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WILL WE EVER FIND THE COURAGE
AND COMPASSION
TO EMBRACE COMPASSIONATE RELEASE?

In 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, California
passed a law to make incarcerated people eligible for parole if
they were at least 50-years-old and had served 20 years in
prison. Now lawmakers are considering changing the
minimum age for some crimes or excluding specific crimes
from eligibility. Louisiana’s compassionate release only
applies to someone with less than 60 days to live. Because the
release process takes more than 60 days, legislators are
considering a 120 -day window. In the past 15 years,
Pennsylvania has released just 54 people under its law that a
person must have less than one year to live. Legislators there
are considering a change to include individuals with severe
functional impairment, cognitive decline, and chronic
conditions needing intense medical treatment. Legislators in
New York are considering a bill like California’s that would
include people 55 and older with 15 years served. This was
introduced after a report by the state’s comptroller that
highlighted how rapidly the elderly prison population has
grown since the pandemic. The Virginia Department of
Corrections recently reported that 9% of its incarcerated
population accounted for 86% of the total medical expenses in
2024. Democratic lawmakers there recently passed a bill to
expand the parole board to facilitate paroling more aging
prisoners. Republican legislators are pushing back, and state
senator was quoted, “Criminal justice is not cheap, and we’re
not going to compromise the safety of our communities across
the commonwealth of Virgiina, our neighborhoods, our
families.”

Civil commitment facilities that operate in 20 states are an
even more challenging situation. The Texas program spent
$7.2 million on medical care in 2025; it budgeted just $1.8
million. The program houses over 700 people and has
released only 30 people since it began in 2015.

Could there be light at the end of this tunnel? Algis Baliunas
was a prosecutor in Chicago during the “lock ‘em up” era of
the 70s when long sentences were believed to be the answer.
In a recent opinion piece, he cited the fact that the U.S. prison
population has exploded from about 200,000 to more than a
million, with a fast-growing share of elderly people who
statistically pose little risk of reoffending. And he has met
some of those people. He now writes, “We were wrong. |
have seen people change behind bars in ways the criminal
justice system did not anticipate... The United States

criminal justice system needs to grow more comfortable with
asking when punishment has done enough.” Baliunas believes
Governors, parole boards, courts, and prison officials can help.
“For elderly prisoners. justice does not require more prison. It
requires the courage for all of us to say enough.”

Sources: “Mercy or Money: How to Grapple with a Rapidly
Aging Prison Population,” by Jamiles Lartey The Marshall
Project, March 21, 2026, “A Former Tough on Crime
Prosecutor Has Regrets,” by John Johnson, Newser, April 14,
2026

THE NEED FOR PRISON REFORM

The Brennan Center for Justice recently produced a report
highlighting the need for reforms in the nation’s prisons. They
cited several measures of failure. For example, nearly two-
thirds of the people who leave prison are rearrested within
three years. Prisons “are rife with violence, overcrowding,
understaffing and inhumane conditions.” Mental illness and
education are seldom addressed effectively.

Within the past several years, a number of systems have
introduced creative programs to address these issues. While
the programs have not been operating long enough or with a
large enough cohort to produce long-term data, they are
showing some promise.

The Restoring Promise programs initiated by the Vera
Institute of Justice work with young adults in housing units to
promote peer mentorship, education, more out-of-cell time,
and mimic the outside world. A controlled study of one of
those units showed a 73% reduction in the odds of violence
and an 83% reduction in the odds of restrictive housing stays.

The Maine Department of Corrections reformed its whole
system by dampening sounds, adding warmer colors, and
introducing natural light into its general population units.
Policy changes redefined officer roles to focus more on
behavioral health. The system has seen a 40% reduction in
resident-on-resident assaults, a 46% reduction in resident-on-
staff assaults, and a 69% reduction in staff use-of-force
incidents.

The Last Mile is a non-profit program that trains incarcerated
people in software development and media production.
Graduates who leave the system have employable skills and a
network of staff and alumni to support them. More than 70%
of graduates have found employment within six months of
release.
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Michigan’s Vocational Villages train incarcerated individuals
in skilled trades that have rich employment opportunities.
People who left Michigan prisons in 2020 had a recidivism
rate of 22.7%; graduates of Vocational Village programs had a
recidivism rate of 12%.

Ninety-five percent of incarcerated people will be released at
some point. Their treatment, while incarcerated, will have a
significant impact on their chance of success when they are
released. Promising programs are being introduced, but the
pace is slow and many don’t have the opportunity to benefit.
We need a more holistic approach to rehabilitation, and we
need it at a faster pace.

