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The primary objective of the working group will be to determine whether, in view of the Housing Court Department’s past and current efforts regarding access, there remain areas in which individuals continue to experience difficulties and, if so, how such areas can be addressed either through changes in the Court’s structure or operations or through the participation of external parties.

The first step to achieve this objective is to select and convene a representative and informed group of individuals who agree to participate in the work of the group over a substantial period of time.  This task has already been met by the selection of seven individuals (in addition to the co-chairs) who represent users of the Court in terms of interests and geography. The group held its initial meeting on May 5, 2010.

It was agreed that an essential successive step is a broad-scale assessment undertaking to make the determination set forth above.  A wide variety of efforts that are a fundamental and original part of the Housing Court Department or are affiliated with it will be reviewed to assess their efficacy in meeting the primary objective.  As contemplated presently, this undertaking will involve a review of previous studies and surveys that bear on this question (e.g., the report of the predecessor commission and the access and fairness surveys performed by the Trial Court in 2008) and an assessment of current or contemplated initiatives in this area (e.g., the Lawyer for a Day program, the Tenancy Preservation Program and limited assistance representation).  Focus groups of self-represented individuals and other types of outreach to gain information and perspectives will be utilized.

Additionally, outreach efforts have already begun, through meetings with Housing Court personnel and with advocates who regularly work in the Housing Court.  Completion of the assessment phase is hoped to be achieved by March, 2011.

Parallel with the assessment should be a concerted effort to monitor the efforts of the other court department working groups as well as the activities of the Special Advisor on Access to Justice and, in particular, the task forces reporting to her.  These task forces have already identified particular initiatives that may be of benefit to the Housing Court Working Group and may produce an economy of effort by working closely with them.

Finally, in light of the aforementioned activities, it will be possible to decide whether recommendations are necessary to meet the primary objective. If so, the Working Group will decide upon recommendations, rank them according to priority and outline a plan to implement such recommendations, subject to available resources (if additional resources are necessary) and appropriate approvals within the court system.  The expectation is to develop such recommendations no later than March, 2012.

To the extent the Working Group finds access to justice initiatives which are already functioning in one or more of the Housing Courts across the Commonwealth, the Working Group may make interim recommendations to implement these initiatives as soon as possible, within the next year.

The Working Group would stress that the timetable is uncertain:  it is possible that certain recommendations can be formulated and implemented on a piecemeal basis without waiting for a complete product; it is also obvious that recommendations that involve significant additional resources may not be feasible for a protracted period of time.  In any event, a careful assessment of where we are in terms of access to justice and where we might want to be (on a conceptual basis) would seem to be a necessary predicate to a definitive timetable.



