NAPD FORMAL ETHICS OPINION 19-1
Re: Ethics of Conflicts Imputation Between and Within Public Defender Offices

Question Presented: In light of the Sixth Amendment right to the effective assistance of counsel and the
American Bar Association (ABA) Model Rules of Professional Conduct, under what circumstances is a
conflict of interest on the part of one public defender imputed to another?
Short Answer
Conflicts of interest must be imputed among public defenders within the same firm. 1 If two
public defender offices (or one public defender office and another organization) within a system of
indigent defense are organized in a way that does not give rise to conflicts between them—they do not
work together on cases, share access to files, or overlap in their work environment, and no one person or
entity has hierarchical control over the office’s lawyers and litigation—they are not part of the same
“firm” for purposes of conflict imputation under the ABA Model Rules of Professional Conduct. On the
other hand, when any one of these factors is present, conflicts must be imputed between the offices.
There are a number of ways to structure indigent defense systems so as to avoid the need for
imputation of conflicts of interest among their component public defender offices. But no method is
always sufficient (or best) across all legal systems. Therefore, before any determination that public
defender offices are separate firms—and thus imputation of conflicts of interest among lawyers in the

1

The term “firm” is the relevant unit of analysis for legal organizations in the Rules of Professional Conduct. See
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offices is unnecessary—there must be a fact-intensive inquiry, with careful focus on the relationship
between the lawyers in different offices that could produce conflicts of interest.
Discussion
I.

