
CITIZENS ALLIANCE ON PRISONS AND PUBLIC SPENDING

A ca! to action!"
CAPPS has been working hard to build support for sentencing 
and parole reform in this legislative session (which ends 
December 31). In the coming months, we will be asking you to 
take action. The legislature will be debating sentencing and 
parole reforms and your voice will matter!#

To bring you up to date with CAPPS’s work so far this year, this 
article provides an overview of our research, advocacy and 
organizing efforts to win reform. Please be sure to watch for 
written and email alerts from CAPPS in the coming months!  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CAPPS UPDATE 
Working to safely reduce the prisoner population and reinvest the savings in prevention

BUILDING THE MOVEMENT

Rep. Joe Haveman (R-Holland) discussed his reform efforts at 
CAPPS’s Aug. 9 Grand Rapids community meeting.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 2
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Advocacy"
CAPPS has met regularly with policy makers and their staff to 
explain how Michigan can safely reduce the prisoner population 
by reforming the sentencing and parole policies that have driven 
up our average prison length of stay. We also provide estimates of 
the savings that could be realized, if we adopted moderate 
sentencing and parole reforms.We have asked legislators to:#

1) Support House Bill 5078, introduced by Rep. Joe Haveman (R-
Holland), which would reinstate a sentencing commission; #

2) Support House Bill 4809, which would reform the parole 
review process for parolable lifers; and #

3) Require the parole board to release prisoners when they first 
become eligible for parole, unless they pose a current threat to 
public safety or have a serious history of misconduct.#

In addition, we provided data and information to the Council of 

State Governments Justice Center (CSG), which was invited by 
policymakers to report on the factors driving Michigan’s average 
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TAKING ACTION! 

Talking about reform"
Criminal justice reforms 
are hot button issues. 
Candidates and your 
elected officials need to 
hear from you.  

But before you make 
that visit, please get in 
touch with CAPPS. We 
will provide updated 
information you can 
share with legislators or 
candidates. Call Dena 
at (517) 482-7753 or 
email capps@capps-
mi.org.  

CAPPS member Kenneth Foster-Bey speaks out at the 
August 19 CAPPS community meeting in Grand Rapids.

Brandon A. Jessup was the host 
of our Detroit meeting on June 
28. He was also a candidate for 
state representative.
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length of prison stay and make recommendations 
for reform. Barbara Levine, CAPPS associate 
director of research and policy, provided a 
critique of the CSG report to legislators (the 
report and critique is on our website). We are 
currently analyzing the CSG proposed reforms 
that would implement the findings in their 
research report. We will provide a critique of the 
proposals to legislators and our members.#

Research and budget analysis"
Last February, we mailed two in-depth reports on 
parolable lifers to members and distributed them 
to legislators and the media, along with a 
statement by 27 former Michigan Department of 
Corrections officials supporting our findings (see 
our website for the reports or call CAPPS for 
copies). #

Our research team is currently working on two 
new reports. This fall, we will release a report on 
sentencing outcomes for offenses carrying a 
penalty of “life or any term of years.” In 
partnership with the American Friends Service 
Committee, we are also assessing the issues facing 
elderly, medically fragile and incapacitated prisoners. Both reports will include reform recommendations.#

In addition, Levine provided legislators and the media with an analysis of the Fiscal Year 2015 corrections 
budget proposals, Corrections spending proposals reflect major policy choices: Examining the consequences. Her 
analysis and summary of key issues in the final budget was distributed to legislators, media and to 
members via email. It is included in this mailing to prisoners and can also be found on our website.#

Public education/Advocacy"
We have been organizing support for reform around the state, with the help of volunteers and staff from 
Grassroots Midwest, a bipartisan communications and grassroots organizing consulting firm. During the 
spring and summer we held community outreach meetings in Flint, Detroit and Grand Rapids to help 
build the movement to end mass incarceration. We have a community meeting 6 pm, September 30, at 
University of Michigan Dearborn Kochoff Hall. Other meetings are planned for Kalamazoo and Benton 
Harbor. #

