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BELTON — The Commissioners Court passed an agreement Monday that aims to save Bell County 

money on future capital murder cases in which the offender faces the death penalty. 

An annual payment of $125,000 to the Lubbock-based Regional Public Defender for Capital Cases will 

ensure any future capital case’s legal costs are covered. 

Currently, the county pays $200,000 to $400,000 per capital murder case, which can take about 400 

hours of attorney time and 15 to 20 years, including appeals, to complete, County Judge Jon Burrows 

said. 

According to Burrows, the Regional Public Defender for Capital Cases began in Lubbock County because 

so many surrounding small, rural counties looked to Lubbock in the rare occasion they faced such a case. 

“A really little county with a small budget could be devastated by a capital case,” Burrows said. “The 

small county may never use the services, but if a (capital) case does come up, this way they won’t go 

bankrupt. The agreement with Lubbock was so successful, it expanded to other counties.” 

Bell County is the second largest county eligible for such a policy. Burrows said that over the past 10 

years the county has averaged six capital cases a year. 

The policy will include all the cases that come up, be it two or 22 each year. However, if more than one 

person is charged with capital murder and faces the death penalty in a single case, only one of the 

offenders is covered and the county must pay for the other defendants’ legal costs. 

Capital murder cases are only eligible for the coverage if the offender faces the death penalty. Burrows 

said there are currently about five capital cases pending, but the new coverage does not apply to those, 

only cases that arise after today’s approval of the agreement. 

“We’re not taking any business away from any of our attorneys because there is no one eligible here to 

do these cases,” Burrows said. “We have had to hire outside the county previously anyway, but for 

$200,000 to $400,000 per case.” 

The Commissioners Court will reassess the agreement when the contract is up in two years. 

Area counties have been adversely affected by previous capital cases, with Milam County budgeting 

$350,000 in 2013 to deal with a case that was among the reasons given for a tax increase. 

Milam County Judge Dave Barkemeyer filed an application with the Texas governor’s office seeking a 

$52,000 grant to cover a portion of the cost of a capital murder trial in the shooting death of San Gabriel 

resident Sandra Phillips. She was killed in April 2011 during a home invasion robbery at her residence off 

FM 486. 

With the possibility of the death penalty on the table, Brandon Charles Cotton of Rockdale later pleaded 

guilty and was sentenced to life without the possibility of parole. 
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