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25 Years and   
 Counting ... 
 on EBCLC 
Tirien Steinbach ’99 and Jeff Selbin consider the  

East Bay Community Law Center’s rise from three staffers 
sharing a typewriter to its role as a major legal resource 

Interviewed by Andrew Cohen

photography by JIM bLoCK

and health care. As federal and state 
budget cuts to myriad services threaten 
the stability and security of disadvan-
taged families, EBCLC has carefully 
expanded its programming while giv-
ing Boalt students invaluable clinical 
experience.

 Steinbach, an EBCLC staffer for 12 
years and executive director since 
2007, has won numerous fellowships 

and awards for her tireless work on behalf of the disenfran-
chised. Selbin, EBCLC’s faculty director and a leading figure 
in clinical education and anti-poverty law, founded the 
center’s HIV/AIDS Law Project in 1990 and preceded 
Steinbach as executive director from 2002 to 2006. Together, 
they co-teach “Community Law Practice at EBCLC,” a com-
panion seminar for the roughly 80 Boalt students who work 

of persistent Boalt students and launched with a skeleton 
staff and donated supplies, it has blossomed into a local 
institution—and Alameda County’s largest provider of legal 
services to low-income residents. 

 With 30 full-time employees, EBCLC now assists several 
thousand clients and many community groups each year 
with legal matters directly affecting their income, shelter, 

 Tirien Steinbach ’99 and Jeff Selbin talk about the 
East Bay Community Law Center (EBCLC) the way 
proud parents talk about their children. Which 
makes sense, given the time and care both have 

invested in guiding the center’s development.
 The growth of EBCLC, which celebrates its 25th anniversary 

this year, was as unlikely as it is inspiring. Founded by a group 
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TWO FOR ALL: Jeff Selbin and Tirien Steinbach ’99 
have built the East Bay Community Law Center 
into Alameda County’s largest provider of legal 
services to low-income residents.
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there each year—some of whom return after graduating to 
launch or lead center initiatives. 

 Recently, Steinbach and Selbin spoke about EBCLC’s 
remarkable rise with Senior Communications Writer and 
Transcript Managing Editor Andrew Cohen.

andrew cohen: How did EBcLc grow from such a humble 
beginning to its current position serving thousands of mar-
ginalized clients each year? 
Jeff selbin: I’d start with the vision and choices of the 
founding students. They diagnosed two pressing needs—
clinical training opportunities for law students and legal 
services for low-income clients—and hard-wired them into 
EBCLC’s mission. Next, they hired a dynamic executive 
director, Bernida Reagan, who inspired staff, students, and 
community stakeholders to maximize EBCLC’s impact in 
both dimensions. They also persuaded the law school to 
support the center while maintaining its independence. 
Many staff members, students, clients, board members, and 
donors have been instrumental to our success, but these 
core ingredients—a clear mission, inspiring work, and a 
foundational partnership with the law school—have allowed 
EBCLC to grow and thrive.

What is the biggest challenge to EBcLc’s mission?
Tirien steinbach: The biggest challenge is the general trend 
of “trickle-down justice.” Government support for legal 
assistance for those who can’t afford private attorneys has 
been on a fairly steady decline since the 1980s, when 
President Reagan zero-funded the Legal Services 
Corporation in his budget, although three-quarters of that 
was restored by Congress. EBCLC does not accept this 
funding because of its restrictions on service provisions, 
but we’re still impacted by the downward trend in support 
for legal access and investment in law as a tool to combat 
poverty’s causes and conditions. 

How gratifying is it that EBcLc alums return to lead major 
initiatives and how vital is that to the center’s growth? 
JS: It’s incredibly gratifying. Fourteen of our current law-
yers and fellows are Boalt graduates, and most of the non-
Boalties interned at EBCLC during one of their law school 
summers. We never planned for EBCLC to play that role, 
but it’s been a huge bonus. The attorneys are loyal to the 
school and absolutely devoted to the center. Students ben-
efit from that passion and connection. In recent years, we’ve 
become more intentional in our postgraduate training. In 
fact, postgraduate fellowships are a central piece of EBCLC’s 
25th anniversary campaign.

