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New York Increases Access to People’s Courts

Governor Signs Legislation to Increase Small Claims Court Dollar Limits Across Most of
the State; HALT Urges Legislators to Extend the Reform to the Entire State

By Kristin Weber
N ew York Governor George E.
Pataki signed a reform hill into
law on September 30 that will open up
thelegal system for the people of New
York. Senate Bill 1570, which easily
passed both chambers of the New York
legidature, will increase the jurisdic-
tional limit in many of the state’'s small
claims courtsfrom $3,000 to $5,000.
“This bill will bring New York in
line with the rest of the country by al-
lowing many of its small claims courts
to handle more than just dry cleaning
disputes,” said HALT Senior Counsel
Tom Gordon. As part of its Small
Claims Reform Project, HALT advo-
catesfor small clamsjurisdictional in-
creases on a state-by-state basis, with
the eventual goal of al states increas-
ing their limitsto $20,000.
When the New York legislation
takes effect on January 1, it will raise
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the dollar cap on most small claimsin
the state to the national median juris-
dictional limit, which is $5,000. The
state previously had the eighth-lowest
dollar limit in the nation. With dollar
limits that low, many people with
simple legal problems found them-
selves stranded in a legal no-man’s
land. Many people have been stuck

outside of the system because they
have disputes worth more than the
previous $3,000 limit, but not worth
enough to hire an attorney, whose fee
would eat up any restitution.

HALT, which supported the legida
tion’s sponsors, urged Governor Pataki
to sign the bill by pointing out the ben-

Continued on page 2

ABA Fraud Disclosure Rules—
Too Little, Too Late

y the barest two percent margin,
on August 12, the ABA's House
of Delegates voted to take a minimal
step forward to combat corporate
fraud, changing its model ethics rules
to allow—but not require—attorneys
to turn in corporate clients, when the
attorney’s services are being used to
further those clients' crimesor fraud.
On the heds of Enron, WorldCom
and other corporate scandals, the new
ABA rulesprovide lawyerswith the op-
tion of going to the authorities and po-
tential victimswhen corporate officias
violate their obligations and cause sub-
gtantia financial injury to the company.
“It shouldn’'t be such a big ded,”
stated HALT Executive Director Jm
Turner. “Ethical lawyers do not aid,
abet, conspire or collude with a client
to commit fraud. Those who do have
no place in the legal profession. Even
if every state adopted the new ABA
rulestomorrow, unethical lawvyerswho
join with their clients in committing

fraud gtill have nothing to fear because
they are alowed, but not required, to
report theillegal activity.”

The ABA's rule change might not
have occurred but for considerable
pressure by the federal government.
New Securities and Exchange Com-
mission rules recently took effect re-
quiring attorneys who spot crime to
report it to top executives and the
boards of corporate clients. The SEC
is also considering a stronger rule re-
quiring lawyers who discover fraud to
withdraw and mandating that corpo-
rate clients report the withdrawal to
federal authorities.

Unfortunately, the ABA rule
changesaretoo little, too late. Although
ABA rules are not binding, most states
draw on the model code to define
lawvyers responsibilities. But in this
case, the ABA trails behind the vast
majority of jurisdictions. Thirty-eight
states adopted permissive disclosure
rules long Continued on page 2

HALT Releases New Study in Defense of Small Claims Court Reforms e See page 5
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Increased Access, Cont. from page 1
efitsof small claimscourts. HALT aso
submitted to the Governor findings
from a new study that silences con-
cerns—put forth by court administra-
tors—that higher dollar limits would
produce an ondaught of new cases,
straining the system to its breaking
point. Drawing on state-by-state case-
load data, HALT conclusively proved
that arise in jurisdictional limit very
rarely leadsto alarger casel oad.

While HALT applauds Governor
Pataki’s decision, further reform is
still needed to ensure full accessto the
courts. Senate Bill 1570 will affect ju-
risdictional limits in amost all of
New York’ssmall claims courts, but it

excludes Justice Courts, which oper-
ate mainly in rura areas. “We hope
that next year thelegidature will raise
the jurisdiction of Justice Courts to
$5,000 so that all New Yorkers have
equal accessto thisvaluable reform,”
says Gordon.

