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PROPOSAL TO CHANGE TRIAL COURT FUNDING 
 

Today, Michigan has 303 trial courts with annual operating 
costs of approximately $1.2 billion.  Local governments cover 
58% of the costs, the state contributes 15%, and the rest comes 
from federal grants for specific programming and court fines 
and fees assessed on defendants.  About half of court 
assessments are collected within the first year after they are 
imposed. After four years, collection rates fall to 1%. 
 
In 2014 the Michigan Supreme Court ruled in the case People 
v. Cunningham that local courts could assess criminal fines 
but could no longer assess extra costs and fees to support court 
operations.  Implementation of that ruling has been delayed by 
legislative actions.  Now there is a deadline (December 31, 
2026) for addressing the problem. 
 
On November 6, the Michigan Judicial Council presented to 
the legislature a recommended system for addressing this 
long-standing problem.   If implemented, the proposal will end 
profit-motivated policing and profit-motivated court systems. 
Recommendations include the following: 
 

• A Trial Court Fund would be established in the State 
Department of Treasury to collect all court revenue 
and handle collection of unpaid assessments.  

• There would be an independent analysis of the 
operating needs of each court. 

• There would be statewide standards for situations 
where imposing fines and fees are appropriate.  There 
would be a statewide formula for determining court 
costs and a standardized process for determining a 
defendant’s ability to pay.  Defendants who are 
indigent would not be fined. 

• The state would disburse the funds back to local 
courts based on each court’s staffing and funding 
needs.  The goal is to ensure that local governments 
are not paying more into the system than they 
currently are and that each has the staff needed to 
manage caseloads. 

• State and local governments would share the costs of 
new court facilities and major renovations. 

• Local courts would retain responsibility for assessing 
and distributing restitution. 

• Since court-generated revenue will be used only for 
court operations, alternative funding sources must be 
found for forensic labs, jail reimbursement, 

children’s advocacy, sexual assault prevention, and 
other programs. 
 

Existing funding sources are unstable and inadequate.  State 
Court Administrator Tom Boyd said, they result in “real or 
perceived conflict of interest between the judge’s duty to 
impartiality and the obligation to generate revenue to operate 
the court.”  Court costs imposed on defendants are largely 
determined on a case-by-case basis and can vary widely by 
region.  The proposal addresses these issues.  Judge Paul 
Stutesman (St. Joseph County’s 45th Circuit Court) noted that 
the recommendations, “balance the need for accountability to 
the court — which often takes the form of fines and restitution 
— with the goals of rehabilitation that are undermined by 
imposing fees and costs that are impossible for some people to 
pay.  
 
The proposal was to be presented to the legislature by May 
2026.  Monroe County Administrator Michael Bosanac said, 
“It is big, it is complex, and we want to make sure that they 
have plenty of time in front of them” to debate the plans’ 
merits in Lansing.  Former Michigan Supreme Court Chief 
Justice Bridget Mary McCormack urged the Legislature not to 
wait that long to consider what a fairer, more efficient funding 
model could look like.” 
 
Sources: “Report: Change how Michigan courts are funded, 
standardize fines and fees,” by Lauren Gibbons, Bridge, 
November 6, 2025; “State proposal seeks to change ‘profit-
motivated policing,’” by Matthew Miller, Kalamazoo Gazette, 
November 11, 2025; “A fund for local courts? With looming 
end for revenue stream, task force charts new path,” by Arpan 
Lobo, Detroit Free Press, November 6, 2025 

 
A CLOSER LOOK AT CRIME STATISTICS 

 
One reason the Trump administration has given for sending 
troops into American cities is that they are responding to a 
crime emergency.  The Brennan Center for Justice recently 
belied that argument.  “Crime, especially violent crime, rose 
across the country during the first years of the Covid-19 
pandemic.  Those increases occurred in communities of all 
types —cities, suburbs, and rural areas — regardless of 
whether they leaned towards Democrats or Republicans.”   
Crime has fallen significantly since then.  In 2024, the national 
murder rate fell 16%, following a multi-year decline and 
nationwide murder was less common than in 2019.  
Nationally, reported violent and property crime rates were at 
the lowest levels since the 1960s.    
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In 2024, the New York City murder rate was down 17%, 
Philadelphia’s was down 17%, and Chicago’s was down 30%.  
Memphis recorded lower rates of murder, assault, and motor 
vehicle theft.  Washington. D.C. had a 33% decline in violent 
crime in the first half of 2025, compared to 2024. 
 
Crime reduction is not universal.  Some cities and 
neighborhoods have higher crime rates or higher rates of some 
crimes.  But the Brennan Center argues that local governments 
can do a better job than the federal government of analyzing 
local needs and crafting strategies to address those problems. 
 
