
Introduction (100 words) 
As Travis County continues to make progress toward developing a public defense system in 
accordance with nationally recognized best practices, we are seeking funding to establish a 
comprehensive public defender office (“PDO”) and increase support for private attorneys who 
take appointed cases.  The PDO will 1) promote a client-centered culture that values and 
respects the dignity of its clients; 2) serve as a strong, independent, institutional voice for public 
defense; 3) provide a training ground that continuously produces excellent defenders; 4) raise 
the quality of criminal representation for all people charged with crimes in Travis County who 
cannot afford an attorney  and 5) be resourceful and responsive to the evolving needs of the 
community.  
 
Problem Statement 
With the help of the Texas Indigent Defense Commission (TIDC), Travis County established a 
mental health public defender in 2006 and a managed assigned counsel program in 2014. 
However, between the volume of poor people charged with crimes in Travis County and the 
relative paucity of resources available for public defense, progress towards a robust public 
defense system has stalled.  Virtually every major urban jurisdiction of similar size in Texas and 
the United States has a hybrid public defense system comprised of a public defender office and 
private appointed counsel. Travis County now seeks to create an institutional defender office 
that will provide excellent representation to its clients and at the same time be a resource to 
appointed private counsel, improving the quality of defense across the county. 
 
In 2018, the Council of State Governments Justice Center analyzed criminal justice outcomes in              
state jail felonies prosecuted in Travis County, observed disturbing inequities, and           
recommended “explor[ing] policy recommendations to improve indigent defense services.”         
While this report was a wake-up call, unfortunately, the results were not a complete shock.  
  
In Travis County, people who cannot afford to hire an attorney are currently more likely to                
remain in jail pretrial, more likely to plead guilty, and likely to be sentenced to lengthier jail and                  
prison sentences than people who can afford to hire an attorney. Many of the same attorneys                
represent both appointed and retained clients with differential outcomes, suggesting structural           
factors contributing to the quality of defense outside of the capability of any one given attorney.                
These outcomes are unacceptable, and do not align with the values of Travis County residents.  
  
Travis County needs additional funds and a robust institutional defender to achieve a public              
defense system that aligns with our values of equity, fairness and respect, adheres to the               
American Bar Association’s Ten Principles of a Public Defense Delivery System, and employs             
best practices in every person’s case. A planning study completed by TIDC staff last fall               
outlined a plan which forms the basis for this proposal.  
 
Objectives 
Travis County seeks to establish a PDO to provide robust and client-centered representation to 
a significant portion of people charged with crimes in Travis County who cannot afford an 



attorney, and improve the quality of all public defense representation countywide.  This project 
includes the following specific objectives: 
 

● Create a scalable, comprehensive PDO that would provide holistic defense 
representation and other support to low-income people accused of criminal offenses in 
Travis County, in coordination with the current assigned counsel system, the Capital 
Area Private Defender Service. 

● Provide high quality trial representation, including robust investigation and mitigation 
support, for low-income people in misdemeanor and felony courts in Travis County. 

● Through legal representation and advocacy, as well as policy-making, work to limit 
unnecessary incarceration and excessive punishment of poor people in Travis County. 

● Develop and provide comprehensive, client-centered, training, continuing legal 
education, and mentorship to public defenders, appointed counsel, and support staff. 

● Act as a resource and support to private appointed counsel representing low-income 
individuals in Travis County. 

● Develop reasonable and robust standards for evaluation of the quality of public defender 
representation and appointed counsel representation, and regularly evaluate the system 
and make necessary adjustments and improvements to ensure clients’ needs are being 
met.  

● Develop reasonable and robust standards for the evaluation and oversight of individual 
attorneys employed by the PDO. 

● Act as an institutional representative on behalf of the accused in county groups and 
other fora, and participate in systemic policy development and decision-making. 

● Proactively pursue funding from other sources, including the City of Austin and other 
governmental and nongovernmental sources, internships and fellowships, and 
sponsored programs and research.  

