
Cuomo's chance to do justice for New York's 

indigent 
A bill awaiting the governor's signature would help the poor realize their 

right to counsel 

By Joseph R. Lentol 

Nearly a decade before I came to the New York State Legislature in 1972, the highest 

courts in the nation and state recognized the constitutional right to counsel, regardless 

of financial means, in cases that could deprive people of their liberty. Before I became 

an elected official, I was an assistant district attorney, so I know the importance of 

having a skilled, resourced defense attorney assisting those who stand accused of 

crimes. 

In 2001, I was appointed to the Community Action Board in the city, which I now chair. 

The program we oversee assists people of low income through efforts to ensure 

opportunities for employment, education, housing and more. I understand the limitations 

that poverty places on an individual's ability to secure basic rights that many of us take 

for granted. 

I introduced a bill in 2007 to create a statewide public-defender system funded and run 

by the state and headed by an independent public-defense commission. Dale Volker 

introduced the bill in the Senate. This followed the recommendations of then-Chief 

Judge Judith Kaye's Commission on the Future of Indigent Defense Services, which a 

year earlier had called for such a major reform. The conclusion of that 2006 report said, 

"The time for action is now." 

Over the next 10 years, the need for major public defense reform grew ever clearer, but 

only incremental change occurred. This year, the legislature passed a bill that will 

provide state funding and oversight of public defense services across the state. 

Spearheaded by State Senator John DeFrancisco and Assembly Member Patricia Fahy, 

it provides mandate relief to counties and creates a path to the provision of effective and 

efficient representation of people unable to afford counsel across the state. This 

legislation, the Justice Equality Act, will constitute major reform if Gov. Andrew Cuomo 

signs it into law. 

Like the bill then-Sen. Volker and I introduced nearly a decade ago, the Justice Equality 

Act was bipartisan from its inception. It is strongly supported by varied constituencies, 

from the New York State Association of Counties to the New York Civil Liberties Union. 

It recognizes the responsibility of the state to ensure the right to counsel recognized 

over 50 years ago. In a polarized political era, it constitutes a beacon of bipartisan 

http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=S08114&term=2015&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Votes=Y


recognition of the important core functions that our state and federal constitutions 

demand of our governments. 

The Justice Equality Act embodies progressive values. It also provides mandate relief 

that will lower property taxes. State funding and oversight of constitutionally and morally 

required services administered at the local level will ensure fairness across the state. 

The governor should sign this historic bill. 

Joseph Lentol, a Democrat, represents northern Brooklyn and chairs the Codes 

Committee in the state Assembly. 

FROM CITY & STATE: 

* Assemblyman Joe Lentol writes in Crain’s New York that Gov. Andrew Cuomo should 

sign a bill on his desk, which has bipartisan support, that will provide state funding and 

oversight of public defense services across the state. 
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