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Supreme Judicial Court

John Adams Courthouse

One Pemberton Square, Suite 2200

Boston, MA  02108-1735

Minutes of Meeting March 23, 2011
Social Law Library, John Adams Courthouse, Boston MA

Present: Commissioners Gants, Bal, Bowman, Cohen, Dashiell, Doniger, Engler, Fein, Feldman, Foster, Hand, Henry, Leavenworth, Marsh, McMahon, Ordoñez, Paine, Rodgers, Thiel, and Van Buren, Commission Consultant Singsen, and Tawauka Bryant,  Megan Christopher, Johanna Fracks, Rebecca Greber, Rochelle Hahn, Colleen Kamen, Georgia Katsoulomitis, Guy Lescault, Sandra Lundy, Phil Malone, Frank Moran, Caroline Robinson, Louise Saunders, Gordon Shaw, Marilyn Ray Smith, Donna Southwell, Jayne Tyrrell, Marnie Warner, and Natalie Young.
The meeting was convened by Justice Ralph Gants, Commission Co-Chair, at 3:05 p.m.

Reports of the Co-Chairs
Because of the illnesses of guest speaker Esther Lardent and Commissioner Sue Finegan, the pro bono portion of the meeting agenda was postponed until May.  Co-chair Gants reported that the May 16 in-house counsel forum will include excellent speakers and that the pro bono commitment recognition program is moving forward.
The co-chairs sent letters to Senators Brown and Kerry urging them to oppose cuts in LSC’s FY 2011 funding.
Report of the Web and Other Technology Working Group
Working Group Co-chairs Paine and McMahon and Group members Marnie Warner, Gordon Shaw, Rebecca Greber, and Caroline Robinson described the current methods by which visitors to websites access information, the work the Group has done so far, and a vision of what visitors will be able to do in the future.
Currently, a visitor uses a computer terminal to look for information on the website of an online information provider, such as a court, a legal services program, or the Trial Court law libraries.  The visitor accesses the provider’s data bases and retrieves information.  But this process often fails to uncover information that is available on other websites.  Consumers often don’t find what they are looking for, or find it only in a difficult-to-use form.

In the future, a guiding principle will be to enhance communication and collaboration among the various online information providers.  A visitor will use a variety of devices, including smart phones and ordinary mobile phones, and social media, including Facebook, Twitter and their successors, to pose the question they want to answer.  Through “cloud computing,” the visitor (who may be an individual litigant, a person seeking better understanding of the law, a legal services lawyer, a social service agency worker, a judge, a librarian or a court clerk) will receive only the information requested, with the answers drawn from many sources of information, each addressing pertinent aspects of the visitor’s query.  
Wikipedia defines “cloud computing” as the provision of computational resources (such as information, links, online tools, etc.) on demand via a computer network.  Cloud computing can be compared to the supply of electricity  or the provision of telephone services. The services are presented to the users in a simple way that is easy to understand without the users needing to know how the services are provided. The two most significant components of cloud computing architecture are known as the front end and the back end. The front end is the part seen by the  the computer user. This includes the user’s network (or computer) and the applications used to access the cloud, such as a web browser. The back end of the cloud computing architecture is the ‘cloud’ itself, comprising various computers, servers and data storage devices.
The Working Group is taking steps toward this future, including the LSC Technology Innovation Grant to develop online interviews and forms for modification of child support orders, applications for further TIGs, bringing together (with invaluable help from the Berkman Center) the webmasters of a number of current sites to begin collaboration, and placing a live chat option on www.MassLegalHelp.org that connects a visitor to a law librarian for immediate assistance with searches.  The final slide of the presentation listed several “next steps” – projects the Working roup is considering.   
In the ensuing discussion, commissioners and others named some of the challenges that lie ahead and offered some suggestions to the Working Group.

Connectivity – actually accessing information through media and devices like computers and cell phones – is a problem for low income people.  

Consumers often don’t even know they are dealing with a “legal” problem, so we will need to develop training curricula for social service agency workers and public information campaigns for low-income people to guide them into the information networks.  The problems facing such an effort are compounded when the consumer doesn’t speak or read English or lives in an isolated community such as that of immigrants.
Achieving the vision is a complex project that needs effective management.  The Commission isn’t an operating entity capable of managing such a project.  Who will manage it?

Court staff is often unaware of the resources available or unable to access or use them with limited court technological tools.

Massachusetts is not at the cutting edge today, but we need to make the best of what we have while looking around the corner to the future and building toward that cutting edge as it emerges.  

Resources are very tight now, but we should not squander our opportunity to look at the big picture and prepare for a better time.
Co-chair Gants suggested three categories of projects that can be done now.  We can inform clients and the broader community of websites already available to them.  Maybe students can help.  We can take additional steps to coordinate the information that is available, integrating sources and using lay language so everyone can understand what experts have put together.  We can develop tools that connect clients with attorneys, for limited assistance representation or full pro bono services.
The Working Group co-chairs concluded by inviting commissioners or experts to join the Group and help it explore this complex and rapidly developing area.  

Access to Justice Initiatives in the Trial Court
Commissioner Fein reported progress on several topics.  

Limited assistance representation is now available in four departments of the Trial Court, the Flaschner Judicial Institute is preparing training and the Massachusetts Bar Association is sponsoring open meetings promoting LAR.

The Brooke Courthouse information center has had more than 5,000 visitors in six months.  It needs more legal professionals to supervise the volunteer students.
The TIG funding will hopefully expand next year to small claims, 209As and e-filing.

Client Sub-Committee
Commissioner Leavenworth distributed a report of a meeting of the Client Sub-Committee in February which explored several possible projects.  The group will meet again in April.
Special Planning Committee and Special Revenue Enhancement Committee
Consultant Singsen reported that these committees had each met since the last Commission meeting, had planned for meetings in April, and would make full reports with recommendations at the May meeting.

The Special Planning Committee will first meet with the board chairs and executive directors of the seven recipients of smaller MLAC statewide grants to learn about their roles in the delivery system.  The Committee has previously met with board chairs and executive directors from each of the four regions and from Massachusetts Law Reform (which receives the largest MLAC grant for statewide activity).  The Committee will then meet with the executive directors of the programs in the three regions with separate LSC-funded hotlines, helplines and intake systems to discuss their conclusions after fifteen years of experimenting with that delivery model.
The Special Revenue Enhancement Committee is studying a variety of ways in which legal services programs might be able to increase their resources.
The meeting adjourned at 4:50 P.M.
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