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PURPOSE OF GUIDE

Root & Rebound and the Yurok Tribal Court have developed a partnership to increase access to legal 

advocacy, justice and opportunity for systems-impacted tribal members in Northern California over the 

past two years. We believe it is critical to share our learnings, so these partnerships and accompanying 

reentry advocacy work can grow and replicate nationally. 

By sharing our learnings and best practices for providing reentry legal clinics and advocacy support 

in rural, tribal communities, this Guide is meant to be a starting point for legal practitioners, tribes, 

philanthropists, and community-based organizations to expand or begin partnerships that increase 

access to justice in rural, indigenous communities across the U.S. It presents historical context, challenges 

to tribal reentry justice, and best practices gleaned through partnership in an effort to encourage 

collaborations in rural, tribal communities. By piloting this Project together as a legal aid organization and 

a tribal community and court, we hope our learnings can help others hone the program to the needs of 

Native people and develop best practices that can scale to the other 565 officially recognized tribes in the 

U.S. and more.

Each community is its own and knows what is best for itself. In that regard, true partnership begins with 

a culturally affirming, responsive approach, not a one-size-fits-all model. While this Guide will point at 

best practices, we believe it is critical to do the groundwork by directly engaging in conversation with 

and listening to tribes. In so doing we will be putting the voices of impacted tribal members front and 

center in designing and leading the work. The goal of such a partnership is not to replace tribal resources 

but instead, replenish communities with partnerships and investments in advocacy, with the hope that 

outside assistance will eventually not be needed. 

INTENDED AUDIENCES

We hope to reach the following audiences with this Guide:

•  Legal Aid Organizations 
To provide simple, concrete steps to utilize this model, and for use as a “how to” manual for 
reaching underserved tribal and rural communities in individual states.

•  Tribal Members, Governments, Courts, and Staff 
To provide a model for tribal government, courts, and staff showing how they can collaborate 
with outside legal aid organizations to increase access to justice for tribal members with records.

•  Groups Committed to Civil Rights, Criminal Justice System Reform, and Racial/Economic Justice 
To provide context and critical considerations about the impact of the criminal justice system 
on indigenous rural community members, and to inform policy reform efforts intended to assist 
individuals with prior system involvement in attaining equal access to justice and record-cleaning 
remedies.

•  Private and Public Funders: Philanthropists, Government, and Foundations 
To encourage private and public funders interested in supporting underserved communities and 
criminal justice reform to invest in tribal justice projects across the country and within their states. 
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ABOUT THE TRIBAL REEENTRY 
ADVOCACY PROJECT

The Tribal Reentry Justice Project is a collaboration between the Yurok Tribal Court and Root & 

Rebound and has since expanded into several more tribal communities in Northern California. 

As a collaborative project, one of our primary goals is to fill a gap in legal advocacy for Native 

people impacted by the criminal justice system and who are returning to their communities 

from prison and jail. Launched in 2016, the pilot project began with the Yurok Tribal Court, 

which oversees legal matters for California’s largest surviving Native tribe comprised of 6,500 

members, and Root & Rebound, an organization that works through education, advocacy, and 

reform strategies to protect and restore the rights of people directly impacted by the criminal 

justice system. They may include people in reentry, those with arrest and conviction records, 

formerly incarcerated individuals, and impacted family members and loved ones. The Project 

brings legal clinics, trainings, direct services, know-your-rights resources and information to 

underserved tribal communities to break down barriers for Native people who are systems-

impacted. It is intended to improve access to employment and opportunity, and support 

families and communities as they heal from crime and incarceration.

Since its launch, the Project has grown and reached many additional tribes in the Northern 

California and Southern Oregon regions. Tribal partners now include the Yurok, Hoopa, Tolowa 

Dee-Ni’ Nation, Yuki Trails, Cahto, Round Valley, Hopland, Pomo and Karuk Tribes, Sonoma Indian 

Health Center, Northern California Intertribal Council, and the Consolidated Tribal Health Project.
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CORE VALUES OF THE TRIBAL REENTRY ADVOCACY PROJECT

The following project and organizational values have guided our collaboration and supported the positive 

outcomes of our work:

By beginning this work with purpose, intention and well-thought-out organization goals, projects can be 

built without risking loss of priorities and focus.
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• Promotion of Self-Reliance, Self-Determination and Cultural Autonomy in Tribal Communities 

• Humility and Respect for Leaders and Strengths of Tribal Communities

• Intrinsic Human Dignity for All People

• Democratization of Law and Policy to Serve Low-Income Communities and Communities of Color

• Equal Access to Justice

• Uplifting the Values and Culture of the Tribes

• Sensitivity to Historical and Intergenerational Trauma Resulting from Unjust Conduct

Restoration of Rights

By protecting and restoring the rights of Native peoples, they can have access to more agency 
and freedom to empower themselves and their communities, who are too often ignored or 
erased by criminal justice reform efforts. Attaining legal rights can increase self-reliance and self-
determination in tribal communities. People with criminal records face over 48,000 legal barriers. 
Specifically, people with criminal records face a myriad of collateral consequences in categories 
such as record-cleaning, education, family and children, court-ordered debt, employment, public 
benefits, housing, parole and probation, ID and voting, immigration, and tribal issues. 

Public Education

Through legal trainings and workshops and by creating and disseminating know-your-rights 
materials, Native people with prior justice system involvement can gain legal knowledge and 
skills to better advocate for themselves and their communities. Not knowing one’s rights or not 
knowing the steps to access them is a key barrier to justice, especially in low-income and rural 
communities.

Tribal and Rural Access to Justice

By providing mobile legal clinics and remote (long-distance) legal services and follow up support, 
Native people can access lawyers and legal resources from within their own communities.

Racial Justice

The failure of U.S. politics and criminal justice reform efforts to include Native people and 
tribes has perpetuated economic and political disenfranchisement. A goal of this Project is to 
elevate Native voices, experiences, wishes and needs, as well as push the criminal justice reform 
movement with legal and policy communities to be more inclusive. 

Collaboration and Organization

Through a collaborative model that unites tribal agencies with legal services providers, this 
approach to reentry advocacy can be replicated and scaled in other parts of the state and 
country. Native service providers and directly impacted Native people have shaped the design 
and approach of this work, with a goal to pilot creative solutions that could meet the nationwide 
demand for reentry support in tribal communities.

PROJECT GOALS & INTENDED OUTCOMES

The following are recommended goals and outcomes which helps us keep the Project’s overall purpose in mind:
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CONTEXT & NEED: WHY 
THIS WORK IS CRITICAL

Due to the traumatic history that exists between the United States’ legal systems and tribal 

nations, legal practitioners (especially non-Native organizations) should be aware of unique 

cultural dynamics in beginning this work. Learning the context of why this work is needed is a 

starting point, as is an understanding that tribal partners are the leaders of this work and should 

be supported in establishing services that are particular to their own community. 

