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Dear Chairman Mendelson and Council members: 

I am submitting this testimony as an individual and on behalf of participants of the ReThink 
Justice DC Coalition1 to urge that the DC government act to assume control of the parole 
function which now rests with the United States Parole Commission (USPC). The ReThink 
Justice Coalition has not reviewed or endorsed my testimony, but it has endorsed the June 
2020 Community Call for Action: Restoring Local Control Over Parole in the District of 
Columbia prepared by the Reentry Task Force and attached to this submission. 

Our request is relatively small. The burden on the District of Columbia FY 2021 budget could 
be as little as $100,000 and covered by changes in the police or corrections budget, whereas 
local control of the parole function could bring about significant savings. The benefits of 
acting outweigh the cost. The coronavirus has demonstrated that the District’s lack of control 
over the parole function puts its residents’ lives at risk. 

Regaining control of the parole function would advance efforts to end racial bias in the 
administration of criminal justice in the District. More than 90 percent of District residents 
under the jurisdiction of the USPC are African American, making this an issue of racial justice.  

The facts which should compel the District government’s leaders to act in this matter are 
compelling. 

 
1 Rethink Justice DC is a coalition of diverse citizens, criminal justice professionals and returning citizens whose 

uniting mission is to advocate for criminal justice system reforms directly related to the D.C. jails and D. C.’s 

justice-involved population. 
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The USPC determines release on parole for about 800 District of Columbia citizens who were 
sentenced for crimes committed prior to August 4, 2000, at which time a new determinate 
sentencing law took effect.  

Further, the USPC makes the decision to reincarcerate  any of about 4,000 individuals on 
parole and supervised release who are alleged by the Community Supervision Program 
(CSP) staff of the Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency (CSOSA) to have violated 
conditions of their release. According to data reported by CSOSA, in FY 2019, Community 
Supervision Program staff submitted one or more allegations of a violation of parole or 
conditions of release for 1,508 individuals to the USPC. Also according to CSOSA, the  USPC 
reincarcerated at least 600 individuals, or on average 50 each month in the Bureau of Prisons 
for violation of conditions of release while on parole or supervised release.2   

In addition, a sufficient number of District of Columbia residents were detained in the 
District of Columbia Department of Corrections (the “jail”) by authority of the USPC pending 
resolution of the alleged violation to fill an average of about 300 jail bed spaces at any one 
time. On average 429 District of Columbia residents under the USPC’s jurisdiction were 
subjected to some time in jail each month.  

Due to a dwindling number of federal prisoners sentenced and eligible for parole under old 
laws, Congress had scheduled the USPC to “sunset” on November 1, 2020. It has been the 
District’s responsibility to create an agency or some other mechanism to administer parole- 
and supervised release decision-making for individuals sentenced in the District’s Superior 
Court, and to make appropriate recommendations to the United States Congress for 
legislation shifting control of the parole function to the District.  

For at least three years, advocates and interested parties have urged the District to assume 
control of the parole function. In 2018, an informal “working group” briefed Councilmembers 
and the Deputy Mayor for Public Safety on the District’s options. Leaders of the “working 
group” presented testimony before Council Committees. Congress’s decision to “sunset” the 
USPC added urgency to the matter. 

Last summer, the Deputy Mayor for Public Safety retained the Justice Policy Institute (JPI) to 
assess various program models and recommend further steps. JPI completed a 
comprehensive study in September 2019. The District released the JPI report in January 
2020, about eleven months in advance of the USPC’s scheduled “sunset.” Separately, in 
October 2019, the District government-chartered Task Force on Jails and Justice released its 
multi-faceted report, unequivocally recommending that the District act expeditiously to 
obtain local control of the parole function. 

