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Supreme Judicial Court

John Adams Courthouse

One Pemberton Square, Suite 2200

Boston, MA  02108-1735










November 17, 2010

Stephen R. Woods, President

Citizens Bank of Massachusetts

28 State Street

Boston, MA  02109






Dear President Woods:

The Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission was established by the Supreme Judicial Court in 2004 and reconstituted in 2009 with a mission “to achieve equal justice for all.”  Attached is a list of our current members.  Our challenges are many.  As the effects of the recession drag on, nearly a million residents of Massachusetts are today poor enough to be eligible to seek free legal assistance from our legal services organizations and the pro bono programs supported by bar associations.  
Studies show that most persons in need will experience at least one situation this year in which the help of a lawyer could make the difference between coping with a difficult situation and disaster.  Three in ten are children, whose life course will be affected by what happens.  When these individuals and families get the legal help they need they are able to maintain continuing shelter and stability, programs for the disabled and destitute run more efficiently, and domestic violence is stopped and new beginnings are possible.  When there is no help available, more families end up homeless, more children go without food and drop out of school and more women are abused.
A major source of financial support for legal services is the Interest on Lawyer Trust Accounts program.  While funding is always a problem, the seventy percent reduction in IOLTA funds since 2008 has cut into the core of the Commonwealth’s ability to staff our legal services programs.  As a result, more than half of those seeking help are turned away.  Many eligible residents don’t even ask because everyone knows how hard it is to find a lawyer to give help.

One of the Commission’s charges is providing leadership, vision and coordination for “the many organizations and interested persons involved in providing and improving access to justice for those unable to afford counsel.”  Citizens Bank has consistently been among those organizations. It has been outspoken within the banking community in demonstrating its belief that a bank is part of the social network that ennobles our commonwealth by helping those in need.   As your current advertising placards proclaim, “Good banking is Good Citizenship.  And Good Citizenship is good business.”
One way Citizens Bank has been a leader is in setting its interest rates for the IOLTA program. .  On several occasions, Citizens Bank has been singled out by the IOLTA program and the Massachusetts Bar Association for paying “leadership bank” interest rates that have produced millions of dollars for legal assistance to the poor.  It has been the definition of a bank showing good citizenship.  Your support for this essential program has led many law firms to make Citizens their IOLTA depository.  Nearly one-third of IOLTA revenue this year comes from Citizens IOLTA accounts.
Recently, however, Citizens notified the IOLTA program that it planned to abandon its leadership position and drastically lower its IOLTA interest rates.  The IOLTA Committee projects that, if law firms continue to place their business and IOLTA accounts with Citizens, the funding for legal assistance to the low income families of Massachusetts will be cut by $2 million.  This will translate into as many as 25 additional advocates being laid off.   Many thousands of critical legal problems will go unaddressed.
On its homepage your bank proclaims, “Citizens Bank takes responding to the needs of our community seriously.”  You have done so in the past and the Access to Justice Commission respectfully requests that you continue to do so today.  Your leadership in funding legal services by maintaining your one percent leadership rate on IOLTA accounts has never been more essential.  Rather than reducing its IOLTA rates at the very time the legal services programs are so vulnerable, please continue to provide leadership by maintaining the bank’s current IOLTA interest rates.







Very truly yours,








David W. Rosenberg, Co-Chair

Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission

Members
Honorable Ralph D. Gants, Co-Chair
Supreme Judicial Court

David W. Rosenberg, Esq., Co-Chair
Rosenberg, Schapiro, Englander, Chicoine and Legget

Navjeet K. Bal, Esq.
Commissioner, Department of Revenue

Jacquelynne J. Bowman, Esq.
Deputy Director, Greater Boston Legal Services

Honorable Cynthia J. Cohen
Appeals Court

Honorable Pamela M. Dashiell
Boston Municipal Court Department

Anthony M. Doniger, Esq.
Sugarman, Rodgers, Barshak and Cohen, P.C.

Russell Engler, Esq.
Professor of Law and Director of Clinical Programs, New England Law | Boston
Honorable Dina E. Fein
Special Advisor for Access to Justice Initiatives to the Trial Court

Joel H. Feldman, Esq.
Heisler, Feldman, McCormick and Garrow, P.C.

Robert B. Foster, Esq.
Rackemann, Sawyer & Brewster, P.C.

Honorable Kathryn E. Hand
Barnstable District Court

Brent L. Henry, Esq.
Vice President and General Counsel, Partners HealthCare

Ann Bailey Leavenworth
Office Administrator, Holy Family Catholic Curch

Sandra L. Jesse, Esq.
Chief Legal Office and Executive Vice President, Blue Cross and Blue Shield of MA, Inc.

Sue Marsh
Executive Director, Rosie’s Place

Richard McMahon, Esq.
Executive Director, South Coastal Counties Legal Services

Honorable Angela M. Ordoñez
Norfolk Probate and Family Court

Kay H. Paine
Honorable Steven D. Pierce
Housing Court Department

Allan G. Rodgers, Esq.
Executive Director, Massachusetts  Law Reform Institute

Jay T. Thiel, Esq.
Law Office of Jay Thiel

James T. Van Buren, Esq.
Law Office of James Van.Buren
� The judicial members of the Massachusetts Access to Justice Commission, and Commissioner Navjeet Bal, did not participate in the Commission decision to send this letter.
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