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INTRODUCTION AND HIGHLIGHTS

The Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission (Commission) was established by the Supreme
Judicial Court (SJC) in 2005 to provide leadership, vision and coordination for the many
organizations dedicated to improving access to justice for all persons in the Commonwealth
who are unable to afford counsel for their essential civil legal needs.! During the past year, the
Commission has engaged in both strategic reflection and action on key issues under the
leadership of Co-Chairs Hon. Serge Georges, Jr., and Marijane Benner Browne, and Director
Carolyn Goodwin.

Some of the Commission’s accomplishments during this past year include:

Reviewing strategic priorities in light of the 2017 Justice for All Strategic Action Plan (SAP).
The Justice for All Strategic Action Plan was developed in 2017 by a range of stakeholders to
establish a framework to reach the aspirational goal of 100% access to justice that had been
established by the national Conference of Chief Justices and Conference of State Court
Administrators. In its review, the Commission recognized positive changes that have
occurred since 2017 and identified priorities for future action. The Commission received
input from its Commissioners and committees and held public meetings and convenings to
gather feedback. At the final meeting of the year, the Commission Co-Chairs synthesized
information received during the yearlong review and based on this review, the Commission
is currently writing a document setting forth its priorities for the 2024-2025 Commission
year.

Encouraging establishment of lawyer-for-the-day programs in consumer debt cases. After
outreach from the Consumer Debt Committee and others on the Commission the Boston
Municipal Court adopted a standing order (BMC Standing Order 1-23) in September 2023
that supports establishing lawyer-for-the-day (LFD) programs in consumer debt cases. The
Standing Order encourages courts to collaborate with legal services organizations that
approach them to establish LFD programs. In March 2024, the District Court issued a similar
Standing Order (District Court Standing Order 1-24).

! The Supreme Judicial Court created the Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission in February 2005 with a five-
year mandate (the "First Commission"), and then reauthorized the Commission for another five years in 2010 (the
"Second Commission"). In 2015, the Court re-established the Commission as a permanent body subject to review at
five-year intervals. More information on the Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission can be found on its
website.
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e Supporting funding for representation of low-income tenants and owner occupants in
eviction cases. The Commission wrote to key legislators expressing its support for the
principle that funding should be available for full representation for low-income tenants and
owner occupants, who cannot otherwise afford counsel, in summary process cases.

e Meeting with leaders in the Trial Court and the Attorney General’s Office. Commission
representatives met with leaders in the Trial Court and in the Attorney General's Office to
discuss collaborations and coordination of efforts on various access to justice issues.

e Commenting on proposed revisions to law student practice rule. The Commission
commented on proposed amendments to SJC Rule 3:03, 2 which governs law student
practice in the Massachusetts courts. The Commission emphasized the important role that
law students and recent law graduates can play in meeting the civil legal needs of persons
who otherwise cannot afford counsel,® and it applauded the proposed rule’s reference to
access to justice principles and its expansion of opportunities for law student practice.

None of these accomplishments would have been possible without the dedication of our
Commissioners* and other volunteer committee members to advancing access to justice for
those unable to afford an attorney to assist them with their essential civil legal needs.> The
Commission also deeply appreciates the assistance it has received from the Massachusetts Legal
Assistance Corporation (MLAC) and from the staff of the Supreme Judicial Court.

COMMISSION PRIORITIES 2023-2024

The Commission maintained the overarching priorities it had established in 2021, as they
remain essential to its overall mission and to access to justice more generally. These priorities
are supporting racial justice, both within the Commission and across the legal system;
encouraging data collection in the civil justice system; and increasing uniformity and
simplification of court processes to make them easier to navigate for all court users, especially
self-represented litigants (SRLs).

The Commission’s work is effectuated through its committees and through Commission
leadership. In 2023-2024, the Commission committees were the Consumer Debt Committee;
the Executive Committee; the Family Law Committee; the Housing Law Committee; the Racial
Equity and Justice Committee; the Revenue Enhancement Committee; and the Technology and
Data Committee.

