BERRIEN COUNTY LEGAL SERVICES BUREAU, INC.

BCLS Office Locations: Niles and St. Joseph

BCLS Service Area:  Berrien, Cass, and Van Buren Counties

Service Population: 30,241 individuals are living at or below 125% of the poverty level
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increased the efficiency and quality of services through the use of technology. This effort included
the continuation and expansion of the telephone Helpline that allows clients to speak directly to
an attorney about their legal problems the first time they call BCLS.

BCLS helped a woman adopt her
eight-year-old great-granddaughter
whom she had raised from birth. The
mother had little contact with the
child over the years but contested the
adoption. The child's birth father
also objected even though he was
serving time in prison and had never
seen the child. After BCLS worked
with the probate judge on a plan for
reintegration of mother and child, the
mother failed to comply with the
plan and decided to consent to the
adoption. As a result, the eight-year-
old continued in the stable home she
had known since birth and will also
be provided for through her "new"
mom'’s Social Security.
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Contact: Mary Ellen Drolet, Director 1 (616) 983-6363

Community Outreach and Collaboration: BCLS also worked to improve the understanding of the
problemsand concerns of low-income people through continuing involvement with the courts, the
bar, and other agencies serving the client community. In 1998, BCLS made a number of
presentations to local service clubs about the telephone Helpline. BCLS also worked with the
Greater Niles Community Development Corporation to train low-
income people who were potential home buyers. BCLS made 18
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information about the legal system, teaching basic legal concepts,
and working on skills for conflict resolution.
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assisting low-income people and senior citizens. In 1998,
private attorneys handled cases ranging from trusts to divorces Black 700
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addition, six pro bono attorneys spent time in the office
screening calls and providing advice on the telephone
Helpline.

L BCLS Cases Closed in 1998: 1,792
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