Small claims courts, which use sm-
plified procedures and require plain
language, have tremendous promise as
ameans of empowering ordinary peo-
pleto take charge of their own routine
legal needs. Resdlizing that reaching the
$20,000 mark will involveincremental
change, HALT views Senate Bill 1570
as an excellent first step in refusing to
stifle such potentia with prohibitively
low dollar limits. ]

ABA Fraud, Cont. from page 1
before the ABA considered changesto
the model code—and four states have
required much morethanthe ABA.
The ABA should have adopted the
SEC’'s mandatory or “noisy” with-
drawa requirement. “Obvioudly,
noisy withdrawal isthe only rule with
rea teeth,” stated Suzanne Mishkin,
Director of HALT’s Lawyer Account-
ability Project. “Given the choice be-
tween overlooking fraud that has no
effect on him personally and losing a
lucrative job, not to mention devel op-

ing areputation as a snitch, which op-
tion do you think the lawyer islikely is
pick? We shouldn’'t have to cross our
fingers and hope that a lawyer exer-
cises hismoral conscience and makes
theright choice—it should smply bea
requirement by which all attorneys
must abide”

The reporting responsibilities of
corporate lawyers were a hot topic at
HALT's recent board meeting in San
Francisco, where HALT developed its
position in favor of mandatory with-
drawal and disclosure. Stay tuned! =

HALT Launches ejJournal

H ALT ispleased to announce that
it has recently launched its first
electronic-only pub-

reforms in D.C. We hope that the
eJournal, filled with lega reform
news, upcoming

lication, the HALT
eJournal. Thistwice-
monthly publication
is written to inform
members and other
legal reformers about
happeningsat HALT
and all across the
country. In a recent
issue, readers got a

II"!:LLi~

- T
w'd - | legidative efforts,
HALT activities
and judicid de-

velopments, will
prompt members
to get involved in
the issues that af-
fect them. To join
the free HALT
eJournal mailing

look at topics ranging from unautho-
rized practice of law battles in Ken-
tucky and Georgiato lawyer discipline

Ilst visit our Web site at www.halt.org
and enter your e-mail address into the
box provided. m
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Legal Reform News

NORTH CAROLINA LAWYERS
FLEXING MUSCLE

According to the North Carolina Bar,
the practice of law includes preparing
legal documents, giving legal advice of
any kind and advertising the ability to
providelegal services.

Based on this sweeping definition,
North Carolinahas decided to prosecute
a Cdlifornia-based legal document ser-
vice caled We the Peoplefor practicing
law illegdly. The lawsuit, filed on July
22, 2003, in Wake County Superior
Court, says the company advertises it-
sdlf asasubdtitute for alawyer capable
of preparing valid legal documents for
consumers.

According to We the People’'s Gen-
eral Counsel Jason Searns, before
opening its office in Raleigh, the com-
pany appeared before the bar's com-
mittee on the unauthorized practice of
law and was approved by a17-2 vote.

Bonnie Weyher, chair of the com-
mittee, did not dispute Searns’ state-
ment, but now claims that the state
bar has decided to file the complaint
“in order to protect the public of
North Carolina”

TROUBLE INTEXAS, TOO

The Texas Unauthorized Practice of
Law Committeeisat it again. Having
sued financial planners and publish-
ersof self-help books and softwarein
recent years, Texas is now attacking
the state franchise of We the People,
the national chain of document prepa-
ration services.

The committee claims that non-
lawyers at We the People are providing
customers with legal advice. We the
People responds that customersfill out
a workbook answering questions re-
garding the document they need pre-
pared. A lega assistant then entersthe
answers from theworkbook into forms
created by aWethe People lawyer.

The lawsuit, filed in Dallas County,
is UPLC v. Alight Inc. d/b/a We the
People Texas Inc. It seeks atemporary
injunction preventing We the People
from providing legal advice or select-
ing and preparing forms. We the Peo-
ple hasabout 130 officesin 27 states.

UTAH WANTS INCREASED
LEGAL ACCESS

Negotiations are continuing in the at-
tempt by Utah legidators to increase
accessto the civil justice systemin the
state. Representative Steven Urquhart,
a Utah lawyer himself, sponsored the
recently-enacted House Bill 349,
which defines the practice of law as
representing another person in court or
holding oneself out as a lawyer. The
law is scheduled to take effect on May
3, 2004, and has served as an incentive
for the Utah State Bar to negotiate with
legidators on alowing greater access
tothelegal system.

HALT has been working with Rep-
resentative Urquhart in support of his
effortsto increase access. Higher juris-
dictional limitsfor small claims courts,
more opportunities for nonlawyer rep-
resentation and expanded resourcesfor
pro se parties are among the items be-
ing discussed.

