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he Bible, the Torah and the
Qur’an teach many common
principles. One is the obligation
to protect and provide for the
neediest in society. The Qur’an,
in Surah 177, says ‘‘giveth wealth,

for love of Him, to kinsfolk and to orphans
and the needy.’’ Proverbs 28:27, in the Torah
and the Old Testament, is especially relevant
to the legal profession: ‘‘Speak up for those
who cannot speak for themselves, for the
rights of all who are destitute. Speak up and
judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor
and the needy.’’ Zechariah 7:9 is to the same
effect: ‘‘This is what the Lord Almighty says:
‘Administer true justice; show mercy and
compassion to one another.’ ’’

For attorneys, the obligation to pursue
‘‘true justice’’ for the ‘‘least of these’’ can be
fulfilled in many ways. Lawyers engaged in
indigent criminal defense, prosecutors who
help remove dangerous criminals from poor
neighborhoods, and civil legal aid attorneys
all come easily to mind. But what about the
rest of us? The answer can be summed up in
three words: pro bono publico.

The Lawyer’s Oath, set forth in full in my
October column, obliges us ‘‘never [to] re-
ject . . . the cause of the defenseless, or op-

pressed.’’ The reality, however, is that in-
creased specialization, busy schedules, and
other obstacles make many of us feel unqual-
ified, unable, or just plain unwilling to take
on many of the cases that come through the
doors of our local legal aid offices. There is
still a way to help: the State Bar of Michigan’s
Access to Justice Development Campaign.

Access to Justice took life in Michigan
when State Bar leaders realized that 1996
federal funding cuts for legal aid would have
severe consequences for Michigan families
and the justice system. As lawyers, we know
that poor people have many compelling civil
legal disputes that need to be resolved through
the justice system, but the capacity of our
civil legal aid and pro bono system has never
been adequate. We know that the services
provided in most civil legal services offices are
critical to promoting the rule of law and pro-
tecting the public. The advice given helps to
prevent domestic violence, child abuse or ne-
glect, homelessness, and lack of medical care.
Legal aid recipients are not just told their
rights; they are often advised of their responsi-
bilities to themselves and those around them.

Legal aid is about helping ordinary people
with real-life legal problems. It’s about 97-
year-old Casimere Peterson, who needed the
help of our colleague Michelle Hebner in
Escanaba in defending against an unfair evic-
tion. It’s about the disabled people, young
and old, who Alison Herschel at the Mich-
igan Poverty Law Program is representing in
an effort to get Medicaid funded home health
care. It’s about low-income home owners
who are victims of predatory lenders, parents
facing a loss of child custody, and working
people who buy a bad used car. Legal aid is
also about the tremendous amount of pro
bono work that lawyers provide, in partner-

ship with our legal aid programs, to people
in poverty.

My predecessors Victoria Roberts, Ed
Brady, Al Butzbaugh, Tom Lenga, and espe-
cially the late John Cummiskey, whom we
will dearly miss, worked hard to make Access
a priority of the Bar. Their efforts have pro-
duced spectacular results. Through the ATJ
Task Force, Bar staff, the Michigan State Bar
Foundation, local bars, and legal aid pro-
grams throughout the state, ATJ has sup-
ported programs in many ways. In addition
to creating the centralized Access to Justice
Fund to receive contributions in support of
civil legal aid, it created programs to improve
their use of technology, implement innovative
and more effective ways of delivering services
to the poor, and to streamline administration
of the programs. Some moved to centralized
telephone intake systems. Their expertise is in
talking with clients, diagnosing their requests
for legal help, and finding the most appro-
priate resource to help resolve the problem in
the most effective manner. Sometimes that
involves a referral to a community mediation
dispute resolution center, referral to a com-
munity legal education class, or a Personal
Protection Order clinic. Sometimes it means
having a staff lawyer represent the client in
court. Sometimes it means finding an excel-
lent pro bono lawyer to handle the matter.

Hundreds of thousands of dollars have
been distributed directly to legal aid pro-
grams designated by ATJ donors over the last
several years. The Michigan State Bar Foun-
dation has also distributed grants to nine
programs that filed successful applications to
provide services to the poor. Those grants
support the innovative use of technology to
connect pro bono lawyers to clients in re-
mote, rural areas, support the translation of
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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.
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legal education materials for large popula-
tions of non-English speaking poor people
throughout the state, and support pro bono
lawyers who will provide representation to
low-income families on education matters af-
fecting school age children. Access to Justice
provided support for the development of the
Legal Assistance Center in the Grand Rapids
courthouse, and I invite you to read about
this tremendous service elsewhere in this edi-
tion of the Bar Journal.

Despite our accomplishments, our chal-
lenge remains great. We now see from the
2000 census reports that over the past decade,
Michigan has lost 14 percent of its poverty
population. While we find some comfort in
knowing that the quality of life may be bet-
ter for some, we still are faced with the fact
that over one million people in Michigan live
in poverty. Even more unfortunate is the fact
that, because of the poverty population loss,
Michigan will lose $2 million dollars of fed-
eral funding for its non-profit legal aid pro-
grams annually, beginning next year. As I
write this article, many of our programs are
laying off lawyers and support staff, and our
communities are being deprived of the level
of legal services that we have worked so hard
to achieve.

Michigan’s 35,000 lawyers have an op-
portunity right now to help reduce the loss
of legal services for the poverty population.
Since 1998, when the Access to Justice Fund
first accepted financial contributions in sup-
port of civil legal aid services throughout the
state, 3,100 of us have contributed to the
ATJ Fund. Those lawyers who are ATJ sup-
porters are very generous, having contributed
over two and a half million dollars in cash,
pledges, and planned gifts. Special thanks to
the corporate community, the large law firms,
and the trial lawyers who together account
for the most substantial support. The overall

level of participation for our noble profession
should be higher, however.

Justice is an important public good that
must be supported by the whole community.
We know from our own research, and re-
search conducted by national groups on this
issue, that the public will first look to law-
yers before assessing their commitment to
supporting the non-profit part of the justice
system. Lawyers are the gatekeepers to the
justice system, and we have a special duty to
lead the way.

We are working with national groups that
are preparing to take the legal aid message to
the public over the next several years. Before
we ask the public to support our legal aid
programs with their own charitable dollars,
we need to make a stronger statement about
our own pro bono publico efforts. With in-
creased participation by our members, we
will be in a position to ask the public to sup-
port the justice system with their own chari-
table dollars.

I strongly urge every member of the State
Bar of Michigan to mark the end of the year
with a charitable contribution to the ATJ
Fund.1 Let us honor the memory of John
Cummiskey, who urged us to ‘‘make Access
to Justice a reality.’’ ♦

FOOTNOTE
1. Your contribution may have very low after-tax costs

because of available federal tax deductions and
Michigan tax credits.

Legal aid is about the tremendous amount
of pro bono work that lawyers provide,
in partnership with our legal aid programs,
to people in poverty.