Overview

“The Sixth Amendment recognizes the right to the assistance of counsel” because the assistance
of counsel is “necessary to ensure that the trial is fair.” 2 As a corollary, “the right to counsel is the right to
the effective assistance of counsel.” 3 The U.S. Supreme Court’s jurisprudence has long held that the Sixth
Amendment right to counsel includes the right to conflict-free counsel. 4 That is, wherever the “right to
counsel exists,” the Sixth Amendment requires “a correlative right to representation that is free from
conflicts of interest.” 5 Because the ABA Model Rules of Professional Conduct and their state
counterparts constitute a detailed body of law concerning the rights and obligations of lawyers and clients,
the Supreme Court’s Sixth Amendment jurisprudence often turns to these sources to delineate the scope
of the right to counsel. 6 The Supreme Court has used the Model Rules of Professional Conduct and
similar materials to evaluate ineffective assistance of counsel claims. 7
The Model Rules of Professional Conduct and their state counterparts govern, inter alia, lawyers’
ability to take on two types of conflicts of interest: those between two current clients (concurrent
conflicts) and those between a current and a former client. Model Rule 1.7 states that a concurrent conflict
of interest exists where “the representation of one client will be directly adverse to another client” or
“there is a significant risk that the representation of one or more clients will be materially limited by the
lawyer’s responsibilities to another client, a former client or a third person or by a personal interest of the
lawyer.” 8 Concurrent conflicts of interest are only waivable if the lawyer can provide competent and
diligent representation to each client, the representation is not otherwise prohibited by law, each client’s
claims are not asserted against the other, and written informed consent is obtained from each client. 9
However, “ordinarily a lawyer should decline to represent more than one co-defendant” even when clients
might consent because “[t]he potential for conflict of interest in representing multiple defendants in a
criminal case is so grave.” 10 Model Rule 1.9 addresses duties owed to former clients, similarly requiring
informed consent in writing from a former client before a lawyer represents someone whose material
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interests in the same or substantially related matter are adverse to that former client. 11 Under Model Rule
1.10, lawyers in a firm cannot represent a client when another lawyer in the firm would be prohibited
from doing so under Model Rule 1.7 or 1.9, subject to exceptions which are not relevant here. 12
In analyzing conflicts of interest among public defenders, a few state courts have looked to Model
Rule 1.11, which creates an exception to the Model Rule 1.10 requirement of imputed disqualification for
current government lawyers. 13 Model Rule 1.11 states that current government lawyers with an actual
conflict must remove themselves from litigation. 14 But “[b]ecause of the special problems raised by
imputation within a government agency,” that Rule “does not impute the conflicts of a lawyer currently
serving as an officer or employee of the government to other associated government officers or
employees.” 15
However, public defenders are not properly classified as “government lawyers” under the Rules:
rather than representing the government, they represent private individuals who are being prosecuted by a
government agency. Thus, as the annotation to the Model Rules notes, analyzing public defenders as
government lawyers “makes for an awkward fit with Rule 1.11”—indeed, no fit at all. 16 Further,
conceiving of public defenders as government lawyers would imply that each public defender’s client is
their employer, rather than the criminal defendants they represent. 17 This cannot be squared with the
Supreme Court’s admonition that “a public defender is not amenable to administrative direction in the
same sense as other employees of the State. . . . A public defender works under canons of professional
responsibility that mandate his exercise of independent judgment on behalf of the [criminal defendant].” 18
Thus, as soon as “a lawyer has undertaken the representation of an accused, the duties and obligations are
the same whether the lawyer is privately retained, appointed, or serving in a legal aid or defender
program.” 19 While the purposes of imputing conflicts of interest among private counsel—ensuring
loyalty, confidentiality, and client trust 20—do not apply neatly to government lawyers whose client is the
government itself, they apply with equal or greater force to public defenders. Because public defenders
represent individual citizens, and not the government or a governmental agency, public defenders who
work within the same “firm” are subject to the rules of imputation of conflicts of interest, as stated in
Model Rule 1.10.
Jurisdictions are split on the question of whether conflicts must at least be imputed among public
defenders in the same office. Alaska, 21 Arizona, 22 Georgia, 23 Iowa, 24 Louisiana, 25 Maryland, 26 New
11
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Hampshire, 27 and Pennsylvania 28 require imputation. Connecticut, 29 Hawaii, 30 Idaho, 31 Illinois, 32 New
Jersey, 33 New Mexico, 34 New York, 35 and Wyoming 36 do not. Nevertheless, for the reasons outlined
below, the best view of the law requires imputation of conflicts among public defenders who work within
the same “firm,” which at a minimum includes those who work within the same office. The usual
presence of factors generating conflicting incentives among public defenders and risking breaches of
confidentiality make imputation of conflicts of interest essential. Where such factors are effectively
eliminated, however, the resulting relationship among public defender offices may not fit the definition of
a single “firm.” Under those narrow circumstances, imputation is no longer required.
This opinion first addresses when two public defender offices are part of the same firm (Part II).
It then rebuts common arguments for why conflicts should not be imputed between public defenders (Part
III). Finally, it outlines three mechanisms for the provision of indigent defense services that attempt to
avoid the need for imputation of conflicts of interests between lawyers, and briefly evaluates their merits
(Part IV).
II.