Our community meetings have been cosponsored by a long list of groups from across the political 
spectrum. (Keep checking our website at www.capps-mi.org for details of upcoming events.)#
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Pete Martel, of the American Friends Service 
Committee (AFSC), at the June 28 CAPPS Detroit 
Community meeting spoke to participants about 
helping loved ones prepare for parole. 
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We are also making presentations to a 
wide range of organizations, most 
recently Michigan Prophetic Voices and 
the Michigan Civil Rights Commission. #

Media outreach"
CAPPS also carries out public education 
via the media. Two recent op eds are 
included in this newsletter.  "

Levine was interviewed a number of 
times about sentencing and parole issues. 
A video of her discussion with  Dr. 
Schuringa of Crossroad Bible Institute is 
on the web. Levine provided extensive 
background information to Ted Roelofs, 
whose in-depth articles on Michigan 
corrections spending were published in 
the online Bridge magazine earlier this 
summer. You can find the articles on our 
website.#

Join us in Lansing on September 17 "
Criminal justice reform will be on the legislative agenda this fall. This is a great opportunity to make 
progress on long-overdue sentencing and parole reforms. However,  we can expect strong opposition. We 
need to show legislators that their constituents will support them if they vote for change.#

That’s why we need your help to take our message to legislators. Please plan to attend CAPPS’s 
Legislative Day on September 17.  (See event details on Page 11). If you are unable to attend because of the 
date, please let us know and we will make arrangements for you to visit your legislators. If you are 
incarcerated, please encourage your friends and family members to join CAPPS, keep up 
with the news, and attend the September 17 Legislative Day. 

Over the past few months, we have been laying the advocacy, public education and organizing 
groundwork for our push this fall. The action will heat up in September. We will distribute e-Alerts 
and Updates to keep your informed. We will ask you to write, call or visit legislators and will provide 
talking points, based on updated information. Together, we can make a difference! ! #
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CAPPS  

Student/Community 

Outreach Meeting 

UM-Dearborn Campus 
Kochoff Hall  

6-8:30 PM, Sept. 30, 2014 

Call (517) 482-7753 to register. 

Host:  

Dr. Lora Lempert 

Please plan to attend! 

If you would like copies of CAPPS’s reports or analyses you can find them on our 
website or call Dena at (517) 482-7753. You may also write to CAPPS.   

We may request a small donation for mailing and printing costs.
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MEDIA OUTREACH 

Evidence suggests Michigan must make sentence reforms 
Barbara Levine’s op ed was published by the Lansing State Journal, June 27, 2014, with four others. The 
authors all discussed the findings of the Council of State Governments Justice Center research report.  The 
report and other op eds can be found on the CAPPS website.  

By Barbara Levine, CAPPS associate director for policy and 
research 

Picture this:  Jim pleads guilty to robbery in County A and is 
sentenced to nine to 20 years in prison.  The parole board 
releases him when he has served nine.  Bob, who has a 
similar prior record, pleads guilty to a similar robbery in 
County B.  His sentence is 15-35 years.  Although Bob and 
Jim had similar histories since entering prison, the board 
denies Bob parole for four years after he becomes eligible.  
Bob is finally released after serving 19 years – 10 years longer 
than Jim for the same crime.#

This is a common scenario in Michigan.  Despite our sentencing and parole guidelines, the sentence a 
person receives and how much of that sentence he or she actually serves depends greatly on the way 
prosecutors, judges and parole board members exercise their very broad discretion.  #

The resulting disparities are clearly unfair and enormously expensive for taxpayers. They fail to provide 
victims and offenders with certainty about what the sentence actually means.  Above all, widely different 
outcomes do nothing to enhance public safety.  #

We now have a unique opportunity to adopt reforms that are safe, sensible and fair -- while reducing our 
$2 billion corrections budget.  The Council of State Governments (CSG) report is rich with insights that 
could lead to increased consistency, decreased re-offending and savings.  Among them:  analysis of re-
arrest data corroborates other evidence that additional time in prison does not improve recidivism rates.  #

While the results of our broken system are obvious and the causes are easy to identify, the solutions will 
be subject to much debate.  The debate will be most productive if these objectives are kept in mind:#

Treat people with similar prior records who are convicted of similar crimes in similar 
fashion, regardless of the sentencing county or other irrelevant factors. 

