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ALBANY — It isn't often that the state Conservative Party is in agreement with liberal 

groups, but that is the case when it comes to urging Gov. Cuomo to sign a bill that would 

gradually shift the funding of legal services for the poor from the localities on to the state. 

The Conservative Party, in a statement obtained by the Daily News, said that a 

requirement that the state's counties, including the five boroughs, fund legal defense 

programs for the poor amounts to an unfunded mandate that is choking the finances of 

the localities. 

"The New York State Conservative Party firmly believes that every citizen is entitled to 

protection, especially if unable to pay for a defense (counsel), however, they also need 

protection from mandates that are unfunded," the statement said. 

"Beleaguered counties need the relief that this bill offers," the statement added. Under the 

legislation, the costs of the programs would be shifted to the state over seven years. 

Conservative Party Chairman Michael Long in a phone interview said the recent 

presidential and congressional elections was an indication that people want to do away 

with mandates that drive up the costs of doing business. 

"This state has to join in with what's happening across the country and develop a pro-

growth agenda that alleviates the regulations and mandates they put on the backs of the 

counties that hamper our growth," Long said. 

The bill has won the support across the political spectrum. The New York Civil Liberties 

Union, the state Catholic Conference, NAACP, Lambda Legal Defense Fund, National 

Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers, Innocence Project and the Brennan Center for 

Justice have also urged Cuomo to sign the bill. 
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The exact cost to the state remains unclear. Gannett News Service recently reported that 

New York's 62 counties — including the five New York City boroughs — paid out $389 

million for indigent legal services in 2015. 

With the state facing looming budget deficits in upcoming years, one question is whether 

Cuomo will want to take on such a significant cost, especially with him vowing to stick 

to his self-imposed cap of keeping state spending increases each year to under 2%. 

Cuomo spokesman Richard Azzopardi said the bill remains under review. The legislation 

was the result of a settlement last year of a case brought by the New York Civil Liberties 

Union that claimed a lack of funding is depriving the poor of effective criminal defense 

representation. 

The settlement had the state pick up the overwhelming costs of indigent legal defense in 

Suffolk, Ontario, Onondaga, Schuyler and Washington counties. 

 


