Texas Access to Justice Commission

History of Accomplishments and Activities

2001

· The Commission was created by the Supreme Court of Texas in April 2001.
· The Commission along with the State Bar of Texas, the Supreme Court, the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation (TEAJF—now TAJF), Texas Legal Services Center, Texas Lawyers Care, and others in the legal community, had a very successful legislative session. Two bills were passed, including five million dollars from the Attorney General of Texas’ budget for legal services for victims of crime and an amendment to the general services statutes that allows legal services programs to purchase items and obtain state discounts.  

· The Commission worked diligently with the nine federally funded legal services organizations in Texas to implement the State Plan, which among other things consolidated and reconfigured the nine federally funded programs into three regional programs as required by LSC.

2002

· Then chair, John R. Jones, worked to help develop the first national meeting of state access to justice chairs.

· A joint tour by the Texas Supreme Court and the Texas Access to Justice Commission of the colonias (unincorporated and very poorly developed communities of mostly poor people) in the Rio Grande Valley, where they met and talked with community residents. Participants felt that the visit had a major impact on raising the consciousness of the group on the challenges faced by the residents.  
· Creation of the Texas Student Loan Repayment Assistance Program for legal aid lawyers. [It has now grown to $150,000/yr., funded by the State Bar.]

· Justice Deborah Hankinson met with members of the Arkansas State Bar and Judiciary to discuss access to justice issues and Texas’ efforts.  John Jones met with members of the Colorado State Bar and Judiciary about the creation of an access to justice commission in Colorado. 

2003

· Creation of the Access to Justice Campaign on the State Bar of Texas dues statement and creation of the Deborah G. Hankinson Awards for bar associations and young lawyer affiliates whose members give at the highest rate to the ATJ campaign on the State Bar dues statement.

· The pro hac vice bill (House Bill 462) passed, requiring nonresident lawyers who are not licensed in Texas to pay a fee of $250 per case when they file a motion to appear in a Texas court. Fees collected go to civil legal aid.

· House Bill 599, the State Bar of Texas Sunset bill, was amended to require non-exempt attorneys to pay $65 each year as part of their State Bar dues, with half of the remitted fees to go to civil legal services and the other half to go to indigent criminal defense projects. The fee had its own sunset provision to expire in 2007 if not reauthorized by the legislature.

· Commission and TEAJF launched the new “Justice for All Texans” campaign to raise public awareness about the importance civil legal aid plays in improving the lives of Texans. The campaign was announced at a news conference featuring Texas Attorney General Greg Abbott, Texas Supreme Court Justice Harriet O’Neill, Travis County District Judge Lora J. Livingston and State Bar of Texas President Betsy Whitaker.

· Commission requested the Supreme Court to create and staffs the Supreme Court Protective Order Taskforce, which was charged with drafting an easily readable domestic violence protective order kit, including but not limited to an application and an order; and drafting an implementation plan to make the protective order kit readily available both online and directly from law enforcement officers who respond to family violence calls. The kit is now available in Spanish and Vietnamese, as well as English.

· The Commission surveyed every county in Texas to ascertain the availability of protective orders for victims of family violence. The survey results verified concerns that in many counties, victims of abuse do not have ready access to protective orders.

· Commissioners made presentations in Louisiana, Alabama and to the various bar leaders in Washington, D.C. to support the creation or expansion of Access to Justice entities in those locations.

· The statewide pro se website at www.texaslawhelp.org was launched at a press conference on May 1, 2003.  Content for the site is provided by individuals and groups throughout the state.

2004

· Justice Harriet O’Neill taped an introduction to the “Justice for All Texans” video documentary narrated by PBS journalist Bill Moyers. The video is being shown at all Texas Bar CLE events. Justice O’Neill’s introductory remarks explain the $65 dollar mandatory fee and how the funds will be used. 

· The Commission and the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation jointly hosted a reception in San Antonio to honor LSC President Helaine Barnett. The reception, held at the new San Antonio office of Texas RioGrande Legal Aid, welcomed, in addition to Barnett, LSC Board Chair Frank Strickland, the executive directors of the three LSC-funded programs in Texas, and many other legal services advocates from throughout the country who were visiting San Antonio for the ABA mid-year conference.

