
SUMMARY
At first glance, it might seem that 
Wisconsin has an abundance of lawyers. 
But a closer look shows that while some 
parts of the state have ample legal 
services, many locations do not. Wisconsin 
is one of many states in which residents 
of rural areas have very limited access to 
lawyers, at least to lawyers whose offices 
are within easy travel distance. 

The shortage of lawyers is especially 
concerning for individuals seeking help 
with a divorce or other family law matter, 
given that these matters are common, 
sometimes arise on short notice, and 
often involve heightened emotions. Waiting 
for an opening with a local lawyer or 
driving a long distance to consult one with 
immediate availability might be impossible 
in these circumstances. 

This article breaks down Wisconsin’s rural 
lawyer-shortage problem and explains 
some of the continuing effects. The 
authors then discuss potential solutions, 
focusing on the possibilities of “telelawyer” 
services: the use of video-conferencing 
technology to connect clients who live in 
rural areas with lawyers whose offices are 
located elsewhere.
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When you hear the phrase 
“rural law,” what’s the 
first thing that comes to 
mind? Farming? Ranching? 

Maybe the next things are taxes, bankruptcy, 
or foreclosure prevention. Further down the 
list are innumerable family issues such as 
divorce, custody, protective orders, and child 
welfare concerns. 

So how does this affect lawyers? Let’s look 
at an example. John1 is a physician, a partner 
in a local practice. Mary is his wife. They are 
struggling with marital difficulties, and Mary 
has just learned that their 12-year-old daughter 
has told someone that John is abusing her. 
Mary is distraught and accuses John of child 
abuse. John immediately calls a local lawyer. 

Would this be a problem? Not if John and 
Mary live in an area where a lot of lawyers 
practice. John calling one lawyer probably 
will not affect Mary’s ability to find a lawyer. 
However, John and Mary live in a small town 
in a rural area. The lawyer John calls is one of 
only two lawyers in the area who do family 
law and who will take a case involving child 
abuse allegations. When Mary contacts the 
other lawyer in town who practices family 
law, that lawyer discovers that John is a 
partner in the health care practice she uses 
for her family. The second lawyer faces an 
ethical conflict, because she might not fight as 
hard for Mary, knowing that it could affect her 
health care practitioner’s clinic. Additionally, 
Mary might think that the lawyer has divided 
loyalties. Mary is out of luck: finding lawyers 
who will handle cases like hers is extremely 
difficult because of the small number of 
lawyers in these locations.

Cases involving domestic abuse, child 
custody, or child abuse may force a client to 

run through a maze to locate legal counsel 
in a part of the country where family law 
attorneys are scarce or overburdened. The 
first one to find the lawyer wins. As in a game 
of musical chairs, the second one to the chair 
is out of luck.

Maggie Hogan, who practices in 
Rhinelander, said that she encounters these 
types of situations. She mainly practices in 
Oneida County, but about one-half of her 
practice is in Vilas County, and occasionally 
in other counties. Recently, she had a case in 
which she was contacted by a woman seeking 
representation in a family law matter. The 
woman’s ex-partner had contacted the few 
lawyers in town in their own county, thereby 
conflicting them out. That county has about 
12 lawyers, in total. The county was about 
a 90-minute trip away from Hogan, in good 
weather. The client traveled to Rhinelander to 
see Hogan, who took the case. The client then 
had to travel to the other county, which during 
a snowstorm took more than two hours 
and went through areas that have no cell 
phone reception. Ultimately, the ex-partner 
appeared and represented himself.

What is a “Rural” Area?
The problem of finding lawyers in rural areas 
particularly affects Wisconsin. Many of 
Wisconsin’s counties are rural and have few 
lawyers, let alone lawyers who concentrate 
in family cases with sensitive issues such as 
domestic violence or child abuse. 

Unfortunately, there is no universally 
accepted definition of the term “rural area.” 
The U.S. Census Bureau defines it as “any 
population, housing, or territory not in an 
urban area.”2 It defines an urban area as one 
of two types: an “urbanized area,” which has 
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a population of 50,000 or more, and an 
“urban cluster,” which has a population 
of at least 2,500 and less than 50,000.3 
By this definition, 97 percent of 
Wisconsin’s land is in rural areas, and 
30 percent of Wisconsin residents live in 
rural areas.4 Of Wisconsin’s 72 counties, 
44 have a population of less than 
50,000 and would be considered “rural” 
under the Census Bureau definition. 
The combined population of Florence, 
Menominee, and Iron counties is not 
even 15,000. 

