
 
 
 

BJA Right to Counsel Technical Assistance Project  
Webinar Series: Budget Advocacy in 21st Century 

Session One: Cultivating Relationships  
 

American University and the National Legal Aid & Defender Association (NLADA), with the support of the Bureau of Justice 
Assistance (BJA), launched the “Right to Counsel Technical Assistance Project” to provide technical assistance  to public 
defense providers to support efforts to adhere to the ABA Ten Principles of a Public Defense Delivery System.  The project’s 
2014 survey of defender offices revealed that, overwhelmingly, public defense providers need assistance in developing 
effective budget strategies in line with Principle Eight. In response, AU and NLADA designed a three-part webinar series to 

provide strategies for presenting budget requests as well as developing the collaborative relationships needed throughout the year 

for effective budget advocacy. The following is the schedule of the webinars, archived at www.righttocounselta.org:  

.  

       Session One: Cultivating Relationships – January 29, 2015 at 2:00 p.m. EST 

       Session Two: Data Collection and Analysis for Budget Advocacy – April 30, 2015 at 2:00 p.m. EST 

       Session Three: Persuasive Budget Advocacy – July 30, 2015 at 2:00 p.m. EST 
 

Defender offices, like other justice agencies, must rely on local 

and/or state legislatures for funding need and therefore need 

allies who can advocate for their cause. Session One addresses 

the need to cultivate relationships with likely and unlikely 

allies, both within and outside the criminal justice system, in 

support of defender offices’ initiatives.  
 

 
 

Among the issues the presenters discussed were the following: 
 

With whom should you start cultivating relationships to 

develop allies? 

Political Relationships - Depending on the political structures 

surrounding your public defense delivery system, there may be 

different actors with whom you need to cultivate relationships. 

For some defenders, county commissioners control purse 

strings; for others, judges may control appointments of chief 

public defenders and/or assigned counsel. Still other “systems” 

are under state funding and control.  To the extent you can 

create relationships with those with direct control over funding, 

obviously, those actors are a priority.   
 

Criminal Justice System Relationships - Allies in the criminal 

justice system can be very important. Prosecutors, police, and 

judges might at first seem like unlikely allies, but getting to 

know decision-makers in these arenas could help you navigate 

common funding structures. A strong public defense 

component benefits the entire system. 
 

Community Relationships - Educating the community on the 

justice system generally and the role of public defense in 

particular can help garner support for the public defense 

function along with the resources needed. Community 

relationships should be nurtured with individuals as well as 

organized community groups.  

Where should you begin? 

1. Cold callingis a good start. Introduce yourself to political, 

justice system, and community leaders who may not yet 

know what the public defender does. Let them know about 

who you are and what it is that you do. Offer to meet with 

them to find out more about what they do and how the 

public defender may be helpful.  Keep the message short 

and do not ask for anything except a meeting to speak 

further.  

2. Try sending out one email a week to see what kind of 

reception and response you get from this outreach. 

3. Meet people where they are, whether it is in their offices or 

at community events. Going out of your way to meet them 

leaves a memorable impression. Again, at this first 

meeting, do not ask for anything; treat it as an information 

session. 
 

When should you start cultivating  relationships? 

Start cultivating relationships at the earliest possible time – not 

when you need to tap into them. You can start by identifying 

those in the community who need to know about the public 

defender whether or not you need them at the moment. It is 

always beneficial to expand your sphere of acquaintances and, 

potentially, circle of supporters. Get to know people outside of 

your defender circle who can connect you with individuals who 

can expand your sphere of “influence”, or at least awareness of 

the public defense function in the community.  
 

The immediate goal is to build your “rolodex” of supporters on 

whom you can call when you are developing an initiative that 

requires support.  A larger goal, however, is to increase 

awareness of public defense, what you do and why it is 

important to the community. Through the relationships you 

develop, you – as a representative of the public defense function 

–will also become more aware of community issues  and likely 

kept in the loop on those that affect criminal justice  and the 

public defense function,  as well as be in a position to influence 

how these are addressed. 
 

Questions?  Contact Preeti Menon, Sr. Policy Associate, Justice Programs 

Office, School of Public Affairs, American University, 

pmenon@american.edu, or Michelle Bonner, Chief Counsel, NLADA, 
m.bonner@nlada.org.  

Please visit the BJA Right to Counsel Technical 

Assistance website, www.righttocounselta.org for the 

Jan. 29, 2015, webinar, “Cultivating 

Relationships,” featuring Keir Bradford-Grey, Chief, 

Montgomery County Defender (PA), and Derwyn 

Bunton, Chief, Orleans Public Defender (LA). 
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