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THE IMPORTANCE OF SLEEP IN PRISON

Based upon science and research, the authors of the report
“The Nightmare of Sleep in Prison” conclude that sleep in
prisons and jails is too short and chronically interrupted. The
policies and conditions that lead to the problem are often
justified as necessary for safety and security, but the authors
point out that the practices do more to reduce safety than to
enhance it.

“When sleep is uninterrupted, the body progresses through a
coordinated series of stages that support tissue repair, immune
function, hormonal regulation, memory consolidation, and
emotional processing. This is what makes sleep ‘restorative.’”
It resets the systems that allow people to think clearly, regulate
stress, and function effectively the next day.

“(T)he ‘sleep-wake cycle’ (is) governed by two interacting
systems: 1) the circadian rhythm (commonly referred to as the
‘biological clock’), primarily regulated by external cues, such
as light and darkness, and 2) the homeostatic sleep drive
(referred to as the ‘biological need for sleep’) that builds
during waking hours.” When the two are aligned, the need for
sleep increases steadily throughout the day.

There are external factors that also impact restorative sleep.
Those include:
e Light: consistent exposure to natural light during the
day and darkness at night
e Quiet: unpredictable or sudden sounds are especially
disruptive
e Temperature: poor temperature control has been
consistently linked to poor sleep quality
e Daily routines and schedules: regular timing of meal,
physical activity, and exposure to natural light
reinforce circadian rhythms; irregular schedules, late-
night activity, or prolonged inactivity weaken
circadian rhythms

There are also internal conditions that interfere with
restorative sleep. These include:
e Anxiety, fear, stress, and other trauma-related
responses
e Sleep apnea and other sleep disorders
e  Physical health conditions

It is worth noting that some populations experience a higher
risk of sleep difficulties. Older adults are more likely to
experience problems. Women also tend to have more

problems, many related to reproductive health transitions, such
as pregnancy and menopause.

Restorative sleep supports physical health, cognitive
functioning, and emotional regulation. Lack of sleep is
associated with depression, anxiety disorders, post-traumatic
stress disorder, bipolar disorder, and suicidality.

“There are three interrelated domains that prevent incarcerated
people from obtaining restorative sleep.” We have
summarized them below:
e Inadequate sleeping conditions
o Poor-quality mattresses and bedding
o Unregulated temperatures
o Unsafe sleeping arrangements
o Fear and anxiety
e  Operations that are misaligned with circadian
rhythms
o Daily schedule misaligned with circadian
rhythms
o Disruptive nighttime “count” protocols
o Excessive lighting
o Persistent noises
e  Daytime routines that undermine nighttime sleep
o Limited opportunities for physical activity
o Limited access to programming and
structured activity
o Nutritionally inadequate and poorly timed
meals
o Use of lockdowns and restricted housing

The report includes the following recommendations to
improve sleep in carceral settings:

1. Install “normal” beds raised off the floor.

2. Improve the quality of mattresses and bedding.

3. Increase personal space for sleep.

4. Increase the amount of dedicated, uninterrupted
sleep.

5. Redesign nighttime count protocols to avoid waking
people overnight.

6. Reduce loud, disruptive noises during designated
sleep periods.

7. Replace fluorescent lighting or use light covers.

8. Provide eye masks and ear plugs to incarcerated
people.

9. Maintain nighttime temperatures within the optimal
range for supporting sleep.

10. Improve interactions between staff and incarcerated
people.

11. Keep people busy and active during the day.

12. Normalize meal timing and improve food quality.
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The authors note that improvements can be made without
wholesale redesign. Many can be done at relatively low cost.
And many have already been introduced in some facilities.

U.S. prisons and jails are not uniformly mandated to adhere to
any set of rules or standards. Nonetheless it is worth noting
that a number of the sets of rules and standards contain
standards that address healthy sleep. Those include the United
Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of
Prisoners (Nelson Mandela Rules), the American Bar
Association (ABA) Criminal Justice Standards on the
Treatment of Prisoners, and the American Correctional
Association (ACA) Standards.

