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The Year Ahead In Pro Bono, US And Abroad 

Law360, New York (January 08, 2015, 11:34 AM ET) --  

In 2015, look for the real story in pro bono legal services beneath the 
numbers. It’s pretty clear by now that even consistently robust hours 
— up to 5 million a year in the United States for several years running 
— are not enough to meet demand from poor persons in need of 
legal help. Given that the justice gap, like the wealth gap, seems only 
to widen with time, the good news lies not in the numbers alone, but 
in how these hours are utilized. With increasing frequency, pro bono 
leaders are calling not simply for more, but for more collaborative, 
more creative, more proactive pro bono initiatives. As these efforts 
bear fruit, look for new initiatives in the U.S. and abroad; they will be 
necessary, especially in those countries feeling the squeeze of 
shrinking public legal aid budgets. 
 
The continuing heavy toll from deep budget cuts in England will be 
watched closely not only in the U.K. but throughout Europe. Pro 
bono legal aid has risen in response, but cannot replace what’s been 
lost, and so the poor will suffer for it. One response from the U.K. 
private bar was a pledge last year by many leading firms that their 
lawyers would average 25 hours of pro bono work annually. To leverage their pledge, firms should be 
prepared to share expertise among themselves, while also lessening the amount of resources required 
of public legal aid offices to make new collaborations work. Wherever possible, nonlegal professionals 
— financial institutions, accountants, architects, marketers, social workers, doctors — should be invited 
to join the effort. 
 
Canada and Australia, where legal services are also underfunded, will continue looking for their own 
answers. In Canada, Department of Justice lawyers were formally authorized to engage in pro bono 
work last year, through at least three clinics carried over from a successful pilot program. They include a 
wills clinic (Vancouver), a community law center (Edmonton) and civil court representations (Ontario). 
Canada will also remain a leader in medical-legal partnerships, such as those led by Pro Bono Law 
Ontario. To address a family court pro se crisis, Canada is experimenting with mediation and a rotation 
of specially trained judges. Nevertheless, bar associations, legal services attorneys and others in multiple 
cities continued their efforts in 2014 to highlight underfunding with “Going Public,” one-day free legal 
clinics. Expect more innovation, and more protests, in 2015. 
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Australia will continue to act out a similar St. Vitus dance. Innovation is blooming, such as with the 
collaboration between Charles Darwin University and Harvard to address lack of representation for 
asylum seekers in Darwin and the Northwest Territory, where as many as 1,000 persons need help. But a 
report released toward the end of last year reveals that, on their own, successful innovations can appear 
as a drop in the bucket. The “Access to Justice Arrangements” report released by Australia’s Productivity 
Commission describes a pile-up of stresses on a civil justice system regarded as “too slow, too expensive 
and too adversarial.” The commission’s thorough recommendations include many that touch on 
possible improvements in legal services to the poor, including: adopting plain language forms and 
nonlawyer assistance for the self-represented; simplified court processes; a single set of rules for 
“unbundled” legal services; and allowing “all classes of practicing certificates” to provide pro bono legal 
services. Look for improvements along these lines in the coming year. 
 
While Canada and Australia, like England, have long been recognized for their commitment to legal 
services to the poor, the first ever global pro bono survey release last year indicates that perhaps other 
jurisdictions are joining the fray. The Trust Law global pro bono index, published by the Thomson 
Reuters Foundation last May, drawing on responses from 36,000 lawyers from 103 law firms in 69 
countries, reported an average of 43 hours of pro legal services per attorney. The report confirmed that 
the best results come from firms where there is a full-time pro bono leader and pro bono work is tied to 
compensation. Let’s hope for more of both in 2015. 
 
Beyond these numbers, there is specific evidence that pro bono is on the rise in nations not traditionally 
associated with legal aid. 

 The Law Society of Kenya will award continuing professional development credit to lawyers who 
volunteer their legal services. In announcing the creation of a database for pro bono lawyers, 
the law society’s secretary explained that Kenya’s “constitution provides for access to justice for 
all. Pro bono lawyers assist the poor and disadvantaged in society to access justice.” 

 

 Uganda has about 2,000 advocates for over 35 million people. Working against these odds is the 
Justice Centers project, which serves as a free “one-stop shop” for civil and criminal needs, 
staffed by lawyers, paralegals, social workers and administrators from both the private and 
public sectors. The centers stress mediation and also engage in community education. Look for 
this leveraged model to advance in other countries where the number of attorneys is dwarfed 
by the population. 

 

 Last summer, after study of legal services in the EU, Saudi Arabia announced it was considering 
making pro bono legal service mandatory, with each attorney there required to represent nine 
poor persons annually. In the fall, Saudi Arabia announced that up to 1,000 men and women will 
receive legal training for free in return for providing 100 hours of pro bono services to the poor 
for 10 years. If either or both of these initiatives take off in 2015, the results will be fascinating 
to track. 

