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Law Help Ontario  
I.  Executive Summary  
In December 2007, Pro Bono Law Ontario (ñPBLOò) launched Law Help Ontario (ñLaw Helpò), a two-

year pilot project located at 393 University Avenue in Toronto and funded by The Law Foundation of 

Ontario.  The underlying philosophy of the project is that self-represented litigants have a fundamental 

right to access the justice system even if they cannot afford to retain a lawyer for full representation 

privately, or qualify for pro bono or Legal Aid. As such, this project strives to address self-represented 

litigantsô procedural and substantive barriers to justice so they can better navigate the justice system.  

Specifically, Law Help provides a continuum of brief services based on a triage system that assesses 

litigant need and allocates resources based on those needs.   

Law Help is a unique program in North America because it blends the best of self-help models with the 

best of duty counsel services; and because it leverages the skills of the private bar to deliver services on 

a pro bono basis.  This way Law Help creates meaningful opportunities for lawyers--primarily junior 

associates--to enhance access to justice and to gain valuable, hands-on, civil litigation experience.  The 

project also facilitates the administration of justice from the standpoint of judges, masters and court 

staff. 

In June 2008, PBLO completed its first progress report for Law Help in order to set benchmarks to 

assess its performance. This report, at the one year-stage, aims to provide a statistical profile on the 

service delivery components, as well as to describe program growth since the first progress report to 

June 30, 2008.  

As a pilot project, Law Help is constantly evolving.  This was especially true of the projectôs first year 

which focused on volunteer recruitment, resource development, relationship-building with the court, the 

creation of best practice protocols and administrative structures (such as conflict screening protocols and 

client feedback tools) and, most importantly, developing service delivery mechanisms that can meet the 

needs of the wide range of litigants walking through the door.  Ultimately, the staff and volunteers at 
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Law Help are working to make it a project that addresses the unmet legal needs of low-income 

unrepresented litigants in a client-focused, flexible and holistic fashion.  

Of course, the core service at Law Help continues to be the provision of summary legal services on a pro 

bono basis, especially procedural information, summary legal advice and form completion assistance.  In 

addition, litigants can access referrals to the Lawyer Referral Service, Legal Aid Ontario (ñLAOò), 

alternative dispute resolution services, and a range of non-legal social services.  On-site services are 

complemented by the projectôs website at www.lawhelpontario.org, which offers an ever-growing 

number of procedural and substantive information kits, educational videos, and links to additional 

resources that can be accessed free of charge. 

Most, if not all, unrepresented litigants find the civil justice process extremely complicated, inaccessible, 

and intimidating. In this context, Law Help plays a critical role in demystifying the system.  Judges, 

masters, and court staff, accustomed to dealing with lawyers familiar with the process, benefit greatly 

from the availability of a service that provides litigants with the tools to navigate the system.  The 

volunteer lawyers provide direct, practical legal assistance, tailored--to the extent possible--to litigantsô 

individual capacities and abilities.  Most litigants are understandably anxious about the conflicts and 

stresses associated with litigation, yet gain comprehension and a corresponding confidence in the 

conduct of their cases.  Moreover, many are greatly reassured by the fact that they can return to Law 

Help as many times as they wish to receive ongoing guidance, assistance and support.   

  

http://www.lawhelpontario.org/
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LAW HELP ς BASIC STATISTICS 
January 1, 2008  ς December 31, 2008 

Visits to the Centre1 2,914 

Individual litigants served 2 1,069 

Services rendered 6,104 

Law firms participating in the project 56 

Lawyers providing pro bono legal services 165 

Pro bono hours donated by lawyers 1,247 

Estimated value of pro bono services (based on an avg. hourly rate of $356) $443,932 

Page views at Law HelpΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΣ ǿǿǿΦƭŀǿƘŜƭǇƻƴǘŀǊƛƻΦƻǊƎ 49,203 

Resources downloaded from website (procedural & substantive information kits) 8,603 

Court forms completed via online automated document assembly program (A2J) 3,032 

Along with service delivery, evaluation and continuous improvement are ongoing activities of this 

project.  The following report describes the first year of Law Help from January 1 to December 31, 

2008.  It focuses on developing a better understanding of the litigants assisted, the services provided and 

the ways that those services may be improved.   In addition, PBLO is also in the process of undergoing 

an independent evaluation to further inform Law Helpôs activities, outcomes, and overall impact on the 

civil justice system. 

This one-year interim report is divided into eight sections:  Section I provides a brief overview of Law 

Help and Section II provides a profile of the litigants--primarily in terms of their personal 

characteristics. Sections III, IV, and V describe the service overview, description, and delivery. As noted 

above, the key services at Law Help are the provision of procedural information, summary legal advice 

and assistance with form completion.  Section VI details supplementary, albeit no less important, 

                                                 
1
 This statistic captures every person who accessed the centre for basic information, referrals, intensive assistance or pro 

bono legal assistance. 
2
  This statistic, a subset of the number of visits to the centre, captures the number of individual litigants for whom an 

application was completed and a file opened. This means those people who received intensive procedural assistance and/or 
met with a pro bono lawyer. 
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services such as the development of public legal information materials and on-site public legal seminars.  

