in
policy and programming.

VII. POLICY INNOVATIONS AND PILOT PROGRAMS

To address legal deserts systemically, states across the country have begun experimenting with
innovative models of legal service delivery. This section highlights select programs with
documented outcomes and explores how similar ideas might be piloted or expanded in Virginia.

A. National Models of Innovation
1. Montana’s Rural Incubator Project for Lawyers (RIPL)

o Provides office space, mentorship, CLE credits, and reduced-fee malpractice
insurance to attorneys launching solo practices in rural counties.

e Results: 27 new rural practices in 5 years; 83% attorney retention; 10,000+ hours
of service.

2. Utah’s Licensed Paralegal Practitioner Program

e Non-lawyers may provide limited representation in areas like family law, eviction,
and debt collection.

e Requires certification, supervision, and defined ethical compliance.
3. Alaska’s Community Justice Worker Initiative

o Trains paraprofessionals in tribal communities to serve as liaisons, legal
navigators, and document preparers.

o Uses telepresence tools to connect with attorneys and judges.

4. Towa’s Rural Clerkship and Tuition Reimbursement Program



e Offers up to $15,000 in tuition relief for law students who clerk and then commit
to rural legal practice.

e Collaboration between lowa Bar Association and three law schools.

5. North Carolina’s Remote Legal Clinics & Pop-Up Legal Aid Stations
o Deploys mobile legal units in libraries, community centers, and health clinics.
o Uses Wi-Fi hotspots, rolling file cabinets, and online intake apps.

B. Virginia Pilots and Emerging Programs

1. Southwest Virginia Legal Access Project
e Collaboration among ASL, Legal Aid, and local bars.
o Offers supervised practice opportunities for law students under Rule 1A:1.

2. Remote Law Library Initiative (Danville Circuit)

o Self-help kiosks with public terminals, printers, and access to forms and video
guides.

3. Circuit-Riding Pro Bono Panels

o Several local bars (e.g., 10th Circuit) operate volunteer rosters for quarterly in-
court assistance.

4. Judicial Listening Tours (2022-2023)

e Supreme Court of Virginia justices visited underserved courthouses to hear
directly from clerks and stakeholders.

e Resulted in a working group report recommending broadband investment and
clerk training.

C. Strategic Recommendations for Virginia Expansion

e Create a Virginia Rural Legal Corps, modeled on the Peace Corps and AmeriCorps, but
focused on in-state legal infrastructure.

o Launch pilot licensing for legal technicians, tightly scoped and supervised by local bar
liaisons.

o Expand digital legal clinics with partnerships through law schools and VSB Young
Lawyers Conference.

o Fund dedicated Rural Innovation Zones with matching grants from the General
Assembly and localities.



D. Evaluation Tools and Metrics

Number of new attorneys placed
Client satisfaction and legal outcomes
Court docket clearance rates

Sustainability and attorney retention beyond pilot term

E. Conclusion: Build, Measure, Repeat Pilots are not permanent—but they are essential. Virginia
must move from problem identification to iterative experimentation. What works in Montana or

Utah may require adaptation—but inaction is no longer acceptable.

VIII. RECOMMENDATIONS AND CALL TO ACTION

The problem of legal deserts in Virginia is clear. Solutions have been piloted and proven in other
jurisdictions. Ethical imperatives demand action. This section synthesizes the preceding material
into a structured, actionable roadmap for legal institutions and leaders.

A. Statewide Bar Leadership

1.

Establish a Standing Committee on Rural Access under the VSB Access to Legal
Services umbrella.

Regularly update and publish a Legal Desert Index with maps, metrics, and
demographic overlays.

Expand recognition programs for attorneys serving rural and remote communities
(awards, CLE credit, public honors).

B. Local Bar Associations

1.
2.

Create Circuit Rider Legal Panels to serve rural courthouses on a rotating basis.

Develop young lawyer mentorship triads: a new lawyer, a rural practitioner, and an
urban mentor.

Incorporate access-to-justice programming into local CLE agendas and judicial
conferences.

C. Courts and Judiciary

1.
2.

Integrate Access to Counsel dashboards into case tracking systems.

Consider adopting simplified procedural tracks for pro se matters in regions with
chronic underrepresentation.



3. Support judge-clerk education programs to better navigate pro se ethics boundaries.
D. Law Schools and Academic Partners

1. Launch a Virginia Rural Justice Fellows Program to fund summer and post-grad
placements.

2. Create Access to Justice Clinics focused on research, litigation support, and public
education in legal deserts.

3. Incentivize curriculum integration of rural practice realities.
E. Policymakers and Funders

1. Allocate dedicated rural justice funding streams through the General Assembly
budget.

2. Offer student loan forgiveness tied directly to rural service commitments.
3. Engage corporate and philanthropic sponsors to underwrite innovation zones and clinics.
F. Practicing Lawyers and Law Firms

1. Dedicate a portion of Rule 6.1 pro bono time to underserved regions—virtually or in
person.

2. Form “adopt-a-county” partnerships where firms support one legal desert through
staffing, mentoring, or financial support.

3. Advocate for technology grants and platforms that enhance rural representation.

G. Summary: The Time to Lead Is Now The justice gap will not close itself. The profession must
act as a steward of fairness, not just a service provider. By investing in the future of rural legal
access today, we preserve the integrity of the Commonwealth’s legal system for generations.

IX. CONCLUSION: PRESERVING JUSTICE ACROSS THE COMMONWEALTH

Legal deserts threaten not just the availability of attorneys, but the credibility and function of our
judicial system. As this CLE has shown, the shortage of legal services in rural Virginia is
measurable, predictable, and reversible—if the legal community acts with intention.

The profession is governed not only by statutes and codes, but by an ethical mandate to ensure
justice is accessible to all. From Rule 6.1’s call to service, to Rule 1.1°s demand for competence,
our framework supports and encourages engagement beyond the traditional urban centers of
legal power.

Bar leaders, courts, law schools, and practitioners each hold a key to addressing the crisis:



e Leaders must fund and recognize service.

e Courts must innovate and simplify.

e Schools must train and inspire.

o Lawyers must go—and stay—where they are most needed.

The time to intervene is now. OASIS °25 is not just a seminar title—it is a commitment to restore
equitable access to justice across the Commonwealth.

This concludes the CLE presentation: OASIS °25 — Legal Deserts, Lawyer Population, Bar
Leadership, and Access to Legal Services Across the Commonwealth.



