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Good afternoon, Chairman Feeney, Chairman Biele, and members of the Committee. Thank you for the opportunity to testify on CPCS’s fiscal year 2027 budget request.
My name is Anthony Benedetti, and I serve as Chief Counsel for the Committee for Public Counsel Services.
CPCS is responsible for ensuring that individuals who cannot afford an attorney receive legal representation in cases where they have a constitutional or statutory right to counsel. We carry out that responsibility through a combination of staff attorneys and private counsel across our Public Defender, Youth Advocacy, Children and Family Law, Mental Health Litigation, and Private Counsel Divisions. 
I want to begin by thanking this Committee and the Legislature for your support over the past year. Your actions were essential in stabilizing the Commonwealth’s indigent defense system during a period of significant disruption and in restoring the timely appointment of counsel for individuals who rely on CPCS to safeguard their constitutional rights.
As you know, last year the legal system faced an unprecedented challenge. A compensation-driven work stoppage by private counsel in Suffolk and Middlesex Counties left thousands of individuals without timely access to the appointment of counsel. At its peak, roughly 2,200 people were awaiting assignment at any given time, and more than 8,600 individuals experienced delays over the course of several months. 
The Legislature responded decisively. Legislation enacted last summer increased hourly rates for private counsel ($10/hour in Aug 2026 and another $10/hour as of Aug 2027). The Legislation also invested $40M over two fiscal years to support a significant expansion of CPCS staff attorneys. CPCS has been working aggressively to implement those directives, and the progress made in a relatively short amount of time reflects the extraordinary efforts of the people who work throughout the agency.
Today there are no individuals awaiting the assignment of counsel in Suffolk or Middlesex Counties. Statewide, only a small number of cases are pending assignment, and those fall within normal timeframes. I do not minimize even those minimal delays, as any delay in appointing counsel is concerning.  However, the system has moved from crisis response to a period of stability. 
At the same time, the underlying challenges have not disappeared. In certain practice areas and regions of the Commonwealth, there are still not enough attorneys willing to take this work. That structural issue continues to place pressure on the system and requires sustained attention.
Over the past year, CPCS has undertaken the largest hiring initiative in its history.  Since the expansion began, CPCS has hired more than 120 attorneys, along with investigators, social service advocates, administrative and other professional staff to support that growth. Approximately 73 percent of those attorneys have been deployed to Suffolk and Middlesex Counties, where the need was greatest. Attorneys hired in our Sept and Dec 2026 classes have taken roughly 2,600 cases.
The events of the past year have fundamentally changed how CPCS operates. We are building a stronger and more resilient system, but that work is not nearly complete.  As we approach this budget, our focus is on sustaining that progress. In short, this request is about funding the foundation of a stable, long-term system of indigent defense.
The first account is line item 0321-1500, which supports our operations and oversight. CPCS is requesting $145.1 million. This funding supports staff, offices, technology, and operational infrastructure necessary to carry out our mission. It also annualizes the cost of positions added during the current year.
This request also includes targeted investments in areas where staffing shortages remain.  We are seeking funding for additional attorneys in the Mental Health Litigation Division and the Youth Advocacy Division. Both are practice areas where we continue to experience significant gaps in certain regions of the state.  
In the Mental Health Litigation Division, we are requesting funding for 3.5 additional attorneys to address guardianship and related matters, particularly in Suffolk County. In the Youth Advocacy Division, we are seeking funding for 3 attorneys to establish a conflicts unit, which will allow CPCS staff to manage cases more efficiently while maintaining reasonable caseloads, increasing overall capacity.
We are also proposing the launch of a paralegal program. Litigation has become significantly more complex, with cases involving large volumes of digital discovery and records, such as body camera footage and cell phone records.  Paralegals will support attorneys with case preparation and organization, allowing attorneys to focus more of their time on advocacy and helping to manage caseloads more effectively.
The second major account is line item 0321-1510, which funds payments to private counsel. CPCS is requesting $250.1 million. Private attorneys remain the backbone of the Massachusetts indigent defense system, handling the overwhelming majority of assigned cases across all divisions. 
We are deeply grateful for the Legislature’s action last year to increase hourly rates. That investment has made a meaningful difference in stabilizing the system. In recognition of that support and given the current fiscal environment, we are not requesting an additional rate increase in FY27.
However, we are requesting authorizing language now for a $15 per hour increase to take effect in FY28. This forward-looking approach will help us with efforts to retain experienced attorneys and encourage new lawyers to enter this work, particularly in specialized and high-need areas where we are seeing an aging bar and ongoing recruitment challenges. This is especially true in panels such as mental health and murder, where many experienced attorneys are approaching retirement, and we must be able to replace them with the next generation of qualified counsel. These challenges are further compounded by geographic disparities, with certain regions of the Commonwealth continuing to face persistent shortages of available attorneys.
The third account is line item 0321-1520, which covers expert and court costs. These funds support investigators, forensic experts, interpreters, and other services necessary to provide effective representation.   CPCS is requesting $38 million. This reflects actual spending levels and will reduce the need for mid-year supplemental appropriations while ensuring that cases can proceed without delay.
Over the past year CPCS has worked under extraordinary circumstances to stabilize the indigent defense system and carry out the directives established by the Legislature. The progress has been significant, but it is not self-sustaining.  Recruiting and retaining attorneys remains challenging, the work is demanding, and the system continues to rely on a workforce that is stretched in key areas, including the costs associated with running a law practice.
This request is focused on funding the foundation and maintaining what has been rebuilt. It reflects the operational realities of running a statewide public defense agency and the shared responsibility to ensure that the constitutional and statutory right to counsel is meaningful in practice.
Thank you again for your continued partnership and support of CPCS over the years. We appreciate the opportunity to present our request and look forward to continuing to work with you in the months ahead.
I would be happy to answer any questions.
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