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LOOK INSIDE

Safe & Just Michigan has shifted the way we work because of COVID-19, but we are 
more active than ever. Over the past few months, we’ve seen progress on Clean Slate 
legislation, the work of the Michigan Joint Task Force on Jail and Pretrial Incarceration 
transformed into legislation and hosted several online learning opportunities.

Because the virus has made in-person meetings too risky, we’re using technology to 
reach out to people in new ways. Our new Community Engagement Specialist Rick Speck 
(left)  is co-hosting the Criminal Justice CAFE, a weekly video discussion, with Nate Johnson 
of the Fresh Coast Alliance. Learn more about Rick on page 3, and about Nate on page 7. 

In June, the Clean Slate legislative package was ushered through the Senate Judiciary 
and Public Safety Committee by Chairman Sen. Pete Lucido (R-Shelby Township), below 
center. Learn more on page 4.  

We’ve hosted 10 webinars in recent months and been fortunate to welcome state and 
national leaders to these events. On June 8, we hosted a discussion on the jails task force with 
a panel including moderator Erika Parks, Senior Policy Associate for The Pew Charitable 
Trusts; task force members Sen. Sylvia Santana, (D-Detroit) and Craig DeRoche, then  
the senior vice president for advocacy & public policy for Prison Fellowship and a former 
Mich igan House 
Speaker (R-Novi) ; 
and Josh Hoe, Policy 
Analyst for Safe & 
Just Michigan. Learn 
more on our webinars 
on page 6.
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Stay Connected After Your Parole

We are always delighted when any 
incarcerated member is paroled. If you 
would like to stay in touch, please call 
or write us with your new information.

Take Action

Encourage your friends, family and 
networks to tell their legislators, pastors 
and leaders of organizations about Safe 
& Just Michigan, our latest reports and 
the need for sensible justice reforms 
that will make our communities safe. 

On Wednesday, June 24, the 
Senate Judiciary and Public 

Safety committee voted the Clean 
Slate package out of committee. This 
is a major milestone for the Clean 
Slate Michigan campaign, and the 
culmination of months of advocacy 
(the package passed the House last 
fall).

If passed in the form voted out of 
committee, it would make Michigan 
the first state in the country to create 
an automatic expungement for even 
a limited set of felony convictions, 
and the first to pass an automatic 
expungement that is not conditioned 
on full payment of restitution and/or 
fines and fees.  

Current estimates place the impact 
of this legislation in the hundreds of 
thousands. A recent estimate from 
the Detroit Mayor’s Office projected 
the package would automatically 
seal records for 122,000 people in 

Wayne County, 
and extend 
e l i g i b i l i t y 
to apply for 
expungement 
to more than 
200,000 more. 
S t a t e w i d e 
numbers are 
not available, 
but we estimate a 
statewide impact 
of 3- to 4-times the Wayne County 
numbers.  

Thanks to everyone that has helped 
get this important legislation this far, 
and please keep up the pressure as we 
work to push it across the finish line. 
We’ll keep you posted on its progress.

Thanks,

John S. Cooper
Executive Director

From the director’s corner

Executive Director 
John S. Cooper

Annual meeting in the time of COVID

Every autumn, Safe & Just 
Michigan holds an annual 

meeting  to update our friends and 
supporters about our legislative 
work, to present awards to people 
who dedicate themselves to 
advancing criminal justice reform, 
to provide an overview of the 
opportunities and challenges for 
reform in the coming year and to 
elect people to our organization’s 
board of directors. 

Another highlight of our meetings 
have been our featured speakers. 
These guests have included 
JustLeadershipUSA President 
and CEO DeAnna Hoskins, The 
Opportunity Agenda President 
Ellen Buchman and Leon El-
Alamin, executive director of the 
M.A.D.E. Institute in Flint.

Unfortunately, the coronavirus 

epidemic requires us to alter our 
plans this year. It wouldn’t be safe 
to meet in person at this time.