On March 3, 2020 ReThink Justice published our Committee report, The Parole Revocation 
Process in DC: What DC Could Accomplish with Local Control,3  describing benefits of returning 
the parole function to local control. Several groups continued to write and speak with Council 

 
2  Extrapolated from data reported in: Congressional Budget Justification FY 2021, Court Services and Offender 

Supervision Agency (February 10, 2020), at pp. 7, 19, 22-24.    According to advocates and staff with the Public 

Defender Service, these numbers undercount the number of reincarcerated individuals, but solid data has proven 

difficult to obtain. 
3  ReThink Justice DC’s March 3, 2020 report and an Executive Summary are accessible at 

http://rethinkjusticedc.org/returning-the-parole-function-to-local-control-a-report-from-the-rethink-justice-new-

visions-committee 

http://rethinkjusticedc.org/returning-the-parole-function-to-local-control-a-report-from-the-rethink-justice-new-visions-committee
http://rethinkjusticedc.org/returning-the-parole-function-to-local-control-a-report-from-the-rethink-justice-new-visions-committee
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members and the Deputy Mayor for Public Safety and their staff, urging the District 
government to take action, including notifying Congress through the District’s 
representative Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton of the District’s intent to assume 
control of the parole function. 

In May, 2020, another informal coalition, led by members of the Reentry Task Force, issued 
a Community Call for Action4  which succinctly states the advantages to the District of 
assuming control of the parole function and reiterates the request that the District 
government inform Congress of an intent to assume control of the parole function. 

To date, our understanding is that the District has not advised Congress of any intention to 
assume local control of the parole function. Nor has the Mayor or the Council provided 
budget support to develop a blueprint or to prepare the legislation required to assume 
control of the parole function.  

Meanwhile, the District received a lesson about the human cost of not having local control of 
the parole function when the coronavirus and Covid-19 struck in March – April 2020. The 
virus posed an immediate threat to people incarcerated in the Department of Corrections, in 
the Bureau of Prisons and in the BOP’s halfway houses under the USPC’s jurisdiction as well 
as to the corrections officers who supervise them. Corrections facilities are fertile grounds 
in which to spread a virus infection. Yet families, friends, advocates and attorneys sought the 
release of hundreds of individuals incarcerated prior to parole hearings or for hearings on 
alleged violations of parole or of conditions of their supervised release with little success as 
a distant, detached parole board failed to adapt or react to the situation, at one point 
persisting in a requirement that individuals held in the Department of Corrections and their 
attorneys travel in the midst of a pandemic to Bureau of Prison facilities for parole hearings.  

A parole authority responsible to local conditions and local priorities could have expedited 
the release of individuals held on minor violations, such as drug and other technical 
violations, to their homes. A responsive Board could have expedited parole hearings and 
released individuals under its jurisdiction from the jail and halfway houses, setting 
appropriate conditions where necessary to protect the health and well-being of the entire 
community.  

We are all aware that the coronavirus has exacted a huge toll on the District’s budget. But 
among many other benefits outlined in the ReThink Justice DC’s report, the financial benefits 
of gaining control of the parole function could match or exceed the cost of returning the 
parole function to local control, estimated by JPI to carry an annual operational cost of $4 
million. For this reason, ReThink Justice DC emphatically urges that the District allocate a 
minimum of $100,000 in 2021 for staff or consultants to settle on a program model and 
prepare legislation, putting the District in a position to assume control of the parole function 
in 2022.  

With much to gain at minimal expense, regaining control of the parole function provides an 
opportunity for District government to manage its own affairs to the benefit of its citizens, a 
tangible step toward independence from the federal government and statehood.  

 
4  See, Community Call for Action: Restoring Local Control Over Parole in the District of Columbia cited in 

footnote 4, below, at p. 5. 

http://rethinkjusticedc.org/local-control-of-the-parole-function-a-community-call-to-action
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With a great sense of urgency, the ReThink Justice DC Coalition endorses the June 2020 
Community Call for Action: Restoring Local Control Over Parole in the District of Columbia and 
the specific recommendations therein, which we incorporate into our written testimony. 