EBcLc assists clients with consultations, referrals, full 
representation, negotiation, and case management. is one 
component most critical?
TS: Good lawyers are problem-solvers. Jeff and I both often 

use the toolbox metaphor. Our goal is to help students 
assemble a wide range of tools to identify and resolve cli-
ents’ legal issues. To quote Jeff: “If you only have a hammer, 
everything looks like a nail.” Clients come to EBCLC with 
different needs, capacities, competencies, and options. No 
one mode of lawyering is more important than another; it’s 
about what works to move clients beyond the crisis or con-
cern that brought them in the door to a place of greater 
stability and opportunity.

The center has been consistently popular among Boalt stu-
dents. What is it about EBcLc’s approach that successfully 
leverages their talents year after year?
JS: I think the center appeals to them at several levels. 
First, most students come to law school because they want 
to make the world a better place. We’re an obvious outlet 
for their justice aspirations. Second, most students plan to 
practice law, and we provide them with a hands-on experi-
ence that’s hard to come by in many schools. Finally, I think 
we have an exceptional office culture. We expect a lot from 
the students, but we also treat them, each other, and the 
clients with tremendous respect. So it’s a win-win for the 
students and a huge benefit to the community.

it seems EBcLc students also forge quite a track record 
of success after graduating.
TS: I’m so proud of our alums, who go on to work in every 
legal field and many professions beyond law. They’re judges, 
law firm partners, public interest attorneys, government 
lawyers, filmmakers, teachers, parents, and politicians. 
Whenever I talk with alums, I’m always awed and touched 
by how much they tell me they gained from their experi-
ence at EBCLC. They often remember their former clients 
in vivid detail. More important, they recount the lessons 
they learned from both their failures and successes. I remind 
them that the learning and growth is reciprocal; that EBCLC, 
the community, and clients have benefited as much or more 
from the energy and effort they put into their time here. 

How impactful is it for law students to be exposed to the 
daily struggles your clients face? 
JS: It speaks to one of EBCLC’s signature contributions. 
Some of our students grew up in poverty, but most did not. 
And regardless of their backgrounds, relatively few of them 
will spend a career working in a community-based setting 
like EBCLC. But all of them will leave the clinic having seen 
some of the pain and hardship of poverty. And all of them 
will learn something about the capacity and limits of the 
law and lawyers to make a difference for people living in 
poverty. We know from national research that clinics sus-
tain students’ civic commitments beyond law school, and 
we know from our own course evaluations and alumni sur-
veys that the clinic experience is transformative for many 
students.
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as the legal needs of low-income citizens evolve, how do 
you decide where to allocate resources? 
TS: Over the years, we’ve developed a process to help decide 
if, how, and when to expand programs and allocate resources. 
We start with EBCLC’s core mission of training students 
and providing client services, and review proposed projects 
in the context of our five broad program areas: housing, 
health and welfare, economic security, immigration, and 
youth and education. We ask: Does this fit with expressed 
learning goals for students? Does it substantively or stra-
tegically expand experiential opportunities? Would a new 
or expanded program broaden students’ options for train-
ing and practice? Does a new program better serve existing 
or potential clients? Is there a significant or new need or 
gap in services in the community that EBCLC’s unique 
model can fill? 

are there ever conflicts within EBcLc about priorities?
TS: There are inherent tensions and trade-offs whenever 
resources are allocated in one place or another. But a 
thoughtful and reflective process for decision-making yields 
results that mitigate the conflicts and maximize long-term 
success. We try to map the legal landscape to see both the 

 

 In the early 1980s, major budget cuts to 
social service programs created a glaring 
need for legal services. When the Alameda 

County Legal Aid Society had to slash its 
attorney roster from 54 to 13—and close 
its Berkeley office—a group of indignant 
Boalt students sprang into action. 

