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PREFACE
This publication presents a record of the work conducted by the Maryland
Restorative Justice Initiative (MRJI) and its supporters in connection with Senate
Bill 900, which was introduced at the 2009 session of the Maryland General Assembly. It also represents the beginning of Phase IV of this organization’s mission,
which is to advocate and promote humane and sensible criminal justice and sentencing policies for those incarcerated long term in Maryland’s prisons, accomplishing
that through actions of restoration, redemption and reconciliation, in order to
create long-term systemic change. The organization also works with representatives of the legislative, judicial, and executive branches of state government to
achieve its goals.
This initiative began in 1995 when policies changed in the Maryland Division of
Correction for persons serving long term incarceration. The policy changes were
addressed both legally and legislatively to no avail. However, when Walter Lomax
gained his release from prison, after serving 39 years for a crime he did not commit,
he founded MRJI to continue the initiative in a four-phase program outside of prison.
Phase I of the initiative occurred May 14, 2008, with an all-day conference that
brought together members of the executive, judiciary, and legislative branches of
state government and members of the social justice community to determine their
receptiveness toward topics MRJI proposed to address, including parole eligibility
for lifers and long-term incarcerees and health care, education, and programs for
people in prison. Phase II of the initiative took place September 20, 2008, when family members and friends of prisoners gathered at Morgan State University with representatives from the social justice community and state government for an all-day
program designed to inform the attendees and to elicit their membership and participation in MRJI. Phase III, which was a town hall meeting, took place on January 10,
2009 at Morgan State University.
Phase IV involved an effort to provide members of the state legislature with
the necessary background material and knowledge for their well-reasoned consideration of Senate Bill 900 at the 2009 legislative session. Senate Bill 900 purported to establish a three-judge panel for the review of parolable life sentences
where persons had served at least 20 continuous years of the sentence.
On March 13, 2009, Walter Lomax and a group of volunteers distributed information packets to the office of each member of the House Judiciary and Senate
Judicial Proceedings Committees of the Maryland General Assembly. On March 23,
2009, MRJI held a rally in support of SB 900 at the State House in Annapolis. On
March 25, 2009, MRJI members and supporters returned to the State House to testify before the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee at their hearing on SB
900.This publication presents a record of the Phase IV events, including a list of
people who testified, a compilation of testimony presented at the hearing, and written statements submitted to the senate committee.
Senate Bill 900 was not voted out of committee; however, MRJI and its supporters successfully brought the issue and the need for action to the attention of
the members of the General Assembly. MRJI is continuing Phase VI with an intensive
effort to work with past and present members of the legislative, executive, and judicial branches of state government to develop a bill which will gain the approval of
the legislature and become law at the next legislative session.
Merle Helen Morrow
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Maryland Restorative Justice Initiative
Phase IV Final Report
Walter Lomax, Director
mrji4phases@yahoo.com

While I was in prison, whenever someone would come to me voicing disappointment concerning a petition
they had filed, I would always remind them with something I read in a poem titled “Don’t Quit;” “Success is
failure turned inside out, the silver tint of the clouds of doubt.” I began this report with that same saying, because I understand that there are some disappointments that our bill did not pass. The reality is, it sometimes takes years before a bill is passed, we do have an advantage, we are much more organized, and our
issue has many supporters.
The method we used to carry out Phase IV began with us putting together packages of information to present
to the Senate and House committees that would eventually hear the bill. Some of the information contained
in the packages was profiles of three individuals serving parole eligible life sentences who were in the work
release and family leaves programs. (We also presented at the hearing testimony on three individuals released who served life sentences.) Senator Nathaniel McFadden introduced the bill, SB-900 in February. On
March 13 Ms. Burnett, Ms. Lea, Ms. Morrow, and I went to Annapolis and delivered these packages to each
Senate and House committee office. In some cases we were able to speak with a Senator or Delegate.
We went to Annapolis Monday March 23, for a Rally and information briefing, Ms. Lea, Ms. Morrow, Ms. Riddims, Ms. Burnett and I represented MRJI. Three people from Out for Justice, and Four from the Justice Police
Institute attended. We were back in Annapolis on Wednesday March 25, for SB-900’s hearing. Senator
McFadden introduced the bill, and Former Delegate Clarence ‘Tiger’ Davis testified in support of it. Ms. Burnett, Ms. Lea, Ms. Morrow, and I represented MRJI. Ms. Mary Brown-Bey and Mr. Michael Austin testified to
their successful transition back into society since their release from prison, and why there is no reason to
believe that others can not do the same. Ms. Tracy Velazquez, Director of the Justice Policy Institute testified
from her report ‘The Release Valve,’ Ms. Kara Aanenson, from the Public Defenders office testified in support
of the bill, Ms. Rosa Stone gave testimony concerning her son, Ms. Myra Black and family gave testimony in
support of the bill, Mr. Art Tate testified in support of his son, Ms. Brenda West testified for her husband, Ms.
Jennifer Smith, director of Outside Connection testified in support, and Ms. Betty May testified for Ms. Mary
Pat Donelen, assistant director of CURE, and Mr. Ed Sabin testified as an associate member of MRJI in support, Ms. Marsha Tompkins, and Ms. Polly Riddims submitted written testimony.
The Annapolis Gazette and the Baltimore Sun reported on the legislation; see attachments. We have collected written testimony from as many people who submitted it, and it will be published in a pamphlet in the
near future. When the DVD from Phase III has been condensed we will arrange a showing for those interested.
When Dr. King wrote; “We must come to see that human progress never rolls in on the wheels of inevitability,
it comes through the tireless efforts and persistent work of people willing to make a change, and Faith with
out good deeds is no faith at all-- Hope with out action is like Luke-warm acceptance from those who claim to
care, which is more bewildering then out right rejection from those who don’t.”. He knew that the struggle
would not be easy because he too had studied Frederick Douglass who once said, “Power concedes nothing
without a demand. It never did and it never will

“There is no greater power on earth than an idea whose time has come,” surely these
ideas’ time has come.
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The Maryland Restorative Justice Initiative is a four phase initiative. Our mission is
to promote humane and sensible criminal justice policies for those incarcerated long term in
Maryland’s prisons. By implementing policies of restoration, redemption and reconciliation,
we can create long-term systemic change.
The purpose of this initiative is to establish a database of supporters who advocate on
behalf of those serving long term sentences so these men and women have a meaningful opportunity to regain their freedom and contribute to the communities from which they came.
The initiative began in 1995 when policies changed in the Maryland Division of Correction
for persons serving long term incarceration such that parole for this group was effectively
reduced to a trickle. Since then concerned citizens have attempted to change this policy but
so far to little avail.
In May 1999 the first ever all day Seminar to bring members from the Executive,
Legislative, and Judiciary branches of Maryland State Government together was scheduled.
The purpose was to establish policies, and if necessary, change law in this area. However a
lock down of the institution where it was to be held caused the event to be canceled. It was
again scheduled for December 2001, but the event instead changed into a photo op and general discussion by DOC officials.
The Seminar was rescheduled to take place in September 2006, but the tragic death of
a correctional officer at the Maryland House of Correction, and its subsequent closing, canceled the event once again. Finally, in 2008, sponsors, partners, family members, and friends
decided to host the event on the outside, and Phase I took place May 14, 2008 at the Cork
Gallery, hosted by Ms. Polly Riddims, Director of the Fusion Group. Phase II of the initiative
was held on September 20 at Morgan State University in cooperation with the Social Work
Department, chaired by Dr. Anna McPhatter.
We hosted Phase III January 10, 2009. This event was also partnered with Dr. Anna
McPhatter and the Social Work Department. We listed this event as a ‘Town Hall’ meeting.
The objective was to consolidate the support system, inform family members, friends and the
general public of legislation to be introduced in the up coming general assembly session, and
discuss the issue of long-term incarceration on family members. Phase IV began with our having legislation introduced, Senate Bill 900. Although the Bill did not pass, our efforts will
continue and we need your support.
Sincerely,

Walter Lomax, Director
Maryland Restorative Justice Initiative
mrji4phases@yahoo.com
443-413-6076
Maryland Restorative Justice Initiative, a project of Fusion Partnerships, Inc.
1601 Guilford Ave, 2 South Baltimore, MD 21202 410-889-4700 or 443-413-6076
waltermandalalomax@hotmail.com
lbezold@fusiongroup.org
mrji4phases@yahoo.com
www.fusiongroup.org
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Unlocking Big Savings
By Walter Lomax

Published in The Baltimore Sun on April 1, 2009

Maryland is facing a serious budget crisis. One way the state could save money is by improving the
parole system.
This is a subject I know something about. I spent decades in the Maryland prison system, serving a life
sentence for a crime I didn't commit, before I was exonerated. While my situation was unusual, there
are many people serving long sentences in state prisons who pose little threat to society and are deserving of parole.
The state could save millions of dollars, while still preserving public safety, by releasing many low-risk
individuals onto parole. A recent report by the Justice Policy Institute, "The Release Valve: Parole in
Maryland," notes that in 2007, the state spent approximately $1,422 per person on parole or probation,
while it spent $33,310 per person on incarceration. Just by paroling an additional 100 people, the report concludes, Maryland could potentially save about $3 million over the course of one year without
compromising public safety.
Maryland should look for ways to increase the number of people being released onto supervision, including those serving parole-eligible life sentences - a group that has been effectively barred from parole for more than a decade because of political roadblocks.