While this section outlines historical and intergenerational traumas and common barriers to 

justice in rural, tribal communities, it does not replace the groundwork necessary to building 

a true partnership between a tribal community and a legal services provider. We hope this 

information is just a first step in understanding the history of the criminal justice system and 

other unjust actors in tribal communities, and the importance of legal advocates and criminal 

justice reform efforts to proactively engage with tribes, putting the voices of impacted Native 

people front and center in advocacy work.

HISTORICAL AND INTERGENERATIONAL BARRIERS TO JUSTICE

It is impossible to understand how the criminal justice system impacts Native people and communities 

without an awareness of the historic use of the U.S. legal system to criminalize indigenous peoples’ 

cultures and very existence, and Native people’s history of resisting genocide. We strongly encourage 

further reading on these topics.1 This Guide will focus more specifically on common legal barriers that 

Native people living in rural, tribal communities face today after involvement with the criminal justice 

system. This Guide outlines factors that organizations partnering with tribes and tribal courts should 

consider to successfully support tribes in combating an unjust “justice” system.

The Impact of Mass Criminalization on Native People and Communities

The U.S. criminal justice system disproportionately impacts Native Americans, yet research focusing on 

Native American people in the criminal justice system is difficult to come across and policy reform efforts 

are very limited. The research that does exist shows that Native Americans are more likely to be killed by 

police than any other group2 and are incarcerated at over 2 times the rate of white people.3 Native  

women are incarcerated at six times the rate of white women.4 In county and local jails nationwide,  

the overall rate of incarceration is increasing: between 1999 and 2014, the number of Native Americans 

incarcerated increased by nearly 90%.5

These disparities are especially severe in states with large Native American populations and communities. 

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, jails in the Midwest and the West—where Native American 

populations are higher—have the most starkly disproportionate incarceration rates6 and account for 

about 80% of Native people who are in jails.7

California, which has the highest population of Native people in the U.S.,8 has the fifth-highest number 

of Native people in jails.9 The Bureau of Justice reports that in 2011, about 8 in 10 adult Native Americans 

confined in jail had been previously incarcerated in jail, prison, or another correctional facility, which was 

higher than the rate for all other racial groups.10 Once incarcerated, many Native Americans experience 

injustices such as the unlawful denial of religious freedom and the right to engage in cultural practices.11



At a legal clinic with the Sonoma Indian Health Center, Root & Rebound helped a  
client successfully lift a hold on his driver’s license due to unpaid child support debt. 
After he had his driver’s license restored, he was able to increase his working hours, 
now able to drive to work and no longer facing transportation barriers living in a  
rural area with almost no public transit.

CLIENT SPOTLIGHT

Rural Service Void

Around 54% of Native Americans live in rural areas,12 and as this Guide will explore, Americans living in 

rural areas face greater barriers to accessing legal services. According to a 2017 study, low-income people 

living in rural communities received inadequate or no professional legal help for 86% of their civil legal 

problems.13 This is deeply troubling when 3 in 4 low-income rural households have experienced at least 

one civil legal problem in the past year, and nearly 1 in 4 low-income, rural households have experienced 

6 or more civil legal problems in similar time frames.14 In combination with the difficulty in accessing 

legal services, tribal community members face widespread discrimination and additional barriers, which 

are exacerbated by rural geographies. For example, residents living on Yurok Tribe reservations have 

an average poverty rate of 80%,15 and despite the lower crime rates reported in rural areas across the 

country,16 the pretrial populations of rural jails have increased at twice the rate of the national pretrial jail 

population.17 In part, this increase is the result of systemic service gaps in rural communities, including 

the “remote location of courts, scarce public defender services, and few diversion and pretrial services 

programs.”18 Given the already high levels of Native incarceration, Native people in rural areas are at an 

even higher risk of system involvement and typically lack access to needed legal advocacy services.19

Incomplete Sovereignty 

Tribes are considered “domestic dependent nations” under U.S. federal law, which means tribes should 

have inherent jurisdiction over their territories and communities. In practice, however, the federal 

government has the power to restrict and even abolish tribal jurisdiction and, in many cases, self-

government. The tension between the idea of inherent tribal sovereignty and the ability of the federal 

government to modify the scope of that sovereignty, results in the creation of legal barriers that predate 

the formation of the United States. 

Today, there are 566 federally recognized tribes in the U.S.,20 yet many more tribes are either state-

recognized or not formally recognized at all. In California, the state with the greatest number of 

people with Native American heritage, there are 109 federally recognized tribes and 78 petitioning for 

recognition.21 This is due to federal and state governments’ shifting recognition policies through the 

years and the federal government’s power to claim the right to “recognize” inherently sovereign nations. 

Unrecognized tribes are excluded from attaining certain rights, government grants, services, and other 

cultural, psychological, and sovereignty-related benefits. Throughout history, every U.S. administration has 

supported or threatened tribal sovereignty to a different degree, recognizing more tribes or terminating 

(de-recognizing) tribes as a result.

A lack of sovereignty becomes a barrier when communities are struggling to develop programs and 

resources for those who are most vulnerable. A lack of tribal recognition limits funding and derecognizes 

tribal government law and practice. This can ultimately erase many rights from Native people and prevents 

the self-determination needed to thrive. This erasure is especially burdensome for Native people living with 

convictions, who already face the stigmas and the removal of rights associated with conviction histories. 
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In addition, states do not have authority over tribal governments unless expressly authorized by 

Congress.22 However, in 1953, Congress enacted Public Law 83-280 to grant certain states criminal 

jurisdiction over Native Americans on reservations.23 This further complicates tribal communities’ 

dealings with the criminal justice system, for it creates simultaneous jurisdiction under the purview of 

federal, state and tribal law. Essentially, a conviction can be classified under 3 systems at once, with 

federal and state governments usually given much more authority to dictate the lives and rights of tribal 

members, impacting their livelihoods and autonomy. And as mentioned, traditional U.S. courts do not 

have sufficient importance attached to cultural dynamics and considerations. All in all, the generational 

struggle for sovereignty has very real implications for the everyday function of tribal member’s lives. The 

complications that come with varying jurisdictions and at times, the ignorance of the role of culture and 

traditions, can have very real consequences that must be noted when conducting this work.

