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Introduction 

 

My name is Shannon Cumberbatch and I am the Director of Hiring, Diversity & Community 

Engagement at The Bronx Defenders. Thank you for having me.  

 

In my role at The Bronx Defenders, I am responsible for recruiting and hiring skilled attorneys 

and advocates committed to zealously representing our clients in the family, criminal, 

immigration and civil legal systems. A related and equally important part of my job is helping to 

promote a diverse, inclusive, and conscious workplace that centers the needs of the 

communities we serve. Integral to this goal, is attracting and retaining staff members from 

populations most directly affected by our work - those from immigrant communities; from racially 

and socioeconomically marginalized communities; and those whose lives have been directly 

impacted by the legal systems in which we are advocating. What has become painfully evident 

in my diversity recruiting and retention efforts, is that the lack of financial stability in public 

defense makes this career path feel largely inaccessible to, and unsustainable for, many of our 

most passionate candidates, particularly those who reflect the identities and experiences of our 

client population.   

 

Pay Disparity for Public Defenders Dilutes Diversity in Defense 

 

Lack of adequate pay has a detrimental effect on defenders across a variety of backgrounds 

and experiences, and on office morale as a whole. However, I have found that pay for public 

defenders often disproportionately burdens and sometimes, effectively excludes people from the 

populations we serve -- undermining their ability to serve their own.  As we are all aware, low-
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income Black, Latinx, and Indigenous people are overwhelmingly overrepresented in the court 

systems as defendants, and incredibly underrepresented as defenders. This is not mere 

coincidence, nor for lack of interest. In my experience, the lack of pay in public defense is one of 

the most salient, consistent and seemingly insurmountable barriers that maintains the divide 

between who needs defending, and who has the privilege of being a defender.  

 

Candidates from populations disproportionately affected by poverty, structural inequality and 

system involvement, are least likely to benefit from generational wealth, least likely have familial 

support to supplement their low salaries, and least likely to have resources to subsidize their 

exorbitant expenses. In fact, those of us from marginalized communities are more likely to be 

primarily responsible for financially supporting our loved ones stifled by and entrapped in the 

same systems our client’s navigate. Coming out of financial hardship, with even greater financial 

responsibility (mountains of student debt), no safety net and unsustainable pay maintains the 

cycle of struggle for many applicants - not only making it impossible for them to help their 

families out of poverty, but ensuring that they are not too far removed from it themselves.  

 

Summer interns often compose the primary and most competitive pool of applicants to public 

defender offices. So much of my recruiting and research around diversity in public defense 

involves mentoring and cultivating interest among students. I find that as early as undergrad, 

students from populations we serve are saddled with the anxiety of how they could possibly 

afford to serve communities like their own.  

 

While expressing her passion for public defense and anxiety around the financial limitations of 

the career, one undergraduate summer intern applying to The Bronx Defenders shared:  

 

“I am considering a career in public service because I feel like it is my responsibility and passion 

to contribute to communities like my own. I grew up in a poor neighborhood in the Bronx. My 

parents are both Mexican immigrants . . . During my time [in school] I have had some difficulties 

not being able to work as many hours throughout every week to help send money back home. 

Since high school I have been financially responsible for myself and it has always been an extra 

worry for me to make sure that my family is not having too much financial instability . . .  I know 

that it is easy for many people from low income families to go into jobs that are a lot more 

financially secure because their first priority is being able to provide for their family. Personally, I 

want to continue working in public service but I also know that I am not in a financial position 

where my parents can take care of my expenses or even help out with my living expenses.”  
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This student’s circumstances and early anxiety about pursuing a career in public defense is 

neither unreasonable, nor uncommon, but instead very accurately reflects the daunting reality 

for so many of our applicants and staff members from similar backgrounds.  

 

Many believe that choosing a career in public defense means to sacrifice the luxury afforded by 

lucrative positions in private law, but for many, and especially those from the communities we 

serve - it means struggling to attain and maintain basic necessities. It means after much debt 

and formal education, potentially facing housing insecurity, not being able to cover medical 

expenses, not being able to use your privilege and education to provide financial stability for 

your own family in the community you serve.  

 

This takes a huge mental, emotional and physical toll on those who do decide to make the 

sacrifice. It often means going with critical needs unmet, and after working long, hard hours as a 

defender, spending nights and weekends working additional jobs to make ends meet.  

 

One legal intern from The Bronx Defenders shared: 

 

“I chose to attend law school ... because I always wanted to serve as a public defender...I would 
watch my father get relentlessly pulled over by the police. I would shake in fear every time the 
blue and red lights flashed behind us. I thought that the police were an inescapable, unshakable 
fact of a person of color’s existence. . . Despite having only a limited ability to speak in English, 
my father would fearlessly stand up for himself. My father is of course, still dealing with the 
collateral consequences of his past, but he is nevertheless my hero and an exemplar of the 
fierce advocate that I hope to become.  Neither of my parents work: my dad suffers from 
Parkinson's disease and my mom tries to make ends meet by taking care of my dad and 
pursuing odd jobs such as cleaning houses. Growing up as a Latina and as the daughter of two 
immigrants, I have learned that communities of color are incredibly resilient. With my experience 
as a woman of color, I hope to apply my unique background in order to foster a trusting 
relationship between myself and the Bronx community that the Bronx Defenders serves.” 

 

This summer intern is now in fact a staff attorney at Bronx Defenders, and just two days ago 

shared that while she is incredibly excited to be working in our office, doing work that she truly 

believes is priceless, she wishes that she could devote her full attention to zealously defending 

her clients and acclimating to this new role without constant concern about her financial 

situation and the looming anxiety of how she will manage to pay her mountain of student debt 

while covering living expenses.   

The Importance of Diversity in Public Defense 
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The negative, disparate impact pay disparity in public defense has on the recruiting and 

retention of applicants from racially and socioeconomically diverse backgrounds is not just a 

matter of equity,  it’s a matter of providing quality, culturally competent, client-centered 

representation in public defense. We need people on staff who can relate to, interpret and 

empathize with our clients’ experiences in their cultures and communities; people who can 

speak the many languages and dialects represented in this incredibly diverse city; people who 

know what it’s like to be in desperate need of legal assistance when facing a loss of liberty or 

family separation. These perspectives and experiences are critical to the culture at a public 

defender office, but are lost, when people have to decide between supporting their community 

and being able to support themselves. 

Thank you for your attention to this issue - I look forward to collaborating to make public 

defense a more sustainable career, and more accessible to people from communities most 

directly affected by the work.  












