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Defender Association of Philadelphia 

FISCAL YEAR 2015 BUDGET TESTIMONY 

April 2014 

 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

DEPARTMENT MISSION AND FUNCTION 
The Defender Association of Philadelphia provides competent, quality legal representation to indigent 
adult and juvenile defendants charged with criminal offenses, to respondents in civil mental health 
proceedings, and to dependent and neglected children in custody and abuse matters as appointed by the 
Philadelphia courts. 
 
Short and long-term goals: 
 

o The Defender Association represents 70% of the defendants who qualify for no cost criminal 
representation and, overall, receives approximately 60,000 new cases each year.  

 
o The Defender Association is in the process of restructuring the office by assigning felony and 

misdemeanor cases according to the zone system. 
 

o The Defender Association continues to work toward automating its case management system. 
 
 

PROPOSED BUDGET HIGHLIGHTS/FUNDING REQUEST 

• Highlights of proposed budget request and fiscal year achievements/challenges: 
 

o The Defender Association is working with the City to implement a public service pay equity plan. 
 
o The Defender Association continues to automate its case management system with no additional 

funding from the City thus far. 
 

• Department’s proposed funding request: 
 

o Staff for 5 information technology positions for $299,000 
 
o 4% general salary increase for staff for $1,170,699 

 
o Increase in the cost of medical insurance for $966,000 

 
o 5% general increase in operating costs for $139,000 

 
o One-time cost to purchase shelving for $50,000 
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Defender Association of Philadelphia 

PERFORMANCE, CHALLENGES AND INITIATIVES 

 
DEPARTMENT PERFORMANCE (OPERATIONS)  

The Defender Association measures productivity by tracking and reviewing caseload and workload 
numbers. The numbers are strong evidence of an efficient operation. We also measure the impact the office 
has on the criminal justice system through its participation in the various specialty programs:  AMP, Drug 
Court, Veterans Court, Domestic Violence Court, etc. In alternative sentencing programs (which assists 
incarcerated prisoners with getting out of jail and into rehabilitative settings, thus reducing the county 
prison population and easing the prison overcrowding situation), we track  the number of parole petitions 
filed to measure productivity and effectiveness. 
 
Internally, the office has followed the Courts and moved to a “Zone” system of providing representation.  
Although the volume of cases assigned to the office prevents individual representation in all but the most 
serious cases, zoning has made it easier for attorneys to represent the same client at multiple listings of a 
case and helps them maintain a better working relationship.  This will lead to fewer case continuances and 
more expeditious dispositions of cases. 

 
DEPARTMENT CHALLENGES 

Our biggest challenge is keeping competent staff, considering the fact that those at the Defender 
Association are paid far less than their counterparts at the District Attorney Office and the City Solicitor 
Office. Compounded with this is low morale, as we have not had any substantial salary increase in years. 

 
STAFFING LEVELS 

We hired 48 people this fiscal year; 32 Caucasian, 7 African American, 4 Latino, 1 Asian, and 4 more than 
one Race. 

 
PAST INITIATIVES 

The Defender Association has been slowly automating our case management system. We have requested 
$299,000 from the City to hire additional staff to complete the process.  

 
CURRENT INITIATIVES  

The Defender Association has been slowly automating our case management system. We have requested 
$299,000 from the City to hire additional staff to complete the process.  
 
The Defender Association has followed the Courts and moved to a “Zone” system of providing 
representation.  The office tracks cases opened, cases closed, hearings, date disposed and hearing date. 

 
NEW INITIATIVES 

We are continuing negotiations with the City for a public service pay equity plan. The City Administration 
has examined the salary disparity between Defender staff and that of their counterparts in the City: the 
District Attorney Office and the City Solicitor Office. The City Administration has promised to come up with 
a plan to close the salary gap that includes our entire staff of attorneys, social workers, paralegals, 
administrative, and law interns.  As we get closer to the end of the current Administration, it seems unlikely 
that goal will be realized.  We would like to see something concrete in the 5-year Plan that lays the 
foundation for progress in this area. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OTHER BUDGETARY IMPACTS  
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FEDERAL AND STATE (WHERE APPLICABLE) 
The Defender Association receives approximately $500,000 from federal and state agencies annually. We 
expect the same level of funding in the upcoming fiscal year.  

 
OTHER 

As more than 15% of our staff is barely earning a living wage, any increase in the federal minimum wage 
would mean that this office needs additional funding to comply with the Philadelphia Code. This Code 
requires City contractors to pay their employees 150% of the federal minimum wage. We estimate that it 
would cost at least $500,000 in salary and related benefits costs to remain compliant if minimum wage is 
increased to $10.10. 
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