
Overview of the 
Attorney Wellness Fund
THE HONORABLE WILL IAM C.  MIMS

JUSTICE OF THE SUPREME COURT OF VIRGINIA

HOUSE APPROPRIATIONS PUBLIC SAFETY SUBCOMMIT TEE

JANUARY 31,  2019



THE PROBLEM

→ The legal profession is “unwell.”

→ This lack of wellness affects all aspects of our profession.

→ Who pays the price?



The legal profession is “unwell.”

 Anxiety and depression

 Substance abuse, particularly alcohol

 Deaths by suicide



This lack of wellness affects all aspects of 
our profession.
 Law students and recent graduates
 Large and small private firms
 Solo practitioners
 Government attorneys
 Legal aid and public defenders
 Judges



Who pays the price?

 The public

 Our clients

 Members of the profession



SEARCHING 
FOR A 
SOLUTION

The Report is available at http://www.vsb.org/docs/A_Profession_At_Risk_Report.pdf

http://www.vsb.org/docs/A_Profession_At_Risk_Report.pdf


25-member “Blue-Ribbon” Committee:
• 7 judges
• 4 law school deans
• 7 public sector and legal aid lawyers
• 7 private sector lawyers
• Virginia State Bar, Virginia Bar Association, Virginia Trial 

Lawyers Association presidents
• “Lawyers Helping Lawyers” board members



THE FINDINGS

1.  The well-being of lawyers, judges and law students 
in Virginia is integral to professional competence. A 
competent bench and bar in Virginia is essential to 
ensuring the protection of the public we serve. As 
members of a self-regulated profession, we are 
devoted to client protection as a fundamental duty.



THE FINDINGS

2.  An alarming number of lawyers, judges and law 
students are experiencing a "wellness" crisis. Its most 
alarming manifestations include behavioral health 
and substance use disorders, as well as attempted 
and completed deaths by suicide. This crisis threatens 
the integrity of the profession, and in turn the 
members of the public.



THE FINDINGS

3.  The legal profession as a whole must provide the 
resources necessary to ensure intervention, 
assessment, and referral services for at risk and 
impaired lawyers, judges, and law students.



THE FINDINGS

4.  These proposals impose costs upon the legal 
profession.  However, . . . the immediate benefit to 
individual members of the profession and . . . the 
public of education, training, and prevention, 
including intervention for impaired legal 
professionals, substantially outweigh the slight cost.



THE PRECEDENTS

 Virginia Health Practitioners Monitoring Program

The General Assembly has empowered Virginia’s 
health professionals through a highly-successful, 
self-funded program for impaired practitioners.



THE PRECEDENTS

 Other States’ Lawyer Assistance Programs (“LAPs”)

More than one-half of all states already have or are 
studying LAPs, generally under the purview of their 
supreme courts or regulated bars. 



THE PRECEDENTS
North Carolina’s LAP as a model for Virginia
 North Carolina bar is approximately the same size

 North Carolina LAP has 650 open files – 2% of all lawyers

 6 professional staff: large volunteer network

 CLE’s are key component

 Cost per lawyer = $25-26



THE PROPOSAL

 Create a comprehensive program that partners with   
existing successful “Lawyers Helping Lawyers”     
organization

 Utilize expertise of Virginia CLE/Virginia Law Foundation 
to create free CLE programs

 Wellness coordinator at Supreme Court



THE PROPOSAL

→ Create a comprehensive program that partners with 
existing successful non-profits
◇ Fully-fund “Lawyers Helping Lawyers”
‣ 501(C)(3)
‣ Serves 100 impaired lawyers annually
‣ Bare-bones $250,000 budget; 1.5 FTEs
‣ Strategic Plan: 3 offices with 10 “lighthouse” 

locations; 6 FTEs; $775,000 budget; will serve up to 
1,000 in profession; educational outreach



THE PROPOSAL

→ Utilize expertise of Virginia CLE/Virginia Law 
Foundation

o Create library of wellness CLEs
o Available at no charge online



THE PROPOSAL
→ Wellness Coordinator at Supreme Court
o Manage partnerships with Lawyers Helping Lawyers and Virginia 

CLE/Virginia Law Foundation
o Outreach to law schools
o Coordination with Virginia State Bar and Virginia Board of Bar 

Examiners
o Resource for statewide, local, and specialty bar associations
o Partner with State agencies (e.g. VDH/DBHDS re: suicide 

prevention)



THE COST

 $30 per lawyer (Similar to North Carolina)

 Net increase from prior biennium is only $15



THE BENEFIT

 Lives saved; careers redeemed

 Clients and public protected

 CLEs available at no charge
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