
 

The Virginia Indigent Defense Commission 

Commission Meeting 

1604 Santa Rosa Road, Suite 200 

Richmond VA 23229 

December 15, 2020 

 

Ms. Carolyn Grady called the meeting to order at 11:05 am electronically. Other Commission 

members in attendance were Nick Braswell, Professor Hank Chambers, Senator Creigh Deeds, 

Leader Charniele Herring, Professor John Douglass, Karl Hade, Guy Horsley, Judge Alan 

Rosenblatt (ret.), and Carmen Williams. Members not present were Steve Benjamin, Artisha 

Gregg, and David Walker. Administrative staff included Executive Director, David Johnson; 

Deputy Director, Maria Jankowski; and Office Manager, Diane Zubke. 

 

Quorum requirements have been met. 

 

The first order of business is approval of the agenda and the September 15th meeting minutes. 

 

Judge Rosenblatt moved to approve the agenda and minutes with an amendment to the 

minutes on page four clarifying Ms. Lenox was president of the local bar association. Mr. 

Horsley seconded the motion. The motion carried. 

 

Item number five on the agenda which is reallocation of positions will be moved to the next 

meeting. 

 

The next item on the agenda is the mission moment. 

 

Mr. Johnson introduced Lindsay Phipps who is the chief public defender in the Pulaski office. 

Pulaski is the furthest west office.  

 

Ms. Phipps said that she became the chief public defender in Pulaski in July 2018 following 

Cynthia Dodge. Our office covers four jurisdictions; City of Radford, Bland County, County of 

Pulaski, and Wythe County. Bland County is the smallest with about 6300 residents. We travel 

there quite a bit. We cover twelve courts, three for each jurisdiction. We travel frequently to 

meet with our clients. Public transportation is practically non-existent. Bland County is actually 

closer to the West Virginia border than it is to our office in Pulaski.  

 

Pulaski County recently started a very successful drug court program and currently has about 

twenty-one participants. Radford started a drug court program last year. Wythe County is 

planning to start a drug court program in early 2021. 

 

Currently we have seven attorneys, a secretary, an office manager, a mitigation specialist, an 

investigator, and a paralegal in our office. 

 

There was discussion regarding Radford and the domestic violence program. 
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Pulaski is actually one of a few offices that still does house calls. Our clients don’t have access to 

transportation and this is part of our commitment.  

 

Ms. Phipps handled more than 300 cases in 2019. 

 

There was discussion about jail visits and jail calls during the pandemic. 

 

The next item on the agenda is the budget update. 

 

Ms. Jankowski said in the meeting materials is a financial comparison document. Column one is 

FY21 budget. This is the actual budget and where we are now. The second column, FY21 as of 

November is expenditures to date. As a reminder our biggest expense is payroll and this includes 

the December 1st payroll. We are almost halfway through the fiscal year. The third column is 

FY20 as of November 2019 shows our expenses year-to-date. This compares to what it looked 

like last fiscal year at this time. The next column is that change. The final column is the 

percentage remaining in our budget. 

 

Comparing this year to last year there is an uptick in salaries and personnel. Two years ago, we 

received paralegal positions from the General Assembly but on a delay and this had not shown 

up in our budget by this time last year. That is why there is a difference in expenditures to date. 

 

There is a lot less money being spent on training and travel right now. The work our training 

department has done with webinars and Zoom meetings has been remarkable and the work they 

did could not have been accomplished without our tremendous IT department. 

 

There was discussion regarding the increase in VRS. 

 

There was discussion regarding savings and fewer expenditures because of Covid-19. 

 

Ms. Jankowski said when the Prince William office opened, the General Assembly funded the 

personnel costs but nothing else. We have had to purchase furniture, computers, etc.  

 

She thanked Senator Deeds and Leader Herring. Our funding has been restored for our new 

attorney positions. Again, just the salary piece. We will have some costs associated with that. 

 

Mr. Johnson said with the new Prince William office we now have thirty-four leases. 

The next item on the agenda is the Executive Director report. 

 

Mr. Johnson said we have talked a lot about our IT department and how they made it possible for 

us to pivot almost overnight to remote access. We have a five-person IT department and now 

with about six hundred users. They are very busy. 

 

Jason Hodges who is the IT director got some very well-deserved recognition. He was named by 

Lawyers Weekly one of the unsung legal heroes of 2020 which is an annual award given to non-

lawyers for work in furthering the legal profession and in our case, our offices. He was 

nominated by one of our public defenders. 
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There is a recent article in the Shenandoah Valley News that’s headlined “Valley Public 

Defenders Push to Get Inmates Released”. This is about our Staunton office and Peter Boatner. 

The article reflects what has been happening since March. Our folks have worked really hard to 

reduce the jail population. It was nice to see the Staunton office get some recognition. All of our 

offices have been making this a priority since March.   

 

Alison Powers is our training and enforcement attorney. She and Katie Borton handle all of our 

training. Between May 7th and December 16th, we offered twenty-eight and a half hours live 

webcast CLE trainings for both court appointed counsel and public defenders. In the early part of 

the pandemic we were averaging between 200-300 people at each of these webcasts. Since the 

last Commission meeting we have had seven webcasts. We have one scheduled tomorrow in 

conjunction with the department of forensic science and 220 people registered for it. 

