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POLICY, PRISONS AND PEOPLE
This issue of PT looks into the legal
principle of criminal justice. As with any
policy discussion, the initial challenge is
to ask the right questions: (1) What is our
criminal justice system trying to
accomplish? (2) Why? (3) How do we get
there?

H

istorically, our objectives have
included the "3 R's," rehabilitation,
restitution, and retribution, with emphasis
on the latter. Why? Because the focus has
been on apprehending miscreants rather
than preventing their criminal behavior in
the first place. We've implemented the
policy by building more prisons, hiring
more guards, creating larger police forces
and enforcing mandatory sentences and
harsher penalties.
Policy-makers, however, are increasingly
understanding the importance of a fourth
objective: deterrence. The reasons are
obvious: it could free up a lot of money
for more socially-desirable objectives as
well as actually making our society safer—
the ultimate objective.
The challenge is not insignificant: The
underlying network supporting an effective
criminal justice system has been weakened
Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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by the disappearance of strong family,
church, and cultural restraints, which deter
criminal conduct. They have been replaced
by structural changes in society which, to
the contrary, foster the growth and spread
of anti-social behavior: the transformation
of a local and closely-knit rural society into
a depersonalized and anonymous urban
one; an increasing gap between wealth
and poverty; a cult of violence reinforced
by the media; and changing cultural values
that place greater emphasis on material
accumulation than on humanistic or social
achievements.
An overburdened court system enters too
late in the process to effectively cope with
the problem, and must then deal "fairly"
with the criminal who has arrived at its
doorstep. Moreover, the means at the
court's disposal are generally inadequate
to the task: the judge has the option of
putting the criminal back on the street or
sending him to a prison where he is further
brutalized and educated in criminal
behavior.
Our criminal justice policies should
embrace the system as a whole—what are
we really trying to accomplish? What is
the most effective way to get there?

POLICY TODAY
sets forth in
the belief that individuals can
and do make a difference, and
that principled decision
making lies at the heart of
republican democracy.
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TODAY IN POLICY HISTORY
March 2, 1929
CONGRESS PASSES THE JONES ACT.
Armchair moralists and temperance societies across the nation thought they had won a major battle
when the 18th Amendment came into effect in 1920. The legislation criminalized the production,
sale and importation of alcohol in the United States, yet it was powerless in curbing actual demand.
As a result, an entire industry of illicit alcohol-related activities sprang up across the nation, the
proceeds fueling organized crime and political corruption in every state of the union.
In a last ditch attempt to prop up a policy teetering upon its own unintended consequences, Congress
passed the Jones Act to strengthen penalties for bootlegging. Undaunted, the traffickers continued
to ply their trade in supplying thirsty Americans with ales and spirits. Prohibition—roundly regarded
as an abject policy failure—was retired by the 21st Amendment five years later. As Americans began
to procure their libations legally, the bootlegging infrastructure crumbled. The crime rate,
consequently, plummeted for 10 straight years

WHO FILLS OUR PRISONS?
2,193,798 prisoners were held in
federal or state prisons or in local jails
on December 31, 2005.

There are 3,145 black male prison
inmates per 100,000 black males in
the United States. By contrast, there
are 1,244 incarcerated Hispanic males
per 100,000 in America, and 471
incarcerated white males per 100,000.
Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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JUSTICE BY THE NUMBERS
z

An estimated 56,146 felony cases were
filed in the State courts of the Nation's
75 largest counties during May 2002.

z

About a fourth of these felony defendants
were charged with a violent offense,
usually assault (12.7%) or robbery
(5.4%). Those charged with murder
(0.8%), rape (1.8%) accounted for a
small percentage of defendants overall.

z

About three-fourths of defendants were
charged with a nonviolent felony. The
most frequently charged nonviolent
offenses were drug trafficking (17.1%),
other drug offenses (18.6%), theft
(8.8%), and burglary (8.1%).

Bad policy

Drug abuse violation arrests, 1980-2005
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Statistics credit: All statistics courtesy of us department of justice
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CRIMINAL JUSTICE
IN AMERICA
The United States has the world's highest
incarceration rate, with one in 32 adults
currently or previously behind bars. Is it a failure
of the system or a failure of society? U.S.
lawmakers are rethinking policies on both.
by Howard M. Unger

W

hen a judge hands down a prison sentence,
it's the criminal who's supposed to "get the
message." However, as more sentences have been
handed down throughout the United States,
oftentimes by judges bound by mandator y
sentencing laws, it's lawmakers who are finally
getting the message: It's not about prisons or
mandator y sentences anymore, it's about
principles.
In capitol domes throughout the country this year,
lawmakers, in what has become a trend in recent
years, will be dealing with how to handle their
states' growing prison populations. But unlike in
years past, many legislators—both Democrats and
Republicans—won't be lining up to build more
prisons or increase sentences. They will be talking
about issues like rehabilitation and deterrence
because the issue is beginning to boil over. At the
end of 2005, one in every 108 men in America
was behind bars, according to the Department of
Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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Justice, giving the
United States the
highest incarceration
rate in the world
—more than 20%
higher than Russia,
the world's secondmost frequent jailer.
In many states,
debates on how to
deal with growing
prison populations
are reshaping the way many legislators are
approaching criminal justice.
"We can't pander to people's worst fears, which is
one of the reasons we have mandatory minimums
in the first place," says Rep. Michael E. Festa (D),
a former prosecutor who has ser ved in the
Massachusetts House of Representatives since
1999.