“The recommendations in this report do not ask agencies to
choose restorative sleep over safety and security. Instead, they
show that adjusting operations to support restorative sleep can
reduce many of the conditions that undermine safety in the
first place.”

They also note that “Improving sleep sustainably requires
more than environmental and operational changes. Many
incarcerated people experience sleep disruption related to
underlying medical, mental health, or trauma-related
conditions. Addressing sleep in prisons and jails, therefore,
also requires access to adequate medical and behavioral health
care alongside changes to the physical environment and daily
routine.

U.S. District Judge James Donato (in Upshaw v. Alameda
County) wrote, “When the state takes a person into custody for
any reason, the Constitution imposes a duty to provide for the
detainee’s basic human needs. Conditions of confinement that
deprive detainees of those needs...violate the Constitution.”

Source: “The Nightmare of Sleep in Prison,” by Alycia Welch
and Michele Deitch, Prison and Jail Innovation Lab, June
2026

MAIL POLICIES

The Prison Policy Initiative recently published an article
challenging the wisdom and effectiveness of mail scanning
policies that are becoming more and more prevalent in the
nation’s prisons. The author, Emmett Sanders, acknowledges
the growing problem of drug overdoses. Since 1999, there
have been more than 806,000 opioid related deaths among
members of the general public. Prisons experienced a 500%
increase in deaths from drugs or alcohol intoxication between
2010 and 2018. But efforts to stop drugs from entering
prisons have been ineffective.

States that have introduced mail scanning have not seen a
significant reduction in drug contraband. In some cases, the
problem has grown. Pennsylvania implemented mail scanning
in 2018; the number of positive drug tests tripled in the next
five years. There were 30 deaths from drug overdoses in
Missouri a year after it implemented mail scanning. Illinois’
correctional union celebrated the implementation of mail

scanning in October 2025 only to see six people overdose at
one facility the very next month.

At the same time, many people believe that staff are a major
source for drugs entering the system. In November 2024,
Alabama DOC reported the arrest of 113 civilian and
correctional staff related to contraband. Wisconsin fired nine
correctional officers in 2025 and two others resigned
following a federal probe into contraband introduction. Staff
in Missouri had identified colleagues as the primary source of
contraband even before the state eliminated physical mail.
Since 2020, Ohio has banned 104 contractors for contraband
related to drugs; since 2020, 335 former employees have been
placed on a do-not-rehire list.

Not only are mail restrictions ineffective. They are harmful.
“Physical mail is so important because it carries a certain
tangibility that is stripped away when scanned and turned
digital. The feelings and the essence of physical mail one can
touch fades when digital, it’s like you can’t see and feel the
love and contents anymore when it’s scanned.” Scanned
letters are harder to read, easier to lose, and slower to arrive.

Prisons hold a disproportionate share of people with mental
illnesses, substance use disorders, and traumatic life
experiences. Mail scanning disrupts the support system that
many rely on during and after incarceration.

Decisions to scan mail are often based on anecdotal evidence,
rather that empirical data. Nevada passed a law (AB 121) that
requires any attempt to implement mail scanning to be based
on hard data that shows scanning works and is necessary.
(The state is now attempting to violate that law.). When SB
2201 takes effect in Illinois, the department of corrections will
be required to produce data on drug contraband found in its
prisons in the six months since mail scanning was introduced.
Some lawmakers have already noted, “The numbers just aren’t
there to justify this amount of work and keeping the actual
mail away from the people who are in custody.”

Instead of focusing on how to stop drugs from entering the
system, Sanders suggests it might be more beneficial to focus
on why people are using drugs in the first place. He suggests
that involves addressing unmet mental health needs and
addressing trauma by ensuring:
e Readily available mental health services at all times
e Improved access to medication assisted treatment for
opioid disorders and life-saving medications to
counter accidental overdoses
e More robust substance treatment programs
e  More programming focused on addressing trauma
and healing
e Better mental health awareness training for
correctional staff
e Protection from practices harmful to mental health,
e.g. long-term solitary confinement

The author notes that scanning mail amounts to addressing “a
trauma response by inflicting more trauma, all while
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disconnecting people from opportunities and support
systems.” He ends with the following quotation: “Mail is
sacred. To have something physical like that, a card, a
photograph, a letter, something they touched and pored over, it
is a tangible representation of love, a token that you can return
to again and again in times of loneliness or distress, a
reminder of who you were before your worst day, and of who
you still have the potential to be in the future.”