“Homelessness was rampant,” says Kathi 
Pugh ’90, then an elected official on the City 
of Berkeley’s Rent Stabilization Board. “We 
went to law school because we wanted to 
help people, but in 1988, there weren’t any 
clinics. We wanted a hands-on experience 
that we weren’t getting in the classroom, 
and we felt like the law school had an 
obligation to give back to the community.”

The determined Boalt students spent two 
years raising more than $200,000 in 

donations from law firms, foundations, and 
corporations to form the Berkeley Commu-
nity Law Center. At the center’s September 
1988 opening, Berkeley’s then-Mayor Loni 
Hancock thanked the students and said 
their program would “fulfill a tremendous 
need.”

The center’s original three-person staff 
included Brad Adams ’88, who had led the 
students’ efforts.

“Launching the center took a lot of work 
and a little luck,” says Adams, who remains 
thankful that Robert Raven ’52—then 
president of the American Bar Association—
attended the opening. “To have someone of 
his stature there, speaking so supportively, 
that really boosted our credibility and 
fundraising.”

A quarter-century later, the center—since 
renamed EBCLC—is the East Bay’s largest 
provider of legal services to low-income 
residents. Now armed with 30 full-time 
staffers, the center has trained more than 
1,200 Boalt students.

“In my 25-year career, I’m the most proud 
of my involvement with EBCLC,” says Pugh, 
Morrison & Foerster’s firm-wide pro bono 
counsel. “So many student-led efforts die 
when their original student leaders 
graduate, but almost everyone who comes 
to EBCLC seems committed to making it 
even stronger.”

Whether with housing, health care, or 
immigration, EBCLC has always been busy 
helping people. With its data showing one 
lawyer for every 200 middle- and upper- 
income Californians compared with one for 
every 20,000 low-income residents, that 
pace will surely continue.

“The diminishing size of legal aid budgets 
has made EBCLC even more important than 
we’d imagined,” says Adams, now executive 
director of Human Rights Watch’s Asia 
Division. “Every once in a while I’ll meet 
someone, even overseas, who also worked 
at EBCLC. It reminds me how many 
dedicated people have been there over the 
years, and how grateful I am to be part of 
this legacy.” —Andrew Cohen

Determined to 
Make a Difference

The arduous journey to establish EBCLC was fueled by 
equal parts desperation and inspiration

service needs and assets in the community we intend to 
serve. We reach out to stakeholders—legal and nonlegal 
service providers, government agencies, organizers, clients 
or potential clients, professors and researchers—and  
collect feedback on priorities. Finally, we think about sus-
tainability and ask: Do we have the staffing and expertise 
necessary for success, and can we build that staffing over 
time? Can we secure long-term resources to launch, grow, 
and sustain a program? How will we evaluate success and 
respond to challenges? How do we ensure that this new 
program will still be here tomorrow, providing relevant 
and impactful training and services? 

EBcLc engages first-year students through its community 
Legal Outreach (cLO) program. How important is that to 
developing a strong infrastructure within the center?
JS: CLO has existed in one form or another since EBCLC’s 
earliest days. It’s another testament to our founders’ vision 
and to the seemingly boundless capacity of Boalt students 
to do good. CLO allows 1Ls to get a taste of lawyering and 
the clinic before they enroll for academic credit in their 
second and third years. It also allows us to reach even 
more clients in need. In addition to CLO, for almost  
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20 years, EBCLC has hosted the weekly Workers’ Rights 
Clinic involving dozens more 1Ls. 1Ls are engaged in 
inspiring work every night of the week through various 
CLO projects, and many of them return as clinic 
students.