Source: “What Actually Works to Fight Crime,” JC 
Hendrickson and Ames Grawert, The Brennan Center for 
Justice, September 19, 2025 

 
WE NEED INDEPENDENT LAW SCHOOL CLINICS 

 
Law school clinics provide valuable hands-on training for 
students while serving vulnerable individuals such as 
immigrants, incarcerated individuals, and low-income 
individuals.  They tackle challenging issues such as  housing 
disputes, immigration defense, civil rights litigation, evictions, 
deportations, loss of health care, gender-based violence, 
surveillance, and discrimination.   
 
Under the current administration, clinics have been 
investigated and threatened, not for the work they do, but for 
whom they represent.  In March, the U.S. House Committee 
on Education and the Workforce launched an investigation 
into Northwestern University’s law clinics.  That was 
triggered by a clinic’s representation of organizers of a pro-
Palestinian protest that blocked traffic at Chicago’s O’Hare 
International Airport in April 2024.  The university responded 
with a lawsuit arguing that the inquiry violated the 
Constitution’s guarantees of free speech, due process, equal 
protection, and the right to counsel.  The committee quietly 
dropped the inquiry after legal pushback and public outcry.  
But the message had been clear: represent the “wrong” client 
and the school could face federal scrutiny. 
 
A few months later the same committee conducted a hearing 
to question leaders from Georgetown University, U.C. 
Berkeley, and the City University of New York (CUNY).  
During the hearing, Rep. Elise Stefanik (R-NY) questioned the 
employment of a SUNY professor who directs a clinic that 
provides three primary services free of charge: legal 
representation and consultation; know-your-rights workshops; 
and support for community organization.  Stefanik called for 
the professor to be fired for providing legal representation to 
individuals like Mahmoud Khalil who was detained for 
participating in peaceful protests for Palestinians’ rights. 
 
“This is not a partisan issue.  The right to legal representation, 
especially for the most vulnerable, is a foundational principle 
of American justice that has historically drawn support from 
across the political spectrum.” 
 
“Authoritarians attack educational institutions because an 
informed public equipped with critical thinking skills threatens 

their hold on power.  Law clinics teach critical inquiry and 
values of service and justice.  When students represent the 
marginalized… they embody democracy’s core.” 
 
The U.S. needs more clinics, not fewer and they need to 
protect them. 
 
Source: “The Assault on Law School Clinics is an Attack on 
Democracy Itself,” by Lisa Davis, Just Security, December 16, 
2025 

 
CHANGES NEEDED TO MICHIGAN LICENSING 

LAWS 
 

People who find work when released from prison are less 
likely to be convicted of additional crimes.  “Occupational 
licensure is associated with fewer job opportunities and higher 
consumer prices.”  In 2013, economist Morris Kleiner 
estimated that Michigan’s licensing laws cost the state 
125,000 jobs and shrank the economy by $10 billion. 
 
Through the 1970s, only a handful of occupations in Michigan 
required a license.   In 1974, the legislature passed the 
Occupational License For Former Offenders Act in which it 
defined the term “good moral character to mean, “the 
propensity on the part of an individual to serve the public in 
the licensed area in a fair, honest, and open manner.”  The act 
prohibited denial of a license based solely on a criminal record 
but permitted its consideration along with a larger body of 
evidence with regard to someone’s character. 
 
Most of Michigan’s licensing laws were enacted after 1980 
and included the good moral character requirement. 
 
Today approximately one in five Michigan workers are 
required to have special permission before they can legally 
practice a trade.  That often requires some form of education 
or training, completion of an exam, paying fees, and maybe 
more.  The state’s constitution has a unique requirement that 
licensing boards be controlled by current license holders, 
which makes it easier for licensed professionals to limit their 
competition by raising barriers to entry. 
 
In 2020, the state reformed its licensing laws.  Licenses can no 
longer be denied for good moral character on the basis of a 
single civil infraction or based on misdemeanor convictions.  
A felony conviction is only relevant if: “1) It has a ‘direct and 
specific relationship’ to the licensed occupation; 2) It 
‘involves a demonstrable risk to the public safety;’ 3) The 
individual would be ‘more likely to commit a subsequent 
offense’ if licensed; or 4) If a subsequent offense would ‘cause 
greater harm to the public’ if the person were licensed.”  
Licenses for child care services, nursing homes, adult foster 
care, law enforcement, and legal services can be denied for 
any felony without meeting any of these restrictions. 
 
