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Abstract
Mobile legal clinics can be used to provide better access to justice in many different ways. The Nepal projects discussed
and evaluated here used law students and private lawyer volunteers to conduct legal education programs, give counsel
and advice, and provide legal representation. Mobile legal clinics like these can be replicated for people in personal crises
or natural disasters anywhere. The goal of this article is to provide information the reader can use to create mobile
clinics to meet the needs of people in crisis in any situation. Assessing these programs is also discussed.
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The Nepal Mobile Legal Clinic project began with an
international collaboration between a Nepal NGO1 and
a United States (US) professor to acquire grant funding
to create mobile legal clinics for people in crisis. The
funding enabled Nepal professors, students and legal professionals to become volunteers for mobile clinics. These
clinics were formed to go out into the communities in
Nepal to reach survivors of the earthquakes in 2015
under a grant received from the Organization for
Development and Peace, Caritas Canada. Another
grant was used to assist survivors of domestic violence,
received from the Open Society Foundations’ Higher
Education Support Program.

People need to know their legal rights, entitlements and
social services in order to have meaningful access to
justice. Public knowledge of the law will result in a
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more just legal system.2 Vapnek asserts that, ‘Without
access to justice, people – especially the poor and disenfranchised – are unable to realize their rights, challenge
discrimination, or hold decision-makers accountable’.3
‘A citizen with few resources facing civil procedures
will never have the same chance as one who can afford
the cost of a legal professional’.4 The World Bank’s strategy to address poverty includes alleviating the barriers to
access to justice.5 Justice systems provide effective delivery of social services such as health care and education
by insuring the equitable allocation of entitlements and
providing ways for citizens to seek redress in the event of
a violation.6 Mobile clinics recognise the value of bringing
justice education to the people.
In extreme circumstances, access to justice can be
more difficult to obtain. Those affected by natural disasters and survivors of domestic violence have a more
challenging time receiving legal assistance. For people
affected by natural disaster, the lack of an established
legal system has meant international disaster relief is
often unpredictable and on an ad hoc basis, leaving no
legal certainty for survivors.7 Survivors of domestic violence also face additional barriers to justice such as ‘lack
of representation, delays, costs, and procedural complexities’.8 Reaching people affected by these circumstances
can be difficult. It can be challenging to provide assistance
to those affected by natural disaster if their country
refuses to accept assistance. For example, in Myanmar
the humanitarian needs of the people were ignored in the
interest of political power.9 Even in developed countries
such as the US, rural areas still face a lack of resources
for domestic violence survivors. The need for domestic
violence shelters and transportation still goes unmet.10

Access to justice in a challenging
environment
There are serious challenges to providing access to justice under any circumstances. These challenges can be
exacerbated by poverty, a lack of education and geography. Mobile clinics addressed all these challenges in
Nepal, showing the clinics to be a valuable tool for any
challenging environment. Nepal is among the poorest
countries in the world. According to the United
2
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Nations Human Development Index, Nepal ranks
144th out of 188 countries.11 Nepal has 25.2 per cent
of its population living below the national poverty line.12
Children are often forced to drop out of school for a
variety of reasons. Economic hardships and household
poverty are important factors related to Nepal’s high
dropout rate because parents cannot support their children’s education when their income is insufficient to
meet needs such as clothing and food.13
Nepal’s geographic location also complicates providing legal services and disaster relief to underserved citizens. For many people, location is a barrier to legal
assistance, such as those who live in the rural
Himalayan part of the country. Transportation to these
locations is treacherous and expensive because of poor
infrastructure such as low-quality roads and unreliable
electrical power.14 Because of the diverse location of
the citizens and their poor economic status many do
not receive, or have the same opportunity to receive,
services provided by the government as those who live
in urban settings. Extremely vulnerable to natural disasters and located on the edge of a tectonic plate, Nepal
faces the financial costs of increasing disasters and typically lacks the means to provide legal services to those
living in remote mountain villages.15
The mobile legal clinics in this project took place in
some remote locations in Nepal, in an effort to reach
those most distant and disconnected from access to justice and legal assistance. The clinics have a unique advantage because they are not dependent upon government
funds. This is a benefit because it not only offers relief to
the survivors but also to the resource-challenged government. Another advantage of the clinics is that they
can move to different communities to provide meaningful
access to justice to Nepal’s many underserved citizens.

The needs of people in crisis
This project was implemented in Nepal as a response
to the aftermath of the natural disaster crisis and
the domestic violence crisis affecting the country. The
needs of those affected by natural disaster and those
affected by domestic violence can be very different.
The mobile clinics used to reach out to these Nepalese
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were developed to meet the specific legal needs of the
survivors.