A recent survey by the Brennan Center indicates that only
32% of registered voters believe that prisons treat people
fairly. Seventy-two percent believe that prisons focus
primarily on punishment rather on making people better
citizens. More than 90% of Democratic and Republican
respondents wanted to require prisons to be free of violence,
offer vocational training, and offer educational opportunities.

Source: “The Data Behind Prison Reform,” by Jinmook Kang,
Marcelo Agudo, and Josphine Wonsun Hahn, Brennan Center
Jfor Justice, April 6, 2026, “How to Move Away From
Inhumane Prisons,” By Lauren-Brooke Eisen and Ram
Subramanian, The Brennan Center for Justice, March 30,
2026

HOW DO WE REFORM THE CRIMINAL LEGAL
SYSTEM?

In a recent interview, Emily Galvin-Almanza, the author of the
book The Price of Mercy: Unfair Trials, a Violent System, and
a Public Defender’s Search for Justice in America, shared
some of her views on ways to improve our criminal justice
systems. The interviewer was Alexis Madrigal.

Galvin-Almanza is a proponent of holistic defense. She
describes that as putting criminal defense attorneys, family
defense attorneys, immigration attorneys, housing attorneys,
social workers of all kinds, and client advocates together in
one office. Client advocates are caseworkers who are great
storytellers. They tell the client’s story in a way that stresses
the mitigating factors. She created an organization called
Partners for Justice and began placing client advocates with
public defender offices throughout the country. Eight years
later, these teams have eliminated almost 9,000 years of
potential incarceration. A recent study conducted with the
University of Pennsylvania showed that these teams can
increase non-convictions by nearly 50% through dismissals
and diversion.

Galvin-Almanza also points out that the public gets most of its
information about the criminal legal system from police and
prosecutors and the system makes false promises. It claims
there is a presumption of innocence, but the defense must fight
to get the jury to apply that. The system promises a right to a
jury trial, but 90 percent of cases end in guilty pleas. “People

assume that’s because most defendants are guilty, but really
it’s because the pretrial process is so grinding and harmful that
people are pressured into pleading guilty.” Judges ask if a
plea is given freely and voluntarily or whether it was forced.
The truth is that the person may have had to appear in court
multiple times, they may be in fear of losing their job, they
may have been sitting in jail for weeks or months, or they may
be threatened with more serious charges if they go to trial.
“Public defenders know the truth.” It is not always in the best
interest of a defendant to speak out, but she argues that it is
important.

Sharone R. Mitchell, Jr. heads the Law Office of the Cook
County Public Defender that serves Chicago and more than
120 suburbs and represents tens of thousands of people every
year. He recently shared his views in an article published in
Inquest. He begins by noting that the people who end up in
court are typically poor. And the volume of work in all public
defense agencies is overwhelming. That means that defense
attorneys must focus on direct representation, with no time or
resources to advocate for improvements in the system. At the
same time, police and prosecutors have the resources to
advocate for more punishment.

Mitchell believes that situation is changing. More public
defenders are recognizing the value of advocating for policy
changes. In the four years his office has been advocating on
policy issues, they have “helped protect pretrial reforms that
made Illinois the first state in the nation to eliminate money
bail, provided representation for those who are unfairly facing
deportation, and expanded diversion opportunities for clients
and communities.” They have worked with coalitions of
nonprofits and grassroots partners, to limit drug testing for
cannabis and alcohol for people on probation and ensured fee
waivers for the cost of drug tests for people on probation.
Since last spring, the office has a fully staffed policy team that
led to the passage of five bills — each one developed out of the
practical experience of on-the-ground experts. They have also
blocked bad bills.

“Make no mistake: our first and most central responsibility
will always be to our current clients, each of whom deserves
the best possible outcome in their individual case. But we also
have a duty to our future clients, our communities, and our
profession to fight against the systems that, left to their own
devices, will continue to produce injustice after injustice. We
only hope that more join our fight.”

Udi Ofer provides another view of the state of criminal justice
reform. He notes that under the Trump Administration, there
has been a retrenchment in reforms with rollbacks in civil
rights and a more punitive approach. There have been more
executions, less funding for evidence-based crime prevention,
diminished due process protections in immigration
enforcement, attacks on bail reform, and an escalation of
federal drug enforcement.

