


What is Indigent Defense?
• The United States and Utah Constitutions require the appointment of defense 

lawyers for people who cannot afford them.

• The right to counsel applies when a person faces incarceration (any Utah 
misdemeanor or felony charge, juveniles facing formal court proceedings), and any 
action to terminate their parental rights.

• Defense lawyers test the prosecution’s evidence and protect the accused’s right to 
due process.  Where appropriate, they argue for pretrial release, diversion, 
treatment, and shorter or no incarceration, resulting in cost savings and a fairer 
criminal justice system.

• The right to counsel I about ensuring fairness and equal justice and improving public 
defense helps the overall efficiency and fairness of the criminal justice system.
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Indigent Defense Services in Utah
Utah law has long delegated the responsibility for providing indigent defense services to its local
governments. The 29 counties and ~158 cities provide those services in 3 ways:

• Public Defender Office 
Full-time, salaried attorneys managed/organized in an independent law office.  
Office is appointed & attorneys assigned to balance caseloads & ensure effective representation. 
• Salt Lake County & Salt Lake City: Salt Lake Legal Defender Association
• Utah County: Utah County Public Defender’s Association

• Managed Assigned Counsel System
Private attorneys organized by county defense provider or organization.
• Uintah County & Davis County: Attorney public defenders organize private attorneys.
• Sanpete County, Millard County, Juab County, & Nephi City: Contract with the Utah 

County Public Defender Association to manage defense services.
• Cache County & Washington County: Contract with a private attorney to organize the attorneys 

representing indigent parties and administer resources.

• Contracts with Private Attorneys
Counties/cities contract directly with one or more private attorneys/firms to handle cases, usually at a flat 
annual rate with little oversight/accountability. 
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Between July 1, 2017 & June 30, 2018, 
Utah’s 71 District Court Judges saw:

• 21,621 Felonies
• 19,933 Misdemeanors

3rd District Judges for SLCO :
• 9484 felonies (44%)
• 6707 misdemeanors (34%)



Justice Court Locations
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Between July 1, 2017 & June 30, 2018, 
Utah’s Justice Courts saw 70,561 
criminal cases.

• SL City Justice Court 12,255 (17%)
• SL County Justice Court 2031 (2.8%)
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Juvenile Court Locations

Between July 1, 2017 and June 30, 2018, the 
31 Juvenile Court Judges in Utah saw:
• 1,924 Juvenile Felonies
• 12,938 Juvenile Misdemeanors
• 3,419 Child Welfare Cases

3rd District Juvenile cases:
• 404 Juvenile Felonies (21%)
• 2,543 Juvenile Misdemeanors (19.6%)
• 561 CW cases



Since 2016, the Utah Indigent Defense Commission (IDC) has worked to protect 
constitutionally guaranteed liberties through ongoing support for effective indigent 
defense services throughout the state by:
• Developing collaborations/partnerships with local governments;
• Advising on minimum guidelines for indigent defense;
• Providing financial support and guidance;
• Encouraging and aiding in the regionalization of indigent defense services;
• Collecting and reporting data about local defense services; and
• Making policy recommendations for improvements to indigent defense, 
• To improve the quality of public defense across the state.



Indigent Defense Funding in Utah
Utah began state-level funding of indigent defense services in 2016 

through the IDC, which has obligated $5.2 million to local governments in 
grant awards to support indigent defense services.



INDIGENT DEFENSE SPENDING
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As of February 2019 12 Utah counties 
are receiving grant awards from the 
IDC.

As of March 2019, Cache County, Iron 
County, and Washington County have 
applied for new IDC grants and are 
awaiting approval from the IDC.



This map illustrates per capita indigent 
defense spending across Utah.



Per capita funding is not the 
only quality measure of 
systems but it is one measure 
that is useful to compare 
indigent defense systems 
across the state.



Another way to compare 
spending is to examine the 
average amount of a county’s 
budget allocated to the county 
attorneys versus indigent 
defense.

In Utah, the average county 
budget for the county 
attorneys tends to be greater 
than the budget for indigent 
defense.  

While the average indigent 
defense budget received a 
larger budget increase in 2017, 
the average county attorney 
budget increased significantly 
in 2018.



National Indigent Defense Funding

Nationally, 29 states 
provide for 
entirely/majority state-
funded indigent defense 
systems.  20 others 
provide it as Utah does, in 
partnership with local 
governments.  

Pennsylvania remains the 
only state with no state-
level funding.




