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Metropolitan King County Council
Committee of the Whole

STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	8
	Name:
	Melissa Bailey  

	Proposed No.:
	2025-0140
	Date:
	May 27, 2025



SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2025-0140 would confirm the appointment of Matthew “Matt” Sanders as the King County Public Defender.

BACKGROUND 

The King County Charter and the King County Code prescribe the duties of the County Public Defender, the qualification requirements necessary to hold the position, and the term of the position as well as the process for appointing and confirming the County Public Defender. 

Duties. The County Charter states that the duties of the Department of Public Defense (DPD) include “providing legal counsel and representation to indigent individuals in legal proceedings, including in those in superior and district courts for King County and in appeals from those courts, to the extend required under the sixth amendment to the United States Constitution or Article I, Section 22, of the Constitution of the State of Washington.  The department of public defense shall also foster and promote system improvements, efficiencies, access to justice and equity in the criminal justice system.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  King County Charter Section 350.20.60] 


The County Public Defender, per the County Charter, is responsible for managing the Department of Public Defense.[footnoteRef:2] The King County Code goes on to list the following duties of the County Public Defender:  [2:  King County Charter Section 350.20.61] 

1. Managing the department of public defense;
2. Ensuring the department employs the needed technical and public defense expertise to ensure effective delivery of public defense services;
3. Representing the executive in all city, county, state and federal forums where the defense perspective is required;
4. Ensuring that the American Bar Association Ten Principles for a Public Defense Delivery System, as approved by the American Bar Association House of Delegates in February of 2002, guide the management of the department and development of department standards for legal defense representation, and filing with the clerk of the council by April 1 of at least every other year a report on the results of the county public defender's efforts in that regard;
5. Following the Washington State Standards for Indigent Defense Services;
6. Developing and maintaining appropriate standards and guidelines for the qualifications and experience level of public defense attorneys and paraprofessionals;
7. Working collaboratively with the public defense advisory board and providing relevant nonprivileged information to the board upon its reasonable request; and
8. Fostering and promoting system improvements, efficiencies, access to justice and equity in the criminal justice system.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  K.C.C. 2.60.026.A. ] 


Qualification Requirements.[footnoteRef:4] The County Code requires the County Public Defender to be an attorney admitted to the practice of law in any jurisdiction within the United States and in active status and good standing. At the time of appointment, they must have at least seven years of experience as an attorney primarily practicing criminal defense, including both felonies and misdemeanors, as well as supervisory and managerial experience. Within two years after appointment, the County Public Defender is required to be an attorney admitted to practice law in the courts of the state of Washington and an active member of the Washington State Bar in good standing.  [4:  K.C.C. 2.60.026.C. ] 


Term. Per County Code, the term of office of the County Public Defender shall end at the same time as the term of the County Prosecuting Attorney.[footnoteRef:5] The County Executive may reappoint the County Public Defender to additional four-year terms, subject to confirmation by the County Council.  [5:  K.C.C. 2.60.026.D.  The Prosecuting Attorney’s current term ends on December 31, 2026.] 


Selection Process.[footnoteRef:6] The process for selecting the County Public Defender begins with a national recruitment of candidates by the Executive. Within 60 days of starting the recruitment, the Executive must provide the Public Defense Advisory Board (the Board) with the names, resumés, and other relevant information about all candidates who meet the qualifications for office set forth in the County Charter and the County Code.  [6:  King County Charter Sections 350.20.61 and 350.20.65 and K.C.C. 2.60.026.B.  ] 


Within 90 days of receiving the information from the Executive, the Board is required to send the Executive and the Clerk of the Council three recommended candidates, one of whom the Executive must appoint.[footnoteRef:7] The Board is not allowed to rank their recommendations but may summarize particular strengths of each candidate. The Executive’s appointment must be made within 30 days of receiving the Board’s recommended candidates and is subject to confirmation by the Council.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  The Board may request more time (up to 60 days), but it did not do so for this appointment process.   ]  [8:  The Executive may ask the Board for up to three additional candidates (depending on the number of qualified candidates remaining), and then choose from among the six. That option was not exercised when making this appointment.] 


On March 21, 2025, following the selection process described above, the Executive announced the appointment of Matt Sanders as King County Public Defender and Director of the Department of Public Defense.[footnoteRef:9],[footnoteRef:10] [9:  On September 18, 2024, the Executive transmitted the notice of vacancy to the Council Chair and Clerk of the Council (stating that Director Khandelwal had resigned, a national recruitment process would commence, and Mr. Sanders would serve as the Interim Director for DPD). Per executive staff, Karras Consulting was hired to lead the recruitment process – signing a contract on October 24, 2024 and posting the job announcement on November 4, 2024. As required by the County Code, the Executive provided the Public Defense Advisory Board with the names, resumes, and other relevant information about qualified candidates within 60 days of starting the recruitment process (Karras presented a summary of each candidate to the Board on December 9, 2024, and board members received electronic access to candidate materials on January 4, 2025). The Public Defense Advisory Board transmitted its three recommended candidates to the Executive and the Council Clerk within 90 days of receiving the materials from the Executive (on February 26, 2025), and the Executive announced the appointment within 30 days of receiving the three recommended candidates (on March 21, 2025).]  [10:  There are two proposed motions in Legistar regarding the appointment of Mr. Sanders. Proposed Motion 2025-0103 was transmitted when the appointment was originally made. The Executive sent over another motion (Proposed Motion 2025-0140) when transmitting the confirmation packet for Mr. Sanders. Council would only need to take action on one of the motions to confirm the appointment.  ] 