Defining the “Firm” in an Indigent Defense System

Neither the Model Rules nor any of their state equivalents expressly exempt public defenders
within the same “firm” from conflicts imputation. And as already discussed, the exception to imputation
for government lawyers does not apply, because the considerations that give rise to different rules for
government lawyers cannot apply to public defenders.37 The presence of one exception to imputation of
conflicts of interest in the Rules implies the absence of any other exceptions: expressio unius est exclusio
alterius. 38 Thus, conflicts must be imputed among public defenders within a “firm.” This is also the
ABA’s informal opinion on the question 39 and is the definitive conclusion of the Restatement. 40
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Whether two lawyers work in the same “firm” is a fact-specific inquiry. 41 Depending upon the
structure of an indigent defense system, “the entire [system] or different components of it may constitute
a firm or firms for the purposes of the[] Rules.” 42 Facts such as shared access to client information and
whether the lawyers hold themselves out to clients as being part of the firm are relevant. 43 In doubtful
cases, the inquiry is guided by the purpose of the Rule at issue. 44 The requirement of imputation in Rule
1.10 is intended to safeguard the duties of loyalty and confidentiality. 45 In light of these purposes, two
public defenders are part of the same firm for the purposes of conflict imputation if they work together on
cases, overlap in a work environment, share access to client information—whether intentionally
(including through working on trials together or electronic file sharing) or incidentally (such as through
shared printers)—have a common supervisor who makes decisions regarding hiring, firing, promotion,
discipline, and similar actions, or share a supervisor who reviews and directs litigation decisions.
Conversely, if none of these factors is present, conflicts need not be imputed between the lawyers in
question.
A. Safeguarding the Duty of Loyalty
1. Personal Incentives and Hierarchical Control of Personnel Decisions
“The rule of imputed disqualification . . . gives effect to the principle of loyalty to the client” 46
because “[w]here a lawyer’s relationship with a client creates an incentive to violate an obligation to
another client, an affiliated lawyer will often have similar incentive to favor one client over the other.”47
There are “real non-economic pressures present in private practice” that “are equally operative in a public
defender service.” 48 In fact, “non-economic conflicts” like “friendship, loyalty, pride, fear of ostracism or
retaliation” 49 are not only present in both contexts, but often more powerful motivational forces than
pecuniary ones. The mere fact that a lawyer works in a public defender’s office will not immunize that
lawyer from these biases and pressures. Further, in every public defender’s office there are issues of
“hiring, firing, promotion and discipline of its personnel.” 50 Even with other safeguards in place, it will be
difficult to ensure that the views of those in charge of such decisions do not exert improper pressure on
public defenders, a problem far more likely to occur, and more severe in effect, where imputation of
conflicts of interest is at issue.
2. Hierarchical Control of Litigation
Hierarchical control of litigation also implicates loyalty, and has long been at the core of disputes
over imputation. A 1996 draft of the Restatement of the Law Governing Lawyers stated that conflicts
41
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should not be imputed among public defenders in the same office. 51 But the final draft of the Restatement
differed sharply: “The rules on imputed conflicts . . . apply to a public-defender organization as they do
to a law firm in private practice in a similar situation.” 52 Part of the reason for the change in the final
version was that the earlier draft came under sustained criticism for failing to accurately describe the
supervisory structure of most public defender offices. “Contrary to the Restatement’s assumption, the
public defender is involved in the substantive case work of the public defender office under his or her
control. The public defender is not merely a labor contractor or dispatcher of cases.” 53 Thus, even where
public defenders are in physically separate offices and do not share access to electronic files, 54
hierarchical control of litigation is another basis for imputation of conflicts of interest. Supervisors must
make decisions about whether to appeal cases and on what grounds, what resources to devote to each
case, and many other litigation decisions within constraints on personnel and funds. Those decisions will
invariably create conflicts among public defender clients. And even if limited resources were no issue,
public defenders converse with peers and supervisors to get advice and guidance on cases they are
working on. Attempts to merely “insulate upper-management from cases involving conflicts of interest
. . . would ultimately be complex, confusing, and largely unworkable”—in other words, ineffective. 55
B. Safeguarding the Duty of Confidentiality: Shared Space and Work Environment
Conflict imputation, in addition to safeguarding loyalty, serves as a prophylactic: it diminishes
the probability that a client’s confidential information is shared with another lawyer whose client has
conflicting interests. 56 The Restatement observes that “the restrictions upon a lawyer” regarding
imputation of conflicts “also restrict other affiliated lawyers who . . . share office facilities without
reasonably adequate measures to protect confidential client information so that it will not be available to
other lawyers in the shared office.” 57 Jurisdictions vary in whether they require lawyers who share office
space to impute conflicts between them, 58 but shared office space should always pose a concern. Even if
public defenders had no personal incentive to violate an obligation to a client, it is virtually impossible to
operate in a shared office space without overhearing phone calls, glancing at printed materials before they
are picked up, seeing documents on another’s computer screen, or (in the case of shared virtual space)
51
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seeing electronic files on shared computer drives—all of which may include confidential client
information.
***
An ethics opinion by the State Bar of North Dakota offers a helpful example of thoughtful
reasoning about conflict imputation between public defender offices. The bar was asked to consider
whether three regional public defender offices opened by a state commission could be treated as separate
firms for purpose of conflict imputation. It concluded that, under the North Dakota Rules of Professional
Conduct, conflicts should not be imputed across the public defender offices:
[T]he three public defender offices do not ‘present themselves to the public in a way
suggesting that they are a firm or conduct themselves as a firm . . . .’ Rather, they
maintain separate offices in different cities. And each office has its own filing system, its
own separate computer drive which is not accessible by attorneys or employees from the
other public defender offices, and its own letterhead. The three public defender offices
also do not ‘have mutual access to confidential information concerning the clients they
serve.’ 59
Furthermore, each office had a separate supervisor, with “[a]ny supervision over the public defender
offices” by the overarching Commission restricted to “purely administrative” matters. 60 Unlike many
opinions that have grappled with this issue, this one thoroughly canvassed the relevant concerns—
separation of cases, physical separation, separation of electronic files, separate chains of supervision and
hierarchical control over management and litigation decisions—in analyzing the question of when public
defenders are in different firms. 61
III.

