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Humanities Behind Bars Presents: 
Holidays Across Bars 
The Tidewater Community College Norfolk Campus 
HBB branch is holding a Toy Drive for children of 
incarcerated parents in order to help these parents be 
a part of their child’s special day by being able to give 
them a gift of love from them personally. 
Collection Dates: 10/01/18 -12/01/18 
If you would like to make a toy or monetary donation,  
Contact: 
Renee Robinson, TCC Norfolk President- (757) 
401-3914/rvr22098@email.vccs.edu 
Casey Guditus, ODU- (540) 
207-7122/cguditus@tcc.edu 
Chris McCammon, TCC HBB Advisor- (757) 822-1222 
/rmcammon@tcc.edu 

 

The State of Criminal Justice Reform in 
Virginia 2018, Nov. 17th 

This is a FREE event but people on the outside must 
register online:   
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/the-state-of-criminal-justi
ce-reform-in-virginia-2018-tickets-51270001956 
 
Join the Virginia State Conference (VSC) National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) Criminal Justice Committee (CJC), Virginia 
Civic Engagement Table, NOVA Coalition, and ACLU 
VA for an engaging conference on the state of 
criminal justice reform in Virginia. 

Learn about: 
● VSC NAACP CJC's agenda and legislative 

priorities; 
● Deep dive into the topics of 

sentencing/prosecutorial reform and 
police/prison reform; 

● Discuss how you can take action in your 
local communities, and 

● Engage with elected officials from Virginia's 
General Assembly to solidify their support 
towards passing progressive criminal justice 
reform legislation. 
 

Agenda: 
7:30 - 8:30 am: Registration/Breakfast 
8:30 - 8:50 am: Opening remarks  
9:00 - 11:00 am: Concurrent panel 
discussions/working groups [choose one] 
a) Sentencing/Prosecutorial Reform  
b) Police/Prison Reform  
11:15 - 12:15 pm: Legislators Panel 
12:15 - 12:30 pm: Closing remarks 
 
Location:  Greater Richmond Convention Center, 403 
North 3rd Street 
 

 
 
DC Books to Prison 
  
Since 1999, DC Books to Prisons has provided free 
books to individual prisoners. They also develop and 
support prison libraries. Their work is done solely by 
concerned volunteers on donated time and resources. 
Contact them to request a book:   
 
DC Books to Prisons 
PO Box 34190 
Washington, DC 20043-4190  
 

 

The Virginia Prison Justice Network Nesletter is published by the Coalition for Justice (PO Box 299, Blackburg, VA 
24063)  Members of the Network are made up of organizations committed to creating much needed change in the 
carceral system and in the lives of prisoners and their families.  Get involved!  Let’s grow a movement for change! 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/the-state-of-criminal-justice-reform-in-virginia-2018-tickets-51270001956
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/the-state-of-criminal-justice-reform-in-virginia-2018-tickets-51270001956