Education & Colonialism 

There are great disparities between the participation of non-Native communities in dominant institutions 

of the U.S. educational system and that of Native American communities. In 2016, 87% of Americans 

over 25 years old graduated from high school or completed their GEDs, and 30.3% had completed a 

bachelor’s degree.24 In the same year, 31.6% percent of Native people had high school diplomas or  

GEDs, while only 9.6% had bachelor’s degrees.25 

These disparities must be understood in the context of Native American peoples’ experiences with the 

American educational system. For hundreds of years, the U.S. government has used education as a tool 

to try to forcibly assimilate Native people into white-dominant, “mainstream” American culture; to erase 

indigenous cultures and languages; and to erode tribal sovereignty. From the 1870s through the 1970s, the 

federal government had a policy of removing Native children from their home communities and placing 

them in “Indian boarding schools,” most of which were chronically underfunded, fed children poorly, and 

made use of corporal punishment, contributing to intergenerational cycles of trauma and violence in 

Native communities.26 The federal government threatened tribes who resisted this system  

with violence or the denial of necessary resources, including food supplies. Non-Native “teachers” at these 

“schools” abused children for speaking their Native languages, a policy that led to the total or partial loss 

of many indigenous languages and other cultural practices.27 The institution of boarding schools led to 

generations of trauma and loss in Native communities.

Today, tribal schools run by the federal government on or near reservations are among the lowest-

performing schools in the country.28 Native students in other parts of the public school system also face 

significant barriers to success. This is tied to the fact that 31% of Native students attended high-poverty 

public schools.29 Structural racism adversely affects Native students across the board. The low rates of 

education—and the reasons behind them—have wide-ranging implications, which are important for 

outside organizations to understand and consider. Rates of incarceration are correlated to the lack of 

educational resources, insufficient school funding, zero tolerance policies, pressure to push out low-

performing students to boost test scores, and the presence of police in schools, all of which contribute to 

the “School to Prison Pipeline.”30

To further complicate the issue of education, there are varied attitudes toward government-established 

education in Native communities. Many tribes focus on education and encourage students to attend 

college to set themselves up for success; there are also strong movements among youth communities 

to attain higher education and uplift their communities. That said, there remains antipathy among some 

regarding American “education” as a general goal, given tribes’ history with the U.S. education system, 

which has historically misrepresented the tribes’ histories, and ongoing experiences of racism and 

discrimination. Altogether, these factors continue to inform and are important to understand the distinctive 

needs of Native communities.

8
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ONGOING BARRIERS TO RURAL, TRIBAL JUSTICE & LEGAL SERVICES

In setting up the Tribal Reentry Advocacy Project, Root & Rebound and the Yurok Tribe have developed 

strategies to work around some of the ongoing barriers that rural, tribal communities impacted by the 

criminal justice system face in accessing legal services. The challenges and barriers discussed here 

are many of our learnings to date, but are not exhaustive, as our partnership is continuously learning, 

growing and evolving. Every community is unique, so it will be important to learn about the challenges 

and barriers from community members’ perspectives, and not assume the barriers outlined here will 

exist everywhere. For legal practitioners looking to replicate this Project, it is critical to speak with tribe 

members, elders and leaders about the most critical “justice gaps” in their community: What does the 
criminal justice system and reentry landscape look like for your community? What are the political and 
other influences that will impact legal advocacy work for systems-impacted tribal members? What are 
the major barriers and challenges that tribal members with criminal records are facing?

The barriers covered below range from logistical barriers to systemic and structural legal challenges. We 

hope these considerations will contribute to a larger conversation to support rural, tribal communities, 

legal practitioners, advocates and funders to identify and strategize how to mitigate and eliminate 

ongoing barriers to accessing justice and legal services.

Scarcity of Resources for Rural Tribes 

The lack of resources many tribes face relates to rural geography and U.S. settler colonialism. Today, 

Native Americans have the highest level of poverty of any racial or ethnic group, double the national 

average in 2014,31 and over five times that national average on reservations.32 The lack of economic 

opportunity on many reservations is a driving factor behind this high level of poverty and can be traced 

to the federal government’s power to draw the boundaries of reservations throughout the 19th and 20th 

centuries.33 The poverty that persists today in rural, tribal communities has a number of implications for 

collaborations between tribes and outside organizations, some of which are outlined below: 

•  Transportation 
There is typically limited access to transportation in rural areas. Residents in rural communities 
often navigate between unreliable public transportation and an inability to pay for their own form 
of transportation. In rural areas, driving is often necessary to work, live, and get around. For many 
people with system involvement, the consequence of having a suspended driver’s license can be 
devastating to their livelihood, and many people feel they have no choice but to drive on a  
suspended license to survive, putting their rights and freedom at risk. The remoteness of many 
tribal communities can also make it difficult for clients, volunteers, and other participants to 
attend events, like training, legal clinics, and other mobile services. 

•  Access to Technology 
Limited and spotty access to technology, Internet, and cell phone service can make it challenging 
for clients to get legal support—e.g., requesting, accessing and sending their legal records,  
communicating with legal professionals, etc. In rural communities, basic record access is a major 
concern and often a place where practitioners can facilitate services. For event outreach, this can 
also be a challenge since modern forms of advertising through social media and email are limited.

•  Lack of Basic Resources 
Some rural, tribal communities lack basic necessities, including electricity, running water,  
healthcare, and food. It is important to consider the implications of the scarcity of such resources 
for clients’ lives. For instance, some communities are in food deserts, and only have access to 
food at gas stations, via subsistence hunting, or other limited means.34
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The scarcity of resources in combination with a lack of economic support compounds the need for  

services providers in rural, tribal communities. When legal issues arise, Native children are often at the 

center of this struggle, often finding themselves tangled in the U.S legal system without legal  

representation for themselves and their families.

U.S. Legal System and Its Impact on Native Families & Children

The U.S. legal system has had an unjust impact on Native families and children, including a long  

history of government-sponsored boarding schools, which forcibly removed Native children from  

their families and home communities. Tribal communities continue to fight against the removal of 

children by Child Protective Services, a government agency that removes Native children from their 

families and communities and place them with non-Native families at highly disproportionate rates.35 

The Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) is a law that passed in 1978, in response to political pressure 

after research findings showed that 25–35% of all Native children had been removed by state child 

welfare and adoption agencies, and placed in foster care outside of their family and community.36 The 

ICWA attempted to alleviate this issue by including provisions which prioritized Native children’s best 

interests by promoting the stability and security of Indian tribes and families by the establishment of 

minimum federal standards for the removal of Indian children and placement of such children in homes 

which will reflect the unique values of Indian culture. Even with ICWA in place, Native children are still 

disproportionately placed in the foster care system today.37

In leading reentry legal clinics for rural, tribal communities over the past two years, Root &  

Rebound has supported clients who face systematic marginalization within the foster system,  

including the following: 

•  Dismissal of Child-rearing Practices  
Notwithstanding the passage of ICWA, many family courts and judges still default to  
thinking a nuclear family setting with biological parents as primary caregivers is the ideal  
situation for a child. Indigenous cultures that prioritize the role of extended family in  
raising children do not align with these imposed western values and can make custody  
cases difficult from the outset. In rural, tribal communities, there is a relatively high  
rate of having multiple generations of family members living under the same  
roof. But CPS policies hold that a child cannot be placed in a home where  
any resident has been convicted of a non-exemptible offense, which can  
make it difficult for parents or family members to retain custody of their  
children or live with family members who have prior system involvement.38 

