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 D.C. Court of Appeals Renews the D.C. Access to Justice Commission 

Equal access to justice for low and moderate income District residents is one step closer thanks to a recent Order by the D.C. Court of Appeals continuing the work of the D.C. Access to Justice Commission.  The Court of Appeals established the Commission in 2005 for an initial three-year term to work on improving access to the civil justice system for low and moderate income residents and others who face barriers to access.  The new Order continues the Commission without a fixed termination date.   


The Commission’s accomplishments in its first 2 ½ years were headlined by its success in getting $3.2 million in public funding from the District in fiscal year 2007 and again in 2008.  The appropriation was administered by the D.C. Bar Foundation, which selected the legal services organizations that received the funds.  These funds resulted in the hiring of more than 30 new legal services lawyers to serve low-income D.C. residents.  More than 75% of the new lawyers are working in underserved parts of the city or with groups that previously lacked legal help.  The rest are located in Landlord/Tenant Court to increase representation for litigants who previously did not have access to a lawyer.  The newly hired lawyers are already making their mark.  Initial reports from legal services providers indicate that the new satellite offices are already seeing as many people in need as the organizations’ downtown headquarters.


Other Commission initiatives include:  

●
Preparing a comprehensive study of the legal needs of low-income residents of the District;

●
Partnering with the D.C. Bar on an initiative to increase pro bono legal work by lawyers at mid-sized law firms;

●
Working with the Office of Administrative Hearings (OAH) to get additional legal representation and information for OAH litigants;

●
Developing a plan in conjunction with the Consortium of Legal Services Providers to increase impact litigation and policy advocacy in poverty law areas;

●
Surveying legal services providers to get additional information about private giving so that benchmarks for charitable giving can be established; and,
●
Working with the D.C. Bar Foundation to increase the amount of interest paid by banks on lawyers’ trust accounts, which will be used to support legal services programs.      

“The Court is very pleased with the accomplishments of the Commission to date and is convinced that the Commission will continue to make substantial progress in its efforts to ensure equal access to justice for all District residents,” said Chief Judge Eric T. Washington of the D.C. Court of Appeals.


“We are gratified that the D.C. Court of Appeals has decided to continue the work of the Commission,” stated Commission Chair Peter Edelman.  “The Court’s unwavering support for our efforts has played a significant role in furthering our mission.  We will continue collaborating with the Court and the community to ensure that everyone in our civil justice system has equal access to justice.”  


The Commission is supported by a number of the District’s leading law firms.  Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld LLP,  Covington & Burling LLP, Steptoe & Johnson LLP, and WilmerHale have been leading funders of the Commission and have each pledged to contribute an additional $25,000 as the Commission enters its next phase of work.  Venable LLP has generously provided the Commission with office space, and DLA Piper US LLP serves as its lead pro bono counsel.  
For more information about the Commission, please contact its Executive Director, Sunil Mansukhani, at 202-344-4441 or Sunil.Mansukhani@dcaccesstojustice.org.  You may also visit www.dcaccesstojustice.org.
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