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New Hampshire’s System of Providing Lawyers for Youth 
 

 

WASHINGTON, DC — The National Juvenile Defender Center (NJDC) today released Undervalued: An 

Assessment of Access to and Quality of Juvenile Defense Counsel in New Hampshire. 

 

The report found that an absence of dedicated juvenile defense practitioners in New Hampshire leads to 

many youth waiving their rights and facing long-term consequences. Nearly every aspect of the defense 

system is set up to devalue juvenile delinquency cases, often leading to youth receiving constitutionally 

deficient counsel. 

 

The report makes clear that the current system of defense in New Hampshire devalues the defense of 

children in juvenile courts. “Affording all young people in New Hampshire a specialized skilled attorney 

early and throughout proceedings against them is more important than ever as the state’s juvenile 

courts grapple with pervasive racial disparities and a further diminished capacity to afford due process 

during a global pandemic,” explained NJDC Executive Director Mary Ann Scali. 

 

The system, as described in the assessment, also devalues youth by treating juvenile court as a training 

ground for new attorneys, by insisting that attorneys prioritize adult cases, and by not providing 

defenders with the resources and support they need to provide the kind of representation you would 

want for your child. 

 

New Hampshire Judicial Council Chair Nina Gardner anticipates that the report, “will provide important 

guidance for how the state should strengthen its systems of juvenile defense and offer an opportunity 

for stakeholders to move forward together cooperatively. I look forward to reading the report.” 

 

The assessment, which was conducted over the past year, provides ample evidence for why leaders in 

the state recently passed legislation to eliminate many of the burdensome juvenile court costs and fees 

assessed against New Hampshire’s youth and families. Senate Bill 1162, signed by Governor Sununu, is a 

strong first step toward undoing the labyrinth of juvenile court costs, but is not retroactive and does not 

eliminate all costs youth are charged for accessing their constitutional right to counsel. 

 

The assessment also found that defense counsel is often not appointed early enough in a young person’s 

case in the New Hampshire juvenile court system. Youth who are not detained sometimes appear at 

their first court hearing without having spoken with a lawyer, and the assessment team observed 
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numerous young people pleading guilty to misdemeanor-level charges at their first court hearing, 

without legal representation. 

 

“The courts are committed to ensuring that the young people who come before us be as well-

represented as possible,” said Administrative Judge of the Circuit Courts David D. King. “In our current 

system, early appointment of counsel is dependent on parents’ ability to pay, which can lead to youth 

pleading to charges without the benefit of counsel. We will be reading this report with interest and 

using this critical opportunity to provide a better model moving forward.” 

 

While past efforts to improve New Hampshire children’s access to counsel have been met with concerns 

about costs, State Representative Patrick Long explained: “When we think about the young people in 

juvenile court, we have to remember that we’re planting a seed. We can’t focus on trying to save $200 

now if it means we have to spend $1,000 later.” 

 

A.R., a youth advocate who had been involved in New Hampshire’s juvenile court system, said her 

experience is consistent with the report’s findings: “I had no idea that after a brief conversation with my 

lawyer, pleading to something that never should have come to court would lead to my entanglement in 

the juvenile systems for years. There was definitely no investigation into my case, and I’ve wondered 

what may have happened had my case gone to trial. It saddens me to realize how differently my young 

life could have played out had the systems in place allowed for proper representation.” 

 

NJDC’s assessments, part of a nationwide effort to strengthen juvenile defense advocacy, are 

comprehensive examinations of the systemic and institutional components necessary to ensure that 

young people have high-quality legal representation. Assessment findings are based upon interviews, 

court observations, and research by a team of experts who analyzed New Hampshire’s juvenile defense 

systems and delinquency courts over the period of a year. 

 

The New Hampshire report is the 26th state assessment NJDC has released. Two additional state 

assessments are underway and scheduled for release in upcoming months. All of NJDC’s state 

assessments can be found online. 

 

 

For more information, please contact: 

 Mary Ann Scali, Executive Director 

 mscali@njdc.info; 202-452-0010 ext. 102 
 

### 
 
 
The National Juvenile Defender Center (NJDC) is a nonprofit organization dedicated to promoting justice 
for all children by ensuring excellence in juvenile defense. Through community building, training, and 
policy reform, we provide national leadership on juvenile defense issues with a focus on curbing the 
deprivation of young people’s rights in the court system. 
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