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Free virtual
legal advice
service starts

BY EM I LY DO N OVA N
Law Bulletin staff writer

Illinois Legal Aid Online
launched a virtual legal clinic Tues-
day as part of a nationwide effort
backed by the American Bar As-
sociation to improve access to jus-
t i ce.

Free Legal Answers (freele-
galanswers.org) lets low-income
people post their legal questions
and get responses from volunteer
at t o r n ey s .
“I t’s a great way to reach people

who can’t afford a lawyer and also
people in remote parts of the state,”
said Lisa A. Colpoys, ILAO ex-
ecutive director.

The program started in Ten-
nessee as Online TN Justice, co-
created by the Tennessee Alliance
for Legal Services and the Ten-
nessee Bar Association and sup-
ported by Tennessee-based Baker,
Donelson, Bearman, Caldwell &
Berkowitz P.C. Since it launched in
April 2011, Tennesseans have
posted more than 10,000 ques-
tions.

Te n n e s s e e’s program was so suc-
cessful that the ABA sought an
organization in each of the 50 states
to launch a statewide version.

Colpoys and the ILAO raised
their hands.

Since 2001, ILAO has provided
online legal information and a chat
service that helps people navigate
their website to find the infor-
mation they might need or other
pro bono organizations that might

be able to provide legal service, but
never before given formal legal
advice. Taking on Free Legal An-
swers means the organization will
provide direct legal service for the
first time.
“We do see the value in using

technology to actually deliver ser-
vices, and not just connect people,”
Colpoys said.

Volunteer lawyers will provide
services under the ILAO umbrella
with ABA insurance.

Legal Answers Program Man-
ager Nicole M. Capretta, who is in
charge of getting the program up
and running and coordinating vol-
unteers, said there’s been a lot of
excitement in the legal community
about how big of an effect Free
Legal Answers could have.

The Illinois Bar Foundation, for
example, gave ILAO a three-year
$105,000 grant, which Colpoys said
is an unprecedented amount.

The site allows clients to post
questions on civil law and sort their
problems by area of law. Questions
can be as simple as where to obtain
a certain kind of form.

In states that have already
launched these programs, about
half of questions are related to
family law and 15 to 18 percent are
about housing law.

Potential clients who want to

create an account are screened to
make sure they’re 18 or older, not
incarcerated, make less than 250
percent of the poverty level and
have fewer than $5,000 in assets.
Clients may ask up to three ques-
tions a year.

Colpoys and Capretta don’t
know how many questions to

expect. Tennessee, which has about
half of Illinois’ population, has
about 200 questions posted a
month. However, 40 people click to
chat every day on the ILAO web-
s i t e.

Capretta said Free Legal An-
swers will draw in attorneys whose
family or work time obligations
have prevented them from being
able to volunteer in the past.
“This is such an easy way to do

pro bono,” she said.
Volunteer attorneys can access

the website on their smartphones,
sort questions into their area of
practice, preview questions before
they accept them and take more
time to decide a response than they
might at a walk-in clinic. If the legal
problem is too complicated, vol-
unteer attorneys give basic back-
ground information then refer
clients to a longer-term legal aid
o rga n i z at i o n .

Capretta said volunteering with
Free Legal Answers may encour-
age attorneys to seek out more
volunteering opportunities.
“Once you have this experience

under your belt, the other states
have found that people have be-
come more willing to take on other,
new, harder, longer commitment
pro bono challenges,” Ca p re t t a
said.

I L AO ’s goal is to have 100 vol-
unteer attorneys by the end of
O c t o b e r.
“If they’re reluctant to dive right

in, this is an easy way to test out the
waters and get involved,” C o l p oy s
said. “We think it will be con-
t ag i o u s .”
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Illinois Legal Aid Online answer questions, offers
chat room; volunteers wanted for pro bono effort Website home page for Free Legal Answers which launched on

Tuesday. The site is designed for low-income individuals who are
seeking answers to relatively simple questions. However, if they
have more difficult questions, they will be referred to a volunteer
attorney for a more thorough answer.
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“This is such an easy way to do pro bono.”
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