Licensing boards are to consider other factors such as when 
the offense occurred, if the applicant completed a sentence for 
the offense, evidence of rehabilitation, testimonials, 
employment history and employment goals.  For a small 
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number of occupations, the state licensing department reports 
on the number of denials related to lack of moral character.  
From 2021 to 2024, only two licenses were denied. 
 
The Mackinac Center for Public Policy is recommending 
additional reforms: 
 

• The 2020 reforms should be applied to jobs in health 
care, education, child care, nursing homes, law 
enforcement, and other areas that are currently not 
covered by the earlier reforms.   

• The state has a system for issuing preliminary 
determinations in cases where current statutes can be 
confusing, but those determinations are not binding.  
Someone can engage in training and education at the 
expense of time and money only to be denied a 
license.  They suggest that the preliminary 
determinations should be binding.  

• The state should report on good moral character 
denials for all licenses. 

 
Source: ”Unlock Opportunity: How Michigan’s Licensing 
Laws Block Second Chances,” by Jarrett Skorup, Mackinac 
Center for Public Policy, November 4, 2025 

 
WHAT IS REENTRY 

 
B. Arneson and Bridget Conley recently wrote that “The most 
commonly used metric for reentry success (recidivism) is, 
paradoxically, a measure of failure.”  At the same time, they 
note that recidivism rates can be misleading. Many people 
who are reincarcerated have done something that isn’t even a 
crime, e.g. missing a curfew or being late for an appointment.  
Recidivism rates often track instances of reincarceration rather 
than the rates at which individuals are reincarcerated.  So, if a 
small number of people are reincarcerated multiple times, the 
rates are skewed.  Finally, the issue is typically viewed in 
binary terms; either someone reoffends or they don’t.  That 
does not account for how much growth someone may have 
achieved before being reincarcerated.  Looking at it from 
another perspective, someone may never be reincarcerated, but 
still never experiences real growth or success. 
 
Other researchers have discussed another concept for 
measuring success: desistance.  Kristofer Bret Bucklen, 
director of planning, research, and statistics for the 
Pennsylvania Department of Corrections has expanded on this 
concept  to include deceleration (decreased frequency of 
criminalize behavior), de-escalation (reduced seriousness of 
criminal behavior), and cessation (complete ending of 
criminalized behavior).  Restorative justice is a related 
concept.  While desistance measures how someone’s behavior 
has changed, restorative justice looks at whether someone is 
actively working to repair relationships and contribute to the 
well-being of the community. 
 
Arneson and Conley spoke with 30 individuals (ages 20 to 77) 
who were formerly incarcerated.  The six women and twenty-
four men experienced an average of 17.22 years incarcerated – 
most in state prisons but others in jails, federal prisons, or 

houses of detention.  Most faced challenges related to housing, 
work, parole and probation requirements, poverty, and 
physical and mental health issues.  All received support from 
the Transformational Prison Project, a restorative justice 
organization formed and led by formerly incarcerated men in 
Massachusetts. 
 
Most saw reentry as a chance for a new life – a do-over.  
When asked when the process of reintegrating ends, the 
majority said, “never.”  Some noted the degree to which 
society had changed while they were incarcerated.  The 
authors describe the process is ongoing, nonlinear, “shaped by 
systemic barriers, deep personal transformation, and the search 
for belonging in a society that often remains hostile to their 
return.”  “There are many material and practical challenges, 
but above all else, reentering ‘successfully’ means having the 
support of people who care about you, and who can help you 
continually build the social and emotional tools to move 
through challenges and toward growth and healing.” 
 
Source: “Reentry Never Ends,” by B. Arneson and Bridget 
Conley, Inquest, December 16, 2025 

 
NORTH CAROLINA INVESTING IN SUPPORT TO  

PAROLEES WITH MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES 
 

Approximately 40% of incarcerated people have a history of 
mental illness.  That is twice the rate of mental illness in the 
general population.  In early November, North Carolina 
officials announced the creation of Forensic Assertive 
Community Treatment teams that will serve parolees in six 
counties. 
 
Each team includes a team leader, psychiatrist or nurse 
practitioner, nurse, mental health counselor, substance use 
counselor, peer support specialist housing specialist, 
vocational/educational specialist, and forensic navigator who 
work collaboratively to provide wraparound outpatient care 
for clients.  They will be working with individuals with 
serious mental illnesses, such as schizophrenia, bipolar 
disorder, and chronic post-traumatic stress disorder to help 
them avoid criminal behavior.   
 
Each team will have the capacity to work with up to 30 clients.  
The teams are designed to be flexible; members are available 
around the clock, with no time limit on how long they can 
work with someone to ensure they are stable in the 
community. 
 
