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State needs
sentencing
commission

olorado’s prison population has grown
at a significant rate over the last two

decades. Although violent crime de-
creased as the prison population increased,
the prison population has reached crisis lev-
els. Our prisons are filled to capacity and we
do not have the resources to build endless
new prisons. Prison overcrowding is a seri-
ous problem. Something needs to be done.

If you examine who is actually in our state
prisons, you will see that inmates are the vio-
lent or repeat offenders. Prisons serve a criti-
cal public safety need by protecting our com-
munities from such offenders. But incarcera-
tion alone cannot be our only solution. In or-
der to address prison overcrowding, we must
intervene with future defendants before pris-
on is their only option. Anin-
creased focus on prevention
programs, intervention pro-
grams and re-entry pro-
grams, as well as reviewing
our sentencing practices, are
the best ways to address this
growing crisis.

Let’s begin with sentenc-
ing. Some have proposed the

DON creation of a sentencing com-
QUICK mission to makg recommen-

dations for cutting sentenc-
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sion should be created, but

its mandate should be broad.
Such a commission must undertake a compre-
hensive review of Colorado’s sentencing
practices. The commission should:

1. Review who is currently in prison, includ-
ing their sentences and their criminal histo-
ries;

2. Examine all current sentencing options;

3. Focus on our courts’ sentencing practic-
€s; ‘
4. Review what the research shows as to
the effectiveness of these sentencing options;

5. Examine the programs that are most ef-
fective in reducing recidivism; and

6. Determine how to improve re-entry pro-
cedures to reduce recidivism and maximize
public safety.

Beyond sentencing, this comprehensive ap-
proach should be used to review Colorado’s
entire criminal justice system. The following
parts of the system must be examined and en-
hanced:

+ Prevention programs: We need to keep
kids on the right path and effectively inter-
vene with at-risk kids and their families be-
fore they enter the criminal-justice system.

* Intervention programs; When a person
commits a crime, the justice system needs to
respond with sentences that include effec-
tive programs to address the needs of the of-
fenders.

* Reentry programs: Fifty percent of our in-
mates re-offend within three years, and 6o
percent within five years. We need to pro-
vide resources for programs that will reduce
the rate of re-offending once inmates are re-
leased back in the community.

At the local level, we have already used
new approaches to prevent crime and reduce
recidivism. In the 17th Judicial District, we
have:

» Created diversion programs to divert
first-time offenders out of the justice system;

* Established a countywide prevention
partnership for at-risk kids and their families;

+ Introduced new programs such as the
Safe-2-Tell school hotline, Internet safety
classes and a partnership with MADD to pre-
vent teen drinking and driving;

* Established a juvenile drug treatment
court;

* Setup apilot program placing all of a juve-
nile’s — and his family’s — cases in front of a
single judge;

* Established new community-based of-
fender program for the mentally ill; and

* Created a pilot drug court in Broomfield
County.

Similar programs are being utilized across
the state. However, because of limited re-
sources, we have limited implementation.
To those who doubt whether comprehen-
sive reform can be completed on a statewide
level, I say such reform is both necessary
and doable. Other states, in fact, have al-
ready done it. Washington state, for exam-
ple, recently completed a two-year review of
its criminal justice system, the results of
which can be found on this website: wsipp.
wa.gov.

The problem of prison overcrowding is a se-
rious one. When it comes to criminal-justice
issues, there are some who seek politically ex-
pedient “quick fixes,” rather than sound,
thoughtful and effective reforms. That needs
to change. Spending more on effective pre-
vention and intervention programs would sig-
nificantly decrease long-term costs to soci-
ety and enhance public safety by preventing
crime and reducing recidivism, Doing so
would require leadership that accurately por-
trays who is currently being sent to prison
but also has the courage to rebuke opponents
who say prevention and intervention means
being soft on crime. .

A common definition for failure is repeat-
ing the same actions over and over again, ex-
pecting a different result. This will not work
anymore when it comes to the problem of
prison overcrowding.

Comprehensive reform, including funding
for proven prevention, intervention and reen-
try programs, as well as reform of our sen-
tencing practices, are the only ways to effec-
tively protect public safety while reducing
the prison population. We need the convic-
tion to get it done.

Don Quick is district attorney of the 17th
Judicial District,*which covers Adams County’
and Broomfield,




