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Call to Service: Judicare Opportunites for 
Family Law Attorneys

By:  Harriet Robinson
In response to the critical need to assure the administration of 
justice for low-income litigants so that they have appropriate 
representation in divorce, custody, visitation and other contest-
ed family law matters, the Maryland Legal Services Corpora-
tion (MLSC) in partnership with the Administrative Offi ce of 
the Courts (AOC) has revived the “Judicare” program, which 
was so successful in the 1970s and 1980s.

Access to lawyers for contested family law cases is critical for 
litigants to achieve just outcomes and equally important for the 
judicial system and society as a whole. Recent reports by the 
Maryland State Bar Association and the Maryland Judiciary 
document the plight of self-represented family litigants, unmet 
legal needs of low-income persons in the state and the past 
success of efforts by lawyers paid reduced fees to serve low-
income persons who otherwise would be unrepresented.1  

The revival of the Judicare model in its present form compen-
sates private attorneys accepting Judicare cases in family law 
matters at the rate of $80 per hour with a cap of $1,600 for 20 
hours of work. Furthermore, the project will pay an additional 
$80 an hour, up to an additional $800 ($2,400 total cap), for 
every hour over 25 hours that the attorney spends on the case 
(thus 5 hours must be pro bono). 

This updated Judicare program presents a wonderful oppor-
tunity for the private bar to help fi ll the gap of unrepresented 
low-income clients. The benefi ts of this delivery model to Ju-
dicare attorneys are guaranteed compensation, support of liti-
gation expenses, malpractice insurance and mentoring support 
if needed. In order to be a panel member, attorneys must be 
licensed in Maryland and either have family law experience 
or be supervised or mentored by an experienced family law 
attorney. Participating attorneys must affi rm that they are in 
good standing and have not been disciplined by the courts or 
Attorney Grievance Commission.  

In January 2008 MLSC and AOC began the Judicare Family 
Law Pilot Project, initially funding legal services organizations 
serving Allegany, Harford, Prince George’s and Washington 
Counties2 to administer the project and screen and place cases 
in cooperation with local bar associations, family courts and pro 
bono committees. The pilot project, which will soon be expand-
ed to Baltimore City, Montgomery County and fi ve counties on 
the Mid-Shore, will continue through June 2009. AOC will con-
duct an evaluation of the pilot project with the anticipation of 
expanding services to all jurisdictions in the future.

Since 1999, through a project initiated by MLSC and AOC, 
services have been provided throughout the state by private 
attorneys representing low-income persons in complex child 

custody cases at signifi cantly reduced rates.3  The Judicare 
Family Law Pilot Project is an extension of these services to 
litigants in any contested family law matter. In FY 2007, over 
200 private attorneys handled 366 contested custody cases 
throughout the state for reduced fees.

In a recently reported case, a private, reduced-fee attorney helped 
a single mother get custody of her two children. The father, to 
whom she was never married, was subject to a protective order 
and incarceration for signifi cant violence during the relationship. 
The children had witnessed the domestic violence and required 
therapy. The father, represented by an attorney, fi led for joint 
physical and legal custody or alternatively open and reasonable 
visitation. The mother was fearful of him, and although a good 
witness when prepared, she really needed the assistance of an 
attorney to keep her focused on the proper issues when on the 
stand. The reduced-fee attorney was able to convince the court 
that joint legal or physical custody was not proper or in the best 
interests of the children in this case, and that supervised visita-
tion was appropriate given that the children had not seen their 
father in 3 years, coupled with their witnessing the domestic 
violence and the therapy needed as a result. The court ordered 
1-day-a-week supervised visitation with a review by the court 
in 6 months.

Although this is a fairly routine case for a family law attor-
ney, a self-represented litigant would likely have diffi culty in 
achieving these results, while also placing an undue burden on 
members of the bench and our state’s entire judicial system. 

MLSC is issuing a “Call to Service” to all family law practitio-
ners to participate in the Judicare project. The reduced fees you 
will be paid for your services will be justly supplemented with 
the gratifi cation that comes from making a signifi cant contribu-
tion to access to justice for low-income family law litigants. 
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