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ASSISTANT FEDERAL DEFENDER

A. DEFINITION

The Assistant Federal Defender (AFD) provides every aspect of legal representation to 
individuals charged with federal criminal offenses but who are unable to retain an 
attorney.  Duties include trials and court hearings, direct appeals to the circuit court, 
habeas, post-conviction and witness representation, and representation in other matters 
such as supervised release hearings and probation and parole hearings.

In districts where an AFD is the only attorney in a branch office, some uncompensated 
supervisory duties may be assigned.  The Federal Public/Community Defender, 
however, has full responsibility for all actions of the AFD.

B.  PRIMARY JOB DUTIES

The Assistant Federal Defender performs tasks such as the following:

1. Provides zealous, professional legal representation to his/her clients.  Appears, on 
behalf of the client, in court hearings and at other related proceedings.

2. Communicates with the court, opposing counsel, probation officers, witnesses, clients 
and the families of clients concerning case-related issues.

3. Maintains in-depth and updated knowledge of criminal defense trial and appellate 
practices and case law.  Develops expertise with the federal sentencing guidelines, 
understands the ethical obligations and restrictions and practices courtroom advocacy.  
Pursues all appropriate available training opportunities including local or nationally 
sponsored core training within the limits of funding, workload and defender 
organization approval.  

4. Prepares motions and briefs for consideration in federal magistrate, district, and 
appellate courts.  Also prepares petitions for certiorari.  

5. Prepares legal memoranda, review of issues, comprehensive statements of relevant 
facts, standards of review and briefs complex legal and factual arguments.  Consults 
with investigative and legal staff regarding issues relevant to the case.

6. Examines complex and diverse records.  Reviews the record proper, exhibits, 
transcripts and tapes of trials and hearings in habeas and direct appeals cases.  
Analyzes the record and determines relevant legal issues.  Determines the need for an 
evidentiary hearing and prepares evidence for presentation.

7. Performs legal research utilizing all available resources including computer-assisted 
legal research tools.  Research includes state and federal statutes, case law, 
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regulations, precedents, treaties, sentencing guidelines, and related subject matter.  
Analyzes legal decisions, opinions, rulings, memoranda and related legal materials.  
Compiles and summarizes substantive information on statutes, treaties and specific 
legal subjects.

8. Analyzes the potential impact of new legislation, policies and regulations on the 
defender organization.  Recommends short and long range plans to ensure efficient 
operations.

9. Updates research and prepares for oral argument.  Prioritizes issues, analyzes 
difficulties of the case and prepares responses to possible panel questions.

10. Continues development of strong written and verbal communication skills to enhance 
professional documentation and interpersonal interaction.

11. Performs all other duties as assigned.

C. ORGANIZATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS

The Assistant Federal Defender reports directly to the Federal Public/Community 
Defender or other supervising attorney as designated by the Defender.

D. QUALIFICATIONS

To qualify for the position of Assistant Federal Defender, the individual must 
demonstrate the requisite experience outlined in the Salary and Experience and
Experience Requirements sections.  The individual must be able to perform each essential 
job duty satisfactorily.  The job requirements are representative of knowledge, skills, 
and/or abilities necessary to perform the essential functions of the job.

The Assistant Federal Defender must be an attorney with knowledge of defense or 
prosecution services, in either the public or private sector. 

Requirements include admission and good standing before the federal bar, in combination 
with admission and good standing to a state bar.  If mandated by the laws of the state or 
the local rules of the district in which the defender organization is located, admission to 
the bar of that state, or a commitment to admission to that bar within a year of acceptance 
of the position, is also required.

E. SALARY AND EXPERIENCE 

The salary of the Assistant Federal Defender may not exceed the maximum salary level 
established for that position by the Executive Office for United States Attorneys 
(EOUSA) and must conform to the AFD Appointment and Compensation Policies 
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provided by the ODS.  Information concerning the salary maximum for this position is 
updated as received from the EOUSA and is provided to all defender organizations. 

F.  EXPERIENCE REQUIREMENTS

Progressively responsible experience as a lawyer in the functional areas described in the 
Primary Job Duties section above.  Such experience provides evidence the individual 
has:

the ability to coordinate the work of others;
a comprehensive knowledge of legal principles, practices, methods and techniques;
the ability to identify and evaluate pertinent facts and regulations, policies and 
precedents;
skill and judgment in the analysis of cases and legal opinions;
an understanding of criminal law, criminal procedure, and evidence;
experience performing progressively responsible duties as a lawyer;
the skills and ability to execute the duties of the position.

G.  PHYSICAL DEMANDS AND WORK ENVIRONMENT

The physical demands described are representative of those required in order for an 
individual to successfully perform the essential functions of this job.  Reasonable 
accommodations may be made to enable individuals with disabilities to perform the 
essential functions.

While performing the duties of this job, the individual is regularly required to sit and talk 
or hear.  The individual frequently is required to use hands to touch, handle, or feel.  The 
individual is frequently required to stand, walk and reach with hands and arms. The 
individual must occasionally lift and/or move up to 25 pounds. Frequent travel to court 
locations and detention facilities may be required.  The individual works primarily in an
office environment.