At the same time, under Ofer’s direction, students at Princeton
University have discovered an increase in reform activity at
the state level. The group looked at reforms in 16 different
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issue areas from the front end (diversion, policing, fines and
fees, etc.) to conditions of confinement, to the back end
(expungement, parole and probation, reentry, 2™ Look, etc.)
In 2025 alone, 35 states passed at least one reform law, up
from 32 in 2024. Between 2021 and 2025, states passed at
least 654 criminal justice reform laws. In 2024, 96 were
passed; in 2025, 115 were passed. Ofer notes that the reforms
tended to be more incremental and targeted as opposed to
sweeping changes and often gained bipartisan support.
Republican-leaning states passed more reforms than
Democratic-leaning states from 2021 to 2025. The period also
saw the rollback of some earlier reforms.

Ofer also points out the importance of public support. Nearly
half of the U.S. adult population has an immediate family
member who has been incarcerated. That may explain the
public’s more nuanced appetite for reform. “Surveys show
that Americans prefer prioritizing assistance over punishment
in areas such as homelessness, drug addiction, and mental
health. Americans distrust mandatory minimums that strip
judges of discretion and they are suspicious of punitive
policies that unnecessarily expand government power without
delivering safety.”

Sources: “A Public Defender’s Blueprint For How to Fix Our
Criminal Justice System,”” By Alexis Madrigal, KQED,
February 9, 2026; “Public Defense Goes to the Capitol,” by
Sharone R. Mitchell, Jr., Inquest, March 17, 2026, “Criminal
Justice Reform Didn’t End —It Decentralized,” by Udi Ofer,
Just Security, March 24, 2026

WHAT CONSTITUTES A CRISIS?

In response to the North Carolina’s State Senate leader’s
column touting the Republican majority’s splendid job of
cutting taxes and restraining spending and his commitment to
continuing that work, Ned Barnett (an editor at 7he News &
Observer) took a look at the impact of those budget cuts on
the North Carolina prison system.

Beginning annual salaries for corrections officers at minimum
security institutions are $37,621; at close custody facilities, the
starting salaries are $41,558. Those salaries are below what
most county jails in the state pay. That results in high
turnover rates and high vacancy rates. The Division of Adult
Correction (DAC) says it needs 9,600 correctional officers to
be fully staffed. It now has 4,600 officers, fewer than half of
what it needs.

Many prison dormitories and cell blocks are closed because
there is not enough staff to operate them. There are about
1,000 people being held in county jails because the prisons
can’t accommodate them. From 2024 to 2025, the prison
population increased 627; over that same period, the number
of staff decreased 38. There is a backlog of $1.4 billion in
capital projects. Because they cannot hire enough medical
staff, incarcerated patients are sent out for more expensive
care. Staff at Disability Rights North Carolina noted that lack
of staff compromises programming needed by those
incarcerated.

The State Senate leader has criticized others for predicting
catastrophic results from budget cuts. But, DAC Secretary
Leslie Cooley Dismukes has said that a catastrophe is almost
here. “We are only 328 officers above critical and critical
means you just can’t run it at all with fewer people than that.
328 in an agency of 14,000 employees. That is a very slim
margin and any dip in that would be catastrophic.”

Source: “Opinion: As GOP lawmakers neglect state services,
a crisis grows behind prison walls,” by Ned Barnett, The
News & Observer, April 20, 2026

DRUGS IN PRISONS

The Marshall Project — Cleveland, Columbus Dispatch,
Cincinnati Enquirer, Akron Beacon-Journal, and Canton
Repository recently collaborated to investigate and report on
the problems related to illicit drugs in the Ohio prison system.
It is a complicated problem and is certainly not a problem
unique to Ohio. Their work does shed light on the scope of
the problem, the challenges, what we know, and what we
don’t know.

Since 2020, there have been. 56,000 drug seizures inside Ohio
prisons. Tens of millions of dollars have been spent to tighten
security and prevent the introduction of drugs. Those
measures include taller perimeter fences, anti-drone
technology, cell phone signal detectors, airport-style body
scanners, and the electronic delivery of mail. Despite the
security steps enacted, the drug flow into the system is
ballooning.