"We can't pander to people's worst fears."
Massachusetts: More dollars for prisons than
higher education
"A lot of mandatory sentencing laws were put in
place in the late 1980s and, in retrospect, there
have been unintended consequences," Festa says.

Among them, he notes, is that 70% of
Massachusetts prisons are filled with non-violent
felons and that his state, known for its higher
learning institutes, now spends more on prisons
than it does on higher education.
"When I was a prosecutor, if some kid—not a
dealer—were caught passing a joint outside a
school, and he came before me with no record, I
would never have recommended that he spend
two years in the House of Corrections," Festa says.
Now, he says, prosecutors would be forced to seek
a two-year sentence, something most district
attorneys recognize as a "harsh, draconian result"
of the state's sentencing laws.
Festa says Massachusetts lawmakers are now
realizing that all criminals should not be treated
POLICY TODAY | March 14, 2007
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the same. "If some drug
defendants are dealers
and some are sick
people, and you do
not have a justice system
that distinguishes between the two, you will
have problems," he says.

MA Rep. Michael E. Festa

It's a problem being
faced in a part of the
countr y that doesn't
often draw comparisons
to Massachusetts.

Texas style justice
In the Lone Star State, where justice usually means
long prison sentences, one lawmaker is leading a
movement to rethink the state's approach to nonviolent offenders. While the governor's office wants
the state to add 5,000 prison beds over the next
four years, State Senator John Whitmire (D) wants
the state to lessen the strain on its overcrowded
prisons by funding education and treatment
programs for non-violent offenders. Violent felons,
however, would get no such compassion.

"We're tough on violent offenders in Texas.
We've got to get smart on non-violent
offenders."
"In Texas, individuals have had personal experience
with substance abuse problems or they know or
work with people who have had problems. They
know that these are good people who need help
Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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and can turn their lives around," Whitmire says.
The problem, however, is convincing colleagues
that imprisoning young, non-violent drug offenders
will ultimately lead to more strain on the state's
justice system. "We're tough on violent offenders
in Texas. We've got to get smart on non-violent
offenders," he says.
To convince fellow senators that "Texas-style
justice" can include rehabilitation and drugtreatment programs, Whitmire says he is trying to
educate lawmakers about alternatives to long-term
imprisonment. However, he says, it's often an uphill
climb. "You need to know the difference between
violent and non-violent offenders, and most
members don't do that. With a broad brush, they
want to lock everybody up," says Whitmire.
One lawmaker who understands the issue is
pushing similar reform in the Texas House of
Representatives—Rep. Jerry Madden (R), a toughon-crime conservative who chairs the House
Corrections Committee.
Says Madden of the duo's attempt to not give into
calls from their governor's office for more prisonbuilding, "It's smart public policy." Madden says
he looks at the issue confronting Texas not just as
an economic problem, but a moral one, as well.
He says his plan to add more diversionary programs
throughout the state is, in the long term, less
expensive for taxpayers and a more compassionate
policy than locking up more non-violent offenders.
In addition, he says, it will also make Texas safer
for its citizens.

Texas State Senator John Whitmire

"In our state, seven percent of the male population
is locked up, on parole, or on probation, and of
those in prison, only about one-third are violent
offenders" says Madden. The rise in the number
of prison inmates, he says, is growing at six times
the state's population growth, an indication that
building more prisons is not the best solution.
"People have recognized that the alternative to
diversionary programs is to keep building prisons
forever," says Madden.
Rehabilitating, Succeeding
"This is not Texas, but we're tough," says Sen.
Denton Darrington (R), chairman of the Idaho State
Senate Judiciary and Rules Committee. Also faced
with prison overcrowding issues this legislative
session, Darrington says Idaho must also deal with
the causes of why more of its citizens are
committing crimes.
POLICY TODAY | March 14, 2007
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In Idaho, he says, the need for more prison
beds can be explained in one word—methamphetamine. "It's the most highly addictive, brainaltering drug that's ever come onto the scene," says
Darrington. "Meth destroys families, results
frequently in suicides, domestic violence, and the
committing of crimes."

into account what an inmate has done in prison,
like enrolling in a drug rehabilitation program or a
high school diploma equivalency course, while also
reviewing what the inmate will do if released early.
Asks Darrington, "What will the inmate do once
outside of prison? How is their family life? Do they
have a support system?"

To keep methamphetamines from destroying more
lives, Darrington says, Idaho must develop more
deterrents, like drug courts and rehabilitation
programs. Nevertheless, he says, his constituents
can still expect judges to hand down long, hard
sentences. That is why he calls the state's Unified
Sentencing Act "the cornerstone of our criminal
justice code."