That’s why we’re finalizing plans 
to hold a virtual meeting at 6 
p.m. on Thursday, Oct. 8. We 
still plan to offer an evening of 
information and fellowship, but we 
will be presenting it in a new way. 

Please let your friends and 
family know about our upcoming 
meeting, and invite them to save 
the date. We hope that as many of 
them as possible will be joining us 
virtually.

Once the details are finalized, 
including our featured speakers 
and how to take part in our event, 
we’ll share them on our social 
media accounts. Please let your 
loved ones know to keep watching 
for more information.
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Rick Speck brings experience, passion to his work

Safe & Just Michigan’s newest 
team member understands the 
choices and mistakes that lead 
to prison — and the hard work it 
takes to re-establish a successful 
life after getting out.

Rick Speck, who grew up in 
Detroit, wanted to join the Navy 
and see the world after high school. 
He was weeks from that goal when 
one bad night cut it short.

“I had my first encounter with 
law enforcement when I was 18 
and was charged with multiple 
felonies,” Speck said. 

Rather than getting a second 
chance to prove himself, he got 
his first felony conviction. The 
label and conviction hit him hard, 
pushing him to make decisions 
he’d later regret.

Convictions stacked up. He 
eventually found himself in prison 

on a 15-year sentence. As his release 
date neared, he realized he wanted 
to be a better father and role model 
for the children waiting for him. 

Fortunately, there were role 
models in prison ready to help him.

“I became part of a program 
called A Chance for Life in Prison, 
whose goal is to develop people 
into mediators and peace keepers,” 
Speck said. 

After release, Speck wanted to 
help people avoid harming others 
and get back on track.

“I wanted to share my experience 
of where my poor choices got me,” 
Speck said.

He founded LUCK Inc. — Leaders 
Under Correct Knowledge — to 
help formerly incarcerated people 
successfully return home.

Speck went to work for the ACLU 
of Michigan in 2018, helping 

o r g a n i z e 
the Smart 
J u s t i c e 
campaign.  

When an 
opening at 
Safe & Just 
Michigan 
c a m e 
a l o n g , 
he was 
ready. In 
particular, 
he wants 
to help end Michigan’s overly harsh 
“Truth in Sentencing” law, and to 
make it easier for people to rejoin 
their home communities.

“I believe in the work that Safe & 
Just Michigan is doing — and the 
way we are doing it — by bringing 
system-impacted people to the 
table to be partners in it.”

His aim: make justice-involved people partners in justice reform

Community Engagement 
Specialist Rick Speck

SJM advocates for stronger COVID-19 response
From the start of the coronavirus 

pandemic in Michigan, Safe & 
Just Michigan joined with partners 
like the ACLU of Michigan and 
the American Friends Service 
Committee - Michigan Criminal 
Justice Program to demand our 
state protect people it incarcerates.

On March 16, we co-signed a 
letter with those organizations 
calling for urgent action to 
protect people incarcerated in 
jails from COVID-19. That letter 
was sent to Michigan Department 
of Corrections Director Heidi 
Washington and the sheriffs of 
all 83 Michigan counties.

The letter called for several 
measures, including alternatives 
to incarceration for medically 
vulnerable people, the provision of 
cleaning and sanitary supplies to 

incarcerated people, the avoidance 
of lockdowns for people with 
coronavirus and the provision of 
medically appropriate treatment 
for those with COVID-19.

SJM and other organizations 
have also held conversations with 
the governor’s office, requesting 
accelerated paroles for people 
who qualify and to consider the 
suspension of the state’s strict 
“Truth in Sentencing” law. Those 
measures would allow for a more 
rapid decrease in the prison 
population. In turn, that could 
permit greater social distancing 
inside prisons. Some paroles were 
stepped up, but unfortunately, 
requests to suspend Truth in 
Sentencing were denied.

Michigan has seen one of the 
largest COVID-19 epidemics inside 

prisons of all the states. So far, 
3,870 of the 37,571 people tested in 
Michigan prisons — or 10.1 percent 
— have tested positive. Tragically, 
68 people have died. Our calls to 
protect Michigan’s incarcerated 
residents continue. 