2 Pproposed Amended Supreme Judicial Court Rule 3:03: Legal Assistance by Law Students and Recent Law School
Graduates, Section 1. Purpose

3 The Massachusetts Justice for All Strategic Action Plan recognized that law schools are “active partners in the
state’s access to justice efforts.” SAP (p. 14)

4 See list of Commissioners (Appendix 1).

5 See generally Commission Mission Statement (Appendix 2).
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REVIEW OF THE 2017 JUSTICE FOR ALL STRATEGIC ACTION PLAN

As noted above, the Commission revisited the Justice for All Strategic Action Plan (SAP), a
strategic plan developed in 2017 by a wide range of stakeholders throughout the
Commonwealth. By gathering feedback from its committees and the public, the Commission
looked at what has changed since the SAP was written and developed recommendations for
areas to prioritize moving forward.

Many of the priorities and resulting recommendations that surfaced in the Commission’s year-
long review are broadly applicable, while some are very specific to the practice areas of the
Consumer Debt, Family Law, and Housing Committees’ efforts. In effectuating each of these
priorities, the Commission, with its many Commissioners and volunteers, can serve as convenor,
consultant and thought partner to both the Trial Court and to the broader access to justice
community.

Recommended priorities include finding ways to scale and increase resources for self-
represented litigants within the courthouse and outside in the community. For example, within
the court processes — further developing forms so they are available in more languages — and
outside the courthouse — focusing on the role people who are not attorneys can have in closing
the justice gap.

The Commission is developing a guide to provide a roadmap for the Commission and its
committees in 2024-2025, and will share this Guide with stakeholders, including the Supreme
Judicial Court and the Trial Court.

COMMISSION MEETINGS AND CONVENINGS
The Commission held three public meetings and two smaller public convenings this year.

At the October 2023 meeting, Hon. Serge Georges, Jr., Commission Co-Chair, moderated a panel
discussion focused on digital equity and Massachusetts Internet for All, an effort from the
Massachusetts Broadband Institute (MBI) to make internet access, devices, and digital skills
available to all Massachusetts residents. Following the meeting, Commissioners participated in a
listening session and provided written comments on the draft MBI’s Statewide Digital Equity
Plan, a plan designed to provide guidance on the federal funds allocated for digital access.

The following meetings and convenings focused on highlighting aspects of the Justice for
Strategic Action Plan (SAP) review discussed above. Meetings and convenings brought in
speakers and encouraged discussion on changes that have occurred since the SAP was written
in 2017 and considered priorities for action going forward. Topics focused on the landscape of
self-help resources, the spectrum of available legal representation from limited assistance to full
representation, and on the substantive committee (family, housing and consumer debt) reviews
of their respective sections of the SAP. At the May 2024 meeting in Springfield, the Commission
Co-Chairs synthesized feedback and priorities and leaders in Western Mass. shared examples of
successful access to justice initiatives.



ADDRESSING THE NEEDS OF LITIGANTS IN
CONSUMER DEBT, FAMILY LAW, AND HOUSING MATTERS

The Commission’s Consumer Debt, Family Law, and Housing Law Committees continued to
focus on systemic reforms that impact self-represented litigants in these crucial areas of law
where litigants often proceed without attorneys.

Consumer Debt Committee: The Consumer Debt Committee met monthly to discuss ongoing
access to justice concerns related to consumer debt collection cases. The Committee brings
together attorneys and others to collaborate and share resources in efforts to promote access
to justice for consumers facing debt collection.

After several years of advocacy by the Committee and others on the Access to Justice
Commission, the Boston Municipal Court and the District Court adopted Standing Orders that
support establishing consumer debt Lawyer-for-the-Day (LFD) programs. The Standing Orders
encourage courts to collaborate with legal services organizations that approach them to
establish LFD programs. In addition, the Office of the Attorney General, with input from
members of the Committee as to language, has continued sending letters to small claims
defendants encouraging them to attend their court date. Finally, with input from some
members of the Committee, the Attorney General’s Office released a Request for Proposal for a
grant to fund legal services organizations providing advocacy to debtors in post-judgment
proceedings.