Natural disaster
Natural disasters can strike anywhere. There are
commonalities that make the Nepal disaster response
one from which much can be learned. In 2015, a 7.6
magnitude earthquake rocked 31 of Nepal’s 75 districts,
causing devastation.16 More than 300 aftershocks followed this earthquake leaving terrible road conditions
caused by landslides and rubble from buildings. It was
nearly impossible to reach already isolated Nepalese
mountain villages, invoking a state of crisis in the country.17 An estimated eight million people – one-third of
Nepal’s population – were impacted by this earthquake
and its aftershocks.18 The already fragile situation of the
citizens’ access to justice quickly disintegrated. As a
result of the earthquake, 700,000 more people were
added to the poverty line. The Government of Nepal
confirmed over 500,000 houses were destroyed, 8700
people were killed and more than 22,300 were injured
by the earthquakes.19
Many legal needs arose for the citizens affected by this
natural disaster in these districts. One need was obtaining legal documents that affected many of the 500,000
Nepalese who had lost their homes. Other legal assistance as a result of this crisis included community legal
education on the right to benefits and representation for
those in need of benefits and those who were wrongly
turned away. The mobile clinics were first located in the
areas of Sindhupalchowk, Gorkha and Bhaktapur – districts most affected by the earthquake. It was easier for
mobile clinics provided by this project to help people in
crisis than clinics in permanent locations because they
had the ability to take help directly to those most
affected by the earthquake in remote locations.

Domestic violence
Domestic violence is also a global issue. Nepal legally
defines domestic violence as ‘any form of physical,
mental, sexual or economic harm, including acts of reprimand or emotional harm, perpetrated by one person
on another with whom he or she has a family relationship’.20 As a societal norm in countries such as Nepal,
16
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women become part of an extended family after marrying, which can lead to more potential perpetrators of
violence than the spouse because the woman is exposed
to more people capable of harming her.21 Cultural traditions can also contribute to a high rate of domestic
violence. Studies in Nepal show risk factors associated
with domestic violence include living in a patriarchal society, low social status, illiteracy, economic dependency
and unsatisfactory dowry.22 In addition, factors such as
‘poor health, livelihood, insecurity, and inadequate social
mobilization’ are attributed to domestic violence in
Nepal.23 After the earthquake, those who were already
vulnerable and disadvantaged faced even harsher conditions – for example, the women who faced domestic
violence.
From community assessments and knowledge of the
risk factors, the needs of these women were identified
so the volunteers of the mobile clinics would be best
able to help them. Women without access to education
often have no knowledge of their legal rights or laws
that protect them from harm, leaving them dependent
on their husbands. With no knowledge of their legal
remedies, many women are forced to accept their situations and even adapt to domestic violence until it
becomes normalised, which can then become a dangerous cycle.24 The most demanding need for these
women in crisis was to access information, including
education on their legal remedies and the avenues available to take them out of this cycle of domestic violence.
The mobile clinics provided by the volunteers of this
project helped create this avenue for these Nepalese
women.

Mobile legal clinic benefits for survivors
Legal information is not readily available to many communities.25 Laws are sometimes outdated and poorly
written, which can make it difficult for those needing
to exercise their legal rights.26 This creates a barrier
for those who want to obtain access to justice.27
Lawyers and law students volunteering for mobile legal
clinics can assist in understanding and using laws available
to assist vulnerable populations.
Distrust in the justice system can also be remedied by
creating a safe environment with mobile clinics. Mobile
clinics create a greater public awareness for access-to-
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justice programs and interest in using the courts, thus
creating better perceptions for the justice system. This
helps countries create a better system for the future.28
Programs created for survivors, such as these mobile
clinics, may help foster positive perceptions of the legal
system.29
Mobile clinics overcome the barrier that clinics in set
locations often fail to reach people in crisis.
Inaccessibility creates many problems for the survivors
of natural disasters. A clinic in a law school is convenient
for the law students but can be a barrier to persons
seeking help from the community. A business district
or Courthouse location can be a problem for the survivor in crisis as well.30
Emergency assistance given to survivors of crisis is
often inadequate.31 The compensation and emergency
assistance needed is essential to survivors. However,
receiving compensation in a timely manner is more
important because of their critical needs. Survivors
need the assistance of lawyers and law students who
work in the mobile clinics in order to navigate through
a difficult legal system.
Most governments are unwilling to provide assistance
for long periods. One way that survivors’ lives may be
improved after a natural disaster, such as the earthquakes
in Nepal or the tsunamis in Indonesia, is to increase the
duration of government assistance to survivors. There
also is the risk of corruption and wrongdoing by a government. This limits the survivor’s potential to take
advantage of assistance intended for them.32
Mobile legal clinics can support survivors in situations
like these. The lawyers, paralegals and law students are
there to help survivors with the legal and procedural
processes that they face. The compensation process
should be quick and fairly easy in the case of natural
disasters. While it is not solely the responsibility of
the government to provide aid for these survivors of crisis, the government should take responsibility and be
diligent in helping the citizens of its country in their
time of need.
There is no source of international law for legal rights,
procedures and duties in natural disasters. Additionally,
there has been no attempt to create or expand any international laws pertaining to disaster response and assistance for natural disaster survivors.33 Mobile legal clinics
must therefore tailor the curriculum and approach to the
laws and culture of the particular community, to best
serve the people in crisis.
Mobile legal clinics may help expand a pool of pro
bono lawyers who will serve indigent clients after the
28
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Figure 1. Earthquake.

