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Clockwise from upper left: For the first time in a decade, 

Michigan’s prison population is on the rise, see page 4; Safe & 
Just Michigan Community Engagement Specialist Ronnie Waters 

represents us at the Michigan State of the State Address, where 
he met up with Lt. Gov. Garlin Gilcrest II; SJM Board Member 

Jose Burgos (left) and Ronnie Waters (center) meet with state 
Rep. Tullio Liberati (D-Allen Park) in March to talk about ending 

Juvenile Life Without Parole. Hear more from Jose on Page 7.
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When Democrats unexpectedly 
took control of the Michigan 
Legislature for the first time in 
nearly 40 years following the 
November 2022 elections, many 
of us wondered how they would 
approach criminal justice reform.  

Many Democrats had 
supported reform when in the 
minority and reform was popular 
with Democratic voters, but 
Republicans had leaned into 
“tough of crime” rhetoric during 
the 2022 election cycle and saw 
criminal justice issues as a key 
part of their strategy to regain the 
majority in 2024. 

Now, nearly 18 months into 
the 2023-24 legislative session, 
political considerations appear to 
have won out.  Few criminal justice 
issues have made meaningful 
progress through the Legislature, 
and legislative leadership has 
blocked others from receiving 
committee hearings or from even 
being introduced. This has been 
frustrating for both advocates 
and the pro-reform lawmakers we 
work with, but we are continuing 
to push forward in the hopes that 
we can find an opening this year 
or lay the groundwork for progress 
next year.  

That 
said, you 
will find 
information 
in these 
pages about 
ongoing 
legislative 
campaigns 
we continue 
to work on. 
Our work 
to fix the 
medically 
frail parole 
law, originally passed in 2019, 
is awaiting a vote on the floor of 
the Senate, for instance. We hope 
these and other bills have enough 
momentum to carry them forward 
through the legislative process.

No matter what happens, 
we are always looking for new 
opportunities to work with reform-
minded lawmakers, and we will be 
keeping you informed about all the 
developments regarding criminal 
justice reform policy in Lansing.

With thanks,

John S. Cooper 
Executive Director

From the director’s corner

Executive Director  
John S. Cooper

Safe & Just Michigan will hold 
its 2024 Annual Membership 

meeting on Tuesday, Oct. 29, at 6 
p.m. This will be a virtual meeting, 
so people will need access to the 
internet to watch and participate.

The annual meeting is an 
annual event where our members 
elect or re-elect people to our board 
of directors, receive updates on our 
criminal justice reform campaigns 
in the legislature, hear about our 
most recent research publications 
and ongoing efforts and learn 
about the activities our outreach 
staff are engaging in around the 

state. Everyone who joins us for 
the meeting will be eligible to 
participate in the election or re-
election of board members. 

We will be providing more 
information on how to register 
and participate in our 2024 
Annual Membership Meeting in 
our upcoming print and electronic 
newsletters, which are emailed 
monthly. If your friends and 
family don’t receive our monthly 
e-newsletter, urge them to sign 
up now at bit.ly/sjmnewsletter 
to get monthly Michigan criminal 
justice reform updates from SJM.

SJM Annual Membership Meeting slated

119 Pere Marquette Ave. Suite 2A
Lansing, Michigan 48912

517.482.7753  
Monday-Friday 
9 a.m.-5 p.m.

Ashley Bellant:
Grants Manager

Barbara Wieland: 
Senior Communications Specialist

Cassie Larrieux:
Senior Research Specialist

Dena Anderson: 
Membership Services Specialist

Jared Rodriguez: 
Main Street Legislative Services

Jazmine Wells: 
Policy Advocacy Manager

John S. Cooper: 
Executive Director

Kamau Sandiford:
Clean Slate Program Manager

Kate McCracken: 
Chief Operating Officer

Kenneth Nixon: 
Director of Outreach & Community
Partnerships

Noah Smith: 
Capitol Services

Ronnie Waters:
Community Engagement Specialist

Veronica French: 
Office Manager

Zack Whaley: 
Communications Specialist

Keep in Contact:
email: info@safeandjustmi.org
web: www.safeandjustmi.org

www.facebook.com/
safeandjustmi

twitter.com/safeandjustmi

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

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

Tell friends, family to join us for virtual meeting Oct. 29
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Inside Voices from Around Michigan
How much time for rehabilitation?