Project’s Study Finds Wide Discrepancy 
in Sentencing 
From April 2018 
 
A first-of-its-kind survey of state judges found wide 
discrepancies in alternative sentencing for low-risk 
offenders. Those are the key findings in the first set of 
studies from the University of Virginia School of Law’s 
Virginia Criminal Justice Policy Reform Project, 
presented Monday to the Virginia Criminal Sentencing 
Commission.  The report was co-authored by 
Professor Brandon Garrett; empirical research librarian 
Alexander Jakubow; Anne Metz of UVA’s Institute of 
Law, Psychiatry and Public Policy; and Professor John 
Monahan.  “It is the first large-scale survey of judges 
on the use of risk assessment that we are aware of,” 
Garrett said.  The sentencing commission was tasked 
in 1994 to develop an instrument to identify low-risk 
offenders and divert them from prison after Virginia 
abolished parole. The Law School’s reform project 
analyzed how the state’s Nonviolent Risk Assessment 
program, which focuses on alternative sentencing for 
low-risk offenders, has been working since its 
inception in 2002.  Under the initiative, drug or 
property offenders who are less likely to commit new 
crimes are recommended for alternative interventions, 
including non-incarceration and rehabilitative options 
such as outpatient drug or mental health programs. 
A state worksheet evaluating offenders’ criminal 
histories and characteristics with a points system helps 
determine the recommendation for an alternate 
intervention. Half of the low-risk offenders don’t 
receive jail time, the report found, and the most 
common alternative sentence is supervised probation. 
The state easily met its goal of diverting 25 percent of 
low-risk offenders; the report found 42 percent had 
received alternative sentences.  However, because 
the assessment is nonbinding, the reform project’s 
report found that alternative sentencing varies widely 
among circuit courts and individual judges. The survey 
found about 80 percent of judges were familiar with 
the risk assessment, and half always or nearly always 
consider it. Also, the rate of low-risk alternative 
sentencing ranged from 7 to 85 percent for judges, 
and 22 to 67 percent for circuit courts.  Despite the 
inconsistency, judges overwhelmingly agreed that the 
risk of future crimes should be a factor in sentencing 
and most believe that more availability of alternative 
sanctions would change sentencing practices. Yet 60 
percent of judges oppose requiring a written reason 
for declining to impose an alternative sanction.  “The 
findings on the use of alternative sentencing for 
low-risk offenders in Virginia raise new questions 
about how risk assessment is used in practice,” Garrett 
said.  The report suggests that further guidance to 
judges and additional resources to support alternative 
sentences could accomplish the assessment 
program’s goals. 
 

The Virginia Criminal Justice Policy Reform Project was 
established in 2017 to research and encourage the 
adoption of policies aimed at improving the fairness of 
criminal adjudication, preventing wrongful convictions, 
reducing recidivism and costs, diverting low-risk 
offenders from jail or prison, and easing societal 
re-entry for the formerly incarcerated.   

 

How Cutting Food Stamps Undermines 
Prison Reform 

BY WILLIE D. FRANCOIS, OPINION CONTRIBUTOR 
(The Hill) — 10/04/18 
 
If only an anonymous member of President Trump’s 
team would publish an op-ed explaining how cutting 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), as proposed in the House-passed Farm Bill of 
June 2018, and intensifying work requirements for 
public benefits, as championed by the president’s 
Council of Economic Advisers, would hurt millions of 
Americans. Then our country’s most economically 
unprotected classes finally might become a policy 
priority in Washington.  These cuts would dim the 
future of those who are vulnerable to the reach of our 
criminal justice system. If we cut $20 billion from 
temporary public benefits such as SNAP — the food 
stamp program — we limit the survival options for a 
large number of American families and belie the 
administration’s purported objective of prison reform. 
Congress has failed to pass a Farm Bill by the Sept. 30 
deadline, jeopardizing access to food for 42 million 
Americans. The Republican-backed bill threatens to 
leave at least 2 million SNAP enrollees with limited 
options for securing food as a result of increased work 
requirements and senseless restrictions on certain 
formerly incarcerated persons. This would upend the 
intended priorities of the First Step Act — 
GOP-proposed prison reform legislation on the 
congressional agenda. 
Regarding so-called prison reform, the Senate proves 
slightly more visionary than the House. Senators voted 
to guard existing access to food and address 
America’s sentencing dilemma. With an eye toward 
real reform, amendments by Sen. Chuck Grassley 
(R-Iowa) promise to reform sentencing disparities by 
abridging certain drug-related “three strikes laws”; 
empowering judges to use more discretion against 
mandatory minimum practices; and making the 2010 
Fair Sentencing Act retroactive, which closes the 
racialized sentencing gap between crack and powder 
cocaine offenses.  Endorsed by President Trump, the 
First Step Act essentially would expand the boundary 
lines of the prison industrial complex through house 
arrest and electronic monitoring. Such monitoring 
equals money for states.  The United States expends 
more than $270 billion a year to rank first in the global 
incarceration race, with 2.3 million people in jails and 
prisons. According to the Brennan Center, at least 40 
percent of the incarcerated population poses no risk to 

 



public safety and deserves alternatives to 
incarceration such as treatment or community service. 