From 2020 to 2024, rule violations for drug use and
possession doubled from 10,308 to 20,709, while the prison
population rose only 6%. Prison investigators report finding
over 1,000 illegal cellphones in 2025. Those can be used to
facilitate the drug activity. There were 176 deaths in the Ohio
system in 2024, only 10 of which were officially linked to
drug overdoses. Toxicology and autopsy reports show that
drug use was a factor in at least 20 deaths. That is thought to
be an undercount since standard testing is not designed to
detect many of the chemicals in drug-soaked paper — a
common source of drugs in prisons. Prison officials could not
cite the number of people treated for intoxication. The
Legislature’s Correctional Institution Inspection Committee
(CIIC) recorded 250 instances of prisoners receiving medical
care after smoking drug-soaked paper in just one month at just
one prison. One Ohio prison run by CoreCivic reported just
13 drug confiscations in 2023 — the fewest of any state prison.
On a surprise visit to that facility that year, CIIC inspectors
reported the odor of illegal substances in multiple cells and the
odor of burnt toilet paper (often used to cover other odors), in
most units. That led to a facility-wide shakedown that
uncovered large amounts of marijuana, Suboxone, tobacco,
and illegal cell phones. The confiscations were not reported to
prison officials.

Many of the drugs are delivered in drug-soaked paper and sold
in confetti-sized hits. The hit is lit and the smoke inhaled.
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The side effects are wide-ranging and unpredictable and may
include vomiting, twitching, convulsing, aggression, and
psychosis. While five people might smoke pieces of the same
sheet of paper, only one may hit a “hot spot” — a heavy
concentration — and die. Lab testing is used to identify more
common drugs like cocaine and meth, but it does not detect
the designer drugs whose presence have exploded. Now the
volume of designer drugs has exploded. The Ohio Bureau of
Criminal Investigation is now telling crime labs in other states
when they find something new.

The reporters note that, “Ohio prison Director Annette
Chambers-Smith and other top administrators blame visitors
and people who throw packages over fences for most drug
smuggling cases. Meanwhile, dozens of incarcerated people,
as well as some current and former employees, say leaders
refuse to admit that corrupt staff and vendors are flooding the
facilities with drugs. They can deliver larger quantities of
drugs each day, hidden inside water bottles, lunch boxes, chip
containers and backpacks.” Body scanners are used to check
incarcerated people, but not workers.

While incarcerated individuals are being punished for drug-
related incidents, it appears that staff members engaged in
smuggling are often forced to resign but experience no other
consequences. The Ohio State Highway Patrol investigates all
crimes reported in state prisons. They confirmed that prison
officials failed to report most workers who lost their jobs for
suspected smuggling.

The system does a poor job of tracking how drugs are
introduced. Of the 56,000 drugs confiscated since 2020, the
source of the drug was listed in less than 5%.

In one case, two incarcerated women accused a teacher of
coercing them to sell drugs and pressuring them for sexual
favors. The teacher’s manager also reported concerns about
his behavior. Ultimately, the two incarcerated women were
charged. The teacher was fired and faced no charges. The
prosecutor declined multiple requests to explain that outcome.
The reporters found at least 182 workers had been suspected
of smuggling since 2020. Highway patrol records show up to
78 prison smuggling cases involving state employees since
2020. Only 30 of 104 vendor smuggling cases were
investigated.

“No single agency took responsibility for allowing scores of
suspected drug smugglers to go unprosecuted. Prison officials
insisted that troopers are notified of all drug confiscations and
suspected smuggling. The highway patrol said it opened no
investigations into dozens of workers who lost their jobs for
smuggling. And prosecutors said they can’t file charges if no
one brings them cases.”

In one county, just one former prison vendor was criminally
charged for gross sexual imposition; thirteen others were
accused of rape, drug smuggling or inappropriate relationships
with incarcerated men and none were investigated. Still
another county reports that it prosecuted 235 smuggling cases
since 2020. Twenty employees at the CoreCivic facility

resigned “under investigation” in 2024. The facility refused to
provide personnel records or explain why the cases were not
referred to the highway patrol for investigation.

Sources: ““’Like The Walking Dead’: Smuggled Drugs Fuel
Chaos Inside Ohio Prisons,” by Laura A. Bischoff, USA
TODAY Network Ohio, and Doug Livingston, The Marshall
Project, March 29, 2026, “Prison Workers Smuggle Drugs
Into Ohio Facilities But Are Rarely Prosecuted,” by Doug
Livingston, The Marshall Project, and Laura A. Bischoff, USA
TODAY Network Ohio, March 29, 2026

HOW THE DIGITAL DIVIDE AFFECTS REENTRY

Jodi Anderson is the director of technological innovation for
the Criminal Justice and Employment Initiative (CJEI) in
Cornell University’s School of Industrial and Labor Relations.
He notes that technology has created many of the barriers
facing people leaving prisons. He is also convinced that
technology has to be part of the solution. Today, many people
apply for jobs, benefits, housing, social services, and
education online. And today, many people leaving prisons
have never used a smartphone.

