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An organization of volunteer law students who work with community groups will be receiving help from a Canadian law firm to support their pro bono work.

McCarthy Tétrault, a national law firm, will be donating $200,000 in financial help to Pro Bono Students Canada (PBSC), an organization that teams up volunteer law students with public interest and community groups, reports Kirby Chown, the Ontario regional managing partner at McCarthy Tétrault.

“We became aware that PBSC was looking for more funding. Since we are a national law firm and the program is national, we thought that we could provide some opportunities there.” On top of providing $200,000 in funding, McCarthy Tétrault will supervise law students doing pro bono work, assist in training programs and provide speakers to student-organized conferences, among other things. 

Pro Bono Students Canada gets most of its funding from the Law Foundation of Ontario. McCarthy Tétrault’s contribution will allow for better support for the program outside of Ontario. York’s Osgoode Hall Law School has historically participated, as the second law school to join the program after its foundation in 1996, and provides funding and in-kind donations to the program, including office space. Osgoode’s student coordinator Winnie Luk thinks the donation will benefit the program tremendously.

“Students will see that by having one of the biggest law firms in the country as a sponsor, they’re going to really pick up and see that pro bono students is something for everyone to do,” says Luk, a fourth-year student in Osgoode’s joint LLB/MBA program. She explains that the term “pro bono publico”, used in reference to volunteer legal assistance, is a Latin expression that means “for the public good”. 

“Originally”, says Luk, “the legal profession was meant to provide access to social justice for everyone and we want students to be in touch with our roots.” Pro Bono Students Canada aims to educate the legal community, and in particular students, about the importance for lawyers to give some of their time.

Pro bono work is often done for public interest or community groups that cannot afford high-priced lawyers.

“Over 1,000 organizations have been helped by PBSC,” says Bryce Rudyk, the national coordinator for PBSC. Organizations helped by York students specifically include Amnesty International, the York Region Children’s Aid Society and Community Living Ontario. York law students have also been running the Wills and Powers of Attorney Clinic at the 519 Community Center on Church Street. 

Luk adds that students who volunteer to do pro bono work get real world legal experience that is difficult to get elsewhere and supplements their academic education nicely.

Patrick Rundans, a third-year student in the LLB program at Osgoode, agrees. Rundans has done pro bono work in the past for an organization called Human Rights Internet. 

“It was a valuable experience for me because it allowed me to do research in a developing area of the law, and it provided a valuable service to the organization,” says Rundans. He welcomes McCarthy Tétrault’s involvement in PBSC. 

“It brings recognition to our program to receive such support from a top tier firm. It is a welcome trend to see that the business community is recognizing that there is more to the bottom line and the profit, that there is an ethic of corporate responsibility. It benefits the firm from a PR point of view, but I think it is a genuine effort,” he says.

While PBSC is concentrated on students, their aim is to reach out to the entire legal community.

“We want to create a movement that supports pro bono work,” says Rudyk. “Now there are pro bono organizations in Ontario, B.C., Australia and soon in the Caribbean.” 

Luk agrees.

“If every lawyer volunteers a small portion of their time, the legal profession as a whole provides a valuable service to the community, and [ensures] that those who need legal help are being assisted.”

For more information about PBSC, or to get involved, visit Pro Bono’s website at http://www.yorku.ca/osgoode/pbsc/
	


