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COUNTERPRODUCTIVE POLICIES

The following are examples of criminal justice polices result
in considerable harm and achieve virtually nothing.

Minnesota

From the 1980s to the present, the prison population in
Minnesota rose at a rate of 400%. Incarcerated people are
required to work for pennies per hour. There have been cuts
in food service, recreation, health care, and programming.
Sentence lengths increased, college access was eliminated,
free rides to visits were stopped, and fees increased. Released
people often experienced homelessness; parole violations
increased. The prison environment became more abusive,
affecting the incarcerated and staff.

Today, approximately 45% of those incarcerated have not
harmed anyone. One of 10 is seriously and persistently
mentally ill. A majority of prison admissions involve poverty,
homelessness, addiction, and untreated mental illness. Of
those who are serving 15+ years for violent crimes, DOC data
shows that 80% are at the lowest risk for reoffending. There
are 2,000 low-risk people who are eligible for community-
based work release under state law but are being denied due to
prison policy. One in five people in prison is over 55 years
old.

In 2023, the state passed the Minnesota Rehabilitation and
Reinvestment Act (MRRA) which allows 93% of prisoners to
earn up to a 25% reduction in their prison term by
demonstrating rehabilitation. So far, no one has benefitted,
and new policies will exclude a majority of those eligible.

The author of this article points out that there have been some
positive developments. Pell grants are now funding college
studies. Petty parole violations have been reduced. More than
450 people were released during the pandemic, and the prison
population has been reduced from 10,000 to 8,300.

More could be done if the state would follow the MRRA. It
would be possible to close a prison and invest some of the
savings in reentry programming. Incarcerated people and staff
might be empowered to develop better policies. It might be
possible to pay the incarcerated a minimum wage so they can
support their families and have money to succeed when
released.

Michigan — Jail Visitation
Most Michigan jails continue to prohibit in-person visits,
offering video calls instead. A recent survey of 40 Michigan

jails found that 33 banned in-person visits. The video calls are
expensive. For example, St. Clair County charges $12.99 for
a 20-minute video call. Genesee County charges $10 for a 25-
minute video call.

In addition to being cost-prohibitive for some, it is challenging
for family members to be denied in-person visits. Following
the initiation of a lawsuit, Genesee County reinstated in-
person visits on a limited basis. They also offer one free 20-
minute video visit per week. The sheriff reported “incredible
results” and no issues with contraband or violence. “There is
zero indication that I will ever stop this, as long as I’'m the
sheriff.”

The Washtenaw County Sheriff has also been testing in-
person visits. “Our goal is to center dignity and humanity in
our visitation policies—not only to improve behavior and
recidivism outcomes, but to strengthen family bonds and
promote community wholeness.”

Michigan — Fines and Fees

Michigan’s criminal justice systems impose a number of fines
and fees that serve to make the system less effective. Safe &

Just Michigan (SJM) recently published a report that identifies
the fines and fees and explains their impact. We have written
about many of these in the past, but it is worth revisiting them.

As SIM points out, the fees consist of money that is paid by
incarcerated individuals and their loved ones, largely to enrich
mostly private companies. These fees have nothing to do with
justice. It is also important to remember that standard prison
pay scale ranges from $0.74 to $1.54 per day, depending upon
skill level and time in job.

The fees include the following:

e Medical co-pays: Incarcerated people must pay $5
for each non-emergency visit for acute care. This
leads many to postpone seeking care until the
condition becomes serious and is more difficult and
more costly to treat.

e Financial services: The Department of Corrections
outsources the management of financial transactions
between incarcerated individuals and their loved
support networks. Private companies JPay, Global
Tel-Link and Access Corrections process funds into
the accounts of incarcerated individuals. When an
individual is released, she or he is given a debit card
to allow them to make financial transactions. These
private companies primarily generate revenue
through deposit and transfer fees.
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e Communication costs: In the case of prison email, the
sender and the recipient must purchase digital
postage at a cost of 20¢ to 25¢ (depending on the
volume purchased.) A telephone call costs 7.35¢ per
minute or $1.10 for a 15-minute call. (That rate was
to decrease to 6¢ per minute this year, but the Federal
Communications Commission delayed the new
rates.)

e Commissary: Incarcerated people purchase food,
health care, hygiene products and clothing from the
commissary. Because of the poor quality and
inadequate quantity of prison meals, many
incarcerated people rely on the commissary to
supplement their diets. While prices are raised
routinely, prison pay remains what it was in the
1990s. There is a 14% commission on all purchases
except health, hygiene, over-the-counter medications,
vending machine cards, and metered-stamped
envelopes. The commission goes to the prisoner
benefit fund.

e Pay-to-stay: Based upon information provided by
individuals entering the system, the attorney general
determines if there are enough assets to recover
“room and board.” Assets include non-homestead
property, income or payments from social security,
worker’s compensation, veteran’s compensation,
pension benefits, previously earned salary or wages,
bonuses, annuities, and retirement benefits.