Anderson co-founded Rézme, an online platform to help job
seekers navigating automated hiring systems, background
checks, and fair-chance hiring protections. The CJEI partners
with employers, reentry organizations, and public agencies to
expand access to employment for people impacted by the
criminal legal system. CJEI educates organizations and
human resource professionals about laws that affect the hiring
of people with criminal records, including Ban the Box
policies, human rights protections, Title VII, and the Fair
Credit Reporting Act. It works with community organizations
to build partnerships, host job and resource fairs, and expand
employment opportunities for justice-impacted people. And,
they work with formerly incarcerated job seekers to
understand their legal rights, how background checks are used
in hiring, and how to navigate the job search process. They
also help individuals to understand and check their criminal
records.

Source: “The Digital Divide After Prison: How Cornell is
Reimagining Reentry Through Technology,” by Rebecca
Ryan, The Cornell Daily Sun, March 21, 2026

THE TRIAL PENALTY IN CONNECTICUT

The trial penalty refers to the significant difference in sentence
length for criminal defendants who exercise their right to trial
versus those who waive that right and plead guilty. The
Connecticut Office of Chief Public Defender (OCPD), the
National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers (NACDL)
and the Connecticut Criminal Defense Lawyers Association
(CCDLA) recently partnered to study the trial penalty in
Connecticut. “The goal was to examine criminal cases that
were tried to verdicts of guilty and determine whether the
ultimate post-trial sentence in those cases was less or greater
than the best plea offer in that case. In other words: did
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defendants receive a trial penalty?” The organizations looked
at data from July 1, 2015, to June 30, 2020.

The summary of findings included the following:

e  The defendant experienced a trial penalty (that is, a
post-trial sentence worse than the plea offer) in 62%
of convictions.

e Among all cases with a trial penalty, the average trial
penalty was 14.6 years.

e Even counting acquittals, the defendant experienced a
trial penalty in 53% of all criminal cases that were
tried.

e Among all cases, even acquittals and those with no
trial penalty, the average trial penalty was 6.5 years.

e  The average plea offer was 14.5 years, and the
average trial sentence was 21.6 years. Post-trial
sentences were 1.5 times longer than guilty plea
sentences.

e  The trial penalty length was larger in more serious
cases.

e Black and Hispanic individuals made up 62% of
cases resulting in a trial penalty.

e Nearly one-fifth of eligible trial cases in which a plea
deal was offered resulted in a final disposition of not
guilty, albeit in a small sample size.

OCPD, NACDL, and CCDLA included recommendations,
which we have summarized below:

e FEliminate mandatory minimum sentences totally.
Alternatively, reduce the number of offenses to
which they apply and codify greater judicial
discretion in departures.

e Eliminate sentence enhancements for any first-time
or repeat convicted offenders, including persistent
offender statutes or statutes equivalent to “3 strikes.”

e Expand and support greater use and implementation
of Second Look/Clean Slate legislation or “look
backs” on certain offenses.

e Discuss and consider whether another prosecutor,
including those who may be prosecuting co-
defendants, should be barred from being present in
pretrial proceedings between the court, prosecutor,
and the defense that take place in chambers and off
the record.

e Implement bail reform so that any person charged
with a misdemeanor or nonviolent felony can be
released on nonfinancial conditions only.

e Permit public defenders to represent their clients in
protective and restraining order hearings.

e Expand compassionate release or parole statutes.

e Change the felony murder rule for persons who
conspire to commit a felony other than murder, so
that persons who did not commit the murder are not
subject to the same penalty as the person who did.

Source: “The Trial Penalty in Connecticut: Are People Being
Punished for Exercising Their Constitutional Rights?” by
Connecticut Public Defenders, National Association of

Criminal Defense Lawyers, and Connecticut Criminal Defense
Lawyers Association

MICHIGAN DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS
Prison Population

According to the Crime and Justice Institute, Michigan’s
prison population increased 3% between 2021 and 2023, from
32,186 to 32,986. In particular, they noted how long people
are staying in the state’s prisons. More than 65% are serving
sentences of 10 years or more. They report that minimum
sentences grew 30% over the last decade and that Michigan is
“a big outlier in terms of how long people are (incarcerated).”
Nearly 20% of the population is aged 55 or older. The State
spent about $52,050 per prisoner in 2025.

