REPORT BRIEF | MARCH 2025

IMPROVING OUTCOMES FOR CONTRA

COSTA PUBLIC DEFENDER CLIENTS
Exploring Life Factors, Data, and Racial Justice

The Contra Costa County Public Defenders (CCPD) partnered with the Center for
Policing Equity (CPE) to gain a deeper understanding of the life factors their clients are
experiencing when they come into contact with law enforcement and the criminal legal
system, and the impact of system-involvement on those life factors. CCPD and CPE aimed
to identify ways to advocate — in the courtroom and with various officials — for improved
outcomes and more robust, holistic services for CCPD clients.

CPE conducted one-on-one interviews with 35 CCPD clients at the arraignment stage
and six CCPD clients participating in a program for people convicted of misdemeanor
domestic violence. CPE also surveyed CCPD staff about their specific research questions
and performed a data gap analysis (in partnership with Measures for Justice) to identify
what information would be needed to answer those questions, if that information exists
within the CCPD office, and how CCPD could collect and track data more effectively.

CCPD also requested CPE’s assistance with embracing new opportunities resulting from
passage of California’s Racial Justice Act (RJA). The RJA allows people to seek legal rem-
edies when they can show sufficient evidence of racial bias among legal system actors
or racial disparities in charging or sentencing. CPE developed an RJA toolkit, including
a data tool and a research index, to empower non-data experts to explore Contra Costa
prosecutorial data and understand whether a case has potential for an RJA claim.

Findings

CCPD clients at the arraignment stage shared details about their struggles with mental
and physical health, substance use, negative police exposure, housing insecurity, un-
employment, and lack of access to transportation. Following law enforcement contact
and arraignment, they faced negative and compounding consequences, particularly
with mental health, employment, housing, and transportation. For many clients, pretrial
detention and burdensome fines and fees deepened the adverse impacts they were
struggling to navigate, while also attempting to manage confusion regarding inefficient
and convoluted court processes. Post-conviction clients faced even deeper challenges,
both before law enforcement contact and following the resolution of their cases. Nearly
all lost their housing, and many lost their employment.
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Recommendations

Through these analyses, CPE and its partners have developed recommendations to
improve current CCPD and Contra Costa County practices and create community-based
interventions that could prevent system-involvement in the first place:

® Provide additional county resources to bring CCPD into parity with other local crim-
inal legal agencies that have data analysis staff, including a database administrator,
a senior management analyst, a data clerical staffer, and half of an attorney’s time.

® Allocate additional state and local resources for dedicated staffing and outreach to
support public defender offices in ensuring their clients’ rights are protected and any
systemic racial biases are addressed under the newly enacted RJA.

® Collaborate among legal system agencies to ensure timely filing of cases, thereby
reducing confusion for people accused of crimes, which can lead to failures to appear,
the issuance of warrants, and unnecessary jail time.

® Commit greater county investment in supportive services for mental and physical
health, employment, housing, and transportation, as well as alternatives to pretrial
detention and the imposition of fines and fees.

® Develop enhanced CCPD partnerships for employment and housing law matters
involving unlawful actions taken by employers and landlords against CCPD clients
and for better access to housing for clients.

® Convene a working group of system actors and domestic violence service providers
to investigate whether current programming for people convicted of misdemeanor
domestic violence is achieving its intended goals and to pilot strategies aimed at
fostering more successful outcomes.
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