SJM has also supported families 
of incarcerated people by hosting 
a weekly online support group in 
partnership with the American 
Friends Service Committee-
Michigan Criminal Justice 
Program every Friday at 3 p.m. On 
some weeks, Keith Barber, the 
legislative liaison to the MDOC, 
joins us to provide information and 
answer questions. 

If your loved ones would like 
to join us, invite them to contact 
Troy Rienstra or Rick Speck at  
info@safeandjustmi.org. 
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POLICY UPDATE

After months of inactivity, the 
Clean Slate legislative package 
enjoyed a flurry of activity in June 
that saw the seven-bill package 
clear the Senate Judiciary and 
Public Safety Committee.

The bills now await action on 
the Senate floor. The Michigan 
Legislature is currently in the in-
district work period, but we’re 
hopeful that Clean Slate will be 
signed into law by year’s end.

Committee Chairman Sen. Pete 
Lucido (R-Shelby Township), an 
attorney who once represented 
people seeking expungements, 
advocated for the legislation 
several times during the meetings.

Lucido said his clients had lived 
crime-free for decades and wanted 
a second chance. “(They said) I 
did everything the court has asked 
me. Why can’t  I get a clean slate? 
I used to wonder as I sat in front 
of a judge, ‘Is there something you 
want to hear from my client that 
would make you say yes?’”

Clean Slate legislation removes 
that hurdle by automating 
expungements in many cases, 
removing the requirement for a 
court appearance. It also expands 
the number of offenses eligible 
for expungement and increases 
the number of convictions an 
individual could have expunged. 

Many questions in the hearings 
focused on the logistics of making 
computer systems in courts, 
law enforcement agencies and 
corrections systems communicate 

so Clean Slate would work as 
envisioned. 

Lt. Gov. Garlin Gilchrist, 
a former Microsoft software 
engineer who supports criminal 
justice reform, told the committee 
that passing the package is “of 
the utmost importance to our 
communities and to our economy.”

“Let us be the leaders our 
constituents elected us to be 
by punctuating our residents 
interactions with the justice 
system with commas, not periods, 
opening up possibilities for people 
to compose a future story that is 
brighter than the mistakes of their 
past,” Gilchrist said.

Safe & Just Michigan Executive 
Director John Cooper spoke in 
favor of the bills, as did Americans 
for Tax Reform Founder Grover 
Norquist and representatives 
from Americans for Prosperity, 
JustLeadershipUSA, Crime 
Survivors for Safety and Justice 
and others.

We’ll keep you updated on Clean  
Slate’s progress.

Jails task force 
proposals enter 
legislative phase

Gov. Gretchen Whitmer 
formed the Michigan 

Joint Task Force on Jail and 
Pretrial Incarceration in 2019 
to address Michigan’s growing 
jail population at a time crime is 
falling. 

In January, the task force 
unveiled 18 proposals to 
transform Michigan’s justice 
system. They would end the 
driver’s license suspensions for 
unpaid court fines or fees, make 
pretrial release on personal 
recognizance the default option 
rather than cash bail, and 
increase resources to mental 
health treatment, among others. 
The proposals guided lawmakers 
drafting legislative bills.

In June, the first of these bills 
were introduced to the Michigan 
House of Representatives to:
• Eliminate most driver’s 

license suspensions un-
related to driver safety: 
House Bills 5846, 5847. 
5848, 5849, 5850, 5851, 
5852.

• Eliminate jail mandatory 
minimums: HBs 5844, 
5854, 5855, 5856, 5857

• Remove jail incarcer-
ation as an option 
for some traffic 
misdemeanor charges 
where nobody was harmed 
or put at risk of harm: HB 
5853.

With broad bipartisan support, 
we hope that these bills will 
move through the Legislature 
and be signed into law before 
the end of this year.