Make criminal penalties proportional to the seriousness of the offense and the prior 
record of the offender.  

Reconsider the length of prison sentences in Michigan: 
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• A report by the Pew Center on the States concluded that, as of 2009, Michigan prisoners in general 
serve nearly 17 months more than a 35-state average and those convicted of assaultive offenses serve 
30 months longer. #

• CSG found that the average length of minimum sentences increased by 2.7 months in just the five-
year period from 2008-2012.  #

• The Pew Center reported that from 1990-2009, Michigan’s average prison stay increased 79 
percent for all offenses and 97 percent for assaultive offenses.#

• Research shows that the most serious offenses, including murder and criminal sexual conduct, are 
the least likely to be repeated. #

Treat prison as a scarce resource:  
• Only incarcerate people who present an ongoing risk to public safety or whose crimes require the 

harshest punishment.#
• Make the length of confinement no greater than necessary to achieve its purpose.#
• Do not send “technical” probation or parole violators to prison unless any level of community 

supervision would pose a danger to the public.#
• Do not enhance punishment by counting the same prior conduct multiple times.#
• Whatever the penalty, use the opportunity to address the person’s risks and needs to the full extent 

possible.#
• Apply all reforms to current prisoners, probationers and parolees to the full extent allowable by law.  

Otherwise, neither the size of the prison population nor the cost of corrections will be reduced in 
the immediate future.  Nor would current prisoners receive relief from the disparities and 
inconsistencies that CSG has identified.  

Consider all credible proposals.  These include: #
• Reestablish a sentencing commission with diverse membership to recommend, monitor and 

evaluate changes in laws and policies that affect sentencing and parole. #
• Require parole when a person first becomes eligible, unless there is objective evidence of high 

current risk or a recent history of serious institutional misconducts [“presumptive parole”].#
• Increase releases of parolable lifers.#
• Restore sentencing credits (“good time”) for good behavior and/or program participation. #
• Restore community transition programs for people nearing their earliest release dates.#

There is no lack of knowledge about the flaws in Michigan’s criminal justice system or what it would take 
to fix them.  The question now is whether policymakers will act on indisputable evidence or stay mired in 
the “get tough” politics that got us here.  ! #
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CAPPS ANNUAL MEETING, NOVEMBER 13, 6 PM 
LANSING LOCATION TO BE ANNOUNCED!
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COMMUNITY OUTREACH 

Detroit community meeting inspired new support for reform"
By Therese Hercher, CAPPS Volunteer 

CAPPS convened a community meeting, “Building the Movement for Sentencing and Parole Reform,” at 
Detroit’s Union Grace Conference Center on June 28. CAPPS held previous, similar meetings at the 
Woodside Church in Flint, and at the Mack Alive Community Center in Detroit. Participants included 

community leaders, 
formerly incarcerated 
individuals and family 
members of 
prisoners.  #

Brandon A. Jessup, a 
candidate for state 
representative in 
Detroit’s District 10 
and meeting host, 
welcomed the 
audience with a 
stirring plea to build 
the reform 
movement, because 
we’re closer now than 
we’ve been in years to 
realizing significant 
reforms in Michigan’s 
corrections policies. 