In addition to the fees, many people are subjected to fines,
restitution, court fees, and debt incurred while incarcerated.
The debt holder in these cases is a governmental entity.

None of these obligations is constructive. All serve to make it
more difficult to maintain social support systems and make
reentry more challenging.

Kansas

The Kansas Department of Corrections recently, and without
notice, prohibited incarcerated individuals from receiving
newspaper subscriptions that were purchased for them by
family members and friends. Department spokesman David
Thompson claimed that the “policy change was primarily to
enhance KDOC’s ability to protect residents and employees
from dangerous contraband.” But, the policy does not apply
to digital subscriptions and it does not prohibit an incarcerated
person from ordering a subscription.

As the article pointed out, “How community newspapers pose
a threat to prison operations is unclear.” Mr. Thompson was
quoted, “Resident access to information is important to DOC,
and this policy is not designed to reject publications. Rather,
it aims to streamline ordering through approved vendors while
maintaining safety standards.”

Texas

The Texas prison system’s 2030 Vision plan was to move
away from a punitive culture toward a rehabilitative one. The

goal was to address the root problems that bring people into
prison and prepare them to succeed when released.

On August 15, the system implemented a new contraband
policy. “Now any incarcerated individuals found guilty of
using, possessing, distributing or conspiring to distribute
illegal drugs will suffer extreme consequences for two years.
These include restricting visits and telephone access to
immediate family members only; cutting off contact visits,
meaning an inmate can’t hug a loved one; suspending access
to prison-issued tablets used to send and receive
correspondence; and restricting commissary privileges.
Notably missing are any mandates for drug or mental health
treatment or counseling.”

The author of this article suggests that these people need help,
not punishment and that communities are safe when people’s
needs are met. “Start by providing essentials like deodorant.
Improve the quality of food. Provide free phone calls and
deregulate visitation policies to strengthen family bonds. Hire
more psychiatrists, social works and substance abuse
counselors. Most importantly, foster an environment where
everyone is treated with respect and dignity.”

Nationwide, Mental Health

Most states struggle with what to do with individuals who are
arrested or charged with a crime and are not mentally fit for
court. In 1960, the Supreme Court ruled that any individual
accused of a crime must understand the charges and be able to
rationally assist in their own defense. An individual unable to
do this is eligible for “competency restoration.” Each state has
its own way of dealing with this issue. What most have in
common is that they do not have the resources to manage it.

As a result, many very sick and vulnerable individuals spend
months in prison awaiting services. At one point, Texas had a
waiting list of more than 2,700 people and at least 54 died
while waiting for treatment. In Oklahoma, as the state was
preparing to implement fixes following a class-action lawsuit,
the agency in charge of mental health services announced that
it had a budget gap of $30 million. In Nevada, some criminal
cases were dropped this summer because the waitlist was so
long. Florida law mandates that no one can be jailed for more
that 15 days awaiting a treatment bed. Since 2020, forensic
commitments rose 74%; hundreds of people are waiting much
more than 15 days for a treatment bed.

In July, President Trump issued an executive order to allow
involuntary commitment of unhoused people. Experts say that
can only make things worse.

Jerri Clark, advocacy manager for the Treatment Advocacy
Center was quoted, “No system is perfect, but anything is
better than using jails to house people with serious mental
illnesses... Punishment is never going to magically create
insight for someone who is deeply unwell. You cannot punish
someone out of their delusional thinking.”

Nationwide, Impact on Children
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Nationwide, 1 in 14 children have lost a parent who was living
with them to incarceration. Studies have shown that in-person
visits strengthen parent-child relationships, which are key to
building resilience in a child. That is particularly true when
the visit is part of an intervention program that includes
mentoring or child-friendly visits. Other studies have shown
that family connectedness improves the mental health of the
incarcerated and leads to better mental health upon release.