Clean Slate wins approval 
from Senate committee
Package of 7 bills on its way to Senate floor

Lt. Gov. Garlin Gilchrist testifies in favor 
of Clean Slate legislation before the 
Senate Judiciary and Public Safety 

Committee on June 24, 2020.
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Public backs several proposed measures that would 
protect incarcerated populations from coronavirus

Research from Data for Progress 
has found widespread public 

support for many measures 
that would slow the spread of 
coronavirus inside prisons and 
protect incarcerated people from 
contracting COVID-19.

The popular backing for safety 
measures could bolster legislators 
considering further steps to limit 
the spread of coronavirus inside 
Michigan prisons, where it has 
already infected about 11.2 percent 
of the prison population and 
lead to the death of 68 people. 
Measures that found support 
include providing incarcerated 
people with soap and other hygiene 
supplies, and releasing elderly and 
medically vulnerable incarcerated 
people who don’t present a public 
safety risk.

Data for Progress surveyed 
more than 2,500 likely voters and 
weighed the results to accurately 
reflect U.S. demographics and 
voting patterns. 

When asked if officials should 
do more to reduce overcrowding 
in order to slow the spread of 
coronavirus, respondents offered 

s t r o n g 
support. 
Overall, 
66 per-
cent of 
p e o p l e 
support-
ed the 
i d e a , 
ranging 
f r o m 
a high 
of 79 
percent 
of lib-
eral vot-
ers to a 
low of 59 percent of conservative 
voters. Among moderates, 65 
percent of respondents agreed. 

People voiced clear support for 
providing hygiene supplies to 
incarcerated people.  Overall, 82 
percent of respondents support 
this action, ranging from a high of 
88 percent of liberals to a low of 77 
percent of moderates supporting 
the initiative. 

Releasing the elderly also found 
majority support. Almost 70 
percent of liberals supported their 

release, while 
those who 
identified as 
m o d e r a t e 
and conserv-
ative still 
tended to  
support the 
p r o p o s a l , 
t h o u g h 
their level 
of support 
was 54 
percent and 
55 percent, 
respectively.

The release of medically 
vulnerable incarcerated people 
— a measure passed into law in 
Michigan in 2019 — found a support 
of 53 percent of those surveyed 
overall, but only a plurality of 
support among moderate and 
conservative voters. Among liberal 
voters, 65 percent approved of this 
measure, while 48 percent of both 
conservative and moderate voters 
offered their approval.

Asked if people nearing their 
parole date should be released early 
in order to reduce overcrowding, 
people tended to be receptive to the 
idea. Overall, 56 percent of people 
responded favorably, ranging from 
a high of 72 percent of liberal voters 
to a low of 51 percent of moderates, 
with 52 percent of conservative 
voters welcoming the idea.

The initial crisis of COVID-19 
in Michigan prisons seems may 
have slowed, but the pandemic 
isn’t over. We act swiftly to protect 
people living under state care. Safe 
& Just Michigan supports the ideas 
outlined in this survey, and will 
work to protect people incarcerated 
in Michigan.

Polling shows the public favors several measures that would protect 
incarcerated people from COVID-19. Source: Data for Progress.

Surveying shows that the public is willing to release some incarcerated 
people early to slow the spread of COVID-19. Source: Data for Progress
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OUTREACH  UPDATE
SJM uses tech to reach out during pandemic
Safe & Just Michigan realized 

that it wouldn’t be safe to 
hold in-person meetings once the 
coronavirus pandemic reached our 
state. But we weren’t about to let 
that stop our outreach efforts.

Since mid-March, when we 
temporarily closed our office to 
work from home, SJM has sought 
ways to adapt to our new work 
environment. One way we’ve 
done this is to use online learning 
events, or webinars, to replace the 
in-person events we used to offer.

Over the past four months, we’ve 
held 10 of these learning sessions, 
reaching thousands of people. This 
includes four panel discussions 
that were a part of the National Day 
of Empathy, an event nationally 
sponsored by #Cut50 and that SJM 
sponsored in Michigan this year. 