I’ve been incarcerated for 10 years. 
When I came to prison, I was a very 
angry woman with no feelings for how 
I treated others. I trusted no one, I felt 
unloved and alone.

I was 10 years old when I was first 
molested. At 12 or 13 years old, my 
brother-in-law molested me three to 
four times a week for a whole summer.

I was married 39 years and was 
sexually, physically, verbally and 
emotionally abused and lived with 
an alcoholic. ... I’ve been called every 
name you can think of. He belittled 
me, threatened my life. I was told if I 
tried to leave, he’d kill me. I began to 
believe that I was worthless, no good 
and nobody would ever want me.

I couldn’t take it anymore and felt 
I had to do something, so I shot him. I 
felt like I lived in prison for 39 years. 
I never told anyone what happened to 
me throughout my life. I kept it inside 
for 50 years, letting it eat away at me.

I no longer feel helpless, hurt or 
embarrassed. My transformation 
has widened to where I can see all 
sides of a situation and not just my 
side. Through Chance for Life (CFL) 
I have learned conflict resolution and 
communication. I have direction and 
a purpose. ...

If given a Second Look, I’ll have the 
opportunity to show I’m remorseful, 
have changed and grown. With 
Second Look, my voice will be heard 
about mitigating factors that were 
ignored. It’s an opportunity to show 
the horrible choice I made doesn’t 
define me today. 

I’m asking for a Second Chance 
because I believe in growth, 
redemption, forgiveness and mercy. 
I have what it takes to be a peaceful, 
positive, productive member of society. 
I no longer act without thinking. I 
think before acting and maintaining 
a positive mindset, managing anger 
without violent behavior. ...

If given a Second Look, I’ll show 
society I’ve utilized all rehabilitation 
that MDOC offers, along with self-help 
measures. I’ll give back to the society I 
took so much from.
~Carol Kopenkoskey  
Huron Valley Women’s Correctional 
Facility
Integrity in legal system?

I have many concerns with the 

criminal legal system in Michigan. 
People from low-income communities 
have little to no chance at a fair trial, 
and their ignorance of the law is used as 
an advantage against them/us. Public 
defenders do the bare minimum and 
prosecutors care less if the defendant 
is actually innocent — as long as 
there’s a conviction. Defendants are 
seen as cattle to keep business (prison) 
booming. As a young Black man (18), 
I was convicted of crimes I didn’t 
commit and sentenced to 22-35 years. 
I am now 33. During trial proceedings, 
I had a missing alibi witness and 
wanted to speak up and fight for my 
life, but my attorney advised me not 
to, and the judge obviously got upset 
when I tried. Both knew the issue 
would be procedurally barred on 
appeal, due to them silencing me. But 
this isn’t about me. All my options are 
exhausted. It just sucks to see young 
men and women being railroaded and 
spending the majority of their lives in 
prison. Where’s the integrity?
~Loring Walker
Baraga Maximm Facility
Needs of Latinos overlooked

A friend  asked me to submit a 
commutation to the governor’s office. 
I told him I would, but some of the 
questions require for him to express 
in his own feelings, which I could not 
do for him. He said, “I can express 
it, but I am Puerto Rican, whose first 
language is Spanish.” So I advised 
him to submit his commutation in 
Spanish. Surely the governor’s office 
has someone who will be able to 
interpret it from Spanish to English. ...

It was returned to him by the 
prison counselor (saying) that he had 
to resubmit it in English. This guy in 
the short time frame required won’t 
be able to produce an effective and 
successful commutation application. I 

understand the penal system was not 
prepared for so many Latinos to be in 
the system and the apparent neglect is 
a reflection of that. ... It is clear no one 
has kept count or else they would have 
made provisions for them to submit 
effective communications. If no one 
has taken notice, who can guess what 
other areas the Latino people have 
been neglected or discriminated 
against?