Source: Mail scanning isn’t the solution to drug use in prisons
— here’s why,” by Emmett Sanders, Prison Policy Initiative
Updates, June 30, 2026

PRISON GRIEVANCE SYSTEMS

When the Federal Bureau of Prisons established its grievance
system in 1974, it hoped to reduce the number of prison
lawsuits that ended up in federal court. It was also acting on
the belief that being more responsive to prisoners’ concerns
would reduce violence in the system. The initial grievance
system was fairly simple with just two layers of review: the
warden and the agency. They performed a trial run for four
months in three federal prisons More than one-third of the
complaints were granted.

Today’s grievance system is described as “four different levels
of review, each with a list of procedural requirements that
pose stumbling blocks for prisoners seeking help.” In 2000,
just under 7% of grievances were granted; in 2023, the number
was less than 2%. Grievances can be rejected for filing too
many copies or not enough copies, using a pencil instead of a
pen, being too trivial, being illegible, missing a timeline, or
misspelling an abuser’s last name. One Spanish-speaking
prisoner filed a grievance asking for translation services but
was rejected for writing it in Spanish.

Some state systems perform better. “In California, officials
granted roughly 15% of grievances and appeals in 2023,
according to an analysis by The Marshall Project and NPR. In
Georgia, nearly 13% of cases were ‘granted, partially granted
or resolved,’ that year, according to the department. In Texas
state prisons, over 4% of complaints and appeals processed
that year were ‘resolved in inmate favor’—a very small
portion, but about twice the bureau’s rate.”

It used to be that corrections departments had to prove their
grievance systems were fair and accessible if they were used
as a gateway to the courts. In 1996, a new federal law
required incarcerated people to exhaust the prison complaint
system before filing in court; it also eliminated the
requirement that the grievance system be proven fair and
accessible. Professor Margo Schlanger of the University of
Michigan Law School said of federal prison grievances: “You
have to cross every ‘t” and dot every ‘i’ before it counts as
exhausted. It’s in the interest of prison officials to come up
with as many reasons as possible why the grievances are no
good.”

The 2024 Federal Prison Oversight Act would create an
independent ombudsman which could help, but Congress has
yet to provide funding for its implementation.

The Marshall Project staff worked with the Jailhouse Lawyer
Initiative to survey incarcerated people, attorneys, and
advocates for ideas on how to improve the process. Among
the suggestions are the following:

e Allow electronic filing of grievances. It would
ensure accountability and prevent “lost” papers.

e  Use certified mail (which may not be affordable to
everyone).

e Take control out of the hands of prison officials.

e  Set up a national email line for inmates and family to
report abuses.

e  QGrant a prisoner relief when prison staff miss a
deadline.

e Initiate the “mailbox rule” where a filing timeline
would begin on the date that the incarcerated person
hands it to prison staff for mailing, not when it finally
arrives.

e Reduce the appeals process so access to court is
easier and quicker.

Sources: “’Rejected’: How Federal Prisons Stonewall
Grievances and Deny Care for Years,” by Christie Thompson,
1lica Mahajan, Anna Flagg, and Joseph Shapiro, The
Marshall Project, June 17, 2026, “Grievances in Federal
Prison Rarely Succeed. Here’s How Prisoners would Change
That,” by Aala Abdullahi and Christie Thompson, The
Marshall Project, July 14, 2026

FOOD SERVICE

The Center for Science in the Public Interest and Carceral
Nutrition Project recently partnered to study the impact of
privatizing food service in prisons and jails. The report
focuses on Aramark’s privatized food service. “Aramark
holds food service contracts for nearly a third of state prison
systems and controls 35 percent of the US correctional food
services market in terms of revenue.” It is the most prominent
player in privatized carceral food service.