In 1993, after a person in the work-release program committed a murder-suicide, everyone serving
parole-eligible life sentences was removed from the prerelease system and returned to mediumsecurity prisons. Previously, people serving parole-eligible life sentences had started their sentences
in maximum security, then progressed to medium, minimum, then to prerelease, which included work
release, family leaves and eventually parole.
It was said at the time that people with parole-eligible life sentences would be evaluated and those
found eligible would be returned to those programs. That never happened. In 1995, newly elected
Gov. Parris Glendening declined to consider releasing anyone serving a life sentence, even if the person was eligible for parole, unless he or she was terminally ill or very old. Subsequent administrations
have continued this practice. As of July 2008, there were over 2,328 people serving parole-eligible life
sentences in Maryland, more than two-thirds of whom are African-American.
Many of the people with parole-eligible sentences are getting older, and research shows most people
"age out" of crime; therefore, moving people from prison to parole could be done safely and result in
significant savings. About 465 people in Maryland's prisons are older than 60; by placing half of them
on parole, the state could save more than $13 million in the first year.
On Saturday, Senate Bill 900, introduced by state Sen. Nathaniel J. McFadden of Baltimore, was
heard; it is awaiting action. This bill states that a person who has served 20 years of a current life sentence, has received a recommendation to be released from the parole board and has a favorable
evaluation from the prison should be allowed to appear before a three-judge panel for consideration of
release. Currently, such people must rely on approval from the governor - and, unfortunately, recent
governors have denied parole regardless of positive recommendations from the parole board and corrections. The intention of SB 900 is to make the process less political and more based on evidence
related to public safety.
Maryland can save money by returning people who are parole-eligible and have met the stated guidelines for parole to their communities and families. People who have met the guidelines and demonstrated that they deserve a second chance should get one; SB 900 is an important step in that direction.
_________________________________________________________________________________
Walter Lomax was serving a parole-eligible life sentence in Maryland until he was exonerated and released in
2006 after 39 years in prison. His organization, the Maryland Restorative Justice Initiative, seeks to create opportunities for those serving parole-eligible life and long-term sentences to receive a meaningful chance of release.
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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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Witness Sign-In Sheet
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Department of Public Safety and Correctional Services
Office of the Secretary
Office of Legislative Affairs
State of Maryland
Martin O’Malley
Governor
Anthony G. Brown
Lt. Governor
Gary D. Maynard
Secretary
G. Lawrence Franklin
Deputy Secretary
Rhea L. Harris
Director

45 Calvert Street, Suite B7A-C, Annapolis, MD 21401
410-260-6070 * Fax 410-974-2586 * www.dpscs.state.md.us

BILL: SENATE BILL 900 – Inmates-In Banc Review of Sentences – Parole Eligibility
DATE: March 25, 2009
POSITION: OPPOSE
EXPLANATION: SENATE BILL 900 would permit either a three judge panel of the Governor to
parole an inmate serving a life sentence. An inmate could only request review by a three judge panel
after serving 20 years of the sentence.
COMMENTS: The Maryland Parole Commission is a unit of the Department of Public Safety and
Correctional Services, and as such, hears cases for parole release and revocation and is authorized to
parole inmates sentenced to a term of confinement for six months or more from any correctional institution in Maryland, except for the Patuxent Institution. The Maryland Parole Commission makes recommendations to the Governor regarding pardons, commutations of sentences, and parole of inmates
sentenced to life imprisonment.
Currently, an offender must serve 15 years, minus diminution credits, to be eligible for parole. In
those cases which a sentence of death or life without parole was sought, but that was not the sentence
received, the offender’s eligibility for parole is 25 years, minus diminution credits. Frequently, offenders serving life are also serving other sentences that may be concurrent or consecutive or have
multiple consecutive life sentences. An offender must reach parole eligibility on the entire term of
confinement, not just the life sentence. For example, an offender serving consecutive life sentences
must serve 20 years, minus diminution credits, to be eligible for parole. An offender serving life and a
consecutive fixed term sentence must first serve 15 years and then on-half or one-quarter of the fixed
term, whichever is greater. The bill seems to suggest that an offender regardless of total term of confinement could bypass the Maryland Parole Commission and request review by a three judge panel
after serving 20 years of his sentence. The bill would also seem to suggest that if the three judge panel
denies parole, the decision would be final and would relieve the Maryland Parole Commission of the
responsibility of conducting further hearings.
Parole hearings are not formal hearings, but are actually interviews. Attorneys are not permitted to
make formal presentations and the rules of evidence do not apply to parole hearings. A hearing by a
three judge panel is a formal hearing. The two types of hearings are not equivalent. One of the concerns is that the Maryland Parole Commission personnel would be required to testify at the three judge
panel hearings. This would create a situation in which the Maryland Parole Commission would be
justifying their decision on parole to the three judge panel.
Another concern is the blurring of the line of the executive and judicial branches of government. The
granting of parole is clearly an executive e branch function and the in banc review panel of three
judges is clearly a judicial branch function. The proposal in the bill to combine the functions would be
an unconstitutional crossing of the two branches of government.
CONCLUSION:
The Department of Public Safety and correctional Services and the Maryland Parole Commission OPPOSE SENATE BILL 900 and requests an UNFAVORABLE REPORT.
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Maryland Judicial Conference
Frank Broccolina
Executive Secretary

580 Taylor Avenue
Annapolis, MD 21401

Memorandum to:

Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee

From:

Legislative Committee
Suzanne P. Delaney, Starr
410-260-1523

Subject:

Senate Bill 900
(3/25)

Date:

February 25, 2009

The Maryland Judiciary opposes Senate Bill 900. This bill puts the authority of parole within the Judiciary which is an Executive Branch function.

cc:

Hon. Nathaniel McFadden
Judicial Cabinet
Legislative Committee
Kelley O’Connor
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Testifying at SB-900 Hearing in Annapolis
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Statement Before the Senate Proceeding Committee
March 25, 2009
Walter Lomax, Director
Maryland Restorative Justice Initiative