Discrimination is such a harsh 
word but an appropriate one because 
in many other areas the Latinos are 
neglected or go unnoticed ... Having a 
language barrier can cause a problem 
communicating with other prisoners 
about problems within the system, or 
even jeopardize their civil rights. This 
is the biggest issue because if I don’t 
understand what you are saying or 
what behavior you expect of me, how 
can I go in the direction you need me 
to go or make the corrections needed? 
It is taken for granted that other 
prisoners will explain it to us. ... 

It’s a problem never discovered 
until there is a full-blown dilemma. One 
of the keys to exposing this problem is 
to get Latinos who have the problems 
dealing with fundamental daily civil 
living to speak out in Spanish. Then 
these issues can be prioritized and 
translated into English so that staff 
may be educated. The challenge is 
that there isn’t enough Latino staff to 
address these issues in Spanish.

Many of these issues can be 
addressed and resolved once someone 
with a rapport with MDOC realizes 
this is a humanitarian issue. For 
starters, we can give my friend proper 
assistance to his already submitted 
commutation. ... I am an 18-year-
old juvenile lifer who has over 37 
years in. I will have to continue this 
mission on the other side of these 
fences. Someone else has to take the 
torch. I have been too deep in these 
dungeons in Michigan to forget 
where I grew up. I look forward to 
the challenges liberation has to offer 
with the consideration of reaching 
back and setting the captives free.
~Gilbert Morales
Oaks Correctional Facility
Send your 150-300 word letter to 
Inside Voices, c/o Safe & Just 
Michigan, 119 Pere Marquette 
Drive, Suite 2A, Lansing, MI 
48912.
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For the first time in a decade, 
the number of people incarcerated 
in Michigan prisons has grown 
year-over-year. According to 
the MDOC’s 2022 Statistical 
Report, there were 32,374 people 
incarcerated in Michigan prisons 
at the end of 2022, up 188 people 
from the year before.

Meanwhile, Michigan remains 
among the states with the longest 
prison sentences in the nation, and 
that doesn’t seem like it will change 
anytime soon.

The growth in the prison 
population is disappointing but 
not surprising. The number of 
incarcerated people in Michigan 
fell steeply through the pandemic. 
There were 38,053 people 
incarcerated at the end of 2019, on 
the eve of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
That figure fell by 11.7 percent to 
33,617 people in 2000 and another 
4.2 percent to 32,186 people in 
2021. The sharp drop in the prison 
population was attributed, in 
larger part, to a policy decision to 
slow down prison intakes during 
the pandemic.

Michigan also saw fewer 
returns to prison in 2020. 
These include categories such as 
technical parole violator returns, 
returns from court either with or 
without new sentences imposed, 
and returns from county jail. 
There were 2,173 people who 
returned to prison these ways in 
2020, 59.8 percent fewer than the 
3,635 people in 2019.

With pandemic-era safety 
measures largely over, those 
numbers are returning to normal 
as well. In 2019, there were 8,167 
prison commitments, including 
new court commitments, probation 
violations, parole violations and 
additional sentences imposed. A 
year later, with the pandemic in 
full swing, that number had fallen 
44.3 percent to 4,551.

By 2022, prison commitments 
were on the rise again with 6,528 
prison commitments — still down 
20 percent from the pre-pandemic 
level seen in 2019, but up 27.5 
percent from the 5,120 prison 
commitments seen in 2021.

One thing the pandemic didn’t 
change was the steady uphill climb 
of Michigan’s average minimum 
prison sentence. Standing at 10.8 
years in 2019, it rose to 11.7 years 
in 2019 and then 12 years in both 
2021 and 2022.

The COVID crisis spurred 
efforts to bring home as many 
people as possible in order to 
limit the spread of the disease and 
preserve lives. However, people 
who are serving long sentences 
with distant parole dates or life 
without parole sentences weren’t 
eligible. Meanwhile, prisons took 
in fewer people — including those 
with short sentences. As a result, 
the population skewed toward 
longer sentences.

Michigan’s long prison 
sentences can’t be ignored. These 

long sentences don’t keep us safe, 
as people tend to age out of crime 
long before these sentences end. 
Meanwhile, Michigan taxpayers 
pay upwards of $48,000 a year to 
incarcerate someone — more as a 
person gets older and their health 
care needs increase.