· The Supreme Court held its second hearing to assess the status of legal aid in Texas on September 8, 2004. The Court sought to determine the progress made since the previous hearing held in January 2000. Stakeholders, including new Commission Chair Jim Sales, provided testimony to the Court regarding the need for increased resources for legal aid. The common theme among all testimony was that while there is still much to be done, progress has been made in the effort to increase the availability of legal assistance for the poor. The hearing generated broad statements of support for legal services from press throughout the state.
· Commission recently completed a yearlong process to identify gaps in the current delivery system, to ascertain ideas for strengthening the broad legal services community and to discover ways to generate increased funding. Dennis Dorgan, Management Information Exchange, completed his report, Framework for Resource Development, in July. The report served as a resource for the Commission as it developed a five-year Strategic Plan

· Commission asked the Supreme Court to create a Taskforce to Expand Legal Services Delivery, which the Court has done. Representatives of numerous State Bar of Texas Sections, the Texas Young Lawyers Association, legal services providers and other attorney groups will work together to increase access to legal services in underserved areas of the state.

· The Commission approached the Texas law schools to consider establishing full tuition scholarships to qualified applicants in return for a commitment that, upon graduation, the graduate lawyer would agree to practice law for a recognized provider of legal services to poor and low-income Texans. Baylor University Law School and the William Wayne Justice Center for Public Interest Law at the University of Texas School of Law responded to the proposal and have established the Equal Justice Scholarships, which will be awarded to students with strong academic credentials as well as demonstrated commitment to public service. Upon graduation from law school, the scholarship recipients, in accordance with their commitment, will practice law at legal aid organizations for at least three years.

· The Committee also endeavored to raise awareness of the “And Justice for All” license plate program, which generates funding for legal aid. Several articles ran in statewide legal trade publications. Additionally, the Texas Department of Transportation chose the license plate as its featured plate for September. The choice generated media coverage throughout the state.

· Created a new Corporate Counsel Committee with general counsels from 20 of the largest corporations in Texas. Chaired by Charles Matthews, GC of ExxonMobil.

· The Bar Leaders Conference was held in August in Irving, and for the fifth consecutive year, the Access to Justice (ATJ) track provided bar leaders an opportunity to attend workshops focused on helping local bars in their pro bono efforts.  

2005

· The Commission asked the Bar to create in the Texas Bar Journal the “ATJ Pro Bono Champion” spotlight in select issues of the journal. The spotlight features Texas attorneys who have generously given of their time and resources to improve access to justice for low-income Texans. The champions are selected by the Commission.
· At the request of the Commission, the Supreme Court of Texas considered Rule 145 of the Texas Rules of Civil Procedure. After consideration, the Court amended Rule 145 to permit attorneys representing clients from a program that receives IOLTA funds from the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation to file an IOLTA certificate confirming that the program has screened the client for income eligibility. A party’s affidavit of indigency accompanied by the attorney’s IOLTA certificate may not be contested.
· Texas Supreme Court Justice Harriet O'Neill, on behalf of the Commission, filmed a three-minute video segment encouraging lawyers to volunteer their legal expertise on behalf of hurricane victims in the wake of hurricanes Katrina and Rita.  The video is available online at www.texasbar.com.  The video also is being played at Texas Bar CLE events.  

· The Commission sent letters to the Texas members of the House Judiciary Committee and the Senate Judiciary Committee urging them to delay the effective date of the new bankruptcy law for one year, at the very least, for the thousands of families and small businesses financially devastated by Hurricane Katrina and Hurricane Rita.  The Commission also sent letters to members of Congress requesting increased funding for the Legal Services Corporation and urging their support for special LSC funding earmarked for disaster relief. A letter requesting donations for legal services for disaster victims signed by the Commission chair was sent to the chairs of the State Bar Sections and other attorney organizations asking them to forward it to their members.
· Corporate Counsel Committee held two major events to increase pro bono involvement of  Texas corporate legal departments--Pro Bono Summits in Houston and Dallas.  Designed for corporate legal departments, the summit program explains the need for pro bono involvement, ways to develop support and projects, and opportunities for volunteers.  Over 30 attorneys participated in each of the half-day events. 

· A new statewide website for legal aid and pro bono advocates in Texas was launched in May.  The website, www.TexasLawyersHelp.org, the advocates’ counterpart to TexasLawHelp, is a joint project of the Commission, Texas Legal Services Center, the three LSC-funded Texas legal aid programs, TEAJF, and the Texas Bar Foundation. 

· Commission asked each Texas law school to make access to justice a priority in the coming years. The Law School Advisory Committee is comprised primarily of the deans of Texas law schools. The Committee’s Protocol Workgroup, chaired by Assistant Dean Catherine Burnett of South Texas College of Law, developed plans and guidelines for a menu of options from which each school could select, in light of each school’s mission and unique circumstances.  The Protocol Workgroup created a manual, which includes five major categories of potential activities: (1) Academic; (2) Co-Curricular; (3) Faculty; (4) Training and Support; and (5) Financial and In Kind.

