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1. Why is Pro Bono Ontario (PBO) struggling to meet demand? Who are they serving? 

Legal needs studies consistently demonstrate that the highest percentage of unmet legal needs in 
Ontario – up to 85% – is in the area of civil legal problems. Various forces including the affordability of 
legal services and the end of Legal Aid Ontario's civil certificate program has meant that PBO is the only 
organized response to civil, non-family, legal needs. This is a reality that is beyond PBO’s control. As a 
result of this, the demand for PBO’s services climbed from over 11,000 in 2010 to close to 30,000 in 
2018. Many lawyers will have experienced this dramatic increase firsthand through exposure to the 
rising phenomenon of self-represented litigants. Self-represented litigants only tell part of the story, 
however; there are also hundreds of thousands of other Ontarians with "everyday" civil legal problems 
that take place outside of the courts. These include people with legal problems related to work, 
consumer protection and debt, housing, substitute decision making, wills and estates, and the operation 
of small businesses, charities, and non-profits. 

 
2. PBO gets generous core funding and donations from law firms. Why is it struggling financially? 
When did this start? 

The genesis of PBO’s financial hardship and operational challenges is the steady rise in demand for our 
services and simultaneous reduction of our capacity.  On the demand side, the phenomenon of self-
represented litigants grew dramatically in the past decade, and Legal Aid ended its civil certificate 
program in 2010.  This meant that in civil matters, PBO’s help centres became the only organized service 
for these litigants at the very time that their numbers were rapidly growing.  In addition, as legal services 
for everyday problems became unaffordable to more and more people, Ontarians started calling PBO in 
droves.  On the supply side, LAO ended its contribution to PBO’s core funding soon after the help 
centres opened.  This led to a classic scenario of a small charity being left to do more with less.  We saw 
graphic examples of how troubling this was, including clients who drove to a Toronto help centre from 
as far as Thunder Bay.  
 

3. Why couldn’t PBO use its existing infrastructure to serve more people? 

PBO tried very hard to do that. Our first response to the surge in demand at our help centres was to 
create a Remote Service Line in 2012. With no additional budget, we created a program in which 
individuals could leave a voicemail or submit an online application for assistance and help centre staff 
would follow-up to complete an intake and schedule an appointment for telephone advice. The advice 
was provided by the volunteers who were already attending the help centres. However, both volunteers 
and staff had to juggle the existing demands of the help centres with the enormous new demands of the 
Remote Service Line. This quickly became unwieldy: by the end of 2016, the front-line staff at the help 
centres were managing 15,000 remote requests annually and only able to serve 5,000 of them – in 
addition to managing 13,000 walk-in clients. We were simply overwhelmed and too many clients were 
falling through the cracks. PBO could not continue to be satisfied with a service that was ill-equipped to 
serve the volume of people that needed and wanted it. 
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4. Why didn’t PBO discontinue the Remote Service Line if it became too much to manage with its 
existing budget? 

PBO is a charity with a mandate to serve Ontarians. It takes that mandate seriously and seeks to become 
a leader in legal services delivery across a large geographic area. Moreover, we noticed that the Remote 
Services Line was the preferred point of entry for people whose barriers to justice included age, 
disability, work schedules, childcare obligations, and geography. We concluded it was essential to keep 
trying to serve the province while seeking new sources of funding.  
 

5. Why Can’t PBO raise funds from the profession? 
Since losing its funding from Legal Aid Ontario, PBO has engaged in a variety of fundraising activities, 
including ones that focus on the profession and other program partners. These activities include: 
developing a law firm pledge campaign, encouraging firms to name the organization a recipient of cy 
pres funds, encouraging donations of cost awards resulting from pro bono files, working with in-house 
legal departments to secure corporate grants, creating fee-for service contracts with our hospital and 
other program partners, grant-writing, consulting, and organizing special events. PBO has successfully 
diversified its funding base from three funders to over twenty income sources. In addition, PBO 
leverages millions of dollars of free legal services from the profession each year. However, our 
fundraising cannot keep up with the growing demand for services. 
 