 



 

 

 A public-private partnership in Pakistan called Enhanced Democratic Accountability and Civic 
Engagement led to the launch last September of a 24-hour legal advice call-in center, staffed by 
civil and criminal law experts, including retired Supreme Court judges. The focus now is on Sindh 
and Punjab. 

 

 A similar public-private partnership has rolled out in Ghana, with the primary purpose of 
defending women accused of witchcraft. The problem is so widespread that Ghana has several 
“witchcraft camps” to hold the accused. Leaders of the project see it as part of a broader human 
rights effort to protect the poor and vulnerable, including person with mental health issues, 
domestic violence survivors, and underlying issues of disability, gender inequality and education. 
Thus, a trend to watch for in 2015 is the spread of public-private partnerships in countries 
ravaged by poverty and/or war, with a dearth of legal services. 

 

 Singapore, where there is an aspirational goal of 25 hours per attorney per year, also expects 
pro bono work to rise in the new year, continuing a trend that began at least in 2012 (54,000 
hours) and carried through 2013 (67,000 hours) and into last year. A stronghold of wealth 
surrounded by poverty, Singapore is perhaps an ideal litmus test for the global pro bono trend. 
Law firm leaders there have encouragingly sounded familiar key themes: using legal skills to help 
the disenfranchised, corporate social responsibility, tying pro bono to compensation, training 
younger lawyers, building pro bono infrastructure within firms, and possibly mandatory 
reporting. One law firm leader noted that pro bono work is a “vital source of contentment” that 
can offset “a fleeting quality in this fast-paced world, where a lawyer's worth is measured by the 
billings generated.” 

 
There are two strands in the global trend that we expect to see more of in the new year. One, in poorer 
countries, is that dire need, of necessity, will continue to prompt increased pro bono services, as both 
government and the private sector act on their ethical obligations to help the needy. The other, 
particularly in more well-heeled jurisdictions, is the realization that doing good is good for business. In 
an increasingly competitive international market, law firms around the world are recognizing what their 
competitors in the U.S. grasped long ago: pro bono legal services is a powerful way to distinguish, 
improve and market the firm. 
 
Compared to developing countries, the U.S. seems to be swimming in legal services resources, and we 
remain the beneficiaries of a legal system that may be the strongest in the world. And yet eight of 10 
persons seeking civil legal aid are turned away. In 2014, partners in ambitious collaborative projects 
worked hard to stem this tide, a trend that will grow in 2015. 
 
The Association of Pro Bono Counsel, a membership organization of over 145 attorneys and practice 
group managers who run pro bono practices in 85 of the world’s largest law firms, has convened 
community leaders in nine cities to develop innovative approaches to issues such as safe and affordable 
housing, re-entry to society after incarceration, homelessness and financial security, and to offer 
solutions to restore opportunity to the disenfranchised. These collaborative projects have utilized the 
combined power of law firms, nonprofits and other stakeholders to identify and help bridge citywide 
and regional gaps in the delivery of legal services. At least one project, services to small business owners 



 

 

and nonprofits through a day-long Small Business Legal Academy (SBLA), has been and will be replicated 
in New York, Houston and Detroit. The first SBLA was staffed by attorneys from 30 law firms and eight 
legal services providers to advise more than 200 clients seeking to start or grow small businesses in New 
York City. 
 
Other collaborative pro bono efforts include law firms and nonprofits joining together to respond to the 
surge of undocumented families flooding the country from violent communities in Central America. 
Lawyers from large law firms all over the country are volunteering to assist with screening and 
representing thousands of immigrant children before expedited dockets in immigration courts 
throughout the country, and at detention centers in Texas. They have also worked with legal and social 
service providers to connect the children and their families with services from mental health counselors 
to homeless shelters. 
 
On another front, a unique, national pro bono collaboration has been formed in response to the U.S. 
Department of Justice and President Obama’s announcement that the government would reinvigorate 
its clemency power to address the thousands of inmates sentenced under harsh and outdated laws, 
including the 8,000 drug offenders who were sentenced before Congress passed the Fair Sentencing Act 
in 2010, which reduced the punishment for crack cocaine offenses. Clemency Project 2014 is led by a 
steering committee consisting of the American Bar Association, the Federal Defenders, Families Against 
Mandatory Minimums, the ACLU and the National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers and 
supported by the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law. Over 50 national law firms are working 
to screen, analyze and represent over 25,000 federal inmates, of which many are serving low-level, 
nonviolent sentences and may be eligible for a commutation. This is one of the largest pro bono 
collaborations in the nation’s history. 
 
