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Powell v Alabama (1932) 

The right to be 
heard would be, 
in many cases, of 
little avail if it did 
not comprehend 

the right to be 
heard by counsel.



Michigan Appellate Defender Act
MCL 780.711 (1978)



SADO

Michigan Appellate 
Assigned Counsel System

Juvenile 
Lifer Unit

Criminal Defense 
Resource Center

Project 
Reentry

Public Defenders

Wrongful 
Conviction Unit

63 
employees



FY 2024 Budget Priorities

• Necessary to represent all clients serving unconstitutional 
life sentences for offenses committed as youth

Expand Juvenile Lifer Unit 
Funding

• Reimburse counties to properly fund private appellate 
assigned counsel services

Protecting Enhancements 
to MAACS

• Implement Task Force on Juvenile Justice Recommendations 
to include youth defense under the SADO umbrella

Expand SADO to Include 
Youth Defense



Public Defender Division



Overturning Wrongful Convictions



More than 20 
innocent clients 
recently exonerated

Terance Calhoun

Incarcerated 15 years



Human and 
Financial Cost of 
Sentencing Errors



2022 
Sentencing 
Corrections

$6 million dollars 
saved in 2022

153 years reduced in 
2022



Andre Brown



New Trial



New Trial



Juvenile Lifer Unit



“[M]andatory life without parole for those 
under the age of 18 at the time of their crimes 
violates the Eighth Amendment's prohibition 
on ‘cruel and unusual punishments.’”

Miller v Alabama (2012) 



Pennsylvania: 525

Michigan: 364

Louisiana: 300

California: 310



Clients 

Attorneys

Mitigation Specialists

Reentry Coordinator 

193

5

4

1





Results

157 people resentenced to term of years

8 people resentenced to life without parole*

32.7 year average minimum sentence

77 people back in community

25 people awaiting resentencing



2016-2022 
Outcomes

1,892 years 
reduced

$69.1 million 
dollars saved

Average of $11.5 
million per year



2016-2022 
Outcomes

“The Michigan Department 
of Corrections reports 242 
of the state’s 364 juvenile-
lifers have been 
resentenced to a term of 
years and of those, 151 
have been released. 
Among those who were 
released, only one has 
reoffended, the MDOC 
reported.”





“[H]is sentence of mandatory life without parole 
violates the Michigan Constitution’s ban on ‘cruel or 
unusual’ punishment . . . . his sentence . . .fails to 
take into account the mitigating characteristics of 
youth, specifically late-adolescent brain 
development.”

People v Parks (2022) 



Michigan 
Supreme 
Court 
Youth 
Sentencing 
Decisions

274 people serving life without 
parole sentences for offenses 
committed as 18-year-olds.

77 people serving parolable life for 
offenses committed under the age 
of 18.

Supreme Court remanded cases 
involving 19- to 21- year-olds to 
Court of Appeals for evaluation.



Michigan Appellate Assigned Counsel System







“We LOVE this. Attorneys rejecting assignments was a major nuisance 
and this new process eliminates a lot of wasted time, effort, and cost.”

– Circuit Court Administrator





“The best pilot I’ve 
seen in my years in 
the courts,” said 
Jerry Celmer Jr., the 
administrator of St. 
Clair County’s 31st 
Circuit Court.

“Our experience has 
just been 
tremendously 
positive.”



Results:

• 50/57 circuit courts have adopted uniform 
fee policy, representing 85% of total caseload

• Over $1 million in annual county investments

• More efficient assignment and voucher 
processes

• Over 10,000 paid vouchers of meaningful 
performance, efficiency, and cost data

• Smaller caseloads, greater accountability, 
and better client representation



• Enhanced Training 
Programs

• Robust Litigation Support

• Sentencing Mitigation 
Support

• Client Reentry Services

• Confidential video 
client visits

• Discounted Legal 
Research Tools

• Comprehensive 
performance reviews



New Pressure:

• Active MAACS roster of 110, down 
from 150 just a few years ago.

• Frequent delays in appointment of 
counsel in violation of court rules

• MAACS roster attorney caseloads of up 
to five times a SADO staff attorney.

Standard 8 Rates

Rates approved 
Aug 2018:

$100/hr
Misd.

$110/hr
Felony

$120/hr 
Capital

Adjusted Rates 
FY 2024:

$118/hr 
Misd.

$130/hr 
Felony

$142/hr 
Capital

“I need to make money to pay bills and maintain my practice. The pay is now higher with 
many trial court appointments, most of the cases are a lot less stressful, it is an easier 
caseload to manage and maintain for not only a higher pay but usually quicker payment 
and usually a lot less stress and headaches that come with appellate representation.” 

– Anonymous MAACS Roster Attorney, 2022 Survey 



“This is a real game changer for juvenile 
indigent defense in Michigan. It will 
expand a successful formula for private 
assigned appellate counsel and could lay 
the foundation for further reform.” 

– Former Michigan Supreme Court Chief 
Justice Bridget Mary McCormack 



Questions?


