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Overview of the Office

The Independent Office of Assigned Counsel (OAC) is Westchester County’s largest provider of
mandated representation as defined by County Law Article 722, offering high quality legal
representation by approximately 220 independent lawyers in private practice to low-income
people with cases in the Criminal and Family Courts of the County as well as criminal and
family law appeals and matters related to parole violations, revocations and appeals.

The office was created and operates pursuant to Westchester County Law Chapter 186, passed
unanimously by this Honorable Board and signed into law by County Executive George Latimer
in 2021. It is governed by a Board of Directors comprised of members selected in accordance
with the law. Oversight of this office is also provided by the New York State Office of Indigent
Legal Services (ILS).

Summary of State Funds Intended to Support the OAC

The primary source of funds to support this office and its initiatives are state grant funding
provided by ILS. ILS has 2 main grants:

e Distribution Funding—a lump sum is granted to the County for the County to determine
allocation among providers. It is a 3-year budget cycle. These grants cover funding for
resources to support Family Court attorneys as well as Criminal Court attorneys. The
OAC is the primary provider of parental legal representation. In the vast majority of
cases, at least 2 assigned attorneys are involved in each case. Legal Services of the
Hudson Valley is the other provider of parental representation. They do not receive
funding from this funding stream.

e Hurrell-Haring Settlement Funds—ILS determines funding to each provider of criminal
defense representation. The Legal Aid Society of Westchester and the OAC provide this
representation.

There are also 3 smaller grants:

e Counsel at First Appearance in Criminal Cases (CAFA)—a lump sum is granted to the
County to provide stipends to ensure counsel at arraignment in after court hours in
criminal cases. This is a 3-year budget cycle. The entirety of this Grant is allocated to the
Legal Aid Society of Westchester.

e Upstate Quality Improvement Grant—a lump sum granted to the County to determine
allocation among providers. This is a 3-year budget cycle. Funds can be used for both
Family and Criminal. The entirety of this Grant is allocated to the Legal Aid Society of
Westchester.

e Second Upstate Family Representation Grant—a competitive 3-year grant submitted by
the County to provide pre-petition representation to parents in Article 10 (abuse/neglect)
cases and to provide support for attorney resources to improve the quality of
representation.




State Grant Funding—Westchester County is Grantee

Distribution 14, a three year grant for mandated representation expenditures in calendar years
2024, 2025 and 2026. In 2025 ILS updated its allocation causing a delay in the county
determining the allocations for the OAC and LAS.

It should be noted that the Assigned Counsel Panel represents approximately 80% of all
mandated representation for which the County is responsible and further, that it provides almost
all Family Court parental representation in the County. Distribution 14 funds may be used for
family court representation as well as criminal defense.

Hurrell-Haring 2 - continuation of a three year grant for indigent representation expenditures
of criminal defense matters, for state fiscal years 4/1/25-3/31/28. ILS initially allocated
$5,029,450 in the most recent Hurrell-Haring 2 funding cycle, representing a 25.71% increase
over the past allocation. Additionally, in 2025 ILS added an additional $507,073 to Westchester
County in this grant with specific allocations of that amount between the OAC and the LASW as
follows:
o $279,840 to the OAC
o Funding for 2™ Accountant position, owing to the robust reimbursement claiming
being done by the OAC.
o An additional $10,000 each year for 2 years to go towards trainings for attorneys.
o $227,233 to LASW - stipends for the attorneys for appearing at arraignments.

The OAC deeply appreciates the growing support for the work that we do, so that attorneys have
all the resources they need to do their finest work.

DCJS Aid to Defense and Discovery Reform funds — since 2024 each year the Division of
Criminal Justice Services (DCJS) has allocated $1.5 million in Aid to Defense funds to the
County. The OAC requested that the County use some of that funding to offset the cost of the
only 2 staff positions in the office that are not reimbursed by the State. DCIJS allocated an
additional $1.5 million each year for Discovery Reform. The OAC proposed that these funds
would be most effectively utilized by the County if both of the providers of mandated
representation and the District Attorney’s Office work together to determine the most effective
way to address discovery access, download and retention issues.

Board of Directors Summary

The Board met regularly during the year to review reports from the Administrator. Meetings
were primarily public, but on occasion some parts of the meetings were conducted in Executive
Sessions.

