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�Survey Question: “The court does a good 
job of assisting people who represent 
themselves or do not have an attorney”
• Court Users/Litigants: ranked 21 out of 25
• Judges and Court Staff: ranked 23 out of 38
• Not asked to Attorneys and External Partners
• Mean ranking for the 5th Judicial District was 4.44 

but for the Family Division specifically was 4.26



�Survey Question: “If it were possible to 
increase the current level of 
programs/services, or add new 
programs/services…which of the 
following would you MOST like to see…”

�“Self-help/pro se assistance”
• Court users/litigants: ranked 5 out of 17
• Attorneys and justice system partners: ranked 8 

out of 17
• Judges and court staff: ranked 5 out of 17



�Fifth Judicial District Taskforce

�Review of Successes Nationally:
• Maricopa County, AZ
• Orange County, CA
• Hennepin County (Minneapolis), MN 



�Phase-in Process
• Phase 1: Pro Se Motions Topic Areas
• Future: All Family Division Subject Matter Areas

�Automation: 24/7,  DIY Online Version of 
the Live Services



�Common issue with minimal complexity?  
- There’s a workshop for that!

�Lot’s of things going on and not sure what 
your options are for resolving your issue?  
- One-on-One options counseling with 
court staff

�Really need some legal advice? – law 
students, volunteer attorneys, referral to 
unbundled legal services 



First Floor, Family Law 
Center

Check-In!

Wait

One-on-One 
Options Counseling

Automation



• Doesn’t have a scheduled 
event - SHC

• Doesn’t know what she 
wants or needs – SHC

• Has a scheduled event –
directed to location of 
event

Client Accesses 
Information Desk

• Check-in and Intake
• Referral To service –

workshop, options 
counseling, legal services, 
DIY computers (future)

Client Accesses 
SHC • Directions for Filing and 

Payment
• Next Steps Provided
• Dates Scheduled

Completion of 
Services



�Goal: Educate many people on less 
complex items at once

�Preliminary Topics:
• Completing an IFP Petition
• Explanation of Custody Options
• Ideas?

�Format: 
• Classroom style interaction
• Court staff providing information
• Opportunity for Law Student/Volunteer Attorney 

Involvement in Q&A section of workshop



�Completed by DRO Level Staff
�Process:

• Client tells story
• Options Counselor listens to story
• Options Counselor explains court processes and 

options for resolution of problems
• Client chooses option

�Options Counselor may refer to law student, 
volunteer attorney or unbundled legal 
services

�Options Counselor may NOT provide legal 
advice



Law 
Students

• Assist in Q & A in Workshops
• Work on the complex cases
• Our Hope: Follow the case through to “finality”

Volunteer 
Attorneys

• Assist in Q & A in Workshops
• Work on the complex cases
• Option to follow the case through to “finality”

The Bar

• Create a list of those willing to provide unbundled legal services
• List may include subject matter
• List may include collaborative law options



�Steering Committee – A Must!
�Don’t forget internal Buy-In!
�Consider the partnership audience –
• How familiar with the concept?
• Burdens, Opportunities, Challenges
• Training Needs?
• Mutual concerns





Statistics for Self Help Center (SHC) & Legal Advice Clinic (LAC)

January 2014 Clients referred to SHC
Clients referred to 

LAC
Scheduled for LAC 

Appt.
Assisted by Options 

Counselor Fee Waivers from LAC
January 6 - 10 75 19 1 55
January 13 - 17 71 26 16 29
January 20 -24 92 25 11 56
January 27 - 31 58 30 5 23

MONTH 
TOTALS 296 100 33 163 0
YEAR TO DATE 296 100 33 163 0

February 2014 Clients referred to SHC
Clients referred to 

LAC
Scheduled for LAC 

Appt.
Assisted by Options 

Counselor Fee Waivers from LAC
February 3 - 7 57 30 5 22 9
February 10 -
14 85 37 17 31 13

February 17 -21 85 35 4 46 14
February 24 -
28 98 35 10 53 17

MONTH 
TOTALS 325 137 36 152 53
YEAR TO DATE 621 237 69 315 53

March 2014 Clients referred to SHC
Clients referred to 

LAC
Scheduled for LAC 

Appt.
Assisted by Options 

Counselor Fee Waivers from LAC
March 3 -7 91 40 8 43 12
March 10 - 14 93 22 11 46 7
March 17 - 21 104 27 10 65 8
March 24 - 31

MONTH 
TOTALS 288 89 29 154 27
YEAR TO DATE 909 326 98 469 80



�We helped 909 clients
• Our former program would have been able to help 

about 440 clients by now
�There has been a steady increase in traffic as 

the months progress
�Fully staffing the department has allowed more 

clients to be seen by options counselors
�The amount of fee waivers requested v. the 

amount of clients qualifying for the Legal 
Advice Clinic is low

�What do you see?



LEGAL ADVICE CLINIC REFERRALS
DAY OF THE WEEK NUMBER OF REFERRALS

Monday 45 (12%)
Tuesday 102 (26%)

Wednesday 63 (16%)
Thursday 106 (27%)

Friday 70 (18%)
Let’s talk about what this shows:
• Days with the most traffic for the Legal Advice Clinic 
• Need for volunteer attorneys and students
• This is the aggregate, what are the daily trends?



