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Questionnaire for Executive Department and Key Subordinate Unit Appointees

1. Please describe your experience and what qualifies you to lead the agency to which you have been nominated.
As the Interim Director, and previously the Deputy Director of the Department of Public Defense (DPD), I have significant experience in managing DPD. Over the past several years, I have developed internal DPD policies that range in scope from the daily attribution of credits for attorney case work to the macro level policy, “Ethical Walls,” that allows the Department to exist and function within the confines of Washington’s Rules of Professional Conduct regarding conflicts of interest. I have also overseen the implementation of these policies, auditing, for example, the Department’s caseload numbers and case distribution, and investigating allegations of attorney misconduct and holding staff accountable. Further, through past and on-going union contract negotiations, I have a deep understanding of the union contracts and developed a productive working relationship with the unions who represent both our staff and supervisors. Externally, I have grown lasting relationships with the stakeholders, communities, and criminal legal system agencies.

As Interim Director, my focus has been on ensuring that all of DPD’s four hundred staff members are able to see that they are valued and respected by management. I hold office hours at various locations to ensure that staff can speak with me directly about their questions or concerns. I attempt to act on those concerns quickly, where possible. I communicate with staff, including supervisors and managing attorneys, regularly.

Although the Department is five years old, much work needs to be done to standardize and streamline our operations. I have re-aligned our management structure to begin standardizing DPD operations and workload management. With the assistance of my highly experienced Deputy Director, we have begun harmonizing the use of felony supplemental credits within and between divisions (an issue of deep concern to the auditor). My focus as Director will be on improving the internal operations of the Department in order to support our staff in providing the highest quality services to our clients. 

2. King County has a well-established policy for examining and considering equity and social justice in its decision-making process. Please describe your thoughts on the topic and how you plan to advance these goals in your leadership of the agency.
Equity and Social Justice are embedded in the day-to-day work of DPD. We represent indigent individuals in King County who are facing a deprivation of their liberty. This does not, however, excuse us from examining our internal policies and practices. Our ability to provide culturally responsive services is influenced in part by who we hire and the workplace we create. Our ability to retain a diverse workforce depends on our ability to welcome diverse perspectives, ensure people feel safe speaking up with their ideas, and are rewarded for the passion and hard work. 

I am committed to evaluating how our policies, practices, and workplace culture can best support our diverse workforce. We know that there are inequities in experience and outcomes for employees due to institutionalized racism. Our work in recruiting, training, organizational development, and policy will be designed with an equity lens so that we progress towards our goal of a more fair, just, and equitable workplace.

3. What is your vision for the agency you have been nominated to lead?
My vision for the agency is to create a stable department where staff feel supported such that they can provide the highest-quality services to indigent individuals in King County who are facing deprivation of their liberty. That includes communicating well, setting standards and policies that align with our goals and values, holding ourselves accountable for delivering quality services, and encouraging a healthy workplace culture.
King County can be a national leader in the field of public defense. We have the rare benefit of existing in a county that is committed to equity and social justice, providing us with the opportunity to collaborate with stakeholders who are open to systemic reform. The Roadmap to Zero Youth Detention is one example of how dialogue between public defense and the other players in our legal system can work to the benefit of all. Public Defense in King County can become a model for vigorous, high quality public defense nationally, at a time when criminal justice reform efforts are just beginning to take hold.
4. What challenges does this agency currently face?
The Department of Public Defense is a relatively young department, which means it requires extra focus, vision, strategy, and stabilization. This is an exciting time for the Department, but there is much work to be done. As the recent King County Auditor report indicates, the Department has yet to build consensus around what constitutes high quality public defense. We have yet to complete a strategic plan, identify our goals, and figure out if we are achieving those goals. We intend to begin the strategic planning process in the coming weeks. This work will allow us to continue to build a shared culture of practice and increase the quality of representation we provide. 
5. How do you plan to address those challenges?

As the auditor points out, the absence of a completed strategic plan means that DPD lacks clarity in identifying its goals and lacks indicators to demonstrate whether it is achieving its goals. Rectifying this baseline problem is amongst my highest priorities; I am committed to:

1) completing the strategic planning process in collaboration with our staff and unions, and to developing consensus within the Department regarding appropriate indicators of high-quality public defense;
2) building a training program that equips our staff with the skills needed to provide high-quality representation to all clients; and 
3) working with King County Information Technology (KCIT) to acquire a case management system that allows staff to more easily enter data; tracks the identified indicators of high qualify public defense; and allows management, on both the division and departmental level, to quickly obtain aggregate data.
To promote consistently high-quality representation, my management team has already:

1) updated and completed several practice area guides so that our attorneys and their supervisors have a standardized set of best practice guides;
2) set up training sessions with the Managing Attorneys of the four divisions regarding how to best use the current case management system, Legal Files and, in the spirit of teaching the teachers, to pass these skills on to unit supervisors so that our data is collected and utilized more consistently, and our decisions are informed by the best data available. We have done this even before the implementation of an updated, efficient file tracking system which we hope will become increasingly consistent both within and across divisions, allowing for more effective comparisons than, as the auditor notes, have previously been possible;
3) focused Managing Attorneys on operations within their division and managing their division’s attorney workload;  the model of divisional representation embraced by DPD requires that each division be operated by a managing attorney with the type of deep and broad understanding of his or her division that can be attained by daily immersion in the inner-workings of the division; and
4) reviewed caseload numbers with Managing Attorneys on a weekly basis to ensure that workloads for each attorney are (relatively) manageable and consistent from month to month, and to ensure that all Managing Attorneys are reviewing caseload numbers in the same way.
6. How can your agency do a better job of serving the public? How do you plan to implement those changes? 

There are three primary ways we can do better at serving the public:
1) Improving training and management of employees so that they consistently provide DPD clients with the highest quality representation.
2) Advocating for resources necessary to provide high quality representation. DPD’s staffing model is a good start to understanding our staffing needs, but much work must be done to ensure that it is accurate. I look forward to working with Office of Performance, Strategy and Budget (PSB) to undertake this body of work.
3) Increasing our ability to recruit and hire from diverse communities so that our workforce represents our community at all levels. A more diverse workforce will help us solve the complex problems our Department grapples with every day. We will continue to focus on our recruiting and hiring practices so that we are reducing bias in our hiring processes and hiring a workforce that connects well with the clients we represent.
7. How do you plan to promote ethical behavior among your staff and in your agency? 

The Department of Public Defense is a law firm within King County. All of our staff are required to abide by the Rules of Professional Conduct. We have provided training on attorneys’ ethical obligations, and we intend to broader our training on ethics to encompass more practice areas and more job types.
In addition, I emphasize openness and transparency in my leadership style, acknowledge when I make mistakes, and hold people accountable for their actions.
8. Does your prior work history or any other relationship create any conflicts of interest with carrying out the duties of leading the agency to which you have been appointed? 

No.
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