MANDATORY LEGAL

MALPRACTICE IN NEW JERSEY?
In the upcoming sesson of New Jer-
sey's Assembly, Assemblyman Jon
Bramnick plansto introduce legidation
that requiresaminimum of $100,000in
legal maprectice insurance for al

lawyerspracticingin New Jersey.

Although most states require lim-
ited liability firmsto carry mapractice
insurance, only Oregon requires all
practicing attorneys to have malprac-
tice insurance and only South Dakota,
Alaska, Ohio and Virginiarequire vari-
ousformsof professiona liability cov-
erage disclosure. For example, in
South Dakota, lawyers must disclose
on their business | etterhead whether or
not they carry malpractice insurance.
In Virginia, consumers can find out
whether a particular lawyer carries le-
ga ma practice insurance through the
state bar association’sWeb site.

L eaving the insurance decisionsto
attorneys has left clients bearing the
consequences of legal malpractice. In
May 2002, uninsured New Jersey at-
torney Milton Diamond died after
years of committing legal malprac-
tice, leaving no money in his estate to
pay the hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars that New Jersey Lawyers Fund
for Client Protection estimates he
owesto clients.

“Lawyerscarry agreat responsibil-
ity to their clients,” said Bramnick.
“This legidlation ensures that the citi-
zens of New Jersey will be protected
if their lawyers do not live up to this
responsibility.”

Should the bill pass, al lawyersin
the state must either carry malprac-
tice insurance or stop practicing in
New Jersey.

Compiled by Tom Gordon, Fenlene Hsu
and Blaire Russell.

Visit
['s website

ALT.ORG

Fall 2003

theLegal Reformer « 3



At HALT’s Urging, D.C. Court Begins to
Clean Up Attorney Discipline Mess

by Sarah Hutcheon
On the heels of widely publicized
ethica abuses by court-ap-
pointed guardians and a grave re-
sources crisisthat threstensto mount in
the nation’s capital, the District of Co-
lumbia Court of Appeals raised bar
dues by 25 percent, effective next year,
to improve the District’s badly broken
atorney discipline system. HALT
praised the court’s action, noting that
thislift in the dues ceiling is necessary
to responsibly address arapidly build-
ing backlog of attorney discipline cases
and an office pardyzed by an acute
lack of staff and space.

Currently, the D.C. Bar has 75,915
members, but membership dues have
been so low that they have prevented the
Didtrict from hiring more than six full-
time staff membersand afew dozen un-

supervised volunteer lawvyersto manage
an overwhelming caseload. This over-
burdened staff has been crowded into
small office space, and asaresult, dis-
ciplinary cases could not be han-

dled in atimely manner. Last

year, only six percent of
complaints resulted in
Board of Professional Re-
sponsibility decisions.

A $40 annual duesin-
crease will raise enough
money to meet some of
the most pressing needs of
the Digtrict of Columbia's at-
torney discipline system.

“Thedistrict’sfailure to adequately
fund its attorney discipline system has
been a black mark against the legal
profession in the nation’s capital,” said
HALT Executive Director Jim Turner.

HALT Welcomes New Staff

b

e .
Amy Dieterich, left, and Kristin Weber, right,
have joined HALT's team.

ALT is proud to announce the

hiring of new Program Assis-
tants Amy Dieterich and Kristin We-
ber. The position of Program Assis-
tantisanew oneat HALT, and it will
allow program staff to expand our ac-
cess and accountability work and ex-
plore new involvement areas for
HALT. The roles and responsibilities

of the Program Assistants in-
clude coordinating HALT's
Lega Information Clearing-
house, conducting research
in support of advocacy and
education programs, manag-
ing HALT’s media outreach
and regularly contributing to
The Legal Reformer and
other HALT publications.
Before joining HALT,
Amy was most recently a
Peace Corps Small Business
Volunteer in Morocco, where
she worked with local crafts-
people to improve their businesses.
She received her B.A. with honorsin
Economics from Bryn Mawr College
in 2002. Kristin recently received her
B.S. with honors in Journalism from
Northwestern University. She has pre-
viously worked for National Geo-
graphic Adventure and severa other
trade magazines. m

“The shameful state of our attorney
discipline system, with its growing
backlog of cases, endless delays and
dap-on-the-wrist sanctions,
demands thorough as
sessment and reform.”

