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Syracuse, NY -- Onondaga County is getting a windfall in state money to provide better 
legal representation for the poor. 
Onondaga County's Assigned Counsel Program -- contracted to pay court-appointed 
defense lawyers -- is roughly doubling its annual budget from $5 million to $10 million, 
said Lauren Seiter, a lawyer who chairs the program's board. 
 
But the state money comes with strings attached. And it's only being provided after the 
state admitted there were major problems with how poor criminal defendants are 
represented here. 
It's all part of the major Hurrell-Harring v. New York settlement in October 2014 that led 
to changes that could ultimately cost the state more than $100 million. In short, the 
lawsuit argued that defendants were getting uneven representation from county to 
county across the state. 
Onondaga County was among five counties targeted by the New York Civil Liberties 
Union for doing an especially poor job. 
 
In a unanimous 1963 decision, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that states are required 
under the Sixth Amendment of the Constitution to provide free lawyers to criminal 
defendants who cannot afford one. 
So Onondaga County and the four other counties in trouble are now being watched by 
state and NYCLU lawyers to monitor improvements. A total of 14,305 cases -- including 
3,195 felonies and homicides -- were defended by Onondaga County's assigned 
lawyers in 2015. That was up slightly from 14,077 cases in 2014, according to state 
statistics. 
 
Two years after the settlement, state money is starting to pour in to implement a variety 
of programs. 
In October, the county opened its free lawyer program up to a whole new population by 
doubling the income requirement to be eligible for an assigned lawyer. 
 
It's also met a deadline to guarantee a free lawyer is available for arraignments at any 
time of day, according to Patricia Warth, state implementation attorney. In addition, Gov. 



Cuomo just signed a bill that will allow counties to centralize a location for after-hours 
arraignments, making it easier to guarantee a lawyer and judge will be available. 
 
Now, Onondaga County's program is getting more shakeups. The longtime assigned 
counsel program director, Renee Captor, has agreed to leave Dec. 16. So has her 
assistant, Fran Walter. The fate of the eight or so other employees is still being 
determined, Seiter said.The program is currently hiring: a new executive director, 
deputy director, quality enhancement attorney and for the first time, a chief financial 
officer.  
 
Captor's departure was a "mutual parting of the ways," Seiter said. During the transition 
period, she said assigned counsel program will do its best to pay attorneys on time. The 
program is still soliciting applicants. A new administration is expected to start early next 
year.  
A NYCLU attorney welcomed the change in leadership.  
 
"The assigned counsel program, as it was being run, was not capable or not willing to 
make changes," lawyer Mariko Hirose said. The new top brass will be in charge of 
managing the doubled budget. The bulk of the extra $5 million will go toward reducing 
caseloads for assigned attorneys. By spreading out the caseload, the state hopes that 
attorneys will have more time to spend on each case. 
 
In Onondaga County, the average assigned case gets less than four hours of attention. 
In 95 percent of cases, the lawyer spends less than one hour investigating the facts, 
according to Gary Stein, a lawyer who helped negotiate the 2014 settlement. Quick 
pleas are fine in some cases. But defendants should never feel under pressure to plead 
guilty just because their lawyer doesn't have time to work on the case, Warth said.  
 
The extra money will pay for the increased time lawyers spend on average for each 
case. It will also go toward training, an increased use of private investigators to track 
down possible defenses and time for lawyers to meet their clients in jail, Warth said. 
 
A common complaint among criminal defendants is that their lawyers don't have time to 
meet with them. Judges have repeatedly said assigned lawyers don't have to be at their 
clients' beck and call. That said, the extra money should allow lawyers to bill for longer 
conversations with their clients in jail. 
 
Implementing the caseload changes is expected to take about a year, Hirose said. 
Meanwhile, an effort to have the state takeover all costs of providing free representation 
for the poor is gaining steam. There's a measure approved by the state legislature to 
have the state assume the estimated $360 million a year it takes to provide services 
statewide, the New York Law Journal reported.  
 
Right now, the state provides about $80 million. Onondaga County currently pays 
several million a year toward its Assigned Counsel Program. The state legislature has 



not yet forwarded the bill to the governor to consider, the Law Journal reported. Gov. 
Andrew Cuomo has not yet said if he would approve the measure. 
 