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

Malcolm C. Young 
Co-Chair, New Visions Committee 
ReThink Justice DC Coalition 
 



 
 

Restoring Local Control Over Parole in the 
District 

 

A Community Call for Action | June 2020 

 

Background 

For the past 20 years, the federal United States Parole Commission (USPC) has exercised 
complete control over local parole decisions in the District. Congressional authorization for 
the USPC expires in November 2020. Congress’s termination of the USPC presents the 
District with an opportunity to restore local control over parole granting and revocation.  

The USPC has been a negative force in the District’s criminal justice system. USPC members, 
who are not District residents or even former residents, decide the fate of DC Code 
offenders. USPC decisions have extended the incarceration of hundreds of DC residents and 
send scores of the District’s returning citizens back to federal prison every month for non-
criminal, technical violations of supervision rules.  

COVID-19 and the Need for Immediate Action 

The COVID-19 pandemic has made the negative impact of the USPC on the District even 
more stark. Had a locally-controlled paroling authority, responsive to the community, 
already been in place, the District could have moved much more quickly to release 
detainees held in DC jail facilities for alleged parole and supervised release violations. 
Additionally, working with District officials, a local parole authority could have released 
hundreds of DC residents from the dangerously mismanaged Hope Village halfway house to 
safer conditions.  

There is broad community support for restoring the District’s control over parole. 
Unfortunately, while the DC Government commissioned a study of the feasibility of 
restoring its authority over the parole function, the DC Government has yet to announce its 
intentions to do so or taken concrete steps towards implementation.   

Benefits of Local Control  

A parole function under the DC Government’s jurisdiction would: 

• Lead to an overall reduction in incarcerated District residents 
• Eliminate, or significantly decrease, incarceration for non-criminal, technical 

violations of supervision rules 
• Allow for better coordination with the federally-managed Court Services and 

Offender Supervision Agency (CSOSA), resulting in improvements to how the 
agency’s resources are used to benefit District citizens 

• Create new opportunities to reduce DC Government spending through: (1) direct 
cost savings entailed in the reduction of locally-incarcerated DC residents; and (2) 
indirect, long-term savings generated from better coordination between the local 



 
 

parole authority and CSOSA in a way that more effectively ties reentry programs to 
evidence-based decarceration and restorative justice practices 

• Galvanize ongoing efforts to establish DC Statehood  

What the DC Government Must Do Right Now 

In order to offset the extraordinary demands the COVID-19 crisis has placed upon the 
Mayor and the DC City Council, reentry advocacy groups and our community partners are 
prepared to assist the DC Government as it drafts a plan for local control of parole. 

However, the primary responsibility for moving this effort forward rests within the DC 
Government itself.  

We therefore call on the DC Government to immediately take the following steps: 

• The DC Government should immediately commit to a plan for the establishment of a 
DC parole authority, including a clear intention to move forward with this opportunity 
during the FY 2021 planning process 

• The DC City Council should issue a similar statement of support that expresses its 
commitment to restoring local control 

• The Mayor and City Council should work together to allocate funding to the FY 2020 
supplemental budget and/or the FY 2021 budget for staff resources within the Office of 
the Deputy Mayor for Public Safety to begin the process of establishing the local parole 
authority  

• The Mayor and Congresswoman Holmes Norton should draft federal legislation 
that provides full congressional authorization for a local parole authority or that 
transitions the parole authority from the USPC to an agency created by the District.  

• The City Council, in particular the Committee on the Judiciary & Public Safety and the 
Committee on Facilities & Procurement, should plan to hold hearings in the fall on 
legislation establishing the actual structure of the local parole authority 

• The Mayor and City Council should work with reentry advocacy groups throughout 
this process on a detailed plan for structuring the local parole authority 

Further References 

▪ Reentry Task Force’s April 2020 Letter to the DC Government on Restoring Local 
Control of Parole [Link]  
 

▪ The ReThink Justice DC Coalition’s March 2020 report on restoring local control of 
parole [Exec Summary] [Full report] 
 

▪ The Justice Policy Institute’s December 2019 Report on Restoring Local Control of 
Parole  [Exec Summary] [Full report] 
 

▪ The District Task Force on Jails & Justice Local Control Committee’s November 2019 
Phase I Report [Link] 

 