The webinars we’ve offered are:
• Day of Empathy (Four panel 

discussions) 
• Jails task force (Two discus-

sions: driver’s license suspen-

sions and counterproductive 
criminal penalties)

• Criminal Justice Reform topics: 
- Commutations in Michigan
- Truth in Sentencing
- Violence and reform 
- Sex offender registries

All discussions are now available 
on SJM’s YouTube channel, which 
your loved one’s can view at  
bit.ly/YouTubeSJM (note that 
the capitalization must be correct).

Safe & Just Michigan is excited to 
bring these learning opportunities 
to our friends and supporters. We’re 
equally pleased to have brought 
together criminal justice reform 
experts from around Michigan 
and across the country for these 
events. For instance, the Day of 
Empathy session on the jails task 
force featured Michigan Supreme 
Court Chief Justice Bridget 
Mary McCormack. The Truth 
in Sentencing discussion included 
Amani Sawari, the woman who 
is heading a petition drive that 

would put a 
ballot initiative 
to bring back 
Good Time 
credits before 
voters. 

“A part of 
our justice 
system was 
supposed to be 
rehabilitation,” 
Sawari said in 
her discussion. 
“But there is no real justice in what 
we are doing when we send people 
to prison if no rehabilitation 
is happening.” Bringing back 
Good Time credits does that by 
incentivizing education, training 
and better behavior.  

During his panel discussion 
on commutations, Demetrius 
Titus, who was sentenced to three 
life sentences and subsequently 
commuted by Gov. Jennifer 
Granholm, talked about 
boundless potential of people who 
are currently incarerated.

“There are just so many 
individuals who are currently 
incarerated who, if given that 
second chance, will do some 
amazing things in our community 
... These are individuals who made 
mistakes, but have learned from 
their mistakes,” said Titus, who 
now works as the  Good Neighbor 
Project Director at AFSC - Michigan 
Criminal Justice Program.

Safe & Just Michigan will 
continue to offer webinars. If your 
loved ones would like to join us, 
tell them to follow our social media 
and to sign up for our e-newsletter 
to get the latest details.

Discussion panel participants in the “Driving Down Driver’s License Suspensions” 
webinar included, clockwise from upper left: SJM Executive Director John 

Cooper; Detroit Neighborhood Defender Service Supervising Attorney Kristine 
Longstreet; Mackinac Center for Public Policy Senior Strategist for State Affairs 

David Guenthner; Detroit Justice Center Staff Attorney-Legal Services & Advocacy 
Geoffrey Leonard; and State Rep. Bronna Kahle (R-Adrian).

Amani Sawari 
during the Truth in 

Sentencing webinar.
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Three things 
I wish I knew

Name: Nate Johnson

Title: Advocacy & Engagement 
Strategist, Fresh Coast Alliance

City: Muskegon

Years 
since  
release: 7

Advice 
to others 
looking 
forward to 
release:

1 Take it slow as a parent. Don’t 
rush into your child’s life as an 

authority figure. I needed to earn 
the right to speak into her life, 
and understand that the name 
Dad had to be earned. I didn’t just 
get that title because I fathered 
her.  Without this understanding, 
we can potentially do more harm 
than good in our relationships 
with our children. 

2Learn to enjoy where you are 
on the way to where you are 

going. We can stress ourselves out 
with how slow things may move. 
Enjoy the process of re-entry. If 
we allow stress to overwhelm, 
we position ourselves to make 
decisions we may regret later.  

3 Don’t be afraid to take the 
humbling job, whatever it 

may be. It won’t be forever, and 
the experience will pay off if we 
keep the right attitude. Mundane 
things in life prepare us for 
greatness. Power always lies in 
consistency.

Life after release

MEDIA MENTIONS
In crisis, media turns to SJM for info

Reporters have Safe & Just 
Michigan on speed dial. 