Source: “NC invests $9.5 million in teams to help people with 
serious mental illness after their release from incarceration,” 
by Rachel Crumpler, Northcarolinahealthnewws.org, 
November 10, 2025 
 

PRISON JOURNALISM 
 

What is a prison journalist? 
Phillip Vance Smith II recently wrote an article to describe his 
view of the role of a prison journalist.  As he studied 
journalism on his own he noted that every book he read on the 
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subject strongly advised to never write yourself into the story.  
But every publication he contacted wanted the stories to be 
about him. 
 
He eventually got a job on the quarterly newsletter at the Nash 
Correctional Facility in North Carolina.  There his job was to 
keep the facility’s 600-plus residents informed about life 
inside its walls.  He read copies of Louisiana’s Angolite and 
California’s San Quentin News both of which were free to 
challenge conditions of confinement.   But he learned early on 
that they needed to self-sensor in order to avoid violating 
prison policies. 
 
Phillip became editor of the paper in 2021.  While he pushed 
the envelope, he sill avoided challenging prison policies.  He 
reports on an exchange he had with New York prison 
journalist John J. Lennon through Lennon’s publicist.  Lennon 
views the role of the prison journalist is “(not) to make 
judgements or prescribe solutions—it was to deliver 
something the reader could not get anywhere else: an 
experience that left them reeling and thinking and asking 
questions.”  An imprisoned journalist must always ask 
themselves: “To what end am I telling this story?” 
 
In the fall of 2024, Phillip was transferred to another facility.  
He had been told by numerous staff members that the warden 
was not pleased with his writing.  He is now freelancing on a 
variety of topics. 
 
The Challenges 
The Institute to End Mass Incarceration (IEMI) launched the 
Inquest magazine so that “the people closest to the problem, 
including those directly impacted by mass incarceration, can 
come together to share ideas and be heard as they pursue bold 
solutions.”  Having launched the magazine, the organization 
has witnessed many of the challenges faced by incarcerated 
journalists. 
 
They describe a “web of state-made barriers” to journalism, 
most of which are rooted in policy decisions and all of which 
are enabled by law.  Beginning in the 1970s, the Supreme 
Court limited the First Amendment rights of people in prison.  
The Court also rejected the idea “that media have a First 
Amendment right to government information regarding the 
conditions of jails and their inmates.”  That has led to 
threatened and actual retaliation against journalists and their 
sources, constant monitoring of communication between 
inside and outside contacts, and censoring or banning 
communication between people on the inside and outside. 
 
Retaliation may take several forms, including diesel therapy 
(transferring someone to another facility), cell searches that 
may lead to loss of personal property, trumped-up disciplinary 
actions, and denial of privileges such as programming, visits, 
and phone calls.  Some fear violence that may result from 
being falsely named a snitch or being sent to solitary 
confinement. The authors of this article even cited retaliation 
against an outside journalist who refused to surrender notes 
she had received from an incarcerated interviewee.   
 

State policies are also a factor.  Of the twenty states the 
authors examined, nineteen require prison official approval for 
in-person interviews.  Vermont was the only state they 
identified that allowed interviews under normal visiting rules. 
 
“Since 1800, incarcerated writers at over 700 prison-
sanctioned newspapers have reported on life in U.S. prisons… 
Today, there are just twenty-one prison newspapers in the 
country.”  One prison journalist asked, “How can a journalist 
go into a war zone, but can’t go into a prison in the United 
States of America?”  
 
IEMI is now working with other partners and activists to draft 
a model bill that will hopefully lead to the enactment of Prison 
Journalism Bills of Rights throughout the country.  The goal is 
“to ensure unmonitored and uncensored channels of 
communication, and to guarantee access to the essential tools 
and resources—including funding and compensation—that 
will help prison journalism thrive.”  That will include 
outlawing all forms of retaliation against prison journalists.  
While legal reforms will not solve all problems, they are 
viewed as a necessary component. 
  
Connecting Writers with the Outside 
 
With the support of the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the 
Prison and Justice Writing Program at PEN America has 
launched the Incarcerated Writers Bureau.  The bureau is “a 
digital resource that will help make professional and creative 
opportunities more accessible to writers in U.S. prisons.  The 
website features information for publishers, literary agents, 
and journalists seeking to work with incarcerated. writers, a 
searchable roster of featured writers, and a database for 
publishers and media platforms to submit opportunities for 
writers working from prison.” 
 