Family Law Committee: The Family Law Committee engaged in two collaborative projects this
year. The Committee partnered with Northeastern University School of Law to plan an applied
exercise in accessing justice in the Probate and Family Courts as part of a year-long course for
first-year students. Students went in person to the courts to attempt to file appropriate
documents to pursue their assigned legal issue, with the goal of simulating the experience of a
self-represented litigant. In class, Committee members lectured on basic principles of family law
and students discussed their experiences in the courts. Students then developed suggestions to
reduce or eliminate barriers faced by self-represented litigants and wrote a report.

The Committee also partnered with the Law Firm Antiracism Alliance to investigate the service
of process options when a defendant cannot be found in person. With guidance and direction
from the Committee, a summer associate from a private firm researched requirements for
alternative service in Massachusetts and elsewhere and drafted a report. The Committee
understands that the Probate and Family Court is presently reviewing this issue.

Housing Law Committee: The Housing Law Committee assisted with the creation of a Lawyer-
for-the-Day program in the Southeast Housing Court. The Committee intends to spend the
coming year working to expand access to information and resources further upstream, i.e.,
before litigation has commenced. The increase in access to Lawyer-for-the-Day programs across
the Commonwealth has revealed that many litigants arrive in court with issues that could have
been resolved had resources and information been made available to them earlier in the
process.



In addition, the Commission overall, in keeping with its charge and its mission, wrote to key
legislators expressing its support for the principle that funding should be available for full
representation for low-income tenants and owner occupants who cannot not otherwise afford
counsel in summary process cases.

RACIAL EQUITY AND JUSTICE

The Racial Equity and Justice Committee has both an internal and external focus. Members of
the Committee circulated and reviewed the Commissioner demographic survey as part of the
Commission’s ongoing goal to be an equitable, diverse, and inclusive entity. The Committee is in
the process of developing an annotated research document on the collection and usage of data
on racial and ethnic disparities in civil cases in state courts around the country. The Committee
began this research and is working with summer associates, through the Law Firm Antiracism
Alliance, to complete this project. The Committee plans to focus its efforts in 2024-25 on
engaging with Commission standing committees around racial equity and justice efforts.

In addition, Director Carolyn Goodwin presented at the 2023 Access to Justice Chairs
Conference in Ohio at a topical breakout session on Access to Justice Commissions and racial
equity and justice initiatives.

TECHNOLOGY AND DATA

This year the Commission created a Technology and Data Committee comprised of
representatives from each of the Commission’s standing committees and working groups, as
well as others involved in addressing access to justice concerns through the use of technology.
The Committee’s purpose is to help acquaint members of the Commission’s standing
committees with ways to use technology to improve access to justice, to identify areas of
common concern, and to spur action to address access barriers through the use of technology.

FUNDING FOR CIVIL LEGAL AID

The Commission continued to focus on increasing funding for legal aid organizations, primarily
through its Revenue Enhancement Committee (REC). As part of its ongoing work to bolster
private sector sources of funding, the REC continued to work with others on the Massachusetts
Legal Aid Funders Network (MLAFN).® With a focus on education and networking, MLAFN held
two programs, one on the legal needs of immigrants and the other on how civil legal aid impacts
public advocacy.

% Inspired by the Legal Services Funders Network in San Francisco, in 2021 the REC Committee reached out to
leaders in the Massachusetts philanthropic community to determine their interest in a funders network and was
instrumental in developing MLAFN. The network has received administrative support from Philanthropy
Massachusetts, a membership association of philanthropic organizations.
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In addition, with support from the Boston Bar Foundation, the REC finalized and launched the
online directory of organizations that provide free civil legal aid, or legal information, in
Massachusetts.

