“Thank You,
Volunteer Lawyers!”

The Volunteer Lawyers Program (VLP) was created to provide free legal
services to poor and disadvantaged Alabamians. Through its VLP, the
Alabama State Bar (ASB) refers cases to volunteer private attorneys who
agree to provide free legal assistance to low-income clients. There are
four VLPs affiliated with the Alabama State Bar: those operated by the
Birmingham, Mobile and Madison County Bar associations, and the ASB
VLP Currently, approximately 3,000 lawyers statewide participate in the
VLP Since we started our recruiting efforts in January 2009, 550 new
attorneys have joined.

Alabama is last in funding for Access to Justice for the poor. Raising
funds is even more difficult in today’s economy. To ensure that all people
receive the legal help they need, we are striving to be first in VLP. For
every lawyer we add to this program, there are more people helped. We
have made great progress so far, but there is a lot left to do.

There are many reasons attorneys choose to participate in the VLP.
These may include a sense of obligation, a historical or family connection
to pro bono work, a feeling of wanting to give back to the community or
even a desire to learn. Participation in the VLP also allows us to fulfill our
professional responsibility to make legal counsel available to indigents,

consistent with a true sense of professionalism.

THOMAS J. METHVIN
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VOLUNTEER LAWYER PROGRAM

Participation by Judicial Circuit

Regular Special VLP Percentage Percentage
Members Members Members Regular Total
Circuit in Circuit in Circuit in Circuit Members Members

1 Choctaw, Clarke, Washington 54 " 35% 29%
2 Butler, Crenshaw, Lowdes a4 12 27% 21%
3 Barbour, Bullock 44 7 4% 35%
4 Bibb, Dallas, Hale, Perry, Wilcox 93 28 26% 20%
5 Chambers, Macon, Randolph, Tallapoosa 23 27% 22%
6 Tuscaloosa 33% 27%
7 Calhoun, Cleburn 43 23% 18%
8 Morgan 37 46% 36%
9 Cherokee, Dekalb 12 26% 22%
10 Jefferson 16% 14%
11 Lauderdale 22 23% 20%
12 Coffee, Pike 16 15% 13%
13 Mobile 62% 52%
14 Walker 23 17% 14%
15 Montgomery 25% 16%
16 Etowah 27 25% 21%
17 Greene, Marengo, Sumter 8 37% 30%
18 Shelby 6% 5%
19 Autauga, Chilton, Elmore 54 17% 13%
20 Henry, Houston 32 33% 29%
21 Escambia 9 19% 15%
22 Covington 8 13% 12%
23 Madison 26% 22%
24 Fayette, Lamar, Pickens 16 26% 16%
25 Marion, Winston 10 42% 35%
26 Russell 11 15% 13%
27 Marshall 15 32% 27%
28 Baldwin 68 13% 11%
29 Talladega 14 16% 14%
30 St. Clair 17 17% 14%
31 Colbert 8 22% 20%
32 Cullman 13 16% 14%
33 Dale, Geneva 17 44% 33%
34 Franklin 7 7% 5%
35 Conecuh, Monroe 8 35% 28%
36 Lawrence 8 33% 24%
37 Lee 31% 27%
38 Jackson 29% 22%
39 Limestone 33% 25%
40 Clay, Coosa 7% 5%
41 Blount 21% 17%
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Gabrielle N. Helix, an attorney in private practice
in Huntsville, has been a lawyer for “about two years
and 30 days . . . not that I'm counting!” She became
a lawyer as a second career, after many successful
years as a television journalist. She estimates she's
been doing pro bono work from “about day one.” Her
first case was pro bono, on behalf of a young woman
who had visited four other lawyers but couldn’t
afford to pay for legal services.

“| had just started practicing,” Helix recalls.
“Nobody would take her case because she didn't
have money. | had no experience and | told her this. It
was my first case and we had a great outcome.”

Helix now handles a lot of pro bono cases, both
independently and through the Madison County VLP.
She says she's grateful to be able to do so much vol-
unteer lawyer work. One of her most recent cases
involved an adoption, where great-grandparents
adopted a child whose mother and father had drug
problems. Although they don't have much money, the
child is now in a home full of love.

“I think the court should be open to anyone. | don’t
think you should be stopped from adopting a child, or
stopped from getting a divorce from an abusive
spouse, because you just don't have any money,”
Helix said. “l think people should have access to legal
resources, rights or remedies even if they don't have
money. | think when you volunteer, you get back in
touch with what this profession was really designed
to do””

Tim Gallagher, with Sasser, Sefton, Tipton & Davis
PC in Montgomery, says, “They aren’t going to give
you something you're not comfortable with.” A lawyer
since 2007, he only recently became a part of the
Volunteer Lawyers Program in Montgomery. Since
joining, he regularly donates his time to the

Montgomery County Bar Association's new monthly

free legal services clinics, and plans to continue in
that program as well as taking referrals from the VLP
“If you don't feel comfortable, you can ask for some-
thing different, or ask for help. | think if attorneys
realize that, they’ll be more likely to sign up. Also, if
you're part of a firm where there are more experi-
enced attorneys, |I've found they are almost always
willing to help out and give you some guidance.

“1 personally find it interesting to learn an area of
law, to branch out,” Gallagher says. “You might find
out it's something you end up being interested in,
and can grow your practice. If you're a little adventur-
ous and want to expand your horizons, it's a great
opportunity to do that”

The VLP addresses a variety of concerns or objec-
tions a lawyer might have:

B “It takes too much time.” Actually, lawyers
spend about five hours, on average, per case they
accept through the VLP.

H “lI might get sued!” Each VLP provides malprac-
tice coverage for cases accepted through its pro-
grams.

H “l don’t understand the area of law for the
case I'm assigned.” The VLP provides mentors
who can help guide you through a case, or you can
simply decline the case.

H “I'm just not a joiner” We aren't really asking you to
“join” something, but to make a commitment to fulfill
one of the core values of our profession—service to the
public.

| challenge you to go beyond obligation and find
out what volunteer lawyer service can mean to you. If
you are not already a member of the VLP, please join.
For more information, or to join the VLP online, go to

www.alabar.org. AVA
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