Following are some of the key takeaways from the report:

e  Aramark commonly falls short of providing adequate
portions of nutritious meals in carceral facilities.

e Unpalatable meals are a consistent experience in
prisons and jails where food service is managed by
Aramark.

e Aramark’s food safety practices are inconsistent,
putting incarcerated people at risk for acute illness
wherever they fall short.

e  Participants described costly commissary purchases
as critical to supplement inadequate meals.

e Since 2000, Aramark has been a party to between
529 and 594 legal cases with allegations including
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nutritionally inadequate, unsafe, and contaminated
food.

In the past, Michigan outsourced its food service to Aramark
and to Trinity. To its credit, the department abandoned both
of those contracts and now handles food service in-house.
However, we would argue that the system has never recovered
from the privatization experiments. Food portions are still
described as inadequate and unpalatable. Incarcerated people
still receive very little fresh fruit and vegetables. Even though
fresh fruit and vegetables are raised in many facilities, they do
not make it into institutional kitchens.

In connection with discussions of “near-constant, life-
threatening violence” in the Georgia Department of
Corrections, some advocates, prisoners, and families have
argued that food service is a contributing factor to that
violence. “Being hungry all the time and being fed slop—
you’ve gotta believe people get frustrated, especially over
years and years of this. That frustration leads to violence.” In
2024, the Georgia prison system spent about $1.69 per person
for food each day. “(T)he Food and Drug Administration’s
‘thrifty plan’ estimates that feeding an adult man ‘a nutritious,
practical, cost-effective diet’ costs about $10 per day.” By
comparison, in fiscal year 2024-2025, the Michigan
Department of Corrections spent $1.44 per meal or $4.32 per
day per person.

Source: “Private Food, Public Harm,” by Jessi Silverman,
Amelia Keleher, Lanae Hood, and Methany Eltigani, The
Center for Science in the Public Interest and Carceral
Nutrition Project; “How Poor Food in Georgia Prisons
Leaves People Hungry,” by Beth Schwartzapfel, The.
Marshall Project, May 16, 2026

IMPACT OF FREE PHONE CALLS

Worth Rises recently completed a review of the impact of free
phone calls from prisons and jails that the organization was
instrumental in facilitating. That includes prisons systems in
California, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New
York, and the federal system and over a dozen counties. In
some systems, video calls and electronic messaging are also
free. But this report focuses on phone calls since they are the
most widely used method of communication.

Among the key findings are the following:

e  Over 330,000 incarcerated people now have access to
completely free phone calls.

e Free communication policies have resulted in nearly
600 million more phone calls and 6.4 billion more
minutes of connection to date.

e Free communication policies have saved incarcerated
people and their families $622.5 million to date.

e  Shifting the cost burden of communication away
from families, drastically reduced its cost. For state
prisons, the average discount was 62%; for jails the
average discount was 68%.

e  All correctional staff with whom they spoke
recommended that other agencies adopt free

communication policies. Free phone calls reduced
tension, calmed facilities, and made their jobs easier.

e Free communication strengthened relationships,
improving mental health and renewing commitments
to rehabilitation.

e Incarcerated parents leveraged free communication
policies to be more present in the daily lives of their
children.

e  Free communication helped incarcerated people
come home sooner.

e Free communication allowed incarcerated people to
prepare for reentry and drove positive outcomes after
release.

One incarcerated person observed, “I see different individuals
(when) they connect with their sons or their daughters or their
wife. They’re exercising more, getting involved in groups,
going to church. Why? Because they want to become better
men. I can see their attitudes their moves — have changed.
And I can see life, I can see the energy, I can see excitement.
I can see the desire to do something different.”

Source: “Critical Connections The Power of Free
Communication in Prisons and Jails,” by Peter Mayer and
Bianca Tylek, Worth Rises, May 2026

MDOC ANNOUNCES NEW INITIATIVES

In April, the Michigan Department of Corrections announced
its Safe Prisons Initiative, which involves five key areas
related to safety of prisons: prisoner classification and bed
space, contraband introduction and technology, prisoner
programming, training and staff support, and recruitment and
retention.

