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ALBANY - A group of New York Catholic bishops headed by Timothy Cardinal Dolan is 
calling on Gov. Cuomo to sign a bill that would require the state to take over funding of 
the legal services that local governments provide to the poor. 
 
In a letter to Cuomo obtained by the Daily News, state Catholic Conference Executive 
Director Richard Barnes wrote that a requirement that each New York county fund its 
own programs to provide indigent legal services has been applied unevenly, depending 
on each county's ability to pay. 
 
Barnes wrote that a bill passed this year by the state Legislature to gradually shift the 
funding responsibility over seven years to the state would ensure a constitutionally 
acceptable public defense standard and equal access to justice for all New Yorkers. 
 
"To the Church, the mandate to provide social justice for all, regardless of income, race, 
or any other difference, is based on God's call to us all to help the widow, the orphan, 
the immigrant, the hungry and the homeless," 
Barnes wrote. 
 
"A fair and unbiased legal system is of extraordinary importance in fulfilling that call." 
 
In a separate letter to Cuomo, the NAACP and 21 other groups also called on the 
governor to sign the bill. 
 
"Public defense offices lack the resources needed to hire and train lawyers, 
investigators and administrative staff," the groups wrote. 
 
"There are no enforceable statewide standards. You have the opportunity to lead the 
nation in reforming public defense by signing (the bill)." 
 
Among the other groups that signed on to the letter are the Lambda Legal Defense 
Fund, National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers, Innocence Project and the 
Brennan Center for Justice. 
 
The New York Civil Liberties Union has also led the charge. 
 



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. 
 
http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/n-y-catholic-bishops-call-state-fund-leg 
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