In 2015, we expect to see that in-house corporate legal departments will continue to expand the depth 
and reach of their pro bono programs. Historically, a serious impediment to in-house pro bono was the 
reality that many in-house lawyers were not admitted in the state where they were practicing. Although 
all jurisdictions allowed in-house counsel to practice where they were employed, those rules did not 
permit in-house counsel to do pro bono work. Over the past 10 years, states have begun to change the 
rules, and in 2014 it appears that there was a tipping point. As of late 2014, 31 jurisdictions (including 
California, New York, Florida, Illinois and Pennsylvania) permitted pro bono work by in-house lawyers 
who are not licensed in the state. And in August 2014, the American Bar Association House of Delegates 
adopted a resolution requesting that in-house lawyers be allowed to do pro bono in the remaining 19 
jurisdictions. As a result of these important changes, and the dedication of general counsel, and 
increased attention to in-house pro bono paid by the Pro Bono Institute (PBI) and the Association of 
Corporate Counsel (ACC), the numbers, publicly reported by PBI and the ACC, show that pro bono hours 
and participation are on the rise among in-house legal departments. In addition, in-house departments 
are actively seeking creative collaborations with law firm lawyers that dramatically increase the impact 
of in-house pro bono work. (Creative Collaborations: Law Firms and Corporations, Law360, June 2, 
2014). 
 
It’s exciting to see that the Legal Services Corporation (LSC) is helping to make pro bono work more 
creative and effective. Last year for the first time, the LSC handed out “Pro Bono Innovation Fund” 
grants. In a competitive nationwide process, 11 grants were made to support replicable innovations to 
improve the delivery of services to the poor. The grantees, who received grants averaging about 
$200,000, are spread across the country, representing both urban (e.g., Atlanta, Philadelphia, Los 
Angeles) and rural (e.g., Montana, Utah, western New York) communities. Their projects include: a 
statewide technology platform to reduce entry to market barriers for solo practitioners, small firms, 



 

 

government lawyers, students and paralegals; a cross-office practice linking 33 legal services offices with 
nine law schools; an online legal aid program for single parents in suburban and “collar counties” around 
Chicago; a document-sharing and online meeting platform to support a new network combining legal 
services-state bar-state court-law schools-private attorneys who will also be “on call” to provide a 
continuum of services for pro se family court litigants. Look for great results from these innovators in 
2015. 
 
Advances in pro bono have also been made by states, bar associations, and law schools across the 
country. Following on the heels of the first pro bono requirement for admission to a state bar, passed by 
New York in 2012, other states have instituted or are contemplating programs designed to increase the 
amount of pro bono service done by lawyers across the country. These include: 

 California’s creation of a Task Force on Admissions Regulation Reform to consider a pre- or post-
bar admission requirement of 50 hours of legal services specifically devoted to pro bono or 
modest means clients. 

 

 The New Jersey Supreme Court’s report urging adoption of a 50-hour law-related pro bono 
service requirement as a condition of admission to the Bar. 

 

 The Connecticut Judicial Branch’s Access to Justice Commission’s proposed recommendations 
calling for 50-hour pre-admission pro bono service requirement. 

 

 New York’s Pro Bono Scholars Program, allowing students in their final year of law school to 
devote their last semester of study to performing pro bono service for the poor through an 
approved externship program, law school clinic, legal services provider, law firm or corporation. 

 
All of these changes will help increase the amount of pro bono legal services delivered to low-income 
people in need. But, of course, as we have observed, the challenge is not just to do more pro bono work, 
but to make it more effective. 
 
Finally, we expect to see a continued increase in pro bono work for social enterprises/entrepreneurs. 
The last several years have seen a rising trend of for-profit entities helping to meet the need for social 
services around the globe. By using commercial strategies and tactics, social enterprises are a valuable 
addition to efforts to aid low-income and disadvantaged communities. And more and more across the 
globe, intermediary organizations like TrustLaw Connect, Lawyers Alliance for New York, Lex Mundi Pro 
Bono Foundation, and Ashoka are helping to connect pro bono lawyers to social enterprises. (Latham 
Aids Social Entrepreneurs With Unique Pro Bono Clinic, Law360, May 30, 2014). Working with innovative 
social enterprises has proven to be an extremely effective way of doing far-reaching and meaningful pro 
bono legal work across the globe. 
 
While we certainly cannot afford to see a drop in pro bono hours in the new year, expect the trend to be 
an emphasis on innovation — looking behind the numbers to how they are applied, by whom, and with 



 

 

what returns. As we struggle with the tyranny of poverty and the obstacles it creates for those who 
cannot afford ready access to legal systems in the U.S. and around the world, we need to take our 
successes where they come, protecting individuals and families one at a time, even as we look for 
systemic improvements. Given the complexity of legal systems, fairer access for all will require 
collaborative solutions. 
 
—By Kevin J. Curnin, Harlene Katzman and Benjamin C. Weinberg, Association of Pro Bono Counsel 
 
Kevin Curnin is vice president of APBCo and a New York-based partner and director of Stroock & Stroock 
& Lavan LLP's Public Service Project. 
 
Harlene Katzman is president of APBCo, as well as pro bono counsel and director at Simpson Thacher & 
Bartlett LLP. 
 
Ben Weinberg is the APBCo. president-elect, as well as pro bono partner at Dentons US LLP. 
 
The opinions expressed are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the firm, its 
clients, or Portfolio Media Inc., or any of its or their respective affiliates. This article is for general 
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All Content © 2003-2015, Portfolio Media, Inc. 

 


