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106 Gases, Three Jobs, One Lawyer The city’s
public defenders are struggling.

By Nia Prater, Intelligencer staff writer, who covers New York politics

Eugene Toussaint, an attorney at Legal Aid Society, delivers groceries for UberEats after a long day’s work as a public defender.
Photo: Dolly Faibyshev

This article was featured in One Great Story, New York'’s reading recommendation newsletter. Sign up here to
get it nightly.

n a brisk Tuesday morning while most are still asleep, Eugene Toussaint is in the
gym by 6 a.m. before a marathon day as a criminal-defense attorney with the Legal
Aid Society, the city’s largest provider of public defense.

It’s a 40-minute drive from his home in Sunnyside, Queens to the office in Kew Gardens
where, between sips from a large Dunkin coffee on his desk, he waits for a pair of clients he’s
scheduled to meet. The first meeting at 9:30 a.m. is brief, with Toussaint pointing to his
calendar on his computer as he patiently explains to the client the next steps of the case. As



the clock creeps closer to 10 a.m., it’s clear that the second client is a no-show. Toussaint
takes it in stride — it spares him precious time he can’t afford to lose. With a full day in
court ahead of him, arriving just a few minutes late can set his day back by hours.

As Toussaint walks the few blocks over to the Queens Criminal Court with a black leather
jacket draped over a gray suit, he describes his approach to his clients simply: “Nobody is as
bad as their baddest day.” The courthouse is bustling as he walks past a winding line of
people waiting to make their way through security. On the wall above them is a variation of
a quote from Cicero inscribed in gold: “Justice is the crowning glory of virtue.”

From that moment on, the day is a blur of staircases and elevator rides, hustling from one
freezing courtroom to the next. Clients wait for their lawyers in the courtrooms, sitting on
old wooden benches marred by scratched out messages and the occasional piece of gum.
When Toussaint calls their name, they go out to meet in the hallway to discuss their cases.
He stands alongside other attorneys doing the same, at one point balancing his full
accordion file folder on a nearby railing as others weave their way through the crowded,
humid hall. They go back in the courtroom to stand before the judge for the next stage of
their case under the buzzing fluorescent lights.






Toussaint preps in his office before a long day at the courthouse.






Suits and ties are stashed at the office for a quick outfit change.






Toussaint is currently carrying 106 active cases.



He often handles between 5-10 cases a day at the Queens County Criminal Court.
On the busiest days, Toussaint can handle up to 20 cases a day.






With limited time between cases, Toussaint rushes from courtroom to the next.

With time in between meetings, he takes a lunch break around 1PM, grabbing wings and
fries at a nearby bar. Toussaint finally can take a breath. “I feel like the only time I get to
myself is going to the gym in the morning,” he says.

That’s because this is only his first job of the day.

After court, he will drive nearly an hour to the Bronx River Houses where he works as a
home health aide for his aunt who was diagnosed with cancer. There, he spends the next
three hours doing her laundry, shopping, cooking, and cleaning. While caring for her, he’ll
sometimes bring some of his files along to work on as well. When he finishes around 9 p.m.
he will occasionally pick up a third job as an UberEats driver before heading home.

Toussaint’s intense schedule is not uncommon. The attorneys working for the Legal Aid
Society are under immense strain thanks to a funding crisis that’s led to high turnover of
crucial staff due to immense workloads and chronically low salaries. The public defenders



who haven’t left for better-paying jobs are forced to take on additional cases from their
departing colleagues. And like Toussaint, sometimes they pick up outside work to afford
living in one of the nation’s most expensive cities while shouldering heavy student-loan debt

The nonprofit, which provides its services for free to low-income New Yorkers who qualify,
receives the majority of its funding from both the city and the state. That funding has not
kept up with skyrocketing costs for rent, utilities, health insurance and their labor contracts
which increase three percent every year. “We are in a fiscal crisis and it’s unsustainable,” said
Twyla Carter, the organization’s chief executive officer.