These revenues

will amount to an
additional $2 mil-

lion ayear and will

dlow the Digtrict
to hire more sup-
port staff for the
Board on Profes
sional  Responsibility
and the Office of Bar Counsel, which
overseethe attorney discipline system.
In addition, the agency will now be
able to acquire necessary office space,
fund responsive online services and
publicize more effectively.

HALT urges the court to go further
than a dues increase aone. In com-
ments to the court, HALT suggested
three mgjor reformsfor D.C.slawyer
discipline program: increased non-
lawyer participation in the discipli-
nary processes, more even-handed
procedures and the imposition of firm
deadlines. Turner explained, “We
hope that the Court of Appeals takes
this opportunity to begin along over-
due process of crafting a system that
investigates promptly, enforces real
deadlines and publicly sanctions
lawyers whose misconduct victimizes
vulnerable consumers.”

By increasing the ceiling on bar
member dues, the Court of Appealshas
created a foundation upon which a
more effective system of lawyer disci-
pline can exist in the Digtrict. The only
guestion now is whether the nation’s
capital will build upon this foundation
with necessary reforms.

Sarah Hutcheon is interning with
HALT this fall. She graduated
from Cornell in May 2003.
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HALT Releases New Study in Defense of
Small Claims Court Reforms

By Amy Dieterich
ettling the argument once and for
I, HALT recently unveiled the
first nationwide study on the effect of
increasing small claims court payouts
at a recent meeting of the California
Law Review Commission. The com-
mission is currently discussing a pro-
posal to increase the ceiling on small
claims court payouts to $10,000—
doubling the current limit of $5,000—
and had been concerned about the ef-
fect this would have on the courts
caseloads. No more. HALT’s ground-
breaking study finally laysto rest con-
cerns raised that higher dollar limits
would produce an onslaught of new
cases, straining the system to its
breaking point.

Senior Counsel Tom Gordon pre-
sented the report to the commission and
testified that, in most cases, a dollar-
limit hike causes casdloads to change
very little, if at al. On average, a court
experiences only a 5.4% increase in
casdload during thefirst year after adol-
lar-limit increase, which is within the
range of average variation in a normal
year. Furthermore, five years after the
jurisdictiona increase, the casel oads of
five out of six courtsreturn to their pre-
increase sze. In short, whatever small
increasethereisinitialy, it will dissipate
quickly and have little effect on the
courts cassloadsor resources.

The study bolsters HALT's stance
on the necessity of small claims court
reforms. These courts—the rea Peo-
pl€’'s Courts—allow the public to settle
their routine legal problems without
having to hire an expensive lawyer, ina
court that uses smplified procedures,
communicates in plain English, pro-
vides consumer aids and often pro-
hibitslawyers.

However, the dollar limit set in
small claims courtshasbeen solow in
many states that they are of no use to
consumers. Imagine Mary, a home-

owner in Michigan, who hires a
plumber to fix aleaky pipe. Unfortu-
nately, while welding the leak, the
plumber starts afire that causes $6,000
worth of damage and refusesto pay for
the repairs. Michigan limits small
claims casesto $3,000 or less, so Mary
can recover only half of her damagesin
small claims court. And if she can find
an attorney to take her case to civil
court, whichisunlikely given the small
amount of money to be won, the attor-

ney’s fees will eat up any recovered
cost above the $3,000 she could get in
small claimscourt.

As problems in the small claims
court system have been exposed, mo-
mentum for higher-dollar ceilings has
started to swell around the country, and
court administrators—among others—
have argued that raising the dollar lim-
its threatens to overburden small
claims court systems. The HALT study
silencesthisargument. n

Using the Law Library—
Don’t Tackle the Law Without It

Yours Free When You Renew Your Membership

By Kristin Weber
hen you handle a legal matter
without a lawyer, the array of

sef-help materials available should al-
low you to accomplish amost every-
thing using books, Web sites and soft-
ware. But if your lega problem is
particularly tricky, or if you want to
know even more about the issues in-
volved, then your next step—Ilike it or
not—ismaking atrip to anearby law li-
brary and digging into the law itself. If
this news dampens your do-it-yourself
Spirit, rest assured that you arenot aone.

Law libraries, with their endlessvol-
umesof information, confusing systems
and often unwelcoming admissions
policies, are indeed daunting. Since its
firg publicationin 1982, HALT'sUsing
the Law Library: Your Guide to Legal
Resources In (and Outside) the Law Li-
brary has demystified the typical non-
lawyer fear surrounding the law library.
Thisfal, HALT will releaseanewly re-
vised and expanded version of the man-
ual, which makes law libraries access-
ble to the genera public instead of just
lawyersand law students.

