
 
 

Office of Mayor Ted Wheeler 
City of Portland 

 

April 29, 2022 

 

Governor Kate Brown 

900 Court Street NE, Suite 254 

Salem, OR 97301 

 

Chief Justice Martha Walters 

Oregon Supreme Court 

1163 State Street 

Salem, OR 97301 

 

Senate President Peter Courtney 

900 Court Street NE, S-201 

Salem, OR 97301 

Speaker Dan Rayfield 

900 Court Street NE, H-269 

Salem, OR 97301 

 

Dear Governor Brown, President Courtney, Speaker Rayfield, and Chief Justice Walters: 

 

Thank you for convening the Three Branch Workgroup to address the critical shortage of public 

defenders in Oregon and your commitment to finding solutions to improving the state’s public 

defense systems. I write to underscore the immediate need to address the criminal justice crisis 

our state faces due to the lack of support for the critical work of Oregon public defenders and to 

suggest potential steps forward. 

 

As you are aware, our state, and Portland in particular, faces an unprecedented rise in gun 

violence and auto-thefts.  Our city is continually working to identify solutions to the most urgent 

needs to combat crime and channel resources to support both preventative efforts and 

enforcement efforts.  But one vital aspect of public safety has been overlooked for years that we, 

at the local level, cannot provide—meeting our constitutional obligations to provide effective 

legal counsel to those accused of crime.     

 

Because of systematic failures to adequately support a robust public defense system in Oregon, 

we now face the harsh reality that insufficient public defender resources can translate to criminal 

cases getting dismissed on constitutional grounds.  When cases get dismissed because 

government has not upheld its end of the constitutional bargain, the system becomes little more 

than a sieve with enormous public safety resources pouring through, utterly wasted.   

 

I am acutely aware of the resource shortages our criminal justice system faces across the board.  

Our city faces historically low numbers of police officers and significant staffing shortages in 

district attorney offices as well.  However, the public defender crisis must also be prioritized 

immediately.  
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I am greatly dismayed that our public defender staffing is at one-third of what is necessary to 

meet basic legal, ethical, and constitutional requirements.  I was also disheartened to learn just 

how significant the pay disparity between prosecutors and public defenders is in our state—in 

some counties as much as double.  Over time, these problems have created a widening chasm 

that exacerbates attrition and leads to unfathomable caseloads with little incentive to work for 

substandard pay.   

 

There are long-term solutions to these problems, including the creation of a state-wide public 

defense system that centralizes resources and training, and also ensures consistent and effective 

representation for our residents.  However, the current state of affairs simply cannot wait for the 

construction of a new system.  Action must be taken now to retain existing defenders and 

encourage recruitment of new lawyers.  To that end, I and my team have consulted with 

stakeholders to offer some suggestions for action that can be taken immediately: 

 

• Provide law school funding for lawyers who agree to work as public defenders upon 

graduation for five years.   

• Pay monthly student loan payments for lawyers who are currently working as public 

defenders.   

• Eliminate pay disparity by raising public defender salaries to levels commensurate with 

their prosecution counterparts.  At a minimum, bring public defender pay in trial offices 

up to match the level that OPDS pays attorneys in its Appellate Division.   

• Stem attrition rates by removing restrictions on existing funding streams to allow 

agencies to pay retention bonuses to lawyers currently employed in public defender 

offices.   

• Provide funding for hiring bonuses and relocation expenses for lawyers who come to 

work as public defenders in Oregon. 

• Improve the system of reciprocity and admission for out of state lawyers to reduce the 

time and costs associated with relocating to Oregon to practice in public defense.  This 

would significantly increase Oregon’s ability to recruit and onboard lawyers in 

neighboring states like California and Nevada.   

• Create additional positions for non-lawyers (social workers, case managers; paralegals, 

etc.) to help manage client relationships and reduce administrative tasks for lawyers. 

• Create a residency program to incentivize large law firms to lend their own paid associate 

attorneys to serve as public defenders for terms of one to two years in order to gain 

hands-on client, litigation, and courtroom experience.   

• Support the creation or expansion of clinical programs in law schools that will allow 

student attorneys to represent clients in misdemeanor cases.   
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• Provide wellness benefits to defenders, including stipends for expenses related to self-

care (i.e., gym memberships, yoga classes, etc.). 

• Provide funding to help defender agencies absorb caseloads when lawyers take parental 

or FMLA leave.   

• Provide childcare benefits and/or stipends for defenders who are parents.   

 

These options provide several different approaches to keep the defenders we have and 

incentivize new and experienced lawyers to come to Oregon and ensure we are meeting our 

constitutional obligations.  I recognize the staffing shortages and attrition rates are also 

significant in prosecutorial offices, and many of these concepts can and should be utilized to 

support them as well.   

 

Regardless of the options that are ultimately taken, we are looking to you to act now.  We are out 

of time and my administration stands ready to help in any way we can.  Thank you for your 

consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Mayor Ted Wheeler 

 

cc:   Senator Floyd Prozanski 

 Representative Paul Evans 

Stephen Singer, Executive Director, Office of Public Defense Services 

Multnomah County District Attorney Mike Schmidt  

Jennifer Johnson, Dean Lewis & Clark Law School 

 Marcilynn Burke, Dean, University of Oregon School of Law 

Brian Gallini, Dean, Willamette University College of Law 

 


