The

by Theresa Meehan Rudy
fter a nationwide search, HALT is proud

to announce that James C. Turner, a

long-time public-interest advocate, has
been selected as the organization’s new Execu-
tive Director. Turner took over the helm at
HALT in December, 1997,

“Throughout his distinguished career, Jim
Tumer has fought for the nghts of taxpayers and
private citizens victimized by the legal system
and by the government. HALT is privileged to
have his leadership,” stated Conrad Martin,
Chair of HALT’s Board of Directors.

For the past two years, Turner directed inves-
tigations for the Presidential Advisory Com-
mittee on Gulf War Veterans’ Hlnesses which
revealed that, contrary to the Pentagon’s re-
peated denials, over 100,000 U.S. troops were
exposed to nerve agents during the war. The
Committee’s hearings led to proposed legisla-
tion that will aid veterans who are ill.

“As one with a lifelong commitment to ind:-
vidual rights and equal justice, I believe that
HALT plays a crucial role that no other organi-
zation even attempts to fulfill,” Tumer stated.
“Too often the legal profession acts like a trade
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guild, more interested in stifling competition
and maintaining high profits than in serving the
public, and the consumer suffers. Simply put,
you can’t get justice if you don’t have access to
the legal system.”

Turner plans to spearhead HALT initiatives
that will help ordinary citizens take charge of
their own legal affairs, fight excessive attorney
fees, and support reforms to hold lawyers ac-
countable, Less than two months into the job,
Turner received permission from the Illinois
Supreme Court to file a “friend-of-the-court”
brief on behalf of private citizens there who
have been victimized by the legal system.
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“The Cripe case immedi-
ately caught my attention as a
fight that HALT should join,”
Turner sad. *Citizens should
not have to worry about get-
ting ripped off when they seek
professional legal help. This
case could lead to a landmark
decision for legaﬂ COnSuUmers
in Illinois and nationwide.
That’s why HALT got in-
volved.”
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Continued on page 4

HALT Joins lllinois Fight to Make

Lawyers Liable for Consumer Fraud

by Theresa Meehan Rudy
n Febroary, HALT joined a landmark case

before the Illinois State Supreme Court to

argue that lawyers who overbill their clients
are subject to the same consumer fraud laws that
apply to other businesses. As one of
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through the state bar association and the Illinois
Attorney Registration and Disciplinary Com-
misston,” stated HALT Executive Director Jim
Turner. With the volunteer proe bono support of
Peoria attorney Michael A. Fleming of Cusack,
Fleming, Gilfillan & O’Day, HALT has filed an
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the mostrespected appellate benches
ZZr  in the country, the Illinois Court’s

it Njf‘“‘: e mmfmﬁww%ﬂ%%w?ﬁ 3 :
3 mﬁﬁam?;&wg skeost roling can be expected to have a
S profound impact on legal consumers

nationwide.

“This is a critical challenge to
lawyers’ tradition of self-regulation

amicus curiae or friend-of-the-court brief with
the Supreme Court. _ |
The case, Cripe v. Leiter, involves an 85- »
year-old senior citizen, Roberta A. Schmitz,
who was overbilled in an estate planning mat-
ter. Bradley McMillan of Peoria, Ilinois, 18
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beginning, HALT has grown into a na-
tionwide urgamz.atmn with over 50 000

membe:rs Here: are Just a fcw hlghhghts from

the past 20 years

Pubfu: ‘Education and Se{f-Help HALT
has dlsmbuted millions of its self-help Citizens
Lega] Manuals and cuxrentl},f has over 13 books

in print, mcludmg our best-selling title, Usinga

Lawyer* And What To Do If Things Go Wrﬂng
* Increasing Access to Justice HALT has

c:hampwned reforms that open the legal system
' toaverage consumers and protect their rightsto .

low-cost alternatwes. A few examples:
— Small Claims Caurt HALT has worked to
raise. Junsdmtmnal dollar limits for small
~ claims courts in California, and Virginia.
~ Unauthorized Practice of Law Reform
- HALT has challenged laws and state bar

regulations that prohibit competent

nonlawyers from providing routine legal
services to the public in California,
Florida, Virginia, Texas, and Oregon.