In November, Carter sent a letter to Mayor Eric Adams, requesting $82 million in
additional funding from the city to address these costs, improve Legal Aid’s ability to retain
and recruit staff, and update antiquated technology. She also called on the city to change its
slow-moving contract process, which causes Legal Aid to have to wait so long for
reimbursements that it sometimes struggles to pay vendors and make payroll. “The real
devastation outside of dollars and cents, it’s our staff and attorneys,” she said. “They can’t
keep doing this. We have folks that have second jobs. We have folks that are leaving for

other jobs to move out of the state and we can’t replace them.”

Society’s attrition rate continues to climb. The attorneys that remain must absorb their former colleagues' work into an already grueling
*hoto: Dolly Faibyshev.

The attrition rate for Legal Aid’s staff last year was 80 percent higher than the previous year
and 2023 appears to be trending even higher than that. Currently, there are 328 vacancies,
180 of which are attorneys while the remaining 148 are paralegals, investigators, social
workers, and other administrative staff. With a starting salary for a new attorney of
$74,9009, it’s often hard for Legal Aid to compete with other employers, such as government

agencies or high-paying law firms where attorneys often handle a smaller number of cases.



“We're often the adversary to a government player, right?” said Dawne Mitchell, the chief
attorney of Legal Aid’s juvenile rights practice. “And so our government players, they have
lower caseload standards and higher pay. We have higher caseload standards and lower pay.
It makes no sense,” she said. “It sort of creates this inequitable system or continuation of an
inequitable system. And the folks who are harmed by that are our clients as well.”

When one attorney leaves, their clients get handed off to another attorney who is usually
unfamiliar with the case and overburdened with dozens of their own, contributing heavily
to a backlog of cases in the courts. “An overworked attorney? That equals an injustice to a
human being that’s being accused and that’s the part of the problem that should resonate
with everybody regardless of your political affiliation, regardless of your viewpoints on
public safety,” said Tina Luongo, the chief attorney of Legal Aid’s criminal defense practice.
“The fact is that we are a system that promises justice when you’re accused and we're failing
at that because we don’t have the structure and the funding and the support for both sides
of the equation, DAs and defenders, to be able to actually do it in the way in which justice

would be served.”

Toussaint, who has worked for Legal Aid as a public defender since 2014, has seen the
effect, having to pick up more arraignment shifts at the courthouse where attorneys are
assigned to cases. With less attorneys, those shifts are divided up among less people which
results in picking up more cases. His current caseload consists of 106 active cases, all in
different stages of completion. High attrition can also affect the attorney-client relationship,
something that’s crucial to the job. “I know, personally, it’s very hard to establish the same
connection you have with a client you’ve gotten from the very beginning with a transfer

client,” he says. “The connection I establish with my client, it’s very critical.”

Toussaint predicts a larger crisis on the horizon for the Legal Aid Society. As employees of a
nonprofit, attorneys are eligible to have their loans forgiven by the federal government due
to their work in a public service role, and he believes many of his colleagues will consider
leaving once the burden of massive loan debt is off their shoulders — even if theyre
passionate about the work. “It’s a cost-reward thing, right? So, even if you're really good at
it, it’s a job that burns you out. It’s an emotionally stressful job,” he says. “And to have that
experience without being properly compensated for it, it just adds to it.”

He knows this feeling better than most. Despite making around $85,000 a year, Toussaint
is carrying $400,000 in student loans after graduating from St. John’s University School of
Law. He has about two years left of payments before he can start applying for forgiveness,
but even when that day comes, Toussaint says he would likely stay at Legal Aid because he
likes his job. Though, he would consider going part time to focus more on a legal-affairs
podcast he’s started and invested significantly in, Attorneys with Swag, which would benefit

from him staying in the legal world.






When the court breaks for lunch, Toussaint typically grabs a smoothie from the
corner store and works through lunch at his desk. When he’s too stressed to work
through lunch, he goes to a local bar.






After a day in the courthouse, it’s back to the office to prepare for the next day’s
cases.



Toussaint assists his aunt as a home health aide — his second job — every
weeknight after work, helping her with groceries, laundry and other tasks.






In his limited spare time Toussaint picks up extra cash making deliveries through
UberEats.

