LAW.COM

News Litigators

NY's Interest on Lawyers Account Is Helping to Stabilize Civil Legal Services
Needs of the Indigent

July 23,2025 By Brian Lee

Christine M. Fecko, Executive Director of the IOLA Fund for the State of New York.

New York’s program that pools interest earned from attorneys' trust accounts, to turn over to civil
legal service providers such as the Legal Aid Society, appears to be on solid footing amid the
government’s targeting of such programs, an agency head said recently.

Established in 1983, the program requires that attorneys, under New York bar rules, keep client and
third-party funds in interest-bearing accounts that are separate from the legal practice's operating
funds.
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The accrued interest enables the IOLA to raise money for legal services for low-income individuals
and to improve the justice system. It presently has more than $500 million in its coffers, IOLA
executive director Christine Fecko said in a recent interview.

Separately, the agency began doling out more than $560 million in grants to 87 agencies in March.

“What's really exciting is for the first time in our 40-year history, we're doing five-year grants,” said
Fecko, noting that moving from two-year grants that had been given the past decade offers the
legal service providers a greater level of stability.

The new five-year grants include “built-in increases each year,” Fecko said.

“One of the dynamics with funding is, if you flood a system with too much money all at once, they
can't absorb it because they have to hire people,” she explained. “But if you can do some planned
increases, it allows for the hiring process and allows for the natural inflation adjustments, and
salary increases as people become more senior in these nonprofit organizations.”

This also matches the timeline offered in grant funds from the state Office of Court
Administration, which is coming toward the end of its second five-year term of grants, Fecko
stated.

“Given the sudden lack of stability and chaos around federal funding, this is really helpful,” Fecko
said, noting the federal government proposes to defund the Legal Services Corp. in a the federal
2026 budget.

Doing so would impact about 458,000 New Yorkers using legal assistance, including more than
198,000 with active cases, New York advocates have said. The new funding environment is taking
shape as downstate Legal Aid attorneys are engaged in strikes.

“We're just happy to be able to do what we can to provide this kind of core support for the legal
services group,” Fecko reacted.

Meanwhile, the IOLA continues to progress with its Justice Infrastructure project launched in
December 2023. It has a goal of taking advantage of available funds to improve coordination,
innovation and capacity of the legal services sector.

The IOLA staff spent a year engaging with community stakeholders, conducting client surveys,
leading focus groups, and looking at available data from courts and providers, along with talking
with other states that have launched broad initiatives around improvements in the legal services
system.



As a result of that work, two goals were developed. One is to reinstate and modernize a statewide
support function, aimed at the legal services providers themselves. It aims to examine how to
coordinate, streamline, and make more efficient the training of new attorneys. The other aims to
develop an integrated legal information and referral tool that's public-facing.

"The idea is that, when you're in crisis, you're flailing, trying to find help," Fecko said. "You're not
paying attention or care if it's Organization A or B. You just want to get in line and get help.”

"We'd like to think about can we integrate those information and intake systems that exists—kind
of harness what exists, make it better, so that it's easier for the public to get connected to where
the people that are going to have the information and where they can try to get an attorney for a
case if that’s appropriate,’ she said.

Along these lines, the IOLA is planning a two-day convention at Albany Law School in August, to
review the status of a statewide support function, along with a series of conversations about how
to develop the public-facing function, Fecko said. The convention will also include training on
technology, cybersecurity and artificial intelligence.

New Trustees

Gov. Kathy Hochul has recently appointed a lineup of six new IOLA board members, which should
assure that its troubles attaining a quorum are a thing of the past.

Three filled vacancies, while the others replaced expiring terms held by longtime former trustees.
Now, 12 of its 15 trustee seats are filled.

New board member Pei Pei Cheng de Castro was also named chairperson. She had served as
Hochul's deputy counsel for three years before joining Barclay Damon as a partner in commercial
litigation.

The other new members are Rahul Agarwal, a partner in white-collar and litigation at Friedman
Kaplan Seiler Adelman & Robbins; Darren J. Cohen, associate general counsel for Clipboard
Health, and another former attorney in Hochul’s administration; Jason C. Hegt, a partner in
litigation in Latham & Watkins; Sylvia O. Hinds-Radix, New York City’s former corporation counsel;
and Daniel M. Kummer, a former senior vice president for litigation at NBCUniversal Media who is
now a principal at Drummer Photography.

The board meets four times a year; its next meeting is scheduled to take place in New York City in
September.
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Fecko said that it had become difficult for the board to attain a quorum, though the vacancies
didn’t necessarily inhibit it from conducting business. Nevertheless, Fecko said “it is definitely
welcome to have these seats filled and we're really grateful for them.”

In this year's budget, and during future budget planning under Hochul and Comptroller Thomas
DiNapoli's administrations, the IOLA is recognized as a fiduciary fund.

It means state fiscal managers will no longer target the fund for budget-balancing purposes
unrelated to civil legal services. The acknowledgment came amid the threat of litigation by four
bar associations.

Said Fecko: “I'm really grateful to Gov. Hochul for honoring that agreement.”
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