 
Activities 
 
Upon receiving notice that Travis County has been awarded the grant, the Travis County 
Commissioners Court will establish an oversight committee comprised of: 

● Four attorneys, the majority of whom must have institutional public defender experience 
and excluding current prosecutors or people  who have been prosecutors within the past 
ten years.  

● One representative of a community group that works directly with individuals impacted 
by the criminal justice or immigration systems. 

● Two directly impacted individuals - may include former PDO clients as the office 
matures. 

● Two family members of directly impacted individuals - representing impacted individuals 
who are not able to participate due to long term confinement, detention or deportation. 

● One non-attorney professional with experience or specialized knowledge of issues 
relevant to public defense, e.g. social worker, immigration advocate, or investigator.  



● One member of Travis County Commissioners Court (non-voting) 
● One representative of Travis County Justice Planning (non-voting)  

The oversight committee will be charged: 

● To review and provide strategic guidance regarding the PDO’s policies and procedures 
and organizational structure. 

● To review, monitor and provide strategic guidance on the program budget, operations 
and challenges faced by the PDO and on long-term sustainability. 

● To screen and interview candidates for the position of Chief Defender and to present 
recommendations for the selection or removal of the Chief Defender.  

 
The committee will utilize the National Association for Public Defense (NAPD) Systems Builders 
Committee, which is comprised of current and retired defender leaders, to assist with the Chief 
Public Defender search. The oversight committee, assisted by the NAPD System Builders 
Committee, will begin the search for a chief public defender within 45 days of notification of the 
grant award.  With the help of the NAPD committee, the oversight committee will conduct 
interviews of candidates and make recommendations to the commissioners court. 
 
Travis County Executive, Justice and Public Safety will temporarily serve as the program 
director until a Chief Public Defender is hired. Thereafter, the chief public defender will be the 
program director. 
 
Travis County will make every effort to hire a chief public defender by November 15, 2019. 
 
The selected chief public defender will oversee the hiring of staff consistent with the goal of 
taking on 15% of the Travis County misdemeanor and felony cases by the end of the first grant 
year. Staffing will include at least one deputy to the chief public defender, a training director, 
attorneys at varying levels of practice consistent with taking misdemeanor to first degree felony 
cases, and other advocates and staff.  Staffing levels and staff positions are listed below in the 
Budget Narrative. 

 
Travis County anticipates that the PDO will handle 30% of felony and misdemeanor cases in the 
county and district courts by the end of the second grant year and remain at that level through 
the rest of the grant term. Staffing will likely increase in grant year two to accommodate a full 
appointment capacity. 
 
The PDO will work to provide holistic representation, including consideration of individuals’ 
immigration status and civil legal consequences. Criminal defense attorneys, other attorneys, 
and non-lawyer advocates will be permitted to advocate for clients in collateral proceedings 
including school suspension hearings, administrative license revocation hearings, and 
immigration proceedings where the proceeding is impacted by or has an impact on the 
underlying criminal matter.  



 
The selected chief public defender will oversee the procurement of necessary office equipment 
and furniture, as well as give input on the office location options should office space 
procurement still be in process. The Travis County Fair Defense Act plan will be adjusted for the 
addition of an adult public defender office. The PDO will be included in the automated 
appointment system, and will be weighted proportionately as to be available for appointment at 
the percentage levels contained in this proposal. The chief public defender or the deputy will 
have access to the appointment system such that he or she can enter their availability. In doing 
so, the chief/deputy will have the autonomy to govern the office’s workload. To ensure that the 
PDO will appear more frequently as an entity than one lawyer, it will be placed on the rotation as 
many times as necessary to achieve an adequate workload for the PDO within the parameters 
of the TIDC caseload standards and limits. 
 
The PDO will begin accepting appointments in the county and district courts no later than 
February 1, 2020. 
 
