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November 13, 2018
Hon. Mitch McConnell
Majority Leader

Hon. Charles Schumer
House Minority Leader

Hon. John Cornyn
House Majority Whip

Hon. Richard Durbin
Senate Democratic Whip

Re:

Support for S. 2795 The FIRST STEP for Criminal Justice Reform Act

Dear Senators McConnell, Schumer, Cornyn and Durbin:
We urge your support for the FIRST STEP Act, which would expand rehabilitative opportunities for
incarcerated individuals, reduce recidivism, and promote public safety. We also strongly support the new
sentencing reform provisions, which would expand judicial discretion, reduce some of the most unfair and
outdated sentencing laws, and restore fairness to the justice system.
S. 2795 aligns with our goals of smart reforms that promote public safety, restore dignity to incarcerated
people, and provide meaningful opportunities for successful transition back to their communities after
prison. We believe that our criminal justice system must recognize the humanity of the 2.2 million people
currently behind bars, heal victims, reduce crime, and move toward compassion and treatment rather than
just punishment and incarceration.
We strongly believe that the provisions of S. 2795 will lead to better outcomes for individuals
reintegrating back into their communities - and for society as a whole.
This bill works to improve the lives of the incarcerated men and women, their children, and their families
by in the following ways:
Reducing Crime by Incentivizing Rehabilitation
When it comes to our prison system, we need to care about fairness and rehabilitation, not just
punishment. The vast majority of people who are incarcerated today will be released back to society
someday. It is imperative that our prisons empower them with the tools and support they need so they are
able to resolve the underlying issues that led them to commit their offenses in the first place. These
policies will make us all safer. The FIRST STEP Act will expand the capacity of prison programming to
ensure that individuals inside can benefit from counseling, drug treatment, training and education. By
participating in programming, individuals will earn credits (at a rate of 10 days for every 30 of
programming) that allow them to shorten the amount of time they spend in prison and instead spend the
remaining portions of their sentence in halfways houses, home confinement, or community supervision.

Increasing opportunities for programming and work behind the walls
Currently, there is a significant lack of programming inside the federal prisons. S. 2795 authorizes
$50,000,000 each year for FY 2019 through 2023 (quarter of a billion), which can be used for
programming. This bill also allows more outside nonprofits, volunteers and faith-based groups to go into
federal prisons to provide programming and education. These volunteers will not only provide critical
programming, but also will serve as mentors to those inside and be a valuable asset in changing the culture
within the institutions and bringing hope and compassion to those inside.
Protecting Women and Facilitating Family Connections
Currently, men and women can be housed thousands of miles away from their loved ones, left with little
opportunity to maintain family bonds that are critical to successful reentry. S. 2795 will require that
people living in federal prisons be housed within 500 driving miles of their families. Allowing individuals
to serve their sentences in facilities closer to their family support system, maintains a healthy bond and
strong ties to the community. We also support the FIRST STEP Act provisions that will end the shackling
of women in labor and post-partum and provide hygiene items to women in prison at no charge. The bill
also contains a fix to Prison Rape Elimination Act, which will improve how the audits of prison sexual
assaults are conducted.
Reforming Fair Sentencing
Currently, 49% of people in federal prison are serving sentences for drug-related offenses. For too long,
our criminal justice system has been too harsh, on too many people, leaving behind broken families and
devastated communities. That is why we adamantly support sentencing reform provisions that are being
added to the legislation in the Senate. Sentencing reforms will help ensure that we prioritize our limited
correctional resources on the people who truly threaten public safety by allowing judges the discretion to
make fair sentencing decisions.
These proposed reforms address some of the harshest, most unfair, and most outdated federal sentencing
laws:
● 841/851 Enhancements: Reducing the mandatory life sentence for some third time drug offenses to
25 years and the 20-year mandatory sentences for some second-time drug offenses to 15 years.
● 924c Stacking: Reforming the application of Section 924 (c), stopping the mandatory stacking of
sentencing enhancements in cases where firearms were possessed but not used in the crime,
allowing these charges to be served concurrently instead of consecutively.
● Fair Sentencing Act Retroactivity: bringing relief under the Fair Sentencing Act, giving
approximately 3,000 people serving outdated sentences for crack cocaine charges a pathway to
freedom – this works retroactively for people sentenced before 2010.
● Safety Valve Expansion: Broadening the “Criminal Justice History Scores” that can be considered
for safety valve relief from mandatory minimum sentences for drug offenses. The safety valve
mechanism was created to allow courts to consider sentencing relief for those they believed
incorrectly excluded by the Criminal Justice History score system. The new language strengthens
the intended purpose of the safety valve by broadening the scope of eligibility, allowing judges to
use their own discretion when considering the safety valve during drug sentencing.

We are in the midst of a historic moment in our nation’s long climb toward the ideal of “liberty and justice
for all.” Elected leaders in Congress, from both political parties, are coming together to make meaningful
progress on creating a more effective and fairer criminal justice system. Building on the success of
criminal justice reforms in both Red and Blue states that have reduced crime and incarceration. But
Congress has failed to pass meaningful criminal justice legislation in nearly a decade, and few
improvements have come the federal prison system in more than 20 years. 186,000 people in federal
prison and their family members are counting on you. The time is now to bring much-needed change.
We respectfully urge you to schedule a vote and pass the FIRST STEP Act. This legislation will
undoubtedly receive strong, bipartisan support on the floor and throughout the country.
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