Whether covering COVID-19, 
following up on our online learning 
sessions or tracking Clean Slate, 
SJM stood ready to provide media 
outlets in Michigan and across the 
country with accurate information 
about criminal justice reform. Here 
are some of the latest headlines:

• Meet the people paving 
the way for minorities in 
Detroit construction:  Model 
D Media (July 7) - “The existing 
[expungement] process doesn’t 
even really begin to serve the 
number of people who need 
it,” says Safe & Just Michigan 
Executive Director John 
Cooper. “It’s a major problem. 
... It’s going to take time to 
build and test the [Clean Slate] 
automatic system, but I would 
expect to see significant impact 
in the construction industry.”

• Task force wants 
proposed jail reform 
recommendations to 
become law: WJRT Channel 
12 Flint (June 9) - “The 
interesting thing about (the 
work of the jails task force) 
was that these were solutions 
that were put together that we 
all can agree on,” SJM Policy 
Analyst Josh Hoe said. “No 
matter where, what end of the 
political spectrum you’re on, no 
matter who you represent, no 
matter what your ideological 
background is. We all got 
together and we said here 
are things we can all agree on 
that will really move Michigan 
forward in becoming a leader 

on criminal justice nationwide.”
• Michigan laws kept him 

imprisoned after his parole. 
Now, he has COVID-19: 
Bridge (May 19) - “Truth in 
Sentencing is fundamentally 
about punishment and not 
rehabilitation,” Cooper said.

• “Truth in Sentencing” 
law a bar to parole in 
a pandemic for many: 
Michigan Radio (May 11) -  
Cooper says Gov. Gretchen 
Whitmer could temporarily 
suspend Truth in Sentencing. 
She has declined to do so. “If 
there is no executive action, 
there’s not a lot more that the 
Department of Corrections can 
do,” says Cooper.

• Protesters rally against 
COVID-19 in MI prisons: 
WLNS Channel 6 Lansing 
(May 4) - Dozens gathered in 
Lansing to ask Gov. Whitmer 
to let thousands of inmates out 
of custody. “The parole board 
needs to be expanded so that 
more and more folks can get 
in front of the board and come 
home safely to the community,” 
SJM Community Engagement 
Specialist Rick Speck said.

• Michigan speeds parole 
reviews but few prisoners 
qualify: Detroit News (April 
1) - “We do not believe Truth 
in Sentencing is good policy,” 
Cooper said. “Very few states 
have a policy like that. We’re 
an extreme outlier. We have no 
path to earn ‘good time’ credits. 
That puts Michigan at a real 
extreme compared to other 
states.”
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Tell Your Friends & Family!
Safe & Just Michigan has several ways your loved ones can become involved in the effort to bring 

criminal justice reform to Michigan. We welcome your interest and effort — as well as theirs. Please 
let them know about these ways that they can get active in the work to make Michigan communities 

safer for everyone, and everyone is responsible for creating accountability, safety and justice. 

Annual Meeting YouTubeSupport Group
Safe & Just Michigan and the 
American Friends Service Committee 
- Michigan Criminal Justice Program 
hosts a free weekly support group via 
Zoom, Fridays at 3 p.m., for people 
with incarcerated loved ones. Keith 
Barber, the legislative liaison to the 
Michigan Department of Corrections, 
joins us occassionally to provide 
updates and answer questions. To 
learn how to join, contact Troy 
Rienstra or Rick Speck at info@
safeandjustmi.org

Because of COVID-19, our annual 
meeting will be held virtually this 
year at 6 p.m. on Thursday, Oct. 
8. While we’ll miss seeing everyone 
in person, ensuring everyone’s safety 
is our top priority. We’re finalizing 
details about how this event will be 
held, but let your loved ones know 
to sign up for our e-newsletter in 
order to get the latest information 
on our featured guests and how 
to participate. Signing up for our 
newsletter is easy — just go to bit.ly/
sjmsignup.

Safe & Just Michigan has been 
building its YouTube channel by 
adding our webinars, committee 
meetings on Clean Slate and oth-
er informative videos. We invite 
your loved ones to catch up on 
any events they may have missed 
and to subscribe to be notified 
of our latest videos by going to 
our YouTube channel at bit.ly/
YouTubeSJM (please note capital 
letters).