The REC continues to look for opportunities concerning non-traditional public funding sources
for civil legal aid. For example, the Commission’s prior efforts in working with a coalition of state
agencies and legal and social service providers to develop the Civil Legal Aid for Victims of Crime
(CLAVC) program continues to bear fruit. Since 2018 CLAVC has channeled over $28 million in
federal funds to legal services organizations to support attorneys who work directly with crime
victims. This funding is the result, in part, of the Commission convening stakeholders and
collaborating with them to pursue this funding. The CLAVC program is administered by MLAC
with program management services provided by MLRI.

The Commission also promoted attendance at the annual “Walk to the Hill,” where hundreds of
attorneys, law students, and advocates urged lawmakers to fund civil legal aid through MLAC. In
response to these appeals, and others, the Legislature appropriated, and the Governor approved
an appropriation of $51 million in FY2025.

Finally, as highlighted in previous annual reports, the Commission has historically helped
establish other new funding sources for civil legal aid. The Commission was instrumental in the
Supreme Judicial Court's approval of three new sources of revenue to support legal services:
expanded eligibility of IOLTA and legal aid programs for receipt of cy pres awards of class action
residuals under a 2008 amendment to Mass. R. Civ. P. 23, which has generated over $9.5 million;
a voluntary annual $51 "access to justice" attorney registration fee, which has generated over
$15 million since it was created in 2010; and a pro hac vice registration fee, which has generated
approximately $2.6 million since it was established through SJC Rule 3:15 in 2012. Effective
January 1, 2019, the pro hac vice registration fee was increased by the SJC from $301 to $355 for
the Superior Court, Land Court, and appellate courts.

PRO BONO INITIATIVES

Massachusetts has a strong tradition of providing pro bono legal services and has a large
network of pro bono referral organizations. The Commission continues to work closely with the
Supreme Judicial Court’s Standing Committee on Pro Bono Legal Services (“Pro Bono
Committee”) to increase pro bono engagement in the Commonwealth. To facilitate
coordination of the work of the Commission and the Pro Bono Committee, the Pro Bono
Committee's Chair continues to serve as an ex officio member of the Commission, and the
Commission’s Director serves as an ex officio member of the Pro Bono Committee.

Additionally, the Access to Justice Fellows Program, established in collaboration with the
Commission in 2012 and now run by the Lawyers Clearinghouse, continues to flourish. The
Fellows program partners retired lawyers and judges with legal services organizations and other
nonprofits to engage in pro bono work. Fellows spend an academic year volunteering an
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average of 10 hours per week on a significant pro bono project in furtherance of access to
justice. Since its inception, the program has supported 195 Fellows. Current and former Fellows
have provided over 200,000 hours of pro bono service to 94 entities. Commission Co-Chairs
welcomed the incoming class of Fellows at the Commission’s October meeting and celebrated
the completion of the year at the Lawyers Clearinghouse’s annual event this spring.

Further, the Commission is proud to have incubated the statewide civil appellate pro bono
program. This program, initiated by the Commission in 2014, is now overseen by the Volunteer
Lawyer’s Project (VLP). The program has three elements: a weekly civil pro bono appeals clinic
at the Appeals Court Clerk’s Office, a merits review panel, and full representation. It involves
collaboration between area law firms, the VLP, numerous other legal services organizations, and
the Clerk's Offices of the Appeals Court and the Supreme Judicial Court. Since its inception the
Appeals Clinic has assisted 835 people, including 451 pro bono cases and 279 unique volunteers.
In the past 12 months the clinic handled 39 cases, including 22 pro bono cases, with 46 pro
bono advocates participating. The total number of pro bono hours spent by volunteers was
1,840, with a total of 10 firms participating.

FAREWELL AND THANK YOU TO CAROLYN GOODWIN

In July 2024, Carolyn Goodwin stepped down from her position as Commission Director to
accept a newly created position as Director of Justice Initiatives and Court User Experience
within the Massachusetts Trial Court’s Office of Access, Diversity, and Fairness.