Source: “Longer sentences push Michigan prisons closer to
capacity,” by Janelle D. James, Bridge, March 9, 2026

Prison Programming

The Department of Corrections recently highlighted progress
in increasing programming. In fiscal year 2024-25,
approximately 4,000 incarcerated individuals completed
educational and vocational programs, an increase of 66% from
the 2,400 in 2020. Last year, about 11,000 of the state’s
33,000 incarcerated people participated in educational and
vocational programs. The programs range from high school
equivalency and special education to trades and college
education. The college programming is primarily funded
through federal Pell Grants; the other programming is funded
through the state budget.

Among the colleges and universities that are participating in
the Michigan Consortium for Higher Education in Prison are
Calvin Theological Seminary, Calvin University, Delta
College, Eastern Michigan University, Grand Valley State
University, Hope College, Jackson College, Kellogg
Community College, Lake Superior State University, Mott
Community Collete, Western Michigan University, and
Western Theological Seminary. Colleges and universities
attempt to provide an experience that is as close as possible to
being on campus. Students may earn certificates, associate
degrees, or bachelor’s degrees.

Since initiating its program in 2018, Calvin University has
awarded 88 men a bachelor’s degree; 18 more men are
expected to receive degrees in May. Eastern Michigan
University awarded 13 bachelor’s degrees to women in
September. Colleges and universities will work with students
who are released from prison to pursue more education.

The Department has also begun converting an Industries
factory at the Thumb Correctional Facility into a educational
center. When it opens in mid-2027, it will provide
postsecondary and career technical education to more than 8§00
incarcerated individuals.
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Source: “More Michigan prisoners than ever are getting
education, job training,” by Janelle D. James, Bridge, April 1,
2026

Challenges at WHV

Disability Rights Michigan (DRM) recently reported on
repeated violations of the Americans with Disabilities Act at
Women’s Huron Valley Correctional Facility. The
organization interviewed more than 200 women who are
prescribed wheelchairs at the facility. On average, these
women are missing half of their meals and over 75% of their
critical medication doses due to an inadequate supply of
functioning wheelchairs and aides. The condition has existed
for several years. Simon Zagata, director of community and
institutional rights for DRM said, “I can’t speak to whether it’s
directly contributed to deaths, but we have definitely seen
people suffer negative health effects.” The report notes that,
in addition to a shortage of wheelchairs, many of the
wheelchairs in the facility are often in poor repair, with
“missing footrests, sunken seats, and broken arm rests.”

On February 24, the Michigan House of Representatives’
Oversight Committee held a hearing to review health care
issues at WHV. Those issues include inadequate treatment for
health issues related to black mold infection, failure to release
medical documentation to a family member with power of
attorney, and a wrongful death lawsuit related to refusal to
provide a suicide prevention vest when requested.

On April 9, Director Heidi Washington issued Director’s
Office Memorandum (DOM) 2026-23R Wheelchair
Accommodations and Attendants to address problems with
wheelchair and wheelchair attendant access issues. The DOM
provides directions regarding how to resolve and document
problems.

Source: “Report cites ‘urgent’ wheelchair shortage at
Michigan women’s prison,” by Paul Egan, Detroit Free Press,
February 18, 2026, “Recurring health and safety concerns,
deaths at Women’s Huron Valley Correctional Facility
addressed in state hearing,” by Kylie Harmala, The Michigan
Daily, February 25, 2026

Safe Prison Initiative

The Department of Corrections recently launched what it is
calling a safe prisons initiative to help monitor and improve
safety and security inside its prisons. The program has five
components: prisoner classification and bed space, contraband
introduction and technology, prisoner programming, training,
and staff support and recruitment. Details of the initiative are
not yet available. Correctional Facilities Administration
Deputy Director Jeremy Bush reported that the department
“has been working to collect and analyze critical data that will
help the department identify concerning trends and incidents.”
In his statement he said, “Through the course of our work, we
will be continually evaluating our effectiveness while
maintaining open communication with our partners and
facility staff to help improve operations.”

Source: “Michigan launches ‘safe prisons’ initiative amid
growing assaults and concerns,” CBS News, March 26, 2026

LEGISLATION OF INTEREST
Massachusetts

The Massachusetts Survivors Act would require judges to
reduce someone’s sentence or offer pretrial diversion if they
find that the person’s actions were directly related to
experiencing abuse. A sentence of life with parole would be
reduced to no more than seven years. A sentence of life
without parole would be reduced to a maximum of ten years.
Other sentences could be suspended or changed to probation.
Other states, including New York, Oklahoma, and Georgia
have passed similar legislation.