Upon the resignation of the former Administrator at the start of 2025, the Board of Directors
voted unanimously to appoint Stephanie Perez Acting Administrator. The Board posted for and
interviewed candidates for this position, and formally appointed Stephanie Perez as
Administrator. This appointment was subsequently approved by the County Executive and



confirmed by the Board of Legislators in June 2025. Since then a thorough search has been
conducted for a Deputy Administrator and we hope to appoint a candidate in the New Year.

There are two vacancies on the OAC Board.

e Board member Ron Abad resigned in October 2023. That position must be filled by a
qualified member of the general public who are not members of the legal profession and
who reside in Westchester County. A potential candidate has been proposed to the
County Executive’s office

e Board member Alexandra Bisesi resigned in February 2025. That position must be filled
by a member chosen from among several recommended by the Hudson Valley Hispanic
Bar Association. Two potential candidates have been proposed to the County Executive’s
office.

Administrator’s Summary

In General

In its 3" year of operation, the OAC continued to build upon its foundation of equipping panel
attorneys with tools, resources and training to provide high quality legal representation to its
clients. OAC provided important resources for attorney use in furtherance of high-quality legal
representation and greater access to counsel by low-income litigants. It should be noted that, as
discussed above, state grant funding through ILS is intended to be the primary funder of this
office designed by this Honorable Board to replicate the resources, supports and accountability
measures typically available in an institutional provider setting. It is respectfully submitted that
given the numerous resources and supports provided to attorneys, rigorous standards for
admission to the panel, high level of attorney accountability, vertical representation of all clients,
and minimal administrative costs, Westchester’s ACP is both highly efficient and cost-effective
in general and by comparison to institutional providers of mandated representation.

In addition to the services and resources provided to attorneys in 2024 that were outlined in the
2024 Annual Report, 2025 saw:

e Access to Counsel — indigent clients being able to have easy, free and fast access to counsel
is a critical component of mandated representation. We at the OAC help to facilitate this
access in many ways, all at no cost to Westchester County taxpayers, the clients, or the
attorneys providing the direct service.

o CAFA/CAP/Criminal — Our attorneys staff the centralized arraignment part for the
six (6) City Courts of Westchester County which is held on the weekends and
holidays at the Westchester County Courthouse.

o Access to counsel from Westchester County jail - Working together with County IT
and the Dept of Corrections, we launched a first of its kind phone calling system,
allowing our clients who are residents at the County Jail to be able to call their



attorneys, at no cost to them, or to their attorney. In its 1% year of operation we have
had over 1300 calls from clients to their 18-B attorney.

O Attorney office space in county courthouse - In conjunction with the 9 JD, we have

secured space in the County Courthouse for use by our panel attorneys.

Attorney Wellness - Pioneered a virtual Attorney Wellness Fair with partners in other
departments and organizations around the County, during which we addressed vicarious
trauma, moral injury, and their effects head-on.

Future of the Panel: We are very mindful of the makeup of our panel, and the need to ensure
its longevity and the availability of counsel for clients. Some of the things we have focused
on in 2025 to accomplish that are as follows:

(@)

Screening — Bolstered our interview process to ensure that attorney applicants to the
18-B Panel possess the necessary skills to provide the highest level of client-centered
advocacy.

Mentorship - Broadened the scope of the various mentorships we offer, including
traditional mentoring activities and our hybrid mentorship program “ACP@ACP”
which pairs experienced attorneys with attorneys newer to the practice of mandated
representation, as a means of fostering learning and camaraderie.

2" Seat Program — Championed the already strong connection the attorneys have
with each other by increasing the use of our Second Chair program. Utilizing
reimbursable state funds, we assigned more experienced attorneys to serve as either
the lead or support attorney on serious family and criminal court cases.

Community Partnerships — Continued to forge relationships with community partners,
such as the Office for Women, Department of Corrections, Pace Law School, Legal
Services of the Hudson Valley, Pace Womens Justice Center, Bronx Defenders, New
York State Defenders Association and ILS. These relationships strengthen the
connections that panel attorneys are able to access and provides opportunities to
enhance representation for our clients.

Interns — Welcomed two legal interns this summer. They shadowed panel attorneys,
observed court proceedings, drafted legal memoranda and participated in OAC
operations. We also attended job fairs for law students to promote the values of
representing indigent clients.

