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Re: Public comment regarding proposal for pro bono requirement for admission to the
Montana Bar, No. AF 11-0765

Dear Clerk:

I am writing in response to the Supreme Court's December 3, 2013 order seeking public
comments on the Access to Justice Commission's (ATJC) recommendation that applicants to the
Montana bar be required to complete fifty hours of pro bono service within three years before
they are admitted to the bar. I am writing to state my opposition to the proposed requirement.

I was admitted to the Montana bar in 1999, and currently practice law in Bozeman, Montana, I
am a native Montanan, but I did not receive my JD at the University of Montana School of Law.
I have several objections to the proposal under consideration, but my primary concern relates to
the fact that the ATJC's proposal seems to view graduates oflaw schools outside of Montana as
persona non grata.

In order to help meet the unmet legal needs of Montanans, the proposal under consideration
would require bar applicants to provide "law-related services" that would closely approximate
actual legal services from licensed attorneys. This creates a problem in that law students are not
yet licensed attorneys. To remedy this problem without also watering down the meaning of pro
bono service, the ATJC recommends the development of a "Law School Signature Program":

The Supreme Court should direct the Access to Justice Commission to work in
conjunction with the University of Montana School of Law, the Student Bar Association,
the State Bar of Montana, the Supreme Court's Pro Bono Coordinator, and legal services
providers to develop a signature program to pair Montana attorneys with law students to
work on Rule 6.1 pro bono matters that are eligible to be reported as pro bono hours by
both the attorney and the student.
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This would all be commendable, save for the fact that the only bar applicants afforded the
opportunity to participate in a "signature program" affiliated with the University of Montana
School of Law would be law students attending the University of Montana School of Law.
Needless to say, not every applicant to the Montana bar is a new graduate of the University of
Montana School of Law. Yet the new pro bono requirement would apply to all bar applicants,
regardless of their access to a law school signature program.

The attached Chart ofLaw School Pro Bono Programs, from the ABA's Standing Committee on
Pro Bono & Public Service, shows that only 39 of 176 law schools require pro bono or law­
related public service as a requirement of graduation. 118 other schools have formal voluntary
programs, while 19 schools "have no formal program for school-wide pro bono coordination and
support."1

Participation in pro bono programs is purely voluntary at a substantial majority of law schools.
Under the current proposal, a student at one of these schools who chooses not to participate in a
program portrayed by their school as voluntary will not have the same standing to apply for the
Montana bar as a graduate from the University of Montana School of Law. To achieve the same
footing, prospective applicants to the Montana bar from non-Montana law schools will need to
recognize that their school's "voluntary" pro bono program is actually mandatory, and will need
to recognize this far enough in advance to make compliance possible.

When and how a student at a non-Montana law school might become aware of the proposed 50­
hour pro bono requirement would largely be a matter of luck. 175 of the 176 law schools listed
on the attached chart are located outside of Montana. It seems unlikely that these schools can be
counted on to impart notice of the proposed Montana requirement to every student who might
eventually apply for the Montana bar. Even if notice of the Montana requirement is given to
every law student at every law school, such notice might not be useful to a student who only
decides at a later date to apply for admission to the Montana bar. This is not to mention that law
students lacking access to a University of Montana-style "law school signature program" may
have difficulty complying with the proposed rule regardless of their awareness of Montana's
rules.

Even at law schools where pro bono service is mandatory, discharging the school's pro bono
requirement might still be insufficient to meet the standard required under the current proposal.
The ATJC's proposal explicitly rejects the loose pro bono standard applicable in the only
jurisdiction (New York) that even has a pro bono service requirement for bar applicants. In other
words, if the current proposal is adopted, Montana will have the strictest pro bono requirement
for bar applicants in the country. In the ATJC's view, generic clinical and volunteer work that

ICoincidentally, two of the four attorneys in my law firm are graduates of schools on the
list of 19 law schools with no formal pro bono program.
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might pass muster elsewhere will dilute the definition of "pro bono publico" in Montana, and
will not help meet the unmet legal needs of Montanans.

The only safety valve for addressing inequities in the proposal is in the ATJC's recommendation
of a reporting requirement rather than a service requirement. The proposal provides that all law
student pro bono reporting will be referred to the Character and Fitness Commission, but offers
no further guidance as to how the pro bono requirement should be interpreted or enforced by the
Commission. If the requirement of a report, rather than of actual service, is used as a safety valve
to allow nonconforming pro bono services from applicants hailing from schools outside of
Montana, this would create a perverse outcome where out-of-staters might face less-onerous
requirements than U ofM graduates. On the flip side, if the reporting requirement versus a
service requirement is treated as a distinction without a difference, then law students from out of
state would be penalized for having attended schools lacking pro bono opportunities that
resemble those found at the University of Montana.

Regardless of how the requirements are interpreted, the reporting requirement sets the stage for
the creation of a dual system where University of Montana law grads, having been guided
through the signature program set up by the Montana Bar to ensure compliance, will have much
less to worry about than non-Montana graduates, who will be tasked with defending their own
pro bono efforts in the absence of such a signature program.

In sum, the ATJC's pro bono proposal would impose a pro bono requirement for law students in
which compliance can be effectively accomplished only through participation in a new program
that will be affiliated with the University of Montana School of Law. Participation in such a
program will obviously not be available to students from other law schools. Yet the ATJC's
report fails to even acknowledge the existence of bar applicants from law schools outside of
Montana. Even assuming the proposed pro bono requirement can be discharged by non-Montana
law students lacking access to a signature program at their school, compliance by such students
will require resourcefulness that will apparently not he demanded from U of M graduates.

