District of Columbia

Access to Justice Structure

The District of Columbia Bar, Bar Foundation, courts, and Consortium of Legal Services Providers are currently engaged in a collaborative process aimed at creating a strong, comprehensive Access to Justice structure in the District.

The DC Bar Foundation, to mark its 25th anniversary in September 2003, issued a report on Civil Legal Services Delivery in the District of Columbia. It identifies major gaps in the civil legal aid delivery system and calls upon the legal community to develop a bold and comprehensive plan to ensure that low-income residents have access to a full range of legal services and expertise. The Foundation’s Board of Directors is made up of five past presidents of the DC Bar. In addition, the Foundation has an Advisory Committee of 23 members, consisting of attorneys in private and government practice.
The DC Consortium of Legal Services Providers, comprised of representatives from legal aid programs, non-profit organizations and law schools, has been a forum for providers to share information, engage in joint planning, and encourage collaboration for the past 15 years. In January 2004, in response to the Bar Foundation’s report, the Consortium adopted a resolution asking the courts and the DC Bar to establish an Access to Justice Commission charged with increasing funding for civil legal services, removing systemic barriers to equal justice, coordinating support functions, and organizing a district-wide approach to the provision of legal services

The DC Bar’s Pro Bono Committee oversees the Bar’s active pro bono programs and undertakes efforts to encourage pro bono service by all segments of the Bar.

The DC Courts, in a recently adopted strategic plan, made a commitment to promote the availability of legal services to court users without regard to economic status, to develop a plan for improving services to litigants without lawyers, and to examine court-related costs to minimize the impact of economic disparities.

Key Initiatives


Funding

The DC Bar Foundation is charged by the DC Court of Appeals with responsibility for administering the IOLTA program. It also has an ongoing campaign to raise substantial gifts from law firms doing business in the city. In 2003, the Bar Foundation awarded a record $1,000,000 in grants to legal services providers. Possible new funding sources, such as filing fees and government appropriations, will be explored in the coming months.

Pro Bono

The DC Bar’s Pro Bono Partnership (PART), a network of 100 District law firms and federal agencies committed to providing pro bono legal services, sponsors regular meetings at which legal service organizations present emerging needs for pro bono services and firms exchange ideas for enhancing their pro bono activities. The Bar’s Pro Bono Program, in conjunction with other partners, also operates a variety of clinics and  trainings for pro bono attorneys, including an advice and referral clinic, bankruptcy clinic, community economic development pro bono project, law firm clinic, and “pro se plus” divorce clinic.

The ProBono.net Web site, launched in 2002, continues to expand. The Bar’s Pro Bono Program is the geographic host for the site, with several other legal services programs serving as hosts for particular practice areas. Numerous providers contribute content. The site is funded by the DC Bar Foundation, with administrative support donated by local law firms. 


Access to Courts

The Courts, the Bar’s Pro Bono Program, and legal aid providers have launched self-help centers at the Family and Landlord and Tenant Courts. These centers are located in the courthouse, but staffed by volunteers.

Program/Delivery

A new Web site, LawHelp, is being developed to provide legal information and referrals to clients in major substantive areas.