Working with Senior Reference Law

Librarian Jennifer Sekula of William &
Mary, the new edition has been brought
up to speed to include
information about on-
linetoolsand changes
in law library loca
tions or resources.
The manua takes
you through the en-
tire process of con-
ducting legd re-
search a a law
library. With the
help of easy-to-
understand and
well-organized chaptersthat in-
clude helpful graphics, you will learn to
find, read, update and use the law or
laws you need to understand your legdl
problem or to win your case. The man-
ual also features severa appendicesin-
cluding a state-by-state directory of law
librariesopentothepublic.
Memberswho renew their member-
ship for 2004 with a contribution of
$25 or morewill receive afree copy of
Using the Law Library thisfall. Don’t
miss out—qget your free copy while
supplieslast. m

Fall 2003

theLegal Reformer « 5




Kentucky

Real Estate Closings

Georgia Will Soon Settle a Similar Dispute Over State Bar Unauthorized Practice of Law Opinions

By Kristin Weber

n a major victory for legal con-
sumers, a ruling by the Supreme
Court of Kentucky inlateAugust struck
down a Kentucky Bar Association
opinion stating that real estate closings
must be handled by lawyers alone. The
decision resonated with a nationwide

trend toward protecting consumers
againg a lawvyer monopoly over ser-
vicesthat do not demand alawyer.

The case was brought by several or-
ganizations of nonlawyers who held a
stake in Kentucky real estate closings.
“Lay closing agents’—who include
rea estate agents and mortgage

» Texas Lawyer inter-
viewed HALT Executive
Director Jim Turner for “ Slow-Speed
Case; After Nearly ThreeYears, Dis-
ciplinary Suit Still in Limbo,” an arti-
cle on the inexcusable sluggishness
of attorney discipline casesin Texas.
(September 22, 2003)
« Texas Lawyer ran an opinion piece
authored by Executive Director Jim
Turner and Associate Counsel
Suzanne Mishkin. The piece, “ Create
Discipline Systems That Engender
Trust and Respect,” urged reform of
the Texas attorney discipline system.
(September 15, 2003)
« Legal Times published an article by
Executive Director Jm Turner and
Associate Counsal Suzanne Mishkin
entitted “Time for a Whupping,”
which discussed urgently needed at-
torney discipline reformsin the Dis-
trict of Columbia and across the
United States. (August 18, 2003)
« The Chicago Tribune quoted Exec-
utive Director Jim Turner in the arti-
cle “Low Cost Web Divorces Under
Fire” (July 5, 2003)
 Legal Times interviewed Associate
Counsel Suzanne Mishkin for an arti-
cle about the budget crisis the D.C.
Board on Professional Responsibility
faces. (June 23, 2003)
« The Washington Post published an
editorial written by Executive Direc-

HALT in the Media

tor Jim Turner and Associate Counsel
Suzanne Mishkin titled “A Better
Way to Discipline Lawyers,” which
outlined three of HALT’s fundamen-
tal attorney discipline reform objec-
tives. (June 22, 2003)

» TheWashington Post cited HALT'’s
National Lawyer Discipline Report
Cadinthearticle*CasesAgainst Ac-
cused Attorneys Drag On,” the sec-
ond article of atwo-part series. (June
16, 2003)

» The ABA Journal published Execu-
tive Director Jm Turner and Associate
Counsel Suzanne Mishkin's letter to
the editor on the inadequacy of client
compensation funds. (June 2003).

» GazetteNet interviewed Senior
Counsdl Tom Gordon for an article
on small claims court reform in
Maryland. (May 7, 2003)

» Miami Daily Business Review, Palm
Beach Daily Business Review and
Broward Daily Business Review all
featured the article “Standard of
Proof at issue for Malpractice in
Deals” which quoted Associate
Counsel Suzanne Mishkin and refer-
enced HALT’s amicus brief in the
case Viner v. Sweet. (April 7, 2003)

« The Philadelphia Inquirer featured
an article about HALT’s National
Lawyer Discipline Report Card in an
article called “Case Closed.” (Janu-
ary 3, 2003)

Blocks Lawyer Monopoly of

lenders—argued that they were capable
providersof closing services. The court
agreed, dtating that the “ministerial”
and “adminigtrative” actsinvolved with
real estate closingsin no way required
gpecificlegal knowledge.

