
Public Defender vs. Private Criminal Defense
Lawyer in Pennsylvania: What to Consider

Understanding Your Options When Facing Criminal Charges
When you are charged with a crime in Pennsylvania, one of the first decisions you face is
whether to accept a court-appointed public defender or hire a private criminal defense lawyer.
The choice is not always straightforward. Both paths have strengths and limits, and the right
option depends on your specific situation, the charges you face, and your financial resources.
This article walks through the key differences so you can make an informed decision.

How Public Defenders Work
Public defenders are licensed attorneys employed by the county to represent people who
cannot afford a private lawyer. They are experienced in criminal law and handle a high volume
of cases. If you qualify financially, a public defender will be assigned to your case at no direct
cost to you. Because they work for the government, their caseloads are often heavy, which can
affect how much time they can spend on any one case. Still, many public defenders are skilled
negotiators and trial lawyers who know the local court system well.

To qualify for a public defender in Pennsylvania, you must demonstrate that you lack the
income or assets to hire a private attorney. Each county sets its own guidelines, but generally, if
your household income is near or below the federal poverty level, you will qualify. If you have
significant assets or a higher income, you may be expected to pay for your own defense.

When a Public Defender Makes Sense
If your income is low and the charges are relatively straightforward, a public defender can
provide competent representation. They handle everything from misdemeanors to serious
felonies. They know the prosecutors, judges, and court procedures in their county, which can
be an advantage during plea negotiations or at hearings. For many people, the public defender
system is the only realistic option, and it can work well when the lawyer has manageable
caseloads and adequate resources.
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However, if your case is complex, involves multiple charges, or requires extensive investigation
or expert witnesses, a public defender may be stretched thin. They often juggle dozens of
active cases and may not have the time to pursue every possible defense strategy. In such
situations, a private criminal defense lawyer may be better equipped to give your case the
attention it needs.
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Law Office of Steven F. O'Meara is also on Facebook.

Private Criminal Defense Lawyers: What They Offer
Hiring a private criminal defense lawyer means you pay for their services directly. In return, you
typically get more personalized attention, faster communication, and a lawyer who can
dedicate more time to building your defense. Private lawyers often have smaller caseloads and
can respond quickly to new developments. They can also hire investigators, expert witnesses,
and other resources that a public defender may not have ready access to.

Private lawyers usually charge by the hour or a flat fee, depending on the type of case and the
lawyer's experience. Costs vary widely, so it is wise to discuss fees upfront during a
consultation. Some lawyers offer payment plans, but you should expect to pay a significant
amount out of pocket.

When a Private Lawyer Is Worth Considering
If you have the financial means, hiring a private criminal defense lawyer can be a good choice
when the stakes are high. For example, if you face felony charges that carry long prison
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sentences, or if a conviction would end your career or professional license, the extra
investment may be justified. Private lawyers can also be preferable if your case involves
unusual legal issues, multiple defendants, or serious evidence disputes.

Another situation where a private lawyer may help is when you need a misdemeanor defense
lawyer who can handle a high volume of minor charges efficiently. A private lawyer who
focuses on misdemeanor work can often resolve cases quickly, sometimes avoiding a criminal
record altogether through pretrial diversion programs or negotiated pleas. If you are charged
with a misdemeanor and want to minimize the impact on your life, a private lawyer may offer
more flexible strategies than a public defender who must prioritize more serious cases.

Comparing Costs and Value
Cost is often the deciding factor. Public defenders are free to those who qualify, while private
lawyers require payment. But cost is not the only measure of value. A private lawyer may save
you money in the long run by reducing fines, avoiding jail time, or keeping a conviction off your
record. If you have assets or income that make you ineligible for a public defender, you may
still find that a private lawyer is affordable when you consider the potential consequences of a
conviction.

Some people try to represent themselves to save money, but that is rarely advisable. Criminal
procedure is complex, and a mistake at an early stage can be difficult or impossible to undo.
Whether you choose a public defender or a private lawyer, having professional legal counsel is
almost always better than handling the case alone.

How to Decide: A Few Practical Steps
Check whether you qualify financially for a public defender. Contact the public
defender's office in the county where you were charged. They will ask about your
income, assets, and dependents.

If you do not qualify, or if you prefer a private lawyer, schedule consultations with a
few criminal defense attorneys. Many offer free or low-cost initial meetings. Ask
about their experience with cases like yours, their fee structure, and how they
communicate with clients.

Consider the complexity of your case. If the charges are minor and the evidence is
clear, a public defender may be sufficient. If the case involves serious charges,
multiple witnesses, or technical evidence, a private lawyer may be worth the
investment.

Think about your long-term goals. If avoiding a criminal record is critical for your job,
licensing, or immigration status, a private lawyer who can craft a tailored strategy may
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be the better choice.

What a Misdemeanor Defense Lawyer Can Do for You
Even for less serious offenses, having a focused misdemeanor defense lawyer can make a
real difference. Misdemeanor charges still carry potential jail time, fines, and a permanent
criminal record. A lawyer who handles these cases regularly knows the local court's
preferences, the diversion programs available, and the best way to negotiate with prosecutors.
They can often resolve the case without a trial, saving you time and stress. In many counties,
misdemeanor cases move quickly, so having a lawyer who can respond promptly is essential.

Key Factors in Your Decision
Your financial situation is the starting point, but it is not the only factor. Think about the
seriousness of the charges, the amount of evidence against you, and the potential penalties. If
you are facing a first-time offense or a low-level charge, a public defender may be able to get
you into a diversion program that results in dismissal. If you have prior convictions or the
charges are severe, a private lawyer may be better positioned to mount a robust defense.



Also consider your comfort level. You will be sharing personal information with your lawyer and
relying on their judgment. If you feel more comfortable with a private lawyer who returns your
calls promptly and explains every step, that may be worth the cost. On the other hand, if you
trust the public defender system and are satisfied with the lawyer assigned to you, that can
work well too.

Final Practical Advice
Whichever path you choose, act quickly after you are charged. Many cases are resolved or
shaped in the first few weeks. An arrest warrant or summons may require you to appear in
court soon. A lawyer can help you understand your bail conditions, prepare for the preliminary



hearing, and preserve evidence that might help your case. The earlier you get legal help, the
more options you will have.

If you are in Media, Pennsylvania, or the surrounding area and need to discuss your case, you
can contact the Law Office of Steven F. O'Meara at 14 S Orange St, Media, PA 19063, USA, by
calling +1 610-557-3907. They handle criminal defense matters and can provide guidance on
your situation.


