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Over Twenty Law Firms Join D.C. Access to Justice Commission’s Inaugural Raising the Bar in D.C. Campaign

Firms pledge a percentage of revenue to local legal services providers to meet the urgent needs of indigent District residents

Washington, D.C. – October 31, 2011

Working together to increase the availability of urgently needed legal services for poor District residents, over twenty area law firms have pledged a percentage of their revenues to local legal services providers through the Raising the Bar in D.C. Campaign.  The Campaign, which is led by the D.C. Access to Justice Commission and endorsed by the D.C. Bar and the D.C. Bar Foundation, was launched with a small cadre of leading firms at the end of 2010.  Since then, the number of firms participating in this vital initiative has nearly tripled.  The Campaign recognizes firms at three different levels – Platinum, Gold and Silver – for donating .11%, .09%, or .075% of D.C. office revenue, respectively.  

“District law firms are unparalleled in their commitment to providing pro bono and financial support to serve the legal needs of indigent District residents,” said Access to Justice Commissioner Andrew Marks, a partner at Crowell & Moring, who is one of the architects of the Campaign.  “The private bar recognizes that District communities living in poverty are in crisis and is stepping forward to dramatically increase resources to serve those most in need.”

The economic downturn continues to severely undermine funding for legal services.  In 2009 alone, the local legal services network lost more than 25% of its revenue, causing the loss of 12% of its lawyers and nearly 40% of critical non-legal staff.  This drastic loss of capacity coincided with a surge in demand for services that has not abated.   None of the traditional sources of legal services funding has fully recovered and IOLTA (Interest on Lawyers Trust Accounts) income – the largest non-public source of funding -- has decreased over 80% from FY 2008 levels because of the historically low interest rates banks are paying.  This translates into over a million dollars in lost resources.

“It is unconscionable that so many of our struggling neighbors must navigate the court system alone when their most basic human needs are in jeopardy,” said Peter Edelman, Chair of the Access to Justice Commission and a professor at Georgetown University Law Center.  “Lawyers can provide pivotal interventions to families in legal crisis.  Much unnecessary suffering can be avoided if we can narrow the appalling justice gap.”  Legal services providers are often the last line of defense for families facing eviction, employment termination, loss of income security benefits or health insurance, or family violence.  “For struggling families, legal intervention can mean the difference between stability and collapse,” said Judith Sandalow, Executive Director of the Children’s Law Center.   Like most local legal services organizations, the Children’s Law Center must turn away many desperate clients with meritorious cases because the need so overwhelms the available resources.

The Raising the Bar Campaign has received enthusiastic support from the law firm community.  The twenty-two participating firms span the spectrum from large global enterprises to small boutiques.  “D.C. law firms take very seriously their obligation to ensure equal access to justice,” said R. Bruce McLean, Chairman of Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld LLP.  “As a matter of principle, we share a commitment to helping those who are most vulnerable.”  

Additional firms are expected to join the Campaign through the end of the year.  Firms that donate at a benchmark level in 2011 will be recognized at a ceremony in early 2012.  The list of firms that have already joined the campaign is attached.  
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** Leadership Circle **

(As of October 31, 2011)

Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld LLP

Arnold & Porter LLP

Arent Fox LLP

Banner & Witcoff, Ltd.

BuckleySandler LLP

Covington & Burling LLP

Crowell & Moring LLP

Delaney McKinney, LLP

DLA Piper LLP (US)

Jenner & Block LLP

Jones Day

Kirkland & Ellis, LLP

Klein Hornig LLP

Law Offices of Gary N. Horlick

Mayer Brown LLP

McDermott Will & Emery LLP

McKenna Long & Aldridge LLP

Sidley Austin LLP

Steptoe & Johnson LLP

Sutherland Asbill & Brennan LLP

Wilmer Cutler Pickering Hale and Dorr LLP

Zuckerman Spaeder LLP
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