Proposal could take some parole duties from governor

McFadden's bill would create three-judge panel

by Marcus Moore | Staff Writer

ANNAPOLIS — Michael Austin spent 27 years in prison for a crime he said he didn't commit. 

In 1974, Austin was convicted of killing a security guard at the Crown Food Market in Baltimore city. 

Since his release from prison in 2001 and a pardon two years later from then-Gov. Robert L. Ehrlich Jr. (R), Austin has been a productive member of society, he told a key Senate committee Wednesday. 

Austin was one of several people to testify in favor of a bill, sponsored by Senate President Pro Tem Nathaniel J. McFadden, to allow either the governor or a three-judge panel to parole a person serving a life sentence for murder. 

"A lot of people, time and time [again], ask why I'm not angry," Austin said. "There are a lot of guys in prison waiting for the same opportunities I have." 

Under current state law, only the governor can parole an inmate serving a life sentence for murder. Allowing a three-judge panel to grant parole would give an inmate serving life another option of being released from prison. 

It is unclear who would decide which entity would consider an inmate's parole. 

The bill's supporters argued that the current process is too political. 

"Putting [parole] in the hands of the governor makes it subject to the whims of that governor," former state delegate Clarence Davis told the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee. "Governors coming up for re-election are afraid to sign off" on parole slips. 

Some argued that prisoners are less likely to commit violent crimes over time. Nationwide, people 45 and older who were recently released from prison are less likely to be reconvicted, Tracy Velazquez, executive director of the nonprofit Justice Policy Institute, wrote in testimony to the Senate committee. 

Of 2,330 inmates currently serving life sentences in Maryland, 30 are eligible for parole, according to the state Parole Commission. 

The genesis of the problem occurred in 1995 under then-governor Parris N. Glendening (D), McFadden (D-Dist. 45) of Baltimore said. Glendening signed an executive order that denied parole to prisoners serving a life sentence unless they were seriously ill. 

In the meantime, Davis said, aging inmates require more medical attention, and treating them outside prison would be less expensive. "We are turning our prison system into a geriatric center," he said. 

Arthur C. Tate Jr.'s son was convicted of first-degree murder in 1992 at age 16. "That was 17 years ago, and my son still wastes away in prison," he said. "In essence, there is no parole for a lifer in Maryland." 

At age 15, Mary Brown was convicted as an adult of first-degree murder in a stabbing at a Greyhound bus station. After serving 32 years in prison, she was paroled by Ehrlich three years ago and now supervises adult literacy teachers, she said. 

Without parole, "I would've still been in the system doing absolutely nothing," Brown said. "If my victim's family forgave me, then why couldn't politics defend me?" 
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