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Big law, meet bleeding heart 
By Brandon Ortiz 

Faced with shrinking budgets and 
rising caseloads, some Bay Area public 
defenders have turned to an unlikely 
source for help: large corporate law 
firms. 

Looking for training opportunities for 
their lawyers, several large firms have 
loaned associates to public defenders for 
pro bono work in recent years. Pairing 
lowly-paid idealistic defenders of the 
poor with highly paid career-driven 
defenders of big business may be an odd 
marriage, but it's a mutually beneficial one. 

Public defenders get sorely needed help. The associates get courtroom experience, 
which is scarce at big firms where well-heeled clients want experienced partners 
representing them in court. 

"Its been one of those win-win situations," said Marin County Public Defender Jose 
Varela, whose office has assigned misdemeanor cases to attorneys from Keker & Van 
Nest LLP, Paul, Hastings, Janofsky & Walker LLP, Covington & Burling LLP, Skadden, 
Arps, Slage, Meagher & Flom LLP and others. 
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"They are winning trials at the same rate as our attorneys on staff are winning trials," 
Varela said. "They got a big kick out of it. We get a big kick out of it, and it turned out to 
be a really positive thing." 

'The joke is when I came back, everyone said, 
"Wow, you have more trial experience now 
than just about everybody in this firm." And 

its true.' - Sally Lee

Some public defender offices have used volunteer attorneys to clear caseloads for 
many years. Until now, those volunteers were typically fresh out of law school and 
hungry to build their resumes. Tapping major firm associates - who often graduated at 
the top of their Harvard, Stanford or UC Berkeley law classes and served on law reviews 
- is a relatively new development. 

Sally Lee, an intellectual property associate at Orrick, Herrington & Sutcliffe LLP's 
Silicon Valley office, graduated from UC Berkeley School of Law in 2009 after a career 
in science. Lee has a doctorate in biochemistry from the University of Washington. 

The poor economy forced Orrick to defer its offer for a year. So it offered to pay her a 
stipend to perform public interest work during that time. She choose the Santa Clara 
County public defender's office and worked there during 2010. 

Working in the misdemeanor unit, she tried three jury trials to completion, and two 
bench trials. One resulted in a hung jury, leading the district attorney to dismiss the 
charges - a big win for a public defender. 

"It is definitely hard to get trial experience, especially in a big law firm like Orrick," 
Lee said. "The joke is when I came back, everyone said, 'Wow, you have more trial 
experience now than just about everybody in this firm.' And it's true." 

Covington has had about 25 associates volunteer for the Marin County public 
defender since 2003, said Simon J. Frankel, the partner who supervises pro bono work 
in the San Francisco office. They work cases from beginning to end, and typically put in 
150 hours to 250 hours in cases that go to trial. 

Some associates have staffed even complex cases. In Santa Clara County, they've 
been second chair on white-collar and murder trials. 
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Anuparm Sharma, a Covington IP associate and former computer engineer, is 
working with deputy public defender Enrique Colin on a securities fraud case in San 
Jose. 

White-collar cases are a rarity for state public defenders, since they're typically tried 
in federal court. But Santa Clara, in the heart of Silicon Valley, has gotten more cases in 
recent years as state law enforcement has cracked down on fraud. 

Until he was assigned a case against a man for selling securities without registering 
with the state, Colin admits he wasn't aware the state had such statutes on the books. 

"In 20 years, we've never dealt with this kind of stuff," he said. 

Covington has provided research assistance with securities law and much needed 
paralegal support. The biggest help has been in the realm of document management. 

On a typical murder case, Colin may have to keep track of about a thousand 
documents. But the securities case has more than 40,000 documents, an amount the 
office isn't staffed to handle, Colin said. 

"With the public defender's office, I'm basically my own secretary," said Colin, who 
answers his phone himself and makes his own photocopies. 

The firm is also paying for a forensic accountant, which Colin says is "above and 
beyond the typical pro bono." "We treat every case as if we are working with a paying 
client," Sharma explained. 

Sharma, a 2000 Stanford law graduate, has also worked with the Marin County 
public defender. He and another associate tried a DUI case last year. 

It's the kind of experience he normally wouldn't be able to get, he said. 

"When you are working on large cases, where a lot more money is at stake, the clients 
have a preference for a senior partner who has a lot more experience to appear in court 
and argue before the judge and jury," Sharma said. "This is a good opportunity for the 
junior associates to go get their experience." 
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