Clarisse Rosaz Shariyf, co-interim CEO and Chief program 
officer of Literary Programming was quoted, “Even when the 
publishing industry aims to be intentional about making space 
for the breath in diversity that exists in contemporary 
literature, one group that typically gets left behind are the 
writers who are incarcerated or impacted by the justice 
system.  For too long, powerful storytellers in prison have 
been left out of publishing and writing opportunities due to the 
challenges of connecting with the wider world.  The 
Incarcerated Writers bureau joins a network of organizations 
and projects that have been working to break down those walls 
of separation through a more equitable practice,”  
 
Twenty-one writers are currently featured on the platform; 
four are from Michigan.  All of the writers have been featured 
in national publications 
 
Sources: “What Is the Role of the Prison Journalist?” by 
Phillip Vance Smith II, Inquest,, January 8, 2026; “When 
Reporting Is a Crime,” by Corinne Shanahan & Andrew 
Manuel Crespo, Inquest, November 13, 2025; “New Digital 
Resources to Help Publishers, Journalists and Literary Agents 
Work Directly with Incarcerated Writers,” PEN.org, 
November 25, 2025 
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LISTENING TO FAMILIES,  
ADVOCATING FOR CHANGE|| 

 
Citizens for Prison Reform continues to stand alongside 
incarcerated people and their families across Michigan, 
listening closely to the experiences shared with us and 
working to turn those stories into meaningful advocacy. This 
update reflects what we are hearing from families and 
individuals inside facilities, and how those voices continue to 
shape our priorities as we move into the new year. 
 
In recent months, we have been hearing growing concern 
about food and nutrition in Michigan prisons. Families 
describe the strain of trying to supplement meals through 
commissary purchases, while people inside share how limited 
portions and poor nutritional quality affect their health and 
well-being. Food is not only about sustenance, but dignity, 
stability, and the ability to maintain physical and mental health 
while incarcerated. In November, CPR published a blog 
examining food and nutrition conditions in Michigan prisons 
and how these issues affect both incarcerated individuals and 
their loved ones. We continue to listen and learn from families 
and people inside about what food access looks like across 
facilities and how it impacts daily life. 
 
We are also continuing to hear from families about the 
challenges of maintaining connection through prison visits. 
Distance, cost, and visiting room conditions all influence how 
often families can spend time with their loved ones. Family 
connection is a crucial aspect of emotional health and reentry 
preparation, yet access is inconsistent. We are interested in 
hearing from you and your family members about your 
visiting experiences and how current policies affect your 
ability to stay connected. If you would like to share your 
experiences, please write to Citizens for Prison Reform, P.O. 
Box 80414, Lansing, Michigan 48908, or have a family 
member email twalker@micpr.org. 
 
One way CPR supports families is through our Family 
Participation Program (FPP), which offers both virtual support 
groups and in-person event opportunities for connection, 
information sharing, and support. Virtual Family Participation 
Program meetings are held on the third Wednesday of every 
month from 6:30 to 7:30 p.m. and are open to families across 
the state. Families can register at tinyurl.com/FPP-virtual. We 
are also interested in learning whether you have seen Family 
Participation Program posters or materials inside your unit, 
visiting room, or other common areas. 
 
CPR also invites families and supporters to join us for Strike 
Out for Justice, a family-friendly bowling fundraiser on 
February 21 from 1 to 3 p.m. at 2120 East Saginaw Highway 
in East Lansing. This event offers an opportunity to gather in 
community, connect with other families, and support CPR’s 
ongoing advocacy work in a welcoming setting. 
 
We are grateful to everyone who continues to share their 
experiences, stay engaged, and support CPR’s work. Your 
voices guide our advocacy and strengthen our collective 
efforts. Together, we remain committed to advancing dignity, 

healing, and meaningful connection for families impacted by 
incarceration across Michigan. 
 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR PAROLE REFORM 
 

The Prison Policy Initiative and MacArthur Justice Center’s 
National Parole Transformation Project recently released new 
guiding principles for parole reform.  They are explained in 
detail on MacArthur Justice Center’s website.  We have 
summarized the 16 principles below: 
 

1. Every incarcerated person should have access to 
parole. 

2. There should be an enforceable presumption of 
release when someone is eligible. 

3. There should be clear guidelines for making parole 
decisions.  People denied should be able to challenge 
the decision. 

4. Parole decisions should be based on forward-looking 
objective factors within the control of the person. 

5. If denied, the person should be given actionable 
changes to increase their chances of parole.  When 
those are completed, they should be honored.  

6. When denied parole, a person should see the parole 
board again within a reasonable time. 

7. Loved ones and supporters should be able to attend 
the parole hearing and speak on the individual’s 
behalf. 

8. People should have access to counsel at hearings, 
including indigent counsel if they cannot afford it. 

9. Parole board members should have diverse 
backgrounds with community-based experience in 
psychology, rehabilitation, and trauma treatment, as 
well as formerly incarcerated.  The majority should 
not have backgrounds in law enforcement or 
corrections.  