•  Dismissal of Cultural Practices  
Courts imposing federal and state policies on tribal citizens do not center or  
prioritize the role of tribes’ cultural practices in childcare. For example, one  
Root & Rebound client had been charged with child endangerment for having her  
young daughter in the car without a car seat. The woman was not using a car seat  
because her tribe’s custom is to keep children in a particular kind of basket until the  
age of nine months. Here, and in many other situations, custom was not deemed a  
legitimate excuse by the court. As in this mother’s case, the court’s lack of understanding  
of cultural practices led to automatic criminalization, which can lead to system involvement,  
a criminal record and its associated consequences, including the loss of parental rights.
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•  Insensitivity to Prevalence of Domestic Violence 
Domestic violence is prevalent in tribal communities. In the context of custody, there are certain 
CPS policies which state that children cannot be placed in a home where any resident has been 
convicted of a “non-exemptible” offense. In practice, this means that a parent who still lives with 
a partner who has been violent toward them or towards a previous partner might lose custody of 
their own child, based on the presence in their home of a person convicted of a non-exemptible 
crime, and not based on their own wrongdoing. There is also no consideration for any mitigating 
factors (such as time elapsed since conviction and successful completion of recovery programs, 
including those addressing domestic violence) in determining the appropriateness of the child’s 
living situation. 

Conviction-Related Issues

Members of rural, tribal communities also run into issues with the criminal justice system based on 

prior convictions. Certain types of convictions are prevalent, based on behavioral and systemic trends 

in rural areas generally and tribal communities specifically. Knowing how these trends impact a specific 

community is an important element of preparing for a clinic or other form of tribal-legal partnership.

•  Drug Convictions and Criminalization of Native Cultural Practices 
There is a long history of substance use in Native American communities, which is related to 
histories of trauma. Awareness of this history and familiarity with trauma-informed approaches  
to rehabilitation and recovery are crucial for successful collaborations.39 The Bureau of Justice  
reports that American Indians have the highest number of DUI arrests at a rate of 479 per 
100,000 people, compared to 332 per 100,000 people for all races.40 In recent years the opioid 
crisis has severely impacted tribal communities.41 This crisis was created in part by the infusion of 
these drugs via the only health care provider readily available, Indian Health Services.

Another less common issue is the cultivation of peyote, which is a part of many Native ceremonial 
practices and is criminalized in the U.S. Cultivation of peyote appears on the California Child  
Protective Services’ list of offenses which is against the law in the home and exemptible42 only 
after five years have elapsed. Even if qualified as an exemptible offense, the exemption process is 
an arduous process which poses additional challenges.   

•  Domestic Violence and Sexual Violence 
In the U.S., violence against indigenous women has reached unprecedented levels on tribal lands 
and in Alaska Native villages.43 More than 4 in 5 American Indian and Alaska Native women have 
experienced violence and 1 in 2 Native women have experienced sexual violence.44 Given the 
multiple risks present in Native communities, the prevalence of posttraumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) is substantially higher among Native persons in the general community. It is likely that 
higher rates of exposure to traumatic events coupled with the overarching cultural, historical, 
and intergenerational traumas make this population more vulnerable to PTSD. This is an  
additional component to consider when servicing tribal communities.

•  Gun Rights 
Because firearm use is common for hunting and for people’s livelihood, questions about gun 
rights, particularly for those who have been involved with the criminal justice system, are often 
an area of interest.  Many people in rural areas make use of firearms for subsistence and  
recreational hunting, so firearm use tends to be a fixture in rural, tribal communities. Many tribes 
also use firearms as part of ceremonial and cultural practices.



The central point to be made, based on the challenges outlined above, is that collaborations between 

rural, tribal communities and outside organizations present a unique set of challenges not present 

when working with urban populations. For a collaboration to succeed, the priority must be to promote 

a community’s self-determined goals. As such, it is imperative not to impose a predetermined value 

system on a community in the course of a collaboration. Typically, the dominant culture in which most 

Americans participate has systematically erased the histories, cultures, and values of Native peoples, and 

the challenges facing tribal communities today. So it is particularly important for outside organizations to 

focus on being receptive and responsive to a community’s stated goals and needs; to become educated 

on the historical and present context of the challenges facing a community; to be aware of the outside 

organization’s culture, value system, and potential blind spots; to identify assumptions that outside 

organization members might make about tribal communities; and to suspend those assumptions and 

judgments. 

Despite these challenges, the success of our collaboration has motivated Root & Rebound, in partnership 

with the Yurok Tribe, to externalize the model that we have developed over the course of the two-year 

collaboration. Strong collaborations between tribes and external organizations can have a powerful 

impact on legal access in rural, tribal communities. This kind of collaboration is especially important given 

that funders have tended to ignore the unique needs of rural, tribal communities, a problem exacerbated 

by the misconception that most Native people live in urban areas. In the next sections, we will provide 

details on the methodology of our collaboration, including recommendations and strategies that we have 

employed to address the challenges outlined above. The hope is that future collaborators can build on 

what we have learned and continue to build this work throughout the U.S. 
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        Self-help resources due to lack of lawyers for poor communities,  
trainings to share knowledge skills between lawyers & impacted people

      Community-based and mobile legal clinics, direct services  
and court representation, Reentry Legal Hotline—the only in the U.S.

             Impact litigation & legislation to restore the rights of people  
impacted by the justice system, work alongside systems-impacted people to  
change laws & policies

BEST PRACTICES FOR REENTRY LEGAL 
ADVOCACY IN TRIBAL COMMUNITIES— 
A ROADMAP FOR REPLICATION IN YOUR STATE

This section discusses in more depth the collaborative approach to developing the Tribal Reentry 

Advocacy Project, along with best practices and tips for organizing rural tribal clinics and trainings 

for justice-involved people. For collaborations, we encourage legal services practitioners to take 

creative and holistic approaches to sharing legal resources, knowledge, and power.

BEST PRACTICES IN PARTNERSHIP & COLLABORATION

This Project began when Root & Rebound’s Executive Director, Katherine Katcher, and the Yurok Tribal 

Court Chief Justice, Abby Abinanti, met at a panel discussion about supporting women of color in 

reentry. There, the two discussed their work, visions and priorities as social justice advocates. Judge Abby 

later joined Root & Rebound’s nonprofit Board of Directors, and together the two organizations secured 

a multi-year grant to support the development of the Tribal Reentry Advocacy Project. In Judge Abby’s 

words, “It was Katherine Katcher’s vision of justice which inspired a collaboration in which [I] would 

provide the need and Root & Rebound would provide services.” Katherine describes “how the partnership 

was built on trust and mutual respect, with the needs of the Yurok community front and center, dictating 

the shape and form of our legal advocacy and support.”