Reasons for Rejecting Arguments for Non-Imputation

Several jurisdictions have failed to address the rationales discussed above, and instead have
offered different reasons for why public defenders—even those working in the same office—are not
subject to imputation of conflicts of interest. Those arguments generally fall into three categories: absence
of economic incentives, responsibility to individual clients, and the importance of public defender
expertise. Such arguments, however, are not only orthogonal to the question of imputation, 62 but are also
unpersuasive on their own merits.
A. No Private Economic Interests
Several state courts opinions argue that conflicts should not be imputed between public defenders
in the same office because they lack economic incentives present among private lawyers. They reason that
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STATE BAR ASS’N OF N.D., Ethics Op. 06-07 (June 1, 2006) (citing N.D. R. PROF’L CONDUCT 1.10, Comment).
Id. at 5-6.
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lawyers in public defender offices do not seek to promote private economic interests; 63 unlike lawyers in
private practice, “[p]ublic defenders . . . have no pecuniary interests in their attorney-client relationships
or practice relationships.” 64 As a result, “when confronted with a situation where the interests of two
clients become adverse, there would not be an economic incentive to favor one client over another . . .
[and] the underlying economic rationale is absent for imputing disqualification to all attorneys in an office
if one attorney has a conflict.” 65 In adhering to applicable ethics rules, the courts further reason, it is
assumed each public defender will zealously advocate for his or her client’s interests.66
There are two primary problems with this line of reasoning. First, the absence of pecuniary
incentives does not imply the absence of other incentives to prioritize one client over another. As
discussed in Section II.A.1, there are “real non-economic pressures present in private practice” that “are
equally operative in a public defender service.” 67 In fact, “non-economic conflicts” like “friendship,
loyalty, pride, fear of ostracism or retaliation” 68 are not only present in both contexts, but often more
powerful motivational forces than pecuniary ones. Reflecting this, the Rules require imputation of
conflicts of interests equally for both non-profit legal service providers and firms seeking economic
returns. 69 Thus, the Rules make clear that imputation of conflicts within an organization does not turn on
the existence of pecuniary interests. Second, as noted in Section II.A.1, in every public defender office
there are issues of hierarchical control of personnel decisions: “hiring, firing, promotion and discipline of
its personnel.” Thus, the premise that public defenders are fully insulated from “economic” interests is
dubious. 70
B. Responsibility to Individual Clients
In addition to the absence of a collective economic interest, many state courts argue that “a public
defender does not necessarily owe an allegiance to the reputation of his office such as to interfere with his
undivided loyalty towards his client.” 71 Although their salaries are provided by the state or local
government, public defenders work for each indigent client, rather than for a group such as a law firm. As
the Supreme Court of Wyoming argued, “The lawyers provide legal services, not to the public defender
office, but to individual defendants. Ordinarily, the office would have no reason to give one defendant
63
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more vigorous representation than other defendants whose interests are in conflict.” 72 Under this
reasoning, several state Supreme Courts have declined to impute conflicts among lawyers in public
defender offices. 73
This argument is unpersuasive. First, all lawyers—whether at a law firm or a public defender
office—owe their primary loyalty to their clients. 74 Second, public defenders, just as much as private
lawyers, may be motivated to enhance the prestige of their office or help another’s client at the expense of
one’s own client due to bonds of loyalty or friendship. Further, this argument in fact cuts against applying
the government lawyers exception to public defenders: representation of individual clients runs against
the assumption of the Rules that government lawyers merit special treatment because of the unique nature
of having the government as one’s client. 75 The notion that public defenders’ responsibilities to individual
clients justify an exception to imputation of conflicts of interests rules is therefore difficult to square with
the text and structure of the Model Rules.
C. Value of Public Defender Expertise
Finally, some state courts have declined to impute conflicts among public defenders because of
the value of public defender expertise for indigent defendants. As the Hawaii Supreme Court has noted,
“a per se rule [of imputation] would result in many defendants having to go without the expert
representation provided by public defenders.” 76 The Illinois Supreme Court has gone further, stating that
“any such per se rule would needlessly disqualify competent and able members of the public defender
office.” 77 Other state courts, including in California, 78 Idaho, 79 New Jersey, 80 New Mexico, 81 and
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Wyoming 82 have also found the availability of competent representation an important consideration in
deciding whether to impute conflicts between public defenders.
This logic is unpersuasive for three reasons. First, states overwhelmingly underfund public
defender offices, 83 diminishing the importance of the relatively higher skill of public defenders as they
have less time and other resources to apply to each case. Second, the failure of the state to provide
competent alternative counsel to indigent defendants is a separate issue from whether a conflict exists; the
state’s failure to meet one ethical standard cannot absolve failure to meet another. Third, the value of
public defender expertise cannot be relevant to the determination of whether a conflict of interest exists in
any other context. 84 There is no principled justification for why such pragmatic considerations should be
excluded from consideration in one case but not in the other: these concerns are both absent from the
Rules and irrelevant to the purposes of imputation.
IV.