Measures we could enact to 
change this include restoring Good 
Time or creating productivity 
credits allowing people to reduce 
long sentences in exchange for 
meeting conduct, educational 
or vocational training goals. 
Establishing a Second Look policy, 
while not guaranteeing anyone 
freedom, would give judges the 
opportunity to reconsider these 
long sentences and resentence 
someone, when appropriate. A 
sentencing commission could 
reconsider some of the long 
sentences we have on the books in 
the first place.

Safe & Just Michigan supports 
all the measures listed above. We’ll 
keep you updated on the progress 
of these efforts.

Prison population rises for 1st time in decade
Average minimum sentence increases to 12 years
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POLICY UPDATE
Plan to fix Medically Frail Parole advances
Aplan to fix Michigan’s 2019 

medically frail parole law has 
cleared a Senate committee and is 
awaiting a final Senate vote. If passed 
into law, it would fix problems in the 
2019 law that have resulted in just 
one person being released under 
medically frail parole since the law 
was enacted. 

Support for Medically Frail 
Parole already exists. The Michigan 
Department of Corrections itself 
supports the idea, as it doesn’t 
want to use its limited resources 
to provide geriatric health care 
services to an ever-aging prison 
population. Prisons are not 
designed to house or care for 
medically vulnerable people.  At the 
same time, many state legislators 
see the value in a law that allows 
people who are seriously ill or 
disabled to be paroled to care 
in nursing homes, memory care 
facilities or other places paid for by 
federal Medicaid dollars instead of 
Michigan taxpayer dollars.

The main problems have been 
finding placement opportunities 
for people who would qualify 
for parole; and defining what 

conditions qualify under medically 
frail parole. 

The original law, though well-
intended, didn’t give the parole 
board the authority and flexibility 
to identify and select proper places 
for people to be released for care. 
It also was so tightly written that it 
prevented many medical conditions 
that should have qualified for 
release from being considered for 
parole. As a result, people in the 
end stages of Alzheimer’s disease, 
living with terminal cancer or who 
couldn’t get out of bed or dress 
themselves without help have 
remained in prison.

SB 599, which already cleared 
the Senate and is awaiting action 
in the House, changes that by 
empowering the parole board to 
place medically frail parolees in 
places where they can get the help 
they need in the most efficient way 
possible. It changes the definition 
of “medically frail” to make it less 
difficult to qualify for relief under 
the law, but it does not expand 
the kinds of sentences included in 
medically frail parole. First-degree 
lifers still wouldn’t be covered. 

On March 21, Safe & Just 
Michigan Executive Director John 
S. Cooper and Policy Advocacy 
Manager Jazmine Wells spoke 
in favor of the bill, as did former 
Fund Development Fellow Justin 
Counts, who used to work in 
a prison hospital and hospice. 
Testimony from Justin included 
moving examples and anecdotes 
from his own experience that show 
why paroling these folks so they 
can get the medical care they need 
won’t present a threat to public 
safety. 

The bill was voted out of 
committee on April 18 and is now 
awaiting its final Senate vote. We’ll 
keep you posted on its progress.

Second Look plan gets House committee hearing
Our state’s over-reliance 

on life and long sentences 
continues to be one of the biggest 
challenges facing criminal justice 
reform advocates in Michigan. We 
continue to rank among the top 
states in terms of longest average 
sentences. 

Tackling this problem has 
required persistence. Michigan’s 
“truth in sentencing” law, which 
requires 100 percent of a person’s 
minimum sentence to be served 
before parole can be considered, 
is one of the toughest in the 
nation. On top of that, we lack 
any sort of Good Time policy or 

productivity credits that allow a 
person to reduce their sentence in 
exchange for meeting behavioral 
or educational goals. 

This led criminal justice reform 
advocates to look for more ways to 
address our concerns with life and 
long sentences, such as Second 
Look policies. Second Look would 
give judges the ability to review a 
person’s sentence after they served 
a period of time in prison. The 
judge could decide to resentence 
the person if the original sentence 
seems too strict.

