To: Chief Defender Roundtable

From: Jo-Ann Wallace, Chief Counsel


This memorandum is to provide you with information and follow up on topics that have been the subject of or related to discussions at the Chief Defender Roundtable meetings. I hope it will assist in guiding our further discussions in Minneapolis, as well as provide some useful background information for “newcomers” as we continue to grow our numbers. 

 First, some “housekeeping” matters.


Co-Chairs  My joining the NLADA staff has left a vacant Co-Chair position on the Roundtable.  The group decided at the meeting in Long Beach that we should notify people that we were accepting volunteers for the position, and to hold elections only if more than two people volunteered.  To date, there have been two volunteers: John Stuart has volunteered to continue as Co-Chair and Rita Fry has volunteered to fill the other vacancy.  If you are interested in the Co-Chair position but have not had the opportunity before now to volunteer please notify let me know either in the office today or at the meeting Sunday morning.


Standing Committees and Working Groups


In the past there have been three standing committees or working groups that have addressed specific Roundtable issues:  The Steering Committee worked on the agenda, structure and process issues; the Diversity Committee met to discuss topics and projects relating to diversity issues within defender programs and in the criminal justice system more broadly; and the “national voice” working group has been developing a plan to implement the groups’ consensus decision to become a public, identifiable entity that will  maximize its collective authority to positively impact issues involving indigent defense systems and clients and criminal justice policy. The groups have met at Roundtable meetings and/or via teleconference calls in between meetings.

Now that the defender division and the Association as a whole is in the process of significantly “staffing up” the work of the groups can really progress and serving on them is more important than ever.  Accordingly, I have gone through the notes of past meetings to attempt to compile current lists of the volunteers for each group, which I have set forth below.  If I have included you on a group incorrectly, or you no longer wish to serve in that capacity, please let me know.  Also, if I have inadvertently omitted your name, or if you wish to volunteer to be a part of any of the groups, please let me know that also.

The current listing that I have of individuals on each group (or who have volunteered to serve on each group) is as follows:


Steering Committee:



Co-Chairs:



Rita Fry



John Stuart

David Compton

Ernie Lewis

Rufus McKee

Michael Skibbe

Gerard Smyth

Diversity Work Group:


Co-Chairs:


Edwin Burnette


William McGee


Bob Boruchowitz


Christie Hedman


Michael Judge

National Voice Working Group:


Chair:


Michael Judge


Ellen Berz


Timothy Chandler

Ron Coulter 

Beth Davis


Rita Fry


Ardena Garth


Michael Judge

Leonard Noisette


Susan Storey


In addition to the above groups, a couple people volunteered to work with me on creating a mentoring program for new managers.  Those individuals are Fred Friedman and James Neuhard.


Starting with the May meeting, I will provide a written summary after our meetings to all Roundtable participants that captures meeting events and discussions, including a list of follow up items.  For now, I will summarize below key discussions of the two working groups and specific recommendations from past meetings.

“National Voice Working” Group The only chief executives in the criminal justice system that do not have a recognized national “face” are public defenders.  The work of this group has concentrated discussion on what steps need to be taken to create a distinctive entity for Chief Defenders that will have national recognition and allow the group to wield its collective authority to address criminal justice policies and to positively impact indigent defense, including providing more public education aimed at increasing knowledge and appreciation for indigent defense services.  The group decided that to accomplish these tasks several things needed to happen: (1) the group needed a more authoritative name than the “Roundtable;”(2) the group needed to be defined in a manner that would attract others to join and that was capable of being contained in press releases or other public statements;  (3) we needed to identify all chief defenders in the country and invite them to join; and (4) we needed to plan an event to “launch” the group into the public arena.  The group recommended to the full Roundtable that a structure be adopted similar to the National Center for State Courts, which is the “umbrella” entity for a number of groups, including the Conference of Chief Justices.  Consistent with this recommendation, the Roundtable unanimously voted at a meeting in San Antonio to apply for official “Section” status within NLADA. 

The working group also developed a list of potential projects including creating a “Leadership Strike Force” that would be available to defender managers in times of crisis; creation of white papers or policy statements regarding criminal justice trends and issues, for example, specialty courts; the death penalty, and restorative justice, were among many that were discussed.  The group decided it is imperative to create a structured media network of individuals who are willing to be available to address defender issues and give the defender perspective in both a reactive and proactive manner. 

Some of the key steps that we have made toward these ends include the following:

1. The working group proposed name changes and will make a recommendation to the group for a vote at the May meeting. I have drafted a goals statement for review and input by the working group, and then the Roundtable as a whole.  The new name and goals statement will be presented to the Board at its July meeting for official ratification as a separate NLADA section.

2. Ron Gottlieb, our Training Director, has recruited two law students to work with the defender division this summer.  One of them will work with me on creating a database containing every chief defender in the country that we can identify. (Indeed, she has come in a few times during the semester when she has some spare time and has already created the database and begun data entry.) 

3. On April 13, 2000 we kicked off our Public Opinion Research Project on Indigent Defense.  With a grant from the Open Society Institute (“OSI”), which has contracted with a communications firm, Beldon Russonello & Stewart, NLADA has begun Phase One of a project ultimately aimed at creating messages and strategies to increase public knowledge, awareness, value and support for indigent defense. You will receive a report on the project in Minneapolis.  

4.  NLADA has just hired a new Director of Communications from an established Washington, D.C. communications firm.  In addition to expanding NLADA’s in-house communications resources, overseeing the re-creation of NLADA’s website, and creating an Association-wide communications strategy, she will add her expertise to the consulting resources of Beldon, Russonello and Stewart, and others. 