Idaho will probably not be the only state to deal
with the effects of meth's explosion in the heartland.
In 2005, prison populations skyrocketed in
Kentucky (up 10%), Montana (up 11%), and

South Dakota (up 12%) from the previous year,
according to a recent Department of Justice report.
In Washington State, though, the most pressing
criminal justice issue in 2007 will be how
lawmakers reduce the number of illegal firearms,
says Sen. Adam Kline (D), who chairs the senate's
Judiciary Committee. Backed by what he calls a
mandate from voters this past Election Day, Kline
says his state is ready to fight crime before it
happens, and not by tacking years onto prison
sentences.

DRUG ARRESTS 1970 - 2005

"What will the inmate do once outside of
prison? How is their family life? Do they
have a support system?"
The Act, which Darrington helped author,
eliminated prisoners' right to have their sentences
reduced for good behavior and created mandatory
minimum sentences for violent crimes. Now, the
legislator says, if Idaho releases a prisoner early,
it's because the state's five-member parole board
believes the prisoner has been rehabilitated.
Success is in the numbers, Darrington says.
Although Idaho is imprisoning more people,
recidivism rates are among the lowest in the
country, at around 33%. Meanwhile, the state's
rate for granting parole is one of the highest in the
nation, at about 65%. The reason for the success,
Darrington explains, is that the parole board takes

Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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"A lot of 'tough on crime' bills are tough after a
crime happens," Kline says. For a rational person
who may be thinking about committing a crime, a
review of the state code may change that person's
mind, he says, but most criminals have no idea
what's in Washington's state code. If the state wants
to keep guns out of criminals' hands, he says, the
state needs to better regulate licensed gun dealers,
a concept that lends itself to a variety of crime-
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fighting issues. "We need to rethink jacking up
sentences to deter crime," Kline says.
As for convicted felons, Kline says Washington is
finally warming up to the idea that, in the long run,
rehabilitation costs less than incarceration. During
the 1980s, he says, Washington limited the amount
of money it paid to inmates seeking college degrees,
a decision that countered what most experts say is
a way to reduce crime.
During that same era, he says, legislators took away
television sets and weight rooms because their idea
was that prison functioned as a punishment - not
as a form of rehabilitation. Only recently, he says,
have lawmakers come around to the idea that
prison-building is not the solution to the state's
crime problem.
"I've seen a sea change," Kline says. "We're going
back to rehabilitation, which ultimately leads to
prevention."
A Constant Debate
Although laws have grown more complex, the
underlying principles of American criminal justice
have generally remained constant, says Gerald
Leonard, a professor at Boston University School
of Law who says that the system was founded upon
deterrence, punishment and rehabilitation.

Idaho State Senator Denton Darrington
Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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"There is a tendency to say that criminal law is
about punishing people as people deserve to be
punished after a criminal act. However, the history
of justice says that there has been a variety of
reasons," says Leonard, who has written extensively

Texas State Rep. Jerry Madden

on American legal history. "I don't think there's ever
been a time where the idea of preventing crime —
deterring crime — has fully taken a back seat to
giving people what they deserve."
Nevertheless, Leonard says, law-making has long
been influenced by passion and politics.
"Reactions to sensationalized crimes have always
had a certain similarity over time. People hear about
some horrific crime, so they think that something
ought to be done about it without thinking about
how it should be done," he explains. As a result,
POLICY TODAY | March 14, 2007
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If states want to prevent crime, says University of
Michigan economist Justin McCrary, they need to
examine policies that work and not just increase
criminal justice budgets. One policy that doesn't
work, he points out, is in Florida, where the
increased likelihood that an 18-year-old will be
imprisoned has done little to change the behavior
of 17-year-olds. McCrary, in a 2005 study cowritten with Columbia economist David Lee, found
that incarceration was hardly a deterrent for these
Sunshine State teenagers, even though the chance
of their being sent to prison increased more than
five times—from 3% to 17%—once they hit their
18th birthday.
Even a conservative member of the country's
highest court has spoken up in favor of reforming
the way state's deal with criminals. Supreme Court
Justice Anthony M. Kennedy, a man appointed to

"The politics of crime in legislatures
is not very rational; it's a knee-jerk
process."

More to criminal justice than meets the eye?

politicians have enacted mountains of statutes that
often overlap one another. Of course, state
legislatures have not always had the "legislative
machinery" that they do today, allowing them to
produce even more statutes. Says Leonard, "The
politics of crime in legislatures is not a very rational
process; it's a knee-jerk process."
Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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the Court by President Ronald Reagan, told a
gathering of the American Bar Association in 2003,
"The focus of the legal profession, perhaps even
the obsessive focus, has been on the process for
determining guilt or innocence… When the
prisoner is taken way, our attention turns to the
next case. When the door is locked against the
prisoner, we do not think about what is behind it."

what happens after the prisoner is taken away. To
be sure the prisoner has violated the social
contract; to be sure he must be punished to
vindicate the law, to acknowledge the suffering of
the victim, and to deter future crimes."

"We have a greater responsibility," Kennedy said.
"As a profession, and as a people, we should know

Throughout the country, lawmakers, it appears,
seem to be getting the message.