Sarah, who worked as a Legal Aid attorney for nearly five years, couldn’t afford to stay. She
was raising two children by herself on her salary while carrying $100,000 in student loans.
(Sarah is a pseudonym.) “I finally felt like I just couldn’t find a way to keep making it work. I
was like, I'm just gonna keep digging myself into a deeper hole and not really get out of it,”
she said, adding that the breaking point came when her offer on a home was rejected due to
her financial condition. “It was coming down to a choice between, do I stay at a job that I
personally love or do I think about the future I want for my kids?” A few weeks ago, she left
for a job in private practice that pays $40,000 more. “I'm hoping in a few months, I can
really buckle down and be out of debt and that’s something that if I had stayed at Legal Aid,
I don’t know would have happened at all,” she said.

Public defenders have found themselves an unlikely ally when it comes to funding:
Prosecutors, whose offices are also contending with a budget crunch and loss of staff. In the
fall, the city’s five district attorneys joined with Legal Aid and other prominent public
defense organizations to send a joint letter to Adams to press him for more funding. When
Adams recently testified before the State Senate in Albany about money for the city, he

spoke directly about the need to fund both public defenders and district attorneys in the
city, saying they’re “overwhelmed.”



But according to Luongo, they have yet to make significant progress with Governor Kathy
Hochul. As part of her budget proposal for the coming year, Hochul is requesting millions
of dollars in additional funds to the state’s program supporting prosecution, but hasn’t
allocated comparable amounts of money specifically for defenders. A spokesperson for the
governor said in a statement, “Governor Hochul’s Executive Budget makes transformative
investments to make New York more affordable, more livable and safer, and she looks
forward to working with the legislature on a final budget that meets the needs of all New

Yorkers.”

By the time Toussaint’s day in court is through, he has consulted with more than a dozen
clients. And when he returns to his office in the late afternoon, he begins preparing for the
21 cases he’s slated to handle on Thursday. Despite it all, he’s light-hearted, cracking jokes
throughout the day. It’s a well-worn ease that took time to build. “I won't lie. It used to

stress me out a lot, but I've finally adjusted,” he says.

Even so, Toussaint is honest about the struggle. He hopes that he and his wife can one day
afford to buy a house, but between the debt and the uncertainty with Legal Aid, it’ll be a
long time before that’s possible. “It’s not a very fun life,” he said with a small smile. “Dreams

come at a high price, man.”

[ly Faibyshev

TAGS: LEGAL AID SOCIETY THE CITY POLITIC CRIMINAL JUSTICE ONE GREAT STORY

W LEAVE A COMMENT

rue Intelligencer reeo



12:05P.M. THE CITY POLITIC

Queens Assemblyman Facing Calls to Resign After Sexual-Assault
Accusations

By Nia Prater

Two women have accused Assemblyman Juan Ardila, who was elected last year, of assaulting them
during a 2015 party.

11:25 A.M. SPORTS
It’s Unsettling How Good the Knicks Are This Season
By Jeremy Rellosa

Trying not to get carried away by a cursed team’s improbable success.

10:12A.M. THE TALENTED MR. SANTOS
Here’s Every Single Lie Told by George Santos
By Matt Stieb

Navigating the many exaggerations and falsehoods of New York’s newest representative.
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By ELIZABETH WEIL

8:48 A.M. TREMENDOUS CONTENT
Donald Trump’s Nasty Ron DeSantis Nicknames, Ranked
By Margaret Hartmann

Trump has been workshopping his DeSantis nicknames, floating “Meatball Ron,” “Tiny D,” and “Ron
DeSanctimonious.” Here’s some constructive feedback.

8:00 A.M. LIFE IN PIXELS

Who Is Still Inside the Metaverse?

By Paul Murray

Searching for friends in Mark Zuckerberg’s deserted fantasyland.



3/14/2023 EARLY AND OFTEN
Trump Says January 6 Violence Was Actually Pence’s Fault
By Ed Kilgore

In Trump’s twisted logic, Pence is to blame for the Capitol riot because he refused to steal the 2020
election peacefully.

3/14/2023 POLITICS
George Santos Wants to Do This Again
By Nia Prater

The biggest liar in Congress has filed paperwork for reelection.

