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American Council of Chief Defenders Statement on Caseloads 

and Workloads

Resolution
The ACCD recommends that public defender and assigned counsel caseloads not 
exceed the NAC recommended levels of 150 felonies, 400 non-traffic misdemeanors,1

200 juvenile court cases, 200 Mental Health Act cases, or 25 non-capital appeals per 
attorney per year.  These caseload limits reflect the maximum caseloads for full-
time defense attorneys, practicing with adequate support staff, who are providing 
representation in cases of average complexity in each case type specified.  If a 
defender or assigned counsel is carrying a mixed caseload which includes cases from 
more than one category of cases, these standards should be applied proportionally.   
(For example, under the NAC standards a lawyer who has 75 felony cases should 
not be assigned more than 100 juvenile cases and ought to receive no additional 
assignments.)
In public defense systems in which attorneys are assigned to represent groups of 
clients at court calendars in addition to individual case assignments, consideration 
should be given to adjusting the NAC standards appropriately, recognizing that 
preparing for and appearing at such calendars requires additional attorney time.  In 
assigned counsel systems in which the lawyers also maintain private, retained 
practices, the caseload ceiling should be based on the percentage of time the lawyer 
devotes to public defense. 
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The ACCD recommends that defenders, contract and assigned counsel, and bar 
association leaders in each state review local practice conditions and consider 
developing standards that adjust attorney caseloads when the types and nature of 
the cases handled warrant it.  The increased complexity of practice in many areas 
will require lower caseload ceilings.  The ACCD recommends that each jurisdiction 
develop caseload standards for practice areas that have expanded or emerged since 
1973 and for ones that develop because of new legislation.  Case weighting studies 
must be implemented in a manner which is consistent with accepted performance 
standards and not simply institutionalize existing substandard practices. 

For sexually violent offender commitment cases that often require extensive 
depositions and pretrial hearings with expert witnesses, review of thousands of 
pages of discovery, and lengthy trials, a lawyer may reasonably handle only a small 
number of such cases per year.  Similarly, lawyers’ workloads should be limited 
when they are assigned persistent offender cases which, by their nature, require 
particularly intensive pretrial preparation and time-consuming investigation.

Each state that has the death penalty should develop caseload standards for capital 
cases.  The workload of attorneys representing defendants in death penalty cases 
must be maintained at levels that enable counsel to provide high quality 
representation in accordance with existing law and evolving legal standards.  This 
should specifically include the ability of counsel to devote full time effort to the case 
as circumstances will require.  Counsel must not be assigned new case assignments 
that will interfere with this ability after accepting a capital case.  See ABA 
Guidelines for the Appointment and Performance of Defense Counsel in Death 
Penalty Cases (Revised 2004), Guideline 6.1 and 10.3.  Presumptively, there should 
be at least two counsel on the capital defense team.2

One system that can be utilized to arrive at an appropriate reduced maximum limit 
for complex cases is a case credit system that allocates multiple credits for specific 
types of cases and that recognizes that lawyers can handle fewer of those cases per 
year. 3
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In General, Caseloads Should Not Exceed the NAC Limits
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Local Practice Should Be Considered in Determining Caseload Limits
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Despite Improvements in Technology, 
Core Elements of Representation Have Not Changed
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In Many Jurisdictions, Caseload Limits Should Be Lower Than the NAC Standards
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New, Complex Practice Areas Require More Attorney Time Per Case 
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Representing Juveniles Has Become More Complex 
and Requires More Attorney Time
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Conclusion

The ACCD reaffirms the NAC recommended maximum caseload limits, but urges 
thorough assessment in each jurisdiction to determine the impact of local practices 
and laws on those levels, as outlined in the accompanying resolution.
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