Access to Justice
Nearly 20% of Americans reside in rural areas while a mere
2% of law practices in the United States are located in or
serve these areas (Pruitt & Showman, 2014). There is ample
documentation about the growing shortage of attorneys
throughout rural America.1 As of 2020, 40% of U.S. counties
had fewer than one lawyer per 1,000 residents (ABA, 2020).
These legal deserts create disparities in access to justice within
the United States (Carroll, 2017). Even federally funded
nonprofit legal aid that provides free services for the poor is
typically concentrated in urban areas (Runge, 2014).

Greying Rural Bar

The median age of lawyers nationwide is 47.1 (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2020), and approximately 15% of attorneys are over the age of
65 (ABA, Profile, 2020). (In comparison, only 7% of U.S. workers overall are
65 or older.) As more attorneys in rural areas reach retirement age, there
has not been a corresponding influx of young lawyers to serve those
communities. The greying of the rural bar reflects the greying of rural
America overall—there is a continued outmigration of younger adults
from rural to metro areas. Young lawyers shy away from rural practice
for a variety of reasons: concerns about finding a life partner; feeling
isolated; lack of professional support; expectations of racial and gender
prejudice; and lack of amenities or cultural activities (Pruitt, McKinney &
Calhoun, 2015).

Economic Factors

Economic factors consistently emerge as one of the most decisive
impediments to rural areas attracting attorneys. Legal practices in rural
areas or small towns are often financially unviable. Attorneys have greater
professional opportunities and stand to earn higher incomes in urban
areas, plus the lower volume of work in rural areas can create income
insecurity. Young attorneys report that the cost of a legal education
and corresponding burden of student loan debt heavily influences their
decision to pursue higher salaries in urban areas (Pruitt et al., 2018).
Additional Barriers
Rural populations face additional barriers which exacerbate the limited
access to attorneys. To wit, the rural poverty rate as of 2017 was 16.4%
(Cromartie, 2018); limited mobility or transportation options can present

hurdles to procuring legal representation; and there can be technological
barriers to a client’s communication with their attorney (Pruitt et al.,
2018). Accordingly, the percentage of self-represented litigants in rural
areas continues to grow.

Impacts

The repercussions of legal deserts are far-reaching, the end result being
unequal access to justice. Ethical concerns frequently arise in small towns
due to the importance of and extended network of acquaintanceships;
lawyers face issues of anonymity, economic, and personal conflicts of
interest. A Louisiana case where three of the county’s public defenders
had worked in some capacity with the lead prosecutor’s key witness
exemplifies this conundrum (Devine, 2020). In some areas, the nearest
public defender or prosecutor might be hundreds of miles away, causing
lengthy delays in proceedings (Runge, 2014). Public defenders serving
a large rural geographic area sometimes travel circuits, thereby limiting
their availability in a particular community to a specific day of the week
(Runge, 2014). Lack of legal representation in civil cases can lead to
critical delays for victims of domestic violence seeking restraining orders.
Residents in rural areas also face a greater vulnerability to eviction. On
a macro level, the absence of attorneys can inhibit economic growth in
rural communities.
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