· Commission hosted the first Texas Trial Academy in May.  Twenty-nine legal aid lawyers from across the state attended the week long intensive trial advocacy training that was held at the University of Texas Law School. Thirty-two members of the Texas Fellows of the American College of Trial Lawyers donated their time and travel expenses to share their extensive trial knowledge and skills with front-line lawyers who advocate for the poor.  On the final evening of the training, Senior U.S. District Judge William Wayne Justice (the best federal judge in the nation) inspired the participants with a speech that reinvigorated and challenged them to continue providing the highest quality of legal services possible to poor Texans. Travel, hotel, and food costs for the legal aid staff attorneys were paid by the Commission.

· The Commission and Texas Lawyers Care hosted the 2005 Equal Justice Conference in Austin and the 2005 ATJ Chairs meeting.

2006

· Law School Advisory Committee (aka Deans’ Committee) created the Access to Justice Internship Program, and its pilot project was inaugurated this summer in the Rio Grande Valley.  Law students from eight of the state’s nine law schools served as interns at several offices of Texas RioGrande Legal Aid and the Texas Civil Rights Project. The students attended a two-day orientation program taught by faculty from several law schools and also attended weekly classes. The interns worked from six to ten weeks in offices in the Rio Grande Valley. They were very successful and the internship program had a major impact on the interns. 

· The 2006 Appellate Training focused on motions practice and appellate advocacy and was taught by the Appellate Section of the State Bar of Texas. It was held April 20-21 in Austin at the University of Texas School of Law.  Some 24 legal aid lawyers attended the training, having written briefs prior to the training.
· Commission voted unanimously to support the request made to the Court by the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation (TEAJF) to modify the rules regulating attorney IOLTA accounts. The proposed change would add a “comparability rule” on interest paid on those accounts. Jim Sales and Charles Matthews were key players in the group that convinced the Court to make the rule change.

· As part of the annual congressional funding process for the Legal Services Corporation, NLADA circulated a letter supported by general counsel from major corporations nationwide requesting Congress to meet LSC's FY 2007 budget request of $411.8 million. Of the 60 general counsels who signed the support letter, 16 were from major Texas corporations who signed on at the urging of Committee Chair Charles Matthews.

· The Commission and TEAJF completed the Pro Bono: the Difference is You DVD, narrated by Dan Rather, which features pro bono attorneys and their clients and encourages attorneys to do pro bono legal work for the poor.

· The Commission and the Texas Fellows of the American College of Trial Lawyers hosted the second Texas Trial Academy, at the University of Texas Law School. Twenty-nine legal aid attorneys attended the training, which provided individualized training and mentoring from some of the most talented trial lawyers in the state. Thirty-two Texas Fellows of the ACTL contributed their time, expenses, and experience—most for a second year. Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson of the Texas Supreme Court joined the legal aid attorneys for a dinner and conveyed the Court’s strong support and appreciation of their service on behalf of access to justice.

2007

· Technology Committee welcomed four new members, chief technology officers with four large firms. Adding these folks made a huge difference to our technology work. They have surveyed all 37 TAJF grantees as to technology needs, developed a plan for acquiring the needed hardware, and it was all in place (funded by TAJF with new IOLTA “comparability” funds totaling $680,000) by the end of 2007. The bulk purchase saved some $120,000. Based on the Technology Committee’s recommendation, the TAJF funded the purchase for its 37 grantees. The bulk purchase included 124 desktop computers, 181 laptops, 59 business-grade printers, 18 color printers, 4 portable printers, 29 scanners, relevant peripheral equipment, and more than 300 licenses of Microsoft Office 2007, Adobe Acrobat and Symantec software. They have also provided training in advanced MS Word (very well received) to legal aid staff throughout the state, using their own law firm training facilities in every major city for the trainings.

· Awards Committee created 2 new awards for an outstanding law student and the outstanding law school pro bono project. The awards will be presented by the chief justice of the Supreme Court at the Fall swearing-in ceremony for new lawyers. First awards will be presented in 2008.

· Commission supported removal of income limits for applicants to the Texas Student Loan Repayment Assistance Program. The limits were removed and applicants are now ranked only on debt-to-income ratio.

· In October, the Commission hosted Texas Lawyers Care’s 25th Anniversary celebration in Austin. More than 300 supporters of access to justice from law firms of all sizes, corporations, legal aid programs, the state and federal judiciary and friends and families attended the event, which raised $186,000 for legal services to the poor.

· The Commission created a new 4-page newsletter (the ATJ Update), with funding from the MD Anderson Foundation, which goes out to all active Texas attorneys (79,000) three times a year.

