PUBLIC LIBRARIES AND ACCESS TO JUSTICE
Presented by the

Self-Represented Litigation Network-National Center for State Courts

In Cooperation with Legal Services Corporation

With Funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

Hilton Garden Inn

Austin Texas, January 11-12, 2010
Have you noticed an increase in legal reference questions in your library?  With the economic downturn and slow recovery, self-help legal reference has been on the rise.  Legal aid services have been available to low income levels, however levels of funding recently have been diminished.  Further, the need for librarians to help those of moderate income levels with self-help legal resources is on the rise as well.  
Access to Justice is a national movement with commissions and organizations established in about thirty states so far. The Commonwealth of Massachusetts is one of those states.  On June 8, 2009, a press release from the Massachusetts Court System headlines "Special Advisor for Access to Justice Initiatives Appointed."   Responding to figures reflecting “social, linguistic, and economic growth in the Commonwealth,” Supreme Judicial Court Chief Justice Margaret H. Marshall and Chief Justice for Administration & Management Robert A. Mulligan announced the appointment of a new Special Advisor for Access to Justice Initiatives. Housing Court Judge Dina Fein was named to this new position, reporting to Chief Justice Mulligan. Supreme Judicial Court Senior Staff Attorney Sandra Lundy serves as Deputy Advisor. 
Judge Fein and Ms. Lundy assumed the following additional responsibilities on June 15, 2009: 

“The Special Advisor will guide and coordinate resources within the Trial Court to broaden access to civil justice for all litigants, including self represented litigants, individuals of modest means, those of limited or no English proficiency, and individuals with mental or physical disabilities. In coordination with Chief Justice Mulligan and the Chief Justices of the Trial Court, Judge Fein will develop long and short range goals, statewide strategies, and best practices to increase access to justice throughout the Trial Court. She will work closely with judges, court personnel, the Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission, bar associations, legal service organizations, law firms, law schools and others to implement access to justice initiatives and protocols.”  (Read in full here: http://www.mass.gov/courts/press/pr060809.html)

With the encouragement and support of Judge Fein and Attorney Lundy to the primary contact of our Massachusetts applicant team, Caroline Robinson, web content provider for MassLegalHelp.org,  Jennifer Pickett of the Harwich Public Library and I, Cathy Balshone from the Newton Free Library won a spot to attend a conference in Austin, TX from January 11-12, 2010.  Named Public Libraries and Access to Justice, the conference was funded from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to the National Center for State Courts, in cooperation with the Legal Services Corporation.  .  

Richard Zorza, Coordinator of the Self-Represented Litigation Network hosted by the National Center for State Courts, organized the conference into nine panels over a day and a half.  The panels presented thirty-seven addresses, team meetings, and facilitator-led teaching meetings.  Welcoming us were the Honorable Lora Livingston, 261st District Court, Austin, TX; Laura Lutz of the Gates Foundation; Glenn Rawdon, Program Counsel for Technology from Legal Services Corporation and Richard Zorza.  

Among the nineteen faculty and speakers were the Honorable Lora Livingston, 261st District Court, Austin, TX; Glenn Rawdon,; Leah Margulies, Project Director, LawHelp.org/NY; Marcia Koslov, Executive Director, LA Law Library; Tina Sibbitt, Staff Attorney, Access to Justice Program/NM; Melissa Barr, Collection Development Specialist, Cuyahoga County public Library; Judy Meadows, Montana State Law Librarian; Vince Morris, Director of Technology and Justice Projects/Arkansas; Mary Ann Van Cura, Library Development & Continuing Education Coordinator, Minnesota State Library Services, Bonnie Hough, Managing Attorney, Administrative Office of the Courts, Debra Aggertt, ILLINET/OCLC Partner and Technology Coordinator, Illinois State Library; Charles Dyer, Consultant and Retired Public Law Librarian; Judy Helms, Reference Librarian, Travis County law Library, Austin, TX; Claudia Johnson, Local Initiatives Coordinator, Pro Bono Net/Washington; Liz Keith, Law Help Program Manager, Pro Bono Net; and Nelson (Yusheng) Lu, Assistant Director, Queens Public Library/NY .  (The Queens Public Library was interesting because of the large ESL demographics.)

After the Welcome and Introduction, the topics covered were:

· The Role of Public Libraries in Assisting patrons in Locating and Using Legal Information and Tools

· What Public Librarians Can Do: Ethical and Legal Issues

· Online Legal Problem Solving: using Varied legal Information and Tools

· Technical and Privacy Issues in Public Library Legal Information Services

· The Roles of Public Libraries in the Access to Justice Movement

· Legal Aid, Law Library, and Court Collaborations for Public Libraries

· Workshop on Customizing the FAQ

· Role Playing of Teaching the Materials

· Planning for the Future

The conference was a unique opportunity for the applicant teams from fifteen states to meet with legal and court experts to discuss strategies for integrating access to legal information into their programs, including how to locate the best content and tools, how to talk about the content with library patrons, how to work with content partners to make sure that needed content is developed, how to share what they have learned statewide, and how to use successful programs to advocate for the importance of public libraries as gateways to government institutions.  Hearing the contrasting efforts from across the country was most interesting.  Among the faculty, speakers and teams, they represented the states of Arkansas, California, Florida, Illinois, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Maryland, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, Montana, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Texas, Washington, and Washington, DC.
Promoting and making accessible legal resources by improving web content, providing legal self-help materials, finding self-help support and training public librarians in legal research skills will be captured in state plans.  At the end of the conference, teams were given a form to fill out and return describing what was already in place, what was in progress, and what the vision would be for the state’s plan.  Cathy Balshone continues to work on this mission with her Massachusetts team, with law librarians and the coordinator from the Trial Court Law Libraries, and as a member of a working group from the national conference.  It is likely that New England states will join with Massachusetts toward developing a regional approach.  Maine and New Hampshire are indicating strong interest in combining efforts.

PLA Session:  “Public Libraries and Access to Justice” was held at the Public Library Association Meeting -- Thursday March 25, 2010 at 8:30 AM in Oregon.  See below in blue
Excerpted from the announcement: Public Libraries and Access to Justice ( Oregon Convention Center Room E145-146), Thursday March 25th at 8:30 AM 
This session provides tools and training that will help public libraries serve as gateways to justice and governmental institutions, with a focus on collaboration with courts, law libraries, and legal aid programs.  It introduces information and tools and how public librarians can appropriately help their patrons use these tools, such as those provided by legal aid and courts.  Participants will learn about the national network of state Access to Justice Commissions, and how public libraries can participate in these groups.  The session will also introduce the online “train the trainer” tools developed by the Self-Represented Litigation Network of the National Center for State Courts, as presented at a recent national conference funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.  Participants will receive tips and a template for creating a list of key resources, and ideas on how state access to justice partners can assist in the customization of that listing.
Extensive materials from both conferences have been posted at WebJunction.org.  Search using terms: public libraries access to justice

Public Libraries and Access to Justice – Materials from January 2010 Conference: http://www.webjunction.org/legal-information/-/articles/content/93601257
Access to Justice – PLA 2010 PPT (March 2010): http://www.webjunction.org/information-literacy/-/articles/content/92871451
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