According to another measure, the 
Rural Health Information Hub, about 
26 percent of Wisconsin residents 
live in rural areas.5 The definition of 
“rural” according to the U.S. Office of 
Management and Budget is different 
from the definition of “rural” according 
to the Census Bureau, which is different 
than the definition of “rural” according 
to the Economic Research Service Rural-
Urban Commuting Areas (RUCA).6

So, we don’t really have a common 
understanding of “rural.” However, 
Wisconsin, like many states, has coun-
ties where the population is less dense, 
and those counties have fewer lawyers. 

Figure 1 

Total Population Compared to Number of  
Lawyers by County

County* Number of 
Attorneys**

USCB 
Population***

Population  
per Attorney

Attorneys 
per 10,000 
Population

FLORENCE 4 4,321 1,080 9.26 

MENOMINEE 10 4,658 466 21.47 

IRON 11 5,676 516 19.38 

PEPIN 5 7,289 1,458 6.86 

FOREST 8 8,991 1,124 8.90 

BUFFALO 2 13,125 6,563 1.52 

PRICE 15 13,397 893 11.20 

RUSK 8 14,147 1,768 5.65 

BAYFIELD 20 15,042 752 13.30 

BURNETT 11 15,392 1,399 7.15 

MARQUETTE 8 15,434 1,929 5.18 

ASHLAND 30 15,600 520 19.23 

WASHBURN 18 15,878 882 11.34 

CRAWFORD 12 16,291 1,358 7.37 

SAWYER 22 16,489 750 13.34 

LAFAYETTE 6 16,665 2,778 3.60 

RICHLAND 14 17,377 1,241 8.06 

GREEN LAKE 24 18,918 788 12.69 

LANGLADE 14 19,268 1,376 7.27 

ADAMS 12 20,348 1,696 5.90 

KEWAUNEE 19 20,383 1,073 9.32 

TAYLOR 15 20,412 1,361 7.35 

JACKSON 35 20,478 585 17.09 

VILAS 36 21,938 609 16.41 

IOWA 25 23,771 951 10.52 

WAUSHARA 15 24,263 1,618 6.18 

JUNEAU 18 26,617 1,479 6.76 

DOOR 55 27,610 502 19.92 

LINCOLN 40 27,689 692 14.45 

TREMPEALEAU 28 29,442 1,052 9.51 

VERNON 36 30,785 855 11.69 

CLARK 18 34,709 1,928 5.19 

ONEIDA 63 35,470 563 17.76 

GREEN 47 36,929 786 12.73 

OCONTO 12 37,830 3,153 3.17 

MARINETTE 35 40,434 1,155 8.66 

SHAWANO 35 40,796 1,166 8.58 

PIERCE 48 42,555 887 11.28 

DOUGLAS 55 43,208 786 12.73 

POLK 42 43,598 1,038 9.63 

DUNN 33 45,131 1,368 7.31 

BARRON 38 45,164 1,189 8.41 

MONROE 49 46,051 940 10.64 
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*Only counties with 50,000 population or less. **State Bar of Wisconsin members in good 
standing on July 23, 2019, with active, active new, or emeritus membership status.  
***United States Census Bureau statistics.
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Whether or not people self-define as 
living in rural areas, the lack of access 
to lawyers means trouble in times of 
trouble. 

By the Numbers: Lawyers in Rural Areas
According to the State Bar of 
Wisconsin’s 2017 Economics of Law 
Practice Survey, “Overall, more than 
one-third (36%) of respondents reported 
that their community was underserved 
in 2016, including 26% who said that 
individuals with limited means had 
difficulty finding representation. 
Respondents in the more rural northern 
regions were more likely to say they had 
fewer or the right amount of attorneys. 
Nearly one-half of those in the North/
Central-West region indicated that their 
community was underserved.”7

Nearly 50 percent of Wisconsin 
lawyers live in the state’s seven most 
populous counties: Brown, Dane, 
Milwaukee, Outagamie, Ozaukee, 
Racine, and Waukesha.8 Only about 17 
percent of lawyers consider themselves 
“rural” lawyers.9 According to 
Wisconsin Public Radio, fewer than 40 
percent of active lawyers in Wisconsin 
practice outside urban areas.10 

Some counties are harder hit than 
others. This is not a new phenomenon. 
Nearly five years ago, the chief judge 
of the Marinette County Circuit Court, 
Judge James Morrison, observed that 
“lawyer supply is low compared to 
the legal demand that exists.” When 
lawyers have retired, “there’s little new 
blood coming in.”11 In 2016, Florence 
and Buffalo counties had only three 
lawyers practicing in each county, and 
most were age 50 or over.12 According 
to recent data from the State Bar of 
Wisconsin,13 the five least populous 
counties are Florence, Menominee, Iron, 
Pepin, and Forest. They have a combined 
total population of 44,040. There are 
only 40 lawyers total in these five 
counties, which is less than one lawyer 
for every 10,000 people.14 

As a result, Wisconsin residents may 
not be having some or all of their legal 

needs met.15 People may need to travel 
60 miles or more just to see a lawyer.16 
Lawyers may need to take cases from 
almost 100 miles away.17 The trend has 
been toward fewer lawyers, not more. 