Source: “Massachusetts Could Be the Next State to Give
Abuse Survivors a Pathway Out of Prison,” by Victoria Law,
Ms. Magazine, February 2, 2026

Michigan

Currently in Michigan, anyone who is paroled from a life
sentence will remain on parole for four years. SB737 would
remove the four-year minimum and allow the parole board to
determine the length of parole.

SB 895 would change the way habitual sentences are counted.
Instead of counting the number of felony convictions resulting
from one criminal incident, it would count just the incident.
The bill also introduces a 10-year look-back period for
habitual sentencing.

Note to our members on the outside: Occasionally, your
timely advocacy could be very helpful in moving good
legislation or stopping bad legislation. If you are interested in
being informed of those opportunities, please share your email
address with us by sending an email to kayperry@aol.com
with the subject “Legislative Advocacy.” Thanks!

Mississippi

The Mississippi legislature has passed, and the governor has
signed House Bill 1444 to require the Department of
Corrections to provide incarcerated people with protective
equipment when they are forced to use strong cleaning
chemicals while working in a prison. The bill was inspired by
Susie Balfour, a formerly incarcerated woman, who was
diagnosed with cancer that she attributed to the chemical
exposure. Though Ms. Balfour has passed away, a lawsuit
related to her illness is still pending in state courts.

Source: “She died after contracting cancer in prison. A bill
was just signed into law in response to her story,” by Michael
Goldberg and Mina Corpuz, Mississippi Today, April 9, 2026

Federal
The Prison Libraries Act is intended to expand library

resources in U.S. state and territory prisons. It would create a
grant program to include more books and technology, more
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and better-trained staff, and stronger partnerships with public
libraries.

The Rehabilitation through Reading Act would require the
Federal Bureau of Prisons (BOP) to establish an independent
commission to review decisions by BOP officials to ban books
at federal prisons and would give incarcerated individuals an
opportunity to appeal those decisions, and set guidelines for
what books can and cannot be banned.

Source: “Prison Libraries Could Receive a Boost Under
Proposed Federal Program,” by Louis Fields, The Marshall
Project, March 18, 2026, “Reps. Cleaver, Brown, and
Foushee Introduce Prison Libraries Act to Reduce Recidivism
and Expand Educational Opportunities for Incarcerated
Americans,” Press Release, January 27, 2026, “NEWS: Sen.
Schiff Introduces Two Bills to Increase Education and
Literacy Opportunities for Incarcerated Americans,” Press
Release, April 16, 2026

The Fresh Start Act of 2025 would create a federal grant
program through the Department of Justice to help states
modernize their criminal justice data infrastructure and make
automatic record sealing and expungement a reality.

Source: Action Alert, National Association of Criminal
Defense Lawyers, April 17, 2026

COURT RULINGS OF INTEREST

Pennsylvania Supreme Court Rules LWOP for Felony
Murder is Unconstitutional: The Pennsylvania Supreme
Court has ruled that it is unconstitutional to sentence someone
to life without parole for 2"-degree murder. While the ruling
involves just one individual and does not apply retroactively,
there are approximately 1,000 individuals in Pennsylvania
prisons serving life without parole sentences. It is not clear
how many of them participated in a crime in which they were
not directly responsible for a death. The court stayed the
ruling for 120 days to give the legislature time to change
current law. A bipartisan bill is already under consideration in
the senate and the governor is supportive.

Source: “Pa. Supreme Court strikes down mandatory life
sentences for 2"-degree convictions,” by Danielle Ohl,
Spotlight PA, March 26, 2026

Ruling on Slavery and Involuntary Servitude: In 2018,
Colorado became the first state to ban “slavery and
involuntary servitude as punishment for a crime.” (Since then,
seven other states have done so.) Following the amendment to
the state constitution, the Colorado Department of Corrections
(CDOC) did not review its policies to ensure they conformed
with the change and routinely subjected people to solitary
confinement for refusing to work. Their position is that they
were only incentivizing work and not imposing it as part of
someone’s sentence.

In response to a class action lawsuit, Colorado District Court
Judge Sarah Wallace has ruled the state is violating the
constitution by imposing the solitary confinement. Her order
bans the state from punishing refusal to work with any
sanction that forces people to remain in a cell for more than 22

hours a day for more than two or three days. The judge stayed
the order for 28 days to give the state time to appeal.