· ATJ Summer Internship Program increased to 14 law students in legal aid offices in East Texas and South Texas. Stipends for the students (most of whom get academic credit) were provided by a donation from John Grisham who contributed his honorarium for speaking at the State Bar of Texas Annual Meeting.

· Commission and TAJF have hired a public relations consultant to increase awareness of and support for access to justice issues.

· The Commission’s Legislative team modeled ATJ Day at the Legislature on ABA Day and visited key state legislators. This year, the Commission and partners finally succeeded (after years of failed attempts) in passing a bill to provide state court judicial review of agency decisions in Medicaid and food stamp cases. Texas was the only state that did not allow such review. Also succeeded in removing the sunset provision from the $65 mandatory legal services fee that lawyers pay and in getting additional funds for legal services for victims of sexual assaults.

· The Commission and the Texas Fellows of ACTL created the 2007 Evidence Seminar, a 2-day skills training event attended by 58 legal aid attorneys. Through demonstrations and interactive strategy discussions, the volunteer trainers helped enhance the litigation skills of the participants. 
· The Commission and the Texas Access to Justice Foundation (TAJF) completed the new video highlighting the pro bono efforts of corporate legal departments in Texas.  Pro Bono: A Corporate Effort is narrated by Justice Harriet O'Neill of the Texas Supreme Court and features corporate attorneys and their pro bono clients.  
2008

· The Commission will partner with the Texas General Counsel Forum, the state’s premier professional association for legal general counsel, to present a Magna Stella Pro Bono award.  Modeled after the Forum’s other established Magna Stella Awards, award recipients of the Magna Stella Pro Bono award are limited to general counsel and managing general counsel of a corporation.

· The Corporate Counsel Committee created a brochure describing specific resources and programs that are available to support corporate attorneys who provide legal assistance to poor and low-income pro bono clients.

· The Commission and TAJF have commissioned the development of an economic impact study to demonstrate the positive impact that the provision of legal services to the poor produces for Texas and its communities.  The study will focus on monetary benefits realized when poor and low-income Texans receive civil legal assistance and their impact on the state’s economy, as well as potential negative consequences when people do not receive legal assistance.

· The Commission and the Law Student Division of the State Bar of Texas have joined forces to increase awareness among law students of activities related to providing legal services to poor and low-income Texans.  The presentations include information about the Texas Student Loan Repayment Assistance Program (SLRAP), summer internship opportunities available through the Commission’s Access to Justice Internship Program and several State Bar Sections. 

· The Technology Committee renewed its software training sessions for legal aid staff to better utilize software programs for efficient operations.  The committee will expand its curriculum to offer live training sessions both on Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel. Additionally, the training sessions will also incorporate a component on issues related to converting documents from WordPerfect to Microsoft Word.  These sessions will be conducted two days each in the months of May, June, July and August in Houston, Dallas, Austin, San Antonio, El Paso and Lubbock at no expense to the legal aid staff and attorneys.

· The Supreme Court Task Force to Expand Legal Services Delivery created Pro Bono Section Awards to annually recognize outstanding pro bono efforts of one large-, one medium- and one small-sized section. Three State Bar of Texas sections recently were selected by the Commission’s Awards Committee to receive the first annual Pro Bono Section Awards. Each of the sections was awarded $1,000 to invest into their ongoing pro bono projects.

· The Commission and the Texas Fellows of the American College of Trial Lawyers host the third Texas Trial Academy, at the University of Texas Law School. Thirty legal aid attorneys will attend the training from May 18-22, which provides individualized training and mentoring from some of the most talented trial lawyers in the state. Some thirty Texas Fellows of the ACTL contribute their time, expenses, and experience. The MD Anderson Foundation generously provided a $50,000 grant for the academy.

· The Texas Legal Protection Plan donated $50,000 for stipends for the 2008 ATJ Summer Internship Program, which will place 18 Texas law students from 8 of the 9 Texas law schools in legal aid offices throughout the state in areas where there are no law schools. This third year of the program will be the largest yet.

· This year, the Texas Student Loan Repayment Assistance Program (created by the Commission in 2002 and funded for several years by the State Bar of Texas) will provide loan repayment help to all eligible Texas legal aid lawyers who apply.  Since 2004, the SLRAP has been administered by the Texas Bar Foundation, but beginning in June, the SLRAP will be administered by the Texas Access to Justice Foundation (TAJF), which has committed to supplement the State Bar funding for the program. Eighty-eight eligible legal aid lawyers from 21 programs applied this year compared to 76 applicants in 2007. Of those 76 only 45 received assistance due to limited funding.  The 2008 applicants earn an average salary of $43,000, while carrying an average student debt of $82,000 with an average monthly payment exceeding $700.