On March 19, a plan to bring 
Second Look to Michigan received 

a hearing before the House 
Criminal Justice Committee. 
House Bill 4556 would allow 
incarcerated people to petition 
to have their sentence reviewed 
after they have been in prison 10 
years. The legislation would also 
exclude some convictions, such as 
mass shootings or criminal sexual 
conduct against a child. SJM 
supports this legislation. Advocacy 
for the plan is being co-oridnated 
by the AFSC-Michigan Criminal 
Justice Program, MI-CEMI and 
the Sentencing Project. No vote 
was taken on the bills during the 
hearing.

Former SJM Fellow Justin Counts before 
the Senate Committee..
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OUTREACH  UPDATE
Detroit Pistons host expungement fair
Event at Little Caesar’s Arena puts fresh starts in the spotlight

On March 1, the Detroit 
Pistons hosted a high-profile 
expungement fair sponsored by 
Safe & Just Michigan and several 
other partners at its home at Little 
Caesar’s Arena in Detroit. 

The National Basketball Social 
Justice Coalition, the city of Detroit, 
the Michigan Attorney General’s 
Office, Project Clean Slate and 
the U.S Attorney’s Office for the 
Eastern District of Michigan joined 
in to help people clear old criminal 
records under Michigan’s Clean 
Slate expungement laws. Several 
community partners, including 
universities, nonprofits and 
employers were also on hand to 
provide attendees with resources 

and job 
opportunities. 

“Record 
expungement 
will not only 
give these 
Michiganders 
a fresh start, 
but options 
for stable 
housing and 
employment,” 
said John 
S. Cooper, 
executive 
director of 
Safe & Just 
Michigan. “Past 
mistakes shouldn’t result in a 
lifetime of barriers. Expungement 
is not only the right thing to do, 
it’s good for our state’s residents, 
communities and economy.”  

So far, more than 1,175,764 
Michiganders have had their 
records either completely, or 
partially expunged automatically. 

Thousands more are undergoing 
steps to clear theirs, including many 
of the 168 people who sought help at 
the Second Chances Summit.  

Pontiac resident Anthony 
Simpson said he was there to 
clear old items off his record that 
he incurred many years ago. He 
urged others in his position to 
consider doing the same. “When 
I was young, I made some bad 
mistakes. But as I got older, I got 
wiser, and that past should not be 
held against me.” he said. “If you 
can get an expungement, go for it. It 
may open up a lot of opportunities 
for you.”

The Second Chances Summit underway in Little Caesear’s 
Arena, the home of the Detroit Pistons.

The Safe & Just Michigan team ready for 
the Second Chances Summit to begin.

Michigan marks 1 year of auto expungement
Safe & Just Michigan 

celebrated Michigan’s first year 
of automatic expungement on 
April 11 by releasing a report 
examining how the policy has been 
rolled out, how it has impacted 
Michiganders and what we can do 
to make expungements even more 
accessible. 

The report shared the good 
news that as of March 21, 1.4 
million old convictions have 
been automatically expunged, 

helping 912,416 people at least 
partially clear their criminal 
records. Of those, 283,428 people 
have seen their criminal records 
entirely cleared. 

It’s hard to overstate what these 
numbers mean, as each person 
with a cleared record can enjoy 
an easier time landing a good-
paying job, renting an apartment 
or home, or being admitted to a 
school or job training program. A 
clean record can even make the 

difference between being allowed 
to join a child on a class field trip 
as a chaperone or being denied.

But our report didn’t simply 
count numbers. We also looked at 
challenges faced in implementing 
automatic expungement and 
potential solutions. 

Among the key challenges is the 
lack of a notification system when 
someone’s old convictions are 
expunged. We routinely see people 

See:  Expungements, page 7
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Three things 
I wish I knew
Name: Jose Burgos
Title: Michigan Campaign Coor-

dinator, Cam-
paign for the 
Fair Sentencing 
of Youth, SJM 
Board member
City: Detroit
Years since 
release: 5.5

Advice to others looking forward 
to release:

1Know where your vital records, 
like your birth certificate, social 

security card and state ID, are 
located. The MDOC has gotten 
better, but too many people are 
being released without them. If 
you can, have somene make copies 
and send them to you. The MDOC 
won’t allow you to have them in 
your possession, but they will 
store them in your file. Not having 
proper identification can make 
obtaining services upon release 
very difficult.

