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RAISING THE BAR FOR LEGAL AID
The economic downturn has stretched legal service providers' budgets to the limit, and Washington law firms aren't donating enough cash to close the justice gap facing some of Washington's poorest residents. That's according to Peter Edelman, chairman of the Access to Justice Commission. "We're grateful for the support Washington firms have given in the past," Edelman said. "But they could be doing more."

To help address the problem, the commission has asked Washington firms to set aside a portion of their annual gross revenue for donations to legal service providers. The "Raising the Bar in D.C. Campaign" sets three tiered benchmarks for donations. Silver donors agree to commit 0.075% of their gross revenue to the cause; gold donors, 0.09%; and platinum donors, 0.11%.

So far, eight firms have agreed to donate at the silver level or higher. Those firms are Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld; Covington & Burling; Crowell & Moring; DLA Piper; Jenner & Block; Sidley Austin; Steptoe & Johnson LLP; and Sutherland Asbill & Brennan. (If the D.C. 25, the top moneymakers in Washington as ranked by The National Law Journal, all gave at even the silver level, that would bring in roughly $4.4 million.)

Edelman said the campaign, which is based on a similar program in Chicago, has been in the works since 2007 but was shelved due to the economic crisis. "We can't wait anymore. The need is too great," Edelman said. He said the program is designed to target not just the largest firms but every firm in Washington. "That's the beauty of using gross revenue as the model. It allows small firms to shine along with the bigger firms," he said. — Jeff Jeffrey