in what areas has EBcLc achieved its greatest success? 
TS: I’m fortunate to witness and celebrate the daily suc-
cesses with staff and students: When we win $20,000 in 
back benefits that were wrongfully denied to a client; when 

a client comes back years later to say, “Thank you. Your 
lawyers saved my life by getting me on disability benefits 
and off the street”; when a client is granted legal residency 
or citizenship because of EBCLC’s work; when a law is 
changed to better protect tenants from discrimination and 
abuse because of EBCLC’s advocacy; when a family stays 
in its home because of EBCLC’s successful intervention; 
or when a client simply says, “I’m grateful someone listened 
to me and stood up for my rights,” those are some of the 
greatest successes. 
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STRATEGY SESSION: Students in EBCLC’s Policy Advocacy Clinic 
combine research and legal skills to guide public policy toward 
more equitable treatment of the poor.
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Center’s New 
Clinic Takes 
Aim at  
Public Policy  
It didn’t take long for the newest arrow in  
EBCLC’s quiver to strike

 Launched last fall, the Policy Advocacy 
Clinic (PAC) took aim at Berkeley’s 
“sit-lie” ballot measure that would have 

banned homeless people from sitting in 
commercial districts during business hours. 
After researching dozens of municipalities 
with similar ordinances—interviewing city 
officials, consulting with a criminologist and 
an economist, and crunching retail sales 
data—the clinic produced a report titled 
“Does Sit-Lie Work?”

Released before the November election, 
the report garnered some local media 
coverage. It took no official position, but 
urged voters to consider the evidence—or 
lack thereof—that the ordinance would 
improve homeless services and increase 
economic activity. Berkeley voters rejected 
the measure by a small margin.

“Our research seemed to indicate that 
sit-lie laws actually create costs for cities, 
and that these laws are ineffective at 
encouraging homeless people to seek 
services,” says PAC student Emily Soli ’14. 

“Further research, especially on the costs 
associated with criminalizing homelessness, 
will help shape this policy area.”

The new clinic is led by EBCLC Faculty 
Director Jeff Selbin. Among its policy 
methods are data collection, research and 
analysis, legislative drafting, negotiation and 
lobbying, participation in administrative 
rulemaking, amicus briefs, and coalition 
building. The clinic also includes a seminar 
that explores law-related policy methods and 
partnerships.

Early projects have been drawn from 
pressing issues facing EBCLC’s individual 
clients. Students drafted a pathbreaking 
Homeless Persons’ Bill of Rights, now 
pending before the California legislature; 
created a first-ever advocate’s guide to 
helping gay and transgender immigrant 
victims of hate crimes; and are writing a 
timely policy brief on how to ensure that 
implementation of the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act strengthens the public 
safety net and works to improve health, 

reduce poverty, and grow California’s 
economy.

“Last summer, a student of mine 
interviewed EBCLC’s clinic directors to 
identify policy needs and opportunities,” 
Selbin says. “Within two weeks, we had 32 
possible projects! There will always be more 
work than we can do—and we hope to 
expand over time—but the potential to 
involve our students in making a difference 
in the world seems limitless.”

EBCLC has always pushed to change 
state laws, city ordinances, and adjudicative 
practices. But constraints on those 
efforts—including pressing client demands 
for legal assistance related to life necessi-
ties, such as income, shelter, and health 
care—fueled the creation of a more 
comprehensive policy clinic.

“It’s been tough balancing policy 
advocacy with direct service work because 
individual clients with emergencies take 
priority,” Selbin says. “By launching this 
project, we can focus on systemic issues 
without having to make that trade-off, and 
students can receive training and a 
sustained experience in this important 
dimension of lawyering.” —Andrew Cohen



How vital are your collaborations with 
other area organizations? 
TS: Few things are more vital to our 
success. Symbiotic collaboration is at 
EBCLC’s core, as manifested in our 
partnership with the law school. In 
each program area, our lawyers and 
students also work with other legal 
agencies like Centro Legal, Bay Area 
Legal Aid, Lawyer’s Committee for Civil 
Rights, International Institute of the 
Bay Area, and Homeless Action Center; 
social service providers like Building 
Opportunities for Self-Sufficiency and 
Alameda County Public Health; orga-
nizers like All of Us or None and Causa 
Justa; institutional stakeholders like 
the courts, the public defender’s office, 
and the city attorney’s office; and policy 
advocacy groups like Public Counsel, 
the ACLU, and the Western Center  
on Law & Poverty. At EBCLC, we 
believe that success is always a shared 
enterprise. 

