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Legal Line offers ‘fabulous public service’

NTREE DEMAKOS is a

lawyer and Ian Levine is a

telecommunications

whiz.

Both 36 and married to
each other for 10 years, the two want-

ed to combine their skills to bring free

legal information to anyone who
needed it.

The result is Legal Line, a non-profit
venture launched earlier this year. It’s
afabulous public service.

Canyou incorporate a business
yourself? What is a universal life poli-
cy? When can a landlord evict a ten-
ant? What can be patented? Who is eli-
gible for workers’ compensation
benefits? What if your employer
doesn’t pay you?

For answers to these and 1,000 oth-
er questions in 30 areas of law, you
can consult Legal Line by telephone or
fax (416-929-8400) or on the Internet
(www.legalline.ca).

By next spring, callers will be able
to get a free half-hour chat with a law-
yer to augment the recorded informa-
tion.

The Law Society of Upper Canada
cancelled a similar service, called Di-
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al-A-Law, in 1997. That service used

an older technology (cassette tapes)

that allowed only one caller to hear a
message at a time.

“Our technology is state of the art,”
says Levine, 36, who spent a decade
installing corporate voice-mail sys-
tems at Kayenell Communications
Inc. “We’re handling 1,000 calls a day,
and no one ever gets a busy signal.”

The Web site gets the same traffic,
with 1,000 hits a day, while fax-on-de-
mand is not as popular.

Legal Line can’t yet match the vol-
ume at The Canadian Lawyer Index
(www.canlaw.com), a popular Web
site that gets 500,000 hits a month. It’s

a for-profit service that makes money
from advertising.

“I've handed out 25,000 free refer-
rals to lawyers in five years,” says Kir-
by Inwood, a Toronto advertising ex-
ecutive who started the Web site
partly to air his grievances with the le-
gal system.

Inwood hit the news after he mar-
ried Tanya Sidorova while on a 1985
holiday in the former Soviet Union.
He waged a public fight to bring her to
Canada, but was convicted of assault-
ing Sidorova and their Russian-born
son, Misha, shortly after they arrived
in Toronto.

The Canadian Lawyer Index has a
strong point of view, urging consum-
ers to file complaints against lawyers
or judges and to fight back if a law-
yer’s bill is too high.

As Inwood says: “I get a lot of flak
from lawyers who don’t like what I'm
doing. The entire field needs a radical
cleanup.”

Legal Line is different, providing
just the facts, without a hint of opin-
ion, and staying deliberately non-com-
mercial.

Neither Demakos nor Levine has

taken a salarysince setting up their
non-profit company, Legal Informa-
tion Ontario, in 1994.

The couple, now expecting their
first child, relied on the power of per-
suasion to raise the $2 million needed
to launch the service.

First, the two enlisted 300 top law-
yers in Ontario to work for free, writ-
ing about topics in each’s area of ex-
pertise.

“We cherish those 300 lawyers,”
says Levine, who signs two or three
more each week, including noted To-
ronto criminal lawyer Clay Ruby.

“They’re Legal Line, not us.”

Second, the two found people with
pleasant voices to record the informa-
tion (again for free).

“They took six months to read it all
in,” Levine says. “It was just like a set
of encyclopedias.”

Third, sponsors were recruited to
cover the costs and add credibility.
(The two didn’t want the service to be
controlled by lawyers.) Sponsors in-
clude Bell Canada, AT&T Canada,
Nortel Networks Corp., Apple Canada
Inc., Dell Computer Corp. and Canada
Post Corp.

Fourth, Demakos and Levine
printed 1.5 million Legal Line Guides
and gave them out free at law offices,
police stations, libraries, recreation
centres and social-sérvice agencies.

To widen the distribution, Canada
Post will deliver 3.5 million guides
next, one to every home in Ontario
(again for free). )

Legal Line callers spend an average
of 18 minutes on the line, listening to
at least three topics and skipping from
one to another using three-digit codes.

The serviceis greatly needed, judg-
ing from the response.

“I get 80 telephone messages a
week from people, some in tears, say-
ing ‘thank you, bless you, we couldn’t
get answers before’,” Levine says.

“I've never heard from anyone liter-
ally crying in gratitude before. It’s
made me a different person.”
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