The PDO will begin entering cases into a case management system by February 15, 2020. 
 
The PDO will begin reporting to Commissioners Court after the first quarter on April 1, 2020. 
 
The PDO with participation and approval of the oversight committee will produce and present in 
an open community forum an annual report which includes at a minimum activities and 
evaluation. 
 
The chief public defender or deputy will periodically attend judges’ meetings or meetings with 
other stakeholders to facilitate improvement to any system problem areas in the continuity of 
client-centered representation. 
 
The chief public defender or designate will attend Travis County jail population meetings. 
The chief public defender shall review the caseload status at least quarterly. The chief public 
defender may make overrides to individual and office caseload limits based on overall 
complexity of cases, overall types of cases, attorney experience, support staff experience, court 
needs, or other factors affecting the delivery of services. The chief public defender must notify 
the oversight committee in writing if exceptions to the caseload standards are warranted. 
 
The training director will provide relevant training for public defenders and appointed counsel, 
including remedial training as needed, with input from the Capital Area Private Defender 
Service.  The training director will develop and execute a multi-day training one time per year to 
assist with the orientation of attorneys new to the managed assigned counsel system. The 
training director will conduct at least one CLE per month on best practices, including trial 
trainings, skills workshops, holistic defense representation and legal specializations, for the 
entire criminal defense bar. The training director will maintain training materials for the PDO and 
managed assigned counsel bar, and act as a resource for both.  



 
The PDO will have dedicated space for use by appointed attorneys, including computer stations 
with Lexis Nexis or Westlaw access and access to a private room for client meetings. 
 
Through legal representation and advocacy, the PDO will work to limit unnecessary 
incarceration of poor people in Travis County, in part by working with Magistration and Pretrial 
Services to identify current practices that are working well and practices that need 
improvements to ensure Travis County’s compliance with the Fair Defense Act and the 
Constitution. The need for and feasibility of representation at magistration will be evaluated in 
grant year two. 
 
The PDO, along with its oversight committee, will have ongoing discussions regarding the 
possibility of merging one or more of the existing specialized Travis County Public Defender 
offices into the general PDO in grant year four. If such a merger is desired by each agency and 
the PDO, and has the approval of Commissioners Court, then the merger will occur at a future 
point agreeable to each agency. 
  
Evaluation 
Travis County will evaluate annually the effectiveness, efficiency, and fairness of public defense 
services, including services provided by both public defenders and assigned counsel. Travis 
County will obtain assistance from the Quattrone Center for the Fair Administration of Justice at 
the University of Pennsylvania, the Public Policy Research Institute (PPRI) at Texas A&M, the 
Sixth Amendment Center, or comparable nationally-recognized researchers to assist in 
designing the evaluation. Travis County will use a case management system capable of tracking 
case data and outcomes. Evaluation will be both quantitative and qualitative and will include 
client satisfaction surveys.  Nationally-accepted best practice evaluation measures will be 
adopted, including from organizations such as the National Legal Aid & Defender Association 
and Indigent Defense Research Association.  Such measures will include:  

● Number of people represented 
● Number of new cases and cases disposed 
● Average time from appointment to initial in-person contact 
● Average time from appointment to in-person interview 
● Number of interactions with clients - whether in person, emails or telephone 

correspondence  
● Percentage of clients in jail pre-trial 
● Average number of days in jail pre-trial 
● Percentage of clients released on personal bond 
● Percentage of clients released on bond 
● Use of investigators 
● Use of immigration attorneys 
● Use of alternate disposition specialists 
● Use of defense experts 
● Use of discovery 



● Number of motions filed 
● Case outcomes (dismissal, acquittal, reductions and conviction) 
● Sentence length 

Clients will be surveyed on their satisfaction with: 
● Amount of time spent with attorney 
● Advice and case information given by attorney 
● Trust in attorney 
● Whether client felt empowered in their representation 
● Belief that attorney was fighting for them 
● Attorney preparation 
● Outcome in case 

 
In grant year 3, Travis County will evaluate the overall effectiveness of its public defense 
system, including by considering client outcomes, cost efficiency, and impact of representation 
on class and racial disparities, to determine the appropriate proportion between public defender 
and appointed counsel cases.  The County will consider expanding public defender 
representation, greater funding to the managed assigned counsel system, and/or other 
improvements to public defense. 
 