Section VII provides a summary of feedback gathered from both the volunteer lawyers and the litigants. 

Finally, Section VIII provides a summary conclusion of the impact of Law Help at the one year mark.  

 

 

An unrepresented litigant signs in at Law Helpôs reception/triage desk 
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II.  About  Law Help Ontario  
The Law Help Ontario walk-in centre is located on the main floor of 393 University Avenue (Suite 110) 

in Toronto ï the building that houses Torontoôs main Superior Court of Justice branch. The hours of 

operation are Monday to Friday from 9:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. The centre is staffed by at least one intake 

coordinator every day, two volunteer lawyers (different each day) and pro bono law students.  Law Help 

operates as a walk-in centre, on a first-come, first-served basis.  Everyone ï including those who only 

want to pick up a procedural information guide--is asked to sign-in.  Litigants who request or require 

more than 15 minutes of assistance from the intake coordinator or pro bono lawyers are asked to 

complete a detailed intake form.  

In order to qualify for pro bono assistance at Law Help, litigants must meet financial eligibility criteria. 

Litigants must present with a civil (non-family) issue and may only act as individuals. Companies, 

corporations and businesses do not qualify for services.  In limited circumstances, business owners are 

assisted, on a case-by-case basis, if they meet Law Helpôs financial eligibility criteria.  Litigants must 

also clear a conflict of interest check with the lawyer/law firm designated to assist them that day. 

A litigant is financially eligible for service if the householdôs primary source of income is from one or 

more government support programs, or the total gross household income falls below the program's 

financial cut-offs as below, which are set at 200% of the Courtôs Fee Waiver guidelines:
 3
 

Number in Family Annual Household Income 

1 $36,000 / year 

2 $54,000 / year 

3 $61,992 / year 

4 $73,992 / year 

 

 

 

                                                 
3
 Income cut-ƻŦŦǎ ŦŀǊ ŜȄŎŜŜŘ [ŜƎŀƭ !ƛŘ hƴǘŀǊƛƻΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŜƭƛƎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀΦ 
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The volunteer lawyers and Law Help staff deliver a full range of brief legal services to assist 

unrepresented litigants and address the key challenges they face in litigation.  Services include: 

¶ Information on rules and procedures  

¶ Help filling out court forms  

¶ Summary legal advice  

¶ Legal representation  

¶ Referral services   

¶ Computer kiosks  

¶ Resource materials, and   

¶ Legal seminars 

Litigants at work table and computer kiosks 
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III.  Litigant  Profile  
Litigants must complete an application form and provide detailed information about their level of 

income, geographical region, language, age and education. The information collected provides valuable 

insights into the nature of the average self-represented litigant appearing before the Superior Court of 

Justice. 

A. AREA OF RESIDENCE 
As indicated in Figure 1 below, the great majority of Law Help clients reside in the 416 and 647 area 

codes, which can be expected given that the projectôs location and mandate are tied to the Court at 393 

University Avenue in Toronto.   

Interestingly, a growing percentage of clients reside beyond these area codes.  Approximately 1 in 5 

litigants (21%) reside in the 905 area, a slight increase of 3% from the six month report.  In addition, 

litigants have come from as far as Ottawa, Windsor, Woodstock, Waterloo, Keswick, Picton, Niagara 

Falls, Elliot Lake, and the province of Quebec.  This indicates that public awareness of Law Help is 

expanding beyond the City of Toronto boundary.  This may be, in part, the result of several outreach 

efforts, including news articles in various print media, web links on the Law Society of Upper Canada, 

Legal Aid Ontario and Ontario legal clinic websites, and a presentation given by PBLO at an Ontario 

legal clinic training conference in April 2008.   

Arguably, the fact that some litigants are traveling a fair distance further underscores the need to 

develop more resources to address the needs of unrepresented litigants in other parts of the province.  
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Figure 1 

B. SUITABILITY FOR SERVICES 
Law Help is primarily designed to serve unrepresented litigants that have the capacity and ability to 

represent themselves with the assistance of brief services.  Law Help staff implement a ótriageô exercise, 

weighing various factors to assess litigants appropriateness for services.  Factors such as English 

proficiency, literacy, mental health, incidence of domestic violence, and case complexity are considered 

by both intake staff and pro bono lawyers when assessing litigant capacity.
4
  The overwhelming majority 

of litigants possess this self-help capacity, with 92% of litigants (see Figure 2 below) being an 

appropriate fit for Law Help services.
5
  This statistic is particularly compelling given the high incidence 

of poverty among Law Helpôs clients, which is often understood as a symptom or cause of vulnerability 

for unrepresented litigants.
6
  A very small proportion of litigants have legal, language or psycho-social 

needs that demand more intensive intervention than Law Help can provide.  These litigants are usually 

referred to other programs or resources and, in some cases, efforts are made to match the litigant with a 

pro bono lawyer to provide the level of assistance required. 