SB-900
Appearing before an esteemed body such as you there is naturally a degree of apprehensions and nervousness,
and I acknowledge this, specifically because of the seriousness of this issue. I will therefore be very succinct.
Most of what needs to be said, has been, or will be said, so I am going to be brief. You have before you three
profiles of individuals who have maintained almost impeccable prisons records. They represent samples of many
individuals serving these type sentences. I offer you the lives of three individuals who served long term incarceration and are now successful members of their communities. Mr. Michael Austin, who was released in 2001
after serving 27 years, he has made a successful reentry back in to society. Ms. Mary Brown, served 32 years,
and was released in 2005. Ms Brown is gainfully employed and currently working toward her degree. Mr. Leon
Faruq, another individual who served long term incarceration, has received numerous awards, and works with
Baltimore Mayor Sheila Dixon with the Safe Streets program. There are many other success stories of people
returning to society after being incarcerated. And there is no reason to believe that most of the individuals we are
talking about can not do the same.
In 1993, following the tragic murder suicide of an individual in the work release, prerelease system, all persons
serving parole eligible life sentences were removed from those programs and returned to medium security prisons. The rationale was to evaluate those individuals in the programs, and return those deemed qualified to continue in them. (There were 134 lifers in those programs and I was one of those individuals). To date that has not
happened, because in 1995, newly elected Governor Glendening decided that life means life, and that he would
not consider releasing anyone unless they were terminally ill, or very old. Subsequent administrations have
adopted his policy.
Prior to the 1993 removal of lifers from the prerelease system, individuals serving parole eligible life sentences
started their sentence in maximum security, progressed to medium, minimum, prerelease, work release, family
leave, and eventually to parole and release. They are now warehoused in medium security institutions without
any hope of ever being released.
In a recently releases report from the Drug Policy Institute, ‘The Release Valve’ “Many of the people with parole-eligible sentences are getting older and research shows most people “age out” of crime; therefore, moving
people from prison to parole could be done safely and result in significant savings. By placing even half of the
roughly 465 people in Maryland’s prisons that are over the age of 60 on parole, the state could save over $13
million in the first year.”
In 2005 I wrote an editorial on the demise of former Governor Glendening’s policy, I used the famous writing of
Martin Niemoller’s, (1892-1984 Ger.), “First they came for the communists, but I was not a communist so I did
not speak out, then they came for the Socialist and the trade unionists, but I was neither, so I did not speak out,
then they came for the Jews, but I was not a Jew, so I did not speak out, and when they came for me, there was
no one left to speak out for me.” I wrote, they came for the slaves, and no one spoke out, they came for the Jews,
and no one spoke out, they came for the sex offenders, and no one spoke out, and then they came for the lifers,
and no one spoke out, what will happen when they come for you? We as a civilized society can not allow this
injustice to continue unabated.
Hope and the longing for rewards lay at the heart of every human endeavor, when this is lost, there is a disillusion. Even the most generous giver, expects the gift to be appreciated. In Maryland there is a parole expectancy
built into its system, and when ones efforts to receive, at the very lease, meaningful consideration, the whole
system fails.
WE ARE ASKING THAT after an individual has served 20 years of a current sentence, received a recommendation from the parole board, and favorable evaluation from the Patuxent Institution, they appear before a three
Judge panel for consideration of release, rather than the final decision be made by the Governor. We therefore
encourage you to give serious consideration to passage of SB-900
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SENATE BILL 900
Hearing before the Maryland Senate Committee on Judicial Proceedings
March 25, 2009
Testimony of
Merle Helen Morrow
Thank you for allowing me to speak. My name is Merle Morrow. I am a long-time resident of Calvert County
and a volunteer with the Maryland Restorative Justice Initiative. I retired from a career in law in 2001, and for a
little over three years I taught a GED class at night for men who worked during the day in what was then called
State Uses Industries.
I was horrified when I realized that men who were given life sentences, under laws that the sentencing judges
recognized as providing the later possibility of parole, were in fact serving sentences of life-without-parole—
regardless of the level of rehabilitation they may have achieved.
I’ve heard this injustice excused by those who remind me that people can still be paroled for medical reasons and
when they age.
Mr. Sherman Bryant is 64 years old and has served 21 years.
Mr. Umar Muhammad is 65 and has served 42 years.
Mr. Glenn Watkins is 57 and has served 33 years.
Mr. James Wells is 61 and has served 32 years.
As to medical paroles, Mr. Leroy Hannah-Bey was 65 years old and had served 26 years. I put that in the past
tense because recently he died of cancer in the hospital at the Jessup Correctional Institute.
Mr. Willie Washington also has been diagnosed with cancer. He is 79 years old and has served 25 years. He is
currently incarcerated at the Maryland Correctional Institute at Hagerstown.
Mr. Gregory Craig was my first student to earn his GED. He is 45 years old and has served 18 years. He
has taken every college course available to him, making As in advanced math, and his family is extremely supportive of him. At his sentencing, the judge handed down a life sentence and said, “You will still be a young man
when you get out,” and went on to tell him to try to come out of prison ready to go on with his life, not angry and
bitter.
Mr. Warren Hynson was a tutor in my class. He was convicted of felony murder at age 17 and is now 35, having
served 18 years of a life sentence. He hasn’t had an infraction since 1995, he has participated in every program
possible—acting as a leader for many of them—he was the valedictorian of his GED class, and he has a very
supportive family. He recently went back to court to petition for a reduction in sentence. The judge suspended
his life sentence and gave him a number of years to serve. Then Mr. Hynson found out that suspended life sentences are treated the same as life sentences for purposes of parole. No judge is going to change a sentence
unless the judge intends a changed result.
These examples come from the group of only 35 students and tutors who were in my classes at the Maryland
House of Correction. We can see in each of these cases that both the legislature’s intent when it enacted the sentencing and parole laws and the sentencing judges’ intents are being ignored and circumvented under the current
system of denying parole to qualified people.
I urge this committee to address and correct the injustice and hypocrisy of the current system.
On behalf of the men in my math lab at The Annex and the men in Mrs. Morrow’s SUI/GED Class at the House
of Correction, I thank you for the opportunity to make this statement.
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Written Testimony

Senate Bill 900

March 25, 2009

My name is Verna Burnett and I got involved with this issue for the same reason that most people get involved:
It was personal. I am asking you to support this bill because the more that I learned about this issue the more I
realized how much it really affects us all as a community.
The statistics are shocking: The state of Maryland spends $33K- 60K to incarcerate one person for one year as
opposed to $1400 for one year of supervised parole. The stories are heartbreaking: Men languishing for 20, 30
and even 40 years, with no hope of release, when their sentence was intended to be 10-15 years. This issue doesn’t just challenge our judicial system it questions our humanity as a society.
The American judicial system works for the most part. Our judicial system calls for a jury of our peers, 12
peers, with a judge to interpret the laws that we as a community have enacted and give the appropriate sentence.
We have appellate courts to further insure fairness. Our system has lots of “sanity checks”. Our system doesn’t
depend on one man to insure justice for all. Unfortunately, even with all of these “checks”, people like Walter
Lomax are still falsely imprisoned for DECADES. Our system doesn’t always work.
Before Governor Glendening’s “life means life” policy our system was working pretty effectively. A pre-release
program existed in which individuals were able to work towards their freedom and show that they could not only
re-enter but be assets to our community. The “sanity checks” were working as Walter Lomax, Etta Myers and
hundreds of others proved by spending years in our community demonstrating that they deserved the freedom
our system of “checks” had given them.
But our system doesn’t always work and a man in the pre-release program committed a murder before killing
himself. Just as the “checks” had failed Walter Lomax they failed our community. We are human and we make
mistakes. That’s why in our country it is never up to just one man to decide the fate of another. In our country
the majority of the people decide what the right thing to do is and we vote on it to say so.
When Governor Glendening adopted a policy that refused to even consider the release of men and women with
parole eligible life sentences he was defying our system, breaking our law. A system we will all agree is not
perfect but it is the law, the law decided on by the Majority of the People. Not the will of One Man.
We are not asking you to reinvent the wheel. It was never the legislative intent that these men and women be
imprisoned for life. We are talking about parole eligible life sentences. The current system already calls for
serving a certain term in prison (15-25 years), a recommendation from the parole board and a favorable psychological evaluation from the Patuxent Institution. These are the “sanity checks”. The next step in the process is
the Governor’s signature. It is this step in the process that creates a breach in our system because no Governor
has been willing to complete it in 15 years.
For 15 long years, thousands of men and women who are eligible for parole, according the laws that “we the
people” have set forth, have been denied any real chance of being released based on the decision of one man.
One Man deciding our fate? That is NOT how the American judicial system is supposed to work.
We are not proposing to open the flood gates and release hundreds of dangerous people back into the community. We ARE the community and these men and women are our husbands, fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters,
our children. And don’t forget the “sanity checks”, we have many. All that we are asking is that a new “check”
be put in place to correct this breach in our system: A three judge panel in addition to the Governor having discretion to release deserving individuals. We are asking that no One Man have the ultimate control over another.
We are simply asking that the system we voted for be allowed to work.
Please give your support to Senate Bill 900.
Verna Burnett
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Written Testimony
Senate Bill 900
March 24, 2009
My name is Laurie Bezold, and as a local community activist and concerned citizen, I am
writing to support the Senate Bill 900. The reasons that I would like to see this Bill passed in
Committee or a similar version passed in the Legislature are the following:
1. Many prisoners who were given a life sentence and have been eligible for parole for
some time are not being released by the Governor, mainly for political reasons, rather
than objective criteria. Many of these prisoners had been on work release, family
leave and other programs.
2. Maryland is only one of three other states in the U.S. which as final authority over parole for life sentences. Most other states utilize their Parole Commissions or Department of Corrections.
3. Prisoners over the age of 60 are the lowest risk for repeated crimes and recidivism
4. The cost of incarcerating a prisoner is $33,000 per year on average. The cost of an
older prisoner is substantially higher, about $50,000 or more per year.
5. The cost of parole supervision in Maryland is about $1400 per year.
6. The State of Maryland needs to find ways to save money and use that money for prevention and intervention programs.
7. This is a racial justice issue. Maryland has a large disproportionate number of African
Americans in the prison system. As a white person, I find this appalling, and for this
reason alone, action should be taken.
8. Judges, when giving a life sentence, assumed there was parole eligibility and prisoners
would eventually be released within 20 years or so.
I hope that the Senate Judiciary Committee can find a way to change the current policies so
that these prisoners can have hope for a meaningful and timely release from prison. It offers
no incentives to other prisoners to participate in programs that secure their release if they see
many lifers spending so many years on the inside.
Laurie Bezold
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Statement Before the Senate Proceeding Committee
March 25, 2009
Ms. Myra Black
Maryland Restorative Justice Initiative