The department has, for many years offered programming
related to violence prevention intervention, substance abuse
prevention, sexual abuse prevention, and cognitive
intervention which focuses on decision making and reducing
criminal thinking and activity. This initiative will focus on
improving access to programming. In addition to the
assessment done when someone enters the system,
programming will be available in response to new negative
behavior. More programming staff will be moved to higher
custody levels to address the more frequent behavioral
concerns there.

In June, the department announced its partnership with
Michigan State University to develop the curriculum for a
staff leadership program. The effort is intended to focus on
developing leadership skills among corrections staff at every
stage of their careers.

Sources: MDOC Prioritizes Behavior through New Evidence-
Based Programming Strategies,” MDOC Press Release, April
29, 2026, “State launches prison staff leadership program,”
MLIVE, June 22,2026

REENTRY PROGRAMMING



MI-CURE NEWS, August 2026

Page 5

Florida

The economic justice program Community Spring engaged in
a pilot program to determine if providing a guaranteed income
for people leaving jail or prison was a good use of funds.
They randomly selected people who had been released from
jail or prison or who had begun serving probation within the
past year to receive $1,000 in the first month of the program
and $600 for the following 11 months. The organization
compared the outcomes for this group of individuals to
another group that did not receive the guaranteed income.
“The results showed recidivism fell, and self-sufficiency and
mental health improved, all resulting in net savings for
taxpayers.”

Now, Community Springs Just Income program provides
formerly incarcerated people in Alachua County $800 a month
for a year with no strings attached. Individuals can spend the
money where it is needed for them. Program participants have
reported or demonstrated the following benefits:

e  Obtaining suitable and sustainable work

e Self-sufficiency

e  Ability to assist with household expenses

e Improved mental well-being

In addition, for every 100 people enrolled in the program, 12
fewer were reincarcerated. “By conservative estimate, that
averages out to a net gain for taxpayers of over $13,000 per
person in the program.”

Source: “Guaranteed income helps people leaving jail and
prison, and that helps everyone,” by Aleks Kajstura, Prison
Policy Initiative, April 10. 2026

SORA UPDATES

The Does III (challenging elements of Michigan’s sex
offender registry) litigants presented oral argument before a 3-
judge panel of the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals on July 21.
Both sides are challenging elements of the original decision.
It is impossible to predict when a decision will be rendered.

On July 22, the Michigan Supreme Court issued an opinion in
People v. Ellis which challenged the “recapture” provision of
SORA. The recapture provision involves people who were
convicted and completed any prison/probation/parole terms
before SORA first came into effect in 1995. Under SORA’s
recapture provision, such a person was required to register if
they were convicted of a new non-sex offense that is a felony.
The Ellis ruling says that is unconstitutional and these people
cannot be required to register. Individuals impacted by the
ruling are advised to contact their criminal defense attorney
for assistance, or to write to the Michigan State Police to
request removal. This ruling only applied to people who were
(1) not required to register under SORA because they had
completed all their supervision requirements before October 1,
1995, and (2) were later added to SORA as the result of a new
non-sexual offense.

Source: Email from Does III Litigation Team, July 27, 2026

IN-PRISON PROGRAMMING

Holly Foster-Talbot interviewed more than 300 incarcerated
women while conducting research for her book We All Do the
Time. In doing so, she discovered the importance of arts and
crafts in maintaining family ties between incarcerated people
and loved ones. Handmade crafts, especially those that are
soft, comforting, and functional, can function as maternal
bodily substitutes. As important as these connections can be,
there are challenges. Limited financial resources, institutional
regulations, and access to needed materials may present
problems. Foster-Talbot does believe “(s)ustained
involvement in arts and crafts across the prison-family
interface can be significant in reinforcing the relational
scaffolding in their lives.” Though women constitute a
minority of those in prison (about 7 percent), their absence
may be more consequential for families and communities,
especially in racially and ethnically marginalized
communities, because of the disproportionate effects of mass
incarceration.

