
Fact Sheet: Black Communities must be involved in the Creation of a Statewide Public
Defense System in Illinois

Landmark civil rights era cases such as Gideon v. Wainwright (Gideon v. Wainwright, 372 U.S.
335, 344 (1963) found it to be the “obvious truth” that fair representation was not possible without access
to counsel for all accused people. Despite this Illinois’ current county-based public defender system has
underserved Black people across the State for decades1. Public Defenders remain underfunded,
understaffed and overwhelmed, impacting the quality of representation in the counties where Black
people reside across Illinois2. The States choice to maintain a county-based system has resulted in poor
outcomes in the following areas:

● In every county, resources afforded to public defense fail to
meet modern national practice standards

● The State of Illinois has created no standards related to the
provision of public defense. Resources and practices vary
dramatically, creating inequitable access to a Constitutional
right for Black Illinois residents.

● The state spends less than one dollar to defend Illinoisans
from criminal charges for every $200 it spends to pursue
criminal charges via police, prosecution, and prison.

● In more than half of Illinois counties, there is no public
defender office8.

The Illinois Supreme Court created the Judicial Conference Criminal Indigent Defense Task
Force (“Task Force”) to address challenges to quality legal representation. The Task Force recommended
full state funding for trial-level public defense services, the establishment of an independent
Administrative Office of Public Defense (AOPD) and State Public Defender Commission. However,
these recommendations lack critical impact from the Black communities and people that utilize public
defender services.9

Fund A Statewide Public Defender System that supports & partners with Black communities.
Despite the potential benefits of a new, statewide system, without community guidance and input

from Black people and Black advocacy organizations, the issues of the past system are at risk of repeating
themselves. In order to create a more equitable system for representation, we recommend:

● Conducting listening sessions led by community based organizations across Illinois.
● Form an Advisory Board and Governing Board for the Statewide Trial-level Public Defender

Office with Black community representation.
● Commission community-based research to access impacted communities’ needs.
● Develop strategy to improve representation provided to parents in abuse and neglect proceedings.
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Fiscal Year 2024 Budget

County Public Defender States Attorney

Cook3 $102,266,47 $203,655,662

St Clair4 $1,045,555 $2,321,910

Champaign5 $1,787,756 $3,048,675

Dupage6 $6,591,509 $14,879,590

Peoria7 $2,436,865 $5,205,383
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