Washington Senator Adam Kline
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BEYOND CONFINEMENT
It's not just the mentally ill and chemically
dependent, but more violent, ruthless young
criminals that are challenging the system.
by Roberta Barth

F

or more than 100 years, California has been a
beacon of progress, leading the pack on many
positive social, environmental and economic trends
that would come to sweep the country.
Not so when it comes to criminal justice. With
170,000 inmates spilling out of a prison system
designed for about half that many, even states with
prison problems of their own look to California as
a cautionary tale. Federal judges recently decreed
that the state cannot build its way out of the crisis,
and many legislators are concerned about the
prospect of freeing even non-violent and drug
offenders, lest some of them do something worse
the next time around.
So, are lawmakers considering fundamental
changes to a system that has put one of every 200
Californians behind bars, 50% of them as nonviolent offenders?
You might be surprised.
"Obviously, there are efforts to be smarter about
the problem, but it's much easier to come in and
Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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cr y wolf, arguing
that we need to
get 'tougher' on criminals to clean up
our society," says
California
State
Senator Gil Cedillo.
"At the end of the day,
if we don't look at
the roots of these
problems, we're going to have more
people in jail than
out."

To call California’s prisons “crowded” is an understatement.

Cedillo's characterization may be more truth than
hyperbole if current trends continue. Legislators
on the other side of the aisle such as Assembly
Republican Leader Michael Villines argue that the
key lies in reducing recidivism. "I believe that if
people want to change themselves once they're
inside prison, they can do it. If we can connect
them to industries that want to hire them, there
are lots of industries that want to hire people like
this and give them a shot."
Nevertheless, reducing recidivism does nothing to
stem the influx of new criminals entering the
system, nor does it address the burgeoning
population of non-violent drug offenders in our
prisons.

Civil-style justice
American Bar Association officials say the panacea
fix for an over-burdened criminal justice system is
an alternative program designed for justice without
prosecution, a criminal justice version of the civil
court's Alternative Dispute Resolution program.
"A typical criminal case would be neighbor disputes
that turned violent or caused property damage,
and many youth-related crimes," according to John
Bickerman, ABA's chair for the criminal justice
division.
The nascent program holds promise, but it remains
to be seen whether it will be seen as a serious
remedy to our expanding prison population.
POLICY TODAY | March 14, 2007
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Those with a stake in alternative programs such
as the ADR have had little comment on the
program.
The California Judges Association would not
comment on the program, nor say what alternative
solutions California judges are using or
considering—if any—and a number of California
legislators, including senate and assembly
legislative judiciary committee members, and
district attorney offices all said they were not aware
of any alternative programs and nothing is in the
pipeline.
One of the ABA committee members, Kings County
(Brooklyn, NYC) District Attorney Charles J. Hynes,
is at the forefront of progressive programs in his
New York office. He says Brooklyn's 100,000 arrests
per year led him to charge the ABA committee
with developing a method to unburden the
criminal system.
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"It will give victims closure sooner and reduce costs,"
says First Assistant Prosecutor, Anne Swern, who
has spearheaded some of the innovative programs
in Hynes' office, such as alternative sentencing to
prison terms for lesser offenses.

to address that instead of just punishing the
conduct and then sending them out with an
untreated problem."

A system for the vulnerable

It's not just the glut of mentally ill, chemically
dependent and youth offenders that demand
changes to the current criminal justice system. FBI
Special Agent Karen Ernst, from California's eastern
district, says lawmakers and the courts should be
looking down the road for alternatives to deal with
the new breed of criminals coming down the
pipeline as well.

Even if there seems to be a vacuum of ideas today,
there have long been efforts to tweak and change
the system in California. In 1989, El Dorado County
Superior Court Judge Eddie T. Keller created the
Children and Family Network program to prevent
young people falling through the cracks of the
system.

Charles J. Hynes

Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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Frustrated with youth offenders bogging down his
criminal court, Keller was inspired to take action
after sending so many of these offenders to youth
prisons, knowing they would later become career
criminals.
The program brings social services, schools,
prosecutors, judges and others into frequent
meetings to review a youth's case file
and to ensure all needs are met.
Other programs, such as behavioral
health courts, utilize similar service
linkages to give people with genuine
mental illness and substance abuse
problems the help they need.

A new breed of crime

"The young criminals coming along are bolder,
ruthless, lawless and packing big weapons," Ernest
said. "They have no sense of family, loyalty, or
community. The gangsters of the past generations
drew the line on killing cops. I don't know what
kind of alternative program you can develop for
these guys, but they will bog down the system like
nothing anyone has ever seen if something isn't
done now."

"We need specific strategies for
specific circumstances," says Cedillo.
If a person is mentally ill, that's the
core of their problem and therefore
the basis of their conduct. We need
POLICY TODAY | March 14, 2007
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"RIGHT NOW, IT'S A FAILED SYSTEM."
Assembly Republican Leader Michael
Villines is traveling the state to bring
awareness to California's prison crisis. PT
talks to him about what can be done.
PT: You've been traveling throughout the state
recently talking about our prison crisis. Many
people argue that the number of people we have
behind bars indicates that our criminal justice
system is imbalanced. Would you agree?
Villines: In general, I think Californians want to
make sure that people who are sent to prison are
going to stay there for the term they were
sentenced to. So, yes, they want criminals to pay
a penalty, but they also want people who have
paid their penalty to stay out of the joint once
they've been released.

