
Domestic Violence, 
Family Law and Civil Legal Aid

Family law includes a wide array of  civil legal issues, from divorce and child support and custody 
to domestic violence and protection orders. Due to lack of  funding, most civil legal aid programs 
in Massachusetts are only able to handle family law cases that involve domestic violence, 
leaving countless others with complex family law issues to fend for themselves in court.

80%
Turned Away

The Boston Bar Association’s 
Statewide Task Force to Expand 
Civil Legal Aid in Massachusetts 
found that legal aid programs in 
Massachusetts are forced to turn 
away a staggering 80% of  eligible 
clients who seek assistance with 
family law matters, and that 
47% of  cases involving domestic 
violence are turned away.

Types of Family Law Cases
In FY15, legal aid programs funded by the 
Massachusetts Legal Assistance Corporation closed 
2,702 family law cases, the majority on behalf  of  
domestic violence survivors and their families.

Divorce, Separation, and Annulment: 1,015 cases

Custody and Visitation: 809

Domestic Abuse: 388

Child Support: 215

Adult Guardianship and Conservatorship: 106

Paternity: 24

Name Change: 9

Adoption: 8

Parental Rights Termination: 6

Other Issues: 122

Studies have shown that civil legal aid is the only intervention proven to 
reduce the incidence of  domestic violence.

Rebuilding Independent Lives
Domestic violence threatens more than the physical safety and security of  survivors and their families—it 
can strip them of  their dignity and independence and leave them vulnerable in many areas of  their lives. 
Legal aid attorneys play a vital role in helping families rebuild their safety and independence through 
legislative advocacy, cooperation with domestic violence service providers, and direct representation. 



 ▷  The physical and emotional trauma of  domestic violence, or the controlling behavior of  abusive partners, 
can force survivors to miss work—jeopardizing their wages and even their jobs. Legal aid works with 
employers and survivors to enforce legal protections for those dealing with domestic violence.

 ▷  Following divorce or separation, survivors may risk losing their homes. Legal aid helps families win 
stability through favorable property settlements, enforcement of  divorce orders, and defense against 
foreclosure and eviction.

 ▷  Children growing up in abusive or unstable environments can suffer from disrupted schooling as well 
as psychological and behavioral problems. Legal aid provides training to ensure that schools understand 
the effects of  domestic violence on children as well as representation to secure supportive services for 
traumatized children and protect them from inappropriate suspension and expulsion.

 ▷  Domestic violence survivors may face financial entanglements, including the denial of  benefits, due 
to their abusers’ controlling and manipulative behavior. Legal aid programs can help resolve these often 
complicated financial and legal issues.

Centerboard, Inc. 
Domestic Violence Services Network

Emmaus House
Family & Children’s Services of  Greater Lynn

Gregg Neighborhood House
Jane Doe, Inc. 

Northampton Survival Center

When Abuse Threatens Benefits

About six months into their marriage, Irina found out that her husband Boris was abusing drugs. The couple 
was short on money, barely able to pay the rent and heating bills. Irina noticed that possessions were going 
missing from their apartment and suspected that Boris was selling them to feed his addiction.

When Irina confronted Boris about his drug use, he became violent, a pattern which continued throughout 
their five years together. Boris also abused Irina verbally, emotionally, and economically. He tightly 
controlled the household income, telling Irina that she had no right to know about “his” money and refusing 
to give her enough to cover basic necessities. Irina often had to borrow money from her family to buy things 
like diapers for their daughter.

In addition to withholding money, Boris also withheld information about his income—a fact that came 
to haunt Irina even after she left Boris. Because he did not tell Irina about all of  his income, Irina was 
charged with an intentional food stamp program violation by the Department of  Transitional Assistance for 
underreporting Boris’s income when they were together. Facing a one-year disqualification from the food 
stamp program, Irina came to Community Legal Aid for help. CLA intervened, persuading DTA to drop the 
intentional program violation charges against Irina, restoring access to a vital benefit for her and her child.

For more 
information 
please contact:

Lonnie Powers 
MLAC
lpowers@mlac.org

Elaine O’Reilly
Governmental Strategies
eoreilly@governmentalstrategies.com
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Rosie’s Place
Safe Passage, Inc. 

Second Step
Voices Against Violence

Wellspring House
Worcester Community Action Council, Inc. 

MLAC’s FY16 budget request was endorsed by the following domestic violence and family services organizations

Mary Ann Walsh
Governmental Strategies
mawalsh@governmentalstrategies.com