10. Parole boards must release data regarding grant rates, 
reasons for denial, length of setbacks, demographics, 
and charge information of those appearing before 
them. 

11. Conditions should be imposed only when they serve 
a purpose and should be removed when that is no 
longer the case. 

12. There should be options for checking in to minimize 
disruption in the reentry process. 

13. The length of supervision should be finite; no one 
should be subjected to lifetime parole. 

14. People facing revocation should be guaranteed due 
process and the right to counsel. 

15. No one should be returned to prison solely for non-
criminal conduct. 

16. Caps proportional to the violation should be placed 
on the time to be served for a revocation. 
 

Source: “Prison Policy Initiative and MacArthur Justice 
Center’s National Parole Transformation Project release new 
guiding principles for parole reform,” by Emmett Sanders, 
July 10, 2025 
 

 

mailto:twalker@micpr.org
http://tinyurl.com/FPP-virtual
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THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX 
 

In a recent article, the President of the National Association of 
Criminal Defense Lawyers wrote, “NACDL advocates for 
structural reforms that bring greater transparency, 
accountability, and fairness to the clemency process, which 
includes supporting efforts to move clemency review out of 
the Department of Justice and into an independent, 
nonpartisan review board.”  MI-CURE’s view: It seems that 
approach would work well at the state level.  Decisions of this 
sort should not be left to politically appointed individuals. 
Source: “From the President,” by Andrew S. Birrell, The 
Champion, November/December 2025 
 
 In a recent article, Michael Pinard discussed the evolution of 
criminal defense work.  Traditionally, the work focused on the 
criminal issues. In the late 1980s we began to see more focus 
on broader collaborations, leading to community-oriented 
defense. By the 1990s, we began seeing holistic defense which 
embraced problem solving that included legal and nonlegal 
issues that were often a factor leading to crime. 
 
While holistic defense was game changing, “it did not 
challenge the criminal system at large.” Pinard goes on to 
argue: “Defenders need to work in harmony with those who 
are re-envisioning and re-dreaming every aspect of the 
criminal system—from what constitutes a criminal act to how 
we respond, how we hold individuals accountable, how we 
keep communities safe, how we heal, how we support, 
nurture, and strengthen, and how we address the 
interconnected systems, institutions, policies, and practices 
that shape opportunities, pathways, and outcomes.  To meet 
the moment, defenders must be in it and, as crucially of it.” 
Source: “Defending is Not Enough,” by Michael Pinard, The 
Champion, November/December 2025 

 
THE PEOPLE’S JUSTICE GUARANTEE 

 
In 2019, Congresswoman Ayanna Pressley of Massachusetts 
first introduced The People’s Justice Guarantee.  It is not a 
bill, but is intended as a policy blueprint that lays out a clear 
vision regarding the restructuring of immigration facilities and 
prisons and jails.  It is based on five guiding principles: shared 
power, freedom, equality, safety, and dignity.  Among other 
things, it calls for the following: 
 

• Dramatically reducing jail and prisons populations by 
o Expanding access to restorative justice and 

diversion programs 
o Decriminalizing consensual sex work and 

low-level offenses 
o Ending the death penalty, including life 

without parole 
o Capping sentences for all crimes, 

particularly those that cause no serious harm 
• Transforming the experience of confinement by  

o Ending solitary confinement 
o Expanding visitation 
o Allowing trans people to be housed in 

accordance with their chosen gender identity 

o Providing high-quality, trauma-informed 
and culturally-responsive mental and 
physical health care 

o Increasing vocational and educational access 
• Eliminating wealth-based discrimination and 

corporate profiteering by 
o Prohibiting private companies from profiting 

off of incarceration and immigrant detention 
o Relieving people in poverty of the unfair 

debt burdens by ending the use of money 
bail and the imposition of unaffordable fines 
and fees 

o Supporting a just transition for returning 
citizens by removing barriers to services and 
voting 

• Investing in impacted communities by  
o Ending the transfer of military equipment to 

local police and refocusing resources to 
dramatically increase  crime clearance rates 
for the most serious crimes 

o Limiting firearm production and sales 
o Eliminating qualified immunity and 

establishing standards on the use of force, 
de-escalation, and crisis intervention 

 
MICHIGAN LEGISLATION 

 
The Michigan Collaborative to End Mass Incarceration (MI-
CEMI) has taken positions on the following pending 
legislation. 
 
