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2.

Executive  
Summary
This report summarizes the evaluation of the PBLO Small Claims Court Pro Bono 
Duty Counsel Pilot Project (hereinafter “the Project”), located in Small Claims Court at 47 Sheppard 
Avenue in Toronto, Ontario. The one-year pilot evaluation period ran from August 1, 2006 to July 31, 
2007.  

The purpose of this evaluation is to analyze 
the benefits of a court-based, self-help centre for 
unrepresented litigants that provides a range of 
brief services including procedural information, 
form completion assistance, summary advice, and 
duty counsel representation at trials, hearings, and 
settlement conferences.

When PBLO launched the pilot Project, it 
sought to meet the following goals:

1.	 Provide efficient, high quality, legal services 
to unrepresented litigants.

2.	 Enable unrepresented litigants to navigate 
the justice system.

3.	 Facilitate the administration of justice, 
particularly from the perspective of the judges and court staff who deal with unrepresented 
litigants on a daily basis.

4.	 Provide volunteer lawyers with meaningful pro bono opportunities.

Outcomes

PBLO is pleased to report that the pilot Project has met all objectives based on the following measures:
•	 1,041 low-income, unrepresented litigants were served through the pilot Project (services were 

available one day per week for the first five months of the Project; two days per week for the 
remaining seven months);

•	 Law firms contributed $441,540 worth of free legal services to the pilot Project, or $424 
per unrepresented litigant. In contrast, it cost PBLO $38.86 per unrepresented litigant to 
administer the Project.
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•	 94% of clients served agreed that the Project improved their understanding of their legal 
situation;

•	 87% of clients served agreed that the Project improved their understanding of court rules and 
procedures;

•	 77% of clients served agreed that access to pro bono legal services made the court process seem 
fairer;

•	 100% of judges and court staff surveyed felt that the contributions of the pro bono Project 
helped make their jobs easier; and

•	 95% of participating lawyers would recommend the Project to other lawyers.

 Conclusion

The most important finding of this Project is that the court-based, self help service model is efficient 
and effective. Providing any level of brief services to unrepresented litigants – especially information 
that aids in understanding the court’s rules, procedures and forms – has a significant impact on 
improved service for these people as well as on the overall administration of justice. In the interest of 
improving access to justice in Ontario, this pilot demonstrates that such a model should be expanded 
and replicated in other courts. 

Key Findings and Recommendations

1.	 The outcomes of this pilot project have exceeded PBLO’s expectations. As a result, the 
Small Claims Court Pro Bono Duty Counsel Project should remain a core project for the 
organization.  
Recommendation: Expand the Project from two days per week to full time – five days 
per week.

2.	 The availability of pro bono legal services is a clear benefit to low-income, unrepresented 
litigants; however, these services must be complemented by plain language, user friendly, 
procedural information. In addition, a significant percentage of the Project’s clients (52%) 
accessed procedural information from PBLO’s website, www.pblo.org/public.  
Recommendation: Develop plain language, user friendly, procedural materials 
in a variety of formats and languages (printed materials, online resources, and 
workshops).

3.	 Current conflict of interest rules create a barrier to access to justice for low-income, 
unrepresented litigants. Of the applicants (mainly walk-ins) that the Project could not serve, 
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