And yet, many jails throughout the country provide only video
visits. Making matters worse, in many cases the costs of video
and audio calls is exorbitant and unfriendly mail policies allow
only postcards or scanned copies of mail.

Nationwide, Incarcerating the Elderly

In 1991, elderly people (over the age of 55) accounted for 3%
of state and federal prisoners. By 2021, they were 15%; in
Michigan, 17.5% were over 55. If the trend continues,
researchers estimate that by 2030, one-third of the country’s
prison population will be over 50 years old. More than half of
the incarcerated elderly have been in prison 10 or more years.

These changes are largely the result of policy changes such as
mandatory minimum sentences, abolition of parole, truth-in-
sentencing laws that limit or eliminate good time, three-strikes
laws, and increased use of life sentences.

About 70% of the elderly are in prison for a violent offense,
though that is not always a valid description of the crime. For
example, someone who was present during a felony in which
someone was killed may be convicted of felony murder even
if they didn’t kill anyone.

The elderly are particularly vulnerable in a prison setting.
They more often have serious and chronic health conditions
that prisons health care systems are unable to manage. Prisons
are ill-equipped to address mental health care challenges.
People with cognitive impairments may be unable to
understand and follow the rules and instructions. The elderly
may be unable to keep up with daily activities. Some areas of
the prison may be inaccessible, in violation of the Americans
with Disabilities Act. The elderly are more vulnerable to
natural disasters, environmental challenges, and public health
emergencies.

For many reasons, these policies just don’t make sense.
Research overwhelmingly shows that recidivism rates for the
elderly are low. For example, the most recent data on
recidivism rates for people 50 and older were 18% (Colorado
2020), 12% (South Carolina, 2021), and 6% (Florida, 2022).
A court ruling in Maryland in 2012 led to the release of 178
elderly people who had, on average, served almost 40 years on
life sentences. The average age was 63 years old. Researcher
found that not a single person was rearrested for a crime more
serious than a traffic offense. None had their probation
revoked for violations of the terms of release.

The cost of housing elderly people in prison is staggering.
One study found that it cost $8.2 billion per year for medical
costs in 2009. In 2013, the Federal Bureau of Prisons spent

19% of its budget (over $881 million) on costs of incarcerated
elderly people.

There are policies in many states to release elderly
incarcerated people, but those policies don’t work well. For
example, compassionate release statutes often contain strict
eligibility requirement related to medical conditions and
estimated life expectancy, categorical exclusions based on
conviction, missing or contradictory procedures, and complex
and time-consuming review processes that make them
ineffective. Second look sentencing is a relatively new
phenomenon. Unfortunately, many of these laws are written in
a way that the elderly are excluded. For example, some only
apply to crimes committed prior to the age of 18 or they are
not retroactive.

Another challenge for the elderly is that they are much more
likely to experience homelessness than younger people.
“There are virtually no state-funded nursing homes that will
accept formerly incarcerated elderly people.” Most halfway
houses have strict employment requirements. Many have no
family with whom they can live.

“(T)he ballooning elderly incarcerated population, coupled
with the correctional agencies’ inability to adequately address
their distinct needs, has created conditions that are ripe for a
multitude of civil rights violations, the exacerbation of chronic
medical conditions, and ultimately, needless suffering and
preventable deaths. These problems are only getting worse.”

Sources: “Closing Stillwater can be the start of a safer, less
incarcerated Minnesota,” by David Boehnke, Minnesota
Reformer, July 17, 2025; “’Right to hug’ suits claim Michigan
Jjails blocking family visits for profit,” by Lauren Gibbons,
Bridge, September 3, 2025; “Debtors in Prison: How fees &
fines capture justice-involved Michigan families in debt,” by
Cassie Larrieux and John S. Cooper, Safe& Just Michigan,
August 25, 2025, ”"Kansas prisons reject newspaper
subscriptions, blindsiding publishers and cutting off’
information,” by Ann Kaminski, Kansas Reflector, September
8, 2025, "Texas’ new prison crackdown puts incarcerated
lives at risk,” by Jeremy Busby, Opinion, Guest columnist,
Statesman.com, September 26, 2025, Closing Argument, by
Cary Aspinwall, Marshall Project, September 6, 2025
“65,000 Pennsylvania kids have a parent in prison or jail—
here’s what research says about the value on in-person
visits,” by Julie Poehimann, The Conversation, September 3,
2025; “Trapped in Time, The Silent Crisis of Elderly
Incarceration,” by Alyssa Gordon, Michele Deitch, & Alycia
Welch, American Civil Liberties Union National Prison
Project and the Prison & Jail Innovation Lab, Lyndon B.
Johnson School of Public Affairs, University of Texas at
Austin, September 2025