Approaches to Mitigating the Need for Imputation

Imputation of conflicts of interest among public defenders is the rule. The sections below address
structures of indigent representation that do not require imputation of conflicts between lawyers. Such
analysis is meant to be suggestive and general rather than definitive and complete. It is important to
underscore the need for a detailed and fact-intensive inquiry into all relevant features of the structure
before any definitive determination can be made. 85
A. Special Conflict Offices
One way to avoid conflict imputation is to create an independent office outside the public
defender office to handle cases which would otherwise result in an imputed conflict. For instance, the
Washoe County Public Defender’s Office in Nevada initially takes on all appointed counsel cases and
then, following a conflicts screening, directs conflict cases to the Alternate Public Defender’s office. 86
The Montana Bar Association has approved the efforts of one county’s public defender to create such a
conflict office. 87 There, the county’s chief public defender transferred one of the two full-time lawyers to
a new “office of conflict counsel for the public defender,” which was separated through (i) a distinct
computer system not linked to the main office, (ii) a separate filing system, (iii) separate letterheads and
business cards, and (iv) separate rooms in the county courthouse. 88 Although the chief public defender
continues to supervise the work of the conflict counsel on non-conflict cases and controls the conflict
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office’s budget, a Public Defender Advisory Board reviews any substantive decisions related to the
administration and conflict issues. 89
This sort of division addresses most of the public policy concerns motivating the imputation of
conflicts of interests. It creates an entirely separate staff of lawyers and supervisors, limiting the impact of
any non-economic pressures on the “alternate” public defenders. 90 Both physical and virtual access and
contact is closed off between public defenders and the “alternate” or “conflicts” public defenders. And
hierarchical control of litigation is vested in two separate offices. However, aspects like Montana’s chief
public defender’s control of the conflict office’s budget may pose a potential risk of hierarchical control
of lawyers that gives rise to a need to impute conflicts, depending on how that control may be exercised.
In addition, details in Montana such as supervision of non-conflict cases on one hand, or the separate
letterheads and business cards on the other hand, also affect how separate the offices appear: the offices
must be perceived as separate firms by the public. 91 Thus, whether such public defenders might (or might
not) fall within the definition of a “firm” under Rule 1.0(c) will depend on a more fact-intensive inquiry
into each of these factors. But in general, constructing sufficiently separate conflict offices—if done with
sufficient care and thoroughness—is one way to avoid imputation of conflicts of interest among public
defenders.
B. Conflicts Panels Outside the Public Defender Office
A second potential solution is the creation of a conflicts panel, where private lawyers represent
defendants who cannot be represented by the public defender office because of a conflict. 92 Conflicts
panels—if structured appropriately—should not face conflict of interest imputation problems among
fellow panel members. In New York, for instance, a county established a legal aid conflicts panel through
a contract with the local bar association. 93 Because the panel of lawyers worked in separate locations, did
not share active files, lacked a common supervisor, and did not share confidential information with the
county’s main legal aid office, the New York Bar Association found that such a panel did not operate as a
law firm, thus obviating the need to impute conflicts among the panel members. 94 Generally, it is likely
that such conflicts panels would not rise to the level of a firm at all. But even if a conflict panel were a
firm for purposes of imputing conflicts of interest, the relevant public policy considerations guide the
determination of whether it is a separate firm from a public defender office. Similar considerations—the