— Probate Reform HALT has championed

legislation that requires probate court
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“ronits humble two-person, one-typewriter

Consumers’ Voice for Two Decades

clerks to provide free instructionial mate-
- ials and help in completing routine forms

in Maryland, and has worked to simplify

~ probate procedures in Washington, DC.

« Attorney Discipline Reform HALT sin-
depth research on iawyer-rn discipline has

exposed these programs for what they are—
secret, slow and lemant HAI..T’S call for re-
form has lead mary States to examine their
discipline programs and to adopt pro-consumer

chénges ]ch mandatory fee arbifration, increased
lay participation on hearing panels and public

access to dlsclphne records.
_» Legal Information and Keferrais Each

year HALT responds to thousands of requests

for legal information, referrals and guidance by
linking consumers with other s¢lf-help groups,
lawyers, and paralegals from its Legal Services
Referral Network, ' |

+ Help for Air Crash Victims HALT has
distributed over 5,000 free copies of its “After
the Crash” kit, the first and only-one-of-its-kind
packet of information for families of airline
crash victims.

* Legal Reform Conferences HALT has
sponsured major conferences to mobilize the
legal reform community on issues ranging from
clients’ rights to protecting non-traditional legal

. service pruvldcrs

+ Legal Malpractice Assistance Respond-
ing to the demands of the thousands of HALT
members, HALT compiled a national directory

_uf lawyﬂrs ‘who handle plaintiffs legal malprac-

tice actions, and publishes it in a book that edu-
cates consumers about these kinds of lawsnits.

« Media Exposure Over the years HALT
has se:rved as a natmnal voice forlegal consum-
ers with appearances on The Donahue Show,
Oprah, Montel Williams, NBC Today, CNN,
CNBC and 20720, as well as interviews and
pruﬁlﬂs in hundreds of ncwspapers journals
and magazines,

- .
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continued from page 1
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| gardcn vanety fraud.”

representing Mrs, Schmitz.

“This case began as a result of Mom’s vul-
nerability due to her Alzheimer’s disease. Our
parents worked hard, raised a family and saved
for their ‘Golden Age.” After Dad’s death, Mom
sought professional legal help. No one wants to
believe that a vulnerable elderly client can be
victimized by the legal profession—to the tune
of tens of thousands of dollars—but that’s what

| happened to us. We’re asking the court to help

us by giving us the right to sue underthe state’s

Consumer Fraud Act. If something like this
- happens again, hopefully this ruling will pro-

vide tl}e protection people. need,” said Mary
Ann Neuhaus, Roberta Schmitz’s danghter, - -
“A lawyer who overbills a client is commit-

_ ting frand, not practicing law,” HALT’s brief

explains. “It is outrageous to suggest that
crooked lawyers are somehow above the laws

that were enacted to pmtect cnuﬂumerﬂ fmm

-

by Beth M. Daley |
f you are an- attorney in Illmms whn is
rlppﬂlg nﬂ’ a client, your chances of bemg
punished under the current dlscrphnary BYS-

tem are very slim. Accurdmg to the Attorney
- Registration and Disciphnary Commission, over
- 4,400 lawyers registered in Illinois were inves-
tigated in 1996 alone, but j just115 were actually |

s&ncﬂnned or dlsbarrecl

“In addition, the current Tllinois system of

attorney discipline does not provitle meaning-
ful compensation to the victims of lawyers who
overbill or otherwise commit fraud. With its
$10,000 limit, the state’s Client Protection Pro-
gram is simply unable to reimburse clients who

have lost tens of thionsands of dollars through -

lawyer mi_scundﬂ;:t. For éxaniple, thé:_ average
payment made under the Client Protection Pro-
gram was $4,053 to 40 claimants in 1994,

~ $4.213 to 108 claimants in 1995 and $4,178 to

122 claimants in 1996.

s The 1llinois C isciplir

In a recent Action Alert, HALT encourages
its Illinois members to write Illinois Attorney
General Jim Ryan and voice their support for
this case. Public support is crucial since oppo-
sition from the organized bar is strong.