6. Can’t PBO cut costs? 

PBO has cut expenses by eliminating various staff positions and co-locating with another charity. There 
is no more fat left to trim, especially because demand for service continues to increase. PBO’s 2019 
operating budget is $1.8 million. While some may balk at this figure, it is worth recalling that PBO serves 
the entire province and operates out of 11 different locations, including three courthouses and seven 
hospitals. The overall funding per client is approximately $56. It is also worth noting that PBO serves the 
same people as LAO’s community legal clinics but is afforded a fraction of the resources. 

In 2019, the Law Help Centres' budget is $523,134 and includes five staff in three offices, rent, case 
management software, and telephone and internet services. Each year, the centres provide in person 
assistance to more than 13,000 clients and answer over 2,000 calls from self-represented litigants via 
the Free Legal Advice Hotline. The funding per client at the centres is ~ $25. 
 

7. When did PBO start to approach the Ministry of the Attorney General (MAG) for funding? 

In December 2015, PBO began meeting with senior policy staff at the Ministry of the Attorney General 
to let them know that we could not keep up with the demand with our existing resources. In February 
2016, we began working with Navigator to develop a government relations strategy. That spring, David 
Allgood and I met with Policy Staff at the Ministry of the Attorney General, Finance, Treasury Board and 
the Premier’s office.  
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8. When did PBO start the Hotline? 

It wasn’t until summer 2016 that we decided to look at upgrading our technology and creating a more 
streamlined point of entry for clients who needed advice remotely. We also increased volunteer 
recruitment efforts to make virtual services more efficient. We knew that if we didn’t improve our 
remote service, the public would understandably lose faith in our ability to respond to unmet legal 
needs. We also learned from the Remote Service Line that telephone advice is extremely effective: the 
barriers to entry are low, it requires less space, and the face-to-face connection is not always necessary, 
especially for clients who don’t need to attend a courthouse. 
 

9. How is the Hotline funded? 

PBO funded the Hotline’s $130,000 implementation by obtaining a project grant from the Law 
Foundation of Ontario (LFO), entering into fee-for-service contracts, and pursuing other development 
activities. We have continued to fund the Hotline by entering into fee-for-service arrangements, 
securing corporate donations (e.g. to cover the expenses associated with the corporate line for low-
income entrepreneurs), and obtaining project grants. In 2018 alone, PBO secured $135,000 from various 
sources to cover Hotline expenses.  
 

10. How is the Hotline going? 

The Hotline has been a huge success. For the first time in its history, PBO has been able to effectively 
serve the entire province and address barriers to justice for those who could not access the centres, 
regardless of location. 
 

11. If the Hotline is that successful, why does PBO still need the help centres? 

The Hotline is a strong substitute for the civil litigation services that were originally provided through the 
Remote Service Line. Nearly 40% of the Hotline’s volume relates to civil ligation matters. 12.5% of 
Hotline referrals originated with the courts. This includes judges who call the Hotline seeking counsel for 
unrepresented litigants. Another 13.5% are referred from Legal Aid Ontario. 

Having said that, the Hotline cannot be viewed as a full substitute for the help centres. They are 
complimentary services. While the Hotline effectively provides summary legal advice and 
straightforward form completion, the help centers remain fundamental to the needs of many self-
represented litigants. They are critical for a variety of clients, including: 

• clients who are already in the courthouse, need help that court staff could not provide, and benefit 
from the courtesy and convenience of being offered face-to-face advice in the same building; 

• clients who need help with complicated form completion. For example, clients frequently complete 
a full motion record at a help centre. This is done over several hours in which the client uses form 
completion software and staff and volunteers are present to review the work and ensure accuracy. 
This is not possible with the pace and volume of the Hotline; 

• clients who need same day representation at motions, settlement conferences, and trials. The help 
centres are needed to facilitate those appearances, as well as to operate a variety of scheduled duty 
counsel programs in the courthouses in which they operate as well as nearby courthouses;   
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• clients needing advice on issues in which in person interaction with a lawyer would improve the 
quality of advice given, such as: 

o clients who are preparing to examine a party; 
o clients who are preparing to give evidence; 
o clients who are preparing to be cross-examined; and 
o clients who need to discuss the quality of evidence that cannot readily or optimally viewed 

on a screen, such as the details of handwriting or objects 

• clients who do not or prefer not to use email, such that they need a hard copy of next steps 
suggested by the pro bono lawyer; and 

• clients who do not function well over the phone or derive more value from in person 
communication. 