DECARCERATION
California Study

In 2011, The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Plata, that
California must reduce its prison population by tens of
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thousands in order to address unconstitutional conditions. The
state enacted a number of reforms, including the following:

e In 2012, Proposition 36 provided the potential for
resentencing for individuals who were serving life
sentences under the Three Strikes law for a non-
serious, non-violent third strike.

e In 2014, the state reclassified many low-level drug
and property offenses to misdemeanors and allowed
people incarcerated for these crimes to seek
resentencing.

e In 2018, SB 1427 reformed the felony murder statute,
and in 2022, SB 775 narrowed accomplice liability in
felony murder situations.

e In 2018, the California Department of Corrections
and Rehabilitation (CDCR) initiated resentencing
referrals for individuals whose cases reflected
sentencing errors, changes in law, or exceptional
conduct while incarcerated.

e In 2022, SB 483, eliminated specific drug and prison
term enhancements, allowing judges to reduce
sentences tied to those penalties.

The California Policy Lab and the Committee on Revision of
the Penal Code recently produced reports that provide the
most comprehensive information to date on the impact of
these reforms. People released after serving long sentences
had very low recidivism rates. “Among those resentenced
under felony murder reform, Proposition 36, or CDCR-
initiated resentencing, only 3% to 8% were convicted on any
new offense within one year of release. Fewer than one
percent—fewer than five individuals were convicted of a new
serious or violent felony during that time.”

“Across all policies, fewer than 2% of people were convicted
of a new serious or violent offense within one year and for
Prop 36 and Prop 47, the policies that were enacted first, less
than 5% were convicted of a new serious or violent felony
within three years.” Fewer than 9% of those released were
returned to CDCR custody within one year, and very few
involved new serious or violent felonies. Those released
under Proposition 47 had the highest overall recidivism rates,
but these were overwhelmingly misdemeanors.

The reports conclude that expanding these policies, especially
for older individuals who have already served decades in
prison, could further reduce prison costs and address
longstanding inequities in the justice system.

Sources: “New Report Finds California’s Second Look
Resentencing Policies Lead to Lower Recidivism, Especially
for Long-Term Prisoners,” by David Greenwald, Vanguard,
September 25, 2025,

PROGRAMMING
Norfolk Jail
The Snapchef Foundation is partnering with the Norfolk (MA)
County Sheriff’s Office to teach incarcerated men how to bake
and cook. The men learn kitchen fundamentals and safety,
and will earn a certificate in safe food handling. They also

enjoy the satisfaction of preparing food that they and others
can enjoy.

But the thing that makes this program really different is what
happens when they leave the jail. Snapchef Foundation pays
each participant a stipend and sticks with them for up to a
year. Staff members help them apply for jobs, whether in a
professional kitchen or elsewhere. They help the men prepare
for interviews and address issues that may interfere with their
staying employed. The Norfolk County Sheriff’s Office also
provides support that includes mental health, housing, and job
support. If someone lacks transportation, the Sheriff’s office
has a partnership with Uber or can use their community
resources vehicle. Sheriff Patrick McDemott reports, “We
have the no-excuse mentality.”

The program is funded by a grant from the state’s Executive
Office of Labor and Workforce Development. Data from the
program is not yet available. Previous studies have shown that
a steady job after leaving jail or prison reduces the likelihood
of committing another crime. Those who acquire new skills or
held a job while incarcerated were 24% less likely to return to
prison.

Maine Prisons

Approximately 20 years ago, philanthropist Doris Buffet and
her Sunshine Lady Foundation paved the way for the
supervised use of laptop computers in Maine’s prisons. Forty-
five incarcerated people have been hired by outside companies
to work remotely from their cells. A few are earning more
than corrections officers.

In Maine, approximately 25% formerly incarcerated people
return to prison after three years. Maine Corrections
Commissioner Randall Liberty notes, “What we found is if
you received a college degree at the Maine Department of
Corrections, you come back at about a rate of 0.5%, and it
bounces a little bit back and forth, but it’s always less than 1%
come back. And that compares with the national average of
60% coming back.”