Source: “The Art of Mothering Through Bars,” by Holly
Foster-Talbot, Inquest, June 20, 2026

The Kansas Children’s Discovery Center (a Topeka museum)
operates the Play Free program for incarcerated parents and
young children inside the Topeka Correctional Facility. One
feature of the program is the Lullaby Project which is based
out of Carnegie Hall’s Weill Music Institute. It pairs
professional artists with parents to write songs for their kids.

A recording is then made of the mother singing the song, and a
volunteer sews a small music player into a quilt purchased by
the museum. When the child presses a button in the corner of
the quilt, the child hears the mother singing the song.

Another feature of this Women’s Activity Learning Center
(WALC) is that it teaches women to parent through phone
calls, video visits, and letters. One participant describes the
value of occasional full-day visits, weekly zoom calls with her
son, and help navigating the foster care system where he is
living. She shares that one of the most important lessons she
has learned is that “incarceration separates families, but it
doesn’t erase motherhood. Yet too often, society treats
incarceration as proof of bad parenting. Thankfully, my
experience tells a different story.” She continues to parent her
son and looks forward to continuing that when she is released
from prison.

Source: “A Prison Lullaby for Mother’s Day,” by Maurice
Chammah, The Marshall Project, May 10, 2026, Just
Because I'm Incarcerated Doesn’t Mean I'm a Bad Mother,”’
by Krystal Lowe, Vera, July 9, 2026

REPORT FROM CITIZENS FOR PRISON REFORM
Family Visitation Remains a Top Priority

For more than a decade, visitation has remained one of
Citizens for Prison Reform’s
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(CPR) highest priorities. Since the COVID pandemic,
visitation opportunities in Michigan prisons have been
significantly reduced and have never been fully restored.

We have been working with the National Lifers of America,
which collected surveys from incarcerated people across
Michigan about their visitation experiences. Those
perspectives are helping inform our visitation policy
recommendations, and we continue gathering input from
families and loved ones to ensure their experiences are also
represented.

Strong family relationships are essential to rehabilitation,
successful reentry, and safer communities. CPR remains
committed to advocating for visitation policies that support
meaningful family connections.

Video Visitation Update

In 2024, the Michigan Department of Corrections updated its
policy regarding video visitation for certain individuals with
prior alcohol-related substance abuse misconducts. CPR wants
to ensure that everyone who may be eligible under this policy
has received the visitation opportunities available to them. If
you or your loved one believe video visitation should have
been restored but has not, we encourage you to contact CPR
so we can better understand your situation and explore
available options for assistance. The email address is
info@micpr.org.

Solitary Justice Project

The Solitary Justice Project has continued to engage
communities across Michigan, hosting events in Detroit and
Jackson in February and March, with additional community
engagement events planned for Lansing and Kalamazoo in
August and September. The project also continues to engage
communities through social media and interactive outreach on
Instagram and Facebook. In addition, the Solitary Justice
Project partnered with advocacy organizations in Indianapolis,
Indiana, to host a multistate event on alternatives to solitary
confinement, featuring individuals with lived experience in
solitary confinement who shared their perspectives and
expertise on what health and safety could look like in a prison
system without long-term

isolation.

Mental Health Resources

Supporting mental wellness is an important part of successful
rehabilitation and reentry. CPR encourages families to explore
the free Mental Wellness Toolkit available on the Open MI
Door website. The toolkit includes printable worksheets and
resources that can be mailed to incarcerated loved ones to
encourage reflection, build resilience, and support emotional
well-being during incarceration. Visit www.openmidoor.org

For Families

Families are encouraged to stay connected through CPR's
Family Participation Program. Monthly virtual general
meetings and support meetings provide opportunities to learn,
ask questions, share experiences, and connect with others who
understand the challenges of

having a loved one incarcerated. Current meeting information
and registration details are available on our website.

Families who have visited a loved one in an MDOC facility
are encouraged to complete our Family Visitation Survey.
Your feedback will help guide future policy recommendations
and ensure family voices remain at the center of our advocacy.
Together, by sharing experiences, supporting one another, and
staying engaged, we can continue working toward a more
humane, family-centered prison system. Visit micpr.org for
more information.

