2026 Indigent Defense Awards - Recommendations

Warren Burnett Award

Named for the late legendary Texas Attorney Warren Burnett, the award recognizes
extraordinary contributions to improving the quality of criminal legal representation to
indigent Texans. The award honors either an individual or organization for their work in the
courtroom, legislature, or in the public space.

2026 Recipient: Bexar County Public Defender’s Office (San Antonio, TX)

In the courtroom, the office consistently provides high-quality, client-centered representation
grounded in constitutional principles and ethical advocacy. Attorneys maintain manageable
caseloads, engage in thorough investigation and motion practice, and prioritize early and
proactive case development. Their commitment to trial readiness, mitigation advocacy, and
individualized representation has strengthened the standard of indigent defense in Bexar County
and serves as a model for jurisdictions across Texas.

Central to this success is the office’s multidisciplinary approach. The Bexar County Public
Defender’s Office recognizes that effective representation requires far more than legal argument
alone. Investigators play a critical role in uncovering facts, locating and interviewing witnesses,
reviewing evidence, and developing defenses that ensure clients receive a complete and fair
presentation of their cases. Caseworkers provide essential mitigation support by identifying
treatment options, coordinating services, assisting clients with housing and mental health
resources, and helping stabilize individuals whose underlying challenges often contribute to
system involvement. Their work frequently results in more informed sentencing advocacy,
meaningful alternatives to incarceration, and improved long-term outcomes.

Equally vital are the office’s support staff, whose professionalism and dedication ensure the
smooth operation of a high-volume, high-stakes practice. From client intake and scheduling to
document management and coordination with courts and partner agencies, support staff serve as
the backbone of the office’s daily operations. Their efficiency and attention to detail allow
attorneys and investigators to focus on substantive advocacy while maintaining accountability
and responsiveness.

Beyond individual cases, the office demonstrates leadership in advancing best practices in
indigent defense. Through structured supervision, ongoing training, and a culture of
collaboration, the Bexar County Public Defender’s Office invests in professional development at
every level of the organization. The team-based structure fosters shared responsibility, consistent
standards, and continuous improvement.

In the community, the office works collaboratively with courts, service providers, and justice
system partners to address the root causes that bring individuals into the criminal legal system.
Participation in specialty courts and coordinated service efforts reflects a commitment not only
to zealous advocacy but to improved public safety and reduced recidivism.

Through its courtroom excellence, multidisciplinary defense model, and dedication to systemic
improvement, the Bexar County Public Defender’s Office exemplifies the purpose of this award.



Its attorneys, investigators, caseworkers, and support staff collectively strengthen constitutional
protections and meaningfully improve the quality of representation provided to indigent Texans.

Jeff Blackburn Award

Named after the late, legendary criminal defense attorney Jeff Blackburn, this award honors his
legacy and goal of improving the systems that empower and improve indigent criminal defense in
Texas. The award may be given to a Texas-based organization of any size, non-profit or
otherwise, that is an innovator in the field of indigent criminal defense. The recipient
organization fights to dismantle systemic injustice and inequality in the criminal legal system
and focuses on indigent criminal defense representation.

2026 Recipient: Capital Area Private Defender Service Post-Conviction Division (Austin,
TX)

Travis County overhauled its indigent defense system in 2015 and created a managed assigned
counsel program. Capital Area Private Defender Service was created to oversee that program.
CAPDS has expanded with its post-conviction division to provide both needed post-conviction
representation in Travis County and statewide assistance to attorneys defending non-death
penalty murder cases.

It is important to note that the staff of CAPDS’ post-conviction division is all female. It is led by
Director Stacie Lieberman and Senior Supervising Attorney Jane Eggers. Staff attorneys Natasha
Hess, Belinda Wright, Courtney Lewis, and Elizabeth Paukstis, as well as investigator Christen
Chipman and paralegal Claudia Aranda, work extremely hard to successfully provide services
both to their clients and to attorneys seeking assistance statewide.

The Forensic Project

The Forensic Project is, upon information and belief, the most successful defense-side DNA
project in Texas. It was created to review cases that may have been affected by the failure of the
now-shuttered Austin Police Department DNA laboratory after an audit by the Texas Forensic
Science Commission identified numerous issues. The Forensic Project also reviewed Travis
County cases that were potentially affected by problems identified by the FBI with the way the
Department of Public Safety analyzed DNA mixtures. Between 2017 and 2023, The Forensic
Project team reviewed more than 700 causes to determine whether the DNA evidence was
material to the conviction.

The Forensic Project’s litigation has been enormously successful. To date, The Forensic Project
has filed three writs on behalf of defendants affected by the former APD DNA lab. The Texas

Court of Criminal Appeals (“TCCA”) has granted relief to two of those clients. The third case is
currently pending before the TCCA with a favorable recommendation for relief from the district
court. In addition, The Forensic Project has not lost a single motion filed on behalf of its clients.

CAPDS Wrongful Conviction Project

During the course of The Forensic Project’s review of hundreds of cases for DNA materiality, the
experienced post-conviction lawyers recognized numerous hallmarks and red flags of wrongful
convictions in cases that did not meet the criteria for The Forensic Project to take the case.
CAPDS sought and received grants from the Department of Justice and Travis County to review,
investigate, and litigate potential wrongful conviction cases that fall outside of The Forensic




Project’s work. To date, the CAPDS Wrongful Conviction Project is conducting writ
investigations for several cases.

CAPDS Mitigation Advancement Program

In the course of its work in Travis County, the CAPDS post-conviction team identified another
gap in indigent representation: a failure of the use of mitigation in nondeath penalty murder
cases. A review of Texas’ indigent defense system indicated that better training on the art of
mitigation is needed. CAPDS sought and was awarded a grant from the Texas Indigent Defense
Commission to create the CAPDS Mitigation Advancement Program (MAP). MAP began in
earnest in January 2026 and is a statewide resource. MAP provides one-on- one case assistance
to attorneys representing indigent defendants in non-death penalty murder cases at the trial,
motion for new trial, and writ stages. MAP also provides monthly Zoom trainings on the
investigation and presentation of mitigation evidence. Finally, MAP is collecting non-privileged
data to conduct research into whether mitigation is successful in non-death penalty murder cases
in Texas and whether a centralized resource like MAP is effective.

The CAPDS Post-Conviction Division has demonstrated extraordinary leadership, innovation,
and measurable success in advancing justice. Its groundbreaking forensic litigation, expansion of
wrongful conviction review, and statewide mitigation training initiative represent not only
effective representation of individual clients, but structural reform that will shape indigent
defense practice for years to come.