5.  At a meeting with Attorney General Reno’s staff, I discussed the Roundtable (and its imminent evolution) and explored whether the AG would meet with us. Staff thought she would be very interested in such a meeting and encouraged me to talk with her about it at a meeting in March.  I raised the topic with Attorney General Reno at a March 31 meeting and she was frankly, extremely interested in the Chief Defender Group and would like to meet with you.  (Staff had provided her with briefing materials prior to the meeting, including a short article John Stuart and I wrote for an issue of NLADA’s “Indigent Defense” publication.) If we wish to pursue such a meeting, we need to get a written invitation to Reno as quickly as possible to get on her schedule.  The National Voice working group will discuss this further at the May meeting to be in a position to present a proposal for the full group to consider.  It is our hope, if the group wishes to pursue a meeting with Reno, that we will be able to extend an official invitation to her shortly after we meet in Minneapolis.

6. I was also informed by the AG’s staff that they meet regularly with the executive committees of such groups as the Conference of Chief Justices, the National District Attorneys Association, etc.  They recommended that a similar committee from this group get on the staff agenda, with the hope that such meetings would continue to occur regardless of the result of the fall presidential election.  Staff stressed that if we wish to institutionalize such meetings we needed to act quickly on this as well.

7. I coordinated with staff from the Vera Institute, which submitted a proposal to OSI for a Defender Lab aimed at creating strategies to capitalize on the many different ways in which issues of fairness in the criminal justice system are in the public arena right now.  Vera’s ability to get funding was in part based on coordinating the Lab with Roundtable participation and projects.  One of the many results of the Vera Institute Defender Lab, about which you will be more fully briefed at the meeting, was an invitation for NLADA to submit a joint proposal with Susan Hendricks from the Legal Aid Society to OSI for a small “pilot” project to begin developing the idea of a “Leadership Strike Force.”  We will present an outline of the project proposal for discussion in Minneapolis. 

Diversity Working Group:  the Diversity Working Group has been discussing the need for defender chiefs to address diversity issues within their organizations, and has been discussing ways in which NLADA can support efforts in this area.  The group has focused on the critical need for leadership and management training to include significant emphasis on diversity issues, and explored the possibility of hosting a stand alone, joint conference with the civil legal services folks that intensely explores and provides training on these issues.  The difficulty of hiring and retaining a diverse staff was discussed and brainstormed at the Roundtable in Chicago, where some of the ideas explored included creating a special area on NLADA’s website for defender programs to post agency resumes and other recruitment materials, and partnering with NAPIL to link the defender community with law school graduates.

Key steps related to pursuing these goals include the following:

1.Clint and I have made contact with NAPIL through Karen Sarjeant, Deputy Director of NAPIL (“National Association of Public Interest Lawyers”).  Karen is very interested in exploring the ideas discussed in Chicago further, and already has indicated that at a minimum, NAPIL can incorporate a link to NLADA’s site to assist in job searches.  Although Karen has a commitment in D.C. that will prevent her from attending the Minneapolis meeting, she will be joining us via a teleconference call to take next steps in discussing this, and other ways in which NAPIL can partner with us.

2. In addition to hiring a new Communications Director, NLADA has recently added a new Director of Internal Operations, who, along with the Communications Director, will lead the team that will redesign NLADA’s website to expand it to be able to incorporate, among many other new things, the type of information discussed above.  The hiring process is currently ongoing for several additional positions, including a webmaster for  NLADA’s new technology team.

3. An advisory group working on the design of NLADA’s Leadership and Management Conference and Annual Conference have voted to redesign both to improve quality, effectiveness and its utility to chief defenders.  If time permits after the discussion with Ms. Sarjeant, the Diversity Working Group will discuss ways to incorporate diversity issues and training into both events.

Discussion and Recommendations concerning other Chief Defender Projects:


OSI Planning Grant


Bob Spangenberg met with Roundtable participants in Chicago and presented a snapshot of indigent defense across the country.  At the conclusion of his presentation he asked whether the Chiefs felt there should be a real national infrastructure for indigent defense that would provide expanded technical assistance and support.  The ensuing discussion revealed overwhelming support for the creation of such an infrastructure, housed in NLADA but created with the collaboration and support of other national organizations, such as the ABA, NACDL and the Spangenberg Group.  Participants then explored some of the services that they believed would be most important to either begin to provide or expand.


Consistent with this discussion, NLADA submitted a successful grant proposal to OSI to fund a planning process of creating a more centralized, infrastructure to support the growth and improvement of indigent defense. We will discuss a work plan for this Planning process in Minneapolis.  A written plan will be developed and distributed for your review after the meeting. 


Improved Use of Technology for the distribution of information


One of the most important features of the Roundtable meetings has been the opportunity to learn and gather information from other Chiefs that is directly and immediately useful in leading our respective agencies.  While doing it informally has been wonderful, we really have only begun to tap the resource potential that Chiefs hold for each other.  At the Chicago Roundtable we began collecting documents and distributing them as part of a “policy swap shop.”  As a result of interest generated by this and other Roundtable discussions, we have begun exploring the creation of a chief defender database, which would contain an indexed file of various types of documents that would be useful “samples” to have in the leadership and management of your programs. (For example, if you are writing a conflicts policy for your office, why not have the benefit of access to policies from other defender offices at the click of a mouse?) I have started an index of various types of documents to collect and index, in anticipation of the revision of the website to host this, and other ways of sharing information, such as a secured chief defender chat room and a “listserve”.  The current thinking is that such areas of the website would be restricted but we look forward to your input on this, the list of documents that we should begin collecting, and other topics germane to this project.

******************************


 As you can see from this and the attached agenda, we have an ambitious agenda in Minneapolis!  I hope this has provided useful information that will facilitate a productive meeting.  Please let me know if you have comments, questions or suggestions.  See you in Minneapolis!

