BY ELECTRONIC AND REGULAR MAIL

February 1, 2015

Elizabeth Glazer
Director
Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice
One Centre Street
[bookmark: _GoBack]New York, New York 10007

Re: The Bronx Defenders

Dear Ms. Glazer,

We are law professors who teach at New York law schools and are very familiar with the New York City criminal justice system.  We write to express our concern about the widespread overreaction to the Bronx Defenders’ connection to a recently released You Tube video.  The media has reported comments by city officials, one District Attorney, and a representative of the New York City Police Department that uniformly condemn the Bronx Defenders and suggest various draconian responses by the City. We write to urge the City to continue to fund this valuable and unique organization.

The video -- as posted on YouTube, depicts two men pointing guns at the head of a man dressed as a police officer -- is offensive. But the resulting call to defund the Bronx Defenders is an unwarranted and disproportionate response that would primarily serve to abandon thousands of the Bronx’s most vulnerable people.  It is also contrary to the City’s abiding commitment to provide access to justice for many of its most chronically underserved. 

We have carefully reviewed the Department of Investigation report roundly criticizing the conduct of the Bronx Defenders’ lawyers and its Executive Director, Robin Steinberg. The report deemed Ms. Steinberg’s conduct to be “gross mismanagement,” and characterized her conduct, supervision and oversight as “fundamentally deficient.” Steinberg— a Public Defender for more than thirty years, created and has built the Bronx Defenders into a standard-setting defender organization of 250 employees—made a serious mistake. But an isolated instance of “mismanagement” hardly justifies the ill-considered call for defunding such an important institution. 

The city has trusted the Bronx Defenders for 18 years because it is a model for innovative and effective advocacy for the underserved.  Its lawyers and staff serve clients charged with crimes, and assist community members with housing, family, child custody, immigration, school-related and re-entry issues. They also provide community support to empower Bronx residents to help themselves, and strive to restore dignity to those who are most affected by the often-dire consequences of life in the Bronx’s poorest neighborhoods. 

The Bronx Defenders is a nationally recognized and award-winning office that has trained scores of public defender offices around the country to adapt its creative, cost-efficient model for their cities. It is a shining example of how New York can lead the way in advancing smart, efficient, criminal justice policy. 

The political climate could not be worse for the Bronx Defenders but the office should not be a casualty of the unfortunate vitriol that permeates too much of the current discussion about the state of New York City’s criminal justice system.  Certainly, there need to be systems and protocols put in place by the Bronx Defenders to ensure appropriate oversight of its staff.  That will no doubt occur.  But we urge the City to avoid taking actions that threaten the office’s ability to continue to so ably serve a borough and its people who rarely get their fair share of New York City’s resources.
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