The proposal suffers from a number of other flaws as well:

• The November 26,2013 Report and Recommendation o/the Access to Justice
Commission fails to acknowledge the novelty of the proposed requirement. According to
the ABA's Standing Committee on Pro Bono & Public Service, only one jurisdiction,
New York, has adopted such a requirement. And New York's pro bono rule will not even
be applicable to bar applicants until January 1,2015. Montana is one of only three states
(with California and New Jersey) where a similar proposal is under consideration. One
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other state, Connecticut, has declined to adopt a similar proposed requirement.2

•

•

•

•

One of the stated goals of the proposal is to assist in serving the unmet legal needs of
Montanans. The irony is that the proposal advances this goal by imposing a new hurdle
for bar applicants to overcome before they will be able to offer bona fide legal services to
Montanans. If the legal needs of Montanans are not being met, then it makes no sense to
make it more difficult for someone to provide legal services.

With regard to the other stated goal of creating a "culture of volunteerism," there is a
fundamental incongruity in promoting volunteerism through the imposition of a
compulsory pro bono requirement. In addition to this abuse of the English language, the
implication is that the existing culture of volunteerism in law school must be deficient,
and the Montana Bar must therefore intervene in order to provide all prospective bar
applicants with a much-needed attitude adjustment. This view is condescending at best,
and the proposed solution is both clumsy and potentially counterproductive.

There is also a fundamental incongruity in attempting to meet the unmet legal needs of
Montanans by requiring pro bono service from nonlawyers. In every other context, the
unmet legal needs of Montanans typically take a back seat to the interests of Montana
lawyers protecting their turf from competition. This Court, for example, eliminated all
attorney reciprocity in 1998, and summarily rejected the State Bar's 2004 multistate
reciprocity proposal. Montana likewise imposes some of the strictest pro hac vice rules
in the nation. I feel confident in assuming the State Bar would quickly squelch any
attempt by a law student in Montana to accept a fee for the "law-related services" they
would be required to perform under the proposal.

In its July 7, 2004 order rejecting the State Bar's multistate reciprocity proposal, this
Court stated, "We believe these rules [requiring all applicants to take the bar exam] have
resulted in a degree of competence and professionalism in the Bar which would otherwise
be hard to achieve and maintain." Yet the same Court that was unwilling to allow
Montanans to be represented by lawyers admitted in Montanan through reciprocity is now
considering the use of compelled "law-related services" from unlicensed bar applicants to
meet the unmet legal needs of Montanans. I do not mean to denigrate the value of the
services that an unlicensed bar applicant might be able to provide. My point is that the
demand for legal services from unlicensed law students cannot be reconciled with the
rejection of legal services from attorneys licensed elsewhere.

2www.americanbar.org/groups/probono public service/policy/bar pre admission pro b
ono.html (Accessed on February 27, 2014.)
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Independent Student Pro Bono Group Projects
(19)

campbell Univer,;it"l" Norman Adrian Wiggins School uf Law

Case Western Reserve University Law School

Creighton Univer!;ity School of UtW

Liberty Univ~r5:t'i School at law

Louisiana Stat~ LJniv~rsity Pillli M. Hebert l.aw Ce.nter

Michigan State UnIversity College of Law
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Wastlington ilnd lee Url;yerslty School of Law
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Models of Law School Pro Bono Programs
Pro BOlio Graduation Requirtlment:

These schools reqUire students to perform a set number of hours of Ii!w·related publiC service. The number of
hours required by these schools rang@s from 20 to 70. The students' service is pro bono as they receive neither
academic credit nor pay for their service.

Public Service Gnduation Requirement:

These schools require students to perform law· related public service or to be e)(posed to poverty law through a

class or independent study. The ways in which the graduation requirement can be met vary from school to
school. Eligible service options include the completion, in a pUblic interest setting, of a pro bono placement,
e)(ternship, dinic, and/or internship.

Community Service Graduation Requirement:

This school reqUires students to perform a set number of hours of publiC service. Eligible service options include
both law and non-law related placements. The students receive neither pay nor academic credit for their

Formal Voluntary Program Ch;iII'acterized by a Referral System with Coardinatar(s}:

These schools have a formal pro bono program designed to match students through a referral system with
law-related pro bono opportunities in the community. These programs have a designated pro bono

coordinator/advisor, or group of coordinators/adVisors, who has the responsibility of developlllg, promotmg
and/or coordinating pro bono placements. In some schools, these coordinators/advisors also provide
administrative support to lIl·house and collaborative student group proJects. Students participate voluntarily.

Formal Voluntarv Progr3lm with Admini!itrative Support for Student Group Projects:

These schools promote pro bono service primarily through the provision of administrative support for student
groups engaged III law-related pro bono work. The student groups often work In collaboration or partnership
With outSide organizations. The type of support prOVided by the school ranges from full-time staffing of a center
where the pro bono projects may locate to administrative assistance in tracking hours volunteered. Students
participate voluntanly.

4 of'S
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Independent Student PtO Bono Group Projects:

Schools in this category have no formal program for school·wide pro bono coordination and support, but
individual pro bono projects··usually student organized and run--do exist. These group projects generally target

a particular legal need or a particular segment of the population. Most groups work witl1 a faculty supervisor
and/or in collaboration with an outside organization.

*
The initial version of this document was first published by Cynthia F. Adcock, then Director of the AALS Pro Bono
ProJect, in 2001 and incorporates data gathered since 2001 by Ms. Adcock, as Consultant to the ABNAALS Law

School Pro Bono Project (2001-02) and, subsequent to 2002, bV the staff of the ABA Center for Pro Bono. The
information in this chart is based on returned surveys, follow-up contact, content prOVided previously and public

information. In 2006, data was also gathered from Equal Justice Work's Law School PubliC Interest Survey. See
Intmdu,tloll for further background.

Updated:912JI2013

83(:k to Top

5 of 5


