
‘‘There is one universal law that has been
formed, or at least adopted . . . by the majority
of mankind. That law is justice. Justice forms
the cornerstone of each nation’s law.’’

Alexis DeTocqueville,
Democracy in America, 1835

Even though the law has changed
significantly since DeTocqueville’s
time, the importance of justice in
a free society has not changed.

Justice that comes from the administration
of our laws is the vital underpinning of free
enterprise and our free society.

Recognizing this, recently more than 200
judges and lawyers from all over Michigan
came together to discuss issues and initia-
tives for statewide improvements. This third
annual conference was appropriately titled:
‘‘2001—A Court Odyssey. Effective Practices
for the New Millennium.’’

Some of the highlights of this important,
productive meeting were printed in last
month’s Bar Journal as participant comments
in the ‘‘Speaking Out’’ column. A review of
these ideas provides a good flavor for what

was discussed and what can be accomplished
by such conferences.

As a participant, it was easy to be con-
vinced that this conference was the start of
many important coming changes. Yet, a con-
tinuation of this process itself is even more im-
portant than the substantive changes that will
trace their roots back to this year’s gathering.

Judges and lawyers together have a special
duty to the society we serve to maintain the
viability and rele-
vance of our system
of justice. As guard-
ians of these vital
institutions, we
alone are in the best
position to make
the adaptations nec-
essary to meet the challenges of an ever-
changing, fast-paced world. Justice and the
very tangible benefits it can provide demands
of us nothing less.

During this conference, it occurred to me
that the participation of all 33,000 Michi-
gan lawyers could make it even better. Of
course, this is a logistical impossibility. How-
ever, it does reveal the value of replicating
similar conferences in and for every circuit in
our state.

These circuit conferences of judges and
lawyers could address the local issues that
are every bit as important in the administra-
tion of our laws. No one knows better the
strengths and weaknesses of their particular

system, from the physical court facilities to
personnel issues to procedures, that may im-
pede or enhance access to the quality of what
DeTocqueville viewed as justice.

From this, I am convinced that there can
grow the sort of dialogue that is a crucial part
of the vigilance necessary to attain the lofty
goals we have for our profession. We cannot
expect to keep the peace, allow redress of
grievances, or smooth the way for commerce

unless we can de-
liver the means for
fair and eff icient
resolution of dis-
putes that will in-
evitably arise.

By establishing
such regular local

conferences, judges and lawyers in each cir-
cuit court ensure the continuing and focused
effort necessary to keep the courts and their
support systems relevant to the real world.
And this process would likely step up the in-
novations that have and can serve as models
for change throughout the state.

As a profession, we are at our best when
lawyers and judges are working together to
improve ‘‘the system.’’

‘‘The attainment of justice is the highest hu-
man endeavor.’’

Florence Ellinwood Allen (one of the 50
most influential women in American law)

Legal Services Corporation
Update, Part Two

Recently a group of Michigan lawyers
traveled to Portsmith, New Hampshire to
meet with the Legal Services Corporation
Board. The purpose of this conference was a
review of the configuration and plans for
consolidation of legal services programs in
Michigan. As I stated in my last column, the
LSC is targeting the consolidation of pro-
grams to provide economies of scale and im-
prove the efficiency of legal services for the
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Thomas J. Ryan

The views expressed in the President’s Page, as
well as other expressions of opinions published in
the Journal from time to time, do not necessarily
state or reflect the official position of the State Bar
of Michigan, nor does their publication constitute
an endorsement of the views expressed. They are
the opinions of the authors and are intended not
to end discussion, but to stimulate thought about
significant issues affecting the legal profession, the
making of laws, and the adjudication of disputes.

As a profession, we are at
our best when lawyers and
judges are working together

to improve ‘‘the system.’’
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indigent. As a part of this process, we learned
that there were differences among the Michi-
gan lawyers about how the consolidation or
reconfiguration should occur. So we were
able to all agree with the LSC on a one-year
extension of the reconfiguration/consolida-
tion until January 2003.

This should give all of us in Michigan the
time and opportunity to work together on a
plan to reform the providing of legal services
to indigent clients in our state so they get the
best possible legal services. Though there may
be inevitable and honest differences of opin-
ion, all the parties are committed to working
together to fulfill our obligations.

On behalf of the State Bar of Michigan,
I have pledged its continuing support and
cooperation in this effort. I particularly ap-
preciate the attitude and dedication of all
LSC providers in our state. Together I am
convinced that we can come up with the
best possible method to provide these serv-
ices within the constraints and guidelines of
the LSC. ♦