Jessup noted that CAPPS's reforms would save hundreds of millions of dollars – money that would be 
better spent on education and treating drug addiction and mental illness. Jessup emphasized the need to 
reform the parole review process and to ensure accountability and transparency in parole decision-
making.#

Laura Sager, CAPPS executive director, then described the history of policies driving Michigan’s over-
reliance on incarceration and three critical reforms needed to reduce the prisoner population. (See article 
beginning on Page 1 for details about CAPPS’s message to policymakers.) #

Throughout her presentation, Sager punctuated facts and figures with real-life stories, some uplifting, 
some sad, but all of which hit a deep chord with this audience. #
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State Appellate Defender Office Assistant Defender Marilena David-Martin 
answered questions at the Detroit Community meeting on June 28.
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After Sager’s presentation, the meeting participants split into small groups to discuss action steps that 
they could take to help move these three critical reforms forward. 

Following the small group meetings, Peter Martel of the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), 
explained in step-by-step detail how to help loved ones and friends prepare for a parole interview.  He 
brought along informative AFSC materials containing a wealth of information, and gave thoughtful 
answers to questions as hands flew up around the room.  #

Martel covered the entire spectrum of what’s involved in the parole interview process, from developing a 
realistic parole plan, to the ramifications of institutional misconduct, to tending to outstanding warrants 
and lining up support services in the free world.   

Ron Simpson-Bey wrapped up the workshop. His explanation of the AFSC Lifer program was met with 
nodding heads and ‘yeahs’ that rang out through the room. This interactive “good neighbor” project pairs 
a prisoner with a mentor on the outside, for a person-to-person connection to help prisoners understand 
“what’s going on out there.”  

Sager returned to the podium to announce the CAPPS Legislative Day on September 17 at the State 
Capitol, and to formally end the meeting. Everyone left on a high note, ready to take action. ! #

#
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Thank you members! Thank you Kinross! 

We want to thank all our members who donated to CAPPS during our December 2013 fundraising 
drive. As you know, donations are critically important — foundations will not support direct or 
grassroots lobbying efforts; therefore, all of our political work must be funded by donations. This year, 
your support helped make it possible for CAPPS to hire Grassroots Midwest and publish our research 
reports. #

Special thanks to the men at Kinross, who have twice donated $500 to CAPPS from the 
Prisoner Benefit Fund within the last year. Kudos, Kinross! 
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Thank you to our community meeting hosts and participants  
Approximately 60 people attended the Flint, Grand Rapids and June 28 Detroit community meetings. 
Brandon A. Jessup was our Detroit host. Pastor Brian Blakely of First Christian Reformed Church and 
Bates Place hosted our Grand Rapids meeting, with the help of Carol Rienstra of Micah Center Beyond 
Prisons Group. The Woodside Church Outreach and Social Action Committee hosted our Flint meeting 
in May.#

Artina Tinsley-Hardman, former state representative and former parole board member, hosted our 
meeting at the Detroit Mack Alive! Community Center, which had about 40 participants. Anna Kohn, 
program director for the Isaac Agree Synagogue in downtown Detroit hosted a meeting at the Synagogue. 
Kohn has since joined CAPPS’s board of directors.#

Our community outreach meetings are supported by the Jackson Social Welfare Fund of the Unitarian 
Universalist Church in Ann Arbor.#

Please sign up for CAPPS e-alerts and watch our website to find out when we will be coming to a 
community in your area. ! #
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SAVE THE DATE: CAPPS ANNUAL MEETING 

November 13, 6 PM Buffet, 6:30 PM Program 
Lansing location and speaker to be announced 

Business meeting will include:  

Election of Board members and Bylaw amendments 

The meeting room at the First Christian Reformed Church in Grand Rapids was filled to capacity.



