runaay .nﬂ_ucu.:na.:s APIIE 1, ZUIV

* OPED -

C7

By JOHN M, GREANEY

y favorite "country

the black for the
poor and cmmﬁms

lown.”

That sentiment has often come to
nind over the years - from when |
irst put on a black judge's robe in
974, through my retirement from
he Supreme Judicial Court in De-
ember 2009, I liked to think that

my robe re-
H_moﬁmm the

ong’s spirit
of compas-
ion for Em émemEm in our mooﬁm-

¥

Ioéﬁmu as | énimmma all too
iften, the justice system that' I
wore to uphold failed to gerve
hese “boor and heaten down” indi-
iduals during what was often the
nost difficult time of their lives.
ind in recent years, this problem
las gotten worse. On any given
lay, hunidreds of people show up in
:ourtrooms throughout Massachu-
etts, having no idea how to navi-
jate the complex Justice system,
riecause they lack an attorney to
d&m them.

# singer Johnny Cash !
| used to say, “I.wear }

&& By _.Ema...u .__

“legal aid, we re-

affirm our com-

mitment fo the

rule & law ~ the

principle === everyone has u

right fo access justice regard- .

less of economic status. ¥y

B |
Often these people ate facing is-

sues that threaten their safety, their.

housing, their health or a host of
other critical, non-criminal legal

-problemis. In many cases, they are
low-income or elderly or have disa-

bilities, leaving them at a further

-disadvantage.

People like John of Hampden
County, an elderly veteran with se-
rious disabilities — he was close to
homelessness after his Iandlord lost
his rental house to foreclosure. The

.new owner acquired the property at

auction, and introduced himself to
John by serving him a trespass no-

tice and threatening to vmad Eb._ re-
moved by the police.

Fortunately, John was not alone
when he .came to court. An advo-
cate from Western Massachusetts
Legal Services .(WMLS) repre-
sented him and persuaded the
judge to dismiss the trespass notice,
Later, negotiations béetween the ad-
vocate and the new owner pro-
duced an agreement beneficial for
both parties: a new tenancy. was
created, for John, and the owner
waived a “use and occupancy” fee
that would have been &EQ& ﬁ.om
John to pay.

‘Thanks to legal Ea EomEBm
like WMLS, 6,000 lov-income peo-
ple in nm:ﬁ.& and Western Massa-
chusetts received the legal
assistance they so desperately
needed last year. There were likely
just as many for whom justice was
denied. Even in strong economic
times, legal aid programs must turn
away' roughly half of Eo% who
seek help.

Today, calls to éhm are up
more than 30 percent, At the same
time, the program hag lost 50 per-
cent. of its budget due to funding

‘cuts over the past two years, result-

ing in layoffs of attorneys and para-

Don’t deny justice to the _oog @oéo_;_@mm

Hmm&m The H,mEmESm. mﬁmm is forced
to do much more with much, much
,._mmm

Those who cannoet mmopd an mﬁ-

torney in a civil matter, and who.

are turned away from legal aid,
have few options - they often show
up in court unrepresented, acting
pro se, According to a recent report
by the Boston Bar Association, the
number- of pro se litigants is on the
rise, further burdening Massachu-
setts’ m_wmm% .n.osEoQ justice sys-
tem,

The reporf @sam that mﬁ Com-
Bossm_mxr,m trial courts “are al-
réady operating on ‘the brink”
following a $24.4- EE:E cut to the
judiciary” budget in fiscal 2010,
which led to drastic decreases in
critical staff ﬁcmﬁoww Also accord-

‘ing to the report, 189 out of 203 ten-’

ants appeared pro se ofi one recent
day in housing court,

Not only .do these E&Sa:mﬁ
usually lack the skills required to

" successfully navigate rapid-fire

court proceedings, but they. also
slow down the system for everyone
—the limited number of court staff

must spend additional time and re-

sources processing these cases.

>= Emmmmnwcmmnm residents de- _.

serve access to a well-funded sys-
tem of civil legal aid. That is why I
recently joined with 13 other re-
tired judges - including former
Chief Justice Herbert P. Wilkins -
in asking Gov. Deval L. Patrick,

Senate President Therese Murray-
and House Speaker Robert A. DeL-
€o to protect funding for civil legal
aid in the fiscal 2011 budget. -

The governor has recommended
level funding the legal aid line item
at $9.5 million, and I now urge the
Legislature to follow his lead. By
SﬁwmﬁEm in legal aid, we reaffirm
our commitment to the rule of law —
the wuﬁnﬁh ‘that everyone Wmm a
right to ‘access justice Hmmmﬂ&mmm of

-ecanomjc status.

As a woﬁmar we. must H.mnomENm
the invaluable role legal aid: plays
in mﬁngEm families and commu-
nities, especially in these challeng-
ing times. We all benefit when
equal m:mnnm is a strong and vibrant
part & our social fabric.

.3:: M. Qﬂmazm% Is a former as-
sociate justice on the Supreme Ju-
dicial Court of Massachusetts and
director of the Macaronis Institute
for Trial and Appellate Advocacy
at me&o =~ Q:EQEQ H.Ee m%o&