The Maine prison system is now conducting a pilot program to
teach a group of women how to code. The 22-week program
will lead to college credit for the participants. Some of the
women have college degrees. A few are still working on their
GEDs. As part of the course, each participant must design a
website or an app to help people involved with the criminal
justice system.

Preston Thorpe is incarcerated at Maine’s Mountain View
Correctional Center and has already landed his dream job as a
senior software engineer. With his six-figure salary, he has
already purchased a modest house.

Darlene George is 16 years into a 40 year sentence. She
entered prison with a college degree. Her first remote job was
as a grant writer; now she serves as a program coordinator for
a health care company. She earns a competitive salary, enjoys
support from co-workers and other incarcerated women, and
feels good about being able to give something back.
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One individual worked as a paralegal for a law firm while
incarcerated and continued that job when released.

Liberty reports, “We have technicians that are watching where
they’re going and what they’re doing and we’ve had very few
problems. If it provides meaningful employment for them... it
also allows for a transition back into the community.

Wages are garnished for child support, victim restitution and
other fees. For those who earn above a certain amount, 10%
goes to the Department of Corrections for room and board.
Residents can also save money or send it home.

Quoting Liberty again, “It’s important that the officers work
with residents that have hope and have meaning in their life.
We had 87 assaults on staff in 2017. Last year, we had seven
assaults on staff. So all of this work isn’t just about the
residents. It’s about the community ... the officers that go to
work everyday and don’t feel like their life is at risk.”

Sources: “Norfolk jail culinary program helps incarcerated
men cook up new skills for a better life,” by Lynn Jolicoeur,
WBUR, August 13, 2025, “Cracking the code: How
technology and education are changing life in Maine
prisons,” by Susan Sharon, Maine Public Radio, August 28,
2025; “In Maine, prisoners are thriving in remote jobs and
other states are taking notice,” by Susan Sharon, Maine
Public Radio, August 29, 2025

JAIL/PRISON REENTRY

Michigan Jails

In 2020, Michigan began providing driver’s licenses or state
identification cards to people leaving prisons. That makes
Michigan one of at least 17 states that provide identification at
reentry. More recently, the state has been providing IDs for
people leaving jails in Kent, Ingham, Genesee, Washtenaw,
and Wayne Counties. The Wayne County jail generally holds
1,300 to 1,500 people. A recent survey found that
approximately 60% of them did not have a valid ID. The
identifications are critical because they are needed to secure
housing, a job, and to enroll in training and education
programs.

Cook County (IL) Jail

Following the 2020 protests in response to the killings of
George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and others, more than 1,000
people were arrested in the Chicago area. In response to those
arrests, a group of fellow protestors began showing up at the
Cook County Jail to support people being released. They
would offer food, drinks, supplies, and a ride home.
Participants describe this effort as somewhat jerry-rigged, but
in the process, they noticed that many other people were being
released who had been in jail longer than the protesters.

That insight led the group to become more formalized. They
named themselves Chicago Community Jail Support,
developed a shift structure and scheduling team, and built an

internal communication structure. Using donations, they
bought a purple tent and an old Ford Econoline van for storing
supplies. Now, hundreds of people work to ensure that jail
support happens every night.

The jail houses as many as 6,000 people on any given day.
People do not know what time of day they’ll be released or
whether they will have a ride home. The most common time
for release is between 8 p.m. and 11 p.m. However, since
2020, more people are being released later. The group is
considering adding a third shift, beginning at 11:30 p.m. to be
available for people getting out after public transit has stopped
running and shelters are closed. They have already driven
people as far as two hours away.

Illinois Prisons

The nonprofit organization Defy Ventures Illinois offers the
program CEO of Your New Life (CEO YNL) to people
incarcerated in Illinois prisons. The intensive seven- to nine-
month curriculum teaches professional skills and
fundamentals of starting a business. The program does not
discriminate against anyone on the basis of sentence type or
length of time left to serve. One feature of the program is a
visit by outside volunteers to give feedback on personal
statements, resumes and business ideas—a chance to not only
educate, but to build support networks to promote success
upon reentry. Defy Ventures operates in nine states.

