House Bill 853 — Criminal Procedure -- Petition to Reduce Sentence
(Maryland Second Look Act)
Judiciary Committee — February 18, 2025
FAVORABLE

Thank you for this opportunity to submit written testimony in support of HB 853.

| am a long-time resident of Montgomery County who cares deeply about the harmful impact of
mass incarceration on Maryland residents and the human, social, moral, and economic costs of
allowing people who are demonstrably rehabilitated to languish in prison.

The state spends millions of dollars each year on keeping people behind bars whose incarceration
serves no public safety benefit. This comes at great cost to families, communities, and the state.
Mass incarceration is cruel, unproductive, and very costly.! I strongly support HB 853 because
the Maryland_Second Look Act would improve the lives of thousands of Maryland
residents, serve the interests of both justice and public safety, and save money.

Experts and leading legal associations agree that courts should be authorized to take a
second look at sentences after 10 to 15 years of imprisonment for everyone.? Decades of
research tell us that people age out of crime and that formerly incarcerated older adults are the
least likely to reoffend.> We know that criminal activity is primarily a young person’s game.*
The immature patterns of thinking found in emerging adults and that can be a factor in criminal
behavior are long outgrown after 10 years. The commission of serious crimes such as homicide
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and rape peak at ages 18-20.> We should heed the advice of experts who say we are keeping
people in prison too long.’

History shows that we can safely release many of the Marylanders serving long sentences.
That has been Maryland’s experience with the Juvenile Restoration Act (JRA), which provides
an opportunity for sentence modification to individuals who were incarcerated as minors, who

have served at least 20 years, and who have demonstrated to a judge that their release does not

pose any threat to public safety and serves the interests of justice. The courts have shown that

they can identify individuals who have been rehabilitated and who can be safely released.’

This is the time to reap all the benefits — social, human, and fiscal—of giving everyone who
has served more than 20 years of an excessive sentence a chance to persuade a judge that they
are rehabilitated and that they can be safely returned to their communities. Currently, the
prospect for judicial review of a sentence after decades of incarceration is limited to people who
were convicted before the age of 18 prior to 2021 under the Juvenile Restoration Act.

Providing a chance for release would have a profound positive impact on people outside of
prison walls and communities. Legislators should not underestimate the human, social, and
economic benefits of enabling individuals who have been behind the walls for decades to reunite
with their families and reintegrate into their communities.® Families, particularly the children of
incarcerated individuals, suffer incalculable harm when incarcerated family members cannot
contribute economically or emotionally to the well-being of the family. Long sentences
exacerbate these harms. Moreover, this cost has been borne disproportionately by Black
families. Over 70 percent of Maryland’s prison population is Black.®

HB 853 would return parents to support their children and sons and daughters to support their
aging parents. Returning citizens would also have the chance to help heal their communities and
contribute as tax-paying and productive members of society. | have met and heard the stories of
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so many previously incarcerated individuals who are now giving back to their communities in
profound ways, including serving as messengers to guide at-risk youth and working to promote
public safety.

The Second Look Act would be a powerful force in changing both behavior and culture in
the prison. The value of giving people hope cannot be overestimated. Giving prisoners serving
excessive sentences a chance for resentencing previously unavailable would provide a powerful
incentive for those individuals to remain steadfast in their efforts to improve themselves.
Potential changes in the motivation, behavior, and attitude of those serving the longest sentences
could also have a rippling effect throughout the system and work to transform prison culture.
Having more hopeful prisoners could correspondingly improve the climate and working
conditions for prison guards.

The Second Look Act should also be embraced as part of a long-term strategy to achieve
cost savings and make more productive investments in public safety. By safely reducing the
prison population, the bill has the potential to generate cost savings in corrections and free up
funds and human resources to focus more squarely on efforts that support public safety, such as
therapeutic and mental health services, education, job training, rehabilitation, and reentry
programming.'°

Today Maryland’s prisons are increasingly populated by people who are serving long sentences,
who are aging in prison, and have no meaningful opportunities for release. In 2001, only 13
percent of Maryland’s prison population were serving a sentence of more than 10 years.!! Two
decades later 73 percent are serving sentences of 10 or more years.? About 23 percent of the
prison population are serving life or life-equivalent sentences, 36 percent of whom are over 55
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savings in the first year, only accounting for variable costs such as for food and clothing. The savings that
would result from the release of about 400 people would generate about $1.5 million in avoided costs. These
estimates do not account for the savings related to reduced costs for overtime or healthcare or all the costs
avoided in future years for the individuals who were released.
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years of age and 76 percent of whom are Black.™ Prison accelerates aging and people in prison
face more chronic and life-threatening illnesses.!*

The Department of Public Safety and Correctional Services has been struggling with trying to hire
enough corrections officers, is using overtime to deal with staffing shortages, which is not cost-
effective and is bad for staff morale, and is contending with the fiscal and operational challenges of
meeting the needs of an increasingly older population with high-cost health conditions.!® In 2024
Maryland awarded a new 5-year contract for corrections health care to Centurion for a total cost
of $1.7 billion.*® Medical care expenditures account for the largest share (19.5 percent) of the DPSCS
budget in 2026 after personnel--$365.2 million or an average of about $20,000 per person.!’

Maryland has reached the point at which it cannot control the growth in corrections spending or
free up resources for more productive crime prevention activities until it recognizes that its
prisons include many people serving excessive sentences, who are more and more costly to
incarcerate as they age, and whose release from prison would serve the public interest in social
justice and public safety.

Finally, the very real pain experienced by crime survivors should not be exploited to block
the enactment of policies that can help restore individuals, families, and communities that
have been harmed by excessive victimization and incarceration. The needs and desires of
victims matter greatly, but, importantly, they are not a monolithic group. Some may value
retribution above all, but national survey results indicate crime survivors overwhelmingly prefer
approaches to justice that focus on rehabilitation over punishment.*® Giving victims notice of the
resentencing proceeding and an opportunity to decide whether or not they want to provide input,
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as is the case with the Second Look Act, restores autonomy to victims who feel the system does
not always recognize their needs or desires.

Rewarding an individual’s personal transformation is both an act of humanity and justice.
Providing a meaningful opportunity for release from prison to those serving long sentences is a
cost-effective strategy in support of public safety and a meaningful way to allow people whose
potential is not being fully realized behind the walls to ultimately make positive contributions to
their community.

For these reasons, I urge a favorable report for HB 853.

Carol A. Cichowski



