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As a member of the Black, Puerto Rican, Hispanic and Asian Caucus of the state 

Legislature, I hear a lot about distrust of the justice system these days. Widespread 

distrust of police, and every aspect of the justice system, threatens the safety of us all. 

Gov. Cuomo has an opportunity to help roll back distrust in a critical but ignored 

component of the justice system—public defense—by signing a bill, A.10706/S.8114, 

(Fahy/DeFrancisco) that passed the Legislature unanimously in June. 

Distrust at any level breeds distrust at every level of the system. It has created a serious 

problem in the black community, where distrust has become headline news. Witnesses 

and even victims may hesitate to call police, worried that officers, fearful themselves, will 

respond with misdirected or unnecessary violence. They also may not call because they 

fear that the person doing harm will become another victim of systemic racial disparity. 

Quality legal representation can help address this problem. Unfortunately, the right to 

counsel, recognized by the U.S. Supreme Court over 50 years ago in Gideon v. 

Wainwright, has yet to be properly implemented. Underfunding and marginalization of 

mandated legal services has created distrust of public defense lawyers, amplifying distrust 

of the whole system. Innocent people believing they won’t receive fair treatment often 

plead guilty just “get it over with.” Parents repeatedly dragged into Family Court without 

anyone listening to and advocating for their position may stop trying to comply with poorly 

explained directives. Injustice abounds. 

This bill we passed can help. It requires the state to reimburse counties for the cost of 

public defense services. If signed into law by the governor, it will do much more than 

relieve Monroe and other counties of an underfunded mandate, although that alone is a 

good reason to sign it. The bill will end the disparity in public defense services that has 

long existed across the state and end a “five versus 57” division among counties created 

by the settlement last year of a lawsuit over the state’s provision of public defense. 

Governor Cuomo was instrumental in that settlement, which ensures state funding of 

reform only in five exemplar counties. The bill extends that reform to all counties. 

The bill will ensure constitutional and effective legal representation across the state. The 

Legislature has done its part; the governor should join us and sign the bill. 

Assemblyman David Gantt, D-Rochester, represents the 137th Assembly District. 

https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2015/a10706/amendment/original


 


