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TIME TO GO PRO BONO

By  EMILY A. GIANQUINTO

The Access to Justice Commission (“AJC”) 
was formed by former Chief Justice 
Chase Rogers in 2011 with a mission 

to “develop recommendations to help ensure 
equal access for all people, including low- and 
moderate-income individuals, people with dif-
ferent physical or developmental abilities, the 
elderly, limited English proficient individuals, 
and ethnic, cultural and racial minorities.” 
Since that time, it has been led by judges and 
comprised of representatives from Connecti-
cut’s legal aid community. The AJC is now 
chaired by Chief Judge William H. Bright, Jr.,* 
who agreed to be interviewed for this column 
about the AJC’s focus for the coming years. 
What follows are edited excerpts of our con-
versation. Many thanks to Judge Bright for 
taking the time to do this interview. 

Q: I understand the AJC was a bit qui-
et until you recently took over as chair. 
What happened? 
A: The AJC was basically offline for a 
while. The branch was forced to focus on 
other immediate priorities when we went 
into COVID in 2020, so like many com-
missions and committees, the AJC’s work 
was paused. At that time, then-Justice and 
now Judge Maria Kahn was chair. When 
she was elevated to the Second Circuit, 
Chief Justice Robinson asked me to take 
over as chair, and I accepted the position. 
Since then, I’ve been working to reconsti-
tute the AJC with some new members and 
to refocus on our mission. 

Q: Who serves on the AJC?
A: Our members are from the Judicial 
Branch, the Connecticut Bar Foundation, 
the CBA, affinity bar associations, law 
firm leaders, law schools, and the state li-
brary system. I’m actually hoping to ex-

pand that list—I was at a national access 
to justice conference last fall and some 
states have involved community groups 
in their commissions. Those community 
members are typically non-lawyers, of-
ten people working with the same popu-
lations we are trying to serve and whose 
work touches on legal issues. I think that’s 
a great idea and want to work on imple-
menting that here because those organi-
zations will give us different perspectives 
and maybe fresh ideas. Part of the mission 
of the reconstituted AJC is to try not to 
duplicate efforts made by our members 
and by other organizations and to make 
sure we are rowing in the same direction, 
so adding community organizations will 
further that goal. 

Q: When did you get involved with the 
AJC?
A: I’ve been involved since the beginning. 
When the AJC was formed, I had been 
chairing the Judicial Branch’s pro bono 
committee, which had formed the prior 
year. We had done some really good work 
on the committee, setting up one-stop 
shopping for lawyers looking to take on 
pro bono work, making it easy for lawyers 
to work with legal aid providers, asking 
bigger firms to focus on pro bono projects 
targeted to specific needs. We put on a half-
day summit at the Legislative Office Build-
ing focusing on how pro bono work could 
fill the gaps in access back in 2011. It includ-
ed the governor; the chief justice; the chief 
administrative judges; the general counsel 
of companies, including UTC, Pfizer, and 
GE; our state legal aid providers—it was 
a big event and very well received. After 
that, Chief Justice Rogers asked me why 
the branch didn’t have an access to justice 

commission like several of our sister states. 
I didn’t have an answer. When we started 
looking into it, we realized we really had 
all of the component pieces of an access to 
justice commission. So we created one that 
incorporated everything we had been do-
ing on pro bono, ADA accessibility issues, 
limited English proficiency, and support 
to legal aid providers via fees programs. 
The AJC began overseeing all of that, and 
Judge Raymond Norko was our first chair. 
I continued to lead the pro bono committee 
until about 2016 or 2017, when I stepped 
back from that position but remained a 
member of the AJC.

Q: The AJC has an ambitious charge 
given the scope of access issues in our 
state—how do you plan to focus or pri-
oritize the AJC’s work? 
A: When we started out, we needed to de-
termine two things: Where are the needs, 
and where are the current barriers to ac-
cess? To do that, we set up four subcommit-
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tees. The first is the pro bono subcommittee, 
which I just discussed. That subcommit-
tee has really historically been focused on 
implementing the work started with the 
symposium from more than a decade ago, 
so it’s currently working with a refreshed 
membership to identify new approaches. 
They’re at the beginning of that process. 

We also have a legal aid subcommittee, 
which is looking at what legal aid groups 
in our state need and what their clients are 
telling them are the greatest challenges to 
accessing the court system. Unfortunate-
ly, given the limited resources available, 
legal aid can only help a small portion of 
the people who need help in our state, so 
that subcommittee is working to identify 
strategies for increasing the impact of that 
work. Separately, the CT Bar Foundation 
is doing a needs assessment, and we’re 
hoping to coordinate with CBF on that so 
the AJC can use that information to figure 
out how best to support legal aid in the 
most effective way. 

Our self-represented party subcommittee 
is looking at the challenges self-represent-
ed parties face when they appear in court 
or are trying to figure out the legal pro-
cess—how can we help them? We have 
lots of people from the Judicial Branch on 
this subcommittee because we all we see 
and interact with self-represented parties 
every day, but we also included some peo-
ple from outside the court system, because 
the large number of self-represented par-
ties impacts everyone involved with our 
judicial system in some way. 