SB-900
I have been a religious volunteer for the last 10 years in both male and female
facilities from Baltimore City to Hagerstown. When I was initially introduced
to prison ministries, I had biases about going into a facility with convicted criminals. I believed that rules were put in place for a reason, and if you break the
rules, then you have to pay the price. But it was not until I became acquainted
with these individuals that I came to realize that they are not the same person
that they were 25 years ago, and to hear the correctional officers that have authority over them make statements such as, "They never give me any trouble. They just go to work and stay in their cell. I don't know why they are
still here", helped me come to the conclusion that I should not judge people by
the worse thing that they have ever done.
You call your facilities "prisons", I call them correctional facilities. When an
obviously rehabilitated inmate has taken advantage of the self-help and educational opportunities presented to them, maintained exceptional institutional records (which is not easy when you are at the whim of officers who can ticket
you for any trivial thing), pass psychological evaluations and receive favorable
recommendations, then the system has worked and you have a success story because you have corrected a negative behavior.
They should be considered for parole on their own merit, and not be judged by
the actions of other inmates. The cost of housing these rehabilitated inmates far
outweighs the cost of community supervision.
Respectfully Submitted,
Ms. Myra Black
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March 25, 2009
Members of the Judicial Committee,
As a mother of a Lifer with Parole and a mother who understands the
pain and tears from both sides, I feel deeply committed to help in
changing Policies that do not work. It is such a misunderstanding to
think or even believe that people cannot redeem themselves or feel the
pain they have caused their families on both sides. Bad choices do not
make bad people, WE CAN CHANGE!
There are no winners in this, the horror effects us all. Attention needs
to be given to both sides of this issue. Maybe rightly so, animosity
and distrust have bred gross injustice. I can truly tell you that many
people behind the walls are redeemable and can become productive
citizens if given a chance.
I respectfully ask this Committee to become ALLIES with us in this
struggle, support the positive and get rid of the negative on both sides.
Let us work together towards a more civilized solution to OUR problem and it is OUR problem!
Families from both sides can bring a lot of positive dialogue to the table if we try. Your consideration of trying to do the right thing would
be greatly appreciated.
Sincerely,
Lea Green

19

Testimony in support of SB 900
sponsored by Sen. McFadden regarding
In Banc Review of Sentences and Parole Eligibility
My name is Edward Sabin. I live in Pasadena, Maryland. I have been a
volunteer at Jessup Correctional Institution (formerly MD House of Correction Annex) on and off for 15 years. In this time I met a number of inmates who are fine individuals who have a positive outlook. By their action and their attitude, they improve the environment of prison for themselves and others.
Several men are serving life sentences and have been incarcerated for
many years. It is a sad waste that they who (obvious to me and others
who know them) have rehabilitated themselves, currently have little hope
of ever leaving prison due to politics surrounding the parole of lifers in
Maryland.
The way I met the men is the Alternatives to Violence Project (AVP). AVP
is a volunteer run self-help training program begun by inmates assisted
by several Quaker volunteers in New York's Greenhaven Prison in 1975.
The attached paper is a description of AVP and includes an evaluation of
the program's effectiveness for rehabilitation and for reducing recidivism.
AVP is one of several self-help programs in Maryland prisons. Self-help
groups together with religious services and education programs, all increase the chance of rehabilitation occurring in prison. Most experts in
the criminal justice field would like to increase the number of rehabilitation programs; however, state budget constraints often limit the number
of such programs. Because of this limitation, rehabilitation programs implemented by volunteers, both inmate and outside persons, become all
the more valuable.
When parole for lifers is restricted to such a degree as has occurred in
the last 15 years in Maryland, it undermines the goal of rehabilitation.
Motivation for volunteers both inside and outside the prison is diminished. If we, in effect, throw away the key on these persons, what's the
point of rehabilitation? For this reason, I and other AVP volunteers urge
the passage of SB 900 as an important and cost effective step to make
rehabilitation work more effectively in Maryland prisons.
Edward P. Sabin, Ph.D
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Statement Before the Senate Proceeding Committee
March 25, 2009
Ms. Rosa Stone, Mother of an incarcerated son

SB-900
Good Afternoon. Thank you for allowing me this opportunity to speak with you today. My
name is Rosa Stone. I am the mother of Christopher Bacote. My son, Chris is currently incarcerated at the Roxbury Correctional Institute in Hagerstown. My son is serving a parole eligible life sentence. The judge suspended all but 50 years.
I’m here this afternoon to ask that Senate Bill 900 be passed. This bill would give my son and
other incarcerated individuals hope. With this hope of release, inmates become encouraged.
And when people are encouraged they have a reason to dream. And when people can dream
they become motivated and stimulated to obtain their dreams. And the inmates become better
inmates when there is hope.
With the hope of being released and the opportunity to re-enter society our incarcerated family members will have a healthy outlook and they are better able to cope with their present
living conditions. With that hope of re-entering society, our loved ones will be encouraged to
participate in educational training programs. Inmates will also be encouraged to obtain job
training and to participate in rehabilitation programs that are offered at the correctional institution.
So, therefore I would like to urge that favorable consideration be given to the passage of Senate Bill 900. This bill will create an opportunity for family members to see our loved ones reenter society and be reconnected to the community, and making meaningful contributions.
Senate Bill 900 is also a cost effective alternative to prison.
My son is housed on the honors tier; he has received numerous training certificates, and will
be receiving his AA degree at the end of this year. Chris has maintained a 3.8 grade point average and he is infraction free.
Once again thank you for this opportunity to speak with you today.
Respectfully,
Ms. Rosa Stone
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TESTIMONY on SENATE BILL 900 by ARTHUR C. TATE JR
March 25, 2009
To Members of the Judicial Proceedings Committee:
I would like to recommend passage of Senate Bill 900 for the following reasons:
I am the father of a young man who took a life sentence plea in 1992. He accepted the terms
of a sentence, “life imprisonment with the possibility of parole”, on the bad advice of an attorney who
no longer wanted to deal with my son’s case. We were incorrectly advised that if our son went to
court he would be convicted of first degree murder “without” the possibility of parole. My son was
only 16 years old at the time and was certified by two court recognized psychiatrists as unable to form
the intent for first degree murder. Our attorney felt confident that our son would be paroled in fifteen
years or so, since he was a youthful offender with no prior juvenile record. Unfortunately his incarceration began before former Governor Glendining changed the intent of a life sentence with the possibility of parole by refusing to release anyone holding any type of life sentence. That was seventeen
years ago and my son still wastes away in a Maryland prison. There is little hope that he will be paroled since the Governor of Maryland must personally sign off on the parole of inmates with a life sentence. No inmate with a life sentence has been paroled by a governor since this law has been enacted
except for the very sick (dying) and the very aged. There are many men languishing in our prisons
that deserve a second chance to become productive citizens. As we all know, no sitting governor will
release any of these men because of the political condemnation that might follow. In essence, there is
no parole for a lifer in Maryland. It is time that this unfair and draconian statute be changed to allow
deserving men the chance to reunite with their families. My son deserves this opportunity to rebuild
his life as do hundreds of other men trapped by this spiteful and merciless law. Senate Bill 900 will
change this situation since a three judge panel will not be influenced by political considerations.
Public safety will not be compromised with the passage of this bill. A majority of men incarcerated for life committed crimes of passion while very young. Statistics from the Department of Justice of the United States demonstrate that men released after committing crimes “in the heat of the moment” seldom recidivate. Naturally there are some men who should never be released from our prisons but those matters should be left to others trained in making these decisions, not politicians.
Lastly, there are financial benefits to the State of Maryland and its citizen by paroling inmates
who no longer pose a real danger. Maryland expends an average of $33,100 on each inmate in our
prisons. A student may attend our State University for less money. Instead of building more prisons,
at the cost of hundreds of missions of dollars, let us take an enlightened look at incarceration and parole in our State. The rewards to our progressive stature as a state in the U.S., reuniting families and
loved ones, and the economic impact on our State Budget in these difficult fiscal times will benefit
everyone in Maryland.
I urge you to pass Senate Bill 900.
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MD CURE

P.O. Box 23, Simpsonville, MD 21150

Maryland Citizens United for the Rehabilitation of Errants
Senate Bill 900

Testimony Submitted March 25, 2009
Elizabeth May representing Mary Pat Donelan
Maryland CURE

Vice President/
Treaurer
Mary Pat DeVerneil

I am Elizabeth May, member in good standing of Maryland CURE.
In support of this bill, I’d like to focus my testimony this afternoon on three individuals:
• Etta Myers, Inmate #902 158, who has been incarcerated with a life sentence at the Maryland Correctional Institution for Women for 22 years for a murder that she herself did not
commit;
• Walter Lomax, who was incarcerated as a lifer in Maryland for 39 years for a crime that he
was completely innocent of; and
• Governor Martin O’Malley

Secretary
Sharon Hull

It’s important to all three of these individuals as well as to all the citizens in the State of Maryland that you pass Senate Bill 900.

Officers
President
Sharrie Booth

I volunteer to direct a drama group of about 35 women with life sentences at the Maryland
Correctional Institution for Women in Maryland. Many, including Etta, received life sentences
for crimes that they didn’t themselves commit but were tangentially related to.