                                                 
4
 See the Law Help Ontario Operations Manual for further details on this triage process. 

5
 The suitability of the litigants is assessed during each visit.  Litigants are deemed inappropriate if the lawyer felt the 

litigant may not have the ability to effectively represent themselves. 
6
 Client income is discussed more fully in Section F. 

74%

21%

1% 3%1%

416/647

905

613

705

519

Area of Residence by Area Code 
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Figure 2 

C. LANGUAGE 
As Figure 3 below demonstrates, English is the first language of almost 2/3 of litigants (62%) and with 

slightly over 1/3 of litigants (38%) speaking a first language other than English.  Interestingly, this 

represents--from the 6-month progress report--about a 10% increase in litigants seeking assistance 

whose first language is not English.   

Unfortunately, Law Help does not currently have the resources to provide interpretation services, which 

can create obstacles for some litigants.  As such, any future iterations of this project should likely budget 

for interpretation services for both summary legal information and advice, as well as the translation of 

Law Helpôs public legal education materials.  In particular, assistance in French will  be required when 

the Law Help service delivery model is to be expanded to other areas in the province, such as Ottawa.   

In many cases, Law Help staff will advise that a relative or friend attend in order to provide assistance.  

At times, creative solutions are able to be offered. In one case, an elderly woman with language and 

cognitive barriers was provided with an interpreter over the phone who was able to understand her 

concerns and assist in the interview and information process.
7
 

                                                 
7
 The interpreter was a staff lawyer with Legal Aid Ontario`s Clinic Resource Office. 

92%

8%

Percentage of clients deemed appropriate self-help 
candidates

Suitable Unsuitable
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Figure 3 

 

D. EDUCATION 
With respect to educational levels, approximately one-third (33%) of litigants have a university degree 

or college diploma and just under half (44%) of litigants have at least some university or college 

education and a high school education.  In contrast, only 1 out of 20 litigants (5%) have just a grade 

school education.  This data suggests that most litigants have an educational background suitable to 

effectively use the type of services (such as the A2J document assembly program) that Law Help 

provides. 

 

Figure 4 

72%

28%

Language

English as a First Language

English as a Second Language

5% 10%

21%

23%

33%

8%

Education

Grade School

Some High School
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Figure 5 below demonstrates that most litigants visiting the centre are at least 35 years of age (84%) and 

just over 5 out of 10 (50%) litigants are at least 45 years of age.  In contrast, very few litigants are under 

25 years of age (just 4%) and only 16% are under 35 years of age.  With approximately 14% of clients 

over the age of 65, this demographic is very close to Canadaôs own population (13.06%
8
) of citizens 

over the age of 65.  

Figure 5 

 
F. INCOME 
At Law Help, income amounts are tracked according to the size of the litigantsô household, from 1 to 5 

persons per household. As Figures 6A, 6B, 6C, 6D, and 6E show, the majority of litigants across all 

household sizes were not high earners.  In the 1 person per household category, 86% earned $27,000 

gross per year or less and 71% earned $18,000 gross per year or less.  In the 5 or more persons per 

household group, about 54% earned less than $27,000 gross per year. 

The data also demonstrates that the smaller the household, the more likely that the household`s source of 

income was social assistance.  In 1 person households, 53% of litigants received social assistance but in 

5 or more person households only 16% were received social assistance.  In contrast, the larger the 

household, the more likely there was to be a higher household income.  For instance, in 5 or more person 

households, 7% earned at least $85,980 per year.   

                                                 
8
 Source:  Statistics Canada, CANSIM, 2006 

4%

12%

34%
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Figure 6A 
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Social Assistance
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$27,000 and $30,984 per year

$30,984 and $36,000 per year

$36,000 and $42,984 per year

$42,984 and $54,000 per year

$54,000 and $61,992 per year

$61,992 and $72,244 per year

$74,244 and $85,980 per year

over $85,980 per year
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35%

20%

22%

4%

6%

8%

3%

1%1%0%0%

2 Persons per Household 

Social Assistance

$18,000 per year

$18,000 and $27,000 per year

$27,000 and $30,984 per year

$30,984 and $36,000 per year

$36,000 and $42,984 per year

$42,984 and $54,000 per year

$54,000 and $61,992 per year

$61,992 and $72,244 per year

$74,244 and $85,980 per year

over $85,980 per year

27%

24%
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8%
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Social Assistance

$18,000 per year

$18,000 and $27,000 per year
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$30,984 and $36,000 per year

$36,000 and $42,984 per year

$42,984 and $54,000 per year

$54,000 and $61,992 per year

$61,992 and $72,244 per year

$74,244 and $85,980 per year

over $85,980 per year

Figure 6B 

 

Figure 6C 
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14%
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20%
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20%
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1%
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Social Assistance
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16%

13%

25%9%
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5%
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4%

4%
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Social Assistance

$18,000 per year
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$36,000 and $42,984 per year
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Figure 6D 

Figure 6E 