The Commission is deeply indebted to Carolyn for her extraordinary service over the past five
years. As the Commission’s first full-time Director, she led and championed its efforts to
achieve equal justice for all persons in the Commonwealth, working closely with Commission
leadership, Commissioners, committee members, judges and staff in the trial courts, and
members of the broader access to justice community. She also put in place a structure and
framework for the Commission that will enable a seamless transition to a new Director. While
we will miss her sorely, we are simultaneously delighted that we will have the opportunity to
continue to work with her in her new position, and we are confident that her experience and
passion for access to justice will enable the Commission to partner even more closely with the
Trial Court on future access to justice initiatives. Given the critical nature of the Director role to
the Commission, the Commission will also be moving forward promptly to look for her
successor.

IN MEMORIAM: GERRY SINGSEN, MARY RYAN, AND ADRIAN ANGUS

During the past several months we have lost three leading members of the access to justice
community: Antone Gerhardt “Gerry” Singsen lll, who died on March 1, 2024; Mary K. Ryan,
who died on June 11, 2024; and Adrian Angus, who died on September 18, 2024.

Gerry Singsen was a nationally known leader in efforts to expand legal services for people who
cannot afford counsel. Early in his career, Gerry helped to start the Legal Services Corporation
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and served as its Vice President for Finance and Management. He later held positions at
Harvard Law School as a Lecturer and as Director of the Program on the Legal Profession,
published numerous articles on legal services for low-income people, and served as a consultant
to legal services organizations. Gerry was also a member of the SIC committee that proposed
establishment of the SJC Standing Committee on Pro Bono Legal Services in 1998; worked with
the State Planning Board that proposed creation of the Access to Justice Commission in 2004;
and then served as the Commission’s consultant until his retirement in 2016.

Mary K. Ryan, in addition to her busy law practice as a partner at Nutter, McClennen & Fish,
dedicated her career to public service and improving access to justice. She was deeply engaged
in bar association activities, serving as President of the Women’s Bar Association in 1984-85, as
President of the Boston Bar Association in 1997-98, and as a member of the American Bar
Association’s Board of Governors and House of Delegates. Mary also chaired the ABA Standing
Committee on Pro Bono & Public Service and the ABA Standing Committee on Delivery of Legal
Services; co-chaired the ABA’s Working Group on Unaccompanied Minor Immigrants; served on
the ABA Standing Committee on Legal Aid and Indigent Defendants; and was active with the
ABA Litigation Section’s Environmental Litigation Committee. Like Gerry Singsen, Mary was also
a member of the SJC committee that proposed creation of the SJC Standing Committee on Pro
Bono Services, and she then went on to chair the Standing Committee for the first dozen years
of its existence. Later, in 2018, Mary became a member of the Commission, where she played
important roles in co-chairing the Revenue Enhancement Committee and chairing the
Commission’s Online Dispute Resolution Committee.

Adrian Angus, a trial attorney with the Committee for Public Counsel Services (CPCS) since
2011, joined the Commission as CPCS’s representative in 2019. He was active with the
Worcester County Bar Association and with the Massachusetts Bar Association (MBA), where he
was a member of the Access to Justice Council among other roles. He also served as a board
member of the American Civil Liberties Union of Central Massachusetts. In 2022, when Adrian
received the MBA’s Access to Justice Defender Award, the MBA observed that he had “earned
admiration not only for his skills as a legal advocate, but for his unique ability to give humanity
and voice to his clients in protecting their interests.” Indeed, he was known for caring deeply
about his clients and thinking comprehensively about their needs.

Their spirit lives on in the legacy of their good works.

CONCLUSION

This year provided a unique opportunity to reflect on what has changed since the Justice for All
Strategic Action Plan was completed in 2017 and to set priorities going forward. Despite the
intervening pandemic, there have been positive changes in improving access to justice. The
Commission is also cognizant of the ongoing work that remains and looks forward to continued
and sustained collaboration to move us ever closer to the aspirational goal of 100% access to
justice.



