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How Your Money Helps Regulate the Legal Profession in Ohio 

COLUMBUS – Every two years, all attorneys in Ohio – except those who are already registered as retired – are required to register with the Supreme Court and pay a biennial registration fee. Have you ever wondered just what exactly that fee is used for?  

During the last biennium, $11.37 million was raised from the fee. For the next biennium’s registration period, which started July 1, 2005, the fee has increased to $300 – a 9 percent increase over the prior $275 fee. The money that is raised from the attorney registration fee is the primary source of funding for the administration of the bar in Ohio, and the fee increase will help ensure that essential programs can continue to serve the public and the Ohio bar.  
The fee increase, which comes at the same time that the Supreme Court is offering online attorney registration for the first time, is expected to add an additional $1.03 million to the fund, resulting in an estimated total fee revenue of about $12.4 million for the 2005-2007 biennium. This article is the first in a series that will provide an in-depth explanation as to how attorney registration revenue is used and will focus on the disciplinary system.  

The disciplinary system investigates complaints against judges and attorneys and is primarily composed of the Board of Commissioners on Grievances and Discipline, the Office of Disciplinary Counsel and certified grievance committees of local bar associations.

In fiscal year 2005, slightly more than half of the $7,924,895 in attorney registration funds that were spent went to support the disciplinary system.  The Office of Disciplinary Counsel received $1,946,203; the Board of Grievances and Discipline received $811,225 and certified local grievance committees were reimbursed $1,766,111. 
Grievances may be filed either with the Office of Disciplinary Counsel or with one of the certified grievance committees that are associated with local county or state bar associations. In 2004, there were 34 such committees operating in Ohio. Both the grievance committees and the Office of Disciplinary Counsel are authorized to investigate allegations and initiate formal complaints concerning professional misconduct or mental illness of judges or attorneys. The committees and the Office also may investigate complaints concerning the unauthorized practice of law as well as allegations of alcohol or substance abuse by Ohio attorneys and judges. The Board of Commissioners on Grievances and Discipline hears each formal complaint and, if it finds that a violation has occurred, makes a recommendation to the Supreme Court regarding lawyer and judge discipline for ethical misconduct. 

In 2004, certified grievance committees received a total of 4,001 grievances. Of that number, 2,775 were dismissed upon initial review and 1,226 were investigated by the committees. During that same year, the Office of Disciplinary Counsel received 3,235 matters for consideration, including 2,128 grievances filed against attorneys and 555 grievances filed against judges. Of those, 1,650 grievances were dismissed upon initial review and 1,030 grievance files were opened for investigation.

In 2004, the Board of Commissioners on Grievances and Discipline received 88 formal complaints from the Office of Disciplinary Counsel and certified local grievance committees and held 79 hearings. As a result of the disciplinary process, 11 Ohio lawyers were disbarred, 15 were indefinitely suspended from the practice of law, 35 were suspended for a limited term and eight were publicly reprimanded. In addition, three judges were suspended for a limited term, 16 attorneys resigned with disciplinary action pending and 10 attorneys who had been sanctioned in another state received reciprocal discipline.
“There are approximately 52,000 registered attorneys in Ohio, the vast majority of whom are ethical professionals,” said Chief Justice Thomas J. Moyer. “Our disciplinary system allows us to protect their reputation and preserve the public’s confidence in our legal system by bringing cases of professional misconduct to the attention of the Supreme Court, where we can determine appropriate sanctions.”

When a grievance is sent to the Office of Disciplinary Counsel or to a local bar association's certified grievance committee, it is reviewed to determine whether the grievance alleges a violation of the Code of Professional Responsibility or Code of Judicial Conduct. If there is evidence that supports the allegation of a violation, the grievance is investigated. 

If substantial, credible evidence is found after an investigation that a violation has occurred, a formal complaint is filed with the Board of Commissioners on Grievances and Discipline. A three-member panel of the Board reviews the complaint and determines whether probable cause exists to certify it. If the complaint is certified by the Board, a hearing is then held before a different three-member panel of the Board. The panel considers the evidence and makes a recommendation to the full Board. The full Board then makes a recommendation to the Supreme Court. The Supreme Court has final say on whether to discipline an attorney or judge and what sanction should be administered. 

If you prefer to read about the disciplinary system rather than be sanctioned by it, it is especially important now that you take the time to register and pay your fee. Starting in September, the Court will be implementing new rules that will impose late registration fees and suspensions against attorneys who fail to register by the Sept. 1 deadline.

Under the revised procedures, attorneys who do not register for the current biennium by Sept. 1 will be allowed to register by paying a $50 late fee. 

Those who fail to register by Dec. 1 will receive a noncompliance notice and will have their licenses suspended. In those cases, the license can be reinstated if the attorney registers and pays the biennial registration fee and a $200 license reinstatement fee. 

Sidebar – Important Attorney Registration Dates

Approximately July 1, 2005 - When the Supreme Court will mail a certificate of registration to each Ohio attorney.
Sept. 1, 2005 - Each attorney admitted to the practice of law in Ohio is required to file a certificate of registration with the Supreme Court on or before this date.
Approximately Oct. 1, 2005 - Any attorney who remains unregistered with the Court will receive a noncompliance notice.  

Dec. 1, 2005 – Date by which an attorney will be summarily suspended if he or she fails to register with the Court.
How Annual Registration Fees are Allocated
	Purpose
	Amount Budgeted



	Disciplinary System (includes Office of Disciplinary Counsel, Board of Commissioners on Grievances and Discipline, reimbursements to certified grievance committees and publication of disciplinary notices)


	57.4%

	Client Security Fund (includes administration and 2005 allocation to trust fund)


	19.6%

	Attorney Services Administration (includes all personnel and operating expenses of Attorney Services Division, including UPL, Professionalism, Attorney Specialization,, and the budget supplement for CLE)


	8.2%

	Ohio Legal Assistance Foundation (grant)


	8.2%

	Ohio Lawyers Assistance Program (grant)


	6.6%


Attorney Registration Allocation (2005)
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