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Demystifying Law Practice in
Greater Wisconsin

Over the coming months, several attorneys will share the facts and
their experiences to help correct assumptions and demystify the
professional and personal realities of practicing in rural Wisconsin.

The rural justice gap deeply affects ev-
eryone who lives in or next to Wisconsin,
residents and attorneys alike.
According to State Bar of Wisconsin
membership records, there are more
than 16,000 active, Wisconsin-licensed
attorneys, but this number is insuffi-
cient to fill state residents’ legal needs,
especially in “Greater Wisconsin.” In
fact, only 11,782 attorneys currently
live in Wisconsin, and only 4,110 live
in any county other than Milwaukee,
Waukesha, and Dane.! While more than
two-thirds of Wisconsin residents live
outside these three counties, less than
one-quarter of Wisconsin attorneys do.?
After accounting for lawyers em-
ployed by each county and those listed
as “active” but not practicing full time,
there are very few private attorneys — if
any — to handle the remaining criminal,
family, business, and other legal issues
that residents in every community in our
state face. These numbers are most stark
in the truly rural swaths of the state.
The problems caused by this short-
age of lawyers for Wisconsinites in
rural counties are similar to, but much
worse, than some of the problems faced
in Madison and Milwaukee. In every
area of practice, potential clients are
more likely to be turned away due to
an attorney’s conflict of interest or
unavailability. For example, defendants
in criminal cases can wait months for an
attorney and might ultimately be paired
with one from several counties over.?
And divorcing parties who want an
attorney might be unable to find any in
their area, much less any who also have
the capacity to take their case. In fact,
looking at some pre-pandemic numbers,

only 14% of residents in rural “legal des-
erts” received help for their civil legal
problems.*

For all licensed Wisconsin attorneys,
the imbalance between supply of and
demand for legal services creates a bar-
rier to fully and efficiently serving the
communities where they live. Attorneys
who live and work in underserved areas
must decline more and more work
due to lack of capacity. Although this
might seem like a good problem for a
small business to have, it can nonethe-
less be disheartening and leave mas-
sive amounts of business on the table.
Meanwhile, attorneys new to a location
might struggle to find a mentor or net-
work to support their work.®

Different problems arise for new
attorneys committed to working in the
most-populous counties. An abundance
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We will discuss incomes
in different parts of the
state, cost of living,
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opportunities in rural
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how to excel practicing
law in rural Wisconsin.
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of new and experienced attorneys in
these counties means more competition
for positions and new business and of-
ten lower wages than expected. Even for
established attorneys practicing in large
or medium-sized cities in Wisconsin, the
demand for attorneys in rural counties
can increase the amount of work done
for remote clients or the amount of
travel needed to serve them.

This is not to say that all legal needs
in Wisconsin'’s largest cities are being
met. Unfortunately, many other bar-
riers to justice remain throughout the
state. But where there is a mismatch
between the legal needs and the number
of legal professionals, the clients facing
the most barriers to getting the help
they need will struggle the most.

Although the access-to-justice gap in
rural Wisconsin has gotten worse, it is
not a new problem. It has been a state
and national concern for many years.®
The State Bar of Wisconsin has observed
the growing problem and tried to en-
courage attorneys and law students to
consider working in rural areas. Often,
the reasons given for choosing not to
consider Greater Wisconsin are based
on misassumptions and myths about
rural practice.
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The Gap Can Be Narrowed
Over the coming months, I and other
attorneys will be sharing the facts and
our experiences to help correct misas-
sumptions and demystify the profes-
sional and personal realities of practic-
ing in rural Wisconsin. We will discuss
incomes in different parts of the state,
cost of living, personal and professional
opportunities in rural Wisconsin, and
advice on how to excel practicing law in
rural Wisconsin.

My articles will include deeper
looks at current news and studies on
rural practice, takeaways from serv-
ing on Greater Wisconsin Initiative
Committees, and my experience with
rural and tribal law and as the private
attorney involvement director for
Judicare Legal Aid (formerly Wisconsin
Judicare Inc.). My experience is in civil
law, especially family law. Other authors
will cover criminal law in greater detail.

1 am particularly motivated to inspire
law students and attorneys to consider
working in Greater Wisconsin.  am also
constantly working with attorneys who
are inundated with work and hoping
that more attorneys join their ranks,
and [ will pass some of their experiences
along to you.

If you are interested in sharing your
thoughts or expertise on the pros and
cons of rural practice, you are in-
vited to contact State Bar of Wisconsin
Communications Director Joe Forward,
jforward@wisbar.org, to become a con-
tributor for this series.

For now, | end with this: There is a lot
more to Greater Wisconsin than many
people realize. If you love hunting, fish-
ing, and other outdoor fun, I don’t need
to sell you on that part of the lifestyle.
But there’s also more work, more social-
izing, more networking, more diversity,
and more fun to be had. I look forward
to sharing some of that with you. wr
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ENDNOTES

In this article, “Greater Wisconsin” refers
to the other 69 counties in Wisconsin,
which still includes many metropolitan ar-
eas. “Rural Wisconsin,” “rural counties” and
other terms are used more interchange-
ably for the especially remote counties and
areas in the state.
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SResources and tips will appear in future
articles.
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