
2020 ANNUAL REPORT OF THE PUBLIC DFENDER 

 

As was the case for most of the world, the biggest challenge faced by the Allegany County 
Public Defender’s Office in 2020 was dealing with the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
It changed our routines, our work, and our daily lives in innumerable ways.  As we begin 2021 
we continue to deal with the impact of the virus and strive to sustain our important work within 
the confines of the essential public heath restrictions. 

The early months of 2020 saw a roll-back of some of the provisions of the previous year’s 
bail and discovery reforms.  Our office worked diligently to stay up-to-date on the new legislation 
and to educate other stakeholders in the system.  We continue to combat misinformation and 
false narratives while we endeavor to promote basic democratic constitutional ideals such as the 
presumption of innocence and the right to counsel.  

As the county went into a modified lock-down in the spring, the entire office converted to 
remote working.  Primarily, we were able to work from home; while maintaining a daily in-person 
presence at our offices with staffing by one or two people each day.  We modified our procedures 
to restrict the number of persons physically coming into the office.  As the virus persists, we 
continue to limit in-person interactions.  The majority of our client-contact is now done by phone, 
email or through the postal service. 

The three court systems where we do our work; County Court, Family Court, and the 
Town and Village Justice Courts, have all seen drastic modifications to the way business is 
conducted.  Jury trials and most hearings have been suspended.  In County Court and Family 
Court most “essential matters” are done virtually.  This creates numerous challenges for effective 
representation.  Most clients do not have computer access that allows them to appear on 
camera. So, most often they are on the phone where they are able to hear and speak.  It is 
difficult to engage in confidential communications with the client during these proceedings.  The 
sharing and signing of documents is very problematic.  

The Justice Courts were effectively shut down in the spring.  After attempted re-opening 
in late summer, they returned to shut-down mode in December as the virus continued to spread. 
During this time, the courts have had to continue to do essential criminal arraignments.  For a 
time, all such arraignments were conducted by the two County Court Judges. In October, a 
centralized virtual arraignment system was put into place.  Various local justices now do virtual 
criminal arraignments on a rotating schedule.  One potential positive outcome of this is that these 
procedures may provide a model for an in-person centralized arraignment procedure once the 
pandemic is over.  A centralized arraignment part is the only way our office will ever be able to 
fulfill our obligation to provide counsel at all arraignments. 

Actual case numbers for 2020 were down significantly from 2019 in all categories.  The 
details have been provided in the monthly reports submitted.  We expect to see pent up 
increases once the COVID-19 threat abates. 

 

      Respectfully submitted, 

 

      Barbara J. Kelley 

      Allegany County Public Defender 



 

  

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 