The Officers
Bob Giles
Lib Shipley
Lester Welch

I have gotten to know Etta quite well. Her calm and loving influence has been an inspiration to inmates at MCIW for a very long time. Eleven years ago, Etta was in a pre-release program. She had a job on the outside, had reestablished herself with her family and church, and
was preparing for a productive life outside of prison. When a recently released lifer committed
a murder, her dream of freedom suddenly vanished. Governor Glendening dramatically proclaimed that “life meant life,” and abruptly terminated all pre-release programs for lifers. Etta,
with several others in my group, returned to the confines of the women’s prison.

Advisory Board

Etta has been completely cleared for release psychiatrically and was recently approved for
parole by the Parole Commission. The final hurdle for her to overcome for her release after
twenty-two years of incarceration is the Governor’s signature.

Board of Directors

Tara Andrews, Esq.
Director
Maryland Justice Coalition

And herein lies the rub. Governor O’Malley has not signed the release of even one lifer in
the two years since he has been Governor.

Frank M. Dunbaugh,
J.D.
Executive Director
Maryland Justice Policy Institute

My second subject is Walter Lomax. Walter was incarcerated in the Maryland system for
39 years for a crime he did not commit. He was released a year and a half ago. Before he was
released, Walter told himself that wouldn’t just walk away. He resolved to begin his freedom
working for the reform of laws and policies affecting the lifer population. Walter knows what
it’s like to have well-deserved freedom denied by the system. He is convinced that the political
and legislative process is the way to create change. This bill to have lifer parole decisions made
by a three judge panel instead of the Governor is the result of his efforts.

Honorable Salilma S.
Marriott
Deputy Mayor
Baltimore

The third subject of my testimony is Governor Martin O’Malley. I have to believe that the
Governor would strongly support this legislation. Passage would relieve him of being required
to make are very politically sensitive decisions. Maryland is one of only a very few states that
give the Governor this role. As proposed by this bill, a three judge panel will ensure that a high
level of scrutiny will occur, society will be protected, and that justice will prevail. With the high
cost of incarceration – 20-30K a year per inmate -- releasing rehabilitated inmates is fiscally
responsible as well.
For Etta, for Walter, for Governor O’Malley, and for all justice-loving citizens of
the State of Maryland, please pass this bill.
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Senate Bill 900
Good afternoon. My name is Jennifer Smith. I am an organizer with Maryland’s Outside
Connection. The organization is committed to improving the lives of those impacted by the
Maryland prison system. We work in collaboration with the Maryland Restorative Justice
Initiative.
While I strongly support legislation that would benefit deserving lifers, I reject Senate Bill
900 as it does not reflect the goals of the Initiative and its passing would likely create a nightmare in terms of legal review. I advocate for a process that is fair and accessible to lifers deserving of probation and parole.
Even after former Governor Glendening’s disheartening action that led to a lifer’s inability to
move through the system, I have personally recognized the growth of individuals serving life
sentences.
For example, inmate Selvyn Tillet has blossomed into a great writer and a budding painter,
with his prolific works appearing in Crime & Punishment: Inside Views and The Soul Knows
No Bars. Editors and readers on the outside recognize his commitment to personal growth
and the development of his talent.
T. Michael Colbert is another inmate who has educated himself. He has been a columnist for
Port Harlem Magazine for the last ten years. Like Mr. Tillet, he is deserving of a chance to
progress through the system.
Then there is the issue of the wrongfully convicted in Maryland, many of them lifers, such as
Michael Austin, Henry Myron Roberts, Bernard Webster, Eric Lynn and James Owens that
makes me extremely uneasy about the door for lifers to re-enter society to have been completely shut.
In fact, I was recently informed that Douglas Arey’s case, another Maryland lifer, may be
taken up by Centurion Ministries. He has been reaching out through his hundreds of letters
and articles for years. I suspect that with disparity in sentencing and poor legal representation
that there are many, many more like him.
Finally in the 1990’s during a hostage situation involving inmates and correctional officers,
officials handling the situation, requested the assistance of two lifers, one being Rashid Salih
to negotiate their safe release.
They were trusted with this crisis issue, yet both, nearly 15 years later re still incarcerated and
denied the chance to parole.
I urge the elected leadership to move Maryland out of the shameful history of imprisonment
and move in the direction of decarceration.

24

State of Maryland
Office of the Public Defender
POSITION ON PROPOSED LEGISLATION
DATE:
March 25, 2009
BILL NUMBER:
SB900
POSITION: Support
BILL TITLE:
Inmates-In Banc Review of Sentences—Parole Eligibility
__________________________________________________________________________________
REVIEW AND ANALYSIS:
Senate Bill 900 creates a statutory right to have a conviction or sentence reviewed by a three judge
panel sitting in banc after an inmate has served at least twenty continuous years of imprisonment without being released on parole as a result of the conviction and sentence. Additionally, SB900 creates an
alternative authority that would be charged with approval of parole for inmates serving terms of life
imprisonment.
Specifically, the bill amends both statutes concerning parole eligibility and sentence review: the general provisions in 7-301 and the provisions specific to Patuxent in 4-305 of the Correctional Services
Article. The Patuxent Institution has its own paroling authority, independent from that of the Division
of Corrections. Under both current statutes, the Governor’s approval is required before an inmate
serving a term of life imprisonment can be paroled. This bill authorizes a three judge panel sitting in
banc to approve parole, in addition to the Governor. Potential parolees could then seek approval from
either entity.
The bill creates a new 8-109 of the Criminal Procedure Article wherein it grants an individual review
of a judgment or sentence by a three judge panel sitting in banc. In order to avail himself or herself of
the review, the individual must a file a notice for in banc review any time after serving at least twenty
continuous years of imprisonment without being released on parole as a result of the conviction and
sentence.
DEPOLITICIZING PAROLE
The additional avenue of a three judge panel in parole approval would further the interests of justice
by deemphasizing the role of politics in the decision-making process and concentrating solely on the
circumstances surrounding the particular individual. When the executive is charged with parole approval, decisions can be based on the whims of public opinion as much as the traditional considerations, such as the practical effect that incarceration has had on the individual, the likelihood of recidivism, and the progress that the individual has made inside the institution towards reintegration. Entrusting parole approval in an entity outside of the executive branch places the interests of justice before political expediency.
ECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS
In our economic environment, this particular legislation, which could result in an increase of parolees
in an age group where recidivism and criminal behavior are declining, would help ease the significant
burden shouldered by Maryland’s correctional institutions when budget considerations are of critical
importance. The requirement of at least twenty years of continuous imprisonment effectively ensures
that the majority of potential parolees that would be affected by this legislation would be in age groups
less prone to criminal behavior and more successful in reintegrating into society.
For these reasons, the Office of the Public Defender urges this Committee to give Senate Bill 900 a
favorable report
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Testimony
Tracy Velazquez, MPA
Executive Director
Justice Policy Institute
www.justicepolicy.org
Maryland Senate Committee on Judicial Proceedings
March 25, 2009
Thank you, Chairman Brian Frosh and Vice Chairwoman Lisa Gladden for allowing me to testify before the
Committee on Judicial Proceedings regarding Senate Bill 900. My name is Tracy Velazquez, and I am the Executive Director of the Justice Policy Institute, a Washington, D.C. based think tank dedicated to reducing society’s reliance on incarceration and promoting effective and just solutions to social problems, I am also a resident
of Prince George’s County.
Over the last six years the Justice Policy Institute has contributed research and policy analysis related to treatment for drug addiction, sentencing guidelines and mandatory minimums in Maryland. JPI’s involvement in
policy in Maryland earned it a seat on the Prison Violence Task Force. I am here to talk to you today about the
importance of enacting fair and effective parole policies for the over 22,000 people in Maryland prisons and how
it relates to SB900. In brief, I will explain that releasing people who are eligible and are deemed appropriate
parole can be done without a significant negative public safety impact and can create benefits to the community
and, through cost savings, benefit to the State of Maryland.
First, I’ll mention the cost savings to the state. Maryland, like many states, is at a critical moment. Budgets are
tight and Maryland is actively looking to cut spending. In 2007, Maryland spent approximately $1,422 per person on parole or probation, and $33,310 per person incarcerated. By these numbers, if Maryland were to parole
an additional 100 people, it could potentially save approximately $3 million over the course of one year.
Risk assessments help decision-makers preserve public safety
While obviously someone who is at liberty is always a greater risk to public safety than when they are incarcerated, over the past decade we have learned a lot more about research-based methods to ensure that we make the
right decisions about who should be released, and what type of support systems promote success in the community. In particular, we have assessments that identify the static factors, or risks, and the change-able factors, or
needs in the person and their environment that are “criminogenic”, or related to crime.
Maryland already uses evaluation and risk assessments to make decisions about who to release on parole, including the Level of Service Inventory-Revised (LSI-R). The state is in the process of further improving the efficiency of these tools. These tools use a variety of factors to determine risk to public safety. Among them is the
age of the person who is eligible for parole.
People over age 45 are significantly less likely to participate in illegal activity and have lower re-arrest rates following release than younger people. A study by the U.S. Department of Justice found that, nationwide, 17 percent of people over age 45 who were released from prison in 1994 were re-imprisoned with a new sentence
within three years, compared to over 30 percent of people in their early 20s. As this pertains to Senate Bill 900,
this bill only addresses people serving life sentences with the eligibility for parole have been in prison for at least
20 years, making them well past their 20s and advancing into ages that indicate a significant decrease in risk to
public safety.
There is also no evidence that longer sentences guarantee lower crime rates. Over the last three decades the average length of stay in prison nationwide increased from 22 months in 1990 to 30 in 2002.
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But this 36 percent increase in prison time has not necessarily resulted in lower re-arrest rates or improved public
safety: a study by the U.S. Department of Justice found that people who spend more time in prison are not less
likely to be re-arrested that people who spend less time.
Regarding addressing the needs of people on community supervision so that they are successful: As outlined in
our recent publication, “The Release Valve,” Maryland has made tremendous strides in improving supervision.
Through such programs as the Proactive community Supervision (PCS) program, has also tried to ensure that people on parole receive the supports and services they need to refrain from violating the conditions of parole, desist
from engaging in illegal behavior and not return to prison. Successful completion of programs in prison is often an
additional factor used in determining risk because additional training, counseling, and treatment may increase the
likelihood that a person get a job and participate in the community upon release. Of course, if people now feel
they have little hope of ever actually being granted parole, they may have few incentives to complete such programming.
Paroling more people will strengthen communities in the long-term
I’d like to now talk about some of the possible benefits of paroling people who have served long terms in prison.
Parole allows people to return to their communities to participate in employment, treatment, education, families
and other systems of support. They are able to contribute to the local economy through their employment, financial support for their families, and patronizing local business. As research has shown that community-based treatment is more cost-effective and beneficial than treatment delivered in prisons and jails, people with substance
abuse problems may be able to conquer their addictions sooner, and with a more lasting impact, if under community-bases supervision through parole.
Return discretion to the judiciary and the parole board
Next, I’d like to address the issue of fairness, something the Justice Policy Institute is also concerned with.
The current system allows the Governor to have the final say in determining who with a parole-eligible life sentence can be released to community supervision. Thwarts the initial decision of the judicial branch and undermines
the evidence-based decision-making of the parole board. The judicial branch granted some people a life sentence
with the possibility of parole based on their guidelines and discretion. The evidence at hand allowed the judiciary
to make such a decision
The current system allows the executive branch to effectively increase this penalty without judicial review. It also
throws out the window the idea of making decisions based on facts and evidence. The parole board uses mental
health evaluations and risk assessments to determine risk to public safety. By allowing the executive branch to
make the final decision regarding parole for people serving life sentences with parole, the decisions become informed by politics rather that research and evidence. On the other hand, establishing a three-judge panel that can
review evaluations from the system of parole and evidence without fear of political reprisal is an effective way to
ensure that people are being treated fairly before the law and that people who are at little risk to public safety are
released into their community to the benefit of individuals, families and communities.
The law already extends parole eligibility to people serving life sentences, but no recent governor has paroled one
of these individuals. Releasing people that have been appropriately screened and assessed can benefit state budgets, as well as communities and families, without a significant increase in risk to public safety. And it also is the
fair thing to do.
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Testimony in Support of SB 900:
Inmates - In Banc Review of Sentences – Parole Eligibility
TO:
FROM:
DATE:

Committee Chair, and members of the Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee
Rasheeda Alford, Project Director
March 23, 2009

Out For Justice is a project of Alternative Directions, Inc., a nonprofit organization providing
services to prisoners and individuals reentering their communities after incarceration. Out For
Justice organizes former prisoners, families of prisoners, and supporters of criminal justice
reform to change unjust and counter-productive policies affecting incarcerated individuals and
their families.
Our For Justice members have identified the problem of individuals serving life sentences that
are unjust. We support SB900 because we feel that an individual should be released from
prison after at least 15 years to be given a chance at re-entry. Through our research and workshops we held this year, we found that it is one of the concerns of family, friends and exoffenders in the State of Maryland.
We believe that most logical and cost-effective solution to this problem would be for the State
of Maryland to grant the three judge panel after the inmate has made adequate amount of rehabilitation. Also, keeping an inmate in prison each year costs the state $24,500 to house an
inmate and these are funds that can be used for Re-Entry Programs, Substance Abuse Programs, Transitional Housing, Medical (Medications) and Housing for inmates. However, we
understand that at this time this might not be a feasible option. Therefore, we support SB900
and request a favorable report.
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Statement for the Senate Proceeding Committee
March 25, 2009 SB-900
Maryland Restorative Justice Initiative

Ms. Marsha Thompkins

Dear Senate/House Judiciary Committee and Maryland Black Caucus
Members.
We pray that committee members support Senator McFadden's proposal to remove
parole duties from the governor and create three judge panel(s)
Unfortunately, the prison system is consistently escalating into a major business venture. As a result many of our sons, daughters, friends and family have become the
instruments of keeping these select businesses flourishing at the expense of what
could be productive citizens.
The decision to have the future of parolable lifers left to the scrutiny and decision of
the governor I believe is unjust and subject to many other factors other than upholding the law and public safety. Previous Governor Parris N. Glendening's executive
order denying parole unless the prisoner was seriously ill" bordered on a return to
slave labor.
Respectfully submitted
Mother of a Parolable Lifer
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March 24, 2009

Re: Senate

Bill 900

Dear Maryland Senators and Delegates:
I wanted to be there today to support this bill for my son and many others who so deserve a second
chance. As a Marylander for my entire life, 50 plus years, this bill is a fair and just solution for those
now incarcerated and our citizens. Everyone knows the statistics on the costs of housing inmates. By
keeping those inmates incarcerated for 30, 40 and 50 years when they are no longer a danger to society
is a waste of our precious resources that could be used to better educate our children and especially those
that are on the road to incarceration.
My son was convicted in 1990 for 1st Degree Rape and is serving a Life Sentence. He just turned 19
years old. As a juvenile he had a few scrapes with the law but never anything serious and nothing ever
violent. His father and I were divorced when he was 9 years old. For a period of time he lived with his
father which was the biggest mistake I had ever made in my life. His father was an alcoholic and was
violent. Although I stood by my son during all those bad times, it wasn’t enough. He was already poisoned by his father actions. I cannot change what has happened but I can keep fighting for his freedom
and his life. Today could be a turning point for his life and mine and my family. I cannot express myself enough how this has changed my life and my belief that a fairer justice system is in need of great
repair. As a life time Marylander I see so many injustices in our criminal justice system. It makes me
angry and frustrated when I see others that have committed worse crimes than my son who are out of
prison. This is why our parole system must be changed to give my son and others like him a chance to
live some kind of normal life.
He was very young and deserves to have a life outside those prison walls. He has always expressed his
remorse for the terrible act he committed and has never denied his responsibility to pay for his crime.
But a life sentence and at this time in the State of Maryland with no chance of parole has take its toll on
him and me and my family. I have been fighting for him for the past 19 years. In just a few years I will
be 60 years old. I want to see my son happy and with a family before I leave this world. By the grace of
God I am so glad I am still here to hopefully see that day. Just a few years ago I had a very bad health
scare and I am very lucky to be alive today. So I must stay strong and do whatever I can to help my son
and others like him who deserve a second chance.
God forgives them and we must do the right thing and pass this bill to give them hope.
I hope someone was able to read my letter before you today. It is so hard to put in words and to express
my thoughts and feelings on this very important issue.
In 1990 lifers did have hope that one day they would be free again. My son was sentenced 5 years before the NO PAROLE FOR LIFERS bill was passed. He was led to believe that he would have to serve
at least 15 to 20 years of his life sentence.
I believe this new legislation would be a fair and just compromise for everyone. Thank you and I pray
for your help in passing Senate Bill 900.
With my deepest sincerity,
Mela Gibson
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March 19, 2009
Senate Judicial Committee
RE: Senate Bill 900
Hello. My name is Debi Johnson and my husband is Jeffrey Johnson #214433. Jeffrey has
been incarcerated for 19 years and the sentence is life. In Jeffrey’s 19 years in prison, more
than 15 of those have been totally infraction free. He maintains a job, and is very active within
the prison in his church and various committees. Most of his activities are geared toward redirecting the path of the men who come into the prison with their still-violent mindset. He has
gotten a college degree, we got married, and he has the respect of inmate and officer alike. He
has amazing support from our entire family. Although Jeffrey is an exceptional “prisoner” in
my eyes, the reality of it is that there are many men within those walls just like him. Men who
deserve a second chance.
It was completely unfair for former Governor Glendening to strip ALL lifers of their privilege
and ability to work their way through the prison system seemingly based on the actions of ONE
inmate who committed a new crime while on work release. I would like to suggest that it is a
wonderful idea to allow deserving lifers to come through the system i.e. maximum security, medium, minimum, work release.
Yes, I absolutely support Senate Bill 900 to eliminate the requirement of the Governor’s exclusive approval of parole previously granted to an inmate by the Parole Commission, as well as an
overhaul in general of the rules governing inmates with life sentences, some of whom have used
their time to better themselves and could serve society in a much better capacity than to be
warehoused indefinitely in a prison.
Thank you for your time and consideration.
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March 24, 2009
To Whom It May Concern:
My name is Cynthia Kensie. I am a constituent in the 43rd legislative district and I am in support of Senate Bill 900, which gives parole eligible lifers an alternate source of relief as opposed to the sole discretion of the Governor.
My brother, Steven Holt, has been in prison since the age of 16 ½ years. He is currently serving two life
sentences. Steven is now 52 years of age and has spent over 35 years in the penal system. While at
Patuxent, he took full advantage of a program that allowed inmates to attend college; consequently, he
was able to graduate. He now works around the institution doing carpentry and light electrical work.
He was instrumental in winning a football trophy for Patuxent Institute. He is also involved in religious
prison ministries.
During the end of governor Glendening’s term, he had given my family a sense of hope. We had hope
because Steven was in a group of inmates due to receive relief by Governor Glendening. However, the
excitement did not last long because of one bad apple. One inmate, who was released prior to my
brother, committed a serious crime resulting in the discontinuation of all relief programs for lifers.
I feel that the act of one individual has single-handedly killed the hope of many. These inmates should
be judged based on their accomplishments, attitudes, initiatives, and behavior. Yes, the Governor could
pardon but why should he make this decision alone? The governor has available to him the resources of
the Parole Commission that serves the State in the capacity of evaluating eligible lifers for parole. To
ignore the recommendations put forth by the Committee is a waste of resources that are funded by me,
the taxpayer.
After hearing about my brother’s experiences on more than one occasion to acquire a fair and just hearing for his parole case, I have concluded that it is time for a change to the parole system in Maryland.
As stated earlier, Steven has been in prison for over 35 years and there is no reason why he is not eligible for parole.
It is time to try something new! We need to clearly define the criteria for a lifer to obtain parole eligibility, pass the legislation that delegates this authority to an alternate source, and allow the system to work.
I believe in public safety, and for those cases where there is obviously no remorse or rehabilitation, then
parole should not be granted. But, it is senseless and burdensome on the taxpayers to continue to house
inmates who have been rehabilitated and show remorse for the crimes they have committed against society. After all, the purpose of the penal system is rehabilitation. Is it not?
This legislature being proposed could be a strong motivating factor for the younger prisoners entering
the prison system with life sentences facing them to work hard towards rehabilitating themselves while
knowing they may have an opportunity for a new beginning if they prove themselves.
I feel strongly that allowing parole eligibility to be determined by a three-judge panel en banc will allow
some deserving inmates the opportunity to regain their freedom and be productive members of society.