Investigators/Social Workers/Osborne/Experts — Further simplified the assignment and
payment of non-attorney experts, leading to a significant increase in the use of investigators,
social workers, specialized experts, etc. in the defense of the county’s indigent populations.
These non-attorney experts aid attorneys in compiling evidence, reviewing discovery,
connecting clients with services, preparing mitigation packets and examining the
circumstances leading to court involvement.



e Newsletter - Expanded Dicta, the quarterly OAC newsletter, to include more articles and
information, which serves to connect the Panel to resources that aid our clients and to each
other to create a community of colleagues.

Attorney Billing/Attorney Retention

Working closely with the Finance and IT Departments, the OAC continued to streamline the
billing process for attorneys and experts to ensure both prompt payments for services rendered as
well to maximize reimbursements from the State. In January 2025 we launched Phase 2 of our
online billing system, which focused on enhancing auditing, control, and digital transition
capabilities within the e-vouchering system. The following key upgrades were implemented:

e Prevents attorneys from billing for services prior to the assignment date or after the last
date of representation. The upgrades in Phase 2 further ensures accuracy on the bill, and
promptness of payment.

e Restricts billing for in-court services on weekends and holidays. Phase 2 of the system
alerts the attorney that the day they are inputting is a weekend or holiday, and thus court
is not typically in session, allowing them to correct the mistake at the forefront.

e Phase 2 triggers automated email notifications to administrators when unusual in-court or
out-of-court time entries are submitted

e The online billing system is now prepared for a full paperless transition, allowing OAC to
make vouchers available to attorneys online. It enables both attorneys and judges to
digitally sign and submit vouchers for review. We will pilot a program with a select few
courts in 2026, as part of Phase 3.

e New portal feature alerts both attorneys and OAC of upcoming certification expiration
dates.

e In 2025 we launched “The Hub,” a lawyer resource portal containing an online repository
of documents and videos for the attorneys, including sample motions, case law, practice
advisories, lists of resources and contacts, recordings of our trainings, and links to the
written materials from those trainings.

Data Highlights

From January 1, 2025 to December 23, 2025, the OAC opened over 17,500 cases in the case
management system. Opening a case permits attorneys to bill for services rendered on that case.

It should also be noted that in contrast to institutional providers, at the OAC, a client’s multiple
docket numbers associated with a particular matter and/or arraignment date, are considered a
single case for billing and case volume data. As such, when comparing 18B case volume to that
reported by other providers, we respectfully request that this be considered.
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During the same time period, the OAC reviewed, corrected when necessary, and sent 14,658
vouchers to Finance. This marks an increase from 2025, which we attribute to greater all-around
accuracy and efficiency as a result of our digital payment system. The OAC remains up-to-date
processing vouchers, and all payable vouchers received by the Department of Finance’s deadline
for inputting vouchers into their AMS financial system of 12/12/25, have been input and sent to
Finance for payment.

Reimbursements

During the above-mentioned period, the OAC has sought and the County has received
approximately $8.185 million in reimbursements from State grants and the partial hourly rate
reimbursement. Additionally, we are prepared to file for reimbursement from the State of
$23,107 through the Division of Criminal Justice Services for 2025 qualifying expenditures
relative to representing client on parole cases.

Staffing

Administrator — The former Administrator resigned, effective 1/2/25. The then Deputy
Administrator, Stephanie Perez was appointed as Acting Administrator and in June 2025 was
formally appointed as Administrator.

Deputy Administrator — Following the appointment of Stephanie Perez as Adminstrator, which
left a vacancy in the Deputy Administrator position, a search was conducted to fill that position.
A candidate has been identified and we hope to appoint them in the new year. This position has
remained vacant the entirety of 2025.

Accountant — In January 2025 our sole Accountant commenced an extended leave. The position
was initially filled with a temporary leave replacement by an employee who was retired as an
Accountant from the County. This employee was with us for just a few weeks and then
submitted their resignation. A canvass was conducted and a 2" temporary leave replacement
joined our team in April 2025. We worked with ILS to allocate additional funding in our
Hurrell- Haring grant for a 2" Accountant position, owing to the need for 2 staff members to
maintain the robust level of reimbursement claiming that our department engages in to ensure
continued revenue coming back to the County. In September 2025 our temporary replacement
Accountant moved into that new 2"¢ Accountant line in our Department. In November 2025 our
other Accountant returned from her extended leave.