In 2014, the Wisconsin Lawyer 
reported that Adams County had only 
11 lawyers to serve a population of 
more than 20,000. That is one lawyer 
for every 1,861 residents. Oconto 
County had 17 lawyers for more than 
30,000 residents, or one for every 
2,195 residents.18 Contrast that with 
Milwaukee County, which had one 
lawyer for every 186 residents, or Dane 
County, with one lawyer for every 156 
residents.19

The situation has not improved 
significantly. In 2019, Adams County 
and Oconto County each have only 12 
lawyers. Milwaukee and Dane counties 
still have the most lawyers per resident. 
Milwaukee County has one lawyer per 
every 189 residents, and Dane County 

has one lawyer for every 163 residents.20 

(See Figure 1: Total Population Compared 
to Number of Lawyers by County.)

Scarcity of Family Law Attorneys in 
Rural Areas
These facts and figures are distressing 
enough for people who need legal 
services involving transactional areas 
such as wills and estate planning or 
real estate. However, for a family in 
crisis, the lack of legal services can be 
overwhelming. 

According to one author, a conten-
tious divorce is one of 11 life situations 
when people need to seek legal advice.21 
Not only are lawyers for family law 
matters hard to find in rural areas, but 
the shortage means that as soon as one 
party finds a lawyer locally, the other 
party may be shut out due to conflict-
of-interest rules.22 For those who live 
in rural or remote areas and can afford 
to hire a private attorney, they may be 

Welcome 
Richard T. Orton
Gass Weber Mullins is proud 
to announce that Rich recently 
joined the firm. Rich is a 
trial attorney who represents 
clients in complex claims 
throughout Wisconsin and the 
United States. Rich focuses his 
practice on products liability, 
general liability, professional 
liability, commercial, 
construction and insurance 
litigation and appeals.

Prior to joining Gass Weber Mullins, Rich was a shareholder at 
one of Wisconsin’s largest civil litigation firms. Rich received his 
undergraduate degree from Marquette University and law degree 
from the University of Wisconsin Law School.
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fortunate to find a single family law 
attorney living in their community. For 
those who cannot afford to pay, there 
may be only one legal service agency 
serving thousands of people over a wide 
area. In addition, if a client needs to 
travel great distances to see an attor-
ney, the costs mount astronomically. 

In Wisconsin, when we look at the 
numbers cited above, the situation 
is even more dramatic. The areas of 
practice in which lawyers are likely 
to encounter people in dire emotional 
straits include criminal law, family 
law, general practice, and juvenile 
and children’s law. Taking a look only 
at those four areas, the number of 
lawyers who self-identify in the five 
least populated counties shrinks from 
40 to 22. Buffalo County has no lawyers 
who self-identify as practicing in any of 
those four areas.23

We can look at the numbers in a dif-
ferent way. Wisconsin has 24 counties 
with 20 or fewer attorneys practicing in 
the county.24 Yet, that number does not 
tell the entire story. Of the Wisconsin 
counties with 20 or fewer attorneys, all 
counties except three have 10 or fewer 
attorneys practicing in the areas of 
criminal law, family law, juvenile and 
children’s law, or general practice.25 (See 
Figure 2: Number of Lawyers Practicing 
in Family, Criminal, General, and 
Children’s Law in Counties With 20 or 
Fewer Lawyers Overall.)

Raw numbers do not necessarily 
tell the whole story. But looking at the 
information in still another way –  the 
number of lawyers in the selected practice 
areas in relation to the number of people 
in the county – also illustrates that there 
are many counties with very few lawyers 
in these four practice areas.26 

What does all this data mean? It 
means that people who live in rural 
areas may have a very difficult time 
finding a lawyer in a time of crisis. For 
example, in a county with only four 
lawyers, the first party in a particular 
dispute who contacts any lawyer may 
contact all four of them before retaining 

Figure 2:  

Lawyers Practicing in Family, Criminal, General, and 
Children’s Law in Counties with 20 or Fewer Lawyers Overall

