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Judges and lawyers alike gather-
ed at a Nov. 13 Chancellor’s Forum 
to discuss the growing need for legal 
services for low-income individuals, and 
to strategize ways to bridge the justice 
gap. The program provided insight into 
developments in both Pennsylvania and 
New York, as well as proposed initiatives. 

Panelists included New York City 
Deputy Chief Administrative Judge Fern 
A. Fisher, Pennsylvania Superior Court 
Judge Anne E. Lazarus, Pennsylvania state 
Sen. Stewart J. Greenleaf and University 
of Pennsylvania Law Prof. Louis S. Rulli.

Pennsylvania Legal Aid Network in-
take workers have to turn away approxi-
mately half of the individuals in search of 
legal assistance. Additionally, 1.7 million 
Pennsylvania residents live in poverty, 
meaning those individuals have an annual 
income of about $11,000. These were 
some of the staggering statistics provided 
by moderator Karen C. Buck, execu-
tive director of the SeniorLAW Center 
in Philadelphia, and co-chair of the Bar 
Association’s Housing Working Group of 
the Civil Gideon Task Force.

 “Fundamental access to justice af-
fects all of our lives,” continued Buck 
in her opening remarks. She used the 
Philadelphia Municipal Court Civil 
Division’s Landlord and Tenant Court as 
an example of the kind of legal services 
most needed by low-income residents. So 
far in 2012, approximately 27,000 cases 
have already been filed in Landlord and 
Tenant Court, and of those 92 percent 
were disposed of without a lawyer for the 
tenant. Residents face critical legal issues 
in their lives that affect their livelihood, 
survival, family and security. Particularly 
needy individuals are those with disabili-
ties, victims of domestic violence and the 
elderly.

How do you make a difference? “Jump 
in feet first,” encouraged Judge Fisher, 
director of the New York State Courts 
Access to Justice Program. She described 
members of the legal community as be-

ing “guardians of the 
justice system” and 
placed the onus on 
that community to 
ensure that access to 
justice becomes a real-
ity. A member of the 
American Bar Associa-
tion Standing Com-
mittee on the Delivery 
of Legal Services, Judge 
Fisher described the 
legal services gap as 
impacting, not only 
low-income indi-
viduals, but the middle 
class as well. Areas of the law exhibiting 
the most significant need are housing and 
consumer credit. To help address some of 
these problems, New York will require bar 
applicants to fulfill 50 hours of pro bono 
legal services effective 2015.

To illustrate the 
difficulties faced by 
unrepresented litigants, 
Judge Lazarus sug-
gested that attendees 
imagine themselves in a 
foreign country where 
they do not speak the 
language. She encour-
aged fellow judges to 
help “level the play-
ing field” by allowing 
certain continuances 
that would allow pro se 
litigants to present their 
cases appropriately. 

Judge Lazarus also suggested writing let-
ters to law firm partners in recognition of 
pro bono representation.

Judge Lazarus was elected to the Supe-
rior Court in November 2009 and she is 
the first woman from Philadelphia to be 

elected to any statewide office. 
Sen. Greenleaf pointed out that issues 
are won in a democracy by educating the 
public. He suggested that when battling 
legislative issues – and seeking additional 
funding to meet the growing legal services 
demand – start by telling the human 
story. There is an abundance of stories 
that can be publicized in ways that can 
influence public opinion, and as a result, 
the legislature.

“We not only change lives, but we 
build up the economy,” concluded Rulli, 
clinical law professor and director of 
Clinical Programs at the Gittis Center 
for Clinical Legal Studies at University of 
Pennsylvania Law School. “It’s about the 
type of society we value.” 

Mary-Kate Breslin, clerk to Philadelphia Court 
of Common Pleas Judge Albert J. Snite Jr., is an 
associate editor of the Philadelphia Bar Reporter.
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Judge Anne E. Lazarus (seated from left), Judge Fern A. Fisher, Karen C. Buck, Louis S. Rulli, Sen. Stewart J. Greenleaf, 
Chancellor John E. Savoth and Joseph A. Sullivan gather before the Nov. 13 Chancellor’s Forum.
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