CITIZENS ALLIANCE ON PRISONS AND PUBLIC SPENDING

IN THE NEWS 

Beyond the ‘possibility’ of parole  
Op Ed by Carol Howes, former MDOC warden, 
published by the Detroit News, April 1, 2014 

During my more than three decades of service 
with the Michigan Department of Corrections, I 
watched as hundreds of prisoners who had 
committed very serious offenses in their youth 
matured into thoughtful and responsible people. 
Most were very remorseful, took responsibility for 
their crimes, completed every possible program 
and worked hard to prove they would be ready to 
become productive members of society once they 
completed their lengthy sentences. They often 
served as mentors and tutors to other prisoners 
and struggled to maintain family ties as the years 
passed.#

Many of these prisoners had been sentenced to 
“life with the possibility of parole.” Both my 
experience and the research show that parolable 
lifers are extremely unlikely to return to prison for 
another similar crime. However, many of them are 
being kept behind bars for years or decades longer 
than their sentencing judges intended.#

When I began my career, prisoners sentenced to 
life or a term of years were not treated very 
differently. The parole board focused on prisoners’ 
readiness for release, not the type of sentence. 
However, a series of changes by the Legislature 
beginning in the early 1990s dramatically changed 
the parole review process for parolable lifers.#

The law now allows the board to deny paroles for 
five years at a time without even interviewing 
parolable lifers in person, assessing their re-#

offense risk, or providing reasons. There is no 
longer any judicial review to ensure the board’s 
decisions are consistent or objective. When the 
board does show interest in paroling someone, the 
successor to the original sentencing judge, with no 
current knowledge of the individual, can 
unilaterally stop the process without giving any 
reasons. As a result, the population of aging 
parolable lifers has swelled, taking up expensive 
prison bed space.#

About 850 parolable lifers have already served 
years or decades past their first parole eligibility 
date (not including people serving time for drug 
offenses). Every five-year parole denial costs 
taxpayers another $200,000. Two recent reports 
by the Citizens Alliance on Prisons and Public 
Spending (CAPPS) show that Michigan could save 
at least $17 million by returning to the parole 
policies and procedures that served the state well 
in the past.#

That’s why I signed a statement calling for 
reforms to the parole review process for lifers, 
along with 26 other former MDOC officials, 
including three former MDOC directors and two 
former parole board chairs. Michigan should not 
keep parolable lifers who have served their 
sentences behind bars unless they are objectively 
shown to pose a current risk to public safety. 
Throwing away the key for aging and ill prisoners 
crowds our prisons and costs taxpayers millions. I 
would far rather see that money reinvested in 
services that will better prepare prisoners to 
become productive, tax-paying citizens. !  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SIGN UP FOR BREAKING NEWS FROM CAPPS ON OUR WEBSITE - WWW.CAPPS-MI.ORG
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!
CITIZENS ALLIANCE ON PRISONS AND PUBLIC SPENDING (CAPPS) 
LEGISLATIVE DAY 
JOIN US IN LANSING SEPT. 17! 
8:30 - 3:30 PM, Wed., Sept. 17  
Diocese of Lansing 
228 N. Walnut Street, Lansing 48933 
Ask about transportation from your area! 
Agenda: 

Welcome, introductions 
Talking points/Training for meetings 
Appointments with legislators 
Debriefing and sharing stories 

MORE INFO: WWW.CAPPS-MI.ORG

REFORM 
SENTENCING 
AND PAROLE 

TO REGISTER  
CALL: (517) 482-7753  

or EMAIL: 
capps@capps-mi.org

17
SEPT



Citizens Alliance on Prisons  
and Public Spending (CAPPS) 
824 N. Capitol Avenue 
Lansing, Michigan 48906 
P: (517) 482-7753, M-F 
capps@capps-mi.org 
WEBSITE: www.capps-mi.org 
!
!
!
!
!
#

Fixing Michigan’s sentencing and parole policies will take the active support of hundreds of 
people just like you. Please join CAPPS and help build the movement with a donation. 
Our legislative advocacy is funded entirely by membership dues and donations. Signing up as 
a member and/or making a donation is a snap.   

Go to www.capps-mi.org  (click the JOIN button at the top of the home page), email 
capps@capps-mi.org, or mail us at CAPPS, 824 N. Capitol Avenue, Lansing, MI 48906. 
Please consider a monthly donation. Your active support will make all the difference! !
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JOIN TODAY - AND ATTEND THE SEPT. 17 LEGISLATIVE DAY! (See Page 11) 