 

One of the big challenges with training is when we hire new attorneys we do a week-long boot 

camp. We have not been able to do that so we are hosting it virtually in five segments. This year 

we have forty-four new attorneys. This will conclude January 8th. The training department has 

risen up and met the challenge.  

 

Our new Prince William office has twenty-five attorneys and eleven non-attorneys. They started 

taking cases in September. They had been working in a temporary space as the buildout was 

taking place and will be moving today into their new office.  

 

That office opened with the promise of supplements. Continuing with supplements is in their 

five-year plan. This office was created with a lot of community support. Prior to this office, six 

of our offices received supplements.  

 

Prince William had their first trial yesterday. With a not guilty verdict. 

 

There was discussion regarding the Prince William office. 

 

Mr. Johnson said the Personnel Committee met on September 22nd, he thanked the committee 

members. The process is to go through all twenty-five (now twenty-six) of the chief public 

defenders’ evaluations. There was nothing that needed to be brought to the full Commission. 

We have had two retirements, Webster Hogeland in Bedford with Mike Lonchar replacing him 

and Kathy Ortiz in Chesapeake with Lakishi Stevenson as the new public defender there. 

We have four regional capital offices and decided it is time to realign them and move to three. 

We hopefully will have a plan to bring to you in the March or June Commission meeting. We 

talked with the Personnel Committee about this. 

 

During the pandemic when protests were going on around the country there was an incident 

involving the Portsmouth office. Months later, the night before the special session of the General 

Assembly, warrants were issued and served on fourteen people including Senator Lucas and our 

chief public defender and two of her assistants who were involved in the protests. The charges 

were brought by the police despite the refusal of the elected Commonwealth’s Attorney to 

prosecute the case. 
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The timing was on the eve of the special session. Senator Lucas was introducing a package on 

criminal justice reform bill. As far as we can tell, this was the only prosecution for spray painting 

a monument that we know of in the country. 

 

We investigated everything that happened. On November 16th all the charges were dismissed 

with prejudice by the presiding judge.  

 

There was discussion regarding the incident in Portsmouth. 

 

Mr. Johnson said we have fifty-nine new attorney positions that were in the budget before the 

pandemic then were unallotted. We are pleased these positions are back. We have met with the 

chief public defenders to determine their needs. Also, thirty-two of these positions will be 

assistant public defender II’s. Although we have supervisor positions we do not have a lot of 

places for good young lawyers to be promoted to and this will allow for overdue promotions. We 

think this can be transformative for our system. 

 

Ms. Jankowski said coming off a year with so many challenges, it just can’t be overstated how 

good this is. The fact they are giving us the ability to hire more people, bringing in more public 

defenders is going to be transformational in addressing critical work-load issues. The support 

from many meetings with legislators was meaningful. We talked about turnover, body worn 

cameras, and electronic evidence. It has become so much more voluminous what every case 

involves. So many of our clients suffer from mental health issues, inequities in access to care, 

inequities in access to opportunities, substance use disorders encompass the vast majority of our 

clients. 

 

We love to fight a case that has been unjustly brought and we love to be the voice for our clients 

who very rarely have a voice. We spend an extraordinary amount of time helping our clients find 

ways to get out of whatever circumstance brought them into it, whether it’s treatment or 

counseling. All that is considered holistic representation and is really what so many people in our 

offices want to do but all of that is time consuming. Ms. Jankowski believes the work our offices 

do to try to explore alternative resolutions saves the Commonwealth an enormous amount of 

money in the long run. 

Incarcerating people is not cheap, disenfranchising people is not cheap, felonizing people is not 

cheap, making people unemployable is costly. We now staff alternative dockets in almost every 

one of our offices 

 

What we report in the re-entry docket is huge. That type of work is time consuming. 

 

These positions are going to be transformational. We are going to be able to give close to thirty 

attorneys promotions to the II level. 

 

Mr. Johnson said we identified the offices with the most critical needs and will be able to put out 

about ten attorneys before July 1st. From there it will be a roll-out. 

 

This is also going to allow some of the offices to interview with the law schools this spring and 

make third year law students offers, we have never been able to do before. 
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Professor Douglass joined the meeting. 

 

The next item on the agenda is to schedule the Policy Committee meeting. 

 

Ms. Jankowski said it might be easier to schedule this meeting via email. As a reminder, all 

Commission members are invited to attend committee meetings. In the past we have scheduled 

the Policy meeting around the end of January, beginning of February. 

 

There was discussion regarding the new discovery rules. 

 

The next Commission meeting is March 16, 2021. 

 

Leader Herring made a motion to adjourn.  Judge Rosenblatt seconded the motion. The 

motion carried. 

 

The meeting adjourned at 11:55 am.  

 

Respectfully Submitted:    Approved By: 

 

 

 

____________________________   ________________________________ 

Diane D. Zubke, Office Manager   David J. Johnson, Executive Director 