Source: “Judge Orders Colorado to Stop Throwing Prisoners
in Solitary for Refusing to Work,” by Bryce Covert, Bolts,
March 11, 2026

Judge Orders Takeover of Arizona Prison Healthcare:
U.S. District Judge Roslyn Silver has ordered a takeover of
health care and mental health care operations in the Arizona
prison system. The move follows nearly 14 years of litigation
that the judge noted “has not only failed completely, but, if
continued, would be nothing short of judicial indulgence of
deeply entrenched unconstitutional conduct.” The judge gave
the state and attorneys for the prisoners 60 days to submit a
list of candidates to run health and mental health care
operations in the state’s prisons. The state has 10,000 people
housed in private prisons who are not covered by this
litigation.

The National Council for Incarcerated and Formerly
Incarcerated Women and Girls commented as follows on the
ruling: “Experiences like these point to a deeper truth. No
oversight structure can fully resolve the harm created by
systems that isolate people from medical care, family, and
community support. The most reliable way to prevent abuse
within prison healthcare systems is to reduce the number of
people confined in them. People deserve access to doctors
bound by medical ethics, the support of their families, and the
stability of their communities.”

Sources: “Judge orders takeover of health care operations in
Arizona prisons after years of poor care,” by Jacques
Billeaud, Associated Press, February 19, 2026, “Jensen v.
Thornell TNC Response, The National Council for
Incarcerated and Formerly Incarcerated Women and Girls,
March 16, 2026

CITIZENS FOR PRISON REFORM UPDATE

Ask your family and friends to visit MICPR.org to learn more
and register for upcoming virtual family meetings. We offer a
Family Participation Program that provides trauma-informed,
family-to-family advocacy across Michigan. We host a
general meeting on the third Wednesday of each month at 6:30
PM and a support meeting on the first Wednesday at 6:30 PM.

We are also hosting a live Facebook fundraising event on May
28 from 6:30 to 8:00 PM. Ask your family and friends to join
us for a live conversation centered on real voices and lived
experience. The event will highlight the work being done to
support families impacted by incarceration, including
prevention efforts, family advocacy, and access to
programming. Speakers will include families, formerly
incarcerated individuals, and advocates discussing issues such
as mental health and access to care.

LEGISLATIVE AND MEDIA UPDATES FROM MI-
CEMI
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The Michigan Collaborative to End Mass Incarceration (MI-
CEMI) maintains ongoing trackers to help people stay
informed about legislation and media coverage related to
incarceration, sentencing, and reentry in Michigan. These
resources include updates on current bills, policy changes, and
news stories shaping the legal system.

To view the latest legislative updates, visit:
https://michigancollaborative.org/legislative-updates/
To explore the media tracker, visit:
https://bit.ly/MICEMImedia2025 (case sensitive)

If you would like to receive updates directly, you can request
to subscribe by emailing mail@micemi.org.

SHORTS

Expungement Update: Beginning in April 2023, Michigan
began automatically expunging some criminal records.
Misdemeanors are expunged after seven years; eligible
felonies are expunged after 10 years. Some felonies, including
murder and sexual assault, cannot be automatically expunged.
Up to four misdemeanors and two felonies can be expunged
for one individual. Since the law was enacted, 1,578,501
convictions have been automatically expunged.

Source: “Nearly 1.6M criminal records cleared under
Michigan ‘clean slate’ law,” by Janelle D. James, Bridge
Michigan, April 13, 2026

Safe & Just Michigan: John S. Cooper has left his position as
Executive Director of Safe & Just Michigan to become Chief
of Staff for the new Michigan Sentencing Commission. Tony
Gant will be leaving his position as Co-Executive Director of
Nation Outside to become Director of Policy for Safe & Just
Michigan.

Felony Disenfranchisement: Virginia’s constitution has
denied voting rights to any individual with a criminal record
unless the governor restored those rights. Former governor
Glenn Younhgkin had issued a permanent voting ban on all
convicted felons. In January, a federal court struck down that
provision. Virginia legislators have now introduced a
constitutional amendment to automatically provide voting
rights to someone who completes a felony sentence. Voters
will decide on the amendment in an election this year.
Source: “Felony disenfranchisement must end, once and for
all,” by Anjali Enjeti, Democracy Docket, February 24, 2026

WITH SYMPATHY

Since publication of our last newsletter, we have learned of the
death of MI-CURE member and supporter David Mujahid —
179845.
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