Arkansas

Access to Justice Structure

In December 2003, the Arkansas Supreme Court authorized creation of a permanent Access to Justice Commission, as recommended  by the Access to Justice Working Group convened by the Arkansas Bar Association in 2002. The Commission consists of 15 members: five members appointed by the state Supreme Court, including one Supreme Court Justice and a representative of one of the state’s law schools; five appointed by the Arkansas Bar Association, including an advocate for low-income people; three appointed by the Governor, including one legal services attorney, a representative from an agency serving low-income people, and a representative of the Chamber of Commerce; and a representative from each House of the Legislature. The Directors of the Arkansas IOLTA Foundation, law school clinics and the two legal aid programs serve ex officio. 

Key Initiatives

Pro Bono

In October 2003, the Arkansas Legal Services Partnership presented the Arkansas Bar Association with a Blueprint to Expand Volunteerism Among Arkansas Lawyers, which lays out a flexible plan for the development of a long-term partnership to expand and recognize volunteerism among Arkansas lawyers. The plan establishes goals and identifies concrete steps that can be implemented immediately, as well as providing a menu of possibilities for sustaining the effort on an ongoing basis. The Arkansas Bar Association has approved the core components of the plan, designating the Arkansas Legal Services Partnership as contact between the Bar Association and the pro bono programs involved in the initiative.

Access to Courts

The Arkansas Legal Services Partnership, in collaboration with the Administrative Office of the Courts, has initiated a pilot project creating a “virtual law office” located in courthouses in two counties to assist pro se litigants in filing a simple divorce or protective order. 

Program/Delivery

In January 2003, Arkansas’ two newly configured legal services providers launched the Arkansas Legal Services Partnership, a statewide programmatic collaboration intended to develop a unified statewide identity for the two programs. The Partnership serves as the primary vehicle for developing initiatives with state-level agencies and organizations, including the State Bar, the Administrative Office of the Court, advocacy groups, and associations of service providers. Educational and promotional materials are produced under the Partnership’s identity.

The Partnership is coordinating a process to improve the consistency and quality of the written legal advice provided by the two programs. Existing form letters and educational materials are being reviewed and revised and new materials are being developed. Adult education experts are reviewing materials to ensure that they are usable at an eighth grade reading level. In addition, the Partnership and Arkansas Workforce Education have launched a four-county pilot program to alert legal aid staff to signs of reading and learning problems in clients. Clients who are identified as having problems will be referred to Arkansas Workforce Education for assistance.  

Legal aid programs have created a task force aimed at modifying or repealing Arkansas’ criminal eviction law through litigation and judicial education. 