Junior Administrative Assistant — In January 2025 a staff member joined our team, filling the
position of Junior Administrative Assistant.



Attorney Rate Increase

In the FY 2025-26 State budget, the partial rate reimbursement remains is in effect until March
31, 2026.

2026 County Budget

The OAC budget was timely submitted to the County Budget Office. Anticipated revenue from
State reimbursement is intended to offset the cost of all staff except 2 permanent administrative
support staff (1 full-time, 1 part-time), $40,000 to the Westchester County Bar Association,
miscellaneous expenses, such as bar memberships for legal staff and, all pre-April 1, 2023 hourly
attorney fees and a portion of those post-April 1, 2023 hourly attorney fees.

Training

Ongoing trainings is a hallmark of the OAC program. We provide a robust program for the
attorneys to meet their continuing legal education “CLE” requirements, funded by state grant
dollars, which allows panel attorneys to gain valuable information and experience to equip them
to best represent our clients. We are on our way to becoming an accredited CLE provider, which
is a three year process. In addition to CLE programming, we also host periodic virtual meetings,
called Wednesday Wags, where we discuss topics relevant to indigent representation. Below is a
list of the programs put on by the OAC in 2025:

e 1/22 - CLE: Representing the Veteran in Criminal Court

o 1/29 - Wednesday Wag: Let's Talk About Taking Time

e 2/5-CLE: DVSJA Basics- How to Advocate for Lower Sentences in Westchester
County Court and Post-Conviction

e 2/12 - Wednesday Wag: Immigration Issues Under Trump's Second Administration

e 2/21 — Wednesday Wag: The Hub- An Introduction

e 2/16 - CLE: Representing the Veteran in Family Court

e 3/19 — CLE: Cybersecurity, Privacy, and Responsible Data Collection - (in
partnership with the County IT dept)

e 4/22 — CLE: Overview of Family Court Appeals

e 4/30 — CLE: Challenging Guilty Pleas and Protecting your Client’s Rights to Appeal

e 5/21 — CLE: Upon Information or Belief: The Top Ten Issues On the Path of a
Criminal

e 5/28 — CLE: Wait... What Happens In Family Court?: A Primer For Criminal
Defense Attorneys

e 6/5— CLE: In Defense of Defenders: Understanding and Mitigating Burnout,
Vicarious Trauma, and Moral Injury

e 7/16 — CLE: Advocating for Non-Respondent Parents in Family Court-
Constitutional and Statutory

e 7/23 — Wednesday Wag: CPL 183 update and AO/JO arraignments

e 8/6 — Wednesday Wag: COC changes under the rollbacks
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8/13 — CLE: COI and SCR: A Nefarious Nexus

9/3 — Wednesday Wag: Mt. Vernon Emerging Adult Justice Part

9/24 — CLE: Guardianship & Custody in the context of SIJs

10/22 — CLE: Certificates of Relief

11/19 — CLE: AOs and JOs: Demystifying Raise the Age and Removal

12/10 — CLE: Employing A Social Worker Throughout Your Family Court Case

Mentorship:

e ACP @ ACP: Attorney collaboration program at the assigned counsel panel

In 2025 twenty-one (21) Panel members participated in the second iteration of the OAC’s
groundbreaking mentorship program, ACP@ACP, which focused on equipping
experienced criminal law practitioners with the skills necessary to begin taking
assignments in family court.

In addition to traditional mentor/mentee pairing, ACP@ACP also featured Resource
Attorneys from the Family Panel presenting lectures focused on the legal concepts which
a family defense panel member regularly faces, in a series called “Panel Points.” See
below for the topics presented in 2025:

8/15 - The Practical Side of Family Court

8/22 - The Basics of Article 10 Cases

9/12 - The Basics of Custody/Visitation Cases

9/26 - The Basics of Support/Willfulness/Civil Contempt in Family Court
10/17 - The Basics of Family Offense Petitions

O O O O O

Objectives for 2026

The OAC intends to focus on:

Expansion of the digital billing platform to include greater accountability measures,
opportunities for data collection and analysis, and pilot program for online submission.
Broader early access to counsel for low-income litigants in both Criminal and Family
Court

Continued implementation of standards for high quality representation that all panel
attorneys are required to meet

Submitting reimbursement claims to ILS

Continued expansion of attorney training.