Sources: “Michigan expands ID program to help people
leaving jail, prison,” by Janelle D. James, Bridge, September
22, 2025; “Who are the people volunteering outside of Cook
County Jail?” by Jackson Roach, WBEZ Chicago, September
10, 2025, “Redefining reentry: How Defy Ventures Illinois
empowers entrepreneurs with empathy,” by Sara Cooper, The
Chicago Reporter, September 4, 2025

THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX

Formr describes its core values as follows: “We transform
salvaged wood from construction sites into stunning custom
furniture, home decor, hotel room accessories, and corporate
gifts, while providing disadvantaged communities a genuine
second chance. We empower formerly incarcerated people,
those that are previously unhoused, previous gang members
and other folks looking for a fresh start. Our dedicated
craftsmen, many of whom are rebuilding their lives, create
unique, sustainable pieces that embody stories of hope and
redemption. By choosing our products, customers enhance
their spaces and contribute to a movement that values
transformation, sustainability, and social justice.”

Designing Justice + Designing Space (DJDS) believes that
space shapes society. “Architecture and real estate have long
been used to exclude and control—through stolen land,
redlining, dispossession, and hostile design, most visibly in the
prisons and jails built to warehouse people instead of repair
harm. The result is a built world that encodes inequity in our
daily lives. DJDS is changing who holds this power of world-
building.” Deanna Van Buren, the co-founder and executive
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director of DJDS, was quoted, “The reality is that folks who
have a record are one of the only groups of peple that it is still
OK to discriminate against when it comes to housing.”

The two organizations recently collaborated to demonstrate a
new approach to transitional housing for people leaving prison
or transitioning from homelessness. From November 2024
until August 10, 2025, the firms presented an installation with
the Cooper Hewitt Smithsonian Design Museum’s “Making
Home” series. The project included two full-sized mobile
refuge rooms designed for people to get connected with
supportive services find jobs, and restabilize before
reintegrating into a community.

The rooms can be built at a fraction of the cost of a home and
they can be installed into existing infrastructures like
auditoriums, vacant floors of office buildings, and within
nonprofit organizations. Formerly incarcerated consultants
provided design suggestions. Furniture was designed and
provided by employees of Formr and tended to be
multifunctional and work well in small spaces.

Improving Policing The Camden County Police Department
in New Jersey has begun to use body cameras to reward good
police work. “Chief Gabriel Rodriguez and his supervisors
review bodycam footage daily —not only to flag violations
but to identify and celebrate good policing.” Officers who
deescalate dangerous situations are publicly commended.
Complaints against police have plummeted in the area. In
2014, there were 65 complaints; in 2020, there were just three.

Sources: “’"What could we build instead of prisons?’: New
projects at the intersection of abolition and design,” by Tamar
Sarai, PRISM, August 28, 2025; www.theformr.com,
https://designingjustice.org;, “A Different Kind of Justice:
Rewarding Good Policing to Protect Black Lives,” by Judi
Komaki, The Nation, September 5, 2025

DATA IS GOOD; DOING SOMETHING WITHIT IS
EVEN BETTER

Mississippi

A recent investigation by reporters from The Marshall Project
—Jackson, Mississippi Today, The Clarion Ledger,
Hattiesburg American, and the Mississippi Link revealed that
at least 42 incarcerated people have been killed in the last
decade in Mississippi prisons. There have been convictions is
just six of those killings. There is no sign of change. Five
homicides occurred in three Mississippi prisons in the first
half of this year.

The Department of Corrections provides little information
regarding deaths in custody. Investigators for these
newspapers were able to acquire information in some cases.
In one case a district attorney’s office forgot to prosecute a
case and reactivated it only after a reporter called to ask about
the case. Another man died after medical staff failed to
provide adequate treatment following a beating. The assailant
was punished with the loss of 180 days of earned time. Prison
staff discovered another man who had been strangled only

after an unidentified parent called to tell him there was a dead
man in the cell. Yet another man was found dead during
morning count. An officer reportedly saw the man alive and
well during a 4 a.m. count, but there was no evidence that a 4
a.m. count was completed.

The problems are attributed to understaffing, poor training,
and gang control. About 30% of funded correction officer
positions are vacant. The U.S. Justice Department found that
many of the investigations by the department were incomplete,
failed to answer key questions or were mishandled. In one
case, a district attorney failed to prosecute a case in which an
incarcerated person pleaded guilty. Of course, in many of
these cases, families are left without answers to what
happened to their loved ones.