What’s the most rewarding part of  
running EBcLc? 
JS: For me, it’s both immediate and 
deferred. Watching students grow right 
before your eyes—in their confidence, 
competence, and commitments—is 
really rewarding. At the same time, it’s 
amazing to hear from our graduates 5, 10, 15 years out, who 
now play prominent roles in the public and private sectors. 
They speak so fondly about the formative impact of EBCLC 
and Boalt in their professional development. It sounds corny, 
but I think of them as the many ripples of justice emanating 
from EBCLC.

What’s the hardest part? 
TS: That a part of me wants to work in every program and 
every clinic that EBCLC runs. When a law student tells me 
about arguing in court that morning or a lawyer describes 
a great case outcome or I see a thank-you card from a cli-
ent to one of our intake specialists, I get a little pang of 
longing for when I directly supervised students and repre-
sented clients. However, the pride and joy—and also tears 
and struggles—that I have the privilege of sharing with our 
staff, students, clients, and colleagues every day far out-
weigh the longing I feel to practice law directly. 

Where do you see EBcLc 10 years from now? 
JS: If you asked me this at any point since I arrived at 
EBCLC in 1990, I’m pretty sure I would have underesti-

mated the next 10 years. All I can say is that EBCLC’s mis-
sion—preparing law students for practice and serving the 
legal needs of low-income clients and communities—is 
more important now than at any time in its history. 
Sometime soon, I believe the best law schools will require 
a clinical rotation for students and the most humane com-
munities will narrow the justice gap for poor people. I’m 
confident that EBCLC will be at the center of both efforts.

as part of its 25th anniversary celebration, the center will 
hold regional parties for EBcLc alums in new York, 
Washington, D.c., and Los angeles. What are your hopes 
for those events?
TS: To bring alums together to celebrate a quarter-century 
of work, to preview our plans for the next 25 years, and to 
inspire them to invest in EBCLC. When alums support the 
center, with donations or through pro bono service, it’s a 
clear demonstration that they valued EBCLC as part of 
their legal education, that they understand it exists because 
many people and institutions come together to fund justice, 
and that they want to be part, however small or large, of 
ensuring EBCLC is here for years to come. n
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 EBCLC recently launched a two-year, $1 million campaign—the “Fund 
for the Future”—to establish a permanent in-house postgraduate 
fellowship and to bolster client services.

Sixty percent of fund contributions will go toward the fellowship to 
support a recent Boalt graduate’s development of a new clinical project to 
expand existing programs at EBCLC. Forty percent will go toward high-tech 
upgrades that include mobile technology for more efficient client intake and 
counseling; flexible satellite sites closer to clients, courts, and community 
services; and a mobile law office that delivers legal information, counseling, 
and advocacy where needed.

“This campaign will enhance EBCLC’s service and teaching missions,” 
Executive Director Tirien Steinbach ’99 says. “It will also continue our 
tradition of innovation and evolution to meet the growing needs of our 
clients and students.”

EBCLC has become the East Bay’s largest provider of free legal services 
by developing high-impact programs in housing, health, welfare, immigra-
tion, prisoner re-entry, consumer law, homeless rights, community 
economic development, policy advocacy, and youth education. 

“As a law intern and even as an alum, I assumed EBCLC was fully funded 
by Boalt,” says Nery Castillo-McIntyre ’10, the center’s pro bono and 
communications coordinator. “Only after becoming a staff member did I 
learn that EBCLC raises 75 percent of its funds from individual donors, 
foundations, firms, and other supporters.”

Boalt supporters can earmark contributions to EBCLC at givetocal.
berkeley.edu. To learn more about the fund, visit fundforthefuture.ebclc.org. 
—Andrew Cohen

Funding a Future 
Two-year, $1 million campaign will support both 
innovation and evolution at EBCLC