County Number of Attorneys Attorneys per 10,000 
Population

BUFFALO - - 

RUSK 2 1.41 

LAFAYETTE 4 2.40 

PEPIN 4 5.49 

MENOMINEE 4 8.59 

FLORENCE 4 9.26 

FOREST 5 5.56 

IRON 5 8.81 

MARQUETTE 6 3.89 

CALUMET 7 1.40 

WAUSHARA 7 2.89 

ADAMS 8 3.93 

RICHLAND 9 5.18 

CRAWFORD 9 5.52 

BURNETT 9 5.85 

OCONTO 10 2.64 

KEWAUNEE 10 4.91 

LANGLADE 10 5.19 

BAYFIELD 10 6.65 

PRICE 10 7.46 

TAYLOR 11 5.39 

WASHBURN 11 6.93 

CLARK 12 3.46 

JUNEAU 12 4.51 

SAWYER 12 7.28 

TREMPEALEAU 15 5.09 

GREEN LAKE 16 8.46 

DUNN 17 3.77 

IOWA 17 7.15 

POLK 18 4.13 

SHAWANO 19 4.66 

MARINETTE 19 4.70 

VERNON 19 6.17 

LINCOLN 19 6.86 

DOOR 19 6.88 

VILAS 19 8.66 

ASHLAND 19 12.18 

JACKSON 20 9.77 
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one (if any). Then, the second party will 
be unable to retain any of the lawyers 
due to conflicts. In addition, in a small 
town, if the first party to seek counsel 
is a professional, such as a dentist or a 
physician, or a business owner, like John 
and Mary in the above example, finding 
a lawyer becomes even more difficult. 
All four lawyers in the county may use 
the same health care practitioners or 
patronize the same businesses, creating 
even more conflicts.

A Potential Solution
Is there a solution? The main fix that 
people have proposed is getting lawyers 
to practice in rural areas. Wisconsin 
has made great efforts to attract new 
lawyers to less densely populated parts 
of the state. The Wisconsin Lawyer has 
published numerous articles trying to 
persuade new lawyers to work in rural 
areas. This effort has not been successful. 

According to Megan Heneke, director 

of the Office of Career and Professional 
Development at the U.W. Law School, 
very few U.W. Law School graduates 
want to go to more rural areas to 
practice. The law school’s efforts 
to introduce students to the idea of 
working in these settings include 
sponsoring networking events for 
students to introduce them to lawyers 
in more rural areas, and encouraging 
participation in a State Bar-sponsored 
bus trip to rural areas for networking. 
The school also has participated in a 
joint initiative with the nursing and 
medical schools to host a series of 
roundtable discussions with nursing 
and medical students who were 
interested in working in rural areas 
to discuss these types of concerns. 
Despite these efforts, the vast majority 
of graduates want to remain in urban 
areas. For the class of 2018, of the 111 
graduates who remained in Wisconsin, 
more than 70 took jobs in Madison, 

Milwaukee, or surrounding areas 
within commuting distance. Heneke 
commented, “We will continue to make 
these efforts, but getting traction is a 
real challenge.” 

Another strategy some observers 
advocate is to forgive student loan debt 
for lawyers who work in rural areas.27 
This may help some, but it is unproven 
as a long-term solution.

We propose a different strategy. This 
solution is to set up systems for what we 
call “telelawyer services,” a virtual law 
office that provides assistance and holds 
meetings over secure video-conferencing 
technology.28 This can be done in private 
offices, governmental buildings, local bar 
centers, or other locations. 

Other professions use secure video-
conferencing technology to provide 
access to clients. For example, according 
to a July 2019 news release, North 
Dakota has launched telehealth services 
for providing therapy for traumatized 
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children who otherwise would not 
have access to therapists.29 Presently, 
psychiatrists use telemedicine for 
conferencing with patients. Several 
companies provide secure links so 
psychiatrists can exchange confidential 
information with patients.30 The 
difference between what we propose 
and existing commercial services is in 
providing a secure conferencing link for 
dialogue, video, and document sharing, 
so client confidentiality is preserved.31 

Requirements for confidentiality in 
the provision of legal services are not 
significantly different than for those in 
health care. Both health care and law 
require confidential communication 
between professionals and customers 
(patients or clients). One example of 
a telelawyer service is in India.32 We 
recognize that some lawyers in the United 

States already are experimenting with 
telelawyer-type services33 or are using 
videoconferencing for other purposes. 
What we propose is expanding these 
types of services in a more formal way to 
increase access to justice in rural areas.