Following publication of the report, the Mississippi
Corrections Commissioner Burl Cain told the reporting team
that “All the deaths that we’ve had since 2015, we’re going
back to revisit.” David Fathi, director of the ACLU National
Pison Project observed that investigating past homicides is
“sort of closing the door after the horse has left the bar. What
the commissioner also needs to do is figure out why this is
happening and what to do to stop it.”

California

California now has a public database with information about
use of force and misconduct by California Law enforcement
officers. Two pieces of legislation were critical to the
development of the database: SB 1421 (2018) and SB16
(2021) made records related to uses of force and misconduct
accessible to the public. In 2018, journalists in approximately
40 newsrooms formed the California Reporting Project and
began sharing documents they had obtained through records
requests. The Sony Foundation and Roc Nation provided
early funding.

For years, journalists, data scientists, lawyers, and civil
liberties advocates have been working on the project. Leading
players included UC Berkeley Journalism’s Investigative
Reporting Program, the Berkeley Institute for Data Science,
and Stanford University’s Big Local News. Other contributors
included ACLU Foundation of Southern California, California
innocence organizations, the National Association of Criminal
Defense Lawyers, UC Irvine law school’s Press Freedom
Project, and UC Berkeley law school’s Criminal Law &
Justice Center.

The database has nearly 12,000 cases and is funded by the
State of California. It is searchable by the public. Police
chiefs will be able to use the data in making hiring decisions,
and researchers can use it to identify trends and patterns.

Baltimore

Each year between 2015 and 2022, more than 300 people were
murdered in the city of Baltimore — 87% with guns. The city
has reduced those numbers more recently.

The program credited with those reductions began with
collecting data on the violence that began in 2015. They were
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surprised by what they found. The shooters and victims were
older than they had thought, between 28 and 34 years old.
The reason for the violence was interpersonal conflict, not the
drug trade they had suspected.

That data led to the development of a program that includes
the mayor’s office, local government agencies, the police, and
non-profit agencies working together on violence prevention.
The program has been rolled out one area of the city at a time.
While it is not without controversy, there have been positive
results. For example, in 2024, there were 201 homicides in
the city. By the end of August this year, the city had recorded
88 homicides with 74 of them involving guns.

Sources: ““’Catastrophic Failures’: Why Dozens of Killings in
Mississippi Prisons Go Unanswered,” by Daja E. Henry, The
Marshall Project and Mina Corpuz, Mississippi Today,
September 11, 2025; “Mississippi Prison Chief Reopens
Homicide Cases Following News Investigation,” by Daja E.
Henry, The Marshall Project and Mina Corpuz and Jerry
Mitchell, Mississippi Today, September 14, 2025; “A new
database on police use of force and misconduct in California
makes public 1.5 million pages of once-secret police records,”
Press Release by UC Berkeley Journalism, August 4, 2025,
“Brandon Scott Pushed Baltimore Shootings to Historic Lows.
Now Comes the Hard Part,” by J. Brian Charles, The Trace,
September 22, 2025

LEGISLATION

The following press release from the Michigan Collaborative
to End Mass Incarceration summarizes their view of the state
budget passed on October 2.

Compromise Budget Compromises Public Safety

Groups working to make Michigan safer and more just for
everyone gave the recent budget mixed reviews for promoting
public safety through violence prevention, rehabilitation, and
reentry.

Cuts to Community-Based and Peer-Led Reentry
Slammed

“Peer-led reentry is one of the most promising innovations
we’ve seen in public safety, and the legislature was foolish not
to fund it directly,” said Chuck Warpehoski, Project Director
for Michigan Collaborative to End Mass Incarceration. “Hard
data and personal accounts show the profound difference it
makes when people coming home from prison have the
support of a peer navigator who has successfully reentered
society and can help them walk that same road home.
Recidivism goes down, job success goes up, and people have a
chance to give back to their community with peer-led reentry,
and we hope that state officials will find other ways to fund
this life-saving work.”

Groups Celebrate increases in Community Violence
Intervention Funding

“We applaud the legislature for continuing to invest in proven
strategies that prevent violence and incarceration like
Community Violence Intervention. Our elected leaders are
providing support for the neighborhood-based solutions across
the state that are proven to save lives.” said Dr. Kenlana
Ferguson, executive director, Michigan Transformation
Collective. “Additional funds will deepen school-community
based partnerships that reduce and prevent violence.”