As such, the Hotline routinely refers callers to the help centres if they prefer an in-person consultation 
and/or need more help than can be provided by telephone. The two service streams work very well 
together. Both are needed to meet rising demand.  

12. Did opening the Hotline create financial pressure on the help centres? 

No. The financial pressure on the help centres long pre-dates the Hotline. Economically, the suggestion 
that PBO could simply choose the Hotline or the help centres reflects a false dichotomy. The Hotline 
budget for 2019 is $324,561. The budget for the three court-based centres is $523,134. Notably, funds 
to operate the Hotline are restricted and cannot be used to underwrite the help centres’ operations. The 
help centres need an institutional source of funding. 

While it is true that PBO’s operating deficit increased between 2016 and 2019, in part because of 
replacing the Remote Service Line with the Hotline, it is wrong to conclude that closing the Hotline 
would enable PBO to maintain the centres. As described above, PBO is succeeding in its fundraising 
efforts to sustain the Hotline. Its closure would do nothing to save the centres, because the revenue 
streams that support it would dry up. Setting aside the Hotline’s value as a service for the elderly, 
disabled, and other marginalized individuals, shuttering the Hotline makes no sense from a business 
perspective. 

Furthermore, the closure of the centres will drive-up the Hotline’s operating costs because clients who 
once used the centres will be diverted to the Hotline instead. Short of ceasing to provide any civil 
litigation services, PBO is in a no-win position. 

 
13. How is PBO different from other organizations that might see the LSO’s support of PBO as an open 
invitation to fund other organizations?  

Prior to PBO’s launch in 2001, pro bono work was done on an informal, ad hoc basis. There were no 
mechanisms to efficiently leverage the private bar’s resources, support volunteers, measure impact, or 
ensure that a large number of people received consistent, high quality pro bono legal services. PBO was 
created to encourage, organize, and support the private bar’s participation in pro bono activities. Since 
its creation, PBO has focused on civil, non-family, legal problems, which are unserved by LAO and the 
private market. It is the only organization in the province mandated to foster pro bono participation and 
address low-income Ontarians’ every day legal needs. 
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PBO’s programs create manageable opportunities for sole practitioners who lack the resources to carry 
whole pro bono files on their own. PBO also creates court-room advocacy and training opportunities for 
young lawyers who would otherwise struggle to get this type of experience. In 2018, PBO served 28,872 
clients who had nowhere else to turn. We work with law students, more than 200 law firms, law 
associations, and in-house legal departments. In 2018, volunteers donated 17,193.55 hours of pro bono 
time through our various programs. 

Lawyers hold a unique position in society and have a responsibility to promote and support pro bono. 
The LSO should fund PBO because it aligns with its mandate to promote access to justice. 
 

14. Why should the LSO fund PBO if the centres are only in Toronto and Ottawa? 

PBO, through the Free Legal Advice Hotline, serves the entire province. Clients find us through a variety 
of channels, including local community groups, courthouses across Ontario (12.5% of referrals), and 
local community legal clinics and legal aid area offices (13.5 % of referrals). 

 

Fig 1. Hotline clients by postal code (September 11, 2017 – February 8, 2019) 

The centres play an important role in delivering Hotline services, particularly in the area of civil litigation, 
which accounted for 39.5% of all demand in 2018. That year, volunteer lawyers at the law help centres 
also answered 14% of the Hotline’s calls. 

 


