2021 LEGISLATIVE SESSION

Increased Funding for Trial
Court Public Defense
JUSTICE BY GEOGRAPHY
The constitution ensures a defendant’s right to counsel in misdemeanor
and felony prosecutions. The state’s financial contribution to the
constitutional right for effective legal representation can only
be described as wholly inadequate. Despite the Legislature’s
continued recognition of the state’s obligation that “effective legal
representation must be provided for indigent persons…consistent with
the constitutional requirements of fairness, equal protection, and due
process,” our state has failed to make progress toward funding this
obligation. See RCW 10.101.005.
It is crucial for the Legislature to understand that the absence of state
revenue, for such an obvious state mandate delegated to counties,
leaves counties with no other option than to cut from other public
health and safety services provided to our shared communities. Please
support state funding for trial court public defense services.

$57M

Washington State’s
contribution of the total
amount spent for trial
court public defense
services
Increase in counties’
costs for providing trial
court public defense
services from 20082019 (53%)
Trial court public
defense services suffer
from the effects of
justice by geography
just as education did
prior to McCleary.
Having varying
degrees of funding and
resources for these
services is inequitable.

– House Judiciary Workgroup on
Misdemeanor Public Defense Costs in
Washington State, 2014

CURRENT FUNDING STRUCTURE:
• Washington counties pay over 96% of the cost of trial
court public defense services ($164M /year)
• The state pays less than 4% ($6M /year)
• This is an unbalanced approach to funding our justice
system
• Washington State is the one of the lowest contributors
nationally to public defense

GROWING REQUIREMENTS OF COUNTIES:
• The legislature and the Supreme Court have required
counties to adopt new caseload standards for public
defenders
• Counties have worked hard to take incremental steps to
reach staffing levels consistent with the new standards,
but costs have skyrocketed
• Nationally there are 23 states that fully fund public
defense and another 9 states that fund more than 50%
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4%

“Given the existing
low level of state
funding and the
increased costs
identified to date, the
State should increase
the funding levels to
cities and counties for
public defense.”

County Public Defense
Spending (2019)
PUBLIC DEFENSE SPENDING

PUBLIC DEFENSE SPENDING

County Pop. > 100,000

County Pop.
40,000 to 100,000

King

$67,507,452

Pierce

$15,622,700

Spokane
Snohomish
Thurston
Clark

Grant

$10,506,517

$3,113,175

Chelan

$10,171,737

$2,527,688

Franklin

$6,376,915

$1,342,820

Lewis

$6,653,484

$1,835,569

Clallam

Yakima

$5,147,455

Grays Harbor

Whatcom

$4,669,561

Okanogan

$1,932,267
$1,258,342
$1,029,369

Skagit

$4,389,812

Island

$873,288

Kitsap

$4,016,308

Mason

$961,959

Benton

$3,931,418

Stevens

$866,332

Cowlitz

$2,929,736
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PUBLIC DEFENSE SPENDING

Jefferson

$694,223

Pacific

$500,890

Adams

$385,000

San Juan

$339,636

Klickitat

$364,461

Pend Oreille

$266,178

Asotin
Ferry

$197,097
$153,703

Skamania

$164,915

Columbia
Wahkiakum
Garfield
$0

Counties cannot continue to fund trial court
public defense services alone. In order to
continue effective access to justice, the
Legislature must fund the full cost of trial
court public defense services – an additional
$328 million in the next biennium.

$382,770

Lincoln

$124,800
$94,839

Source: Washington State Office of Public Defense Public Defense Improvement Grant Program
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Counties Desperately Need The
State To Back Up Its Stated
Commitment For The Constitutional
Right To Effective Legal
Representation With Real Money.
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County Pop. < 40,000