“It was absurd of the Kentucky Bar
Association to declarethat arecent law
school graduate is more competent to
administer aclosing than an employee
of atitle company who has supervised
closings for 20 years,” said Tom Gor-
don, Senior Counsel of HALT.

The Kentucky ruling was in step
with HALT’ s advocacy of acontinuum
of lega services to match the contin-
uum of legal consumer needs. This not
only connects consumerswith the most
qualified service provider, but it pro-
motes an atmosphere of competition
and consumer choice. The nonlawyer
organizations called the bar’s position
an attempt to thwart such healthy com-
petition in order to protect lawyers.

Filing an amicus curiae brief in sup-
port of the lay closing agents, the De-
partment of Justice stated, “[The Ken-
tucky Bar Association atute] likely will
cause costsfor al Kentucky consumers
to rise while providing them no more
protection than they currently receive.
On the other hand, there is no demon-
strated harm from the lay closings that
have [ ready] taken placein Kentucky.”

The Kentucky court's decision
echoes legidation in Virginia and a
Supreme Court of New Jersey decision
that permit nonlawyer real estate clos-
ings. The state of Georgia is next in
line to answer the question of non-
lawyer closings. The Supreme Court of
Georgia heard oral arguments on Sep-
tember 22 on astate bar advisory opin-
ion—much like that of the Kentucky
Bar Association—that limits the right
to conduct real estate closing transac-
tionsto lawyersdone. n
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ABA Committee Endorses HALT-Proposed Reforms

By Amy Dieterich

H ALT has scored amgjor victory

inthe ABA’srecent report onim-

proving “Accessto Justice” for people
of modest means.

Testifying before the ABA Standing
Committee on the Delivery of Legd
Sarvices, HALT Senior Counsd Tom
Gordon said, “ Theincreasing exclusion
of all but the very weslthy from our civil
justice sysemisacrissthat harmstens
of millionsof Americanseach year”

The ABA's Committee concurred,
finding that there is an undeveloped

market for personal civil legal services
for those of low- to moderate-incomes.
Following Gordon's recommenda-
tions, the committee proposed reforms
that would create a system based on a
“continuum of need.”

Under this approach, consumers
could chooselegal servicesappropriate
for their level of knowledge and finan-
cia situation. These choices could in-
clude using traditional attorney repre-
sentation, hiring a legal document
preparer for specific needs or taking
advantage of online resources to pre-

pare a case. The committee proposed
that state regulations should be modi-
fied to accept and regulate this variety
of legal services, so that a consumer
has accessto resourcesthat correspond
to the amount of hel p necessary.
Oneway of enhancing accessto jus-
tice addressed in the committee’ s report
wastheissue of increasing thejurisdic-
tion of smal clamscourts, making them
more useful for consumers. HALT has
long advocated increasing thisceiling to
$20,000, alevel where problems can be
resolved without outside expertise. =

Self-Help Review: DO It Yourself on the Internet

By Kristin Weber
any peoplewho hireatorneysto
handle smple matters are

plagued by the nagging fedling that they
could probably have done it them-
selves—and saved themselves
achunk of change—if only
they knew how. In many
cases, they are right. And,
with the help of the Internet,
“learning how” is more man-
ageable than you would expect. On

the Web, you can access a wedth of
cog-freeinformation catered to the pub-
lic rather than lawyers or law students.
Hereareafew of themost user-friendly,
plain-English onlineresources available
for lega do-it-yoursdlfers:

Nolo, the premier legd sdf-help
publisher, offers comprehensive and
easy-to-understand legal information on
the Web at wwsw.nolo.com. Thissiteisa
great choice for first-time legal re-
searchers. Navigate this well-con-
structed site by choosing from alist of
common do-it-yourself law topics, such
as Egtate Planning & Wills or Debt &
Bankruptcy. After selecting a topic of
law, start by reviewing the“ Encyclope-
dia Articles’ —a concise overview on
the subject—and “ Ask Auntie Nolo” —
frequently asked questions on the topic.

D

If you find you need more in-depth or
jurisdiction-specific information, the
Stealso provides accessto caselaw and
statutes. (The dte's legal dictionary
will help you dog through this
type of cumbersome reading.)
Once you've soaked up dll
of the Ste’sfree information,
Nolo.com’sbookstoreletsyou
load up your virtua shopping
cart with saf-help books, soft-
ware, downloadsand legal forms.

