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Texas takes significant step in indigent defense

b et bo heing quality re-

I prescntation Lo poOr poe-

ple aecused of crimes in
“Texas is a marathon, nul s speint.

We already have talen some
much-needed strides towacd en-
suring that all Texans get qualified
legal representation in the crimi-
nal justice system in a fair and
timely manner.

Last vear, lawmakers passed
the Texas Fair Deferse Act, the
messl. impoetant picee of indigent
legistation in the state in tse past
25 years, Getting the law passed
was the first step, Bat we =till have
it bong way 1o mo to ensure its effec-
thveness,

Until the law was passed, the
Texas systern for public defense
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wis widely ecitieizel, Moonting
evidence demonstrated that the
quidity. of representation for the
poor often was woefully inpde-
quate.  Mamy defendants . lan-
puished in juil for wesks and even
muonths before seaing a lawyer,
Onee they did geb attornes,
fhers was no guarantee that the
Iawyers would be qualified to han-
e thelr cases. The gquality of jus-
tiee varied from county to county
and, in many instanees, from coort
to court within a single county he-
amse thare was no consistent wod
Enir methosd forsebecling lowyers

The Texas Fair Defense Act,
which went into effect in January,
brings long-averdue change. The
law sets out basie reuivements for
gach county’s system, prowiding
immediate improvements of swif-
terand tairer justice,

Judges in all Texas counties are
responsible  for ensuring e
speedy appointment of gualified
lawyers through a fair procedure,
To aclieve those moals, all oounties
wire rogquindd to submit plans o
L stake by Jan. 1

A report by ‘lexas Appleseed
and the Equal Justice Center indi-
cabes thit Tiexas eonnties are off to
agoad start. The two groups found
that many county plans et the
Jawrs basic requiremients and that
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some cven went beyond Qeeo,

For instance, countics with
populations of at least 250,000
have fonr working doys to appaint
on aktacmey for an indigent defen-
dant, while smaller counties have
gix wiorking days. But, as the twa
organizations discoverad, o muame-
ber of county plans have incheded
procedures that can result in even
fster appointments

The fact that s0 many countiss
Teave made a good-faith start indi-
cates that we cin arrive al o system
that we ean be prowd of. But we
miest stay focnsed on the goal of
bringing quality representaticn fy
all indigeotdelendants.

Astatewidetnsk force of legisla-
tors, judges and practitioness noyw
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ks reviewing the county plans, issu-
inE;qlclil;.:c' mﬂﬂﬁlﬂﬂﬂ&iﬂﬂdﬂds
and distributing abowt 520 mil-
lion of supplemental fonding to
countics during the bicnomnm.

The task force must pursue its
responsibilities vigonoesly It must
help eounties meet their plan re-
quircments and crésle standards
and policies that promee im-
proved representation for the
poor. It also should develop specif=
i statewide standards for lawrers
whowant toreprescnt populations
that are partienlarly vulnerable in
the criminal justice svstem, suchas
people with mental illvess or men-
tal retardation and juveniles,

Keeping us on the rond to jos-
ticeis the respomsibility of not anly
Towrnnkers, county officials and
advocates. It ulso is the responsi-
hility of every Texan who cares
ghout havinga criminal justice svs-
tem that is fair. Evervone sulfers
whien cur systei 't fair
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tos end Annette Lo Vod i Hhe crecye-
toedivectorof Texes Appleseed.