“If someone chooses to rehabilitate, we
should give them the tools to do it.”
We need a system that is able to incarcerate and
hold people—and the most critical issue in
California right now is prison space—but as an
overall legislature we seem to just be putting our
head in the sand and hoping it will all work out.
We need to build more bed space for the bad
people in prison; there's no doubt about it. But
when they're in prison, we need to make sure that
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we have programs that are legitimate, warranted
and successful to give people hope. People need
to have hope that when they get out there will be
a job and support.
PT: What does that mean with respect to policy?
Villines: Well, we used to have programs—and
this is the part that we've neglected—in which
faith-based and non-profit organizations reached
into our prisons and aggressively tried to help
those who are about to return to the community.
We would teach skills in prison that actually
related to the outside world so they would have a
job when they got out.
We gave inmates the opportunity to say, "I've got
my GED, I've got a job skill, I've connected to a
church on the outside that will provide me with
community support," and that allowed them to
take responsibility for themselves. Then the parole
board would look at that and say, "OK, this person
has a plan for success." We need to recreate that
environment in our prisons.
If someone chooses to rehabilitate, we should give
them the tools to do it. Those that don't, we should
put them in prison and let them sit there as long
as they feel like they want to sit there.
PT: Practically speaking, how do you go about
creating a new environment in our prisons?

"If someone chooses to rehabilitate, we should give
them the tools to do it."

Villines: We need to have a prison industry
authority that gives job skills to inmates that will
make sense on the outside as well. Right now it's
a failed system. We did an audit and 30-40%
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of the people under the prison industry authority
learning a skill—which isn't, incidentally,
relatable to the outside—are lifers. They're not
getting out! Why would we do that as a policy?
PT: Could some of the problem come from the
number of people we're sending to prison?
Villines: Bad people need to go away and stay
there. If a jury of your peers decides that you
need to go to prison, you're going to have to do
that. But on the inside, we need to create hope
for that inmate that if they get out, they'll be
able to reintegrate successfully into society. If
we can do that, then we won't have a recidivism
rate that is an embarrassment to the nation.
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The idea that we would just do an early release to
clear up prison space is just silly. It's not going to
work and frankly, it jeopardizes Californians. Even
the idea to release "low-level" offenders early is
silly. Everyone that is sent to prison by a jury of
their peers has a series of things they've done to
merit it. Inside the prison they should have rehab
and counseling programs so they aren't released
with $200, a drug addiction and no job.
PT: Recidivism wasn't always this bad though.
What's different now?
Villines: I've talked to corrections officials across
the state and all of them have said one thing
consistently: "In the past we were well connected
to communities and we
aren't anymore." For some
reason, that has fallen off
and I don't know whose
fault it is. But faith-based
groups, churches and
nonprofits should be
encouraged to help build
that bridge, and we should
do everything we can to
help them.
PT: Is there anything the
legislature can do to
facilitate the connection
between these groups and
the people in our prisons?

“We need to be tough on crime, but we also need to provide an avenue for hope”
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Villines: Yes, I think so. This
is going to sound political,

but the first thing we can do is fix the bed space.
Right now we have prisoners filling the
gymnasiums and classrooms that we need to help
rehabilitate these people. Once we address the
overcrowding issue we'll be in a better position.
To begin with—once we've addr essed
overcrowding—we need to make it easier for these
nonprofit groups to get into the system and
connect with the inmates. Right now it's very
difficult for a church or nonprofit of any kind to
get into the prison.

"Inmates should have rehab and
counseling programs so they aren't
released with $200, a drug addiction and
no job."
PT: Rehabilitation is obviously important, but even
if an offender is rehabilitated, they still have to
contend with the stigma of being an ex-felon once
they're out. Is there any other way of dealing with
non-violent or drug offenders to help address this
issue before it happens?
Villines: That's a difficult question, but my
instinct is to say "no." I've talked to enough people
in the correction system, as well as police officers
and inmates themselves. The one consistent
theme I find is that offenders who are in prison
for "low-level" offenses are only there because that
was the latest crime they were caught for. It's
usually an escalating pattern of crime, or they
had a serious crime in their past and then they
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got caught on a drug offense. So, I don't subscribe
to the notion that some crimes deserve different
characterization so they don't have the same
stigma as a felon.
PT: Would you say that we have a problem with
overgeneralization in our criminal justice system?
Do we need to be exercising more discretion when
it comes to how we treat different crimes?
Villines: We're pretty aggressive about defining
crime and putting people away for a set sentence.
We've had to do a lot by initiative because the
legislature has failed to lead on the issue on
making people pay for crimes they've committed.
So, when the legislature looks soft on crime,
people go to the ballot box. We've seen that with
Jessica's Law, Three Strikes and 10/20/Life. You
will continue to see very prescriptive sentencing
guidelines from Californians because the
legislature fails to do its job.
PT: That raises another important question though:
do shifts in public sentiment have undue influence
over criminal justice policies? The general public
rarely has the same knowledge of what works and
what doesn't, let alone what policies are the best
value.
Villines: I was speaking to a judge from my home
district the other day about the sentencing
commission. He said that before Three Strikes
was passed he knew that something was going to
happen by virtue of the liberal sentencing that
was going on and the legislature's failure to deal
with it.
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The bottom line is this: since Three Strikes came
into effect, California's murder rate was cut in
half. That means thousands are living and have
not been scarred by violent crime or killed. This
was prevented by a policy that could have been
passed in the legislature but was killed five years
in a row.