Thus, the Project was built upon personal relationships and mutual goals to expand access to legal 

advocacy for people impacted by the justice system and reduce the “justice gap” in tribal communities. 

By coming together as leaders to share their vision and pursue resources that would make it possible, 

the collaboration has been a truly mutual effort, resulting in dozens of mobile legal clinics and trainings 

on reentry issues in rural, tribal communities across Northern California. Katherine mentions that “a door 

was opened for us to make an impact in a community that has long been neglected/overlooked, and we 

understood that, as outsiders to that community, it was on US to learn how to approach, support, serve, 

and advocate for that community, new to us [...] but all was done in the spirit of humility, and knowing 

that the skills we brought to the table as attorneys were powerful, but needed to be shared, adjusted, and 

molded to fit the needs of this community.”

Additionally, Root & Rebound and the Yurok Tribal Court shared a vision of a different justice system, 

one that values strengthening people and communities holistically. Specifically, Root & Rebound has a 

three-part model—Education, Advocacy, and Reform—focused on restoring and protecting the rights of 

systems-impacted people. This aligns well with Judge Abby’s mission to strengthen a holistic tribal justice 

system, based on the values of healing and redemption through assumption of responsibility.

 EDUCATION

 ADVOCACY

 REFORM

ROOT &  
REBOUND’S 
MODEL



In addition to having aligned leadership and missions, it was critical to partner with local tribal service 

providers, tribal government agencies, and other rural community partners in bringing the Tribal Reentry 
Advocacy Project to life. Some of the key ways our teams did this was by:

•  Working with Rural Courts 
Rural courts have varied levels of receptivity to working with advocacy organizations. Hours for 
courts in rural communities are varied and at times unpredictable. As in most other locations, 
court documents and processes can vary which can add additional challenges, especially when 
communication is difficult. 

•  Relationships to Tribal Courts  
Tribal justice systems are regarded differently by state and federal government and by tribe members 
themselves, on a tribe by tribe basis. It is important for partnering organizations to understand the 
extent of tribes’ justice systems, and tribes’ relationships with surrounding courts, to understand the 
specific needs of community members.

•  Varied Reentry Services & Policies  
The policies of rural courts and agencies are more varied than in other areas. Often, these institutions 
offer few or no reentry legal services. So attorneys should be vigilant in ensuring that clients’ 
rights and remedies are respected and implemented by local authorities. For example, it might be 
necessary to recognize that fees are being assessed to someone who qualified for a fee waiver, 
or that a rural court is refusing to accept state-approved forms and contact the court on a client’s 
behalf.

•  Connecting with Local Tribal Services & Programs 
Some rural, tribal communities have existing programs for tribal members with incomplete or 
underdeveloped procedures in place to address the needs of those with criminal records. It is 
important to understand what policies and procedures are in place in order to advise clients 
accurately. 

14



PRACTICAL TIPS FOR DEVELOPING LEGAL CLINICS AND TRAININGS TO SUPPORT  
TRIBAL MEMBERS WITH PAST JUSTICE SYSTEM INVOLVEMENT 

The Tribal Reentry Advocacy Project focuses on two main types of events: legal clinics and legal trainings. 

This section provides an overview of key goals, outcomes, and steps for both components of the Project.   

Legal clinics are organized with the goal of removing legal barriers for community members while also 

informing them of their individual rights. Clinics address local needs and make services easily accessible 

and free of charge. In addition, these clinics are intended to be holistic. The following section includes 

practical considerations in establishing clinics.

Finding a Clinic Location

Clinic locations can have a significant impact on client turnout. If possible, clinics should be located 
in central areas that are accessible through public transportation. At times, social service agencies are 
able to provide bus passes for free, which can facilitate client access to clinics. In general, travel can 
be difficult due to unreliable bus lines and limited funds for gas. Having clinics in locations near other 
health, public benefits, and social services facilities can also be of benefit for individuals who have 
limited means of transportation and use clinics as a way to complete multiple errands. 

To avoid the resurgence of trauma, clinics should be held in locations which will attempt to avoid 
triggers associated with system involvement. For example, early in the Project, a clinic was once held 
inside of a courtroom. A client at this clinic mentioned she was uncomfortable staying long because 
she was reminded of instances in her life where a court room brought negative experiences. Because 
tribal communities are also highly policed, individuals are sometimes not willing to attend clinics 
located in areas with high police presence. Here, it is also of benefit to have developed partnerships 
with the community, so they can identify ideal clinic locations. Availability of internet access and  
telephone services is also important, as this can affect immediate access to relief (some issues can be 
resolved on site with a quick phone call, i.e.— a client thought the reason her license was suspended 
for 6 years was because she owed thousands of dollars in fees but in fact, after a simple phone call to 
the Department of Motor Vehicles, fees were only $55).

Targeted Outreach

Outreach is a critical part of organizing a rural tribal clinic. Acquiring a significant turnout can be 
difficult to accomplish when there is a history of harmful legal policies and lawmaking which has led 
to a general distrust of legal service providers. Outreach should be done along with trusted partners 
who may be able to provide familiar and trusted spaces to hold clinics and any additional resources. 
Because community partners are such an important aspect of this Project, they should always be 
given credit for their contributions. An example of this is through flyers, which should include partner 
information and logos.  

For a better turnout, there should also be clear communication on the availability of holistic services 
(this of course is reliant on the type of clinic that will be organized). For example, instead of having a 
flyer advertise “Record Cleaning” which limits expectancy to one service, advertising “Reentry Clinic” 
can promote a wider range of services. It can also help to include a list of services with examples of 
the types of aid that will be provided. If multiple clinics will be taking place in different but nearby 
locations, one flyer with all the clinic locations and contact information can facilitate the transfer 
of more information with the option to choose which clinic they would like to attend. Additional 
outreach can also be done through local newspaper listings, tribal newsletters, local radio, tribal 
courts, transitional housing, large local employers and other social service agencies. 
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Scheduling Appointments

Establishing clinics with a holistic approach means that legal topics can vary widely. By allowing 
clients to call in and schedule appointments before the clinic, many of these issues can be 
researched and/or prepared for in advance of the clinic date. For this reason, it is important to begin 
scheduling appointments in advance, as early as 5-7 weeks before the clinic, so that research can 
be done effectively. When appointments are scheduled, clients can also be prepared and asked to 
bring materials and other supporting documents (i.e. support letters for declarations, court ordered 
course completion, RAP sheets etc.) as well as what they will do at the clinic (i.e. sign documents, 
fill out declarations). Although scheduling appointments can be important, there should also be a 
consideration as to whether walk-ins will be allowed. Because these can sometimes fill an immense 
need in the community, Root & Rebound allows for walk-ins until the very end of the clinic. Many 
times, clinics are organized as one-time events and client relationships end the day of the clinic. Root 
& Rebound has a model in place with the goal of providing follow up as needed and within 4 weeks 
of meeting with the client. Because the issue may be resolved at the clinic, there is no requirement 
for this. When organizing a clinic, appointments should be scheduled with an eye on organizational 
capacity but with consideration that many times there are no shows.