The final subcommittee is law libraries/
law school subcommittee. We’re proba-
bly going to be adding the public library 
system to that group, because those three 
groups working together can provide sig-
nificant services and information to help 
the public access the courts. There are 
all kinds of different things our libraries 
and law schools can do, from hosting and 
staffing law clinics, helping with legal re-
search, providing access to technology, 
and educational programming. 

Q: How are the subcommittees ap-
proaching each of their charges?
A: I’ve asked subcommittee members to be 
as creative as they can to improve access, 

whether creating processes that are sim-
pler to help people get into court, looking 
at hours of operation, or further expanding 
remote access for different court sessions 
such as small claims or mediations. We al-
ready do a lot with remote access, but can 
we do more? Should we do more? We’re 
really looking at everything and trying to 
figure out how we can get people more 
engaged and, for example, reduce the per-
centage of people being defaulted for fail-
ing to appear. That default number is high-
er than we’d like it to be in collections and 
small claims cases, and I think part of the 
reason for that is people just not know-
ing what to do when they’re served with 
a complaint. It’s a big problem across the 
country, especially for third-party collec-
tions cases. For example, if someone had 
a JCPenney charge card, but gets notice of 
a claim filed by another party, and doesn’t 
recognize the claimant, they might ignore 
the notice thinking it’s a scam. Then they 
get a judgment in the mail and it becomes a 
bigger problem that could have been avoid-
ed if they knew to appear. 

Q: How does the work of each subcom-
mittee mesh together?
A: Our plan is to have each subcommit-
tee identify the most significant issues be-
fore them, gather data, and outline possi-
ble solutions, with the goal of rolling out 
what each subcommittee has developed at 
an AJC conference. We’re targeting spring 
2026 for that conference, based on our ex-
pectation that about 18 months will give 
us time to come up with programs, begin 
implementation, and actually begin to roll 
them out. When we did the pro bono sum-
mits in the past, we did them at the Legis-
lative Office Building, and my hope is that 
we could do it the same way, so we also 
need to work around the timing of the leg-
islative session. 

Q: What are the biggest challenges the 
AJC has identified so far?
A: We continue to struggle with the in-
creasing numbers of self-represented 
parties. In recent years in housing mat-
ters, well over 90 percent of defendants 
in eviction cases have no representation. 
The right to counsel program has helped a 
bit with those numbers, but that program 
can’t cover everybody, so it continues to 
be a large percentage of self-represented 

parties in cases with significant conse-
quences. In family matters, 80 percent of 
cases have at least one self-represented 
party. In the Appellate Court, one-third of 
our appeals have a self-represented party. 
Almost every individual collections de-
fendant is self-represented. The judicial 
system is designed for lawyers, so it’s not 
easy for non-lawyers to navigate. Lessen-
ing the burden by providing more legal 
assistance helps everybody, not just those 
parties, but the entire court system. There 
is not a single judge who wouldn’t prefer 
to see a lawyer on both sides in every case, 
so we are always appreciative of lawyers 
who are willing to take on pro bono mat-
ters or limited scope representations. 

Q: What can CBA members do to sup-
port the AJC’s work?
A: A few things. We have a pro bono por-
tal, available at ctlawhelp.org. Accessing 
that and looking for pro bono opportuni-
ties always helps, and that’s for lawyers 
of all backgrounds and firms of all sizes. 
Individual lawyers or groups from firms 
can answer legal questions on the CBA’s 
helpline, CT Free Legal Answers, and 
staff clinics run by the CBA, the branch, 
legal aid groups. Lawyers can also just 
be resources for judges. If you’re sitting 
in court, maybe waiting for your case to 
be called, and a self-represented party is 
not understanding something and may be 
floundering in front of the judge—if you 
can help explain the process, offer to do 
so. And, of course, attend the conference 
in 2026 and join in the initiatives we roll 
out around that time. 

Q: You’ve dedicated a lot of your profes-
sional and personal efforts to pro bono 
work. Any closing thoughts on why this 
work is important?
There’s always the answer that there are 
just not that many chances to get in court, 
get on your feet, and represent someone 
these days, particularly for younger law-
yers in larger firms. Pro bono work gives 
lawyers that opportunity. And because 
usually judges are very happy with law-
yers who are volunteering their time in 
that way, it also builds your reputation 
while helping the court system. But the 
biggest reason for me with the pro bono 
clients I represented, is that I never had 
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more appreciative clients than the pro 
bono clients and never felt better in repre-
sentation than with my pro bono clients. 
Even when the outcome isn’t what a client 
would have preferred, just helping them 
get through the process adds such value 
that they truly appreciate the effort. The 
same is true when I talk to lawyers who 
represent pro bono clients. You see the im-
pact immediately on your clients’ lives, 
and it sort of renews your faith in the 
law and helps you see accomplishments 
quickly versus the cases that can be longer 
and drawn out. 

*As of the time of print, Governor Lamont has 
announced Chief Judge Bright as a nominee for 
associate justice of the Connecticut Supreme 
Court. n

Emily A. Gianquinto is the CBA 
president-elect. Attorney Gianquin-
to is special counsel at McCarter & 
English LLP, where she counsels 
employers on day-to-day employ-

ment matters and represents them before federal and 
state courts, administrative agencies, and mediation 
and arbitration panels. Her experience includes 
litigating all manner of business disputes.
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zimberlinlaw.com.
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