�A2J Author
�Simultaneous work
�Self-writing – really challenging!



In July 2013, The Bronx County Family 
Court opened its new Help Center.  This 
Center takes a comprehensive and 
multifaceted approach to serving the 
legal, procedural and informational and 
diverse needs of our court users.



All Help Centers are part of NYS Deputy 
Chief Administrative Judge Fern Fisher’s 
Access to Justice Programs.

As such this new space, designed with 
access to justice as a priority and allowed 
us to expand upon our volunteer legal 
services partnerships.



�The Bronx had the most Judicial Filings of 
any Family Court in NYS (approx. 57,000)

�Poorest County in NYS, great demand for 
legal services

�Large non-English speaking population
�Lowest educational levels in NYS
�Old building, difficult to navigate
�Poor service, long wait time, cutoffs



�Eight room complex conveniently 
located on first floor

�Large waiting area
�Petition or docketing room
�DIY (A2J) room with 10 Public access 

workstations
�Courtroom
� Interview rooms for partners and pro 

bono 



�File a petition, motion or OTSC (over 200 
p/day)

�Appear before the Intake Judge/Referee 
in the Help Center courtroom

�Meet with a Volunteer Attorney for legal 
advice

�Request and/or receive a copy of court 
orders

�Select from an array of informational 
booklets.



�The NYC Volunteer Lawyer Project
�Elder Abuse Program
�Domestic Violence Advocate Assisted 

Petition Program
�Court Advocate Project (Sanctuary for 

Family)
�Kinship Caregiver Project
� Internship program – Multi-disciplinary, 

incl.  Public Administration 



• Overseen by NYS DCAJ Fern Fisher’s Access to 
Justice Program

• The project started in 2006 with only 6 law firms.
• To date, 40 solo practitioners and 350 attorneys 

from large law firms and corporations 
participate in the program.

• In 2014 alone, over 2,700 litigants were assisted 
by the program

• With the assistance of Court staff, DoT and Pro 
Bono Net, program expanded to rural courts via 
video conference.



WHY NEEDED?  BACKGROUND

� Each County in NYS has a 
designated agency to assist 
the elderly.

� An elderly or mobility 
challenged victim of DV 
had 3 ways to file petition: 
hire attorney,  power of 
attorney or find way to 
make it to court.

� Even if filed, waiting times 
proved difficult.



� Reached out to the Elder Agency workers, 
trained them in filing petition.

� Worked with Family Justice Centers and DV 
groups that review petition and Sheriff’s Dept.

� Petition e-mailed to court with date/time 
attorney or social worker will be with elder 
client and contact info.

� Person testifies from home, hospital bed, etc.
� Future cases either done via phone or in 

person with time certain starting & ending 
times.



� Started as pilot in Bronx County March 2013, 
within 18 months available in all 62 Counties

� DV advocates file petition offsite via LHI, all 
data and pedigree info electronically 
transferred to Court System’s case 
management system.

� When litigant comes to court takes on average 
20 minutes to docket, appear before judge and 
receive paperwork,

� Since inception, 8,000 petitions filed.



�68,000 Family Offense Petitions filed in 
the New York State Family Courts each 
year

�More filed in the Criminal Courts
�Serious Ramifications for Victims
�Victims in great need of advice and 

information



� UCS Office of Policy and Planning
� Probono.net
� Center for Court Innovation (CCI)
� NYS Courts Access to Justice Program
� Family Court personnel
� UCS Department of Technology (DOT)
� Domestic Violence Advocate Groups



�Grant funding from the Dept. of Justice 
Office on Violence Against Women STOP 
Program funded this project

�Other expenditures absorbed by in-
house personnel, including legal, 
technical and clerical staff 



� Advocates only HotDocs interview
� Creates the Petition, Address Confidentiality 

Affidavit, other forms & instructions.
� Data collected in program is transferred from LHI 

to Court’s “E-Share Wizard”
� Litigant goes to Court Clerk to sign and file
� After Clerk review, data transferred to Court’s case 

management system



















�Partnered with Safe Horizon, Largest DV 
Agency in nation to train court personnel 
and advocates statewide

�Trained court clerks and dozens of 
advocate agencies & hundreds of 
advocates in all 62 counties of NYS.

�Manuals, training guides, webinars & 
Sharepoint site were developed. 

�Designated court clerks serve as liaisons 
within each county and district.



� Easily prepare 
detailed Petitions

� Faster processing
� Better service to 

clients
� Saves time
� Strengthens 

relationship with 
Court

� Legible Court forms
� Saves hours of data 

entry time
� Faster adjudications
� Streamlined process
� Court staff can 

process more cases 
per day



�Over 8,000 petitions were successfully 
filed since inception.  

� Judge Fisher is expanding its availability 
to Legal Service providers.

�Created more uniformity of DV practice.
�What was initially considered a tech 

project is now an Access to Justice 
Project.

�Expansion to other case types.