LEGISLATION OF INTEREST

California

In January, a bill was introduced to prohibit the Department of
Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) from unreasonably
restricting nonsexual physical contact between incarcerated
persons and their visitors during contact visits. The bill
defines “nonsexual physical contact” and requires CDCR to
recognize it and consider its importance in visitation.

Colorado

In June, the governor has signed SB26-115 that will allow
some prisoners to petition for resentencing. To petition, an
individual must be at least 60 years old and must have served
at least 20 calendar years for the crime. At a hearing, the
petitioner must show by a preponderance of evidence that s/he
no longer presents an identifiable danger to the safety of any
person or the community and that there is good cause for the
court to modify the sentence. In the case of some offenses, the
prosecutor must agree that the interest of justice would be
served. For individuals who are not eligible to petition for
resentencing, the prosecutor’s office could request relief.
Connecticut

In June, Connecticut Governor Ned Lamont signed House Bill
5567 into law. The new law ends medical copays in prisons
and cancels all related existing medical debt for people who
are incarcerated.

Source: Worth Rises, June 2, 2026

Maryland

In May, Governor Wes Moore signed the Fair Chance
Housing Act that limits the use of criminal background checks
in rental application processes.

Michigan

SB 81 was signed by Governor Whitmer on July 29. The bill
will establish statewide standards for juvenile legal
representation, helping ensure every child has access to
qualified counsel, regardless of where they live. It also
guarantees legal representation beginning no later than a
child’s first court appearance and brings juvenile defense
expertise directly to the Michigan Indigent Defense
Commission.

Model Legislation
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The Institute to End Mass Incarceration (IEMI) is working
with others to draft model legislation to safeguard prison
reporting by:

e  Ensuring journalists have opportunities for
meaningful access to prisons to see and document
conditions inside

e  Creating private, truly confidential ways for people
inside prisons to talk to the press

e Providing incarcerated journalists the tools and
equipment needed to do their work

e Holding prison officials accountable when they
retaliate against journalists and their sources inside

Source: Represent Justice, June 3, 2026

North Carolina

The North Carolina legislature recently passed a budget bill
that includes $1.6 million for the N.C. Post-Conviction
Review Commission, previously called the N.C. Innocence
Inquiry Commission. It is the country’s only state-funded
agency devoted to investigation post-conviction innocence
claims and has a staff of 12 full-time employees and one part-
time employee. There had been some interest in eliminating
the commission. Since 2007, the commission has reviewed 4,
296 claims of actual innocence. More than 60% of the claims
were rejected and only 0.5% reached a hearing state. A panel
of three superior court judges determines if an individual
should be exonerated. A total of 16 people have been
exonerated as a result of the commission’s work. Laura
Pierro, executive director of the commission stressed that the
commission’s job wasn’t only to free innocent people but, in
some cases, to affirm a defendant’s guilt.

Source: “The Innocence Commission Lives On in State
Budget. The Name Does Not,” by Michael Hewlett, The
Assembly, July 1, 2026

Federal

In May, Senate Democratic Whip Dick Durbin and
Representative Ayanna Pressly led 17 Senators and 20
Representatives in reintroducing the Federal Death Penalty
Prohibition act. The bicameral legislation would prohibit the
use of the death penalty at the federal level and require
resentencing of individuals currently on death row.

LITIGATION OF INTEREST

Michigan

On July 28, the Michigan Supreme Court ruled in the case
People v. Langston that it is cruel and unusual punishment to
sentence someone to life without parole without proving the
defendant’s mental state. The ruling impacts people who,
after 1980, participated in a felony that resulted in death, had
no plan to kill, had no weapon, or weren’t present when the
killing occurred.

In 1980, in People v. Aaron the Michigan Supreme Court
ruled that prosecutors must prove someone had malicious
intent: at minimum, that they willfully disregarded the
likelihood that their actions would cause a death. That ruling
only applied to future cases and was not applied retroactively.