"When the legislature looks soft on crime,
people go to the ballot box."
We need to be tough on crime, but we also need
to provide an avenue for hope so that if you
choose to reform yourself in prison, you can get
your education, develop a skill and connect to a
faith-based organization or a nonprofit. That's the
model that will work.
Some say that we should look at low-level
offenders differently, but we can't because that's
just the latest crime they've committed. Or the
idea that people with drug problems aren't at
fault and we should work with them—well, they
made that choice. The fact that someone broke
into an empty house looking for drug money and
was arrested for burglary might mean they weren't
arrested for rape or murder because no one
happened to be there.
PT: Assemblyman, thank you for your time.
Michael Villines represents California's 29th
assembly district. He is the Assembly Republican
Leader.
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MANDATORY

SENTENCING

CRIME AND
PUNISHMENT
IN CALIFORNIA
Golden State policy-makers do "hard time"
debating the state's mandatory sentencing
system.
by Colleen Flannery

A

law designed to create continuity among
California counties also tore Freddie Lawson's
family apart.
Lawson's son, Derik, faces a 25-years-to-life
sentence under the state's 1994 "Three Strikes"
law, which mandates the term for criminals
convicted of three serious felony offenses. As
Lawson explains it, Derik received his third strike
after he "broke into people's houses and took
whatever he could to support his [drug] habit,"
she says.
The story of Derik's sentencing clearly captures
the ongoing policy debate over mandator y
sentencing, originally intended to reduce crime
and to create continuity among California's counties.
Lawson wants to see her son rehabilitated for his
drug offenses; backers of Three Strikes would like
to keep burglars and other criminals off the streets.
Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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Supporters of three-strikes, like Sen. Dick Ackerman
(R-Irvine), say the threat of a Three Strikes
conviction acts as a powerful deterrent, keeping
would-be criminals either behind bars or in check,
fearful of a long sentence. "If they were out and
about, they'd be hurting people," Ackerman says
of the jailed offenders.
But detractors—
including the policy
group
Lawson
works for, Families
to Amend California's Three
Strikes, as well as
the state's public
defenders—want
California to adopt a
system that rehabilitates these
repeat criminals by
addressing the root
CA Senator Dick Ackerman
mental, physical or
educational problems behind their criminal
behavior. "Simply warehousing people in prison
serves to harden people rather than rehabilitate
them," says Barry Melton, president of the
California Public Defenders Association.
Long-time attorneys, both Ackerman and Melton
recalled the period before Three Strikes, when the
state operated under more "discretionar y
sentencing." Judges used their own discretion to
sentence criminals, meaning a defendant in Los
Angeles, Marin and Del Norte counties could

receive widely disparate sentencing for the same
crime, the two lawyers agree.
Return to a more discretionary system?
Ackerman and Melton differ over whether the laws
put in place to mandate sentences are fair.
Ackerman says he thinks the system "works," but
Melton says a more discretionary system would
help the state rehabilitate offenders.
Mandatory sentencing creates "an inflexible script"
that does not allow judges to depart, even to
encourage rehabilitation in cases where
rehabilitation is needed, Melton says. "Sentencing
should have two functions: to punish an offender,
and to rehabilitate him. Depriving a judge of
discretion also robs him of his ability to rehabilitate
offenders."
Discretion remains, Ackerman counters;
prosecutors can choose whether to try a case as a
strike offense or accept a plea bargain; and judges
and district attorneys can choose to dismiss prior
offenses in certain cases.
The mandatory-versus-discretionary debate may
find a new forum this year. The U.S. Supreme
Court in a January ruling overturned all California
determinate sentencing laws, meaning Ackerman
and other lawmakers must come up with a
legislative fix for the sentencing system.
Lawson—who still cries when speaking of her
son—reminded decision-makers that sentencing
policy affects real people. "Those are human
beings, too" she says of the state's prisoners.
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R E H A B I L I T A T I O N

THE
REVOLVING
DOOR
Welcome to California's prison system,
where 80% of offenders return for a repeat
stay. What happened to rehab?