Continued expansion of online billing system (AC Portal)

e In 2026 we will launch Phase 3, which will focus on full implementation, user training,
and further strengthening of the AC system. Planned updates include:

o Installation and activation of the digital voucher system.

o We’ll run a comprehensive training for the attorneys and judges to ensure a
smooth transition to the digital process.

o We’ll be implementing additional controls to detect duplicative billing or
overlapping service entries for more precise review.

o We’ll be adding additional reporting requirements of data within each record, to
generate case-handling reports by court and area.

o Use of these reports to support equitable case assignments across the 18-B panel.

Counsel at First Appearance (CAFA)

In April 2024, the 9" Judicial District implemented a weekend and holiday City Court
Centralized Arraignment Part located in the Westchester County Courthouse. At inception, 2
attorneys per provider in 2 different courtrooms were arraigning defendants, but beginning in
2025 the program was consolidated into 1 courtroom. Due to the prior 18B administrator’s
decision not to seek state funding for Counsel at First Appearance (CAFA) for 18B attorneys’
Saturday City Court arraignments, ILS disallowed reimbursement for Saturdays based on
supplantation when the OAC requested state funding for this representation. The OAC was
granted 50% of a state CAFA grant, or $120,500 per year for 3 years to pay for this program. As
well, we were granted additional state funds to reimburse the cost of off hours Town and Village
arraignments under CAFA.

It is essential to have counsel at this critical stage in a legal action. Beyond that and with respect
to criminal matters, funds for CAFA in the Town and Village Courts would go a long way
toward instituting a fair rotation of attorneys that in turn best assures attorney independence—a
key ingredient of high-quality legal representation and a mandate of Local Law Chapter 186.

Training

We will continue to offer regular continuing legal education programming, as well as other
trainings, in 2026, as we progress towards our goal of becoming an accredited provider. Below
are trainings planned for 2026:

e January 14™: Refuse to Lose at DMV Refusal Hearings
e February 4™ Infrequently Answered Questions: Sealing and Clean Slate
e March: The Nuts & Bolts of Hearsay
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e Feb or March: Regional Immigration Assistance Center - immigration update Wednesday
Wag

e April 28" Pannual Conference

May: Client-Centered Representation Series: Representing and interacting with the

Neurodiverse

June: Utilizing school records and information in family court cases

July 15th: Discovery in family court

August: Client-centered representation

September/October: Conducting that first client-centered interview in criminal

cases/family cases

e November/December: More in depth trainings on hearsay concepts.

Pannual Conference

On April 28, 2026 the OAC will host its 2" Annual Panel (Pannual) conference for all members
of Westchester’s Assigned Counsel Panel. The conference will focus on challenges. We will
offer strategies for challenging their cases, such as challenging by filing motions, or making oral
arguments to dismiss, challenging cases by strategic and effective cross examination, challenging
cases by utilizing investigators and social workers to bolster your own case and evidence,
challenging cases by using mitigation experts to get better sentences or dispositions, and then
also challenges that attorneys can face themselves in handling these cases, as well as challenges
our clients may face. Attendance at this conference will afford the attorneys five (5) continuing
legal education credits, as well as opportunities to network with other panel members, furthering
our goal of creating a community of colleagues amongst the panel attorneys. This conference
will once again be held at the County Center.

Outlook for 2026

The future is bright for the OAC. In its first 3 years of operation, the office established itself by
working collaboratively with multiple county departments, ILS, the court system, ACP attorneys
and all stakeholders interested in working with us in furtherance of high quality, client-centered
representation. Through efficiency, advocacy and commitment, we created new energy and high
expectations, provided resources galore, including a robust training program, increased client
access to counsel, a modern billing system and an attorney handbook that outlines our mutual
responsibilities.

Conclusion

The OAC’s administrative and legal team continue to innovate, focused on high quality, client-
centered legal representation, efficient and cost-effective administration of mandated
representation using a strategic approach that factors in trends in the law, client needs, attorney
demographics and state funding opportunities to fulfill our statutory mandate, energize the legal
community and provide dynamic leadership.
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