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TEXAS EQUAL ACCESS TO JUSTICE FOUNDATION PERSUADES BANKS TO WAIVE FEES ON ACCOUNTS THAT GENERATE FUNDS FOR 

LEGAL AID TO POOR TEXANS

AUSTIN, Texas  The Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation has successfully negotiated with six additional banks to waive all service fees associated with the Interest on Lawyers’ Trust Accounts (IOLTA) Program.  The IOLTA Program is the largest Texas-based funding source for the provision of free civil legal services to the poor, otherwise known as Legal Aid. 

The Texas IOLTA Program operates as follows: When an attorney receives client funds that are nominal or held for a short period of time, the funds must be deposited into an interest-bearing IOLTA bank account. The collected interest is released to the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation, which then grants the money to nonprofit Legal Aid groups across the state on a yearly basis. If bank-imposed service fees exceed the amount of interest earned, the Foundation receives no money and often must pay banks the difference.

In early 2002, the Foundation embarked on a statewide campaign to educate Texas attorneys about properly maintaining IOLTA accounts and to encourage financial institutions to become IOLTA-friendly (waive fees). Since the campaign began, 25 banks have agreed to waive service fees.
The following banks are the most recent additions to the list of Texas IOLTA-friendly banks:

· Commerce Bank (Laredo)

· Compass Bank (statewide)

· Guaranty Bank (statewide)

· JPMorgan Chase (statewide)

· Texas Community Bank (The Woodlands)

· Union Planters Bank (League City)
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Because 25 banks have become IOLTA-friendly in 2002, the Foundation will save approximately $555,000 per year. These banks join more than 300 banks throughout the state that are already IOLTA-friendly. Many of the 300-plus banks have waived service fees since IOLTA became mandatory in 1989. 

The IOLTA Program saw all-time highs in grant years 1991 and 1992 with the distribution of $9.4 million each year. Since 1994, IOLTA has consistently hovered at approximately $5 million in grants per year.  The Foundation projects that for 2004, only $3.3 million in grant funds will be available, a decline of 34 percent from $5 million for 2003. While funding for Legal Aid is declining at both the federal and state levels, the Texas poverty population has increased to 3.1 million people.

“The Foundation is working diligently with financial institutions and attorneys to ensure that the maximum amount of money is generated for IOLTA in unsure economic times,” Betty Balli Torres, executive director of the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation, said. “Despite our best efforts in carrying out this very successful campaign, however, IOLTA revenue is down by approximately $1.9 million due to dismally low interest rates and banks that continue to charge service fees. We will continue to work with banks in Texas to attain, and ideally surpass, previous revenue levels.” 

For a complete list of banks that waive service fees on IOLTA accounts, please call 512.320.0099, ext. 14.

The Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation (www.txiolta.org), created by the Supreme Court of Texas in 1984, administers funds to create community capacity to provide civil legal services for low-income Texans. The organization is committed to the vision that all Texans will have equal access to justice, regardless of their income. The Foundation administers the Interest on Lawyers’ Trust Accounts (IOLTA) fund, the Basic Civil Legal Services (BCLS) fund and the Crime Victims Civil Legal Services (CVCLS) fund. The funds from each of these diverse sources are earmarked to assist nonprofit organizations in providing Legal Aid to low-income Texans. 
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