C

by Roberta Barth

ommit a crime, go to prison. Go to prison, and
you stand an excellent chance of coming back,
especially if your prison of prior residence is in the
Golden State.
California has more than one problem when it
comes to its prisons. The most pressing concerns
include the Governor's scramble to restructure the
system before it comes under a court-ordered
receivership, and the push to find a legislative
band-aid after a recent U.S. Supreme Court
decision scrapped the state's 30-year-old
sentencing law.
But behind everything is an ugly number that
suggests deeply rooted policy failures both inside
and beyond the prison walls; eight out of 10
offenders will eventually make their way back to
jail in California.
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What's going on here?
In 1975, of the 15,132 felons in prison, 1,649 were
returned for either repeat offenses or parole
violations.
In comparison, 2005 had 131,087 felons, of
which 80,935 were returnees. The peak years of
2000-2002 had 85,440 returnees out of the
134,894 inmates.
Senate Republican Leader Dick Ackerman, (ROrange County), has served on the judiciary
committee since the mid 1990s. He calls the
rehabilitation program that provides kindergarten
through college education, and a vocational trade
school training, "as good as it gets."
But with so many returnees to California prisons,
how can it be anywhere near good enough?
"The program is effective and there are nonprofits
that help the inmates assimilate once on the
outside," Ackerman said. "We're looking at other
options to decrease the recidivism rate."
Branded
Ex-felons say the key is changing society's attitudes
about rehabilitated felons. "The public is convinced
that once a bad guy, always a bad guy," said Ed
Harrich of Los Angeles, who served time for a
white-collar crime. "'That guy will revert back to
crime to survive.' People don't want you in their
neighborhood or working at their office."
Some 70% of convicted felons are from Southern
California, while 11% from the Bay Area, the

remaining 19%
hailing from the
remainder of the
state, according to
the California
Corrections Standards Authority.
Crime, therefore,
is a major issue for
Freshman Assemblyman Kevin
DeLeon, (D-Los Angeles). He says rehabilitation
has failed southern Californians.
"A 75-80% recidivism rate screams that something
is very wrong with the program," says DeLeon. "My
area is the worst in the state. It's affecting our
economy and innocent people killed in their homes
by stray bullets coming through their walls during
gang shootouts in the street."
His solutions include longer prison time for violent
crimes, and no release until full sentence served.
Assemblyman Mike Duvall, (R-Yorba Linda), says
he's pushing to spend the $10 billion on
preventative programs.
What would do more than anything to remedy our
prison crisis and make our communities safer is
"an education system that actually educates," Duvall
argues. "Make skilled vocational training
mandatory in high school."
In the meantime, the revolving door continues
to spin.
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"WE'VE MOVED AGGRESSIVELY TOWARD
THE CRIMINALIZATION OF OUR SOCIETY."
California's prisons are exploding with
inmates, so much so that the Governor has
suggested shipping some of them to out of
state facilities. Why are there so many
prisoners in California? ? PT asks CA
Senator Gil Cedillo.
PT: Most of our public policies are underwritten
by generally agreed upon principles. Our criminal
justice system is no different, but it seems that
some of the underlying principles—prevention and
rehabilitation—have been neglected in favor of
incarceration. Why does this appear to be the case?
Cedillo: We could sit down and talk about that
for a few hours. Here's what we have though: we've
made major policy choices over the years that
have moved us away from investing in the positive
side of humanity—education, environment,
infrastructure, etc. In so doing, we have moved
aggressively toward the criminalization of our
society, thinking that locking people up will be a

"The system has grown particularly
warped in the way it criminalizes people
for their illnesses."
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cure for our failure to invest in our people. It has
been a disastrous policy.
We criminalize all types of activity and we have
disparate consequences through that system
of criminalization, resulting in a wildly disproportionate number of African American and
Latino prisoners. We've built a criminal justice
system built primarily around incarceration,
which was never the goal. And it has developed
to the point at which we have very few structures,
programs and policies built around redemption
and rehabilitation.
PT: How did this mindset come to dominate the
discussion? Was an incarceration-centered system
just viewed as the path of least resistance by policymakers?
Cedillo: I think it was a failure of leadership. Our
criminal justice system became part of a political
game between right and left, and the focus on
incarceration as a means of being "tough on crime"
was a poor response to the reasonable concerns
of people in our communities. The system has
gr own par ticularly warped in the way it
criminalizes people for their illnesses. With drug
or alcohol abuse or mental illness, we send people
out without the services they need to get better.
Then when these people go into society and do
something wrong, we arrest them again.

“Unfortunately, we create and engender a lot of hysteria.”

PT: You raise an interesting point about public
sentiment when it comes to an emotional issue
like criminal behavior. How does public sentiment
affect legislators who are charged with crafting
policy?
Cedillo: So much interplay takes place in our
society using this rhetoric of "war." There's a war
on basically everything we find unpleasant or
unacceptable. It creates a type of phobia of
actually dealing with the root issues thoughtfully.
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That's not to say that we should be "soft" on crime,
it's that we need to be "smart" about it. We need
to know what we're talking about.
Unfortunately, we create and engender hysteria:
hysteria about undocumented immigrants, young
African American men, drug use—you name it.
And then of course, if you watch the news or listen
to shock-jock radio, the hysteria is perpetuated.
It lodges in the popular mindset.
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the streets. We simply do not have strategies for
them. We're not educating them, we're not
socializing them, we're not giving them life skills.
We're setting them up for failure.