HALT’s brief argues that the Hhnois Con-

‘sumer Fraud Act should apply “to the business

aspects of lawyers’ relations with their clients,”
despite claims by the Illinois State Bar that
attorneys are not covered by the law. As HALT

explains, lawyers have a business relationship -
with their clients that is separate from the legal

services they promise to deliver. Adding up
hours and expenses is something every

businessperson does—lawyers are no excep-

tion and they should not be allowed to avoid the
laws that protect consumers from - improper
business practlce:s | |

- Using consamer- pmtectmu statutes agamst

lawyers is part of a growing naﬁﬁna] reform
- mnvemcnttu etisure that our laws fully prote-ct
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- “This'patters of little discipline and no mean-

ingful compensation is what HALT seesin state ._
after state where attornnys t:lalm to be regulat-
ing themselves, Accurd:mg to the latest Ameri-

can Bar Association survey in 1995, legal con-
sumiers ﬁlﬂzd over 116,000 complaints against

their lawyers; but fewer than 3, 000 of l;huse o

_ cumplamts rcsult in fnmlal chargas
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agrees 'mth HALT’s argumant in
_. Cnpe v LHI’EI:, {eratf: l:ltlzens
who have suffered thc wm'st lms-

| private citizens from fraud. Since the late

1970’s, the United States Supreme Court has
recognized that the business aspects of lawyers’
dealings with their clients are subject to anti-
trust and other laws that protect consumers.
Appeals courts in Michigan, Connecticut and
Washington have also carefully distinguished
between the business relationship and entrepre-
neurial ~aspects of a lawyer’s actwmes and the

actual delwery of legal services.

‘HALT’s brief urges the court tn “follow this

reform trend of modern junsprudence and up-

amblgunus}y announce that lawyers who dis-

" honor their profession through frﬁiiduie:nt mis-

conduct in business dealings w1th their clients
will be held accountable under the Mlinois Con-
sumer Fraud Act.” |

Oral argumentin Cripe v. Le:ter is scheduled

for later this Spring, witha decision anticipated

by the Fall of 1998.

-

conduct—such: as wcrbﬂhng, I
frand and theft--wﬁ] have a. o

sume:r Fraud Act

powerful new weapon, the Con- | =iSperaus

System Workm £
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Jim Turner Named Executive Director
continued from page 1

Turner believes impersonal - statistics, dry

court reports and scholarly law review articles
oftenn obscure the need for legal reform. The
strongest reasons for legal reform are the stories
told by countless victims of the lﬂgal systein.
Turmner wants to put a face on legal reform, to
reach out to people who have been hurt and to
pursue an aggressive agenda that implements
reforms that effect everyone’s lives, not just big
businesses. Among his priorities for the year:

* Establishing a Legal Consumers’ Bill of
Rights Building on our Injured Consumers’
Bill of Legal Rights, HALT is drafting a biil of
rights for all legal consumers to serve as amodel
for state- hy-stat; reforms.

* Exposing Excessive Attorneys’
Fees HALT is committed to fighting against the
incredible greed of some lawyers. The most out-
rageous example is the dozen lawyers hired by the
citizens of Florida to sue the tobacco companies
who now claim they should get $2,800 000 000

will continue its long hiStDl'}f.ﬂf holding lawyers
accountable by evaluating their discipline sys-
teins, proposing reforms and pursuing alterna-
tive means of compensating victims of lawyer
misconduct, such as the Illinois Consumer Fraud
Act case. o

* Protecting Consumer Choice From Un-
authorized Practice of Law Statutes HALT
believes that individuals should have the free-
dom to choose between lawyers and more eco-
nomical! altérnatives like independent parale-
gals. We will continue to fight for reform legis-
lation and support independent paralegals who
have been targeted by state bar associations.