APPENDIX 1

Members of the Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission, 2023-2024

Honorable Serge Georges, Jr., Co-Chair Danielle Johnson, Esq.
Marijane Benner Browne, Esq., Co-Chair Honorable Richard McMahon
Adrian Angus, Esq.T Leticia Medina-Richman, Esq.
Honorable Julie Bernard Leemarie Mosca

Rachel Biscardi, Esq. Susan Nagl, Esq.

Krietta Bowens Jones, Esq. Clerk-Magistrate Anthony Owens
Esme Caramello, Esq. Lisa Owens

Ariel Clemmer, Esq. (ex officio) Lynne M. Parker, Esq.

Justine Dunlap, Esq. Sheriece Perry, Esq.
Honorable Robert Fields Mary K. Ryan, Esq.t

Laura Gal, Esq. Victoria Santoro, Esq.

Ben Golden, Esq. Gordon Shaw, Esq.

Lisa Goodheart, Esq. James D. Smeallie, Esq.
Rochelle Hahn, Esqg. Mychii Snape, Esq.

Colin Harnsgate, Esq. Elizabeth Soule, Esq.

Honorable Valerie Yarashus

t (deceased)

Director
Carolyn Goodwin, Esq.

Chief Counsel for Judicial Policy, Supreme Judicial Court
Chip Phinney, Esq.
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APPENDIX 2

Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission
Mission Statement
August 12, 2020’

The goal of the Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission is to achieve equal justice for all
persons in the Commonwealth. It strives to accomplish this goal by providing leadership and
vision to, and coordination with, the many organizations and interested persons involved in
providing and improving access to justice for those unable to afford counsel.

The Commission will pursue its mission by various means including the following:

1.

Strengthening the civil legal services community in providing legal services for those
unable to afford counsel.

Enlarging the number of attorneys trained, willing, and able to provide pro bono civil
legal services.

Enlarging the number of attorneys in the private bar trained, willing and able to provide
civil legal services through limited assistance representation or other means to low- and
moderate- income individuals who are unable to afford legal representation and unable
to obtain legal aid representation.

Enlarging the number of non-lawyers trained, willing and able to provide appropriate
assistance to improving access to justice.

Improving the ability of those without counsel to identify, articulate and present their
legal claims and defenses in civil judicial and administrative proceedings.

Advocating for and prioritizing racial equality and justice in our civil legal system to
ensure that equality under the law is an enduring reality for all. This includes combatting
both explicit and implicit bias and systemic racism and identifying and eliminating
barriers that might prevent people of color from obtaining appropriate relief within the
civil justice and administrative justice systems.

Ensuring equal access to the civil justice and administrative justice systems for those
without lawyers in remote/virtual court proceedings including people with barriers to
participation, such as limited access to legal advice, guidance, and information, limited
access to computers and the internet, limited English language proficiency, and physical
and cognitive disabilities.

Coordinating the efforts of the broad network of legal, social service and administrative
organizations and interested persons who seek to improve access to justice by (a)

7 Mission Statement approved in March 2021.

11



sharing information regarding successful programs, approaches, and strategies in
delivering civil legal services to those unable to afford counsel, (b) identifying best
practices and technologies for delivering such legal services, (c) determining the
changing legal needs of those unable to afford counsel, as well as enduring unaddressed
and under-addressed legal needs and (d) developing goals and strategies for meeting
those legal needs.

9. Reviewing the state of access to justice in Massachusetts, educating the public about
access to justice and providing a neutral forum in which important issues affecting access
to civil justice can be discussed among the branches of government and the civil legal
services community, including a broad cross-section of providers, funders, clients, bar
leaders and other interested parties.

10. Working closely with the Chief Justices of the Supreme Judicial Court and the Trial Court,
the Trial Court Administrator and the Senior Manager for Access to Justice Initiatives
within the Trial Court to broaden access to justice within the court system.

11. Reporting annually to the Supreme Judicial Court on the status of access to justice in the
Commonwealth, including recommendations for reforms and Commission goals and
activities.

The success of the Commission will be measured by the extent to which persons can more

effectively present their claims and defenses in our courts and administrative agencies, regardless
of income or language ability.
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