Holistic Collaborative Services

For a more holistic clinic, a good strategy is to contact local legal aid organizations and fill in gaps 
with other services. For example, one organization who specializes in record cleaning can offer 
expungement services followed by a more holistic intake (including family, employment, driver’s 
license issues etc.) completed by you and your organization. Having an intake which will ask an array 
of questions can be necessary in order to unearth this information from clients. If budgets allow, 
transporting volunteers in cars or busses can be an easy way to get volunteer attorneys and law 
students to participate in clinics. Partners often provide their own services, so it is also important to 
communicate with them about what they may be able to offer before and after the clinic. 

Court Logistics and Specifics 

As in any clinic, it is important to know the specific rules of local courts. At times, there may also be 
a number of courts with multiple jurisdictions to consider, which makes having a good relationship 
with local courts important. By communicating clearly, sharing documents promptly, providing 
information relevant to individual cases, and collaborating on record-cleaning procedures, we were 
able to establish a positive relationship with rural courts in the areas in which we operated. It is 
particularly important for outside organizations traveling to an area to be consistent and efficient in 
communicating with courts, to demonstrate the ability to save time for all involved and take as much 
of the logistical burden as possible off of the courts themselves. It is also important to acknowledge 
and understand any pre-existing relationships with tribal governments, community members and 
state courts. 

Preparing and Maintaining Documents 

Before arriving at the clinic, each client who has scheduled an appointment should have a folder with 
documents prepared. Court documents specific to clinic locations should be printed beforehand, so 
that they may be signed and completed on site. Having a mobile printer (with double-sided printing 
and scanning) can also help with maintaining documents for record keeping and future reference. 
One staff member should be assigned to record keeping and every other staff member should have 
a checklist for forms to complete with clients (i.e. waivers, limited scope agreements, follow-up 
steps etc.). For follow-up and future clinics, having relevant documents on file can facilitate future 
assistance. 
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At a legal clinic with the Round Valley Tribe in Covelo, California, Root & Rebound 
drafted legal pleadings for a tribal member asking the local court to end her probation 
early, which would allow her to advance her employment options. The court granted 
the request to end her probation early based on her strong showing of rehabilitation 
and accomplishments in the community, and Root & Rebound is continuing to  
support her in dismissing the underlying convictions so she can move up in her career!

CLIENT SPOTLIGHT

Clinic Connectivity 

Internet and phone service are very useful if available. In setting up for the clinic, make sure to find 
the nearest source of internet and phone service before beginning to see clients. It is also important 
to know specific court hours, which can be sporadic or shortened in rural areas. Knowing court hours 
in advance can inform which client appointments to prioritize, since this contact may be critical for 
completing paperwork. 

Wait Times 

While waiting for an appointment, a staff member can explain other resources available to the client 
before talking to an attorney. For example, Root & Rebound creates toolkits for individuals who are 
system-impacted that focus on various reentry issues. These materials can be disseminated before 
speaking with an attorney who may or may not be able to resolve their legal issue at the clinic. 
Ideally, community responsive materials, such as Root & Rebound’s Reentry Guide chapter on tribal 
law, should also be available for distribution. The tribal chapter is printed before clinics to share and 
ensure responsiveness to unique needs in the community. This allows for individuals to leave the 
clinic with a resource that they can share with others, regardless of any additional services they may 
receive. Likewise, making sure that there is enough space to allow for confidential communications 
can sometimes be difficult when location options are especially limited. When speaking with 
partners, ask about the location and figure out a way to have enough space to ensure confidential 
communications. This can be particularly important in small communities where information travels 
fast and clients are concerned that their personal matters will be shared. If possible, also have snacks, 
beverages and childcare services for clients. 

Post Clinic Follow-Up Support and Communication

As discussed in the first section about resources scarcity and technology barriers, communication 
can sometimes be difficult in rural communities. Phone numbers are often changed or disconnected, 
internet service may be difficult to access, and addresses are often changed and sometimes none 
existent. It is important to ask clients the best way to communicate with them before communication 
lines become blurred. Whether there are trusted community members, family members, friends or 
other trusted individual informational sources, having additional contacts can be very important in 
maintaining communication. Follow-up should be completed within 4-6 weeks of the initial clinic. 
Although some clients will have more advanced issues than others, it is important to communicate 
and update them about their case. At Root & Rebound, cases can always be reopened and often, 
more issues can arise. Follow-up should involve an openness and willingness to continue support if 
needed. 

Mobile, holistic legal clinics are at the center of this Project, helping people with prior justice system 

involvement who live in rural, tribal communities address the immediate needs, legal issues and barriers 

they are facing because of their record.
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Root & Rebound provides trainings on “fair chance hiring” to unlock  
opportunities for people with records and ensure employers are  
following the law. As part of our advocacy for tribal members, Root &  
Rebound has trained tribal employers including the Yurok Tribe Gaming  
Commission on the quickly evolving federal, state and local fair chance  
hiring and “Ban the Box” laws and the benefits of hiring system-impacted  
people. Educating local employers on fair chance hiring laws and best  
practices ensures compliance with applicable laws, while also providing  
information about the many rewards of hiring people with records. 

“FAIR  
CHANCE  
HIRING”  
EDUCATION
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Trainings have been another important component to this collaboration. The goal of training sessions is 

to support and reinforce self-reliance and self-determination in rural, tribal communities. Trainings are an 

important way of democratizing knowledge while also transferring power and investment to under- 

resourced communities. The following are practical tips and considerations for setting up trainings in  

rural, tribal communities:

Advanced Planning and Logistics 

Know the audience that you will be training and what their needs are. It is essential to reach out to 
partners beforehand, to determine the highest needs in the community. If there are specific legal barriers 
which are common in the area, significant time should be devoted during trainings for these. On occasion, 
the knowledge base for particular legal issues can be developed further. In these cases, more advanced 
courses or a series of trainings may be necessary. If certain equipment is needed for trainings (i.e. projector, 
screen, video, audio etc.), make sure to call ahead to determine whether this is available. Internet service 
may also be sporadic, so it is always important to have a presentation that is not reliant on internet access. 

Targeted Outreach  

Contact local service providers including: social workers, case workers, local reentry organizations, legal 
service providers, tribal courts, employers, law enforcement supervision and any other relevant entities 
to offer trainings on relevant legal subjects. Many times, rights are not asserted simply because they are 
not known as legal rights. Reaching out to an array of organizations can help circulate critical information 
about rights and resources throughout the community. Trainings can also be dedicated to the community. 
Trainings can be open and involve topics which have become a common question in the community. 
These trainings can even take place during clinics with the intention to communicate information about 
common or recurring issues to a larger number of people while simultaneously allocating time for one on 
one consultations if questions remain.