3/14/2023 SILICON VALLEY
Silicon Valley Bank Execs Investigated for Selling Stock Before Collapse
By Matt Stieb

The Feds are reportedly looking into the CEO and CFO, who scheduled millions of shares to be sold
less than two weeks before the bank went bust.

3/14/2023 FOREIGN INTERESTS

Saudi Arabia and Iran’s China-Brokered Détente Doesn’t Upend Mideast
Politics

By Jonah Shepp

The deal may complicate foreign policy in the region, but it doesn’t mark a changing of the guard
from the U.S. to China.

3/14/2023 EARLY AND OFTEN
Anti-LGBTQ+ Republican Is Really Supportive of a Young Man’s Nudes
By Matt Stieb

After Tennessee’s lieutenant governor defended his habit of thirsty Instagram comments, he
announced he is “pausing” his social media accounts.

3/14/2023 2024 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION

It’s Game On in Iowa As Trump Attacks DeSantis

By Ed Kilgore

Both men visited the early caucus state in recent days, but while DeSantis stuck to his anti-woke
crusade, Trump started unloading on the governor.

3/14/2023 SILICON VALLEY
10,000 People at Meta Will Lose Their Jobs
By Matt Stieb

After Meta lost $700 billion in market cap last year, Mark Zuckerberg announced a mass layoff to
make sure this is its “Year of Efficiency.”



3/14/2023 GAMES

The Brandon Miller Situation Is Completely Grotesque

By Will Leitch

Alabama’s star basketball player allegedly provided his friend a murder weapon, and the school is
doing nothing about it.
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Michael Gohen Heads Back for More Testimony About Trump Hush Money
By Nia Prater

A Manhattan grand jury is currently hearing evidence related to its probe into the payments made to
silence Stormy Daniels.

3/14/2023 THE NATIONAL INTEREST
Ron DeSantis Thrills Tucker Carlson by Taking Pro-Russian Stance
By Jonathan Chait

The Florida governor calls Putin’s invasion a “territorial dispute.”

3/14/2023 SILICON VALLEY BANK
The Fed Might ‘Fix’ the Economy by Breaking Banks
By Eric Levitz

Triggering a cascade of bank runs might be an effective way to cool off an economy.

3/14/2023 POWER

Surveillance Is Made of Dogs

By Kerry Howley

How not to infiltrate an NSA building.

3/14/2023 POLITICS
Tate-Pilled
By Lisa Miller

What a generation of boys have found in Andrew Tate’s extreme male gospel.

3/13/2023 THE MONEY GAME
A Few Savvy Investors Saw Silicon Valley Bank’s Collapse Coming
By Michelle Celarier

“I knew this was a giant bubble,” says one San Francisco-based hedge-fund manager.

3/13/2023 THE NATIONAL INTEREST
Republicans Blame Silicon Valley Bank Failure on ‘Wokeness’
By Jonathan Chait

Buying too many Treasury bonds is extremely woke, obviously.
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Trump Celebrates Kimberly Guilfoyle With Dance, Stump Speech

By Margaret Hartmann



Nothing says “Happy birthday, future daughter-in-law” like delivering a rambling political diatribe
and performing the “Y.M.C.A.” dance.

3/13/2023 THE DOMINION LAWSUIT
All the Texts Fox News Didn’t Want You to Read
By Nia Prater, Matt Stieb, And Benjamin Hart

A new court filing reveals messages from Rupert Murdoch saying the network went “too far” and
Tucker Carlson saying he hates Trump “passionately.”

3/13/2023 WHAT WE KNOW
How the U.S. Is Trying to Stave Off a Banking System Crisis
By Chas Danner

Amid the threat of additional bank runs in the aftermath of SVB’s collapse, regulators have taken
dramatic action to prevent a panic.

3/13/2023 THE NATIONAL INTEREST

The Republican Party May Not Be Fascist, But It’s Definitely Getting
Fasci-er
By Jonathan Chait

The left-wing case for downplaying authoritarianism is not convincing.

3/13/2023 JUST ASKING QUESTIONS
Can Israeli Democracy Survive Netanyahu’s Power Grab?
By Benjamin Hart

Law professor Yuval Shany on how the country’s judicial crisis is weakening its place in the world.
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