MI-CEMI opposes: 
HB 5425-6 would prohibit individuals who appear on the 
state’s sex offender registry from working in businesses that 
primarily serve minors. 
HB 5157-8 would increase the penalty for delivering a 
controlled substance if that results in serious injury or death. 
HB 5079-80 would increase the penalty for disarming a law 
enforcement officer of a firearm if accomplished by force or if 
the officer is injured. 
 
MI-CEMI supports: 
HB 5216 would establish a formal process for incarcerated 
people to designate individuals who can receive medical 
information and be contacted in medical emergencies. 
SB 0582 would require the department of corrections to 
provide reentry services for up to two years and reentry 
housing for up to one year to individuals whose convictions 
have been reversed, vacated, or overturned, as well as those 
who are resentenced following certain landmark court 
decisions. 
SB 0737 would eliminate the requirement that people with a 
parolable life sentence who are paroled have a minimum 
parole term of 4 years. 
SB 4414 would provide a new legal pathway for handling a 
misdemeanor by a person with mental health issues by 
creating a process for diversion to assisted outpatient 
treatment. 
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HB 5009-12 would expand the ability of individuals who have 
committed crimes as a result of being victims of human 
trafficking to have criminal convictions set aside. 
HB 5453 would expand opportunities for prosecutors to work 
with social service agencies to offer diversion to treatment for 
certain crimes related to controlled substances before charges 
are filed. 
SB 0603 would expand the MDOC’s responsibilities for 
prisoner reentry and voting information. 
HB 5196 would require the MDOC to create a prerelease 
mental health discharge plan for each incarcerated individual 
who is receiving mental health services before the individual 
is released on parole.  Also requires regular mental health 
screenings for incarcerated individuals and that the MDOC 
provide medically appropriate and culturally sensitive 
treatment. 
SB 0432 would expand probation eligibility for certain drug 
offenses. 
SB 0510 would require law enforcement officers to wear an 
appropriate uniform (displaying their name or badge number) 
and prohibits masks except in specific circumstances. 
HB 5447 would create a system of “achievement credits” to 
allow people on probation to reduce their probation time 
through positive activities. 
 

SHORTS 
 
Suing Louisiana for unconstitutional labor assignments:  A 
federal judge has certified a class action lawsuit on behalf of 
men incarcerated at the Louisiana State Penitentiary in 
Angola.  The suit alleges that the conditions are 
unconstitutional and violate the Americans with Disabilities 
Act.  The judge certified a general class of all people 
incarcerated at the prison who are currently assigned to, or 
may in the future be assigned to, the prison’s “Farm Line.”  
He also certified a subclass of incarcerated people with 
disabilities who are subject to the same assignments.  
“Plaintiffs argue the Farm Line is used as an initial job 
assignment for newly incarcerated people and later as 
punishment for disciplinary infractions, causing physical and 
psychological harm.”  A five-day trial is scheduled to begin 
February 3. 
Source: “Federal judge certifies class action over farm labor 
at Angola prison,” The News Star, December 30, 2025 
 
Twelve women earn bachelor’s degrees at WHV:  This fall, 
twelve women at Women’s Huron Valley Correctional 
Facility became the first to earn a bachelor’s degree from 
Eastern Michigan University.  At the same time, 58 women 
were awarded associate degrees from Jackson College.  There 
are currently 75 other women at the facility working on their 
bachelor’s degrees.  There are currently a dozen higher 
education institutions offering college degrees in Michigan 
prisons; 736 individuals have earned associate degrees and 
154 have earned bachelor’s degrees. 
Source: “EMU offers women a chance to earn bachelor’s 
degrees in prison,” by Kim Kozlowski, Bridge, December 29, 
2025 
 

Suing Aramark for inadequate meals:  A federal class-
action lawsuit has been filed against Aramark claiming that 
the company is exploiting people incarcerated at Mount Olive 
Correctional Complex in West Virginia, by denying them 
adequate meals.  Because meals are inadequate, people are 
forced to purchase food from the commissary run by Aramark.  
The lawsuit alleges that Aramark is violating the West 
Virginia Consumer Credit and Protection Act.  The suit claims 
it is unfair to people who have no other less exploitative 
options to feed themselves.   
Source: “Closing Argument,” The Marshall Project, 
December 6, 2025 
 
Sometimes it’s the little things:  Leslie Harris recently talked 
to a reporter about his experience at a father/daughter dance at 
the Louisiana State Penitentiary.  “Seeing her in a dress, 
crying and running to me, just broke me down.”  His favorite 
part of the evening was when he and his daughter slow danced 
to “Butterfly Kisses,” a song about a dad’s unconditional love 
for his daughter. 
 