2Stop listening to people who tell 
you there are no opportunites 

for those coming home from 
incarceration. That is not the truth. 
Yes, being formerly incarcerated 
can be challenging, but if you 
want it bad enough and work 
hard enough, you can accomplish 
whatever it is you set your mind 
to do. 

3 Don’t leave prison with a chip 
on your shoulder thinking the 

world owes you something. It 
doesn’t. I made a concious decision 
to forgive everyone who I thought 
had done me wrong. I didn’t want 
to walk around mad at the world. 
Just let it go and see how much 
more your life will be enriched by 
doing so.

Life after release

Expungements: Report offers suggestions to make the 
most of Michigan’s new Clean Slate laws ... from page 6
at expungement fairs asking to 
have old records removed only to 
learn they were already expunged 
without their knowledge. It’s a 
shame, because that means people 
may be telling potential employers 
or landlords about convictions no 
longer on their records. 

We continue to advocate for 
an online portal allowing people 
to look up the status of their own 
criminal record. Meanwhile, 
the report suggests other work-

arounds, such as making ICHAT 
criminal background checks more 
accessible.

We also suggest increasing 
oversight to commercial 
background check companies 
to make sure they don’t provide 
employers and landlords with 
outdated criminal record 
information, and make legislative 
recommendations about 
intervening convictions and the 
three-felony rule.

MEDIA MENTIONS
Pistons, Detroit, U.S. Attorney 
partner up for expungement 
fair — WJBK Channel 2 Detroit, 
March 1: The city of Detroit, the 
Detroit Pistons, the Michigan 
Attorney General, the U.S. Attorney 
and many advocates agree: a clean 
slate and a fresh start can mean 
everything to those ready to move 
on with their life. ... Safe & Just 
Michigan Director of Outreach 
& Community Partnerships Ken 
Nixon knows that all too well. 
He spent 16 years in prison for a 
crime he didn’t commit before his 
exoneration in 2021. Now, with a 
smile on his face, he’s made it his 
career helping others get back on 
their feet. “The collateral damage 
that comes with having a criminal 
record sometimes is very damaging 
to a lot of people, so we’re working 
very hard every single day to try to 
help people get back on the right 
track,” he said. 
Three years later: The wins 
and wait times of Michigan’s 
‘Clean Slate’ expungement 
laws — Michigan Advance, 
April 11: When legislation to 
expand eligibility and access for 
Michiganders to have certain old 
criminal convictions wiped clean 
from their record was becoming 
law in 2020, leaders from across 
the political spectrum touted the 

reform as a win for families and 
communities. But on Thursday, 
the three year anniversary of 
Clean Slate laws going into effect, 
supporters say the victories have 
not been without setbacks. ... 
“Because expungements are such 
a net positive for society, it follows 
that we should ensure that the 
Clean Slate law is maximizing 
its impact and while its impact 
has been massive…there is much 
more to do to improve its reach 
and effectiveness,” SJM Executive 
Director John S. Cooper said.
Corrections department 
announces second-lowest 
recidivism rate in tracking 
history — Michigan Public, April 
17: The recidivism rate tracked 
by the Michigan Department of 
Corrections reached its second-
lowest level since the department 
began tracking the data ... 
“Rehabilitation should begin the 
moment you walk in and you have 
opportunities to learn and change 
your behavior. Force-feeding 
information, to help a person 
not recidivate, in the last couple 
of years of their incarceration 
is not always a good thing. … 
Rehabilitation should begin the 
moment you walk into the prison 
system,” Ken Nixon said.
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Save the Date

5-9 p.m.
Thursday, Sept. 26

Safe & Just Michigan invites everyone  
to our signature annual event taking
	 place Thursday, Sept. 26 from 5-9
              p.m. at the AC Hotel, located at 3160 E. 
 		      Michigan Ave. in Lansing. More 
			        details about the event to come.
			             For now, please share the date,
				    and we hope your loved ones 
				    plan to join us!