Prepare Materials  

Include learning objectives and agenda at the beginning of the presentation and allow some time for 
participant modifications. Sometimes moving learning objectives with the most interest to the beginning 
of a long training can reinforce retention of the subject. Prepare visuals, such as PowerPoint, to support 
learning. However, keep in mind that internet access may be limited, so downloading to a computer 
beforehand is a good idea. Print hard copies of important resources to share, as well a list of web links for 
those who do have internet access. Root & Rebound prepares a number of toolkits which cater to different 
audiences, which are always shared and sometimes used during trainings. Having toolkits, handbooks, and 
brochures to share can be a great visual for learning as well as a resource to keep and share. 

TRAININGS



“ I didn’t dream as big as I dream now because a lot  
of options were not available to me. That’s a big thing. 
Now, I could petition for school, get a degree. Might  
be a lawyer, might be a nurse—now I don’t know what  
I want to do ‘when I grow up!’ The world is my oyster.”
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Follow-Up Communications 

Keep in touch with individuals after training sessions and figure out ways to support them in the 
future. Initial trainings can be a step towards a series of trainings. Offer distinct topics and continue to 
educate and support with ongoing changes in the law. 

Collecting Data & Tracking Impact  

If the goal is to create long-standing change, which would make this type of work obsolete, it is 
important to survey and track the assets and needs of rural, tribal communities. This allows for a 
compilation of information that can be used internally, to create more specialized services and 
clinics but also as systemic research. This information can help inform policy recommendations for 
local, statewide and national work. Root & Rebound maintains a database for common issues as 
well as surveys which can be used to calculate client satisfaction. An additional part of the work is to 
continue to ensure that the work is valuable and done properly. Surveys should be included either at 
clinics or once follow up is completed to ensure this information is tracked. 

While clinics focus on providing one-on-one support to people, the reentry legal trainings complement 

and expand upon individual client support by sharing learnings and know-your-rights information at a 

larger scale and offering continued professional development for local service providers seeking to better 

serve people with records and abide by the law. By providing consistent trainings on relevant issues, this 

knowledge can continuously grow and develop.

Bill is a Root & Rebound client who had a felony drug charge from 15 years ago, one he  
never knew he could clear from his record. Living in rural Klamath, CA he was cut off from 
legal aid that he might have found in a more urban area. Bill’s record narrowed possibilities 
in his life, and he felt there was so much he would never be able to do because of his past 
mistakes. When R&R traveled to Klamath, Bill met with us and found out he had a good shot 
at getting his record cleaned. After R&R started the process on his behalf, he was soon asked 
to appear in court. Bill said that when he went before the judge, he felt proud presenting his 
best self, talking to the judge on his own terms. BIll’s record cleaning was approved, and for 
the first time he felt that he could build a future he wanted for himself and his children. 

CLIENT SPOTLIGHT



SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Over the past two years of providing reentry advocacy clinics and trainings in partnership with 

rural, tribal communities, Root & Rebound ran into some challenges. This section provides a 

summary of developed work-arounds and relevant insights that ameliorate learning curves 

for other organizations hoping to build on our work. In this section, we recount important 

considerations in light of the prominent barriers to justice faced by rural, tribal communities 

and suggest ways to prepare for these challenges. These recommendations are drawn 

from two years of work with the Yurok and other California tribes. Every step of this process 

is documented and surveyed. Outcomes are collected to keep this work sustainable and 

constantly improving. 

Though this section lays out recommendations, it is impossible to give universal instructions 

for building partnerships and programs with tribes. Every tribe’s situation is distinct, and it 

is important to recognize and challenge colonial perspectives which reduce diverse Native 

people to a single category. In partnering with tribes, it is essential to work on a case-by-case 

basis, responding to the specific needs, culture, and existing legal infrastructures of a given 

community. Outside organizations should start by learning from existing advocacy programs 

and legal systems within tribes, to uplift and support a community’s ongoing work. There must 

be careful thought given to the needs of Native communities in any social justice work, because 

social justice work can never be divorced from the experiences of Native American people. 

Native Americans have a profound history of injustice which, in one form or another, continues 

to the present. For this reason, social justice work should center Native people as part of any 

advocacy effort that works to resolve existing societal inequalities. The following text highlights 

suggestions based off of Root & Rebound’s experiences for those who hope to engage in 

partnerships between tribes and outside organizations. 
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PRIORITIZE RELATIONSHIP-BUILDING

Having Judge Abby on the Root & Rebound Board and as a lead on the Project was crucial to our ability to 

respond to the needs of the Yurok Tribal citizens. To support the foundation of this Project, we work with  

collaborators such as the Yurok, Hoopa, Tolowa Dee-Ni’ Nation, Yuki Trails, Cahto, Round Valley, Hopland, 

Pomo and Karuk Tribes, Sonoma Indian Health Center, Northern California Intertribal Council, the  

Consolidated Tribal Health Project, and Tribal TANF offices, to build professional and informal relationships. 

Strong relationships are crucial to creating responsive partnerships and to promote knowledge sharing in the 

community. Partnerships work best when there is a pre-existing relationship, with a history of collaboration 

and where trust has already been built. Successful partnerships will seek to encourage self-determination for 

individuals and communities together. 

BE FLEXIBILE AND BE RESPONSIVE

Many challenges will arise when establishing a new project with an entirely new group of people. Often, 

individual partners who facilitate collaborations will also shape the nature of that collaboration. The key is 

to be flexible and responsive to the needs and criticisms of the community with which you are partnering. 

Being flexible with client needs will also be required, as issues may vary from place to place. Likewise, client 

communication may be sporadic in rural communities which means that working with clients can at times 

require corresponding via mail and other delayed means. Practitioners may be spending time after a clinic 

to do logistical work for a client and generally taking on administrative burdens. It is important to be patient, 

flexible and responsive to partners and clients alike.

CLEAR AND CONSISTENT COMMUNICATION IS KEY 

Clear, consistent, and open communication is key if an organization hopes to be credible, trustworthy 

and create longstanding relationships with rural, tribal communities. As mentioned, communication can 

be difficult in rural areas for many reasons. It is important to communicate often with partners and clients, 

especially during follow up. When appropriate and with client permission, consider taking the names and 

numbers of friends and family who can help connect you to the client in the future. If there is a plan for 

future clinics, it is also a good idea to communicate the date with clinic attendees. If an exact date has not 

been identified, an estimated date may still help inform next steps for clients. 

CONFIDENTIALITY REQUIRES GREATER MEASURES IN RURAL AND TRIBAL COMMUNITIES

Confidential communication can be an issue when clinics are organized in small areas in the community, 

so attempt to have distinct spaces for client meetings to ensure confidentiality. Ask permission before using 

social service providers, family, friends, or other community partners to follow-up with clients post-clinic. 