For years, the Illinois River Correctional Center did not allow 
incarcerated people to be photographed.  In 2018, they began 
allowing photographs during visiting.  In 2024, they began 
allowing people who did not get regular visits to have their 
pictures taken.  “For many, this was the first time they were 
photographed while incarcerated.”  Peter Randle recently 
recalled visiting a photo shoot shortly after the policy started.  
One man said, “I’ve been locked up for 17 years — my granny 
gonna love this.”  Another commented, “I never smiled on my 
(prison) ID pic, but I’m gonna smile in this pic.  It’s for my 
kids.”  Still another reportedly said he was sending his photo 
to his mom who has not been able to visit him in the four 
years since he arrived.    The photo program coordinator 
reported she had to remind some to smile.  “I have to tell them 
to stop being too gangster and smile.” 
 
In a recent article, Cameron Terhune describes the joy of 
being able to make phone calls from his electronic tablet.   He 
no longer spends hours in line waiting for a brief phone call 
with his mother – or missing out on the call entirely because 
he can’t access the phone.  He doesn’t have to plan his day or 
week around when he will brave the line to make a call.  He 
doesn’t have to cram all he wants to say in 15 minutes.  And 
he doesn’t have to talk while bumping elbows with others.  
“When I entered prison 17 years ago, my heart entered stasis.  
But now, as I talk to people on the phone with regularity, my 
heart is awakening.” 
 
Phillip Luma has written about the efforts the Oregon state 
prison is making to reduce the illicit drugs entering the system.  
The system has already prohibited non-white envelopes and 
card stock.  They have conducted a survey for opinions on 
switching to digital mail.  Staff and incarcerated people agree 
that drugs should be kept out of the system.  No states have 
successfully achieved that goal.  Luma does not know if the 
mail changes have had an impact on the problem.  What he 
does know is that he will miss his “mom’s loopy cursive 
handwriting on a Christmas card.” 
Source: “A dance at a Louisiana prison gives fathers and 
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daughters a rare moment to reunite,” by Sara Cline, AP News, 
November 29, 2025; “The Surprising Power of Getting Your 
Picture Taken in Prison,” by Peter Randle, Prison Journalism 
Project, November 4, 2025; “How Tablet Phone Calls Are 
Reshaping Life in Prison,” by Cameron Terhune, Prison 
Journalism Project, January 13, 2026; “Prison Mail Rules 
Are Changing to Prevent Drugs.  Has it Worked?” by Phillip 
Luma, Prison Journalism Project, December 18, 2026 
 
Improving access to competency evaluations and 
guardianship:  Kentucky has recently taken steps to 
streamline access to competency evaluations and to 
guardianship for individuals facing criminal charges.  A new 
law authorizes judges to order outpatient competency and 
criminal responsibility evaluations.  Judges, attorneys, and 
staff are being trained on how to apply the new law.  A 
workgroup is partnering with the Kentucky Jailers’ 
Association to prepare facilities for jail-based outpatient 
evaluation and restoration by addressing technological issues 
and staffing.  Prior to the new law, individuals who lacked 
decisional capacity and had no close relatives often defaulted 
to state-appointed guardians.  Now, a trusted “adult friend” 
may serve in this role 
Source: “How Kentucky’s ‘Seth’s Law’ Reduces Barriers to 
Care for Competency to Stand Trial and guardianship,” by 
Ryan Carlino and Hallie Fader-Towe, CSGJusticecenter.org, 
November 14, 2025 

 
Michigan Commutations and Pardons:  In July, Governor 
Whitmer recently commuted the sentences of four men who 
had been sentenced to life without parole.  Larry Cross is 69 
and has been in prison since 1979.  William Hunt is 80 and 
had been in prison since 1967.  Jamie Meade is 51 and has 
been in prison since 1993.  Patrick McNamee is 86 and has 
been in prison since 1968.  The governor also pardoned three 
men who have completed their sentences.  They are Jerry 
Williams, Lu Thanh Le, and Rodney Gibson. 
 
In December, the Governor commuted the sentences of four 
people.  Linda Nunn is 63 and was serving life without parole.  
Felicia Hale is 47 and was serving a sentence of 22 to 60 
years.  Charles Benson is 69 and was serving a sentence of 50 
to 100 years.  Jeffrey Lanum is 57 and was serving a sentence 
of 22.5 to 45 years.  The governor also pardoned Bianca 
Nellard.   
Source: “Whitmer grants pardons, commutes sentences of 4 
serving life terms,” by Michael Kranz, Kalamazoo Gazette, 
July 5, 2025; “Whitmer grants clemency to 5 people, 
including 2 convicted of murder,” by Michael Kransz, mlive, 
December 26, 2025 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 