Cynthia Kensie
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I WHOLE HEARTEDLY SUPPORT THE MCFADDEN PROPOSED BILL. BEING THE
GRANDMOTHER OF A LIFER WHO WAS ONLY 16YRS OLD WHEN, UNABLE TO SECURE LEGAL REPRESENTATION, HE WAS GIVEN A LIFE PLUS SENTENCE. HE
HAS BEEN INCARCERATED FOR 32 YRS.
SINCE BEING INCARCERATED HE HAS ACCOMPLISHED MANY CERTIFICATES.
HE HAS AND IS NOW TEACHING YOUNG INMATES THEIR GED. MY FIRST VISIT
TO WESTOVER MARYLAND, UPON ASKING TO SEE MY GRANDSON SOME OF THE
STAFF INDICATED “OH THAT’S OUR COMPUTER MAN”. HE HAS BEEN VERY INSTRUMENTAL IN MAKING MONEY FOR THE INSTITUTION. SO YOU SEE A LIFER
SUCH AS MY GRANDSON CAN SAVE MUCH TO THEIR BENEFITS.
BY THE WAY, MY GRANDSON’S NAME IS BARON BROCK #145-026 AT ECI. I DO
HOPE I WILL BE ABLE TO SEE MY GRANDSON ON THE STREETS, I AM SURE HE
WOULD BE A NONREPEATER. I AM 84 YRS OLD, ONLY GOD KNOWS HOW LONG I
WILL BE ON THIS EARTH. ONE WISH WOULD BE TO SEE HIM WHILE MY EYES
ARE OPENED.
RESPECTFULLY,
MOSELLE FRIDAY
_____________________________________________________________________________
March 21, 2009
To Whom It May Concern:
My name is Robin Mayfield-Knight and I am a constituent in the 10th Legislative District. I am
a strong supporter for Senate Bill 900 for various reasons. First, I believe that the power to decide someone’s freedom should not rest in the hands of one person. When the decision was
made for the conviction, it was not made by one person. I also believe that such an important
decision should be handled by a panel because one person cannot always be objective. With all
of the other duties that are assigned to our illustrious Governor, he should be willing to delegate
duties to others as deemed necessary, and as I understand there is a Parole Commission in place
to handle this specific task. If these appointed officials are trying to do the job that was entrusted to them by us, the taxpayers, why is the governor not listening to their recommendations?
For these reasons, I believe that Senate Bill 900, which allows an alternative method for parole
eligible lifers to be released, has merit and I would ask that you, the lawmakers, would pass this
bill.
Sincerely,

33

March, 2009
To Whom This May Concern:
I am in support of Senate Bill 900, which would allow lifers to
petition courts for en banc review as opposed to Governor’s
complete control.

____________________________________________________________________________________________

March, 2009
To Whom This May Concern:
I am in support of Senate Bill 900, which would allow lifers to
petition courts for en banc review as opposed to Governor’s
complete control
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March 24, 2009
Dear Judiciary Proceedings Committee,
I have deep concerns of how my brother has been housed and institutionalized in the system.
The fact is that my brother has never obtained any release status during his 30 years of incarceration although he has been recommended to the last 3 Governors for release. I feel that there
have been many inmates incarcerated with life sentences that have been released. My feeling is
that my brother is not serving a sentence of Life without the possibility of parole. In all fairness, due to his length of incarceration, I see no reason why he shouldn’t be considered for release.
For this reason, I support Senate Bill 900 that will allow parole eligible lifers the opportunity to
seek relief by a 3-judge panel in the Circuit Court.
Sincerely,

Sheila Kane
_____________________________________________________________________________
March 19, 2009
Dear Judiciary Committee
I support Senate Bill 900. Lifers who have parole eligible sentences, who have demonstrated adequate remorse, and have been fortunate enough to obtain a favorable review from the
Parole Commission, should be considered for relief. Inmates who are hosed for 30-40 years
lose their family support while incarcerated, making it more difficult to make a successful transition back into society. Also, the cost to house them is a strain on our budget which is currently in a deficit.
We need legislation that will be administered fairly and review by 3 persons as opposed
to one seems to be a more democratic process. I do hope that we will see a change in policy for
those who are deserving of parole relief.
Thanks for your consideration in this most important matter.
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March 23, 2009
To Whom It May Concern:
I support Senator McFadden’s legislation to provide another avenue of relief for lifers
who have received favorable recommendations from the Parole Commission.
I know lifers who have spent 20 – 30 years in prison, who have good institutional records, who have obtained college degrees while incarcerated, who have received recommendations from the Parole Commission, who were even in work-release programs, who are still in
prison because one Governor made a decision based upon the actions of one person. We don’t
live in a single-minded country. Our country is built upon everyone having a voice, and I
would wholeheartedly support parole eligible review for lifers by a 3-judge panel. This type of
review has been successfully utilized in other areas of the judicial system and I’m sure it can
work in this instance as well.
I believe in public safety, and for those cases where there is obviously no rehabilitation,
then parole should be denied; but to continue to house inmates who have been deemed as rehabilitated by the expert resources that work with the inmates (psychologists, parole commissioners, case managers, etc.) is a senseless burden on the taxpayers.
Thank you for allowing me to be heard and I do hope that you will seriously consider
passing Senate Bill 900 into law.

