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Happy Public Defense Day! The National Juvenile Defender Center is honored to recognize the
dedication and commitment of public defenders, and especially juvenile defenders across the country.
Today is the 53rd Anniversary of the U.S. Supreme Court decision Gideon v. Wainright. Gideon’s
establishment of the 6th Amendment right to counsel for adults laid the foundation for achieving the
same due process protections for youth facing delinquency proceedings in In re Gault. Today the
National Juvenile Defender Center launches our www.gaultat50.org website to set the stage and create
a home for Gault at 50 events leading up to the 50th Anniversary commemoration on May 15, 2017.

Children are our most vulnerable defendants. For a child, access to justice at its very core requires
access to counsel. Fair and reasonable treatment of children in delinquency court is impossible without
specialized, highly trained counsel to advocate for the child-client, and to ensure that adequate checks
and balances are in place. Over half a million children are formally petitioned and processed in
America’s juvenile courts annually. Children and their families can spend years tangled in court
orders, saddled with burdensome fines and fees, and subject to state interventions that often propel
young people deeper into the system, into ineffective and harmful institutions, and into a future where
juvenile records impede success.

The role of the juvenile defender has evolved to require a challenging and complex skill set needed to
meet core ethical obligations. Youth need attorneys to help them navigate the complexities of the
justice system. The juvenile defender enforces the client’s due process rights; presents the legal case
and the social case; promotes accuracy in decision making; provides alternatives for decision makers;
and monitors institutional treatment, aftercare, and re-entry. Juvenile defense attorneys are a critical
buffer against injustice and are at the heart of ensuring that the indigent defense system established for
youth operates fairly, accurately, and humanely.

Nearly 50 years ago the Supreme Court mandated the right to counsel for children through the Due
Process Clause of the United States Constitution in Gault. Almost half a century later, even as the
numbers of arrested and incarcerated youth decrease, the proportion of children who appear in court
without lawyers remains exceedingly high, and of the children who do receive lawyers, too many still
lack specialized training and support. It is imperative we work together to make the promise of Gault a
reality for America’s children.

Sincerely,

Kim Dvorchak
Executive Director