Hogan stated that being able to confer 
by secure video link would be extremely 
helpful, especially if the courts were 
amenable to appearance by video link. 
She comments, “For certain hearings, 
this would be very helpful, such as 
stipulated hearings, to reduce travel time 
for the attorneys involved, and to reduce 
client costs. Traveling two hours each 
way for a stipulated 15-minute hearing 
would be a fraction of the time and cost 
to the client, instead of the current 
situation, where the client pays for an 
additional four hours of travel time.” 

There are various potential barriers 

to the success of telelawyering. One is 
internet access. Wisconsin and many 
other states have areas where internet 
service is not easily available. Dealing 
with this barrier would require de-
termining whether the same security 
can be obtained over a cellular link or 
whether internet services should be 
expanded.

Another potential barrier is lack of 
access to private spaces in which to 
communicate. Lawyers should advise 
clients that even if the technology link 
is secure and confidential, if the client 
chooses to have the conversation with 
the lawyer in an open place, such as 
a coffee shop or a public library, the 
client may compromise his or her own 
confidentiality and waive attorney-
client privilege. This might especially 
be a concern in a small town where 

The Greater Wisconsin Initiative: Considering a Rural Practice?  
Need Advice? Want to Help Fill the Justice Gap? 
The State Bar’s Greater Wisconsin 
Initiative encourages attorneys to con-
sider practicing in rural communities. 
In prior years, the initiative sponsored 
a bus tour that introduced interested 
members to rural communities directly 
and networking with local lawyers, 
judges, and community leaders. 

The State Bar’s commitment to help 
ensure residents in rural parts of the 
state have access to justice is stronger 
than ever. Lawyers transitioning out of 
practice, and lawyers interested in moving 
to rural Wisconsin will soon have access to 
more resources on the State Bar website, 
wisbar.org. In the meantime, contact the 
following for assistance:

• Kim Burns for areas in Wisconsin 
needing attorneys or program sugges-
tions on serving rural parts of the state, 
kburns@wisbar.org;

• Michelle Sherbinow (Ready.Set.
Practice. mentoring program) on help 
for young lawyers looking to expand 
their professional knowledge and expe-
rience, msherbinow@wisbar.org, www.
wisbar.org/readysetpractice;

• Mary Spranger (WisLAP) for health 
and wellness support, mspranger@
wisbar.org, www.wisbar.org/wislap; 
Helpline (800) 543-2625;

• Christopher Shattuck (Practice411TM) 
for practice management and 
technology information, cshattuck@
wisbar.org, www.wisbar.org/practice411;

• Aviva Kaiser or Tim Pierce (Ethics 
Program) for help with ethical issues 
related to starting or transitioning a law 
firm, akaiser@wisbar.org, tpierce@wis-
bar.org, www.wisbar.org/ethics; Ethics 
Hotline (800)254-9154, (608)229-2017

• Jeff Brown (Pro Bono Program) for 
opportunities to help fill the justice gap in 
rural areas, including through Wisconsin 
Free Legal Answers, an online resource in 
which qualified consumers get answers 
to civil legal matters, jbrown@wisbar.org, 
www.wisbar.org/probono;

• Lawyer-to-Lawyer Directory to 
access hundreds of lawyers willing to 
share their career and practice knowl-
edge with other lawyers through free, 
brief consultations (sign up to be part 
of this peer network), www.wisbar.org/
lawyertolawyer; and

 

• Katie Wilcox (Lawyer Referral 
Programs) for lawyers interested in ex-
panding their client base and Wisconsin 
residents who are in need  
of legal help, kwilcox@wisbar.org, 
www.wisbar.org/lawyerreferral. WL

WisLAP
Wisconsin Lawyers Assistance Program

PRACTICE411
TM

WISCONSIN
FREE LEGAL
ANSWERS
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bystanders may know both parties to 
the case and can tell someone what 
they overhear. 

A third possible barrier is the ability 
to share documents across a video 
platform. However, other professions, 
including medicine, currently use 
video-conferencing technology to 
share documents on secure platforms, 
so this does not appear to be a major 
technological problem. 

How can this solution be accom-
plished on a scale to make lawyers 

accessible in rural areas? One sugges-
tion is to have local bar associations 
assist in providing the video technology 
for license or rent by lawyers. Even 
if such investment is not possible or 
feasible, local bar associations could 
allocate some physical private space, 
such as a small conference room, where 
clients could speak confidentially with 
attorneys over a secure video link. The 
Wisconsin court system might also ex-
pand access by increasing the ability of 
teleconferencing in county courtrooms. 

Conclusion
There is no perfect solution to the 
problem of lack of access to legal help in 
rural areas. At the least, we need to better 
understand the nuances of this problem. 
Then – perhaps – as Steve Jobs advised, 
“If you define the problem correctly, you 
almost have the solution.” WL
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