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October 3, 2016 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Honorable Edmund G. Brown 
Governor of California 
State Capitol Building, 1st Floor 
Sacramento, CA 95814 

 
 
Mark E. Estes 
LAW LIBRARY DIRECTOR 

 
BOARD OF TRUSTEES 
 
Hon. Julia Spain, President 

Hon. C. Don Clay, Vice President 

 
Hon. Jacob Blea 

Justin Bosl, Esq. 

Hon. Jo-Lynne Lee 
Hon. Vernon Nakahara                  

 

Hon. Governor Brown,  

On behalf of the Alameda County Law Library Board of Trustees and those Californians desperately in 

need of the legal support and resources County Law Libraries provide, I am writing to support the 

September 15, 2016 request from the Council of California County Law Librarians (CCCLL) that you 

include a 16.5-million-dollar appropriation for California County Law Libraries in the January 2017 

budget. County Law Libraries play a critical role in providing access to California's legal system to the 

public - and without a funding allocation for County Law Libraries, that access will continue to dwindle.  

Without this funding, the Alameda County Law library will again have to cut subscriptions to books and 

databases, and consider reducing operating hours, or even close our Hayward branch.  

Role of County Law Libraries 

 County Law Libraries play an essential role in providing access to justice. Every day people tell us they 

feel ignored, frustrated and helpless to assert their rights because of their lack of resources and 

representation, so we help them. Every day, we assist distressed parents fighting for custody of their 

children, adult children trying to navigate the conservatorship process to care for their elderly parents, 

entrepreneurs trying to start new businesses, immigrants struggling with complex application forms, 

people terrified by threats from unscrupulous bill collectors, those barred from gainful employment 

because they don’t know how to get criminal records cleared, tenants living in deplorable conditions, 

and so much more.  

In fact, there is a nationwide crisis in the number of individuals who cannot afford or don’t have access 

to legal representation in civil litigation matters. The National Center for Access to Justice advises that 

more than 80% of the litigants in matters as important as evictions, mortgage foreclosures, child custody 

and support proceedings, and debt collection cases fend for themselves without the benefit of counsel. 
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In California, even those with median and upper-middle class incomes don’t have tens of thousands of 

dollars in disposable income to pay attorney fees.  

For many self-represented litigants in our state, County Law Libraries provide the only available access 

to legal resources. Legal aid, pro bono organizations, and court-based self-help centers do wonderful 

work, but they can only address a very small portion of the need because they have both income and 

subject matter limitations, and often have restricted hours. Indeed, many of our referrals come from 

these organizations. 

Access to justice is a citizen’s right, but has become more and more difficult for citizens to obtain. The 

need for the resources and services offered by County Law Libraries is more acute than ever and 

demand will only increase. An estimated 70-80% of library users are not legal professionals, but rather 

individuals trying to understand their rights and navigate the complex judicial system. The assistance 

they receive at their county law library is more than can be found in a book or legal database: it is 

personal assistance, legal research classes for non-lawyers, hands-on workshops, free consultations with 

lawyers and a safe, friendly, supportive place to ask questions and find help. They may enter the library 

feeling alienated, stressed or even hostile towards their government, but the support they find at their 

County Law Library helps them feel that they, too, can obtain justice. 

Funding of County Law Libraries 

Although the word “County” appears in the name, County Law Libraries are not county agencies and are 

not funded by county governments. Moreover, they receive no general or special fund appropriations 

from the State. Over 90% of County Law Library funding comes from a small portion of civil filing fees 

(ranging from $2 to $50 per case, depending on the county and type of case).  

In 1891, the State of California, recognizing the need for free public access to legal information, 

authorized the formation of county law libraries in all 58 counties and provided for their funding via civil 

filing fees. Up until 2005, the Legislature provided for local control over library revenue by periodically 

authorizing County boards of supervisors to increase filing fees to enable law libraries to fulfill their 

defined mission. From 1994 to 2005, 75% of all counties used this authority to raise the local law library 

portion of the civil filing fee to maintain an adequate level of funding and public access to legal 

resources.   

However, the Uniform Civil Fee and Standard Fees Schedule Act of 2005 (UCF) established a schedule for 

trial courts across the state and provided a sunset to the authority of counties to adjust filing fees.  Since 

2008, the funding of County Law Libraries through civil filing fees has been within state control. Over 

that same time, County Law Libraries have advocated for additional funding from the state. Despite four 

separate increases to the overall filing fees totaling approximately 26%, no part of those increases has 

been given to law libraries - and no supplemental funding has been provided.  In addition, increases in 

the jurisdictional limit in small claims court have resulted in decreases in funding for County Law 

Libraries. Each of these jurisdictional changes took funding from County Law Libraries because the 

portion of the filing fee attributable to law libraries in small claims cases is only $2, just a small fraction 
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of the revenue the libraries receive for a limited or unlimited civil matter. Due to these and other 

factors, County Law Library funding has plummeted.  