There are likely fewer than 100 people who will be affected by
the ruling. They must prove that their mental state was never
established. The prosecutor will then have an opportunity to
show that the individual would be convicted under current
standard for malicious intent. If the prosecutor cannot do that,
the individual will have a chance to go before the parole
board.

Source: “Michigan Supreme Court again limits life without
parole, this time in narrow ruling,” by Etai Smotrich-Barr,
Michigan Public, July 28, 2026

California

In March, San Francisco Public Defender Mano Raju was held
in contempt and fined because he refused additional case
appointments. His rationale was that the current
overwhelming caseloads made it impossible to provide
constitutionally effective representation. Rahu is appealing
the ruling, and the fines have been stayed by the appellate
court.

The conflict raises important issues regarding the country’s
legal systems. Andrew Birrel notes, “(P)ublic defenders are
bound by dual mandates: to uphold their ethical duties to their
clients and to comply with court orders. The Sixth
Amendment guarantees defendants the right to the effective
assistance of counsel, not merely the presence of an attorney.
When public defender offices become overburdened, the risk
of harm is not abstract.”

Throughout the country, defender offices are often
underfunded and understaffed. At the same time, prosecutors
and law enforcement agencies have more resources. The
situation identifies the need for systemic reform. We need to
ensure that all public defense systems are adequately funded
and staffed to handle their caseloads.

Source: “When Structural Deficiencies Clash with Individual
Rights,” by Andrew S. Birrell, Champion, June 2026

CHALLENGING ALABAMA'’S RESPONSE TO PRISON
VIOLENCE

The Alabama Department of Corrections (ADOC) has spent at
least $68 million since 2020 on legal defense and settlements
tied to violence, neglect, and preventable harm in its prisons.
Advocates are pointing out how the state may have benefited
from spending the money more wisely. The $68 million could
have been spent for...
e  Approximately 3,000 substance use treatment
placements
e More than 1,100 correctional officers for one year to
address staffing shortages
e  More that 200 full medical degrees to expand the
state’s healthcare workforce
e Providing comprehensive mental health care for
approximately 8,500 people
e  One year of violence interruption and reentry
programs for 68 cities or 68 years for one city
e  Post-release housing for approximately 7,000 people
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e  Support with retention and classroom funding for
more than 13,000 teachers

The group notes. “The question is not whether the state will
spend these dollars; it is whether those dollars will continue to
cause harm or begin to reduce it.”

Source: “Public Dollars Defending Prison Violence: What
368 Million Bought Alabama — and What It Could Have Built
Instead,” No More: The Campaign for Safety and
Accountability in Alabama’s Prisons, April 2026

SHORTS

Michigan Sentencing Commission: For the first time in
nearly 30 years, Michigan has a Sentencing Commission
tasked with using data to review and make recommendations
for changes to Michigan’s sentencing laws. The last time
major changes were made to the state’s guidelines was in 1998
in response to recommendations by the Sentencing
Commission that met from 1995 to 1997. According to the
nonprofit Crime and Justice Institute, the average minimum
sentence in Michigan has grown 30% in the last decade, from

about nine years to 12 years. Over that same period, the
number of people serving a minimum sentence of 10 years or
more increased from 55% to 65%.

Source: “Michigan prison sentences are growing. Revived
commission to consider reforms,” by Janelle D. James, Bridge
Michigan, May 22, 2026

Another discredited investigative method: Police
departments across the country are investing funds to learn
how to determine guilt or innocence of a 911 caller. Programs
promise that eight hours of training will enable a dispatcher,
detective, or prosecutor to determine guilt from listening to a
call. Investigative journalist Brett Murphy found that that
these “analysis” methods are built on a foundation method that
repeatedly failed scientific validation tests. Dr. Jessica
Salerno, Associate Professor of Psychology and Associate
Member of the law faculty at Cornell University points out
that trauma, culture, personality, neurodivergence, and shock
all influence an individual’s response during a crisis.
Innocence does not have a predictable script. She believes the
practice should stop.

Source: “This Police Method Is Used to Infer Guilt From 911
Calls. But It’s Not Backed by Science,” by Alyxaundria
Sanford, Innocence Project, June 15, 2026



