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New Fort Bend defender's office will make process more 

efficient 

By Emily Foxhall 
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Fort Bend County's new public defender's office is getting ready to open for business, making 

preparations to handle about 10 percent of the county's felony and misdemeanor indigent cases. 

Following last spring's debate over whether the office was needed, state grant funding was 

approved by August and went into effect in October for the new county agency, which will 

provide criminal defense for those who cannot afford it. The public defender's office will take its 

first case Feb. 1. 

Private attorneys previously assumed the bulk of such cases paid for with government funds. 

When it was proposed that public defenders assume a fraction of those cases, some defense 

attorneys opposed the idea, arguing that the public defender's office would take away their work 

without providing better counsel or saving any costs. 

However, advocates of the county office say it will help make the process more efficient, provide 

support for other attorneys assigned to indigent cases, and offer a centralized location for data 

collection and oversight. 

"From the county perspective, I think that it's going to provide more efficient administration of 

justice," said County Commissioner Richard Morrison, who sits on an advisory committee that 

helps to guide the office and stays apprised of its progress. "And what that's going to mean, at 

least we hope it to mean, is saving the taxpayer money." 

'Make it worthwhile' 

Fort Bend joins at least 17 other counties in the state that operate public defender offices. Of 

those, 11 opened in 2005 or later, including Bexar, Willacy and, as of 2011, Harris. 

The new office in Fort Bend grows out of a mental health public defender's office that has 

operated in the county since 2010. Like the newly expanded office, it was subsidized by funding 

from the Texas Indigent Defense Commission. 

The commission's more recent, four-year grant allowed for the creation of a public defender's 

office that includes both mental health and trial court divisions. 
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While there hasn't been a "rampant rush," per se, public defender's offices have been increasingly 

common in the state, said Edwin Colfax, grant program manager for the indigent defense 

commission. 

"Fort Bend certainly has the scale and the caseload to make it worthwhile for them to move in 

this direction," Colfax said. 

The grant provides 80 percent of the necessary funding during the first year, decreasing 

incrementally by 20 percent each year following. The county covers the rest. For the first year, 

which includes one-time office build-out and supply fees, this means $756,911 from the 

commission and $189,228 from the county. 

The build-out is scheduled to start this week to office space in a building on Eugene Heimann 

Circle, a short walk from the county jail and the Justice Center, where the courts are housed. 

'Effective' strategy 

"We've had very good results with other programs around the state that we've funded along this 

model," Colfax said. "It seems to be for many jurisdictions a very effective strategy for assuring 

that constitutional rights are protected." 

The public defender's office, beginning in February, is set to be assigned one of every four 

felony cases. When their case loads are full, the office will then assume one of every five or six 

felony cases. They will be on a regular rotation list for misdemeanor cases, said Roderick 

"Rocky" Glass, the chief public defender appointed in October. 

The rest of the defendants will continue to be assigned to court-appointed attorneys, who 

otherwise are privately retained lawyers assigned to cases on a rotating basis by a county 

indigent defense coordinator. The attorneys must meet certain standards, though judges can 

replace them with different counsel if they find reason. 

Only an 'enhancement' 

In 2014, assigned counsel received 5,001 cases. An additional 270 fell to the mental health 

public defenders, according to data provided by County Auditor Ed Sturdivant. 

The county paid nearly $4.6 million in attorney fees, according to 2014 data, but the public 

defender's office may turn out to cost the same or perhaps a little more than under the previous 

system, Sturdivant said. 

"This should only be looked at as an enhancement to our current indigent defense system," he 

said. 



The full office will include four attorneys in the mental health division, of whom two were newly 

appointed, and four in the new trial division, of whom one started Jan. 11. 

Two more are slated to start Jan. 25 and a fourth begins on Feb. 1. 

Other staff include two investigators; four case workers and a social worker in the mental health 

division; and three office support staff. All positions are expected to be filled by the end of next 

month. 

Glass, who directed the mental health public defender's office before becoming chief public 

defender, intends to take half of a regular case load himself. 

"Just because someone's poor, they still deserve the very defense possible," Glass said. "I think 

the public defenders' office is going to be able to offer that." 
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