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· A growing majority of states have in place a formal structure involving the bar, the courts, legal aid programs, and other key partners, charged with providing coordinated leadership to expand access to justice for low-income people.

· These state Access to Justice partnerships have had major successes in expanding funding for civil legal aid, increasing pro bono services, improving access to the courts for low-income people, and ensuring that a full range of services are available to the full range of low-income clients.

· The single most important factor about whether Access to Justice efforts in a state will succeed is whether there are people who are willing to provide ongoing leadership. 

· Judicial involvement, especially at the state Supreme Court level, greatly increases the effectiveness of Access to Justice initiatives, enhancing credibility and visibility.

These were among the key themes emerging from the first-ever National Meeting of State Access to Justice Chairs, held on Saturday, April 20, 2002, in Cleveland, in conjunction with the 2002 Equal Justice Conference. Over 60 state Access to Justice leaders from 35 states participated in the meeting, including 26 who were Chairs or other officers of statewide Access to Justice-related entities.

The meeting was designed to provide an opportunity for Access to Justice leaders to learn from the experiences of leaders in other states and to discuss their questions and concerns with peers. It was convened by SPAN, a joint project of Standing Committee on Legal Aid and Indigent Defendants (SCLAID) and NLADA. SPAN’s mission is to support state Access to Justice partnerships.

Following a welcome from ABA President Robert Hirshon, a distinguished panel of experienced leaders discussed insights that they have developed from their Access to Justice work. The panelists included Chief Judge Robert Bell of the Maryland Court of Appeals; Jack Londen, immediate past Chair of California’s Access to Justice Commission; Sarah M. Singleton, Co-Chair of the Legal Services and Programs Committee of the New Mexico State Bar; John R. Jones, Chair of the Texas Access to Justice Commission; and Robert N. Weiner, Chair of the Pro Bono Committees of both the DC Bar and the ABA. SCLAID Chair L. Jonathan Ross was the moderator. In the afternoon, the participants broke up into small, self-selected discussion groups, according to the characteristics of each state’s Access to Justice structure.

Other important points made by panelists and participants over the course of the day included the following:

· Volunteer leaders should realize that their efforts must be ongoing and that their personal commitments may extend well beyond their terms of office. At the same time, one of their roles is to look for and nurture new leadership.

· Access to Justice Commissions can function most effectively as a catalyst or “matchmaker,” bringing together constituencies and organizations to develop new initiatives, with the appropriate entity taking responsibility for implementation and operation—keeping the Commission free to promote other new efforts.

· Access to Justice entities should place a priority on developing openness, inclusiveness, and trust among the constituencies involved. Keeping focus on the goal of providing the best delivery system for poor people will help overcome differences among the participants.

· Formal Access to Justice structures, along the model of state Access to Justice Commissions, are more likely to promote sustained effort and accomplishment than informal, ad hoc partnerships.

· To promote buy-in from institutional partners, bring all key and powerful players into the process. Make sure everyone is at the table. Disseminate information broadly. Regular statewide Access to Justice conferences can be very effective in obtaining buy-in from major constituencies and building and maintaining energy.

· Participation by leaders from outside the legal community, such as representatives of labor, education, business, social service, and community groups, can bring new perspectives and broaden the base of support for Access to Justice initiatives.

· Ensuring meaningful client input into delivery system planning is difficult but essential. Involving partners with links to client communities can help to accomplish this.

· Access to Justice efforts must be sustained and continuing. Successes will create new challenges—maintaining gains, building the energy to launch an effort to get to the next level, nurturing new leadership. 

One of the most striking initiatives described during the meeting was a joint tour by the Texas Supreme Court and the Texas Access to Justice Commission of the immigrant “colonias” along the Rio Grande, where they met and talked with community residents. Participants felt that the visit had a major impact on educating the group about the challenges faced by the residents. The Court and the Commission have similar joint visits to other low-income communities planned in the future.

Participants in the meeting overwhelmingly expressed their interest in holding another, similar meeting in 2003. 

New Access to Justice Resources

All available on the SPAN Web site, www.nlada.org/Civil --click on SPAN: Access to Justice Partnerships.
The SPAN Report: Access to Justice Partnerships, State by State, updated as of March 2002—a survey of the status of Access to Justice structures and initiatives in the 50 states and the District of Columbia. This edition of the report has also been printed in hard copy, available free from SPAN (contact span@nlada.org). 

12 Lessons from Successful State Access to Justice Efforts, a discussion draft prepared by SPAN with input from experienced Access to Justice leaders around the country. 

Chart of Significant Fundraising for Legal Services, prepared by the Project to Expand Resources for Legal Services (PERLS), updated to reflect funding into 2001. The chart is online at www.abalegalservices.org/sclaid. A link to the chart is also available from the SPAN Web site.

SPAN Update, a quarterly publication reporting on Access to Justice initiatives around the country, distributed electronically and available online on the SPAN Web site. 
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