Web sites like Nolo’s tend to con-
centrate on the most common legal do-
it-yourself needs. If your legal Situation
is more obscure or highly-specific, a
law library might be a better bet for
you. Check out www.washlaw.edu/
lawcat/lawcat.html for alaundry list of
the nation’s law school law libraries.
Scan the catalog for alocation near you
or click to link directly to alibrary’s
Web site.

Two particularly comprehensive and
user-friendly law school Web sites are
worth note. First, Cornell’s online Le-
gdl Information Institute—at Wwww.law.
cornell.edu—Dboasts a high volume of
traffic: the site gets 9 million hits a
week and isthe most-linked-to Web re-
source in the field of law. The sitein-
cludes content on an extensive list of

law topics and subjects; the brief
primer on legal research may be of par-
ticular use. After reading the synopsis
of your legal subject, delve into rele-
vant state or national Constitutionsand
codes, court opinions and jurisdiction-
specific laws—all of which are acces-
sblefrom the Institute’sWeb site.

Jurist—hosted by the University of
Pittsburgh at www.jurist.law.pitt.edu
—offers many of the same research
tools as the Legal Information Insti-
tute, providing accessto case laws and
statutes. Go to the “For the Public’
section to access the best resources for
nonlawyers. Clicking on a specific
“Law Guide’ connectsyou with infor-
mation tailored to your needs. For ex-
ample, by clicking on Family Law,
you are directed to news, books, law
review articles, court cases and organi-
zations that directly deal with family
law. A unique feature of the Jurist site
isits reference desk, which has a vir-
tua law librarian to whom you can e-
mail your research questions.

With such an array of straightfor-
ward legal information a mere click
away, don’t let the thought of handling
your own legal affairsfill you with fear.
Browse around; you'll be surprised at
how simpleitisto help yourself. n
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From the
Mailbox

Dear HALT,
Whowill beresponsiblefor settling

my estate after | die?
Query from Queens

Dear Query,

If you have a will, the person (or
corporation) you named will be ap-
pointed as*“ executor” or “ personal rep-
resentative” If you die without awill,
thejudge will appoint apersonal repre-
sentative to probate your estate, typi-
caly a surviving spouse, relative or a
trusted friend, although a bank, a cor-
porate trust company or a lawyer can
also be appointed. So unlessyou don't
care, it's wise to make sure you have
created alegally valid will that names
someone you know and trudt.

If your estate plan is straightfor-
ward (i.e, it doesn’t involve a lot of
tax ramifications or bequests that
come with strings attached), most
anyone with basic arithmetic skills
and the ability to follow instructions
can handle probate.

If your persona representative does
decideto hire alawyer, make sure that
the lawyer’sfeeis based on the actual
work done rather than on a percentage
of the value of the estate. Negotiating
acontract that specifiesan hourly rate,
for example, could save thousands of
dollarsinlegal fees.
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Book Sale

To purchase any of the titles listed, mail in the Publication Order Form along with a check,

money order or your credit card information to:

HALT, 1612 K Street, N.W., Suite 510,

Washington, D.C. 20006. Or, if it's more convenient, call us toll-free at: (888) 367-4258
and charge your order. Please allow 4-6 weeks for delivery. D.C. residents add 6% sales tax.

ESSENTIAL GUIDETO

REAL ESTATE CONTRACTS
Recommends contract clausesfor buy-
ersand sellersalong with tipsfor orga-
nizing and closing the dedl. $18.95

AFFORDABLE JUSTICE
Learn how to resolve disputes through
mediation and arbitration (and save
money whileyou doit).

-$19:95 SALE: $12.00

THE LEGAL RESOURCE DIRECTORY

Lists hundreds of contacts, Web sites
and other resources for meeting your
legal needs. $12.00

BEYOND THE GRAVE

Get smart about the right way and the
wrong way to leave money to your
children (and others). Information on
keeping the tax man away. $17.00

Publication Order Form

Title(s)

Price

! (D.C. Residents: Add 6% Sales Tax)

| S&H 1-2 books $4.95/3-4 books $7.00

| Additional Gift to HALT

TOTAL
Name:
Address:
City: State: Zip:

[] Visa [1 MasterCard
Credit Card No.:

[1 American Express

xpiration Date:

ignature:

T w m

hone Number:

i Please charge to my credit card:

Combined Federal Campaign/United Way # 2206
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