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The idea of practicing law for nothing may seem strange to some of you, if not to many of you.  After all, isn’t the whole point of practicing law to make money and to provide support for yourself and your family?


My answer to that question has always been yes and no.  Yes, it is terribly important to make a living and to provide support to our families.  But, no, there are times when the use of your lawyer skills ought to be offered for nothing.


A case in point is where you volunteer to have your name listed as an attorney willing to assist with matters coming through Delaware Volunteer Legal Services (DVLS).  The mission of DVLS is “[T]o provide quality pro bono services to indigent Delawareans with meritorious civil legal problems.”  To be eligible for free legal services, the client must meet federal poverty income standards.  As the Mission Statement of DVLS notes, the client must also have a meritorious civil problem.


DVLS does not handle driving under the influence cases, criminal matters, class action lawsuits or medical/legal malpractice cases.  It does handle protection from abuse cases, housing issues, elderly care issues (e.g. wills, powers of attorney and guardianship matters) and certain areas of family law.


I always was proud of the fact that my former law firm, Potter, Anderson and Corroon, actively encouraged its attorneys to be DVLS volunteers.  In fact, one of my former partners, David B. Brown, Esquire, has played a leading role in guiding DVLS for many years.  I was DVLS volunteer for the entire time I was engaged in the active practice of law in Delaware.  I don’t remember exactly how many times I was asked by DVLS to assist a client with a civil matter but it never felt like any burden on my time or my life in any way.  In fact, it was a pleasure to volunteer my time to help people who otherwise felt that terrible hopelessness of needing help but not being able to afford it.


I did have on really unusual call from DVLS.  The situation involved settling the insolvent, intestate estates of a husband and wife murder-suicide that resulted in two minor children being orphaned.  I knew from the outset that the complications involved with this situation would require more of my time than the usual DVLS request.  And, I was free to decline to take the case.  But I wanted to help the children so I took the case and saw it through to the end.  The last time I heard from the younger of the two children, she had just graduated from college and had obtained a scholarship to go on to graduate school.  It really can’t get much better than that.  


But that was truly an unusual situation.  Virtually all other cases I was asked to help with by DVLS required only several hours of my time.


Why should you be a DVLS volunteer?  There are so many reasons.  You will be able to help others less fortunate than you are.  You will help carry on the long-standing and rich tradition of the Delaware Bar in offering pro bono legal services.  You will be helping to enhance the sometimes less than perfect reputation that many members of the public have of lawyers generally.  You will be giving something back, usually with fairly minimal effort, to this wonderful State and its communities from which we all otherwise benefit so much.  And, finally, you will be able to experience the rich psychic reward that comes from helping others in true need.


At the present time, there are approximately 700 lawyers listed as volunteers with DVLS.  This represents about 23% of the total number of members of the Delaware Bar.  This is a very low percentage of participation.  If I could have my wish, that number of members of the Delaware Bar willing to volunteer to help those less fortunate than themselves would exceed 50%.  Please consider adding your name to the list of DVLS volunteers.  We need to have more participation and we need your participation.  It simply is the right thing to do.  Thank you for reading this article.  As I hope you can tell, I believe strongly in the work of DVLS and the unique value it offers to our less fortunate citizens.


There are many ways for you to sign on as a volunteer-use whichever one is most convenient for you.


Telephone: (302) 478-8850


Fax: (302) 477-2227


Electronic Mail: dvls@aol.com


Surface Mail: P.O. Box 7306, Wilmington, DE 19803 

David J. Garrett, Esquire

