Pro Bono Corner

Public Hearings on IOLA 
On Thursday, January 7, several NYS Senate Committees held a public hearing on IOLA and the future of Civil Legal Services in New York State (2 other hearings were held in December in other parts on New York).  Because of the recession, IOLA grant funds will likely be reduced drastically in the coming year.  Civil legal services providers across the state rely heavily on these grants to fund their pro bono programs.  Unfortunately, available grant money often has an inverse relationship with the needs of the community, i.e. funding is up when needs are down, and funding plummets during times when the need rises.  
Presently there is no stable or consistent funding for civil legal services and IOLA funds, by nature, can vary greatly, depending on interest rates.  The NYS Senate and Assembly are taking the issue seriously by calling these hearings and legal services providers from around New York State have responded with enthusiasm and hope.  The day-long hearing in Albany attracted hundreds of supporters in addition to those testifying.
Upstate New York was well represented, with delegates from IOLA, the Judiciary, OCA, legal services providers and clients, and Bar Associations all testifying in front of a panel of State Senators and Assemblypersons.  Although the ACBA was not directly represented, other Bar leaders and services providers stressed the emergent need for funds to be set aside for civil legal needs.  
In response to the hearing and the looming funding crisis, ACBA Immediate Past-President David Miranda submitted a thoughtful and succinct Commentary piece to the Times Union in support of government funding for civil legal services.  The letter was published on January 14, 2010 and available via http://www.timesunion.com/AspStories/story.asp?storyID=888761&category=COMMENTARY#email .  We applaud the cooperative efforts of our government officials in attempting to remedy the civil legal services funding deficiencies. We are once again hopeful that the situation will be resolved in a way that will benefit the people who need this money the most:  those thousands of individuals who “live” at or below the poverty level.
Thank You
I’d like to extend my sincere thanks this month to Peter Scagnelli, for taking what turned out to be a complex a pro bono case in December.  The case was a very delicate and emotional family court matter, yet when I asked Peter about taking it, he accepted without hesitation.  The client even called to thank me for putting her in touch with Peter and noted his respect, professionalism and, of course, his competence as an attorney.  So thank you again, Peter, for handling this case and for all the other ways you support the ACBA!!
Albany Family Court Help Desk Update
Last semester Albany Law School students helped staff the Family Court Help Desk so it was open full time! That was the best student turnout we’ve had since the Help Desk opened in 2006.  Another semester is starting and thanks to the coordination efforts of Nicole Marron, President of the ALS’ Pro Bono Society, students are once again lining up to volunteer.  We would like to thank each and every student who has made the Help Desk possible over the years!  
Year in Review
I’d like to take a moment to recognize and thank the attorneys who took pro bono cases from the ACBA in 2009: Michael Assaf, James Barnes, Michael FiggsGanter, Opal Hinds, David Price, Peter Scagnelli, Matthew Smalls, Carrie Smith, Matthew Tully, and Robert Young.  In addition, Michael Assaf, Douglas Shartrand and Patricia Shevy acted as mentors.  James Barnes, Paul Czech and Laura Hoffman also staffed Estate Planning clinics during Pro Bono Week in October.  Our divorce program assisted close to 90 pro se litigants obtain their divorce.  Out of these Michael Friedman handled, pro bono, all 6 cases that were contested.  This year, thanks in part to Albany Law School, the Albany Family Court Help Desk assisted over 3,000 petitioners with their paperwork.
In January, NYSBA held its annual meeting in New York, during which I attended the Pro Bono Coordinators Network meeting.  It was at this meeting that we learned of the possible cuts in IOLA funding for the 2010 grant cycle.  It was a tough way to start the year.
In February, we co-sponsored a training with Legal Aid, The Legal Project and the Empire Justice Center on Representing Homeowners at Mandatory Settlement Conferences.  In exchange for the free training, each participant agreed to provide pro bono representation to homeowners facing foreclosure.  
In April, our 15th Annual Law Day Run Against Domestic Violence attracted more than 300 runners.  Thanks to the generosity of the runners and local law firms and businesses, proceeds were donated to local domestic violence agencies in their struggle against domestic violence. 
In May, Barbara and I attended the ABA’s Equal Justice Conference in Orlando.  The four day conference focused on justice in initiatives, resource development, program innovations, poverty and race, and pro bono in the recession.  

Also in May, the ACBA co-sponsored an Unemployment Law Training with Legal Aid and recruited 15 volunteer attorneys to assist claimants in Unemployment matters.  
In September, we co-sponsored 2 trainings with Legal Aid and The Legal Project.  Representing the Pro Bono Debtor Under BACPA and  When There’s a Will There’s a Way each recruited about 30 volunteers, who were put to work right away!
October focused on all things pro bono with the 1st Annual Pro Bono Week being held from October 26-30.  The kick-off reception was held on October 23 and activities were in full swing the following week.   A free Estate Planning clinic was held during the week the ACBA also helped staff a table on the Concourse which gave information to the public about pro bono legal services in the area. 
In December, we received pro bono CLE accreditation so we can now offer volunteer attorneys CLE credit for their pro bono hours.  

We are proud of our pro bono accomplishments in 2009 and we extend our sincere thanks and gratitude to all the volunteers and to IOLA, Senator Neil Breslin and the Albany County Bar Foundation, without which none of these programs would be possible.   

