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MVLS seeks family lawyers for Judicare
 
By STEVE LASH 

steve.lash@mddailyrecord.com.........................: .
 
The Maryland Volunteer Lawyers 

Service will begin to pay attorneys $80 per 
hour nextmonth to represent low-incqme lit­
igants in Baltimore who are representing 
themselves in complex and emotionally 
charged family-law cases. , 

The Baitimore Cit)' Circuit Courthas 
. many domestic cases involving contested 

issues of child custody, child support and 
property, in which the litigants are top poor 
to hire lawyers with sufficient expertise to 
assist them through the legal morass, said 

, Bonnie A Sullivan;MVlSs new executive di­
rector. 

Standard pro-bono programs are inef­
fective ~e these contested cases,of­
ten prove too time-co~forlawyers to 
take gratis without their practices taking a 
significant financial hit, she saidin explain­
ing the demand for the low-fee initiative. 

, "Pro bono'will never meet the need," 
, said Sullivan, who took over as executive di­
rector 1his summer after the retirement of 
Wmifred C. Borden. "'The volwne ofcases i<> 
so higIl and the'number of lawyers withthe 
expertise, who are wilIing to take these cas­
es, i<>smalL" 

This month, SulIivansent a letter to fum­
i1y-law attorneys in Baltimore \II'ging themto 
participate in the Judicare Fainily Law 
Project, a reduced fee program to heIplow­
incOme litigants get representation. In the let­
~,Su1IiVan stated that MViB seeks Mary­
land attorneys in good standing ~ at least 
three years of family-law experience or at­
torneys wilIing to be supervised by a lawyer ' 
with that much experience. 

"We've been in this business along time," , 
, , "~iilIfV3lf said in explaining MVL'3's request 

fot seasoned attorneys. "We are not serv­
ing our clients well ifwe don't have experi­
enced lawyers." 

The recruitment efforthas the support,of 
Baltimore City Circuit Court Judge Audrey 
J.S. Carrion, who oversees the court's fami-, 
ly-law docket. Carrion sent-a letter to farni-, 
ly-law <UiOrneys in the city's bar association 
urging them to accept Sullivan's invitation. 

"There's nothing better than having at­
torneys thatare familiar with the family-law 
practiee" take the more,complex, contested 
cases, Carrion said. "Access and custody of 
children are extremely important issues." 

Pro se crisis 
In her letter, Carrion stated that the 

Baltimore court i<> "experiencing a crisis 

because of the ever increasiTIg numbers of 
pro se litigants" with contested family-
law cl3ims. " 

"Accordingly, I encourage family-law, 
practitioners in Baltimore City to sign up 
for this worthwhile program," Carrion 
added in the letter. "Your participation 
will provide an invaluable service to the 
court and your community by expanding 
legal representation to low-income fami­
ly-law litigants." 

According to Baltimore City Circuit 
Court data, 82 percent, or 1,976, of the 
2,400 divorce, custody or child support 
cases tfult went to a hearing in: the Balti­
more City Circuit Court last fiscal year 
involved at least one pro se litigant. Of 
the pro s~ litigants, 41 percent had house­
hold income levels below $15,000. 

, The Maryland ,Leg~ Services Corp., 
which provided a grant of $,297,000 for 11 
the Judicare Family Law Project, has re- ,!ll 
quested that MVL'3 find lawyers to tumdie ;j 
at least 120 contested family law cases ~ " • ' ...' , ,', , 
in Baltimore and 40 in Washington Conn- MVLS Executive Director Bonnie,SUllivan"hope,s the Judicare project'uate of $80 an hour will allow 
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ty this fiscal year, sUllivan said. About 
$41,000 would go tQward adniinistrative. 
cos'ts;whiIe the rest is earmarked for 
payment to the attorneys, she added. 

UtigaI'\ts will be informed of the Ju­
dicare program through posters and 
leaflets posted'inthePro Se Courthouse 
Clinic at the Baltimore City Circuit Court, 
SulliVan added. 

AtU>rneys who accept the complex 
family-law c3ses would be p3id $80 for up 
to ' , ,0r$I,600, Sullivan said. The 

,'~W~Rbe performed pro 

bono, but if the work exceeds 25 hours, 
the fee resumes for up to 10 hours. Total 
,available compensation would be $2,400 
for 35 hourS of work, she added. 

Attorneys also will be reimbursed for 
,reasonable litigation costs, Sullivan said. 

To be eJ,igible for the Judicare pro­
-, gram, an individual's annual income may 
be no greater than $24,444, a figure that 
increases ,with the size of the family. For 
example, a litigant supporting a family 
of four on a yearly income of $47,000 
would qualify for the program, MVLS 
said. 