____________________________________________________________________________________________

March 20, 2009
To Whom It May Concern:
I am writing in support of Senate Bill 900. I currently work as a correctional officer and although we all make mistakes, some bigger than others, there are some inmates that have truly
turned their lives around and deserve a second chance. I think that allowing an alternative
method of determining parole eligibility as opposed to just being the Governor’s decision, will
allow some deserving inmates the opportunity to regain their freedom and be productive members of society.
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May 19, 2009

To Whom It May Concern:
In reference to Senate Bill 900, I support this bill as a constituent to be delegated to lifers by the circuit court judges. Many inmates have been incarcerated for over twenty years;
however, they have managed to gain knowledge through education and work experience offered
within the prison system. Also, many of the prisoners have remained infraction free and have
been exceptional inmates overall. If given the opportunity through Senate Bill 900, these exemplary inmates may have the opportunity to be reintroduced into society with the strong support
of their families and friends to insure positive results while they are still young. This could also
lead to a strong motivating factor for the younger prisoners entering the prison system with life
sentences facing them to work hard toward rehabilitating themselves while knowing they may
have an opportunity for a new beginning if they prove themselves. This is a great opportunity
for many inmates, and I believe the approval of the bill will show nothing short of positive outcomes.
Thank you.
Sincerely,

DeAndra Parham
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May 20, 2009
Dear Judiciary Committee:
I think this bill has merit. Anyone who has spent 25 years in prison has spent their life
there. If during their incarceration, they have done everything that was requested of them,
worked with the program and took advantage of obtaining an education, they should be granted
a second chance. This is not happening. Quite a number of lifers have gone through psychological exams and have been recommended for parole and/or commutation by the Parole Commission, but the past three Governors (Glendening, Ehrlich, and now O’Malley), have done
nothing with the recommendations from the Commissioners that they appointed to evaluate lifers for parole eligibility. This is a waste of time for the inmates, the Parole Commission, and
the taxpayers who are footing the bill for everything.
Legislation that will allow eligible lifers an en banc review will be a positive step toward moving parole eligible, rehabilitated inmates out of the system while they still have a support system to aid their transition into society. Also, I think the process is fairer and more democratic than being at the mercy or whim of a politician who more times than not is more interested in doing what will get him re-elected.
Sincerely,

Brittany Owens
_____________________________________________________________________________
March 23, 2009
To Whom It May Concern:
This letter is regarding Senate Bill 900. I am totally in support of this Bill and very
much looking forward to change.
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March 25, 2009

To Whom It May Concern:
As a constituent, I support Senate Bill 900. I have been involved with prison ministries
as a religious volunteer for thirty years. I know inmates who have received recommendations
from the Parole Commission, but are unable to obtain approval from the Governor. Long-term
incarcerations for rehabilitated inmates are a senseless burden on the taxpayers. I look forward
to legislation that will allow inmates who have paid their debt to society the opportunity to become productive citizens. Some of the churches that are affiliated with our prison ministry
team have already secured homes in order to provide shelter for ex-offenders who need transitional support after losing family support after such long-term incarcerations. Approval of this
bill for deserving ex-offenders is the positive change that needs to be embraced.
Sincerely,

Archie Nelson
__________________________________________________________________
TO: Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee
RE: Senate Bill 900
To Whom It May Concern:
My name is Kenneth Robbins and I am a citizen of Maryland residing in the town of
Glen Burnie within Anne Arundel County. I am writing to you in regards to the proposed Senate Bill 900. I have either known or personally know of many individuals who have been subject to the present system of parole in Maryland. After having seen and heard of the experiences these people have had in attempting to acquire a fair and just hearing for their parole
cases and parole in general I have come to the conclusion that it is time for a change to the parole system in Maryland. I believe that the present system for granting both parole and parole
hearings for persons serving more than 20 consecutive years within the state of Maryland is
both politically biased and unfair. I have read through the proposed Senate bill and I am ardently in favor of its proposal. Please give it your thorough consideration.
Thank you,

Kenneth Robbins
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Senator Brian E. Frosh, Chairman
Judicial Proceedings Committee
Maryland General Assembly
Miller Senate Office Building, 2 East Wing
11 Bladen Street
Annapolis, Maryland 21401

March 19, 2009

Dear Senator Frosh,
This brief letter is respectfully submitted to you in indication of my support for Senate
Bill 900, legislation pending before your committee. My son has been incarcerated in the
Maryland prison system for more than 30 years, for an offense that occurred when he was 17
years old (an adolescent). Despite his over 20 year infraction free record, his case has remained
in limbo for over two years during Governor O’Malley’s administration, pending gubernatorial
review of a release recommendation made by the Parole Commission. I am convinced that but
for political reasons, my son, along with over a dozen or more other Lifers with relief recommendations, would be home with their families now.
The problem that I have with the parole situation in Maryland is it’s totally politicized.
They hold these men, most of whom have single victim offenses, for so long (between 30 to 40
years on average), that their support system is gone by the time relief recommendations are
made. In other words, the transition back to society is near insurmountable because family support is gone. My wife and I are 72 years old, and we live on a fixed retiree income. We can be
of minimal help to our son if he were released on parole, but the longer the process is prolonged, you can imagine just how much tougher it will be form him without any transitional
help. Only by good fortune is my son not yet 50 years old.
I think that Senator McFadden is right on point with this legislation. It is commonsensical legislation, in my opinion, to de-politicize the fair acquisition of parole or clemency review
in Maryland. I speak for my wife as well, we support this effort wholeheartedly. In practice,
what Maryland has done is over-incarcerate Lifers with the possibility of parole because it is a
political hot potato irrespective of the law.
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House & Senate Judicial Proceedings Committees
Maryland General Assembly – 2009 Session
March 20, 2009
To whom it may concern:
Please be advised that I am in support of legislation generated by Senator Nathaniel McFadden, Bill No.
900, intended to share the final parole authority for inmates serving Life sentences with a Three Judge
Panel in the circuit court. I believe that those persons incarcerated in Maryland after 20-30 years, if rehabilitated while in correctional facilities, should be granted a fair chance to achieve parole. The current
system is overly politicized with the Governor having sole authority in this matter after Parole Commission recommendations get to gubernatorial review.
The long and short of it is Maryland is incarcerating single-victim offenders way too long at an everincreasing cost to the taxpayer. We cannot afford to lock up everybody who commits a heinous crime
for 40-50 years, until they die in the prison system. The medical care alone for geriatric inmates is backbreaking to the taxpayer, all in the name of excessive retribution. Commonsense and fairness has to be
brought back into the equation, balanced with public safety, when these offenders have been granted by
law consideration for parole. We already have the death penalty and life without the possibility of parole for the most egregious offenders in Maryland.
Thank you for your time and consideration in this very important
matter.

____________________________________________________________________________________

House & Senate Judicial Proceedings Committees
Maryland General Assembly – 2009 Session
March 20, 2009
To whom it may concern:
Please be advised that I am in support of legislation generated by Senator Nathaniel McFadden, Bill No.
900, intended to share the final parole authority for inmates serving Life sentences with a Three Judge
Panel in the circuit court. I have a brother who has been incarcerated in the Maryland prison system for
over 30 years, who has an exceptional institutional record, earned a four-year college degree, and served
the system as tutor/clerk in correctional education for nearly 14 years, yet he is caught up in the maze of
politics associated with the Governor’s final review in excess of 2 years now.
Commonsense and fairness has to be brought back into the equation, balanced with public safety, when
these offenders have been granted by law consideration for parole. We already have the death penalty
and life without the possibility of parole for the most egregious offenders in Maryland.
Thank you for your time and consideration in this very important matter.
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House & Senate Judicial Proceedings Committees
Maryland General Assembly – 2009 Session
March 20, 2009
To whom it may concern:
Please be advised that I am in support of legislation generated by Senator Nathaniel McFadden,
Bill No. 900, intended to share the final parole authority for inmates serving Life sentences with
a Three Judge Panel in the circuit court. I believe that those persons incarcerated in Maryland
after 20-30 years, if rehabilitated while in correctional facilities, should be granted a fair chance
to achieve parole.
Commonsense and fairness has to be brought back into the equation, balanced with public
safety, when these offenders have been granted by law consideration for parole. We already
have the death penalty and life without the possibility of parole for the most egregious offenders
in Maryland.
Thank you for your time and consideration in this very important matter.

_____________________________________________________________________________
March 19, 20009
Dear Judiciary Committee
I am writing to show my support for Senate Bill 900. This bill makes sense. I want lifers who have demonstrated remorse and have changed their lives to have a means of gaining
parole release, to be restored to their families while they still have the support, and be less of a
burden to the taxpayers by getting jobs and giving back to our ailing economy.
I know an inmate who has served 30 years on a life sentence for a single, surviving victim. The Parole Commission recommended him for work release in 1994. Former Governor
Glendening said no. The Parole Commission recommended him for commutation of sentence
in 2004. Former Governor Ehrlich shot it down. The Parole Commission recommended him
for parole in 2007. His case has been in Governor O’Malley’s office pending gubernatorial review for 2 years. It has been a decade that the Parole Commissioners have been saying, “We
feel that this person has paid their debt to society. Is no longer a threat, and deserves a second
chance “, and yet the recommendations of the Commissioners that have been appointed to scrutinize these cases are falling on deaf ears. We need another plan. We need to clearly define the
criteria for a lifer to obtain parole eligibility, pass the legislation that delegates this authority to
an alternate source, and allow the system to work.
Thanks for your consideration in this most important matter.
Sincerely,
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