OFFER PUBLIC EDUCATION AND TRAININGS ALONG WITH CLINICS—AND “TRAIN THE TRAINER” 

Utilize a ‘Train the Trainer’ model to strengthen the knowledge base within the community, with the goal to 

transfer information that empowers the whole community. Transfer valuable skills to those who lead justice 

and service work in their communities. Root & Rebound found success with training partner organizations 

in record cleaning. For example, the Yurok Tribal Court is in the process of becoming a certified Live Scan 

provider, so that community access to services is not dependent upon an outside agency like R&R, and so 

that this service is better integrated into the tribe’s justice system. 

All staff members of the tribe can and should be encouraged to learn criminal justice barriers, fair chance 

hiring, and legal rights. This includes court staff, educators, employers, school administrators, local law 

enforcement (tribal and non-tribal), elders, and counselors. This can be done through workshops which take 

place during clinics or are organized separately. Identify tribal staff who are the most passionate about these 

issues and connect to people on the ground to organize these trainings.
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CONSIDER MOBILE CLINICS WITH HOLISTIC SERVICES 

Attorneys should be trained as “generalists” with a broad knowledge base on reentry legal issues and an 

understanding of specific issues and barriers unique to tribal and rural communities. Attorneys trained to 

conduct holistic assessments will screen for issues affecting all areas of life and prioritize based on  

available remedies and client goals. In holistic practice, cultural autonomy should be encouraged by 

allowing individuals to tell their own stories as told by themselves. Issues should be addressed in ways 

which are most relevant and sensitive to their given situation. 

TAKE THE TIME TO ACQUIRE KNOWLEDGE AND AWARENESS OF TRIBES’  

UNIQUE HISTORIES & GOALS

In recognition of the pattern of trauma described in an earlier section, it is also important to take a  

trauma-informed approach to offering legal services. This includes educating oneself on history and 

training on sensitivity and responsiveness to the ongoing forms of violence that tribal communities face. 

Tribes are not monolithic. There are currently 566 federally recognized tribes, and each has a distinct 

relationship with the federal government; with the other courts in their state and region; with surrounding 

tribes, communities, and institutions; and between the tribal government and tribal members. It is always 

important to be aware of intertribal dynamics and not assume that nearby tribes’ leaders will be willing or 

able to collaborate on a project. If collaboration is warranted, knowing the history, context and need of 

the community is a critical step.

Tribal citizens are generally citizens of two nations, plus at least one state. They are often marginalized so  

that their rights are unknown to them or at least unrealized as they do not have the assistance to actually  

realize them, i.e., through clean slate petitions. In addition to current issues, having historical context can 

really inform the type of help that is needed in tribal communities. Keep informed on developing work 

and research. Learning from partners and community members should be ongoing.
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PRACTICE AREAS

NUMBER OF CLIENTS

ID & Voting: 20

Parole/Probation: 2

Housing: 8

Public Benefits: 1

Employment: 33

Court Ordered Debt: 24

Family & Children: 9

Education: 3

Record Cleaning: 198

Occupational Licensing: 4



“ In one instance when a Yurok Tribe member died in  
prison, Root & Rebound was able to assist us in having his 
body brought home for burial, which was tremendously 
important for his family and culturally significant.”

    —Judge Abby, Chief Justice of the Yurok Tribal Court

CLIENT SPOTLIGHT

IMPLEMENT STRATEGIES THAT IMPROVE RURAL ACCESS TO REENTRY LEGAL SERVICES

Root & Rebound travels more and more to remote locations where resources are scarce. Access to 

transportation, internet and phone should inform the choice of location for events, to ensure maximum 

accessibility and relief. For an outside organization traveling to provide services in a rural area, it is 

important to plan for the time and travel costs associated with doing so. Budget for the time and cost 

of driving to rural areas to provide services. Arrange for transportation for all staff who will provide 

services. Advertisements can be done by reaching out to local social service providers, courts, and any 

relevant location which may be able to share the events information. By bringing Live Scan electronic 

fingerprinting technology, paying the Live Scan service fee, and working to waive DOJ fees for clients 

prior to clinics, it becomes possible to eliminate the main logistical and monetary barriers people face 

in accessing and cleaning their criminal records. This makes it possible and easy for clients to clean 

their records, alleviating other legal hurdles as a result. When working with rural courts, plan in advance 

and establish a positive working relationship with superior courts. This can be mutually beneficial to 

advocacy organizations and to the courts themselves. To establish such a relationship, it is important to 

be consistent and efficient in communicating with courts, to provide full and accurate information, and 

even to develop positive interpersonal relationships. Rural work can be challenging but is not impossible 

to do. The need will always exist and planning properly can mitigate many issues that are associated with 

establishing these types of clinics. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

While legal clinics and trainings are at the center of this Guide, there should be significant thought put 

into ways other work can benefit communities served. Root & Rebound spends significant time taking 

the information learned from clinics, trainings, partners and the community to inform policy reform. This 

involves pursuing systems reform in rural California and working to make the state justice system more 

culturally responsive. This should be a goal for all practitioners as a means to continuously work towards 

larger systemic change, resulting in a statewide and national movement. Statewide and national initiatives 

are not the only ways to do this; there are also local ordinance and institutional policies which may better 

address the issues presented. For example, Root & Rebound collects information from individuals through 

surveys. During this process, acquiring occupational licensing became an apparent issue for those with 

criminal records. Root & Rebound is active in occupational licensing reform and participates in various 

policy reform collectives which enable them to share and develop policy initiatives. An added benefit to 

policy reform is the effect of changing discourse regarding people with convictions and the promotion of 

change in the narrative of incarceration and Native people. 
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CONCLUSION

This Guide is meant to inform and support practitioners in establishing legal clinics for rural, 

tribal communities. There is a high need for resources and legal support and this Guide is 

written as a path to facilitate and address this need. Through the initial collaboration between 

Root & Rebound and the Yurok Tribal Court, many peoples’ lives have been affected by the 

establishment of this Project. In the words of Judge Abby, “The clinics have been able to assist 

[and] prepare applications for clean slate petitions for the formerly incarcerated enabling them 

to apply for benefits, seek educational opportunities and employment. They continue to act 

as a resource to our team as we grapple with the issues facing the formerly incarcerated, from 

staying child support obligations to enrolling children in their tribes to secure the child’s rights.”  

It is the combination of holistic practice and collaboration with tribal partners which make this 

Project a success. Although this Project exemplifies the needs in rural, tribal communities, it also 

shows the resilience of a community that has been consistently disenfranchised. The hope is 

that this work will eventually not be needed and that this Guide is improved by the experiences 

of other practitioners and partners to collaborate and continue this work.

24

“I’m no longer feeling stuck.”
      —a client after Root & Rebound helped clear her record
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