“A good job and a good family are the
greatest crime prevention policy anyone's
ever come up with.”
PT: Failed policy or not, there are a lot of people in
California's prisons at the moment and a good
number of them will need to be reintegrated into
society eventually. Are California legislators
discussing any policies to reduce recidivism and
make reintegration more feasible?
Cedillo: It's not surprising that people who get
out of prison aren't successful when we don't
invest in any programs to help them succeed.
Forget the stigma of being an ex-felon; if we don't
train people, create the bridges to society and
work ardently to foster reintegration, why would
we expect them not to come back?
PT: Where else is the system breaking down, in
your opinion?
Cedillo: Well, I look a lot at the young people in
foster care, in our juvenile justice system and on
Vo l / 4| N o / 3
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education, sports and cultural opportunitiesthan it is to eventually incarcerate those people.
The foster program that we have pushes kids out
the door at 18, without adequate life skills,
education, training and support, and we wonder
why they're out on the street after six months.
That's just poor policy. If we offered our vulnerable
populations life skills and job training, or if we
did more to ensure that they would have affordable
housing and health care, we could cut crime
dramatically. A good job and a good family are
the greatest crime prevention policy anyone's ever
come up with. If we do everything we can to help
that along, we'll have a massive reduction in
crime.
PT: So, what are the most pressing criminal justice
issues in California at the moment?

“We need better strategies for vulnerable youths.”

PT: What about the cost/benefit breakdown of
rehabilitation and education vs. incarceration? Is
this ratio just disregarded in policy debates in the
capitol, or does it ever come up?
Cedillo: It's fascinating to me how those
breakdowns aren't fully appreciated, even though
many members use them as a benchmark in other
policy areas. In this area, it's clearly more effective
and more efficient to invest in the front endstarting from prenatal care through Head Start,

Cedillo: Right now we're looking at federal
intervention on our prisons, and that has a big
impact on our budget. But more important, we
need to figure out who needs what. Who do we
need to separate from society? Who should be in
school? Who should be in treatment? Who should
be in counseling? Who needs to be at work? Being
smart on crime in this way will result in an
enormous reduction in the amount we're paying
to incarcerate people.
PT: Senator, thank you for your time.
Gil Cedillo represents California's 22nd senate
district. He is a member of the Senate's Public
Safety, Rules, Revenue and Taxation, and
Transportation and Housing committees.
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GIVE US YOUR
TIRED, YOUR
POOR — YOUR
DRUG LORDS
In the shadow of a failed U.S. immigration
policy, police officers face dangerous new
challenges.
by Roberta Barth

S

erving on a federal crime grand jury is like living
the Steely Dan song, Do It Again, where the
criminal escapes the hangman to go back and do
the crime again, says Kurt Howard of El Dorado,
California.
"Are cops doing anything?" Howard said. "I finally
told the prosecutor if they paraded one more illegal

"Quiet little valley towns are battlefields
for turf wars."
Latino in front us that had been prosecuted a half
dozen times, sent back to their country, to only show
up here again to go on more crime sprees, then I
was going postal. They dismissed me."
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Many officials in
California echo
Howard's frustration
and add that it has
changed the role of
law enforcement.
Where it used to be
the mere presence
of an officer kept the
peace, now department resources and
manpower
are
CA Congresswoman Zoe Lofgren
shifted toward an
almost military-type presence, emphasizing
investigations, hunting criminals, and thwarting
organized crime and gangs.
"Repeat offenders back in court means officers are
effective," said Todd Irinaga, FBI Supervisory Senior
Resident Agent, in charge of the central valley. "The
Latino gangs are the biggest problem in California.
The warring gangs have moved up the valley and
are now fighting over turf along the San Joaquin
and Stanislaus borders. Quiet little valley towns are
battlefields for turf wars."
Senate Republican Leader Dick Ackerman, ROrange County, says all his years on the judiciary
committee, the subject of how best to position law
enforcement has been an ongoing debate because
the criminal element keeps changing, using
powerful weapons with a kill-or-be-killed mentality.
"Washington knows illegals come here to exploit
our system and commit crimes and have no regard

for our citizens or law enforcement," Ackerman
says. "Until Washington secures that border and
establishes a system to keep criminals out, then
the best we can do is lock them up. That's why
our prisons are overcrowded."
A bill that proposed to secure the border was
defeated last year. Congresswoman Zoe Lofgren,
D-San Jose serves as Chair of the Immigration
Citizenship Oversight Committee and intends to
soon draft a bill to reform the current immigration
laws.
"I'm optimistic that we will have a plan that will
allow the workers that come to pick strawberries
in, while keeping the criminals out," Lofgren said.
"I can't say at this point what that will be because
we're still receiving input on the issue."
U.S. Attorney McGregor Scott, head of California's
Eastern District, said his division has been
aggressively prosecuting drug lords, gang leaders,
in addition to child predators and pornographers.
As part of that focus, law enforcement repositioned itself by forming joint task forces with
multiple agencies to ensure effective police
presence and de-livering solid cases to
prosecutors.
A typical task force has a DEA agent, a high tech
specialist, and a FBI expert, and local law
enforcement officers. Will the collaboration solve
all of California's criminal justice problems? No,
but it's a start.
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