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Name of Fellow:  


Nicole Leigh Harris
Host Organization:  


Texas Defender Service
Location of Host Organization:
Houston, TX

Brief History of Organization: 
Texas Defender Service (TDS) is a private, non-profit law firm.  Its mission is “to help improve the quality of representation afforded to indigent Texans charged with a capital crime or under sentence of death.”  The firm was created in the Nineties because its predecessor, the Texas Resource Center (TRC) lost federal funding.  Many of the TRC attorneys joined the TDS staff.  TDS has been involved in many human rights triumphs.  Most recently, it took a case to the US Supreme Court and won, arguing that a death row inmate’s jury at trial had been infected by racism, in contravention of the Supreme Court’s pronouncements in Batson.  
Responsibilities of Fellow:

My responsibilities included: legal research and writing in the areas of criminal procedure and habeas corpus; summarizing transcripts of death penalty cases; visiting the local court clerk to check out and examine records; traveling to find and interview jurors or other persons associated with an inmate's trial; and traveling from Houston to Death Row to interview.
Your Accomplishments: 

I gained experience in the field by investigating cases: interviewing jurors and family members of a death row inmate in order to develop state habeas claims.  I did factual research for a direct appeal, which included reviewing medical records.  I also contributed to an appellate brief examining Texas’s requirements for preservation of error.  Lastly, I visited two inmates on death row.  
Your Challenges:


The most emotionally draining part of the summer involved doing research for a client who is very mentally ill.  The research I performed included combing through mental health records detailing the client’s depressive states, hallucinations and delusional thinking.  
Personal Essay Section:
The heavy metal door slammed shut.  I somberly turned to consider the fortress behind me.  Save for the towering razor-wire fences, it looked like my high school.  An institution of learning, though, it was not; that was clear.  I quietly reflected on my experience as I examined the façade of the prison.  I had just met with two men whose lives will almost certainly be extinguished by lethal injection, courtesy of the great State of Texas.  But, these men were not monsters.  I had just spent a few hours talking with each; they were kind, considerate, good-hearted men.  Yes, perhaps they committed a heinous act (though, even that could be disputed, as one claims his innocence), but no person deserves to die.  Reminded of what brought me to this work, I left with a strengthened resolve to zealously defend the indigent.  

This summer I packed my bags for Houston, Texas, where I worked as a legal intern at Texas Defender Service, a non-profit law firm dedicated to defending those who are poor and facing the death penalty.  I was exposed to a broad range of issues relating to indigent defense.  I gained experience in the field by investigating cases: interviewing jurors and family members of a death row inmate in order to develop state habeas claims.  I did factual research for a direct appeal.  I also contributed to an appellate brief, which examines Texas’s requirements for preservation of error.  Lastly, I visited death row.  
I am returning to Minnesota with renewed vigor, eager to continue to my studies, focusing on human rights, specifically death penalty and indigent defense.  I will work towards the abolition of the death penalty by educating the community (in both the Law School and the Twin Cities).  I plan on incorporating what I learned into organizing an event highlighting the death penalty.  Additionally, I will head the next Law Student Day Against the Death Penalty with the fresh perspective I have gained from working at Texas Defender Service.  I have also begun volunteering with the Ramsey County Public Defender.  Finally, when I graduate, I will be all the more prepared to work in indigent criminal defense: a better researcher, a better writer, a better advocate.
Organizational Profile

Full Name of Organization: 



Texas Defender Service
Abbreviation and initials commonly used:

TDS

Organizational Address:



412 Main St. #1150







Houston, TX 77002
Telephone number:




(713) 222-7788
Fax number:





(713) 222-0260
Email address:





rindyfox@texasdefender.org
Website Information:




www.texasdefender.org
Names of Executive Director and Senior Staff:
Andrea Keilen (Executive Director); David R. Dow; Mia de Saint Victor; Maurie Levin; Kathryn Kase; Morris Moon; John Niland; Gregory Wiercioch
Number of Employed Staff:



full-time 12; part-time 3
Number of Volunteers:



1 permanent; currently 5 temporary
Objectives of the Organization:


Texas Defender Service (TDS) is a private, non-profit law firm.  Its mission is “to help improve the quality of representation afforded to indigent Texans charged with a capital crime or under sentence of death.”  
Domestic/International Programs:


The firm directly represents death row inmates in the appellate process, focusing primarily on post-conviction representation in both federal and state courts.  It also sponsors and presents free Continuing Legal Education (CLE) seminars on capital post-conviction investigation and litigation techniques.  Further, it follows Texas death penalty cases, intervening in emergency situations so as to ensure that inmates can obtain representation at all levels of the appellate process.  Texas Defender Service has created a Trial Project to assist Texas criminal defense attorneys representing capital defendants at trial.  Finally, it writes and promulgates reports on the overall state of capital representation in Texas, problem areas and necessary reforms.
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