MR. SANDERS’ QUALIFICATIONS

Since October 5, 2024, Mr. Sanders has been serving as the Interim Director for the Department of Public Defense. Prior to leading the department, he was the Managing Attorney for the DPD's Associated Counsel for the Accused Division. He joined the DPD in 2013 and has been practicing law for more than a decade – primarily criminal defense with experience in felonies and misdemeanors.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Active member of the Washington State Bar eligible to practice law (License No. 45634) per the Washington State Bar Association's legal directory [LINK; last accessed May 15, 2025].] 


Education and Experience. Mr. Sanders received a Bachelor of Arts in Political Science from Kenyon College in 2008 and a Juris Doctor from the Seattle University School of Law in 2012. In addition, he graduated from the National Criminal Defense College's Trial Practice Institute in 2016 and the Washington Leadership Institute in 2017, and he holds a Certificate of Specialization in Leadership and Management from Harvard Business School Online.  

Mr. Sanders’ work experience is summarized in Table 1 in reverse chronological order and is described in more detail in his resume (see Attachment 5). In addition to his work experience, Mr. Sanders serves on the Board of Directors for Community for Youth, a youth mentorship organization, and the Advisory Board for the University of Washington Gates Public Service Law Scholarship. 









Table 1. Summary of Work Experience – Matthew Sanders 

	King County Department of Public Defense

	· Interim Department Director 
	Oct. 2024  to Present

	· Managing Attorney, Associated Counsel for the Accused Division 
	Nov. 2022 to Sept. 2024

	· Supervising Attorney, Juvenile Unit 
	Jul.  2020  to Nov. 2022 

	· Staff Attorney, Felony Unit 
	Oct. 2014  to July 2020

	· Staff Attorney, Misdemeanor Unit 
	Aug. 2013 to Sept. 2014

	

	Seattle University School of Law 

	· Adjunct Professor, Criminal Externship 
	Jun. 2022 to Present 

	

	Second Circuit Court of Hawaii

	· Law Clerk for Chief Judge Joseph E. Cardoza
	Feb. 2013 to Aug. 2013  

	

	City Garden Group 

	· Contract Attorney 
	Aug. 2012 to Jan. 2013  

	

	Associated Counsel for the Accused 

	· Public Defender, Rule 9 Intern 
	Dec. 2011 to May 2012  

	

	Seattle University School of Law, Academic Resource Center 

	· Teaching Assistant (contracts) 
	Sept. 2010 to May 2011 

	

	Fred T. Korematsu Center for Law and Equality

	· Graduate Research Fellow 
	Jan. 2010 to Dec. 2011 

	




Letters of Support. The Executive transmitted nine letters supporting the confirmation of Mr. Sanders as the new County Public Defender. The letters commend Mr. Sanders, specifically his commitment to equity and serving marginalized peoples, his dedication to public service and public defense, and his ability to process complex legal theories quicky while also being able to communicate difficult materials in an efficient and effective way. 

The letters are included in the confirmation packet (Attachment 5) and are from the following: 
· Jonathan Nomamiukor, civil rights litigator, Adjunct Professor at Seattle University School of Law, and member of the Council on Public Defense for the Washington State Bar Association; 
· Paul Holland, Associate Dean for Experiential Learning, Seattle University School of Law and member of the Council on Public Defense for the Washington State Bar Association; 
· Joan Miller, JD, CEO, Washington Council for Behavioral Health; 
· Nam Nguyen, Acting Director, Washington State Commission on Asian Pacific American Affairs; 
· Dr. Margaret L. Spearmon, Associate Minister, First African Methodist Episcopal Church; 
· Sarah Popelka, Executive Director, Community for Youth;
· Justice Mary I. Yu, Washington Supreme Court; 
· Judge LeRoy McCullough, King County Superior Court; and 
· Sadie Houston, President, Loren Miller Bar Association. 

AMENDMENTS

Amendment 1 would add the date that the appointment term would end. This would clarify that the County Public Defender’s term, per K.C.C. 2.60.026.D., ends at the same time as the term of the County Prosecuting Attorney. To be consistent with other appointment motions, Amendment 1 and Title Amendment T1 would clarify that the executive is making the appointment. 

INVITED

· Matt Sanders, Acting County Public Defender, Department of Public Defense 
· Dwight Dively, Chief Operating Officer, Office of Executive Shannon Braddock 
· Chris Carney, Chair, Public Defense Advisory Board

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2025-0140
2. Amendment 1 
3. Title Amendment T1
4. Transmittal Letter
5. Confirmation Packet 
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