clinics are over, which can improve access to justice overall.34 Law students are exposed to the value of providing
access to justice through volunteer efforts. They present
information to, and interview, clients in great need of
services. Students also see professionals donating
their time to provide access to justice. In addition,
improving access to the justice system may enhance
the public’s interest in the legal system. Recognising
this benefit may involve new professional volunteers.
This goes beyond the benefit provided by the volunteers
of mobile clinics in terms of free legal education, awareness, consultations and representations for survivors to
know their rights and have the ability to get access to
justice.35

Nepal mobile clinic client survey
responses
Earthquake survivors in Nepal were surveyed after
attending a mobile clinic to assess their needs and also
assess the mobile clinics. The mobile clinic outreach, and
therefore client response surveys, focused on three geographical areas in Nepal: Sindhupalchowk, Gorkha and
Bhaktapur. These regions were the focus of the outreach
services due to the serious need and vulnerability of
these communities. Mobile clinics were held in the
three regions for more than one year. Two-page surveys
were distributed in order to gain more information
about the needs of earthquake survivors. Information
was gathered as to the demographics of the respondents,
types of problems they experienced and whether the
clinic was helpful.
The survey covered 516 earthquake survivors.
Questions included age, income level, education level,
family size, areas of need, issues help was sought for
and the help they received.
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the print advertisement for the mobile clinics reaching a
disproportionate number of the literate population. A
mobile clinic must strive to reach all segments of the
population with marketing that will make clear the
mobile legal clinic is to be accessible to all persons.

Family size

Figure 2. Domestic violence.

Age

Family sizes for survivors in this survey were as follows:
11 per cent had three people or fewer; 50.9 per cent had
three to five people; 23.1 per cent had five to seven
people; 11.9 per cent reported seven or more in their
family and 3 per cent did not report their family size.

Area of need

The average age of survivors surveyed was 36 years old.
The range was between 15 and 77 years. However, 67
people did not answer the question about age on the
survey. Figure 1 shows the data regarding age for earthquake survivor surveys with 328 male and 188 female
respondents. Figure 2 shows data provided from a
domestic violence survey for gender. In the domestic
violence survey, there was a significantly higher number
of females who participated compared to males in the
earthquake survivors’ survey.

Income
A chart for income level is not included. However, 36 per
cent of those surveyed reported income levels of 5000
Nepal Rupies or less per month. (This is about US$50.)
Of the other respondents, 27.4 per cent reported receiving
5000–10,000 Nepal Rupies in monthly income; 17.5 per cent
received 10,000–20,000 Nepal Rupies and 7.1 per cent
reported a monthly income of 20,000 or more Nepal
Rupies. Finally, 11.9 per cent did not report on this section
of the survey.

Loss of home was the biggest problem that survivors
indicated with almost three out of four reporting this
need. Homelessness is a serious problem in any climate.
The second problem was tied between loss of income
and loss of personal documents. Both were reported at
16.8 per cent. Loss of personal documents can make it
difficult to prove eligibility for benefits, home ownership
or land ownership needed for a livelihood.
The next biggest problem was land dispute, which 13.1
per cent of people reported as an issue. Family/stress or
violence was the next biggest issue with 7.1 per cent of
people reporting this as a problem. Finally, 1.7 per cent of
people did not report a specific problem.

Education level

The statistics concerning education level do not accurately represent Nepal’s population. Normally, in Nepal,
citizens do not make it past the 12th grade. In this survey,
there was an unusually high number of people recorded
who had received higher education. This may be due to

Domestic violence was one of the least indicated problems among those attending the earthquake survivor
mobile legal clinics. Only 12.7 per cent of those surveyed
reported this as an issue for which they sought help.
However, this may be due to the high number of males
who participated in both the clinics and the survey.
Survivors were asked what kind of help they had
received from the mobile clinics. Respondents could

6

check more than one service. There were 46.6 per cent
who received legal help; 43.7 per cent reported professional counsel; 25 per cent reported receiving written information and a further 25 per cent reported ‘other’ as help
received. Finally, 5.4 per cent reported not being helped.

Alternative Law Journal 0(0)

Declaration of conflicting interests
The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest
with respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.
Funding
The author(s) received no financial support for the research,
authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Britane Hubbard is a Bachelor of Science candidate in
Criminal Justice, Concentration in Legal Studies, Missouri
Western State University, USA.

In the section regarding how helpful the services were, a
large proportion of those surveyed indicated that they
were very helpful and with very few indicating they were
only a little helpful. Very few had negative thoughts towards
the clinics. This indicates the mobile clinics were a success
in helping clients.

Conclusion
This study examined the effectiveness of mobile legal
clinics in reaching out to various populations in crisis.
Pairing law school clinic volunteers with volunteer attorneys is a cost-effective way to staff these clinics and
encourage future volunteerism. The Nepal mobile clinics
are replicable in other jurisdictions with populations in
crisis, whatever the challenges may be to reach them.
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