In the past 7 years, a decrease in the number of case filings combined with an increase in the number of 

fee waivers granted, changes to jurisdictional limits, and new exemptions adopted into law, have caused 

law library revenue to drop even further. County law libraries have lost more than 37% of their revenue, 

while simultaneously experiencing more than a 60% increase in the cost of legal materials. Specifically, 

civil filing fee revenue for County Law Libraries statewide dropped $16.5 from $43.6 million in 2008/9 to 

$27.1 million in 2014/15. In Alameda County filing fee revenue fell $705,094 from $1,924,723 in 2008/9 

to $1,219,628 in 2014/15. 

The $16.5 million dollars requested by the CCCLL does not backfill the past seven years of lost funds, it 

restores funding to the 2009 level for just a single year. For the Alameda County Law Library, this would 

prevent us from cancelling subscriptions to our remaining essential print and database subscriptions for 

two to four years. 

Efforts to Date 

County law libraries have diligently addressed our fiscal plight. County Law Libraries have collaborated 

with other public libraries, courts, and legal aid and pro bono service organizations to maximize 

efficiency and coordinate programming and referrals. We have generated additional revenue by creating 

fee-based programming for attorneys and non-attorneys, renting conference rooms and other facilities, 

and developing new services. However, these new sources of income cannot begin to offset the 40% 

loss in revenue and more than 60% increase in costs County Law Libraries have experienced and they 

are a drop in the bucket compared to the overwhelming need for free access to legal resources and 

information for hundreds of thousands of Californians.  

Alameda County Law Library partners with public libraries: in 2013, we received a State Library grant to 

fund a small collection of law books and databases in the Dublin Public Library to test the need for the 

materials. After the grant demonstrated the need, the public library continued the subscriptions. The 

law library manages the county-wide lawyer in the library operating 45 different sessions in 33 libraries 

and other locations throughout the county. The law library partnered with Bay area law schools and the 

Alameda County Bar Association to create the Bay Area Legal Incubator housed in the law library. The 

ACLL expanded its educational outreach programs and marketing of conference room rentals and 

increase revenue $20,000 or 45% - but far less than the amount lost from filing fee income. 

As a result, County Law Libraries have also been forced to lay off and furlough staff, reduce hours, 

eliminate services and cut back on the purchase or license of legal reference materials available to the 

public. ACLL has slashed spending on books and databases by 60%, $211,500, and not replaced a 

reference librarian. Sadly, as a result of these dire financial circumstances, the public suffers because we 

have been unable to fully address the need for service in new and growing areas of the state, 

adequately address the needs of multilingual patrons, or wholly provide for the needs of working 

individuals to have convenient access outside of working hours.  
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Solutions for County Law Libraries  

The reduced revenue and increased use has created a severe crisis for these critical access-to-justice 

institutions. This vital community resource is in dire need of consistent and ongoing funding.  

A one-time funding allocation of $16.5 million dollars is a necessary first step in keeping County Law 

Libraries open and fully functional. Without this immediate funding, the State is at risk of losing law 

library services and its residents are at risk of losing critical access to legal information and services. 

With this financial bridge, we will be able to continue to provide services while a longer term solution is 

forged. 

Without this one-time funding ACLL will be forced to close the Hayward branch (near the Hayward Hall 

of Justice that now houses the family law & self-help center and small claims court) and reduce hours at 

the Main Library. 

Moreover, adequate funding for County Law Libraries would generate benefits well beyond the 

individual patrons assisted. The courts are inundated with self-represented litigants who, without 

support and education, often delay proceedings, wasting the court’s time and frustrating court officers. 

With access to resources, these same individuals can file proper pleadings, come prepared for the court 

hearing process and be heard the first time (instead of the third, fourth or fifth). Similarly, the stress, 

strain and time dealing with custody disputes, evictions and family care issues–or more minor civil legal 

matters—creates significant health impacts, anger, distrust and alienation. The societal costs of not 

addressing the need for access to legal information are enormous. These costs decrease significantly 

when patrons receive legal assistance.  

Access to justice is a statewide issue: it is imperative that the State demonstrate a true commitment to 

access to justice by providing an adequate, uniform, statewide solution to the plight of County Law 

Libraries throughout the state. The ACLL supports the CCCLL request for a one-time allocation in the 

2017 budget and the convening of a task force of interested parties and stakeholders to identify and 

secure a reliable, stable funding source for County Law Libraries going forward.  

Sincerely, 

 

Mark E. Estes, Law Library Director 

Alameda County Law Library 

 

Attachments: Civil Filing Fee Revenue Chart  

cc: Michael Cohen, Director of Finance 
The Honorable Kevin De Leon, Senate President Pro Tem 
The Honorable Anthony Rendon, Speaker of the Assembly 
The Honorable Jean Fuller, Senate Minority Leader 
The Honorable Chad Mayes, Assembly Minority Leader 
Daniel Seeman, Deputy Legislative Secretary, Office of the Governor 
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