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Ensuring Access and Fairness for All in the Justice System

By Edward H. Pappas and Jennifer Bentley

aving access to civil legal aid
is instrumental in protecting
homes and incomes and in

helping to secure safe living
environments for Michigan’s most vulner-
able citizens. The Access to Justice Cam-
paign provides support for civil legal aid
programs throughout the state. The cam-
paign is administered by the Michigan State
Bar Foundation, in partnership with the
State Bar of Michigan, to increase resources
for 15 civil legal aid programs in Michigan,
including seven regional and eight state-
wide programs.!

The ATJ Campaign was centralized be-
ginning July 1, 2018, and the participating
programs encourage donations through the
campaign. The campaign has active fundrais-
ing committees (see sidebar on the facing
page) and has hosted several receptions to
encourage increased giving. We discovered
that many firms did not understand the ser-
vices that legal aid provides, the tremendous
need, and the lack of resources.

In 2018, over 108,000 of the more than
2 million people living in poverty were im-
pacted by the power of free civil legal ser-
vices.? Michigan’s regional programs serve
individuals living 125 percent below the
poverty level in every county.® The state-
wide programs serve specialized popula-
tions who have legal issues unique to their
demographic. Civil legal aid attorneys prac-
tice law with a compassionate hand, and
their work not only gives Michigan’s most
vulnerable a voice in court, but moves us
one step closer to fairness for all in the jus-
tice system.

As the ATJ Campaign grows, Michigan
will be able to expand free legal help for
those in need. Michigan is far below the

national average in legal community giving
to civil legal aid.* When the campaign reaches
the national average, legal aid organizations
will be able to hire approximately 30 more
attorneys to help vulnerable families.’

By supporting access to justice, the Mich-
igan legal community shows how it values
equal justice under the law as a right, not a
privilege. We know that legal representation
is a true advantage, especially for those liv-
ing in poverty.

The Michigan legal community supports
the ATJ Campaign in different ways.

Many leading Michigan firms use the
State Bar of Michigan’s voluntary standard
as a guide and give more than $300 per at-
torney to the ATJ Campaign.® Other firms
encourage their attorneys to give indepen-
dently with the expectation that a minimum
of $300 or $500 will be donated. Some firms
combine the two approaches by giving as a
firm and encouraging their attorneys to
give independently. All attorney donations
are attributed to their respective firms, and
the ATJ Campaign recognizes firms based
on total giving and per-attorney average.
The Leadership Law Firm list recognizes law
firms donating at least $300 per attorney.

In addition, with the help of Jane Regan
and Bradley Gayton from Ford Motor Com-
pany, ATJ Campaign leaders are developing
methods to engage in-house counsel. Ford
Motor Company gives a generous annual
contribution to the campaign and encour-
ages in-house counsel to donate. Corporate
legal departments are recognized on a tiered
list based on total donations.

Finally, many lawyers give significant in-
dividual contributions to the campaign. Law-
yers are best suited to understand the im-
portance of having legal representation and
prioritize supporting the Access to Justice
Campaign. Attorneys know that a positive
outcome to a legal issue can have a signifi-
cant impact on their clients; this is equally
true for civil legal aid attorneys’ clients who
are living in poverty.

To learn more about the impact access
to justice has on veterans, older adults,
Native Americans, homeowners, renters,
families with children, individuals who are
ill or disabled, survivors of domestic vio-
lence, and immigrant safety and rights, visit
www.atjfund.org and see how access to
an attorney protects a family’s home, liveli-
hood, and safety. m

legal services.

In 2018, over 108,000 of the more than
2 million people living in poverty were
impacted by the power of free civil
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ENDNOTES

1.

Access fo Justice Campaign, Michigan State Bar
Foundation <htips://atifund.org/>. All websites
referenced in this arficle were accessed November
11, 2019.

Id.

. Our Grantees, legal Services Corp <https://www.

Isc.gov/grants-grantee-resources/ourgrantees>

[hitps://perma.cc/J3H3-HJSUI.

. Resource Center for Access to Justice Initiatives, ABA

<https://www.americanbar.org/groups/legal_aid_
indigent_defendants/resource_center_for_access_to_
justice/> [https://perma.cc/X23RJCK].

. Id. The Michigan State Bar Foundation gives

100 percent of the dollars raised to the legal aid
programs in Michigom and the majority of their costs
are personnel costs. This figure was derived from
MSBF Annual Grantee Reports, using average salary
including benefits for a legal aid attorney, totaling
approximately $65,000.

. The SBM's Voluntary Pro Bono Standard implements

MRPC 6.1 by suggesting that each lawyer annually
(1) provide 30 hours of free representation, (2) handle
three cases free for low-income persons, or (3] donate
$300 1o civil legal aid ($500 for lawyers whose
income allows a higher contribution) <https://www.
michbar.org/programs/AT] /voluntarysids> [https://
perma.cc/ACV2TLD9].

2018 AT] Campaign leadership firms, Access to
Justice Campaign, Michigan State Bar Foundation
<https: //atifund.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/
04,/2018-leadership-Firms.pdf> [https://perma.cc/
EQWXPD7W].
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