Mass incarceration reinscribes poverty by criminalizing 
and penalizing low-income communities, which the 
racial and class composition of our jails and prisons 
bears out. The Prison Policy Initiative (PPI) finds that 57 
percent of incarcerated men lived on less than 
$22,500 a year before imprisonment, and nearly three 
of four incarcerated women earned the same income 
before entering prison.When drilling down to the 
intersection of race, gender, income and incarceration, 
one quickly discerns an insidious manifestation of the 
criminalization of poverty and certain races. Latinas, on 
average, represent the most economically depressed 
community, with a median pre-incarceration annual 
income of less than $12,000. PPI revealed the average 
income of black men is $17,625 ($4,350 less than their 
white counterparts), and black women’s 
pre-incarceration income hovered around $12,735 
($2,745 less than white women).  Alarmingly, 65 
percent of families with incarcerated loved ones 
struggle to meet the bare necessities for survival: 
housing, food and health care. Incarceration results in 
one in 14 children living miles away from their parents. 
Five million children come to know emptier 
refrigerators, try to make sense of familial dislocation, 
and sustain the daily blows of diminishing household 
incomes. When parents do exit prison, they encounter 
limited access to employment, health care, housing 
and food assistance.  To change this, we must wage a 
nonviolent revolution for reparative justice and 
non-white sufficiency in a nation determined to create 
generations of criminals. We must demand: 

● Protection and expansion of public 
benefits such as Medicaid, Medicare, 
SNAP and Section 8; 

● The end of restrictions to federal benefits 
for formerly incarcerated persons; 

● The end of mandatory minimums for 
low-level drug offenses; 

● Reassessment of the legal definition of a 
violent crime; 

● Re-enfranchisement of all incarcerated 
and formerly incarcerated persons; and 

● Funding of GED and post-secondary 
education for incarcerated persons. 

In addition, we should incentivize state legislatures to 
adopt sentencing reform.  We only exorcise the 
principalities of mass incarceration by guaranteeing 
certain public economic trusts such as food, housing, 
and health care, and by reforming our grossly punitive 
culture of mandatory minimums and racialized 
sentencing disparities. An enduringly moral vision for a 
free society hinges on our will to divert and decrease 
incarceration, not merely resourcing prisons with 
programs that allegedly reduce recidivism. 

Willie D. Francois is senior pastor of Mount Zion 
Baptist Church in Pleasantville, New Jersey,  president 
of the Black Church Center for Justice and Equality, 
and a safety net communications fellow for the Center 
for Community Change. He is co-author of “Christian 
Minister’s Manual: For the Pulpit and the Public Square 
for All Denomination” (2017). 

 

As Decision On New Central Virginia Youth 
Prison Looms, Advocates Continue Push 
For Residential Alternatives 
(an excerpt from a story published by NPR on October 
28, 2018) 
Bon Air Juvenile Correctional Center in Chesterfield 
County is the last maximum security youth prison 
Virginia.  Resident Sage Williams came along for a 
media tour earlier this month to help explain some of 
the programs there.  
“They sit down with you and get to the root or core of 
the problem,” he said. “Instead of throwing you behind 
a door when you act up” 
Williams is president of the newly formed student 
government association at Bon Air. He and a few other 
residents on the tour were dressed in shirts and ties. 
Williams is one of about 200 young men and women 
housed here. But it was built to house almost 300. It’s 
a large building, with cinder block walls and 
windowless rooms. Counselling takes place inside 
empty cells, as heavy doors slam in the background. 
Criminal justice experts say this type of facility isn’t 
ideal for rehabilitating young people who are caught 
up in the criminal justice system. 
“Forty years ago, thirty years ago they thought 
windows and space and looking outside was a 
distraction,” said Andrew Block, director of the Virginia 
Department of Juvenile Justice. 
“And now the current thinking is having natural light 
and things like that helps stimulate brain activity and 
performance and engagement,” Block said. 
This week the Virginia Department of General Services 
will recommend a location for a new Juvenile 
Correctional Center in Central Virginia. The plan 
follows a multi-year overhaul of the state’s juvenile 
justice system.  The Department of Juvenile Justice 
oversees people under the age of 21 who were 
charged with a crime before they turned 18. Following 
national trends, Virginia’s juvenile prison population 
has declined. That’s allowed the state to close 
outdated youth prisons, including Beaumont Juvenile 
Correctional Center in 2017, and use the money it 
saved for programming. 
“We’ve been able to stand up a huge array of 
evidence-based programs  and new services that kids 
across the state didn’t used to have access to,’ Block 
said . 

 