Future Funding 
Travis County commits to fund an increasing percentage of the program costs each year, as 
required by the discretionary grant program guidelines. The County will make a good faith effort 
to continue funding the program after the grant period expires. 
 
Travis County also will pursue alternative funding and resources, including internships with 
college and university students, and funding and fellowships from private foundations and/or 
governmental agencies available for public defense programs. 
 
Budget Narrative & Budget Form 
Travis County estimates that based on projected case load levels, an adult public defender 
office taking 30% of cases will need between 38-40 trial attorneys. Additional staffing, including 
management positions, specialized attorneys, support staff, paralegals, investigators, and 
analysts will require an additional 33 personnel. In total, an estimated 71-73 positions are 
needed to complete the office depending upon caseload levels. Assuming public defender 
personnel will have pay parity with county and district attorneys’ staff of similar experience and 
rank, and providing for 3% annual increases, projected staffing costs over the life of the grant 
are expected to average $8,885,321 annually based on current county salary and benefit 
estimates. The table below outlines the estimated staffing levels by position and the average 
annual compensation, including healthcare, retirement and other benefits, anticipated through 
fiscal year 2023 over the life of the grant.  
 
 



Position Count 
Average Annual 

Compensation including 
fringe benefits 

Chief Defender 1 $249,590 

Deputy Chief 1 $212,556 

Division Director 2 $190,082 

Training Director 1 $190,082 

Attorney VI 9-10 $157,667 

Attorney V 5 $139,316 

Attorney IV 5 $131,050 

Attorney III 9-10 $123,222 

Attorney II 5 $109,318 

Attorney I 5 $103,373 

Immigration Attorney 3 $131,050 

Research Attorney 1 $131,050 

Chief Investigator 1 $120,291 

Investigator 5 $111,656 

Social Worker 4 $86,431 

Paralegal 4 $77,106 

Budget Analyst 1 $97,104 

Business Analyst 1 $97,104 

Office Manager 1 $97,104 

Support Staff 7 $68,998 

Total Average 72 $8,715,594 

 
Based on staffing projections, Travis County estimates approximately $500,000 in annual 
ongoing expenses. These expenses include continuing legal and other education and 
associated travel and lodging, mileage for regular travel, phone bill allowances, office supplies, 
subscription services, and professional memberships. Estimated ongoing court costs at 



$144,000 for expert witnesses and lab tests are also included within that ongoing expense total; 
this number is an estimate and not a cap on these costs.  
 
Outside of this proposed grant funding, the County will provide office space, human resources, 
Information Technology and other support.  
 
The table below provides projected expenses, salaries and benefits by fiscal year, along with 
requested grant totals based on TIDC’s 80-60-40-20 funding model. 
 

Fiscal 
Year 

Total 
Operating 

Costs 

Total Personnel 
Compensation 

Total 
Costs 

TIDC Funding 
Request 

Remaining 
County Costs 

2020 $505,144 $8,379,880 $8,885,024 $7,108,019 $1,777,005 

2021 $505,144 $8,631,276 $9,136,420 $5,481,852 $3,654,568 

2022 $499,684 $8,730,287 $9,229,971 $3,691,988 $5,537,983 

2023 $505,144 $9,120,934 $9,626,078 $1,925,216 $7,700,863 

Total $18,207,076 $18,670,418 

 
NOTE: Additional ongoing costs that have not been included within the grant proposal include 
overhead expenses for office space, utilities and information technology services.  
 