* Increasing Legal Access HALT has ex-
panded its commitment to provide free legal
information via its. web site (http://
1i.ﬁ.r"qﬂi..lﬂi.'u'.ha.lt,«::nrg)_._. and will confinue to pursue
reforms that open up the probate system, in-
crease the dollar limit in small claims court,
promote alternatives to litigation such as me-

Fighting “the establishment” is not new to
Turner. From 1990 to 1995, he directed inves-
tigations of governmental fraud and waste for
the Legislation and National Security Subcom-
mittee of the U.S. House of Representatives

- Committee on Government Operations, Among

his many accomplishments during this period
were 'hearings that led to the declassification of
the Kennedy assassination files; that secured
no-cost replacements of defective components
in the-Harrier “jump” jet and Air Force Cruise
Missiles; and that revealed nationwide abuses
in the civil asset forfeiture system.

Practicing with a small, public interest firm
during the 1980s, he also brought lawsuits for
individuals whose civii rights and civil liberties
had been violated by the government—includ-
ing a case resulting in the largest legal settle-
ment ever paid by the CIA.

A 1975'gra'duate: of Cornell University, Turner
received his law degme from Cathotic Univer-
sut}' 1:1 1979

(that s 2.8 billion) of the settlement, diation and arbltrauﬂn, and slmphfy uncon-
. -Making Lawyars Acmunmble HALT tested legal processes.

Get Their Rights

'cating consumers about their rights is the cor-

New Yorkers

by Theresa Meehan Rudy

new law to protect legal
consumers in New York

-'Statemen‘t of Client’s R'ights

1. You are entitled to be treated with courtesy and consideration at all times by
your lawyer and the other lawvyers and personnel in your lawyer's office.

2, You are entitled to an attorney capable of handling your legal matter competently
and diligently, in accordance with the highest standards of the profession. If you
are not satisfied with how your matter is being handled, you have the right to
withdraw from the attomey-client relationship at any time (court approval may
be required in some matters and your attorney may have a claim against you
for the value of services rendered to you up to the point of discharge). attorney withran office located in

3. You are entitled to your lawyer’s independent professional judgment and undwlded the state of New Y ﬂrk-tq-pﬂst a
loyalty uncompromised- by conflicts -of interest. N ey e .,

4. You are entitled to be charged a reasonable fee andto have your lawyer explain [+ Statement of Client’s Rights.
at the outset how the fee will be computed and the manner and frequency of “New York has taken the first
hifling. You are entitled to request and receive a written itemized bill from your _ s legal
attorney at reasonable intervals. You may refuse to enter into any. fee arrangesnent step to empnwer 1ts legal con-
that you find unsatisfactory. sumers’,” stated HALT Execu-

5. You are entitled to have your questions and concerns addressed in a prompt tive Director Jim Turner. “Edu-
manner and to have your telephone calls returned promptly.

6. You are entitled to be kept informed as to the status of your matter and to request

nerstone of HALT’s work and we will continue
the fight to pmtect clients’ rights in the attor-
ney-client relationship.”

“Justlike HALT’ s Imjured Consumers Bill of
Legal Rights set a new benchmark for personal
injury lawyers, New York’s “Statement of
Client’s Rights™ establishes a new set of stan-
dards the public can demand from their law-

- yers,” said Karen 'Wiﬁner,' one of the original
drafter’s of New York’s bill of rights and author
of Divorced From Justice.

went into effect on Janu-
ary 1, 1998. It requires every

and receive copies of papers. You are entitled to sufficient information to allow e
o e, o e e :
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