The budget includes a total of $15 million for violence
prevention across the school aid, DHHS, and public safety
revenue sharing budgets.

Rehabilitation Gets a Mixed Review

“We are grateful the legislature walked back from threatened
cuts to prison food,” said Michael Taylor, program
coordinator at Michigan Collaborative to End Mass
Incarceration. “I know from experience that you can’t focus
on your rehabilitation when you’re hungry. In fact, the
reverse is true. When people can’t get enough to eat at chow
they are often forced to turn to illicit activities to meet their
nutritional needs-which is counterproductive and dangerous
for everyone.”

“One shining spot in this budget is the requirement that the
Michigan Department of Corrections change its strip search
protocol,” said Natalie Holbrook-Combs of the American
Friends Service Committee Michigan Criminal Justice
Program. “Strip searches are traumatic for everyone. Sixty to
ninety percent of incarcerated women are survivors of sexual
violence and physical abuse. The current practice of strip-
searching sexual assault survivors after every visit with loved
ones, after attorney visits, after meeting with the Legislative
Corrections Ombudsman, after work shifts within the prison is
unnecessary and cruel. We only hope that the Department of
Corrections includes incarcerated people, mental health
professionals, and sexual assault survivor input as they fix this
callous policy.

Advocates Thankful for Investing in Sentencing
Commission

John Cooper, Executive Director of Safe & Just Michigan.
Praised the Legislature’s decision to appropriate $750,000 for
the new Michigan Sentencing Commission, which was signed
into law by Governor Whitmer earlier this year. “Michigan
has not had a Sentencing Commission since the Sentencing
Guidelines were enacted in 1998. The Michigan Sentencing
Commission will provide the data, research, and policy
expertise the Legislature needs for the oversight and
continuous improvement of Michigan’s sentencing system.
We believe the Commission can play a key role in making
Michigan safer and more just, and in reducing corrections
costs for taxpayers. This funding will allow the Commission
to hire staff and begin building toward these goals.

TECHNOLOGY WILL NOT IMPROVE EYEWITNESS
IDENTIFICATION
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It is not new news that eyewitness testimony is unreliable.
Many wrongful convictions have been based on such
testimony. In a recent article, Will Collins cautions against
assuming that technology will fix the problems.

As 0f 2021, it is estimated that 85 million surveillance
cameras have been installed in the United States. Cell phone
cameras are commonplace. According to the most recent
publicly available estimates, half of federal law enforcement
agencies and a quarter of state and local law enforcement
agencies have access to facial recognition technology. Those
tools have proven to be extremely flawed. Collins cites four
recent cases in which facial recognition technology
contributed to wrongful charges. Shoddy police work and
violations of best practices for minimizing the risk of mistaken
identification were also at play.

What concerns the Collins the most is that people have a
natural tendency to place blind faith in technologies like facial
recognition. Eyewitnesses, are likely to be even less careful
because they believe that they are just there to confirm
something that technology has already guaranteed. Some
advocates have advocated for a complete ban on the use of
facial recognition software. Gary Wells is a prominent scholar
in the field of eyewitness reliability. He has said, “pairing
facial recognition technology with an eyewitness identification
should not be the basis for charging someone with a crime.”

Will Collins concludes his article with the following: “Failure
to regulate law enforcement use of facial recognition
technology will yield more of what centuries of poor
regulation and nonregulation in the context of eyewitness
identifications have already produced: questionable
convictions that are all but impossible to overturn given the
confidence of the people (and companies) responsible for
generating them.”

Source: “Tech Won't Fix Eyewitness Identification,” by Will
Collins, INQUEST, September 25, 2025

SHORTS

Body Camera Lawsuit Dismissed: Washtenaw County
Probate Judge Julia B Owdziej has dismissed the lawsuit that
claimed that recording strip searches of women incarcerated in
Michigan violated their rights. The judge dismissed the case
on the grounds that the women did not suffer physical injuries
so they cannot sue under the Michigan Prison Litigation
Reform Act. Attorneys for the women said they would
appeal, noting that the women suffered panic attacks, trauma
flashbacks, and insomnia following the strip searches.

Source: “Judge dismisses prison body camera lawsuit,” by
Nathan Clark, mlive, October 23, 2025, “Attorneys for women
inmates say they’ll appeal judge’s dismissal of strip search
recordings lawsuit,” by Tracy Samilton, Michigan Public
Radio, October 22, 2025