separation of cases, physical workspace, electronic files, and supervision between a public defender office
and a conflicts panel—would be key in this policy analysis. So long as the members of conflicts panels
89
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are not hired onto the panel, fired from the panel, or disciplined while on the panel by a public defender
office, and the trial court appoints each conflict panel lawyer, all relevant public policy considerations
seem to point in favor of the conflicts panel being a separate firm (if it is a firm at all). Of course, each
case of a conflicts panel must be examined separately, and in a fact-specific way, before such a
determination can be certain.
C. Contracting Out or Mandated Representation
As a final alternative, the government may arrange for private counsel to defend an indigent client
either through contract or mandate. Sometimes contracting out is motivated by fiscal concerns, as in
Louisiana, where an unexpected decline in revenue led the 1st Judicial District Public Defender to
propose eliminating the conflicts panel altogether and replacing it with a more ad hoc system in which a
judge could require contracting with private lawyers. 95 And Missouri, for example, allows the chief public
defender of the state to order any lawyer barred in the state to represent a defendant.96
These approaches have at least two major risks. First, if private lawyers receive low
compensation for such cases, there is significant risk that counsel may be ineffective. 97 Even if private
counsel accepts an appointment, the appointment process is likely to give an indigent defendant a lawyer
who is less experienced than a public defender or panel lawyer in working with indigent criminal
defendants. The result may “rais[e], with justification, the question of competency of counsel.” 98 Second,
in the cases where the public defender is obliged under its contract with the government to both identify
conflicts and secure outside counsel for conflicted clients drawn from its own funds, the public defender
may have a strong financial disincentive to certify conflicts. 99 As the California Supreme Court observed
in such a case:
Pursuant to the contract, the fewer outside attorneys that were engaged, the more money
was available for the operation of the public defender’s office. The direct consequence of
this arrangement was a financial disincentive for the public defender either to investigate
or declare the existence of actual or potential conflicts of interest requiring the
employment of other counsel. 100
Thus, while such systems can in theory cure the problem of imputation of conflicts of interest, they pose
severe risks of violating the duty to provide defendants with competent representation 101 and may create
perverse incentives to fail to recognize conflicts of interest. As a result, contracting or mandated
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representation systems are less desirable solutions to this problem than are the creation of conflict offices
or the use of a conflicts panel.
Conclusion
Conflicts of interest must be imputed among public defenders within the same “firm.” The “firm”
analysis in this context depends on the purposes motivating the rules on conflicts of interest—the duties
of loyalty and confidentiality. As a result, public defender offices are only separate firms for purposes of
imputation of conflicts of interest when they do not share information and do not have a common
supervisor who makes determinations affecting allocation of resources, personnel issues and litigation
decisions. Thus, physical separation of offices alone does not render public defender offices different
firms. But constructing a sufficiently separate conflict office, so long as all relevant public policy
concerns are accounted for, is one way to create separate firms. Another workable model, if structured
appropriately, is the creation of a conflicts panel of private lawyers. Contracting out or mandated
representation are still other alternatives, but ones that pose dangers with respect to both the provision of
competent representation and the provision of representation free of conflicts of interests.
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