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December 16, 2011

Indigent Defense Advisory Commission

Thank you, Chairman Fisher and members for the opportunity to provide written testimony on the important issue of public defense reform for the indigent, an issue that we are happy to see receiving deserved and long overdue attention.
Michigan Partners in Crisis is a coalition of organizations, including mental health professionals, attorneys, peace officers, and jurists dedicated to advocating for the responsible and humane treatment of inmates suffering from mental illness in prisons and jails.  The coalition engages state and local agencies to pursue cost effective and responsible policies to respond to the needs of those suffering from mental illness.  

Partners in Crisis wants to help reduce the over-reliance on the criminal justice system as a response to mental illness and emotional disorders, while preserving the well-being and safety of consumers, families and the general public. 
A more effective public defense system would inject cost efficiencies into the system and help highlight the needs of those suffering from mental illness.  

We know from a recent U-M study that over 20 percent of state prison inmates have severe mental disability, and the number would be considerably higher if all mental illness were counted. Two-thirds of those with severe disability had not received any specialty mental health treatment the previous 12 months. We further know that Wayne State University found a 51 percent mental illness rate in the Wayne, Kent and Clinton County jails in 1998-99, with 34 percent having a serious diagnosis. And, the Department of Human Services has testified to the Legislature that emotional disorders are highly prevalent in the juvenile justice system. On top of all this, the U.S. Office of Justice Statistics tells us that roughly three-fourths of incarcerated inmates with mental illness have experienced previous incarcerations.

Throughout the law enforcement, judicial, and incarceration process, adequate and competent public defense can add to mental health awareness as a factor at each level of contact for the accused.  Moreover, at all three of these levels, agencies, courts and prisons would find their overall costs would begin to decline.  

Instead, with no state standards, monitoring or funding for public defense at pre-booking, assessment and trial, there is no consistency regarding training for public defense attorneys.  And, of course, today there are few resources available to train defense attorneys on mental health issues.   In addition, many attorneys find themselves in a system with limited access to experts, social workers, or treatment providers for individuals experiencing mental illnesses or emotional disorders.  The accused suffering from mental illness are often left with no options.  They are ultimately placed into a cycle of recidivism resulting in a feeling of hopelessness for the individual and higher costs to the taxpayer. 

Placing resources on the front end would drastically improve cost efficiencies. Having an effective public defense system would be smarter, more cost effective, and represent good system management, aside from the fact that it’s simply the right thing to do.  

Partners in Crisis supports the Campaign for Justice and the efforts to put in place a public defense system with adequate state funding and that meets and upholds minimum national standards – the Eleven Principles of a Public Defense Delivery System.

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide testimony and we encourage you to support public defense reform legislation.

